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AESTRACT
The author discusses information retrieval systems

with particular emphasis on the assignment of descriptor terms. She
first explains the method of determining terms by deriving key words
frem a title or abstract, a Erﬂﬁedure that can cften be carried out
by a computer. After ﬂlSCGE ing the prablénb of derived indexing, the
author explains the procedure of assigning terms to an article, a
slower process that requires indexers who are familiar with the
discipline. This provides greaier control over the information. The
authir then describes the efforts of an ad hoc committee of the
Speech Communication 2Assocviation to ordanize and begin to establish a
retrieval system useful for researcher, in the communications

discipline. (RN)
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In December 1967 =n Ad Hse Committesa on Informa tion Retrizval™ was
Apzrica in an atrewpt to lovesvigata

‘al System for ressarch conducted by

best to organize and assamble ihe informaticn avefiable so that the resulting

retrieval system would bz a helpful raceavch zid.
dost retrieval sysrems zve based on a 1ist of index or deszriptor torma

which are asuociated with an article {in sowme way, but the rrocadure for
determining these descripior tevms fglils roughly into two waln camps. Thy

firat 43 to gcan thﬁ arcicleg

them terms which seem to be

from words 1lifted cut of rha #1itle
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and may be spplied by indezxers who

For this reason, of course, the vork can be carried out by machines. All one
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do 1is specify certain common words (usuaily funetion words) which sihould
not be used, and a computer can be programmed to index the matarial.
However there are seriouz problems with the above methad of darlved

indezing, the most important of which is that it ig difficelrt to control the

terminology. For example, it 1s often uazafs to assume that = tizle of an

article gives an asecurate suimary of 1%tz content. Titlas are of
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or delibarately '#ye-catching'. They may well suceecd in ati=a acting atrantrien,

but are of littie use in a retrieval systsn, Siw larly author zbstracte may

not always provide g true reflection of the content of a paper but more ¢f the
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vaper the author would liks to have written. Lven if terms are taken directiy

. of indaxing,
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from the article, as they are in a KWIC (Xey Word in Cc
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there 1s still no guarentee that the content will be accurately represented.

Pere of courss the problem 1is the individuality of aut’ ors. Any disziplice
contains many terms which zre interchangssble and tlie use of 2n alternativa
depends on individual preference. In the ficld of Spewch Communication such

a term seems to be "attitude change" versus "oplnisn change". . By this method

of indexing it would be impessible to relatz two papars

ame topie. This martar of

L]

separately, even though they were referring to tha
synonyms is an lmportant oae to which we will returr later,
Another important problem {s that it is essential to distinguish betwsen

H 1

s descriptors. In other words, the phruse "language
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words and phrases used :
analysis" 1s a different retyxfeval term from the terms "language" and "analysia"
used separately. This is scuathing which has to be considered when ba isinz a
system on retrieval fron deseriptors dezrived from tha cwﬁtﬁvt, gince one would prob-
ably receive very different ianformation in each caze,

The second procedure for determining descriptor terms 1s to asaign
them to an article by scanning it and deciding upon a number of terms which
seen to ;ndicgig the maiﬁ themes. At once one ecan see several Eﬂjéf differences

from the derived method of iﬁagliﬂ? In tha first place, it 1s usually earential
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for indexers to be fandiliar with the dieeipilne since thev wlll need to mule
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Jjudgments about the material. This of course fmmadiately slows

l.ines to do this work. But the main

considerably, and it is iﬁpgssible for ma
advantege 1s that far greater control over the information 1is possible. It
elim?nates the pasgibility that a tiile, or even words from the text, may rot
be repte%enzativei It also provides an eificlent way of dealing with the
attitudgfapii_;n problem mentlonzd suove eince tha indexer wmay cheose oue of
these terms and apply it censistently in avery cazse, The critericn fer the
choice would usually be th2 popularity of ome term over the other. Then onca
the decisgion 1s madg the fact that the two phrascs are regarded as synoayuous

