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Research question

How can a corpus help with the challenge of teaching  
variation in morphology?
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1. Old High German (OHG)
2. Teaching of OHG
3. Use case: variation in nominal morphology
4. Conclusion and summary
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OHG ENHGMHG NHG

beginning of German
text recordings

Reduction
of unstressed syllables

• oldest period of the German language
• fragmentary textual tradition
• idiosyncratic language use
• highly inflectional
• mostly religious texts

What is special about Old High German?
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Text recording of OHG

http://www.deutschdiachrondigital.de/data/auswertung/grundkarte_okt18_neu.html
Donhauser & Zeige (2019)

http://www.deutschdiachrondigital.de/data/auswertung/grundkarte_okt18_neu.html
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Old High German as a language course?

• in contrast to modern languages
– no focus on language production
– no informants

• in contrast to classical languages (Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Sanskrit)
– less texts passed on
– no standardization
– no focus on vocabulary acquisition

• in contrast to other periods of German:
– less texts passed on
– restricted contexts of text production
– no standardization
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Preliminary considerations for a successful OHG lesson

Students:
• History of German
• Characteristics of OHG
• Basics of grammatical

description

OHG:
• highly variable
• deficient recording situation
• highly inflectional
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Goal of an succesfull OHG lesson

Students:
• history of German
• characteristics of OHG
• basic ability to describe

grammatical phenomen

OHG:
• highly variable
• deficient recording situation
• highly inflectional

grammar book
text reading
Corpus

• translation of OHG texts
• exercise in dealing with reference 

material
• ability to work on research

questions concerning OHG
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The three ‚super powers‘ of corpora

1. Variation
2. Context
3. Frequency

got 203
gót 57
Got 55
Gót 17
cot 15
kót 8
cót 7
kot 6
god 3
gôt 2
Cot 1
GOT 1
Kot 1
Kót 1

https://korpling.org/annis3/?id=fd02e231-58ee-
47ac-85f5-5a5f46739225

https://korpling.org/annis3/?id=fd02e231-58ee-47ac-85f5-5a5f46739225
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Referenzkorpus Altdeutsch Version 1.1 (Donhauser et al.)

• deeply annotated corpus of all OHG and Old Saxon texts
• annotations:

– text layer based on editions
– graphemic normalization
– lemmatized, translated
– POS
– Morphological and syntactical

• metadata:
– dialect, time, dependency on latin

• texts are represented as subcorpora or documents

The corpus is available on ANNIS (Krause & Zeldes 2016)
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Referenzkorpus Altdeutsch 1.1: morphological annotations
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Referenzkorpus Altdeutsch 1.1: 
representations of texts in ANNIS
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Thematic sections of the semester

context corpus grammar annotation
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context
Each student chose an OHG text and 
determines and presents its 
characteristics to the rest of the group

Student A
Tatian

Student B
Hildebrandlied

Student C
Benediktinerregel

Student D
Physiologus
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Thematic sections of the semester

context corpus
Students are introduced to the use of 
the Referenzkorpus Altdeutsch and 
ANNIS. The previously chosen text 
provides the framework for practicing 
the use of the corpus.
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Thematic sections of the semester

context corpus grammar

Important grammatical topics are 
taught inductively. The students learn 
grammatical topics with the corpus as a 
tool within their chosen text.
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Thematic sections of the semester

context corpus grammar annotation

The students apply their grammatical 
knowledge by independently 
annotating an Old High German text. 
In this way they learn that annotation is 
always interpretation.
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Focus on the Referenzkorpus as a didactic tool

context corpus grammar annotation



Lehrstuhl für Geschichte der deutschen Sprache
Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin  |  Institut für deutsche Sprache und Linguistik

How to teach highly variable nominal morphology?

