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Abstract

We present a method of feature selection for the production
of appropriate types of referring expressions which attempts
to bridge the gap between computational and empirical ap-
proaches to reference generation. Our task is to correctly iden-
tify the type of reference employed by a human author in a text
where such references to the main subject have been tagged
and removed. The goal is to provide a natural language gen-
eration system with guidelines to determine when the use of
different types of reference (names, pronouns, etc.) is most
appropriate. Our work combines experimental and computa-
tional approaches to develop a set of features capturing cer-
tain information below the surface level of text with which
to train a classifier system. Ultimately, this classifier could
be used to control the production of referring expressions in
machine-generated communication. A decision tree trained
on the features selected by our method produces results ap-
proaching those of the highest-performing purely empirical-
based machine learning systems for the given task.

Background

The generation of referring expressions is a major focus
within the field of Natural Language Generation (NLG). Part
of the task of producing such references is determining when
each type of referring expression is appropriate. For example,
the choice to use a pronoun rather than a definite description,
or vice versa, can be influenced by a number of complex fac-
tors. The purpose of this work is to attempt to discover some
of the factors that affect humans’ decision to select one type
of reference over another, so that NLG systems can make sim-
ilar decisions.

Generation of References in Context (GREC) is a shared
task challenge in NLG where participants develop systems
that can select appropriate references to entities in a document
from a list of alternatives. GREC data consists of introductory
sections of Wikipedia articles from which instances of refer-
ential expressions have been replaced by a list of possible ref-
erences of different types (Belz & Varges, 2007). Following
the success of the GREC task as part of the Referring Expres-
sion Generation Challenge 2008 (Belz, Kow, Viethen, & Gatt,
2008), a second round has been incorporated into Generation
Challenges 2009 for the 12th European Workshop on Natu-
ral Language Generation. Our present work was initiated to
develop a submission for GREC-MSR (Main Subject Refer-
ence) ‘09. We view the GREC task as a two-part problem,
the first of which is to correctly identify the reference type,
and the second being to select the specific reference. This

extended abstract describes our work on the first part of this
task.

Figure 1 contains a rather short example article from the
GREC corpus. The items in bold have been tagged as refer-
ring expressions pointing to the main subject entity (Mount
Greylock). In the corresponding GREC data format, the tags
contain basic information about the references (e.g., syntactic
category) and a list of possible alternative referential expres-
sions. As this example was pulled from the training set, the
specific reference appearing in the article is also indicated.
The goal of the GREC-MSR ‘09 task is to accurately predict
the type of reference (REGOS-TYPE) and exact referential
expression used by the original author(s) by selecting from
the list of alternative references. A much more thorough de-
scription of the GREC data format can be found in Belz et al.
(2008).

Mount Greylock is a mountain of 3,491 feet
(1,064 m) in elevation, located in northwestern Mas-
sachusetts. It is the highest point in the state.

Figure 1: Example article from GREC corpus, titled “Mount
Greylock.” Tagged references to the main subject entity are
in boldface.

Although clearly beneficial to the development of tech-
niques for generating appropriate references, the GREC task
does differ significantly from traditional referring expression
generation in the context of an NLG system. In particular,
standard information used for the generation of natural lan-
guage, is not available in the GREC data because the system
must work from the surface text as opposed to the underly-
ing data available in the conventional NLG task. Thus, data
typically input to the reference generation task necessary to
determine whether interfering antecedents exist or whether
a pronoun would be ambiguous or required (e.g., other ob-
jects being referred to, attributes of objects, surface syntactic
information) must be derived from the surface level. Also
missing is information concerning discourse segments which
is widely acknowledged (Grosz & Sidner, 1986; Reichman,
1985) as important to the task of generating referring expres-
sions. Similarly, sentence segmentation and access to syn-
tactic information in the text must be derived. In a sense,
the generation of referring expressions has been relegated to



a post-processing step, without the benefit of potentially vast
amounts of information from preceding generation steps.

