Putting development and evaluation of core technology first
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NLG needs comparative evaluation cost-efficiently. However, for evaluation at the appli-
r[:ation level, especially if it is user-based, test-input

NLG has strong evaluation traditions, in particular i N
evaluation is often not necessary.

user evaluations ofiLG-based application systems
(e.g.M-PIRO, comIC, SUMTIME), but also in em-
bedded evaluation 0fLG components vs. NORLG
baselines (e.gbIAG, ILEX, TAS) or different ver- The single biggest challenge for comparativec
sions of the same component (esgoT). Recently, €evaluation is identifying sharable tasks: this is prob-
automatic evaluation against reference texts has dgmatic in a field where systems are rarely developed
peared too, especially in surface realisation. for the same domain, let alone with the same input

What has been missing are comparative evalu@nd output requirements.
tion results for comparable but independently devel- One possibility is to propose an application for
opedNLG systems. Right now, there are only twoNLG researchers to develop systems for. These could
sets of such results (for they®I TIME weather fore- then be evaluated according &0 9126 and 14598
casts, and for regenerating the Wall Street Journah software evaluation, and this would shed light on
Corpus). As aresult, we have no idea at present whéte real-world usefulness of the systems.

NLG techniques generally work better than others. However,NLG is a varied field with many applica-

If NLG is a field of research that can progress coltions and it will be hard to choose one that is recog-
lectively, rather than a loose collection of groupdsed by a large enough number of researchers as
each progressing more or less independently, théheir task. Moreover, evaluation at the application
it needs to develop the ability to comparatively evallevel would necessarily include application-specific
uateNLG technology. This seems to me an absocontent-determination techniques, and results would
lutely fundamental principle for any branch of sci-therefore not automatically generalise beyond the
ence and technology: without the ability to compareapplication. It would also not shed light on the use-
results cannot be consolidated and there is no colleftiness or otherwise of any component technology.
tive progress (Sparck Jones, 1981). We need an approach that unifiesG, not one

that creates a new subfield specialising in the chosen
Shared tasks, but not necessarily shared data application. We need to focus on what unitess

That comparable techniques, components and syt What diversifies it. The way to do this is in my
tems need to perform comparable tasks — that con§leW to focus on the development and evaluation of
parative evaluation needs to be in that sense based @€ technology that is potentially useful to all
shared tasks — goes almost without saying. HowaNd to utilise the commonalities that have already
ever, such tasks can be more or less loosely defing@¥0lved, in particular the more generally agreed sub-
implicitly by a set of paired inputs and outputs, orfaSks such asRrE, lexicalisation, content ordering,
explicitly by a set of specifications and input/outpu©f eéven a larger component like surface realisation.
requirements. Comparability increases if systems _

take the same type of inputs, and evaluation can tfeocus on output evaluation

performed on the basis of a set of testinputs. Test-s€éhe evaluation criteria general to all software sys-
evaluation can be useful in research-oriented evaltems covered byso standards 9126 and 14598 of
ation, where results need to be obtained quickly antburse also apply to evaluating.G systems, but we

Core technology first, applications second



still need to decide how to evaluate the — necediow well do the generated texts achieve their com-
sarily domain-specific — goodness of their outputsnunicative purpose.

(one of thelso criteria), and that is what research We need a range of evaluation methods suitable
needs to focus on. Depending on how a shared taik quick low-cost evaluation during testing of new
has been defined and whether a system or compdeas as well as reliable, potentially time and cost-
nent is being evaluated, output evaluation could batensive methods for evaluating complete systems.
in the form of added-value evaluation of component$he aim of theGENEVAL initiative (Reiter and Belz,
embedded within applications, direct evaluation 0R006) is to develop a range of evaluation techniques
outputs or indirect evaluation by comparison againgor NLG and to assess their reliability, ultimately
a set of reference texts. In terms of evaluation criteaiming to provideNLG researchers with knowledge
ria, in the neighbouring disciplines ofT and sum- to decide which technique to use given their avail-
marisation, fluency and accuracy have emerged able time, resources and evaluative aim.

standard criteria, and the latter now also assesses Te-

sponsiveness’ of a summary to the given topic, a Cnc_:oncludmg remarks

terion approximating 'real-world usefulness’. Comparative evaluation doesn't have to be in the

shape of competitions with associated events (as op-
Towards common subtasks, corpora and posed to just creating resources and encouraging
evaluation techniques other researchers to use them), but | happen to like

There are some subfields that have developdtie buzz and energy they create, the way they draw
enough common ground to make it feasible to createew people in, and the hot-housing of solutions they
a shared task specification straight away and hadester (Belz and Kilgarriff, 2006). It should at least
enough researchers able to participate (eREg). be tried out to see whether it can work forG.
However, there is a lot that needs to be done to make There’s a lot of virtue in talking: discussing the
this possible across larger partsnafG. options and trying to find consensus. But there’s

Subtasks and input/output requirementsed to also virtue in doing — creating data and tasks and
be standardised to make core technologies trulgutting them out there for researchers to use if they
comparable (as well as potentially reusable). IWant. Even organising competetive events to see if
other NLP fields standardisation is often driven bythey work. The risks of getting it wrong seem small
evaluation efforts (e.g. in parsing), but it is probabljto me — shared-task evaluations can be run on a
more productive to work towards this in dedicatedshoe-string (@SENSEVAL and CONLL continue to
research projects. E.g. in the newly funded Prodiggemonstrate), and anyway, these things have a habit
Project, one of our core aims is to develop an apef self-regulating: if an event, task or corpus fails to
proach to content representation that generalises iftspire people, it tends to quietly go away.
five different data-to-text domains.

Building data resourcesf NLG inputs and/or out-
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