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Introduction  

The creation of a spoken language corpus in a remote setting comes with a unique set of 

challenges at the level of researchers’ training, data collection, and team coordination. This 

paper discusses the challenges our team encountered in implementing a remote workflow 

for the Multimodal Corpus of Spoken Kazakh language (MCSKL). In particular, we focus 

on the training and data collection phase of the project. We present the solutions we 

implemented, as well as the advantages that we gained from shifting our original plans to 

fit the demands of the new remote environment. 

The MCSKL was originally planned and submitted for funding as an offline, face-

to-face endeavor. The original idea of the project was manifest in three mutually informed 

objectives: (i) building a contemporary linguistic research infrastructure; (ii) training a 

group of young local scholars in contemporary corpus linguistics; (iii) creating an 

international collaboration network that could lend their expertise to the development of 

objectives (i) and (ii), and remain valid beyond the life cycle of the project. Following the 

awarding of funding in December 2020, the project had to undergo multiple alterations of 

various scale and aspect, often in a rapid improvised manner, to adapt to challenges set 

forth by the COVID-19 pandemic. Transitioning to the remote setting required a 
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rebalancing in the amount of attention and resources allocated to each objective by creating 

more need and opportunities to expand the educational component towards an increased 

focus on accessibility. This shift in focus to the educational aspect of the corpus 

development process emerges as an effective adaptation to the challenges engendered by a 

transition to a remote-only workflow. 

Project Background 

The MCSKL is a free-access multimodal corpus of naturally occurring speech consisting 

of a set of digital audio and video recordings accompanied by a corresponding set of 

transcriptions, annotations, and metadata. The transcriptions are annotated for a variety of 

features, including the transcript of language material in standardized orthography, 

phonetic transcription, interlinear glossing, free translations, notation of nonverbal 

communication, and interactional elements. The richness of the annotation is born in 

rigorous comparative analysis of regional and social varieties, and is aimed to support 

pedagogical endeavors and development of language technological applications. 

Nazarbayev University (NU) is committed to the sustained maintenance of the MCSKL 

beyond the life-cycle of the current grant after its expiration at the end of 2023. The NU 

linguistics program is integrating RA training for MCSKL maintenance into its curriculum 

in the form of credit-bearing research assistantships for continued data collection and 

annotation. MCSKL is integrated as a resource into the cross-disciplinary curriculum of 

Depts. of Linguistics, Kazakh and Turkic Studies, Sociology and Anthropology,  and the 

Graduate School of Education. Additional evidence of a commitment to the sustained 

maintenance of the MCSKL is the hosting of the corpus on NU servers with a negotiated 

mirror hosting option at the international partner-institutions and digital archives. 

The project was launched in 2021 and brought together scholars in residence at 

Nazarbayev University and Gumiliev Eurasian National University in Kazakhstan, 

Research Assistants recruited among undergraduate and graduate students at these 

institutions, and international experts. The specific circumstances in which the MCSKL 

team was operating made this corpus a perfect place to experiment with remote 

methodology. Contrary to the experience of many documentary linguists, dealing typically 

with endangered minority languages and often relying on the support of mainly 

international agencies, the status of Kazakh as a national language gave the project access 

to institutional support in the form of trained linguists, technical expertise, and 

organizational capacities (Austin 2016). The movement onto an online training model was 
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made faster by the possibility of exploiting instructional channels that had already been set 

up to guarantee instructional continuity during the pandemic. 

The status of Kazakh as a lesser-studied variety coupled with the current socio-

political developments of the language generated the necessary motivation to continue the 

project even in the face of adversities. In Kazakhstan, the Kazakh language is spoken by 

approximately 9 million speakers (Bureau of National Statistics 2010), but the amount of 

technological resources available for the variety is grossly inadequate. The creation of a 

corpus of spoken Kazakh is a long overdue and necessary step to support the development 

of technologies for the general population. This need for technological tools is explicitly 

recognized by language activists and by the government, who is currently promoting a set 

of language policy changes, including an orthography reform, which is deemed “necessary 

for Kazakhstan to enjoy full global integration” (Nazarbayev 2012). This socio-political 

situation of the Kazakh language presents a peculiar context in which public awareness and 

activism are increased, which in turn brought a large group of young motivated scholars-

in-training to join the team. 

Institutional support, regional cultural significance, and public engagement are 

characteristics shared by a large variety of lesser-studied varieties in the world. The 

methods employed by the MCSKL can be fruitfully applied to the creation of corpora of 

those varieties who share a similar background to Kazakh. In such cases, online methods 

for corpus building can be effectively used even outside the critical contingencies dictated 

by the pandemic. In this paper we offer our perspective on the way in which online 

collaboration can be employed to support the creation of resources and the training of 

specialized personnel for the compiling of a corpus. In doing so, we hope to provide a 

useful model for those communities who find themselves in a similar position as ours. 

