
1

ITLP

Wednesday 28th January 2015

Martin Wynne

Research Support Team, Academic IT

martin.wynne@it.ox.ac.uk

IT Services & 

Oxford e-Research Centre & 

Faculty of Linguistics, Philology and Phonetics,

University of Oxford

Director of User Involvement, CLARIN ERIC

Things to do with data:
The CLARIN European 
Research Infrastructure



2

Outline of today's talk

● What sort of data and what sort of research? Language 
resources and tools in research in the humanities and 
social sciences

● What are the problems? Sharing, sustaining, access,  
ease of use, etc.

● What's the solution? CLARIN!
● How's that going? Barriers, problems, success stories 

and lessons
● How do I find out more?
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What sort of data?

• A language corpus is a collection of naturally occurring 
language data compiled to represent a language or language 
variety

• In electronic form

• It can contain more than text (e.g. annotations, metadata, other 
media)
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Some types of corpus

• Reference corpus: 
– General, big and ‘balanced’, representative of a language or variety, 

static and closed (no more material added)

• Monitor corpus:
– Big, with new material added over time, used to monitor change

• Historical corpus:
– Synchronic (from one time) or diachronic (from several time periods)

• Parallel corpus:
– Same texts in two or more languages

• Multi-media/multi-modal corpus:
– Not only text (sound, images, gesture)
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More than text

The corpus may also contain other information vital to 
searching and interpreting results, e.g.: 

• information about the texts, speakers, context etc. 
(metadata)

• linguistic information: parts of speech, lemmata, 
grammatical structure, etc (annotation)

• other information: discourse structure, extra-linguistic 
features, etc. (structural markup) 
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How do you use a corpus?

A typical workflow: 
• lexical starting point (i.e. start by searching for a word or 

phrase) 
• retrieve examples

– examine quantitatively (count things)
– look for patterns
– try to account for meanings and functions
– adjust and search parameters and search again

• Compare and contrast, summarise
• Construct a hypothesis, investigate further
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What sorts of research can you do 
with a corpus?

• Insights into real language usage
• Insights into history and culture via the writing and debates 

of the past
• Tracking social attitudes and social change
• Identifying interesting areas to explore in the archives in 

the textual record
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Big data leads to digital transformations

● Data-driven research into language 
“What words and structures do I find in this sample of language?”

● Asking new research questions 
“How did the grammar of everyday English speech and writing change 
across the twentieth century?”

● Answering old questions in different ways
“How much free indirect speech does Jane Austen use in her novels?”

● Re-examine old questions and statements which were 
formulated in the absence of systematic use of data
“Is it true that writers only started to refer to 'the state' in its modern political 
sense in the early sixteenth century?”
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But...

● How do you read a million books?
● How do you reconcile the deep knowledge of texts, and close 

reading of them, with broad brush overviews, statistics, digests 
and trends?

● Do we still need language corpora in the age of the online data 
deluge?

● Have we got the infrastructure to support work like this in the 
humanities?
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Interoperability and sustainability 
for digital textual scholarship

Well-known problems with digital resources relating to:
• fragmentation of communities, resources, tools;
• lack of connections, integration, and interoperability;
• sustainability of online services;
• lack of deployment of tools as reliable and available services

There is a potential solution in distributed, federated infrastructure 
services.





  

The CLARIN Vision

A researcher in the Oxford, from his desktop computer, can:
 Sign on with local authentication, and then:
 search for, find and obtain authorization to use corpora in 

Lancaster, Prague and Berlin
 select the precise dataset to work on, and save that selection
 run semantic analysis tools from Budapest and statistical tools from 

Tübingen over the dataset
 use computational power from the local, national or other computing 

centre where necessary
 obtain advice and support for carrying out all technical and 

methodological procedures 
 save the workflow and results of the analysis, and share those 

results with collaborators in Paris, Vienna and Zagreb
 discuss and iteratively adopt and re-run the analyses with 

collaborators
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Technical requirements for a distributed data system

● Data format standards
● Annotation standards
● Metadata standards
● Persistent identifiers and locations
● High availability for services
● A common authentication realm
● Documentation, support, and training for service providers
● Support for users
● Citable data and workflows
● Long-term business models



in a nutshell

WHO?