ERIC could be indicated by attaching such terms as 'use' and 'used for' to both terms,
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Information Retrieval Committee of the SCA. It is diffiecult to say that on

e.g. if the decislon is made in fava: of "attitude change," the thesaurus entries
vould read:
ATTITUDE CHAKGE
UF Cpinion Chuage -
OPINION CHANGE
Use Attitude Change
Once such a problem has beea fsced and resolved it ia possible to saa
how one arrives attithe concept of ¢ thesaurus (or authovity list), A thzsaurus
has been degeribed as "a term-assoclation list structured to enable indewers
and subject analysts to describe the subject informaticn of a document to a
desired level of specificity at input, and to peruit searchers to deseribe in
mutvally preclse terms the information riquired a: gutput;"é Here ona hasg the
gres“est degrea of control over the information since one has the potential to
organize the descriptor terms to show generic or hierarcnical relatiecnships, to
offer definiticns of terms where uccessary, to indlcate syntactic and synonymons
relationshipe, and generally to offer the user the widest possible help in
gearehing for informaclon. ‘

At this point we can more easily appreciate thaz problems faced by the

[

approach is better than another bacause different aubject sreas require different’
approaches. A helpful summary of points to consider is provided by Charles
PP
Bourne (1965)
I. Type of ultinate user (the users vary in needs, hablts, and approsches).

2. Tyvpe of Immediate ueer {librarian or customer).

3. Characteristics of the File Colleciion (2urrent and expacted size,
rate of growth, variety and complerity of subject content, a format

of file material).

4. 'Avallability of user existing indexers for the same type of f£ile material,

5. Cémpleﬁit7 and requirad accuracy of searchers to be conducted (current
awareness, comprehensive *EufﬂSpE“tiVE SEEECREIS)-

6. Number gf searchers expected, and their requifed rezponse time,
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7. Current user and librarian attitudes toward the existing indexing sytem
a form of display.

B. Resources avallable for daveloping the system, converting the backlog
of material to the new system or aew method of displav, and mointaining
the routine operatien.
As always, the most importani consideration was the last cne, partly
because it was impossible to snswer such questicns as the first and secend
gs the development was only to be a pilot project which would be asseszed after
a 'trizl run'.

With this vague brief, the committee had to decide how to approach tha

field of speach communicatilen so as to produce a retrieval cystem moet useful teo

\m*

researchers in the discipline. It was impossible o scan all jfournals o be
used in the final data base so it was decidad tc sample the 1iteraéure of the
field to ascertadn what were the tey concepts uscd by rescarchers., The imitdisl
sample was taken from nine journals immediately counected with SEA;E In

retrospect thls may have been a mistske because only four of the nine jouruals,

namely, The Quarterly Journal of Speech, Pidilosophy and Rhetoric, Journa:.

developing a thesaurus. It would almost certainly be possible to organ

with any censlstency at all. Since a retrieval syeten is eventually only as good
as itg data base, this may have contributad to the praﬁatufé'éaeisiﬁg cf 824 nmot
to centinue the vooject.

Nevertheless the titie and summary (or first and last 100 words) of
randomly zelected artieles in the journala from 1965-1968 with the «bstracts
cf the 1968 SCA Conventicn were Subjactéd to computer gﬁal?sis,7 and a concordence
of 2ll the words in the base was produced. Then, beca:se of the sbove mentioned
limitations of terms taken frém contexc, ‘the commlttee searches the cﬂncardsnéé
manually for acceptable desecriptor terms. This rasulted in a list of 1200
terms which was further supplement.d by adding the terms from selected author
abstracts, ﬁlus the. sbatracts f£rom the 1969 and 1970 SCA conventions.

With such a small data base it was possible to use it 23 a basils for

fve the -
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descriptor terms in such a way as to reflect the ezntral concepts of the discipline
attempting to show the relationships between then, To this cnd, every torm fin

@ preliminary list was examined ip relation to evary other word. The process

of bullding che Thesavrous and the terms throusgh which tho relationships cre
structured (Broad Term, Narrow Tewm, Related Term, 2te,). ava desacibed in
Borden, Jenkins and Stenz (1972)

Algo describad in that article 39 the coneapt of a farcetad The

which' is sees as "a grouning of des criptor terms which £a2l1l into the sasz
eneral concept area” (p. 13), This 1s 2 maat
? ; .

some of the gemantic problews in information

obvious that the siructure of a theszurus «will re'lect the poin

its bullders, and that others may not necessaiils

:3nible to see coanac
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8chema, but when cue has sccess to a fagat, it
betwaen terms at widely distant levels on the 'erze hierzzchy. 1In this way,
aoy dndividual bize resulting from an inlitisl level of sirzple Broad Term, Narrew
Term relatiocuships tands to ba ainiml:od. What one ses iu fact, 1s that the

fleld secms to break down into distinct eoncentnzl arezg,

Theory, Group Dvnfﬁigs, and Broadeasting.