Braune & Reiffenstein 2004, §222: n-stems
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Braune & Reiffenstein 2004, §222-223: n-stems
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Variation in inflectional forms

fater unser du pist in himilum (Freisinger Paternoster, 9.1)
father our you are in heaven.PLDAT

fater unser thu in himilom pist (Weissenburger Katechismus, 9.1)
father our you in    heaven.PLDAT are

fáter unser gúato, bist drúhtin thu gimýato in hímilon (Otfrids Evangelienharmonie, 9.2)
father our good are lord you merciful in  heaven.PLDAT

‚Our Father who art in heaven,’
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Nominal paradigms of OHG

noun-stems

thematic

athematic

vowel
consonant

a-stems

o-stems

i-stems

u-stems

n-stems r-stems nt-stems

a-stems ja-stems wa-stems

o-stems jo-stems wo-stems

tag hirti sneô

gëba hiltia triuwa

hano bruoder
gast

fridu

man

friuntiz/az-stems

in-stems
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Task 1: Frequency

Count the number of nouns for every nominal paradigm in your text!
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Task 1: Frequency

Point out similarities and differences. 
Discuss possible reasons for differences
Search for nouns from a prominent differing paradigm.

0

0,1

0,2

0,3

0,4

0,5

0,6

Comparison of the relative occurrences 
of nouns per nominal paradigm

Tatian Benediktinerregel

• focus on frequent paradigms
• formulate research questions
• nouns related to a certain paradigma

usually share semantic characteristics
• occurence of certain paradigms could

dependent on the topic of the text

I thank Mrs Mühlenschmidt und Mrs Spitzer for allowing me to present their homeworks in my talk.
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Task 2: Variants

Collect inflectional morphemes for as many instances as possible for one paradigm
within your text.

Hildebrandlied, 9th century (448 word forms)

Physiologus, 11th century (1614 word forms)

A-stems Singular Plural
Nominativ -ø -os
Akkusativ -ø -ø (neut.),

-a (mask.)
Genitiv -es -o
Dativ -e -un, -um
Instrumental -u nicht vorhanden

I thank Mrs Eberle und Mr Heumann for allowing me to present her/his homework in my talk.
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Task 3: Variation
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The students perspective

• asked for more inductive information
• the goal of corpus-based tasks was not always clear
• to many and to technical homework
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Summary and conclusion

• Corpus based approach (applied to all morphological topics):
– frequency > different foci on frequent and non-frequent paradigms
– context > semantic profiles
– variation > learning organization

• corpus helped:
– to determine frequences of certain paradigms and organizing their learning
– to experience the difficult recording situation of OHG
– to evaluate particular paradigms regarding to their variation
– to formulate research questions
– to become aware of what reference book can say and what they can´t

• Students:
– directly faced problems typical for research questions concerning OHG
– found different approaches to learn certain paradigms
– are fluent using ANNIS and the Referenzkorpus Altdeutsch
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Thes thankon ih, thaz ir gouma namut!
thisGenSg thank.PresIndSg1       I       that you attention.SgAcc take.PretIndPl2 

‚I thank you for this, that you took notice‘
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Variation in Old High German

got 203
gót 57
Got 55
Gót 17
cot 15
kót 8
cót 7
kot 6
god 3
gôt 2
Cot 1
GOT 1
Kot 1
Kót 1

drúhtin 163
druhtin 142
truhtin 131
trohtin 97
trúhten 30
truhten 26
Drúhtin 26
Truhten 17
Trohtin 8
Trúhten 8
drohtin 7
Druhtin 6
Truhtin 5
DRUHTIN 2
druhtîn 2
trehtin 1
tríhten 1
tróhten 1
tróhtin 1
trúhtin 1
trûhten 1
trotin 1
druhdtin 1
druhttin 1
Trohten 1
truhttin 1

 graphematical
 phonological
 morphological
 …

https://korpling.org/annis3/?id=d3830bb0-dd84-4166-a227-573ef6ef7140
https://korpling.org/annis3/?id=fd02e231-58ee-47ac-85f5-5a5f46739225

https://korpling.org/annis3/?id=d3830bb0-dd84-4166-a227-573ef6ef7140
https://korpling.org/annis3/?id=fd02e231-58ee-47ac-85f5-5a5f46739225
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