
ARPABET and the TIMIT alphabet

This short document is about phonetic alphabets. The most important set of symbols for
phonetic transcriptions is the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). The IPA was developed in
1888 and revised several times. Roughly speaking, it tries to associate a symbol to each sound in
all of the known languages in the world. More details about the IPA symbols can be found in [1]
(page 29). The IPA is the result of much effort, but is not convenient for some applications.

The IPA makes extensive use of letters not usually available on computers. So, mappings
from IPA to "computer-friendly" ASCII symbols as the ARPABET were proposed. The
ARPABET (Fig. 1) is a selection of symbols used within the Advanced Research Projects Agency
Speech Understanding Research (ARPA SUR) project [2]. It became popular among the speech
recognition community. There are two representations in ARPABET, one adopts only one
character and includes lower-case letters. The second uses only upper-case letters and is known
as "2-characteres".

The alphabet used in the TIMIT database [3] (sometimes called TIMITBET) was inspired
in ARPABET but is not the same. TIMITBET uses the 2-characteres representation of
ARPABET for vowels. For example, when transcribing TIMIT, different labels were adopted for
the closure and release parts of plosive sounds [3].
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Fig. 1. ARPABET [2].