Remote work challenges and knowledge sharing opportunities 

The need for a shift into a remote format was apparent prior to the final approval of the 

project, in December 2020. In the 3 months prior to the project launch in January 2021, our 

planning and implementation was already carried out in an online setting. This was possible 

only with institutional support. Switching to online instruction was facilitated by the fact 

that both the RAs and the instructors had already gained experience with online learning at 

that point. The training workshops consisted of two courses of 4 lessons each covering the 

basics of recording practice, Intonation Unit theory (Chafe 1994), and the Discourse 

Functional Transcription framework (Du Bois et al. 1992). Some of the students had 
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already received formal training in recording techniques, while others had not been 

exposed to the topic before the training. The first cycle of classes focused on content and 

practice of recordings, emphasizing the notion of naturally occurring language and 

providing strategies for the identification and documenting of interactions. The RAs were 

trained in traditional fieldwork techniques, as well as in strategies to capture computer-

mediated conversational events. The second cycle of training focused on transcription 

theory and the basics of ELAN (Wittenburg et al. 2006; ELAN 2021). 

The main challenge that we encountered in transitioning to a remote environment 

was the difficulty of conveying practical training in the absence of physical proximity. The 

RAs received the recording devices for the project only in a later phase, and this meant that 

the instructors could not provide troubleshooting for any technical issue arising from 

incorrect usage of the devices at the time of the training. As Kazakh campuses were closed 

due to the health crisis, each RA had to return to their places of residence away from Nur-

Sultan. This geographical distribution had the potential to include in the project varieties 

of Kazakh spoken at remote locations both inside and outside of the national territory of 

the Republic of Kazakhstan, ensuring the collection of a corpus that is more representative 

of regional and social variation. 

Equipment acquisition and distribution to RAs was a challenge in itself. One of the 

RAs, who was one of the few physically on campus, was tasked with receiving and 

managing the equipment. RAs in the field received their equipment sets individually, by 

post, through other responsible RAs traveling through a target region, or, in one case, via 

a train conductor en route through the target location. This affected the way RAs interacted 

with the equipment and learned to use it, to a large extent self-training and yet again 

exchanging information remotely via project online chats. There was no traditional clear 

way of in-person equipment training and reconciling divergent information. When the 

project started, each RA found themselves operating in isolation from each other, and this 

situation required them to manage every aspect of the data collection, management, and 

transcription process. On the institutional side, this required a new level of flexibility where 

equipment was formally entrusted to RAs away from campus and with very little control 

over it - a significant departure from local regular practice. The team was able to change 

the project infrastructure in light of the challenge by implementing two main kinds of 

adaptations. The first of these successful adaptations were regular (weekly) online 

collection and annotation workshops conceived and implemented as a collaborative space 

for coordinators to integrate training into practice and ensure consistency. The second 
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adaptation was in the implementation of redundant information flows and dissemination of 

training materials in multiple languages and through diverse channels. Arranging these two 

strategies allowed the team to treat the challenges set forth by the pandemic as an 

advantageous educational opportunity. We now turn to discuss these practices in detail. 

In order to coordinate tasks, as well as to maintain a sense of community, the 

MCSKL team instituted weekly collection and annotation meetings. These meetings 

allowed RAs to resolve practical issues, seek clarifications and confirmations, both from 

coordinators, but also from fellow RAs. During the data collection phase of the project, 

RAs documented every issue that arose in the field, together with the solution they 

experimented with, and the outcomes of their course of action. Over the weekly meeting 

all of the cases would be presented for discussion and particularly successful strategies 

would be suggested as best practices to the rest of the group. These strategies would then 

be implemented in the recording sessions over the following week. The delayed 

implementation of recording strategies has indubitably slowed down the recording process, 

however, this system has also provided the RAs with opportunities for engaging with the 

theory and practice of data collection and to contribute their local cultural expertise to 

inform the protocols of the project. The limitations of the remote fieldwork have thus been 

reframed as a powerful educational experience for RAs, and allowed them to gain 

knowledge via trial and error and subsequent group reflection. In sum, the opportunity of 

decentralized prescriptive direction and decision making, which would likely prove 

suboptimal in a goal-oriented setting that does not seek education goals, was fertile context 

for educational purposes. 

To ensure the flow of information in the online setting and reconcile divergent 

information and practices, the team disseminated information and training materials via 

multiple channels. The team looked to develop heuristics to address missing direct 

communication issues by experimenting with various online communication platforms, for 

instance, launching a Telegram group chat where RAs could seek rapid clarifications and 

receive quick online responses from coordinators or fellow RAs. While the training 

materials as well as instructions and guidelines were available on multiple platforms, such 

as YouTube, Moodle, and Canvas, sometimes there was still a missing degree of 

centralization authority to maintain an efficient degree of coherence. This issue was later 

addressed by maintaining the weekly project online meetings originally dedicated to 

coordination of language data collection and annotation. 
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The necessity of disseminating information in multiple channels required the 

instructors to record their workshops. This resulted in a large volume of surplus training 

materials related to different areas of data recording and transcription practice. Given the 

larger mission of the project to disseminate the best international research practice, these 

recordings were seen as useful training content for anyone in the region interested in field 

linguistic and language documentation. Recordings of the training sessions have been 

edited, polished, translated into Kazakh and Russian, and assembled into a package 

covering the basics of language documentation and transcription. Mobilizing the 

knowledge gained during the weekly meetings, the RAs produced short videos 

complementing those of the instructors. These videos focus on tasks that were deemed to 

require further explanations (e.g. using tier types to structure data in ELAN), as well as on 

skills that were initially considered not to be necessary (e.g. editing videos using FFmpeg). 

