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The ToBI transcription system (Pitrelli et al. 1994, Silverman et al. 1992) was developed during a
series of 1990s workshops (Beckman et al. 2005) as an initial draft of a system for labelling
intonational constituents and prominences, reflecting the phonological theory embodied in
Pierrehumbert (1984), Beckman and Pierrehumbert (1986) and related works. It was envisioned
that a common transcription system would enable a) sharing of prosodically labelled databases
(Ostendorf et al. 1985), b) cross-language comparison of intonational prosody (Jun 2005) and c)
identification of labelling issues not yet well-handled and requiring further development.
Pierrehumbert's and Beckman's theory was developed on the basis of utterances with contrastive
intonational elements, often produced in citation-form read laboratory speech. In the intervening
years there has been a shift of interest toward both the prosody and the segmental phonetics and
phonology of spontaneously produced speech (in corpora such as Switchboard, Callhome,
Buckeye). Such speech is characterized by a large number of disfluencies, involving less-thanfluent prosody on the one hand, and mistakes in words or speech sounds in the other. The original
ToBI system included labels for such disfluencies (known as 'p-breaks', i.e. 1p, 2p, 3p, related to
Break Indices 1, 2 and 3). These labels were based on disfluency types identified by Nakatani &
Shriberg (1993), but they were designed to flag disfluencies only roughly, leaving aside much of
the information that might shed light on how these events interact with prosodic structure. In
addition, the p-break categories are not always intuitive, so that the high rate of disfluencies in
spontaneous speech often absorbs a disproportional amount of a labeller's time.
The proposal described here builds on existing ToBI conventions for the labelling of disfluencies,
using a simplified version of the approach to disfluency labelling developed by Arbisi-Kelm
(2006, 2010) for stuttered speech, and incorporates aspects of disfluency annotation systems
developed for other languages, such as the disfluency-related extensions of X-JToBI for Japanese
(Maekawa et al. 2002), and those of Rodriguez et al (2001) for Spanish. It introduces explicit
disfluency-related labels into the Break Index tier to cover the majority of types of disfluent
events described by Nakatani and Shriberg, while unpacking the portmanteau of disfluency types
covered by the original p-break labels into separate recombinable labels for i) filled pauses, ii)
disfluent (segmental) prolongation, iii) silent pauses and iv) cut-off words (see Table 1). Also
under development are explicit labels for word or segment errors, and restarts. This system for
labelling prosodic disfluencies separately from 'speech errors' (such as word and sound
sequencing errors), with a more fine-grained categorization of the prosodic disfluency type, will
enable the separate study of these two phenomena, as well as of their interaction. Thus, it has the
potential (along with the ALT tier proposed in Brugos et al. 2008, Brugos et al. 2006) to
materially increase the speed, reliability and convenience of the ToBI labelling process.
Continuing development of this proposal will welcome input from researchers who have also
been grappling with these issues.

Table 1: A partial table of disfluency phenomena and proposed labels, to be used with the ToBI Breaks
tier.
Phenomenon

Symbol

Description

prolongation

pr

abnormal and/or incongruous prolongation of a segment within a word

cut

c

a partially completed word

disfluent pause

ps, psw

abnormal and/or incongruous pause between (ps) or within (psw) words

silence

s

end of a silence (whether disfluent-sounding or not)

filler

f

filled pause, filler words or segments (e.g. um, uh, mm)

error

e

mispronunciation or wrong word

restart word

rs

restarting of a segment, syllable, word, after a word has been cut off

restart phrase

%r

start of a new phrase after a previous phrase was not finished
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