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Open Language Archives 
Community

www.language-archives.org

► OLAC is an international partnership of institutions and 
individuals who are creating a world-wide virtual library 
of language resources by:

 Developing consensus on best current practice for the 
digital archiving of language resources

 Developing a network of interoperating repositories and 
services for housing and accessing such resources

► Founded in 2000
 Now has a catalog of ~335,000 items from 60 archives

http://www.language-archives.org/
http://www.language-archives.org/metrics
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► Aboriginal Studies Electronic Data Archive

► Alaska Native Language Archive

► C'ek'aedi Hwnax Ahtna Regional Archive

► Califronia Language Archive

► COllections de COrpus Oraux Numeriques

► Crúbadán Projec

► Ethnologue: Languages of the World

► European Language Resources Association

► Glottolog 2.7

► Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics

► Kaipuleohone, Univ. of Hawaii

► The Language Archive’s IMDI Protal

► Language Documentation and Conservation

► Linguistic Data Consortium Corpus Catalog

► LINDAT/CLARIN Digital Library, Prague

► LINGUIST List Language Resources

► Living Archive of Aboriginal Languages,

► Online Database of Interlinear Text (ODIN)

► Oxford Text Archive

► PARADISEC

► Pacific Collection, U of Hawai'i Library

► PHOIBLE Online

► Research Papers in Computational 
Linguistics

► Rosetta Project Library of Human 
Language

► SIL Language and Culture Archives

► TransNewGuinea.org 

► WALS Online, Germany

Partial list of participants
(> 500 items; see complete list)

http://www.language-archives.org/archives


How do we get data?

► Participating archives contribute the metadata on their 
archive holdings using standard formats that have been 
defined by the community. They are at:

 http://www.language-archives.org/documents.html

► Including

 OLAC Metadata — XML format of metadata records

 OLAC Repositories — Protocol for metadata harvesting 
and the requirements on conformant repositories

 OLAC Metadata Usage Guidelines — Explains the available 
metadata elements and how to use them
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http://www.language-archives.org/documents.html
http://www.language-archives.org/OLAC/metadata.html
http://www.language-archives.org/OLAC/repositories.html
http://www.language-archives.org/NOTE/usage.html
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A sample metadata record

<olac:olac>

<dc:title>LAPSyD Online page for Cape Verde Creole, Santiago dialect</dc:title>

<dc:description>This resource contains information about phonological inventories, tones, 

stress and syllabic structures</dc:description>

<dcterms:modified xsi:type="dcterms:W3CDTF">2012-05-17</dcterms:modified>

<dc:identifier xsi:type="dcterms:URI">http://www.lapsyd.ddl.ish-lyon.cnrs.fr/

lapsyd/index.php?data=view&amp;code=692</dc:identifier>

<dc:type xsi:type="dcterms:DCMIType">Dataset</dc:type>

<dc:format xsi:type="dcterms:IMT">text/html</dc:format>

<dc:publisher xsi:type="dcterms:URI">www.lapsyd.ddl.ish-lyon.cnrs.fr</dc:publisher>

<dcterms:license>http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/</dcterms:license>

<dc:contributor xsi:type="olac:role" olac:code="author">Maddieson, Ian</dc:contributor>

<dc:subject xsi:type="olac:linguistic-field" olac:code="phonology"/>

<dc:subject xsi:type="olac:linguistic-field" olac:code="typology"/>

<dc:type xsi:type="olac:linguistic-type" olac:code="language_description"/>

<dc:language xsi:type="olac:language" olac:code="eng"/>

<dc:subject xsi:type="olac:language" olac:code="kea">Cape Verde Creole, 

Santiago dialect</dc:subject>

</olac:olac> 6
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An overview

► to the OLAC 
aggregator …

► The 60 archives 
submit catalogs in a 
standard form …

► which supplies 
information to 
search services.

search.language-

archives.org

Linguist List, WorldCat, CLARIN, …



How do researchers 
access the metadata?
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► Via Google search (or any web search engine) since OLAC 
exposes everything as pages that crawlers can access 

► Via our faceted search engine which exploits the 
controlled vocabularies to give search with complete 
recall and precision

► Via links from language-related sites like Ethnologue

► Via services like WorldCat, CLARIN, Linguist List which 
use OAI-PMH to harvest the metadata from OLACA