● Austria, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, 
Denmark, Estonia, Germany, 
Greece, Lithuania, Netherlands, 
Norway (observer), Poland, 
Portugal, Sweden, Dutch 
Language Union.

● Croatia, Finland, France, Italy,  
Slovenia and the UK in the 
process of joining

● Contacts and activities in all other 
European countries

● Millions of users can log in to 
access resources, thanks to the 
CLARIN Federation

WHEN?

● Preparation: 2008-
2011

● Construction: 2011-
2015

● Operation: 2013-

● Long-term perspective 
– no fixed end date

WHO IS USING CLARIN?

Centres, tools and datasets bring users 
with them – not yet all measured as 
'CLARIN users', but we do know:

● Virtual Language Observatory: 
700,000 records, 32,000 visits in 
2014

● More than 1,500 monthly unique 
visits to clarin.eu website

● More than 150 research papers 
published in 2013 mentioning 
CLARIN, according to recent 
bibliometric research

WHAT DOES CLARIN DO?

● Provides access to language 
data

● Makes software available as 
as services

● Links together repositories

● Links tools and data

● Offers training, advice, support

● Promotes the use of digital 
text and speech among 
scholars across the 
humanities and social 
sciences

HOW MUCH?

● Preparatory phase c. €4m from 
FP7 project

● National infrastructure 
investments of c. €10m in 2014

● €1m p.a. paid by members 
towards central coordination

● Project funding income to  
CLARIN ERIC and centres

WHAT IS CLARIN?

● European Research Infrastructure Consortium (ERIC) on 
the European Strategy Forum on Research 
Infrastructures (ESFRI) roadmap

● Set of national infrastructures

● Network of technical centres, data providers, 
researchers, developers 

● Community of researchers using language resources 
and tools to do new forms of digital research in the 
humanities and social sciences

WHY?

● Promote effective use language 
resources and technologies 
across the social sciences and 
humanities

● Overcome the fragmentation of 
existing language resources and 
tools

● Help to combine datasets and 
tools

● Overcome some of the high 
barriers of entry to digital research

● Help to make valuable resources 
emerging from research projects 
available for sharing and reuse
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The first part 
of the jigsaw – 

resource 
discovery 

across 
multiple 

repositories 
(including 
Oxford)...
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...and from separate online interfaces to resources...
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...to cross-searching distributed resources...
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...and distributed web service orchestration
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How does this work in the University of Oxford?

A collaboration between:
● IT Services 

● Oxford Text Archive, British National Corpus
● Oxford e-Research Centre 

● home for interdisciplinary research, technical R&D, 
expertise in e-infrastructures in other disciplines

● BNCweb online service, and OxLangCloud service planned
● Humanities Division

● users in English, Modern Languages, Linguistics and   
beyond

● CLARIN European Research Infrastructure Consortium
● secondment of staff to work on European coordination
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CLARIN: some lessons learned

Credit
• Specialist repositories embedded in 

user communities can offer facilities 
for doing things with data which 
generic repositories cannot

• Infrastructures can support bespoke 
facilities which are not sustainable or 
connected when run by individual 
research projects

• Ease of access can be enhanced by 
offering cross-repository services

• New types of research can be made 
possible by offering cross-repository 
services

• Cross-border authentication, 
authorization and licensing are not 
insurmountable barriers

Debit

• Research infrastructures are a new type of 
organization – their activities and their existence 
are potentially confusing and disruptive for 
existing institutions and practices

• Reaching and working with an enormous 
number of potential users in many communities 
is difficult



24

Read more...

CLARIN website: http://www.clarin.eu/ 

'CLARIN for beginners'
'Using large text collections for research'
'Text Encoding, text collections and the potential to transform the Humanities'
'Silos or Fishtanks?'
http://blogs.it.ox.ac.uk/martinw/

'The Role of CLARIN in Digital Transformations in the Humanities'
Martin Wynne
International Journal of Humanities and Arts Computing 7.1-2 (2013): 89–104
DOI: 10.3366/ijhac.2013.0083
Edinburgh University Press 2013

http://www.clarin.eu/
http://blogs.it.ox.ac.uk/martinw/
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