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The paper presents a spoken corpus of contact-influenced Russian, which 
consists of oral spontaneous Russian speech of bilingual speakers of indig-
enous languages of Northern Siberia and the Russian Far East (Samoyedic, 
Tungusic, Chukotko-Kamchatkan). The texts included in the corpus were tran-
scribed in ELAN in Standard Russian orthography and provided with a special 
system of manual annotation of contact-induced features developed for the 
corpus. The paper focuses mainly on this system of annotation, which is rele-
vant in a wider context of annotating any kind of speech with “deviations” from 
the standard language variety (bilinguals’, learners’, dialectal speech etc.). 
The annotation tags are grouped in several separate levels: contact-induced 
morphological, syntactic, phonetic, lexical features etc. The exact meanings 
for the annotation tags were proposed on empirical grounds. Transcribed and 
annotated texts gain morphological annotation and search implementation 
based on the Tsakorpus platform. The aim of the project is to provide a useful 
resource for linguistic studies on language contact.
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В статье описан создаваемый нами корпус контактно-обусловленной 
русской речи, который состоит из устных спонтанных текстов на рус-
ском языке, записанных от билингвов Севера Сибири и Дальнего Вос-
тока, носителей самодийских, тунгусских и чукотско-камчатских 
языков. Тексты расшифрованы в стандартной русской орфографии 
и снабжены специально разработанной ручной разметкой контактно-
обусловленных грамматических особенностей в программе ELAN. 
Наиболее подробно в работе обсуждается опыт разметки, который мо-
жет быть интересен в более широком контексте аннотирования речи, 
так или иначе отклоняющейся от литературной нормы (речи билинг-
вов, изучающих иностранный язык, диалектной речи и т. д.). Разметка 
разделена на несколько уровней: контактно-обусловленные морфо-
логические, синтаксические, лексические, фонетические особенно-
сти и т. д. Корпус частично доступен онлайн на платформе Tsakorpus 
с возможностью поиска по разработанной нами разметке контактно-
обусловленных черт, морфологической разметке и метаданным. Цель 
проекта — создание удобного ресурса для исследований в области 
языковых контактов.

Ключевые слова: корпусная лингвистика, корпуса звучащей речи, 
русский язык, малые языки России, языковые контакты
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1. Introduction

In the paper, we will present a new corpus of Russian spoken by bilinguals and 
discuss some problems of annotating “deviations” from the standard language vari-
ety, relevant for corpora of speech of bilinguals, learners, heritage speakers, people 
with speech disorders, as well as for child speech and dialectal corpora.

The corpus constitutes a transcribed and annotated collection of oral spontane-
ous Russian speech of bilingual speakers of indigenous languages of Northern Siberia 
and Russian Far East (Samoyedic, Tungusic and, to a smaller extent, Chukotko-Kam-
chatkan). The majority of the texts are short narratives.

The transcription is made in ELAN in standard Russian orthography with a simpli-
fied intonation marking and with the manual annotation of contact-induced features.

The text collection, which is planned to be included in the corpus, consists by the 
moment of ca. 100 hours of records. Ca. 29 hours of records have been already tran-
scribed and annotated, these texts are available offline in the ELAN-format. A small 
test text sample was added to the online resource, which is being created for the cor-
pus on the Tsakorpus platform: http://web-corpora.net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/
corpus.html. Transcribed and annotated texts gain morphological annotation and 
search implementation based on the platform.

The resource is aimed to be used by specialists on language contact to trace the 
influence of indigenous languages of the area on the Russian speech of their speakers. 
The corpus is the most convenient to study contact-induced morphosyntactic features. 
However, it also can be used in other studies on language contact, e. g. studies on lexi-
con and phonetics.

The paper is comprised of 6 parts. In Section 2, we discuss some corpus proj-
ects which are similar to ours. Section 3 presents the text collection included in the 
corpus: the amount of data, types and genres of texts, the narrators and languages 
they speak. Section 4 describes our conventions of transcription (4.1), the system 
of annotation of contact-induced grammatical features used in the corpus (4.2) and 
the online searching interface (4.3). In Section 5, we list some studies on language 
contact based on our corpus data. Section 6 contains brief concluding remarks and 
plans on further development and use of this corpus.

2. Similar projects on bilinguals’ Russian

There are some parallel projects, devoted to other varieties of Russian, spoken 
by bilinguals or learners. For example, resources the most close to ours are corpora 
made by Linguistic Convergence Laboratory, HSE—the corpus of Daghestanian Rus-
sian (DagRus, http://www.parasolcorpus.org/dagrus/#, cf. [Daniel & Dobrushina 
2013]) and the corpus of Chuvash Russian (ChuvashRus, http://www.parasolcorpus.
org/chuvashrus/). These corpora consist of oral spontaneous texts collected in the 
form of sociolinguistic interviews. In contrast to our corpus, they do not include any 
special annotation of contact-induced features.

One more similar resource is Russian Learner Corpus created in Linguistic Labora-
tory for Corpus Studies, HSE (http://www.web-corpora.net/RLC/), cf. [Rakhilina 2016]; 

http://web-corpora.net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/corpus.html
http://web-corpora.net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/corpus.html
http://www.parasolcorpus.org/dagrus/
http://www.parasolcorpus.org/chuvashrus/
http://www.parasolcorpus.org/chuvashrus/
http://www.web-corpora.net/RLC/


Khomchenkova I. A., Pleshak P. S., Stoynova N. M.  

4 

[Rakhilina et al. 2016]. It consists of texts of speakers who learn Russian as their second 
language and of heritage speakers of Russian. The texts are mostly written. They are 
provided with the annotation of non-standard grammatical features (“errors” in terms 
of its creators), similar to ours.

Texts of bilingual speakers were also included in the spoken subcorpus of Rus-
sian National Corpus (http://ruscorpora.ru/search-spoken.html), see [Savchuk 2018] 
for more detail. They are provided with standard grammatical annotation of Russian 
National Corpus. Unfortunately, by the moment, the user has no possibility to sepa-
rate this text collection from oral texts of monolinguals.

3. Text collection

The text collection consists of spontaneous oral texts, mostly short narratives 
(folklore, biographies) and descriptions (ethnographic texts, recipes etc.); some 
texts are everyday dialogues with linguists. They were collected by us and by our 
colleagues as a “by-product” of current language documentation projects. For many 
of them we have also parallel (or near-parallel) versions in the indigenous language.

The overall text collection includes ca. 100 h. of records. Tungusic and Samo-
yedic varieties are the best represented by the moment. We also have modest collec-
tions from speakers of Chukchi, Yakut and Yukaghir.

By now, we have transcribed and annotated ca. 29 h. (out of 100 h.), which is ap-
proximately 117,000 words. The Table 1 represents the total amount of textual data 
in hours and words.

Table 1. Text collection

all in 
hours

annotated 
in hours

annotated 
in words

Enets (Forest and Tundra) 26.5 12.5 49,128
Nenets 9 1.5 9,292
Nganasan 10 6 19,072
Nanai 42 8 29,076
Ulch 8.5 1 10,564
Even 1 0 0
Chukchi 1.5 0 0
multilingual speakers from Lower Kolyma 2 0 0
total amount 100.5 29 117,132

The majority of these languages have a comparable sociolinguistic situation: 
they are endangered; the typical speaker acquired Russian at school age, but now 
they use actively both Russian and the indigenous language or almost only Russian.

For each text we also collected some metadata: 1) technical information on the 
record: file name, record date, record place, duration; 2) information on the text: type, 
genre, content, existence of a parallel version in the indigenous language; 3) informa-
tion on the narrator: name, code, indigenous language(s) (s)he speaks; 4) information 

http://ruscorpora.ru/search-spoken.html
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on transcription and annotation: annotator, date, size (in clauses). For narrators, 
we also have separate more detailed metadata: name, birth place, birth date, place 
of residence, level of education, acquisition age (for Russian), indigenous language(s) 
(s)he speaks, and short sociolinguistic biography. Unfortunately, there remain a lot 
of gaps by the moment.

4. Transcription and annotation

4.1. Transcription in ELAN and the structure of tiers

The text for the corpus are transcribed in ELAN in standard Russian orthography 
with a simplified intonation marking (rising and falling tones indicated after words 
bearing phrasal accents) and a small number of special marks for the features of oral 
spontaneous speech (self-corrections, pauses, non-speech sounds, fragments in the 
indigenous language), see Fig. 1. The standard orthography was chosen for techni-
cal reasons, cf. [von Waldenfels et al. 2014] for the same decision and its reasons. 
Contact-induced or dialectal phonetic features are not reflected in the transcription, 
some of them are annotated in special tiers (see Section 4.2).

Fig. 1. Transcription and annotation in ELAN

Proper names are marked with square brackets (e. g. М[аш]а) to become auto-
matically anonymized in the web version of the corpus3. Fragments in the indigenous 
language, which sometimes occur in our texts, are transcribed if the annotator is fa-
miliar with the language enough or remain untranscribed (in this case we use a spe-
cial mark CS).

The texts are segmented into clauses, or intonation units, more or less corre-
sponding to clauses in oral speech. Ideally, 1 ELAN-annotation ≈ 1 clause. In practice, 
we rely more on intonation and pauses than on syntactic structure. In case of discrep-
ancy between clausal boundaries and pausation, annotation boundaries correspond 
to pauses.

3 The corresponding audio-fragments have not been anonymized by the moment.
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We have separate transcription tiers for each participant of the conversation. Be-
sides the transcription tier, which is synchronized with the audio data, there is a word 
tier, 6 special tiers for the annotation of contact-induced features (see Section 4.2), 
having the word tier as a parent, and some technical tiers. The latter include tiers 
for comments and for the translation of code-switching fragments. See the structure 
of the tiers in Fig. 2.

Fig. 2. Structure of tiers in ELAN

4.2. Annotation of contact-induced features

We use 5 ELAN-tiers for annotation of contact-induced features on different lev-
els: phonetics, lexicon (loanwords and calques), morphology (including productive 
derivation, inflection and the use of grammatical categories), syntax (clause-level), 
one general tier is reserved for complex sentences, discourse and prosody.

One more tier (“substandard”) is used for peculiarities that are presumably 
of non-contact nature (see some examples below and the discussion on the choice 
between particular tags).

To make the manual annotation of contact-induced features more structured and 
convenient for the search, we use Controlled Vocabulary incorporated into ELAN. For 
each tier (level) we have a set of tags among which the annotator can choose, see Fig. 1. 
The particular features and their values were chosen on empirical grounds. After a pre-
liminary set had been proposed, it was used in the annotation during the testing pe-
riod. Afterwards, the tags were discussed, some tags were added, which is considered 
to be enough for the text collection so far. Some tags are specific for texts produced 
by speakers of a concrete indigenous language. However, most of them are general 
enough to be used throughout the whole Northern Siberian corpus and even to be ap-
plied to other text collections. The tool is flexible and more tags can be added if needed.

The tags are ascribed to the words. There can be more than one tag ascribed 
to one word. Syntactic tags are ascribed to the word that manifests the syntactic 
relation. Usually, this is the dependent. For instance, the non-standard agreement 
tag is attached to adjectives, the non-standard argument encoding tag is attached 
to nouns etc. Intonation tags are attached to the accent-holder.

One of the problems with the Controlled Vocabulary is that it lacks hierarchical 
structure. So, in one tier, the annotator chooses among several possibilities without 
any further subdivision. We resolved this problem first, setting up separate tiers for 
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each level (phonetics, lexicon, morphology, syntax, complex sentences & discourse 
& prosody), and second, introducing complex names for tags: e. g. agr_adj_gender, 
agr_adj_num, agr_adj_case. All the three tags are used to indicate phenomena of dis-
agreement but only for adjectives (in contrast to the verbal or anaphoric disagree-
ment). Moreover, each tag is specified for the features that are involved. Therefore, 
we have a large set of disagreement tags within the syntactic tier, which are the fol-
lowing: agr_adj_gender, agr_adj_num, agr_adj_case; agr_verb_gender, agr_verb_num, 
agr_verb_pers; gr_anaph_num, agr_anaph_gender.

Such a fine-grained subdivision in the disagreement domain is due to the fact that 
it is one of the most frequent features in the non-standard speech. Having this powerful 
inventory, one can search choosing different sets of tags, in accordance to the purposes 
(see the description of a corpus-based study on gender disagreement in Section 5). The 
inventory of morphological features, which are more rare, is smaller.

By the moment, we use 73 tags in total. The level of morphology (including word-
formation, inflection, use of grammatical categories) contains 10 tags4. The level 
of syntax (only within the clause) is the most elaborated and it contains 23 tags. The 
level of complex sentences, discourse and prosody contains 12 tags. The level of lexi-
con contains 3 simple tags: one for loanwords, one for calques, and one for non-evi-
dent cases. The level of phonetics includes 19 tags, almost all of them are very specific 
(the non-standard realization of a particular phoneme or a small group of phonemes) 
and the inventory of tags in use varies a lot across particular local varieties of bilin-
gual Russian included in our sample. The phonetic and prosodic features, in contrast 
to morphological and syntactic ones, are marked with special tags not very consis-
tently, since they are too frequent to mark them all and not clear enough for per-
ception to mark them appropriately during the transcription without any additional 
instrumental analysis. So phonetic and prosodic tags are used only to mark striking 
clear cases just for an easy search of illustrative examples.

The level of “substandard” (non-contact) features contains 6 tags (one for each 
level: phonetics, morphology, syntax, lexicon etc.). These (dialectal, regional, regis-
ter) features are not in our main focus, so they are not annotated very consistently 
either. The main reason to annotate them in our corpus is to make it possible for a user 
to differentiate between these features and contact-induced ones. In less clear cases, 
we use the corresponding “contact” tag, the “substandard” tags are reserved for more 
evident cases of non-contact features. However, since we cannot attribute all cases for 

4 Non-standard inflection and derivation patterns must be interpreted as under-acquisition 
of Russian rather than copying of the corresponding indigenous patterns (such as lexical 
calques or argument encoding patterns inherited from the indigenous language). In our an-
notation we do not differentiate between these two types of features, marking all of them 
as contact-induced. Another problem is to differentiate between contact-induced under-
acquisition and non-standard inflectional and derivational patterns that can be produced 
also by monolinguals as occasional speech errors or as features of uneducated speech. There 
is no clear borderline between them. Our technical decision is to provide with tags as many 
cases as possible, ranking them according to the probability to be contact-induced. The an-
notator distributes them between the “contact” tier (= probable to be contact-induced, cf. the 
form стаёт ‘becomes’) and the “substandard” one (= less probable to be contact-induced, cf. 
радовается ‘is glad’), basing on his/her intuition, see below on the substandard tier.
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sure, we try to annotate everything that deviates from standard monolingual Russian5 
not to miss any relevant information. The aim of the annotator is not to make a right 
choice in all particular cases (it is generally impossible without a special investiga-
tion), but rather to rank the attested peculiarities roughly according the probability 
to be of a contact nature6. Therefore, our “contact” tags mark cases that are likely 
to be of contact nature and our “substandard” tags mark cases that have a chance 
to be interpreted as contact-induced. We leave the final decision to users of the corpus, 
giving them the access to both types of cases.

Table 2. Contact-induced features and tags

level (tier) N of tags examples (tags)

phonetics 19 сарь ‘king’ (affr), тарик ‘oldman’ (clust)
lexicon 3 крупы налила (calque)
morphology 10 за неделю пил (asp), обитается (refl)
syntax 23 икра нету (neg), сетка кинет (gov_dom)
complex sen-
tences & dis-
course & prosody

12 попросили кто-нибудь увез (subord_compl), 
А чо грит мне от тебе надо\ Я\ ей говорю 
(disc_word), А там [красивый\ девушки]RHEME 
гоняют\ их (pros_accent)

substandard 6 у мене (morph), с города (synt), балдой (lex)

The full list of tags with short descriptions and illustrative examples is available 
at http://web-corpora.net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/corpus.html.

4.3. Web-interface

The online interface for the corpus was implemented on the platform Tsakorpus 
(https://bitbucket.org/tsakorpus/tsakonian_corpus_platform), which had been de-
veloped by T. Arkhangelsky for small spoken corpora created in ELAN. The platform 
provides the possibility of search on grammatical features (the annotation mystem), 
search and filtration on metadata and search on any specific tag set used in a particu-
lar corpus (the annotation of contact-induced grammatical features in our case), see 
Fig. 3. Search results are given per clauses (with possibility of enlarging the context), 
both the transcribed fragment and the audio-fragment are available, see Fig. 4.

5 The question arises, which monolingual variety must be chosen as tertium comparationis. 
The best option would be to use a text sample, the most comparable to ours: oral narra-
tives produced by monolinguals of the same area and of the same sociolinguistic background 
as our narrators. Having no access to such texts, we rely on the intuition of the annotator, 
trying to mark with any tag as many “non-standard” features as possible.

