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To Test Machine Comprehension, Start by
Defining Comprehension

Many NLP tasks aim to measure "machine reading comprehension" (MRC), with the last few
years in particular seeing a profusion of new datasets. MRC tasks are typically designed to
challenge systems with questions believed to be difficult for today's NLP. This talk will argue for
an alternative approach: instead of emphasizing difficulty, task design should start from what
content—what information expressed, implied, or relied on by a passage—is needed for real-
world applications.

The presentation will cover Elemental Cognition's efforts to turn this idea into a more rigorous
test of comprehension, particularly for applications that rely on short narratives. | will present
our "template of understanding" (ToU)—a detailed definition of story comprehension—and a
small experiment that strongly suggests current systems struggle to answer ToU-based
questions. | will also discuss our progress on and the remaining challenges for a larger ToU-
based evaluation dataset, which we hope will provide a compelling platform for measuring story

comprehension.
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