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Introduction to the Workshop

The Linguistic Annotation Workshop (The LAW) is organised annually by the Association for
Computational Linguistics’ Special Interest Group for Annotation (ACL SIGANN). It provides a
forum to facilitate the exchange and propagation of research results concerned with the annotation,
manipulation, and exploitation of corpora; work towards harmonisation and interoperability from the
perspective of the increasingly large number of tools and frameworks for annotated language resources;
and work towards a consensus on all issues crucial to the advancement of the field of corpus annotation.
The series is now in its ninth year, with these proceedings including papers that were presented at LAW
IX, held in conjunction with the NAACL conference in Denver, Colorado, on June 5 2015.

This year’s LAW IX has received 35 submissions, out of which 18 have been accepted to be presented
at the workshop, either as a talk or as a poster. In addition to the papers, LAW IX also features a
panel dedicated to this year’s special theme, the Syntactic Annotation of Non-canonical Language. For
the panel, we invited researchers who have vast experience with the manual annotation of language
resources that can be described as "non-canonical", such as web data, learner language or non-standard
language varieties, and who are – at the same time – aware of the problems arising when using the
annotated data as training data for NLP tools or when trying to automatically predict syntactic analyses
for non-canonical, noisy data. Before the workshop, we presented the panellists with a number of
discussion points and asked them to write a short opinion piece addressing these issues. The resulting
contributions are part of these proceedings.

Our thanks go to SIGANN, our organising committee, for its continuing organisation of the LAW
workshops, and to the NAACL 2015 workshop chairs for their support. Also, we thank the NAACL
2015 publication chairs for their help with these proceedings. Most of all, we would like to thank all
the authors for submitting their papers to the workshop, and our program committee members for their
dedication and their thoughtful reviews.

Special Theme: Syntactic Annotation of Non-canonical Language

This year’s LAW especially invited contributions addressing the special theme Syntactic Annotation of
Non-canonical Language, and also features a panel dedicated to this topic. But what exactly does "non-
canonical" mean? In the literature, we find different definitions that vary depending on the background
and research interests of the respective research groups. Hirschmann et al. (2007), who focus on the
analysis of learner data, use "non-canonical" as follows.

"’Non-canonical’ [...] refers to structures that cannot be described or generated by a
given linguistic framework – canonicity can only be defined with respect to that framework.
A structure may be non-canonical because it is ungrammatical, or it may be non-canonical
because the given framework is not able to analyse it." (Hirschmann et al., 2007:1)

Dipper et al. (2013) use the term "(non)-standard" instead of "(non-)canonical" but emphasise that they
do not intend a normative, prescriptive reading but simply refer to "de facto standard language found in
newspaper texts". This definition, however, raises the follow-up question of what exactly is meant by
standard, as the criterium "appears in newswire" seems to be a bit vague. A possible interpretation of
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standard could be transcribed as everything that observes the (grammar) rules of the standard language
variety. This approach allows us to better operationalise which structures are included and which are
considered to be non-canonical. However, this definition is also not without problems. A minor problem
is caused by new constructions that are used by many speakers of the language community but still
considered to be ungrammatical by a large number of native speakers. But, and this is the more severe
problem, how do we handle languages where we have more than one standard (e.g. British/North
American/Australian/... Standard English) or where no standard exists at all? The latter is especially
relevant for oral languages that have no script. Furthermore, the notion of a standard is often used to
refer to the most prestigious variety of a language. As a result, language attitude also comes into play,
making it even harder to arrive at an objective definition of what standard means.

While these topics have mostly been discussed in the theoretical linguistics literature in the areas of
socio-linguistics or dialectology, other terms used to refer to non-canonical language in NLP include
low-resourced languages and noisy data. The term "low-resourced languages" simply refers to any
language for which no or only small-scale language resources exist. This means that, with respect
to the definition given above, low-resourced languages can, but do not necessarily have to be non-
canonical. We are not aware of any clear-cut definition for the term "noisy data". Usually, noisy data
refers to text that contains spelling errors, abbreviations, non-standard words, missing punctuations,
missing case information, and phenomena typical for spoken language, such as disfluencies or fillers.
The term "noisy" does not distinguish between ’real’ noise which was inserted unintentionally in the
data (such as spelling errors, OCR errors etc.) and language features that fulfil a certain function and
thus are part of the language system (but are, admittedly, challenging for NLP systems). An example
are fillers which are often used as strategic devices for turn-taking and also fulfill pragmatic functions
in the discourse. We would prefer to think of the latter as non-canonical (with regard to the rules of the
standard variety) instead of noise.

Having shed some light on what we mean by non-canonical language, we now briefly discuss why
we think this to be a relevant topic for a panel. When the first linguistically annotated corpora were
built, research mostly focussed on written text from the newspaper domain. Meanwhile, also other
corpora are available, including spoken language, learner data, or historical texts. The advent of Digital
Humanities has further advanced this trend, and many projects exist that work with data from domains
other than newspaper. Especially data from the social media has attracted lots of attention, and many
new corpus projects are now under way. The new projects follow different approaches, some using
existing annotation schemes as they are, others extend and adapt existing schemes to the particularities
of their data, and others again invent their own scheme for annotation. Concerning the granularity of
the annotations, we can also find a huge range of detail. Some use rather coarse-grained label sets while
others aim at very fine-grained distinctions.

This again brings us to the question of the reliability of the annotations. There have been discussions
of whether it is worthwhile employing expert annotators, given the time requirements and high costs,
or whether one could achieve similar results with untrained annotators. Also, and this has been in the
focus of last year’s LAW: "The good, the bad, and the perfect: How good does annotation need to be?"
The answer to this question is closely related to the next one: What type of annotators do we need? Is
crowdsourcing reliable enough, and can it be employed efficiently for treebanking?

We think that future work on the linguistic aspects of non-canonical language as well as on processing
it will benefit from a discussion on best practices for the syntactic annotation of non-standard language.
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As panellists, we invited Ann Bies (LDC), Aoife Cahill (ETS), Barbara Plank (CST, University of
Copenhagen) and Nathan Schneider (ILCC, University of Edinburgh), and presented them with the
discussion points below.

• What are the factors that lead to the adoption of a totally new annotation scheme rather than using
an existing annotation scheme?

• How do you decide on the granularity of the distinctions you choose to annotate? Give examples.

• For building new resources for NCLs, is it still worthwhile to invest a huge amount of time and
human labour for manual annotation, considering that the annotators spend most of their time
making arbitrary decisions, and that the aim of building ’high-quality resources’ for NCLs might
not be realistic?

• On a related note, what are the considerations when choosing the level of expertise of the
annotators? When is crowd sourcing appropriate? When do we need linguistic experts?

• Can the concept of "gold annotations" be applied to non-canonical languages where the inherent
ambiguity in the data makes it hard to decide on the "ground truth" of an utterance?

The resulting papers are part of the proceedings. We would like to thank the panellists for their insightful
contributions and hope that this will foster future discussions on that matter.

Adam Meyers, Ines Rehbein and Heike Zinsmeister, program co-chairs
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