Method

Our approach to this task features a unique method that com-
bines computational and experimental approaches to deter-
mining appropriate reference types. Our intuition was that
findings in psycholinguistic research could be utilized to in-
form feature selection for representing instances of refer-
ring expressions in the GREC data, and that a competitively-
performing classifier system could be trained on these fea-
tures. In contrast with automatic feature selection algorithms,
our development process involved surveying psycholinguis-
tic literature for potential features, building a rapid prototyp-
ing system facilitating the extraction of said features from the
data and determining their preliminary efficacy at choosing
the correct reference type, iteratively reviewing errors result-
ing from this prototype system to theorize additional features
and patterns governing reference generation, and finally train-
ing a decision tree classifier based on the selected features.

A number of authors (Arnold, 1998; Gordon & Hendrick,
1998) identified several factors which psycholinguistic re-
search indicates influence how pronouns are interpreted, in-
cluding Subjecthood, Parallelism, Recency, and Ambiguity.
Due to the lack of standard generation information, Par-
allelism and Ambiguity offer particular challenges for the
GREC task, as the grammatical position (or syntactic cate-
gory) of named entities other than the main subject are not
provided in the GREC-MSR data (although it should be men-
tioned that such information is provided in GREC-NEG, a re-
lated task). We chose to employ Recency as our starting point,
and, as recommended by McCoy and Strube (1999), clas-
sified long-distance anaphoric expressions (where the most
recent reference to the entity occurs more than two sentences
ago) as names and short-distance anaphoric expressions (sub-
sequent references in the same sentence) as pronouns. We im-
plemented these rules in our prototyping system, and exam-
ined the incorrect classifications which resulted in an attempt
to discover which other factors suggested by psycholinguistic
research could explain the patterns we observed.

The next features we chose to explore were the syntactic
categories of the three most recent references, as well as for
the reference at hand (all available in the GREC data). As
these categories identify the grammatical position of refer-
ences (either nouns in subject or object position, or a deter-
miner), we hoped that they could be used to cover the Sub-
jecthood and Parallelism factors discussed in Arnold (1998).
The choice of using exactly three most recent references was
motivated by the intuition that the impact of earlier reference
forms are increasingly smaller, as well as the use of three
references by systems performing similar tasks (Hendrickx,
Daelemans, Luyckx, Morante, & Van Asch, 2008). Addition-
ally, numerous documents in our data set are quite brief, and
many contain only three or fewer references to the main en-
tity.

We also extracted binary features indicating whether or not
the main entity was the subject of this sentence, as well as the
two previous sentences. Another boolean feature was trig-
gered if the main subject entity was in subject position of
the sentence containing the most recent reference. Two addi-
tional boolean features were used to represent patterns which
seemed apparent during our inspection of erroneous assign-
ments: 1. whether the reference was immediately preceded
by the words “and,” “but,” or “then,” and 2. whether the refer-
ence fell between a comma and the word “and.” Our observa-
tions suggested that instances of the entity’s name other than
those involved in referring expressions, such as the example
given in Figure 2, seemed to be a factor in choosing when to
use pronouns. So, we added a feature measuring the num-
ber of sentences since the most recent “non-referential in-
stance.” Finally, as a simple attempt at addressing the Ambi-
guity factor, we made a basic effort at recognizing whether a
possible interfering antecedent (or “distractors” as described
in Siddharthan and Copestake (2004)) occurred earlier in the
current sentence, or in the intervening text since the last ref-
erence.

The municipality was abolished in 1928, and the name
“Mexico City” can now refer to two things.

Figure 2: Example of non-referential instance. In this sen-
tence, “Mexico City” is not a reference to the main entity
(Mexico City), but rather to the name “Mexico City.”

This process of trial and error was continued until we had
collected an extensive list of features which we felt had a
high probability of indicating the correct reference type for
a given instance. We also added several additional features
used by the highest-performing submission from GREC ‘08,
CNTS-Type-g (Hendrickx et al., 2008). These extra features
included semantic category of the current document, sen-
tence count, reference count, NP count, local context of the
three words and POS tags preceding and following the ref-
erence, and the distance to the previous reference measured
in NPs. The full list of candidate features is provided in Ta-
ble 1. We used various subsets of this list of features to train
a series of decision tree classifiers with the proprietary C5.0
algorithm developed by Ross Quinlan (RuleQuest Research
Pty Ltd, 2008). The features measuring (in number of sen-
tences) distance to the three previous references and the most
recent non-referential instance were realized as both contin-
uous values, as well as a version in which all values greater
than 2 are reassigned a value of 3. Given the size of our data
set, using continuous values for these features resulted in far
more branching in the decision trees generated, with several
branches followed by a handful of examples out of the thou-
sands in the training set. The benefit of using the discrete
variant may simply be to help avoid the potential for overfit-
ting.