It is ulso poasible to see that the approach to weaning is purely

situaticnal. In other words, terms ars

literature., and aav other meaniug of
= E =

b

of this can be seen in the uie of the
the Thesaurus thi: meins only "oral

Theatre, and hoes notidng to do with
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Similacly 'abstract' i
In 8 broader sens2 we wignt examine the

terws are 'abolitZeca' and 'Ante Rellim’.

Civil War which 1s relevant, and no cther,

. Once the Thescaurous was structured, 1t wae then ne essary to return to the
© . .
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literature to see whether the system would work., By thie time the co-operation
of ifudividual authors and of the Journal edliors nad been obtained im thac thay
agreed to compiete the Journal Abstract form of tne MLA, supplying a shers
abstract plus nine index terms which swere felt o be most descriptive of an
article. Cenerally, the orlgingl artiﬂle was also scanned to ensure that the
central théﬁEEAWEfE represepnted 4dn the shstract.

In deciding which auther gunerated descriptor terms to include 1n the
Thesaurous oue of the wain consideration wég alvays the depth of indexing

possible. Often anthors offered terms as brozd as cammunicéﬁién a8 as narrow

as "allophone" for an article in the field of "oval interpretation". Many times
of coursé, the depth of indexiag viil ealy raflect the past and praszent ‘Importance

of a tople iu the Speech discipline., For example, the area of "rhetorical
analysis" will be quite exhaustively indexed, as an examination of .that ficet will
prove. On the other hand, a terw sguch as 'para-mageage' i relatively nev in
the field, and ﬁct vet 'egtablished," It will therefore probably not appear iﬁr
the Thesaurous. The usefulness of broad teims has been illustrated in ths
discussicn of facets - 1t gives one « large area in whizh to manoevre and, by
combining several descriptors, to arrive at a fairly concise delimivation of

- i - _!
one's area of interest,

Because the descripiovs for an articie are assigned to it rather than
derived from 1¢, it fcllows that tha informarion reveal:d by a search will be
more abatraci than if a search was based on & gpecific ldaguistic striag
appearing in an abstract. At one point an attempt wes made tDV'EEEﬂg the
gbstracts with the actusl deser iptor terme, bui the time needed for such a
task outweighed any possible advantages, since there terns did not neceygsarily
appear in the body of tha article iteelf. To compensate for this abstractaess
however, a list i3 attached to the Thesaurus containing such cone¥ete terms as names.
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of individuals, associationa, countries and specific Rhetorical Msvements
(e.g. Women's Liberation). This we called 2 proper term list. Dy esing this

list together with the Thesaurous, it should be poesible to achieve a high

Finally, there 1s :the questioa of how dynamic the Thesaurus wili erove fo
be. Of course there is always the danger that any auvthority list runs the
risk of stagnating the field, but tha compilers made a conselous effort to
regard the Thesaurus aa prelimlnary at all stages, and therefore open to
:hangé;A This chenge wag anticlpated in the decision to adopt the MLA form.
Thisg puts ‘contral 1in the hands of researchars, whoge artlcles refle the
developing interasts of the discipline. UWherever possible, auther generated
descriptor terms werxe adopted into the Thzacurus.

There is_still much work to be done to improve the system. It works. Iz

has been demonstrated at the 1971 SCA and 1972 ICA Conventions. Now it needs

- a oreatly expanded and improved data base. Part of this daveicpﬁént is in fazt

being caxr riéé oui in the project reported on from Florlda State University. It

would ﬂlSD be dintaresg ting to examine the citatlions used in important paper

and include these articles in the data base.
The Thesaurus needs publishing so that mewbers of the discipline may use

it and offer thelr knowladgable suggestlonz for its improvement. At present,

however, the project hes been abandemed by SCA and 1tg future appears waicsrbain,
¥ & £ pp .



TOOTNOTES

-Ogtobear

==L

" ’l\-— =
eech Miuograp

ryﬁ Thz QL

1y Journal
of

Cenural

Journal

"Computer Ad

celatlon
g?:’. p‘;? ll’if

O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:






