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[57] ABSTRACT

In a novel approach for retrieving information a set of
sub-documents first is established based upon a set of
documents. A query is processed which operates on the set
of sub-documents, causing a score to be generated for each
sub-document. The score for each sub-document is indica-
tive of the relevance of the corresponding sub-document to
the query. The scores are reviewed and the best sub-
document is retrieved. According to one aspect of the
invention, the best sub-document has a score that indicates
the highest relevance between the sub-document and the
query. According to another aspect of the invention, in
response to a user selection, the next best sub-document is
identified and retrieved. The sub-documents are also pre-
sented to the user in an order based upon the scores.
According to another aspect of the invention, the document
containing the sub-document having the best score is dis-
played and automatically scrolled to the location of the
sub-document having the best score. Based upon user input,
the document is automatically scrolled to the location con-
taining the next best sub-document. If the next best sub-
document is contained in another document, that document
is automatically loaded.

9 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets
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INFORMATION RETRIEVAL BASED ON USE
OF SUB-DOCUMENTS

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to information retrieval, and more
specifically, to a novel method and apparatus for retrieving
information using sub-documents comporting to user que-
ries.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Given the plethora of information that is accessible by
computer systems, particularly on distributed databases,
many information retrieval systems provide sophisticated
search tools. A search tool allows a user to specify a query
to operate on a set of target documents. Often, a user builds
a query by combining one or more search terms with logical
operators such as AND, OR and NOT. Then, the query is
submitted to a search process, sometimes referred to as a
“search engine,” which processes the query and causes the
query to operate on the set of target documents that are
typically stored on a database. Once the query is processed,
any documents that satisfy the query, sometimes referred to
as “hits,” are identified by the search engine and presented
to the user. In situations where a large number of documents
satisfy the query, additional terms are typically added to a
query to reduce the number of hits to a manageable number.
A user then selects one or more of the identified documents
to be retrieved.

Once the selected documents have been retrieved, the user
must review the documents to locate the information speci-
fied in the search query. For situations where many docu-
ments are selected, or one or more of the selected documents
is large, locating the hits within the documents can be an
arduous task. To resolve this problem, some information
retrieval systems provide a local search utility to re-execute
the query to locate the portions of the selected documents
containing the hit. However, this requires an extra search of
the selected documents.

Consequently, in view of the need to automatically
retrieve information and the limitations in the prior
approaches for retrieving information at the document level,
an alternative approach for automatically retrieving infor-
mation is highly desirable.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

An approach for retrieving information using sub-
documents is described. First, a set of sub-documents is
established based upon a set of documents. Then a query is
processed that operates on the set of sub-documents, causing
a score to be generated for each sub-document. The score for
each sub-document is indicative of the relevance of the
corresponding sub-document to the query. The scores are
reviewed and the sub-document having a score that indicates
the highest relevance between the sub-document and the
query is retrieved.

According to another aspect of the invention, in response
to a user selection, the sub-document having a score that
indicates the next highest relevance between the sub-
document and the query is retrieved. The sub-documents
may be presented to the user in an order based upon the
scores.

According to another aspect of the invention, the docu-
ment containing the sub-document having the score that
indicates the highest relevance between the sub-document
and the query is displayed and automatically scrolled to the
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2

location of the sub-document. Based upon user input, the
document is automatically scrolled to other sub-documents
based upon their scores. If any of those sub-documents are
contained in another document, that document is automati-
cally loaded.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Embodiments of the invention are illustrated by way of
example, and not by way of limitation, in the figures of the
accompanying drawings and in which like reference numer-
als refer to similar elements and in which:

FIG. 1 is a flow chart that illustrates a method for
retrieving information using sub-documents according to an
embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 2 illustrates a set of sub-documents and a set of
documents according to an embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 3 is a table that illustrates a set of scores associated
with the set of sub-documents of FIG. 2 according to an
embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 4A illustrates the retrieval of a sub-document from
a set of sub-documents according to embodiment of the
invention;

FIG. 4B illustrates the retrieval of a one or more sub-
documents from a set of sub-documents according to
embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 4C illustrates the retrieval of one or more sub-
documents from a set of sub-documents according to
another embodiment of the invention; and

FIG. 5 is a block diagram of a computer system on which
embodiments of the invention may be implemented.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT

A method and apparatus for retrieving information using
sub-documents is described. In the following description, for
the purposes of explanation, specific details are set forth in
order to provide a thorough understanding of the invention.
However, it will be apparent that the invention may be
practiced without these specific details. In other instances,
well-known structures and devices are depicted in block
diagram form in order to avoid unnecessarily obscuring the
invention.

FUNCTIONAL OVERVIEW

Generally, the approach for retrieving information in
accord with the invention involves processing a query that
operates on a set of sub-documents and causes the sub-
documents to be scored based upon how relevant each
sub-document is to the query. Each sub-document represents
at least a portion of a document.

The approach is illustrated by the top level flow chart of
FIG. 1. After starting in step 100, in step 102, a set of
sub-documents is determined for each document in a set of
documents to be queried. Then, in step 104, a query is
processed that operates on the set of sub-documents and
causes each sub-document to be scored. The score for each
sub-document indicates relevance of the sub-document to
the query.

In step 106, the scores for the sub-documents are
reviewed. In step 108, the sub-document having the “best”
score is retrieved. The determination of a “best” score
depends upon the context in which the query is processed.
For example, in some situations it may be desirable to
retrieve the sub-document that is the most relevant to the
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query. On the other hand, in another situation it may be
desirable to identify the sub-document that is the least
relevant to the query.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The approach for retrieving information using sub-
documents according to an embodiment of the invention is
now described in more detail with reference to FIGS. 2-5.
FIG. 2 illustrates a set of documents 200 that includes three
documents 202, 204 and 206. According to one embodiment
of the invention, a document is a text file containing one or
more strings of characters or other symbols that are used to
form more complex constructs. For example, strings of
characters may form words, phrases, sentences and para-
graphs. The constructs contained in the documents are not
limited to constructs or forms associated with any particular
language.

1. Determining a Set of Sub-Documents

A set of sub-documents is determined for each document
202, 204, 206 where each sub-document represents at least
a portion of a document. For example, in the context of a
text-based document, a sub-document may represent a
single character, several words or sentences or even an entire
document. When a set of sub-documents contains more than
one sub-document, the sub-documents may represent dif-
ferent portions of the corresponding document and may
represent some common information. In addition, the loca-
tion of a sub-document boundary does not have to corre-
spond to the boundary of a document construct such as the
end of a sentence or paragraph.

For example, referring again to FIG. 2, a set of sub-
documents 208 is determined based upon document 202 and
includes sub-documents 210, 212, 214, 216, 218 and 220. As
illustrated, sub-document 212 contains some document
information in common with sub-document 210 and also
contains other document information in common with sub-
document 214. However, sub-document 212 contains infor-
mation which is contained neither in sub-document 210 nor
sub-document 214.

2. Processing a Query on a Set of Sub-Documents

As previously discussed, once a set of sub-documents has
been determined for each document in the set of documents
to be queried, a query is processed which causes the query
to operate on the sets of sub-documents. When the query
operates on the set of sub-documents, a score is generated
for each sub-document. According to an embodiment of the
invention, the score for each sub-document indicates the
relevance of the sub-document to the query. Any of the
well-known approaches for scoring a target document based
upon a query may be used.

As illustrated in the table of FIG. 3, each of the sub-
documents 210-220 from FIG. 2 is depicted with a corre-
sponding score based upon the processing of a query against
the set of sub-documents 208. In the table illustrated in FIG.
3, a higher score indicates a higher likely relevance of the
corresponding sub-document to the query. However, other
scoring approaches may be implemented.

3. Reviewing the Scores for Sub-Documents

Once the sub-documents have been scored, the sub-
document having the “best” score is retrieved. As previously
discussed, the “best” score may indicate the highest likely
relevance between a sub-document and the query. However,
the “best” score may instead indicate the lowest relevance
between a sub-document and a query, depending upon
particular requirements. For example, it may be desirable to
identify sub-documents having a relatively low relevance to
the query, so that those sub-documents can be excluded from

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

4

consideration during the processing of subsequent queries.
As illustrated in FIG. 3, sub-document 218 has a score of
0.47, indicating a lower relevance to the query than sub-
document 220, having a score of 0.91. Those sub-documents
having a score less than a predetermined threshold, such as
0.75, may be excluded from consideration. This would
exclude sub-documents 218 and 214.

4. Retrieving Sub-Documents

According to one embodiment of the invention, after
reviewing the scores for all of the sub-documents, the
sub-document having the best score is retrieved and dis-
played to a user in a user interface. In the exemplary scores
illustrated in FIG. 3, sub-document 212 has the highest
score. Accordingly, as illustrated in FIG. 4A, sub-document
212 is retrieved and displayed on a user interface 400.

According to another embodiment of the invention, after
displaying the sub-document having the best score, a user
may cause the sub-document having the next best score to be
retrieved and displayed by interacting with user interface
400. For example, by clicking on or selecting a user interface
“button,” sub-document 216, having the next highest score
of 0.93, is retrieved and displayed on user interface 400.

According to another embodiment of the invention, mul-
tiple sub-documents are displayed on a user interface in an
order based upon their scores. As illustrated in FIG. 4B,
sub-document 212 having a score of 0.98 is displayed near
the top of user interface 400, followed by sub-document 216
having a score of 0.93 and finally, sub-document 220, having
a score of 0.91.

According to another embodiment of the invention, a
document containing the best sub-document is displayed and
scrolled to the location of the best sub-document to cause the
best sub-document to be displayed. As illustrated in FIG. 4C,
document 202 is displayed on user interface 400 and
scrolled so that sub-document 212 appears at the top of user
interface 400. In addition, in response to user input, docu-
ment 202 is automatically scrolled so that the next best
sub-document is displayed at the top of user interface 400.
In the present example, when a user requests the next best
sub-document, document 202 is scrolled so that sub-
document 216 is located at the top of user interface 400. This
feature allows a user to step through a set of sub-documents
based upon the score for each sub-document. Alternatively,
the sub-documents may be displayed in other orders. For
example, the document containing the sub-document having
the lowest score, the “worst” sub-document, as described
previously, is displayed. Then the user can step through the
sub-documents based upon increasing scores.

According to another embodiment of the invention, the
sub-documents do not have to be included in a single
document. Rather, the user selection will automatically
display the next best sub-document, even if the next best
sub-document is contained in another document. For
example, as illustrated in FIG. 4C, sub-document 212 has
the highest score and is contained in document 202. A user
may select to view the next best sub-document, which in the
present example is sub-document 216, having a score of
0.93. If sub-document 216 were contained in another
document, then that document would automatically be dis-
played and scrolled so that sub-document 216 is displayed at
the top of user interface 400.

Although embodiments of the invention have been
described in the context of a sub-document representing a
portion of a single document, the invention is also applicable
to sub-documents that represent portions of more than one
document. For example, a sub-document may represent an
ending portion of a first document and a beginning portion
of a second document.
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HARDWARE OVERVIEW

FIG. 5 is a block diagram which illustrates a computer
system 500 upon which an embodiment of the invention
may be implemented. Computer system 500 includes a bus
502 or other communication mechanism for communicating
information, and a processor 504 coupled with bus 502 for
processing information. Computer system 500 also includes
a main memory 506, such as a random access memory
(RAM) or other dynamic storage device, coupled to bus 502
for storing information and instructions to be executed by
processor 504. Main memory 506 also may be used for
storing temporary variables or other intermediate informa-
tion during execution of instructions to be executed by
processor 504. Computer system 500 further includes a read
only memory (ROM) 508 or other static storage device
coupled to bus 502 for storing static information and instruc-
tions for processor 504. A storage device 510, such as a
magnetic disk or optical disk, is provided and coupled to bus
502 for storing information and instructions.