Table 1: Full list of candidate features indicating which decision trees they were used in.

Used in Which Decision Trees

Feature Possible Values DT.1 | DT2 | DT3 | DT 4 | DTS

distance in number of sentences since last | continuous X X

three references & last non-referential in-

stance

distance in number of sentences since last | 3,2, 1,0r0 X X X

three references & last non-referential in-

stance

syntactic category of current & three most | null, np-obj, np-subj, or X X X X X

recent references subj-det

for current & 2 previous sentences, was | boolean X X X X

main entity the subject?

was main entity subject of sentence con- | boolean X X X X

taining last reference?

reference follows and, but, or then? boolean X X X X

reference between comma & and? boolean X X X X

possible interfering antecedent in current | boolean X X

sentence?

possible interfering antecedent since last | boolean X X X X

reference?

semantic category of document city, country, mountain, per- X X X X X
son, or river

sentence count continuous X X

NP count continuous X

reference count continuous X X

3 words preceding & following reference {entire set of words appear- X
ing in corpus}

3 POS tags preceding & following refer- | {POS tags assigned by Brill X

ence Tagger (Brill, 1994)}

distance in number of NPs since last refer- | continuous X

ence

System REGO08-Type Accuracy for Development Set
All | Cities | Countries | Rivers | People | Mountains

CNTS-Type-g | 76.52 | 64.65 75 65 85.37 75.42
CNTS-Prop-s | 73.93 | 65.66 69.57 70 79.51 74.58
DT X 71.98 | 64.95 68.48 65 81.37 68.75
DT2 70.9 | 59.79 67.39 60 81.37 68.75
DT 4 70.9 | 64.95 68.48 65 79.9 67.08
DTS 67.69 | 59.79 64.13 50 78.92 64.17
IS-G 66 54.5 64 80 66.8 65

OSU-n-nonRE | 62.5 | 53.54 63.04 65 67.32 61.67
OSU-b-all 58.54 | 53.54 57.61 75 65.85 49.58
OSU-b-nonRE | 51.07 | 51.52 52.26 40 57.07 45.83

Table 2: Comparison of our best classifiers (in bold) to GREC ‘08 submissions with respect to type accuracy, as reported in
Belz et al. (2008).




Results

The accuracy of each trained decision tree, as computed via
ten-fold cross-validation on the training data, is presented in
Table 3. Surprisingly, the highest-performing decision tree
did not use the full feature set, in fact, it used a relatively
limited subset.

Table 3: Accuracy of each decision tree, calculated via ten-
fold cross-validation on the training set.

Decision Tree  Accuracy
DT_1 68.2%
DT2 72.6%
DT_3 72.2%
DT 4 72.0%
DTS5 71.7%

In order to compare our method to the GREC ‘08 partic-
ipants’ submissions, we computed referring expression type
accuracy for the development set of 97 texts (included as part
of the GREC data package). The set of features resulting in
our two best performing classifiers (DT_2 & DT_4), trained
on the 1658-text training set, each yield an overall REG0S8-
Type accuracy of 70.90%. By combining these classifiers,
using whichever one produced better results for each seman-
tic category, we were able to build a new classifier (DT_X)
with an overall accuracy of 71.98%. This is very competitive
when compared to the scores reported for GREC ’08. In fact,
our classifier scored higher than each of the participants’ sys-
tems, except for the two variants from the winning team, the
better of which reported a remarkable accuracy of 76.52%
(Belz et al., 2008). Table 2 provides a detailed comparison
between the type accuracy achieved by our system and those
for GREC ’08. Details for each GREC ’08 submission can be
found in the system reports produced by the participants (for
CNTS in Hendrickx et al. (2008), IS-G in Bohnet (2008), and
OSU in Jamison and Mehay (2008)).