6 A more “honest” and simple way would be to mark on equal terms everything that the an-
notator assesses as non-standard, without any further differentiation during the annotation 
process. But in this case too much useless information would fall into the annotation.

http://web-corpora.net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/corpus.html
https://bitbucket.org/tsakorpus/tsakonian_corpus_platform
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Fig. 3. Web-interface: search on grammatical 
features and contact-induced features

Fig. 4. Web-interface: search results

The user can find comparable samples of “standard” and “non-standard” uses, 
combining the search on grammatical tags provided with the platform and the search 
on our tags of contact-influenced features. For instance, one can find all occurrences 
of standard prepositional phrases (such as в доме ‘in the house’), using grammati-
cal tags (the query “PR”), and then all non-standard occurrences with preposition 
drop (such as доме ‘(in) the house’), using tags of contact-induced features (the query 
“prep_drop”), see Section 5 for the study based on these data.

At the moment, the online resource is working in a test mode at http://web-corpora.
net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/corpus.html. Only a small part of our transcribed and an-
notated text collection has been placed on the web. We are planning to enlarge the range 
of metadata types available for search, to make the search on contact-induced features 
more user-friendly and then to add the whole text collection. The next step is disambigu-
ation of the grammatical annotation, which will make the search much more effective.

http://web-corpora.net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/corpus.html
http://web-corpora.net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/corpus.html
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5. Using the corpus

The aim of the project is to provide a useful resource for linguistic studies of con-
tact-induced language changes. In this section, we present studies conducted on the 
data of this corpus to illustrate possibilities of its application.

In some of them, the corpus served just as a source of examples, which were used 
to describe non-standard grammatical features attested in bilingual Russian in de-
tail. Basing on the data of the Tungusic subcorpus, [Oskolskaya and Stoynova 2017] 
proposed a classification of uses of the construction делал был, делал было (V.pst 
+ be.pst) in Nanai Russian and compared them to those of the similar construction 
in monolingual Russian and the pluperfect construction with the verb ‘be’ in Nanai.

One more way of using corpus data in the research of contact features in gram-
mar is to calculate the frequency of “standard” (typical of monolingual Russian) and 
“non-standard” uses in the Russian speech of bilingual speakers and to reveal correla-
tions with the grammatical context. In [Khomchenkova et al. 2018], gender disagree-
ment in Russian speech of speakers of Southern Tungusic and Samoyedic languages 
of the elder generation was investigated (бабка помер ‘old woman die.pst.masc’, моя 
папка ‘my.fem father’). The corpus data show that bilingual speakers are less likely 
to follow the standard agreement pattern for adjectives and more likely to choose the 
standard form of verbs and especially of anaphoric elements.

The data of the corpus can also be used to get a complex picture on some par-
ticular variety of bilingual Russian. For instance, in the grammatical description 
of Souther Tungusic Russian (Stoynova, to appear) the author gives some quantitative 
data on the relative frequency of different contact-induced grammatical features at-
tested in this variety.

The list of some other studies on the data of this corpus is available at http://
web-corpora.net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/publ.html.

6. Conclusion

The present project has three main advances. First, it contributes to the overall 
collection of spoken corpora of Russian that are open source and can be used in lin-
guistic studies. Second, it represents the speech of bilingual speakers and can serve 
as a representative data source for studies on language contact. Third, an important 
point, which was described in the paper in great detail, is a special system of annota-
tion of contact-induced grammatical and lexical features created for the corpus. It re-
flects the peculiarities attested in particular varieties of Russian we deal with. How-
ever, it is quite flexible to be adapted for other contact-influenced varieties of Russian. 
The presence of such annotation gives the possibility to apply quantitative methods 
in studies of contact-induced features as these are difficult to search using only mor-
phological tagging, concrete lemmas and regular expressions.

This experience also contributes to a more general problem, relevant for corpus lin-
guistics, namely the problem of annotating any kind of speech, “deviating” anyhow from 
the standard language variety, including speech of learners, heritage speakers, children, 
people with speech disorders, as well as speech with regional and dialectal features.

http://web-corpora.net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/publ.html
http://web-corpora.net/tsakorpus_russian_nonst/publ.html
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We are planning to develop the project in the following directions. First, we will 
continue transcribing and annotating the existing text collection; the expansion 
to other bilingual varieties is in further plans as well. Second, we will continue the 
work on the online resource. The whole transcribed text collection will be placed 
on the web. The search interface will be improved—particularly, the search on differ-
ent types of metadata will be added and the search on contact-induced features will 
become more user-friendly. One of our current plans is manual disambiguation of the 
automatic morphological annotation, which is used in the corpus.
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