Stimulus design and transcription issues in cross-varietal investigation of spoken Arabic prosody.
The Intonational Variation in Arabic (IVAr, 2012-2014) project will provide an in-depth survey of the range
and scope of typological variation in the intonational properties of spoken dialects of Arabic. Parallel
speech data will be collected for input to phonological analysis within the Autosegmental-Metrical (AM)
framework (Ladd 2008). The resulting IVAr Corpus and accompanying prosodic annotations will be made
available as an online resource. This paper sets out the particular issues faces by cross-varietal prosodic
investigation in Arabic, and our proposed responses to them.
Prior literature on the intonation of spoken Arabic dialects is limited, but in recent years a growing
number of descriptions of individual dialects have appeared: for some varieties there is an AM analysis
(Chahal & Hellmuth 2012) but for others we have only a preliminary description (Kulk et al. 2003,
Blodgett et al. 2007), a description in a different framework (Benkirane 1998) or no description at all (e.g.
Iraqi). Chahal (2006) effectively summarises these diverse descriptions. Various experimental
investigations have looked at suprasegmentals in subsets of dialects (Biadsy & Hirschberg 2009, Ghazali
et al. 2002, Ghazali et al. 2007, Yeou 2004, Yeou et al. 2007, Barkat et al. 1999) but in general the data
are not in the public domain. A set of parallel data and descriptions is much needed, to facilitate
meaningful comparison and as input to growing interest in Arabic dialectal variation.
IVAr aims to provide not only a first parallel dataset across nine dialects, but also i) a stimulus set to allow
expansion of the corpus to additional dialects and ii) an Ar-ToBI annotation system. In this paper we thus
present a brief overview of the rationale of the project, together with i) results of pilot testing of the
corpus stimuli set and ii) our prototype Ar-ToBI system.
The experience of large-scale cross-varietal investigations of prosody, such as IViE (Grabe 2004) and the
Atlas of Spanish Intonation (Prieto & Roseano 2010), has demonstrated that directly parallel speech data,
containing utterances of the same sentence/paragraph by a number of different speakers, can be
instrumental in identifying in what ways and in what contexts the intonational patterns used by speakers
of different dialects differ, while also highlighting shared features. Variation in lexis, syntax and in
segmental and metrical phonology across Arabic dialects means that creation of utterances which will be
directly parallel in different dialects is not a simple task. It is not a solution to employ Modern Standard
Arabic (MSA) terms and structures since this risks elicitation of a ‘non-local’ register of speech. In this
paper we will present the results of ongoing pilot testing of our proposed stimulus set, which contains
lexical items and structures which are sufficiently parallel across dialects to permit comparison, but which
will also allow us to collect speech materials in which expected cross-varietal distinctions are present.
An important contribution of IViE was to propose a labelling tier (Grabe 2001) for fine-grained
transcription of the type of cross-varietal variation relevant for English (local f0 contour), and work on
French has argued for a further tier (global f0 contour) to capture variation in French, which marks only
the edges of prosodic constituents (Post & Delais-Roussarie 2006). There is good reason to suspect that
Arabic dialects stand at different ends of a number of prosodic continua (Jun 2005), such as density of
accent distribution/pitch accent inventory size (e.g. Egyptian vs. Lebanese, Chahal & Hellmuth to appear),
and marking of heads + edges, or edges only, of prosodic constituents (e.g. Egyptian vs. Moroccan,
Phillips-Bourass 2012, Hellmuth to appear). Prior comparative work suggests however that although both
local and global tiers may be relevant for Arabic varieties, manual annotation of both in a full corpus is
impractical (Hellmuth & Chahal 2009). In this paper we will present the results of pilot implementation of
the following protocol: a) the “alternatives tier” (Brugos et al. 2008) in an initial ‘broad’ transcription by
two transcribers is used to identify which category labels are prone to ambiguity and in which contexts;
b) the subset of data thus identified can then usefully be submitted to a narrow transcription, using IViEstyle local and global f0 tiers, to finalise the particular properties of a given label in a particular variety.
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