Discussion

While at first glance it is a bit troubling that the best per-
forming system using traditional empirically-based features
is outperforming our system, part of the reason for this could
very well be our use of very basic means of NP-chunking and
named entity recognition (NER). Due to time constraints and
other factors, we were unable to incorporate more sophisti-
cated methods, a deficiency that might explain the relatively
poor performance of DT_5 which sought to utilize the fea-
tures employed by the best team from GREC ‘08. Indeed, a
classifier trained on only those features produced an overall
type accuracy of only 57.89% on the development set. We
suspect that this score is the result of our rudimentary ap-
proach to NP-chunking and NER, and the fact that we were
unable to effectively identify the main verb in each sentence,
which was another feature employed by the leading GREC
‘08 participant. This points to an immediate future area of

research which would focus on including more sophisticated
methods for these subtasks in order to further validate our
feature selection. If it can be shown that these features play
an important role in the production of referring expressions,
then improving the accuracy of feature identification would
certainly be beneficial.

The ideal solution to this shortcoming would be to incor-
porate more robust generation knowledge into the data set, as
mentioned earlier. The use of NP-chunking and other natural
language processing techniques would no longer be necessary
as this information would be readily available, having been
determined through earlier phases of the generation process.
The relegation of NER is even more apparent. Given the sen-
tence, “Jack and Joe went to the store, and he bought a loaf
of bread,” where “he” is intended to refer to “Jack,” an NER
tool should correctly recognize that “Joe” is an interfering an-
tecedent causing the pronoun to be ambiguous. Instead, if the
sentence is about “Jack and Jill,” the tool may not be able to
determine that the difference in gender makes the use of the
pronoun “he” perfectly clear. Adding a gender-neutral name
into the mix, for example, “Jack and Sam,” further demon-
strates the dilemma, especially if there are no other clues
available in the surface text from which a tool can infer the
gender of “Sam.” However, deeper knowledge about each of
these entities would likely be directly available from the gen-
eration information used during the earlier formation of these
sentences, and there would be no need to compute it post hoc.

One of the advantages of employing a decision tree-based
approach, as opposed to other machine learning techniques,
is the ability to examine the tree and observe exactly how
the features intertwine. As our best classifier (DT_X) actu-
ally uses two decision trees (DT_2 and DT _4), we can com-
pare these trees to get a better sense of how each feature con-
tributes to the classification. Figure 3 shows the first few lev-
els of the decision tree for DT_2. Although the feature set
for DT_4 contains only three additional features, its decision
tree is far more complex. The new features, reference count
and sentence count, are responsible for much of the growth in
complexity over DT_2, and the fact that both of these are con-
tinuous values may be the direct cause. However, a non-trivial
identical segment appears in both trees, indicating that the
reference types for training instances following these paths
are not affected by the additional features. This identical por-
tion is shown in Figure 3, and includes the root node plus ev-
erything descending from its right branch (where the boolean
feature, “Follows and, but or then,” is true). The features ap-
pearing higher in both decision trees, due to their higher cal-
culated information gain, include several of the linguistically-
motivated factors, such as the number of sentences since the
last reference (Recency), the syntactic category of the current
& previous references (Subjecthood & Parallelism), whether
the entity was the subject of the previous sentence (Subject-
hood), and the existence of interfering antecedents (Ambigu-
ity). The positive results achieved using these features re-
inforce the psycholinguistic research regarding their roles in



Figure 3: Partial representation of decision tree used in DT_2 classifier.
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pronominalization. The fact that other boolean features we
identified during the iterative development process, “Follows
and, but or then” and “Between comma & and,” appear high
in the trees as well suggests certain sentence constructions
also affect reference type.

A lingering question remains as to what the highest pos-
sible score can be realistically expected for this task. In
essence, the task is not to select the “correct” reference type,
but simply the one chosen by the human author. Needless to
say, human authors are certainly not infallible, and Wikipedia
is not without errors. Additionally, it is often the case that
the use of either a definite description or a pronoun is com-
pletely acceptable, and two different humans may make dif-
ferent choices for seemingly arbitrary reasons. Yeh and Mel-
lish (1996) found only about 75% agreement between per-
sons on whether or not to use a pronoun for reach reference,
although previous studies gave a figure as high as 90%. In
a experiment described by Belz and Varges (2007), a set of
three humans agreed on the specific referring expression (not
just the type) only 50.1% of the time, while in only 64.9%
of the cases did the subjects agree on whether or not to use
a pronoun. While this has been described as a “considerable
amount of agreement,” we feel these numbers indicate that
there are many cases where there is more than one “accept-
able solution.”

