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1. Introduction 

This handout offers some quick tips on editing audio for language documentation. A 
preceding handout summarizes recording tips. For more detailed discussion, see my 
guide Archiving Nuuchahnulth language data, and E-MELD (emeld.org/school).1 

2. General tips 

‣ Wear headphones. Do not listen to music while you edit. 😢 
‣ Use your ears, not your eyes. Listen to every clip both before and after you edit it. 
☠ A common beginner’s mistake is to cut clips based on how they look in the audio 

editor, instead of on how they sound. Be especially careful not to cut off the releases 
of plosive sounds like p t ƛ c č k q ʔ ʕ, which can be very quiet. 

‣ Try to make your edited files of consistent quality, volume, and intro-outro length. 
You can do this by adopting a consistent procedure and specifications. (See below.) 

‣ Consider using an editing window of constant duration, such as 10 seconds, every 
time you edit. This will make your eyes more reliable during editing. When you use 
windows of different sizes, you risk losing your sense of perspective. 

3. Editing procedure 

‣ Before editing, it is useful to prepare an editing script, including file names, so that 
you can copy and paste file names without having to type them on the spot. 

‣ Select the best clip. Include the proper amount of silence (see Silence). 
‣ Amplify the clip (see Processing). Listen to it again. 
‣ Export the clip to WAV, MP3, and OGG versions. (See my recording tips handout.) 
☠ Export to WAV first, before exporting to MP3 and OGG. The WAV clip can be used 

in the future to make copies of the clip in other compressed formats. If you skip this 
step, you might end up having to re-edit the original audio. 

☠ A common mistake when saving clips is to export the entire raw audio file, instead 
of just the intended clip. Everyone does this from time to time. This is one of the 
reasons why you should listen to your work at every stage of editing. 

‣ Embed metadata tags. (See my recording tips handout.) 
‣ Check your work. Listen to your clips back to back, using an audio player. They 

should be of even quality, and separated by pauses of consistent length. 

                                                 
* (CC BY 4.0) 2019 Adam Werle 
1 Archiving Nuuchahnulth language data is available at my UVic page: web.uvic.ca/~werle/research.html. 
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4. Silence 

‣ I recommend the following (approximate) amounts of intro and outro silence. 

 for a word or sentence clip:  100–200 milliseconds 
 for a text or song clip:  500–1,000 milliseconds 

‣ But more important than periods of silence is that a clip should begin and end on 
moments of silence—that is, moments when the air pressure is zero. Such moments 
are easy to see in an audio editor’s waveform display. A clip that begins or ends at a 
moment of non-zero pressure will produce an unpleasant transition. 

‣ As a general rule, leave a little more silence at the end of a clip than at the 
beginning. This is because clips may start in silence, but still have quiet echoes at 
their ends, which should be preserved in order to keep their natural sound. 

5. Processing 

☠ Never change the quality of a raw recording. 
‣ By contrast, we sometimes need to process sharing versions. The most common and 

desirable changes are to trim the beginning and end of a clip, and to amplify it. But 
avoid compression, noise removal, and shortening internal pauses, if possible. 

‣ Always amplify audio to the max for sharing. Consistent amplification produces 
clips of similar volume, and helps users whose setups have weak playback. 

☠ Amplify the entire clip evenly. Do not amplify only part of a clip. 
‣ Ignore cracking sounds when amplifying. The el sounds ł ƛ ƛ̓, glottalized consonants 

like p̓ t ƛ c ̓c ̌k q̓̓ ̓ ̓̓ , and some other sounds sometimes include loud cracks. Ignore such 
cracks when amplifying. It is okay for them to clip, because it does not affect their 
quality. Instead, measure amplification from the loudest non-cracking sound. 

6. Naming audio files for sharing 

‣ I recommend the following file-name conventions for sharing versions. 

 for a word or sentence clip:  targetlanguagecontent_metalanguagetranslation_SS 
 for a text or song clip:  Artist Name yyyy - Title 

☠ Do not make file names too long. Use at most 60 characters. 
☠ Do not use special symbols in file names—that is, phonetic symbols or punctuation. 

Some systems can process them, and some cannot. I also remove spaces, except in 
sharing versions of texts and songs. Underscores (_) and hyphens (-) are okay. 

‣ I recommend the following plain text conversions for phonetic symbols. 

 b̓ → b   d̓ → d   kʷ → kw   λ → dl   n̓ → n   t ̓ → t   x̣̫  → xw 
 c ̓ → c   g̣, g̱, ǧ → g   k̫̓  → kw   ƛ → tl   p̓ → p   w̓ → w   y ̓ → y 
 č → ch   ḥ → h   l ̓ → l   ƛ̓ → tl   qʷ → qw   x,̣ x,̱ x ̌→ x   ʔ → 7 
 c ̌ ̓ → ch   k ̓ → k   ł → lh   m̓ → m   š → sh   xʷ → xw   ʕ → 9 


