Letters to the Editor

Re Ballard on the Need for Careful Description'

I think, like the reviewer of Bruce Ballard’s previous
paper, that he wants the moon. However, as one who
has tried, for the purposes of lecturing, to extract con-
crete system descriptions with worked-through exam-
ples from published material, I think he is right to call
for better standards. Alan Bundy (1981) has made a
similar appeal for AI in general. It’s important, in
particular, to appreciate that raising the standard of
reporting raises the standard not only of the reader’s
work but that of the writer’s: anyone who is obliged to
provide a coherent account of a set of experiments
soon discovers which ones he hasn’t done and needs to
do, sometimes forthwith before continuing writing.

The problem Ballard does not face, and should say
something about, is the scale impact of his proposal:
providing everything called for in useful, if not exhaus-
tive, detail, is liable to generate very long papers. One
can indeed plough through whole theses intended in
principle, and not conspicuously failing in practice, to
provide what Ballard calls for, and still not find suffi-
cient evidence of what has been done and, more im-
portantly, how it has been done. How much grammar,
and more significantly, how much dictionary, should
you put in to support your description and claims for
performance?

Ballard would give much more meat to his case if
he provided some concrete examples of papers he feels
comes closest to what he is asking for, with some com-
ments on their successes and failures. How well, to
take some random examples, do Waltz’s (1978)
PLANES paper, Erman et al. (1980) on Hearsay-II, or
Warren and Pereira’s (1982) Chat-80 measure up, or,
on a larger scale, Woods’s (1972) LUNAR report?

But perhaps the correct response to Ballard’s sug-
gestion is to ask him to take some system and provide
the kind of account of it he is looking for. Show us
the way, friend.
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On the Need for Studying llI-Formed Input

The experiment described by Fineman (1983) provides
important and useful information about the extent and
nature of ill-formed input to natural language systems.
A very low level of ill-formed input was found in this
experiment. This result contrasts with the much high-
er level of ill-formed input found in the experiment
described by Eastman and McLean (1981). A consid-
eration of the different experimental situations reveals
many factors that could account for this difference.
(The experiment described by Fineman will be refer-
red to as the Duke experiment; that described by East-
man and Mclean, as the Florida State University
(FSU) experiment.)

Many more restrictions were placed upon the input
requested from the Duke subjects than from the FSU
subjects. Also, the Duke subjects were provided with
more opportunities to learn about the capabilities of
the system. Both of these factors would be expected
to result in a lower rate of ill-formed input.

Experimental Goals. The goal of the Duke experi-
ment was to evaluate and guide the design of a pro-
posed natural language system. The goal of the FSU
experiment was to compare requests posed to a simple
data base by users with different levels of experience
with computers and with the example data base.

System Interaction. The Duke experiment used
simulated voice-driven input; subjects were asked to
use discrete speech or slow connected speech. Less
constrained speech might have contained more errors.
The FSU experiment used sentences handwritten on a
questionnaire. This difference in input method would
be expected to lead to different results. Also, some of
the errors found in the FSU experiment, such as mis-
placed apostrophes and misspellings, would not be
relevant in a voice input system.

Feedback. Simulated system response was provided
to users in the Duke experiment. Thus they had an
opportunity to learn about the system and to modify
their behavior. Mistakes would be less like to be re-
peated.

Volume 9, Number 2, April-June 1983



