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Contours of the Past

• Project to invent new tools for exploring 
oral histories using computational 
discourse processing techniques 

• Funded by an Early Career Development 
grant from the Institute of Museum and 
Library Services
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http://doi.org/10.2200/S00354ED1V01Y201111HLT015

“… marking up a 
text with structural 

descriptions on 
several levels …”

Topic-based 
segmentation

Coreference 
resolution

http://doi.org/10.2200/S00354ED1V01Y201111HLT015
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Transcripts are great, but…

• Names mentioned only in passing 

• Misspeaking 

• Oblique references 

• Transcription errors 

• Replaces listening with reading
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Finer-grained access

• segments 5–15 minutes in length, with 
boundaries at "a natural ending of a topic, 
a break before a new question, or other 
natural pause in the flow of speech." 

• “unify the scale of the navigable unit”
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Lambert & Frisch, “Meaningful 
access to audio and video passages,” 
http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/?p=1817

http://ohda.matrix.msu.edu/?p=1817
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Manual 
segmentation
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“Oral Histories  
of the American South” 
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Getting more judgments
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Manual segment lengths
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Different segmentation 
granularities
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Automatic 
segmentation
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Automatic segmentation

• Considerable work on topically 
segmenting texts 

• Transcripts of broadcast news, lectures, 
and meetings 

• MALACH project (Franz et al. 2003) used 
supervised learning to segment Shoah 
interviews
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Franz et al., “Automated transcription and 
topic segmentation of large spoken archives”
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Unsupervised segmentation

• Assumption: greater similarity in the 
language within topically coherent 
segments than across such segments 

• How to define language similarity? 

• How to postulate boundaries?
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Interview with Angus Boaz Thompson Sr., 
October 21, 2003. Interviewer: Malinda Maynor 

http://docsouth.unc.edu/sohp/U-0017/
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Automatic segmentation 👎
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Coreference 
resolution
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http://stanfordnlp.github.io/CoreNLP/

http://stanfordnlp.github.io/CoreNLP/


https://xkcd.com/657/
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segment
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entity
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Access via visualization
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Thanks!
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