MURIEL VASCONCELLOS: MT’S GREAT SURVIVOR

By Andrew Joscelyne

For you, the mid-1950s might conjure up a cozy technoscape of scratchy
Buddy Holly 78s and Brylereem. But for misty-eyed veterans of the Ameri-
can machine translation scene, it was a golden age, when government
agencies were doling out dollars aplenty to researchers at universities
‘throughout the land.

Never-never-land? Ask Muriel Vasconcellos,now head of Machine Trans-
lation at the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO). She was there.
In 19586, she personally typed the proposal from Georgetown University to
the CIA, which led to a million-dollar grant for the development of a Rus-
sian-English MT system.

Officially, Vasconcellos was working in an administrative capacity. But
her natural curiosity for what was going on brought her close to some of the
founding fathers of the discipline, and she’sbeen carrying on the good work
ever since. :

“Forfive years, | was assistant to Leo
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“There were lots of ideas around at the
time,” she remembers. “There were at
least three separate Russian-to-English
projects goingon while I wasthere. Apart
from the main General Analysis Tech-
nique (or GAT)research, Paul Garvin was
working on his FULCRUM analysis
project — plus there was another team
working on what was called code-match-
ing techniques.
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simultaneous interpretation system used
atthe Nuremburgtrials. At Georgetown,
he would brainstorm ideas every Friday
morning and then get people to work on
aproject. Anybody could work on anything
theywanted to, sothere were people doing
stuff on Chinese, Slavic languages, and
French. 3

“Dostert was very much attuned to
using corpora —real texts —so he started
up an English-to-French MT system
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based on a twin-text corpus of biochem-
istry data. Above all, though, Leo was a
great publicist for the MT cause.

“We were a regular nursery for com-
putational linguists. There was Peter
Toma, with the four-language translation
system he had programmed at night at
the company he worked for in La Jolla.
He came to Georgetown to work on mor-
phological analysis and stayed for two
years, Four years after he'd left, the first
version of what came to be Systran came
out.”

Then disaster struck. Muriel Vascon-
cellos was still at Georgetown in 1966
when the ALPAC blow fell. This notori-
ous “nofuture”evaluation ofthe prospects
for MT suddenly spelled the end of pub-
lic funding of GAT.

In fact, the GAT system had become
operational in 1964 at Atomic Energy
Commission facilities bothin the US and
Italy, andit continued to be used over the
next twenty-odd years to provide rapid
raw translation of Russian physics docu-
ments. However, any idea of further
development was deep-sixed, the Geor-
getownresearch team broken up, and dust
settled on the piles of punch cards.

Vasconcellos, though, struck lucky.
Shesoon found herselfworkingforthe only
non-military public organization in the
Americasstill prepared to putmoneyinto
MT: Washington-based PAHO, the Pan
American Health Organization.

In 1975, PAHO asked Tabor Corp.,the
research company that now markets
Globalink translation software, to per-
form a feasibility study on how toreduce
the vast costs of producing all its public-
health-related documentation in English
and Spanish. The result was a project,
begun in 1976, to develop an MT system
using PAHO's onsite IBM 360. And a
rocky road it proved to be.

NOT JUST RAW BUT BLEEDING
“I was the PAHO staff member,” recalls
Vasconcellos, “with the glorious title of
‘terminologist and coordinator’ of the
project. At first, we used a team of con-
sultants who had already worked on the
old Georgetown project, including Allen
Tucker and Bedrich Chapulka.

“Bedrich had been a dictionary coder,
and he arrived with an image of the dic-
tionary record in his memory. Since he
had never worked on the algorithm, he
set himselfto work backwards, thinking
uptherulesthatwould beneeded toaccess
theinformation coded in the dictionary.”

Three years later, a first Spanish-
English algorithm was in place. Written
in PL/1 and accessing the 48,000-word
dictionary, it turned Spanish input into
raw English text. Correction: notjustraw
but g, apparently.

o be e‘._'a]uated. this

LS e g e o E
owz wark Se | ashed Vorek Wilks who
B been wurkms oo MT =t e Univer-
=tvof New Meoos, what hethought He

figured it could be fixed —and he was the
first to really encourage us to use what
we had.”

So in an an attempt to beef up
SPANAM, as the system was called, in
1979, PAHO hired Marjorie Léon, a
computational linguist, to work fulltime
on development. For Muriel Vasconcel-
los, Marjorie Léon is the “real architect”
of SPANAM. '

“Marjorieisabrilliant computational
linguist. She managed to streamline the
whole thing. For example, we had been
left with a full-form dictionary — which
meant that any conjugated verb form in
Spanish was displayed as unknown,
entailing endless dictionary updating.

