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1. Introduction 

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

2. Preparation for recording 

‣ Prepare a recording script of what you will record. 
‣ Review the script with the same person who will speak on the recording. Make sure 

that the speaker is familiar with the data, and that the script is accurate. 
‣ Find a quiet, non-echoing place to record. 

3. Equipment setup 

‣ Check connections. Make sure that you have power or batteries, and that your 
recording device is receiving a signal from the microphone that you want to use. 

‣ First make the speaker comfortable, then position the microphone. 
‣ Position the microphone so as to get a clear, strong signal. 
‣ Avoid pop by using a pop filter, or by positioning the microphone so that is close to 

the speaker’s mouth, but not in front of it. With microphones that are designed to 
work at a distance, you don’t have to worry about pop. 

‣ Check levels. Make at least one test recording. Adjust the microphone’s position and 
sensitivity as needed to ensure a strong signal without clipping. 

4. Recording 

‣ At the beginning of a session, declare the date, and the names of those present, on 
the recording. This is important information. (See Metadata.) 

‣ If you are recording short clips, get at least two repetitions of each datum. If one is 
problematic, you will be able to use the other one. 

‣ Monitor levels as you are recording, watching for problems. 
‣ Avoid list intonation. It is natural for people who are reciting a list to give it a list 

intonation, which sounds different from natural intonation. If possible, get your 
speaker to pronounce each datum as if it were said in isolation, rather than in a list. 
But be aware that most people find it difficult to control their intonation. 

                                                 
* (CC BY 4.0) 2019 Adam Werle 
1 Adam Werle 2011–2015, Archiving Nuuchahnulth language data, Huu-ay-aht First Nations ms. 
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5. Audio file formats 

‣ Save and archive raw recordings as 44.1-kilohertz 16-bit mono WAV files. This 
format is high-quality and uncompressed. You can always make new compressed 
versions of high-quality originals, but you cannot do the reverse. 

☠ If you save your original recordings in a compressed format like MP3, AAC, or lossy 
M4A, you will never be able to make high-quality versions from them. 

‣ For language documentation, monaural (mono) audio is almost always sufficient, 
and makes smaller files than stereo. You might consider making stereo recordings if 
you are recording music, or more than one speaker at a time. 

‣ Share edited clips as MP3 and OGG files. These formats are compressed, and 
therefore smaller than WAV. (See my editing tips handout.) 

6. Naming audio files for archiving 

‣ Name your files systematically. This will make it easier to find the files you want 
later. Consider including selected metadata in the file name (see Metadata). 

‣ Write dates in the order yyyymmdd (year-month-day), so that when they are sorted 
alphanumerically, they also sort chronologically. 

‣ I recommend the following file-name convention for archival audio. It contains four 
metadata fields, namely the date, the speaker’s initials, an index, and notes, in that 
order. These fields are separated by underscores (_). If you want a separator for the 
date or notes fields, use a hyphen (-). Do not put spaces ( ) in raw file names. 

 yyyymmdd_SS_000_notes 

‣ See my editing tips handout regarding file-name conventions for sharing. 

7. Metadata 

‣ Always add metadata to your recordings, in as many forms as is reasonable. The 
most important metadata are (1) a summary of the recording’s contents, (2) the 
names of the speaker and recorder, and (3) the date that the recording was made. 
You can include metadata by speaking it on the recording, by embedding tags in the 
digital file, and by writing it in the file name and on physical media like CDs. 

‣ Some recorders and recording software allow you to embed metadata tags in your 
audio files. In addition to the usual metadata, one of my colleagues likes the genre 
to be tagged, because this helps their media player to classify the file. This is how 
the metadata for a raw audio file might look in Audacity: 

 Artist Name  Anita May 
 Year  2019 
 Genre  Speech 
 Comments  recorded by Violet Johns 