► By consuming the raw XML or RDF/XML directly from 
OLAC

http://www.language-archives.org/cgi-bin/olaca3.pl?verb=Document
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Via Google search
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Use any ISO 639-3 

code at end of URL
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► Today: 77 total resources indexed to [bbb]

► From: PARADESIC, SIL; plus Crubadan, 

Ethnologue, GIAL, Glottolog, Rosetta, 

TransNewGuinea, U Hawaii Library, WALS

www.language-archives.org/language/bbb

http://www.language-archives.org/language/bbb
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Sample catalog record
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Link to the resource 

at PARADISEC
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Via our faceted search engine
http://search.language-archives.org

http://search.language-archives.org/
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Harvested via OAI-PMH 
from OLAC Aggregator



Ways of consuming 
OLAC metadata

► Full or incremental harvest at OLACA (via OAI-PMH)

 http://www.language-archives.org/cgi-bin/olaca3.pl

► RDF/XML of any metadata record is available by HTTP 
content negotiation (Accept: application/rdf+xml)
 E.g., http://www.language-archives.org/item/oai:paradisec.org.au:AA1-001

► Nightly gzipped dumps of the entire metadata catalog

 OLAC XML: http://www.language-archives.org/xmldump/ListRecords.xml.gz

 RDF/XML: http://www.language-archives.org/static/olac-datahub.rdf.gz
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http://www.language-archives.org/cgi-bin/olaca3.pl
http://www.language-archives.org/item/oai:paradisec.org.au:AA1-001
http://www.language-archives.org/xmldump/ListRecords.xml.gz
http://www.language-archives.org/static/olac-datahub.rdf.gz
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Increasing coverage

► There are significant collections not yet participating, 
both archives and special collections within libraries

 We have observed that implementing a data provider for 
our idiosyncratic metadata format is too high a bar

► Some archives don’t yet expose the actual resources

 They expose only a landing page per language, and not 
the individual corpora or resources

► Linguists need to be able to report resources they 
discover in places that would never join OLAC



Increasing relevance

►Many archives need to improve metadata quality so 
as to improve the discoverability of their holdings 

 24 out of 60 archives score below 70% on our metric

► Huge gaps in our Linguistic Data Type vocabulary

 Current set of 3 values covers 60% of resources; we are 
lacking type labels relevant to the rest

► Subcommunities could make it relevant for themselves

 E.g., <dc:type>Sociolinguistic corpus</dc:type>

 E.g., for ELAN:  <dc:format>text/x-eaf+xml</dc:format>
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Increasing sustainability

►We have a sustainability problem at the level of 
participating archives keeping up with change

 Today, 20 archives show as failing to harvest

 An overlapping set of 21 have not updated their 
catalog within the last 5 years

►We have a sustainability problem at the level of 
our central infrastructure

 It is showing its age (> 15 years)

 Depends on volunteerism and contributions
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A deeper issue

►OLAC’s metadata format plus infrastructure is an 
idiosyncratic solution developed and maintained 
within the linguistics community

 But our community is not particularly well-equipped 
to implement and  manage information systems.  

►A more robust solution would be to steer OLAC and 
the cataloging of language resources into the 
library and information systems mainstream.
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Envisioned way forward

►We are monitoring trends in the library community 

 From standardized markup formats (like XML schemas) to 
Linked Data (RDF) and Metadata Application Profiles 

 We’ve mapped our metadata to Linked Data and envision 
a Language Resource Type vocab to anchor a profile

► An ideal future

 We would move from having an idiosyncratic community-
specific infrastructure to a mainstream infrastructure that 
interoperates with the global Web of Data

 We would influence mainstream cataloging practices to 
embrace ISO 639-3 and a Language Resource Type vocab
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https://www.sil.org/resources/archives/68314
http://www-01.sil.org/~simonsg/presentation/Simons--Language Resource Type Vocabulary.pdf
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Conclusion

►OLAC has a functioning infrastructure that allows 
our community to index and discover language 
resources

 See OLAC Implementers' FAQ to learn how to join

►But we are being held back by having an 
idiosyncratic infrastructure

 A more promising future would be to move into the 
mainstream infrastructure of the digital library 
community

http://www.language-archives.org/tools/faq.html