“Within amonth of arriving, Marjorie
had written a morphology module to
process the 52 forms of the source verbs.
What I learned from her was that you
could take something pretty basicand use
what you had without wiping it out and
starting from scratch each time.”

Since then, SPANAM and its sister
program ENGSPAN, which translatesin
the opposite direction (and was developed
with atwo-yeargrant from theUS Agency
for International Development in 1983),
have gone from strength to strength,
offering the translation of many differ-
ent text types — a “try-anything” system
if ever there was one.

“People were continually telling me
that MT couldn’t really work. Sol accepted
the challenge and decided to find out just
what we could dooveragiven period.” The
result proved that 80% of the English
documentation could be processed by the
machine and 60% of the Spanish, using
scanned or e-mailed input text.

“Less than 1% of the words in the
documents could not be found, out of one
million words peryear. Where previously
we werejust one component ofthe PAHO
Language Services department, we've
now proved we can usemachinestodothe
mainjob. The tail isbeginning towagthe
dog!”

COLLABORATION A MUST
Theencouraging resultsofthe eight years
that Vasconcellos has devoted to promot-
ing MT at PAHO have borne other fruit.
There is, for example, a project in the air
to work with the 13 centers of the pan-
American Consultative Group for Agri-
cultural Research (CGAR)in aconsortium
of public sector agencies interested in
exchanging public health information.

One plan is to co-develop an English-
to-Portuguese module. Another is to get
funding toadd an English-to-French mo-
duletothe PAHO system. Muriel Vascon-
cellossmilesknowingly: “Tknow the world
needs another French-to-English system
like it needs a hole in the head —but ours
might just be the best around.”

Vasconcellos's wide experience of the
upsanddownsof MT-land hastaughther
how necessaryit is both to generate soli-
3 thin the MT community and
e on the outside.

the need (o combane resources via inter-

ment structure and dictionary entries.
“Right now,” she says, looking back on
ALPAC and the struggle to get SPANAM
off the ground, “MT people need mutual
support. Weshould stick togetherand try
toexchange much of the effort that’'sgoing
intobuilding machinedictionaries around
the warld.

“It'ssolabour-intensive thatit’sridicu-
lous to have different MT vendors build-
ing up what amount to very similar dic-
tionaries. Look at the way Japanese MT
teams get together to work out mutual
problems. We're simply going to have to
build some basis for understanding be-
yond mere gossip about what ‘the others’
are doing.

“A combined effort on lexical data
could still leave each system free todoits
own thing at the parsing and semantic
processing levels.”

ALPAC AFTERBURN

Apart from her work with PAHO, Muriel
Vasconcellos has returned to her old
stamping ground Georgetown University,
giving courses each year on Machine Aids
to Translators at the Department of
Interpretation and Translation.

She also chairs the Committee on
Translation and Computers in the
American Translators Association.

“I'd like to build up the MT awareness
of independent translators, so that real
MT will become a genuine option for them.
There is no question that the major sys-
tems over the next five years will be PC-
based, anditismanagementratherthan
technical guestions that are going to
become important.

“Ifwe're going to have a bunch of $500
systems on the market, what'll happen
to the real systems? We're going to have
to educate people to understand the dif-
ference between them.”

In spiteofhersuccessesat PAHO and
the radical improvements that have af-
fected user interfaces and the general
technological environment for machine
translation over the years, Muriel is still
haunted by the stigma that ALPAC left
on the MT community.

“MT is not necessarily getting a bet-
ter press now than it did just after AL-
PAC,”sheexplains. “There’sstill notacent
of public money around in the States for
MT. When people at a cocktail party ask
you what you do, and you say you work
in MT, theyinvariably come out with ‘Oh
I know all about that — they did a study
aboutit,didn’t they, and found outitecan’'t
work?™

Andshe'ssick and tired of hearingthe
same old jokes about dumb machine-
made translations of the “Spirit is will-
ing, flesh isweak/the vodkaisalrightbut
the meat is oft” variety, flashily updated
to the eighties, with the output coming
from some futuristicautomatic telephone
interpreter.

Muriel Vasconcellos clearly feels there
is still a long way to go. “Trying to get rid
of ALPAC's fallout,” she concludes, “islike
pushingjelly up a hill."Maybe she should
showthe Cassandrasjusthow ENGSPAN
can translate that evocative little simile.