These videos have been produced in Kazakh, Russian, and English and will be uploaded 

to the YouTube channel of the project1 over the next months2. Lesson plans and slides used 

in the training have also been translated into Kazakh and Russian and will be made 

available through the corpus website. By disseminating not only the recorded data, but also 

sharing the collection of materials used for the training of the RAs, the MCSKL doubly 

fulfills its open access mission and establishes itself as an invaluable resource for linguists 

and language advocates of Kazakh and Russian-speaking areas who wish to learn the basics 

for data collection, annotation, and management, in order to create corpora for their local 

varieties. By turning surplus training material into valuable resources for people interested 

in working with underrepresented languages, the experience of building a corpus became 

an occasion of knowledge sharing that supports the documentation efforts of those varieties 

which could not count on the same level of resources and institutional support dedicated to 

the MCSKL. 

To support the translation efforts of the project, the instructors trained the RAs in 

the usage of OmegaT (The OmegaT project 2019), an open-source Computer-Assisted 

Translation software. The usage of a CAT tool would have sped up the translation process, 

as well as ensured consistency between the translation choices of the RAs. Once the RAs 

had acquired the skills necessary for the translation of the instructional videos, it became 

 
1 https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCMbkAUqfA2riLn6SpZKPpDw 
2  We are grateful to anonymous reviewers for bringing to our attention the fact that hosting 
our instructional videos on YouTube only could result in access restrictions. We are developing an 
alternative solution that will ensure a long-term, unrestricted access to our material. 
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possible for the team to mobilize this knowledge into the localization of Rezonator (Du 

Bois 2019), a software for the analysis and quantification of human engagement in 

conversation developed by a team led by John Du Bois. The goal of Rezonator is to develop 

a research tool paralleled by a game which allows the general public to explore the 

dynamics at play in everyday exchanges and provides researchers with a platform for the 

crowdsourcing of discourse data annotation. The localization of Rezonator into Russian 

and Kazakh served multiple purposes. First, the experience supported RAs 

professionalization and equipped them with valuable transferable skills. Second, the 

process contributed to the standardization of linguistic terminology in both languages and 

supported the development and distribution of specialized linguistic software in 

Kazakhstan. In addition to providing a long-lasting effect on Kazakh academia, this effort 

contributes to broadening the participation of the local community into the collection and 

production of discourse data via Rezonator. Through this localization effort, once again the 

MCSKL turned the idle times dictated by the pandemic into educational opportunities and 

fulfilled its broader goal of open accessibility. 

Discussion 

In this paper, we presented some of the adjustments that the MCSKL team had to 

implement to successfully move the project to a remote environment. In particular, we 

focused on the aspects related to the training phase of the project, during which the RAs in 

the team received instruction on recording practice and data annotation. We implemented 

two practices that allowed us to counteract the challenges set forth by the pandemic: weekly 

troubleshooting meetings where RAs could co-construct solutions to issues arisen in the 

field, and the redundant distribution of information and training material across multiple 

communication channels. These two practices have diminished the efficiency of the 

project, but they have favored the establishment of a project culture that eased the 

achievement of the educational goals of the project and extended these educational goals 

beyond the traditional academic boundaries and original plan. 

The first consequence of these two practices was the creation of a space where RAs 

could take on an expert role and suggest solutions to practical issues arising in the field. 

Through the conversations in this space, junior scholars contributed to the development of 

guidelines and best practices for corpus building upon their cultural knowledge and 

experience. This circumstance significantly contributed to the training of the RAs and 

favored the education of a new generation of Kazakh linguists expert in the creation and 
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management of corpora. The second outcome of the adjustments was the surplus of 

materials that we obtained at the end of the training phase. These materials have been 

translated into Kazakh and Russian, complemented with additional instructional videos 

produced by the RAs, and distributed in open access to be used as training resources for 

linguists and language advocates who cannot count on the same type of expertise and 

institutional support that our team had. The third outcome of the adjustment practices was 

the acquisition of practical knowledge in the creation of instructional videos and translation 

that could be mobilized onto other projects. This situation led the team to localize a 

linguistic annotation software (Rezonator) into Kazakh and Russian, contributing to the 

integration of new research tools in Kazakh academia. 

In conclusion, the shift to remote methodologies forced the MCSKL team to 

rethink the approach to the project and caused it to find solutions to the challenges set forth 

by the pandemic. The specific context in which we found ourselves operating encouraged 

us to accept these challenges as opportunities for educational development. The overall 

success of the project was due not only to the deployment of remote methodologies, but 

also to a shift in our vision for the project itself, which led us to reconceptualize the corpus 

as a space for knowledge sharing. 
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