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Phonetic
fieldwork Overview

• Definition

• Teaching it

• Doing it – the case of Shilluk (second hour)



Phonetic
fieldwork Phonetic fieldwork is... 

Characteristics

• It is particularly useful in relation to distinctions that: 
are hard to perceive to the non-native speaker; that 
are typologically unusual.

• Phonetic fieldwork fits well in the ethos of fieldwork 
and descriptive linguistics.

• This ethos is valuable to academic training.



The problem

• Many descriptive linguists are not well prepared for 
phonetic fieldwork.

Phonetic
fieldwork Teaching it The problem



Accompany IPA transcriptions with sounds

• It is easy in presentations, using PowerPoint or pdf.

• It is just as easy in papers (pdf version).
Example: Remijsen & Manyang (2009). Luanyjang Dinka. Journal of the 
International Phonetic Association 39(1), 113-124. – then select pdf 
embedded sound files [free dowload].

Phonetic
fieldwork Teaching it Stage 1 – no specialised software



Accompany IPA transcriptions with sounds

• Raise awareness that the phenomenon is primarily 
language as it is spoken, and that any transcription 
is an abstraction from a rich and messy signal. 

• Arouse enthusiasm for the amazing range of 
variation in the sound systems of the world’s 
languages.

• And also – prepare for the encounter with unfamiliar 
and challenging sound distinctions.

Phonetic
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The 
traditional 
approach 

(example: tonal 
allophony in 

Yoruba)



The alternative: raising awareness of sound

• An example from Matbat (Austronesian):

1. ba ‘remain’

2. ba ‘on target’

3. ba ‘blow,flow’

4. ba ‘ancestor’

5. ba ‘stiff’

6. bap ̚ ‘father’

Phonetic
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fieldwork Teaching it Stage 1 – no specialised software

Figure: Fundamental frequency traces for each of the 
six tonemes of Matbat, averaged over 8 speakers



The alternative approach

• An example from Matbat (Austronesian):

1. ba ̀ ‘remain’ Low level

2. b ́a ̂ ‘on target’ Extra High Fall

3. ba ̂ ‘blow,flow’ Low Fall

4. ba ́ ‘ancestor’ High level

5. b ̌a ̂ ‘stiff’ Rise Fall

6. ba ̌p ̚ ‘father’ Low Rise

Phonetic
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• Most students are introduced to instrumental 
phonetics at some point during their undergraduate 
degree. This typically involves –

(a) Learn to interpret acoustic representations: 
waveform, spectrum and spectrogram

(b) Learn to use specialised software with which to 
process speech sounds and produce these 
representations  

Phonetic
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Integrate the fieldwork perspective: bring in 
unfamiliar sound data from unfamiliar 
languages, in the context of the teaching of 
instrumental phonetics.

Phonetic
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Integrate the fieldwork perspective – my practice

• The introduction of the acoustic representations 
(waveforms, spectral features, etc.) is based on 
English speech sounds

• The step-by-step practicals in Praat involve data 
from minority languages with unfamiliar distinctions 
[DATA1, DATA2]
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Integrate the fieldwork perspective – my practice

• [DATA1: a practical to learn the basics of working 
with Praat. The data relate to correlates of stress, 
using data from Ma`ya, another Austronesian 
language.     
http://www.ling.ed.ac.uk/~bert/data1.zip]

• [DATA: a practical to learn the basics of working with 
Praat. The data relate to spectral features of vowels, 
using Matbat data. 
http://www.ling.ed.ac.uk/~bert/data2.zip]
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Once technical expertise is acquired, it can be 
applied in a variety of ancillary ways in training –
just as in fieldwork.

Phonetic
fieldwork Teaching it Stage 3 – with technical expertise



At this point there are many opportunities

• Exploring sound data in a fieldwork course

• Morphophonology exercise starting from speech 
data. [DATA3]

• Use of unfamiliar language data in relation to 
discussions in specialised courses. [DATA4]

Phonetic
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• [DATA3: Morphophonology exercise starting from 
speech data; tone and intonation in Malual Dinka 
http://www.ling.ed.ac.uk/~bert/data3.zip]

• [DATA4: Advanced practical on the study of tonal 
features; includes discussion of segmental 
perturbation and compression 
http://www.ling.ed.ac.uk/~bert/data4.zip]

Phonetic
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Exploring sound data in fieldwork course / example

• Descriptive linguistics course on Ronga (Bantu, 
Mozambique).

• Two elicitation sessions per week with native 
speaker.

Phonetic
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Exploring sound data in fieldwork course / example

• Give the students the opportunity to record items.

• Make these recordings available online.

• Point to literature that will enable the students to 
interpret the instrumental evidence – e.g. Ladefoged 
& Maddieson’s The sounds of the world’s languages.

Phonetic
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Exploring sound data in fieldwork course / example

• Here are two items the students asked to record:

• A great opportunity to integrate acoustic information 
along with the other sources (e.g. visual information, 
classical phonological analysis, etc.).

Phonetic
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tiɬo
eye

na-khanela
1SG-walk           
‘I am walking’





Supporting phonetic investigation in the field

• Discuss in advance the role of the collection and 
analysis of phonetic data will play in relation to time 
management.

• Watch out for a lack of balance. Are challenging 
distinctions ignored? Are there signs of ‘quantitative 
escapism’?

Phonetic
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• Integrating sounds and the analysis of sound in 
linguistics training is easy.

• It is valuable to the teaching of linguistics, because 
it:

(a) arouses enthusiasm re. the world’s languages

(b) gets the students closer to the real thing

(c) encourages resourcefulness and technical skill

(d) prepares for phonetic fieldwork

Phonetic
fieldwork Teaching it Conclusion
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