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The last couple of years have seen an increased interest in language technology research for sub-Saharan African languages. Particularly in Southern Africa, researchers have been making great strides in unlocking the technological potential of language. Thanks to localization efforts and improved ICT access in urban as well as rural areas, vernacular content is now increasingly being published on the Internet. This has not only increased the visibility of African languages in the digital world, but has also opened up the possibility of advanced corpus-based approaches to (computational) linguistics. This presentation will provide an overview of current research efforts in African language (and speech) technology and will juxtapose the traditional rule-based approaches with self-learning techniques.

State-of-affairs

The current mainstream in natural language processing (NLP) for Indo-European languages focuses on data-driven approaches that rely on large (annotated) corpora and lexicons to build language technology tools and applications. Unfortunately, most African languages can be considered as resource-scarce, meaning that such linguistic resources are few and the academic, let alone commercial interest to develop them is limited. Researchers in the field of African language technology have therefore historically focused on approaches in the rule-based paradigm, in which NLP-tools are straight implementations of insights derived from grammarians. Quite a few interesting techniques have surfaced that can perform accurate morphological analysis and thereby aid the associated tasks of automatic spell checking and (computational) lexicography. However, due to the significant amount of manual work that these rule-based methods entail, only the major languages on the continent have such tools available to them.

Data-Driven

Recently, researchers have introduced the aforementioned data-driven techniques into the field of African language technology. Rather than solely relying on expensive expert human knowledge, these researchers use state-of-the-art statistical and machine learning algorithms to automatically unearth linguistic features in a language corpus. This has not only served to bootstrap language technology for a wider variety of African languages, but has also helped to re-introduce African languages into the mainstream of computational linguistics. This presentation will highlight the advantages of the data-driven approach on the basis of some case-studies, including the development of a part-of-speech for Northern Sotho and machine translation systems for Swahili and Dholuo. With this presentation, we hope to receive useful pointers on how to take these techniques out of the technological sandbox and how we can deploy them as a valuable and user-friendly aid in language documentation research.

