
Interactive Cross-Language 
Question Answering: Searching 

passages vs searching documents

Fernando López-Ostenero, Julio Gonzalo, 
Victor Peinado, Felisa Verdejo

UNED NLP group - Madrid (Spain)



Experiment Goals

• establish a reasonable baseline obtaining
data about the nature and difficulty of the 
task

• test if (filtered) passages are more adequate 
than full documents for the task

• experimenting  with specific interactive 
features to facilitate the task



Systems
• REFERENCE

– INQUERY retrieval engine

– LATimes94+GHerald95 
English documents translated 
into Spanish with Systran

– search over full documents

• CONTRASTIVE
– INQUERY retrieval engine

– LATimes94+GHerald95 
English documents translated 
into Spanish with Systran

– search over document 
passages, the user can’t 
examine the context of a
passage

– the user should specify the 
type of answer (NE, date,
quantity) in order to filter 
passages



Reference system (DOCS)



Contrastive system (PASS)



Contrastive system (PASS)



Passage filtering
documents
collection

(English MT to Spanish)

passages
collection

(English MT to Spanish)

sentence 
splitter

weekdays (lunes, martes... )
year’s months (enero, febrero... )
seasons (primavera, verano... )
other references (hoy, mañana, tarde, ayer... )
numbers between 1900 and 1999 (maybe a year... )

digits (1 24.4 2,400.95 3.141592 ... )
words (dos, cien, mil, cuarenta... )

uppercase expresions when uppercase is not 
prescribed by punctuation rules (estación de metro 
de Saint - Michel en París ). Locations filtered out!

if a passage contains...

passage contains a NE

passage contains a
temporal reference

passage contains
a quantity



Experiment design

• 16 iCLEF Spanish questions

• 8 Spanish monolingual users

• 2 systems (DOCS, PASS)

• iCLEF latin square design prescribing 
user/question/system combinations

• iCLEF search session schedule 
(training/searching/questionnaires)



Main results
Accuracy Time Confidence #Refinements

System
Strict Lenient (av.) High Low (av.)

DOCS .69 .73 209.05 44 20 1.6

PASS .66 .72 195.20 41 23 1.7

•users can find answers efficiently without QA specific 
machinery
•strict accuracy is 5% higher for DOCS system

Why contrastive system performs
worse than the baseline system?



Post-system questionnaires



Post-search questionnaire



Why DOCS gives slightly better 
results?

• PASS was easier and faster to use...

• ... but only DOCS permits looking at the 
full content of a document
– to attest a potential answer

– to refine the query 

– to search for similar docs that might verify a 
potential answer



Failure analysis

• 21 time outs + 20 errors (W+U+X)

• misleading translations

• human errors
– the Channel Tunnel costed “15,000 millions”

without specifying the currency

• differences in responsiveness criteria
– typhoon Angela, a user said “more than 500

killed and 280 still missing”, which was judged
as inexact



Humans are more creative
than machines!

• Cross-Language creativeness:
– English question: “When did Latvia gain independence?”

– Spanish translation: “¿Cuando obtuvo su independencia 
Letonia?”

– The problem: Systran doesn’t translate Latvia as Letonia, so
“Letonia” can’t be found in the search collection

– Human creativeness: users find documents spoking about
“Latvia, Estonia y Lituania”, so they can understand that
“Latvia” is the English term for “Letonia” and they perform 
the search using this term



Humans are more creative
than machines!

• Humans can easily make Inferences:
– question: “When did the attack at the Saint-Michel 

underground station in Paris occur?

– data:
• article is dated on friday 28th July 1995

• attack occurs last tuesday

– so attack occurs on tuesday 25th July 1995 (correct answer!)



User effects



Topic effects



Conclusions
• using standard Document Retrieval and Machine 

Translation technologies we have set a strong 
baseline (69% strict accuracy) for this task

• users prefer passage retrieval to document 
retrieval for the task, but once a potential answer 
is found the context is sometimes helpful to 
validate it

• interactivity can be used to add specific 
restrictions to focus a passage search, for instance 
if the answer had to be a date, only 21% of the 
sentences in the iCLEF’04 English collection had 
to be searched
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