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Summary

The aim of this project is testing on Italian idiomatic expressions the effectiveness of the method
described by Moiròn and Tiedemann in the article Identifying idiomatic expressions using au-
tomatic word-alignment.

As the title says, the programme will mainly imply the use of word alignment to detect
Italian idiomatic expressions using Moiròn and Tiedemann’s methodology. The realization of
this project is based on two basic steps: collecting alignments from an Italian-English parallel
corpus and computing some metrics for each idiomatic expression to rank them reflecting their
level of compositionality.

Identifying idiomatic expressions is a quite challenging task but also a key one for many
applications in NLP that need semantic analysis, (Machine Translation, Question Answering,
Text Summarization, etc.). Since the semantics of idiomatic expressions is by nature deeply
connected to the language (idiomatic), it is worth to investigate the effectiveness of this ap-
proach treating specific languages, in this case Italian.

Popular science description

Being a non native speaker sometimes gives you a hard time understanding what people mean,
especially when using idiomatic expressions. What would you guess hearing the sentence Her
grandfather kicked the bucket? Well, he did not use his leg to do anything, he died instead.
Idiomatic expressions are very common in every language and in everyday conversation but
also in different kind of texts. So it is easy to imagine the importance of recognize them and
treat them properly in the field of Natural Language processing. Machine translation is just an
obvious example.

The programme will try to provide meaningful information for future treatment of Italian
idiomatic expression by evaluating the approach proposed in 2006 by Moiròn and Tiedemann
to identify them. They used a technique very common in Machine translation that helps at
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linking translations from a source to a target language. This project will investigate the results
to overcome the difficulties and limitations due to the peculiarities of the Italian language and
for other languages with similar features.

Research programme

Purpose and aims.

As already mentioned the main task is evaluating Moiròn and Tiedemann’s method to detect
idiomatic expressions using word alignment having as subject Italian idiomatic expressions. In
this sense the final purpose is to get a rank of a set of Italian idiomatic expression according to
their degree of trasparency in meaning.

As they pointed out in the section Further improvement of their article, one issue of their
method is the reliability on the automatic word alignment itself. The problems that might occur
are then strictly related to the languages in use. Thus observing the final rank it will be possible
to notice to what extent this method is reliable when facing translations between languages be-
longing to different groups such as Germanic and Romance that have big difference in syntax,
morphology and semantics. This study will then focus on the observation of the negative par-
ticles and their correlation with Italian idiomatic expressions as an aspect that can represent an
issue in the translations between Italian and English.

Survey of the field.

Part of the knowledge that will be useful for this project has been acquired during seminars of
the course Language Technology: Research and Development at Uppsala University where we
reviewed different approaches to treat MWE in NLP.

The main reference for this project will be one of them, the article Identifying idiomatic
expressions using automatic word-alignment by Moiròn and Tiedemann, in Proceedings of the
11th Conference of the European Chapter of the Association for Computational Linguistics
(EACL) 2006, Workshop on Multi Word Expressions. Behind their method there is the principle
of compositionality, a stone in the study of semantics of Multi Word Expressions (MWE) but
also the use of some particular metrics to measure it. In this sense translations can help mea-
suring the discrepancy between the meaning of single words in a phrase and the meaning of the
whole phrase.

A personal survey has been conducted to study the Italian features of idiomatic expressions
and possible difficulties that could rise during the word alignment. So for this aspect this study
will mainly rely on the article Multi-word Expressions between Syntax and the Lexicon: the
Case of Italian Verb-particle Constructions published by the SKY Journal of Linguistics 18
(2005) by Francesca Masini. This paper shows that even if the Verb-Particle Constructions
common in the Germanic languages are rare in the Romance ones, Italian can represent an
exception even if with different syntactic and morphological features.

Other resources have been consulted as a general background about categorization of MWE
and negative polarity.
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Programme description.

The main point in Moiròn and Tiedemann’s method, and the one this project wants to test, is
the assumption that an automatic word alignment will incur in errors when trying to align non-
decomposable expressions and in this way detect them. The word alignment can though have
problems a priori or an idiomatic expression can be conceptualized and syntactically organized
similarly in both languages.

To test the method the project will try to repeat the whole Moiròn and Tiedemann’s pro-
cedure considering the Italian-English parallel corpus from the proceedings of the European
Parliament.

As mentioned before they started by giving for granted that we can measure how predictable
is the meaning of an expressions by looking at its translation. This main assumption leads to the
following statements: regular words are usually translated constantly and an expression is likely
to have a literal meaning if its translation is the result of combining each’s word translation and
vice versa.

According to their methodology the project will begin tokenizing and aligning at sentence
level the Italian-English parallel corpususing model 4 of GIZA++. Then it will be possible to
create a file with bilingual word type links with alignment frequencies to get default alignments
for individual words.

From the Italian section, candidate expressions will be extracted by calculating log-likelihood,
salience and an head dependence heuristic after being previously parsed. Since Masini points
out that verb-particle meaning has different degree of trasparency this makes VPCs the perfect
syntactic pattern as subject of this project.

The following step is to get the translations for the selected expressions from the aligned
sentences and also translation links for each verb and particle.

Then for each expression the translational links of each word will be collected.
To rank the candidate expressions two measures will be computed: a translational entropy

and the proportion to the default alignment. This will be done even though Moiròn and Tiede-
mann showed that the best result has been given by the entropy scores.

To evaluate the ranking uninterpolated average precision will be used.
The final step will be a closer examination of the results and outlining the difficulties posed

by the Italian language, specifically including observations on negative particles.
The time plan preview that the whole project will be likely accomplished in a month, at last

by December 8th. Week 41 will be used to review the previous work, make adjustments and
resuming the results.

Significance.

For obvious reasons idiomatic expressions are a hard topic to generalize and even if in principle
some approaches can be used for any language, some features can make an approach more or
less useful for a certain one.

Concerning Italian idiomatic expression a lot of studies have been conducted from a merely
linguistic point of view but not so much from the NLP one and as far as I know no attempt has
been done to identify them by automatic word alignment.
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In this prospective the project will show the peculiarities of Italian Idiomatic expressions
and the difficulties and limitations that the automatic word alignment approach has, also for
other Romance languages with similar features.
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