
TAPS: Checklist for responsible 

archiving of digital language resources

Only some cultures erect grand built 

monuments by which we can remember 

their achievements. But all cultures 

encode their genius in their languages, 

stories, and lexicons.

—K. David Harrison

In the very generation when the rate of 

language death is at its peak, we have 

chosen to use moribund technologies 

and to create endangered data.

—Bird and Simons 

Implications of the 

Digital Age

Technological innovation has many 

advantages, and is in many ways inescapable. 

However, digital data is fragile and subject to 

two main threats: 

• Degradation of physical media

• Obsolescence of hardware and software

While digital data holds the promise of 

copying and sharing without loss, there is 

potential for “catastrophic” loss when they 

are not adequately preserved.

• According to a UNESCO study, about

80% of our recordings about languages

and cultures are endangered and urgent

measures are called for to safeguard this

valuable data. 

• Digital materials need curation from the

beginning to be viable long-term.

Digital archives: 

best practices
Simply digitizing materials and making them 

available on a website does not guarantee 

long-term preservation and access. TAPS is 

based on tools and criteria developed by the 

professional archiving community to describe 

the required operations and implementation 

of trustworthy digital archives (see list of 

standards consulted). Work is proceeding 

nationally and internationally towards the 

goal of digital archive certification, but to 

date, few digital archives, and no digital 

language archives, have achieved formal 

certification. 

Top left: Magufa Minal (left) of the Bahinemo of 

the East Sepik Province, Papua New Guinea gives a 

story as he is recorded by Ian Tupper and Rachel 

Gray. Yashio Kwiba and village children are 

present. (Photo courtesy of Wayne and Sally Dye)

Top right: A few examples of the diverse formats 

of older, “legacy” materials await digitization at the 

Archive of Indigenous Languages of Latin America 

at the University of Texas, Austin.

Bottom left: Regarding the CD-eating fungus, 

Marc Valls, a biologist at Spain’s National Centre 

for Biotechnology says, “Nature is very clever and, 

for all the materials that we design, sooner or later 

they will be degraded by some organism.” (Screen 

capture from http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi 

/science/nature/1402533.stm)

Bottom right: All hardware and software are 

headed for eventual obsolescence. (From 

http://news.e-scribe.com/280).

Survey methodology

To survey the state of the art in digital 

language archiving, I used the TAPS checklist 

to conduct interviews with a sample of digital 

language archives. Between September 2009 

and January 2011, I interviewed 

representatives from ten digital language 

archives located in Australia, Germany, the 

Netherlands, UK, and US.  Half the interviews 

were conducted in person during site visits, 

and half were conducted through Skype calls.  

These

Survey methodology

archives represented both public and private 

institutions with a global or regional 

collections focus, restricted or unrestricted 

submitter policies, and purely digital or mixed 

holdings. 

Each of the ten archives interviewed were 

scored on a binary scale for each item on the 

TAPS checklist (yes = 1, no = 0), for a 

maximum score of four on each section, and a 

total maximum score of sixteen. 

Conclusions
The digital language archives evaluated show 

that they are strongest in issues that linguists 

are most concerned about: addressing a 

specialized audience and concerns 

surrounding access. The archives are 

weakest, however, in technical and 

organizational issues that may impact the 

overall longevity of the archived material. 

The purpose of TAPS

The TAPS Checklist was developed to help 

linguists and other depositors choose an 

archival home for their language resources.

• Represents a distillation of best practices

in digital archiving 

• Addresses issues important to linguists

and language communities regarding

archiving language materials

TAPS is an acronym standing for the four 

parts of the checklist (Target, Access, 

Preservation, and Sustainability).

• Not intended to be an exhaustive

inventory or for an outside “audit” of an

archive

• Includes things a linguist can reasonably

check out
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Do you have valuable linguistic data 

that needs an archival home?

Debbie Chang

Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics, Dallas, Texas

Thesis at: http://www.gial.edu/theses/index.htm