Future Work

Beyond the use of more advanced NLP tools and/or augment-
ing the data set with deeper generation knowledge, another
possible area of future work would be to develop additional
features based on other parts of Arnold’s psycholinguistic
model. Two factors, Focus and Goal Status, have not been
given a treatment at all. Focus is defined by the mention of
the referent in a cleft construction, and Goal Status is deter-
mined by the appearance of the entity as the goal argument
of a verb (Amold, 1998). Focus seems to naturally lend it-
self to our method of feature selection, as one can imagine
writing some routine allowing a system to detect prototypi-
cal cleft sentences. However, Goal Status would likely prove
to be much more difficult. Without substantial generation in-
formation or detailed semantic models, it may be extremely
challenging to develop a system capable of reliably speculat-
ing about the intentions behind an author’s usage of a verb.

Conclusions

We’ve shown that findings in psycholinguistic research re-
garding the production of referring expressions can be useful
in determining proper feature selection for the task of select-
ing appropriate reference types. With more time, additional
iterations of our method, involving further review of psy-
cholinguistic literature coupled with additional examination
of incorrect assignments and tuning of the machine learning
system, as well as the utilization of more sophisticated NP-
chunking and named entity recognition methods, could yield
even better results.

References

Arnold, J. E. (1998). Reference form and discourse patterns.
Doctoral dissertation, Department of Linguistics, Stanford
University.

Belz, A., Kow, E., Viethen, J., & Gatt, A. (2008). The GREC
challenge 2008: Overview and evaluation results. In Pro-
ceedings of the 5th international natural language genera-
tion conference (pp. 183-191). Salt Fork, OH, USA.

Belz, A., & Varges, S. (2007). Generation of repeated ref-
erences to discourse entities. In Proceedings of the 11th
european workshop on NLG (pp. 9-16). Schloss Dagstuhl,
Germany.

Bohnet, B. (2008). IS-G: The comparison of different learn-
ing techniques for the selection of the main subject refer-
ences. In Proceedings of the 5th international language
generation conference. Ohio, USA.

Brill, E. (1994). Some advances in rule-based part-of-speech
tagging. In Proceedings of the 12th national conference on
artificial intelligence, AAAI (p. 722-727).

Gordon, P. C., & Hendrick, R. (1998). The representation and
processing of coreference in discourse. Cognitive Science,
22(4), 389-424.

Grosz, B., & Sidner, C. (1986). Attention, intentions, and the
structure of discourse. Computational Linguistics Journal,
12(3), 175-204.

Hendrickx, I., Daelemans, W., Luyckx, K., Morante, R., &
Van Asch, V. (2008). CNTS: Memory-based learning
of generating repeated references. In Proceedings of the
Sth international language generation conference. Ohio,
USA.

Jamison, E., & Mehay, D. (2008). OSU-2: Generating re-
ferring expressions with a maximum entropy classifier. In
Proceedings of the 5th international language generation
conference. Ohio, USA.

McCoy, K. F.,, & Strube, M. (1999). Generating anaphoric ex-
pressions: Pronoun or definite description. In Proceedings
of workshop on the relation of discourse/dialogue struc-
ture and reference, held in conjunction with the 38th annual
meeting (p. 63 - 71). College Park, Maryland.

Reichman, R. (1985). Getting computers to talk like you and
me: Discourse context, focus, and semantics. Cambridge:
MIT Press.

RuleQuest Research Pty Ltd.

Data mining tools See5 and
http://www.rulequest.com/see5-info.html.

Siddharthan, A., & Copestake, A. (2004). Generating refer-
ring expressions in open domains. In Proceedings of the
42th meeting of the association for computational linguis-
tics annual conference (p. 408-415). Barcelona, Spain.

Yeh, C.-L., & Mellish, C. (1996). An evaluation of anaphor
generation in chinese. In Proceedings of the eighth interna-
tional generation workshop. Herstmonceux Castle, Sussex,
UK.

(2008).
C5.0.