Computer system 500 may be coupled via bus 502 to a
display 512, such as a cathode ray tube (CRT), for displaying
information to a computer user. An input device 514, includ-
ing alphanumeric and other keys, is coupled to bus 502 for
communicating information and command selections to
processor 504. Another type of user input device is cursor
control 516, such as a mouse, a trackball, or cursor direction
keys for communicating direction information and com-
mand selections to processor 504 and for controlling cursor
movement on display 512. This input device typically has
two degrees of freedom in two axes, a first axis (e.g., x) and
a second axis (e.g., y), which allows the device to specify
positions in a plane.

The invention is related to the use of computer system 500
to retrieving information using sub-documents. According to
one embodiment of the invention, retrieval of information
using sub-documents is provided by computer system 500 in
response to processor 504 executing sequences of instruc-
tions contained in main memory 506. Such instructions may
be read into main memory 506 from another computer-
readable medium, such as storage device 510. However, the
computer-readable medium is not limited to devices such as
storage device 510. For example, the computer-readable
medium may include a floppy disk, a flexible disk, hard disk,
magnetic tape, or any other magnetic medium, a CD-ROM,
any other optical medium, a RAM, a PROM, and EPROM,
a FLASH-EPROM, any other memory chip or cartridge, or
any other medium from which a computer can read. Execu-
tion of the sequences of instructions contained in main
memory 506 causes processor 504 to perform the process
steps previously described. In alternative embodiments,
hard-wired circuitry may be used in place of or in combi-
nation with software instructions to implement the inven-
tion. Thus, embodiments of the invention are not limited to
any specific combination of hardware circuitry and software.

Computer system 500 also includes a communication
interface 518 coupled to bus 502. Communication interface
508 provides a two-way data communication coupling to a
network link 520 that is connected to a local network 522.
For example, communication interface 518 may be an
integrated services digital network (ISDN) card or a modem
to provide a data communication connection to a corre-
sponding type of telephone line. As another example, com-
munication interface 518 may be a local area network
(LAN) card to provide a data communication connection to
a compatible LAN. Wireless links may also be implemented.
In any such implementation, communication interface 518
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6

sends and receives electrical, electromagnetic or optical
signals which carry digital data streams representing various
types of information.

Network link 520 typically provides data communication
through one or more networks to other data devices. For
example, network link 520 may provide a connection
through local network 522 to a host computer 524 or to data
equipment operated by an Internet Service Provider (ISP)
526. ISP 526 in turn provides data communication services
through the world wide packet data communication network
now commonly referred to as the “Internet” 528. Local
network 522 and Internet 528 both use electrical, electro-
magnetic or optical signals which carry digital data streams.
The signals through the various networks and the signals on
network link 520 and through communication interface 518,
which carry the digital data to and from computer system
500, are exemplary forms of carrier waves transporting the
information.

Computer system 500 can send messages and receive
data, including program code, through the network(s), net-
work link 520 and communication interface 518. In the
Internet example, a server 530 might transmit a requested
code for an application program through Internet 528, ISP
526, local network 522 and communication interface 518. In
accordance with the invention, one such downloaded appli-
cation provides for the retrieval of information using sub-
documents as described herein.

The received code may be executed by processor 504 as
it is received, and/or stored in storage device 510, or other
non-volatile storage for later execution. In this manner,
computer system 500 may obtain application code in the
form of a carrier wave.

The invention provides several advantages over prior
information retrieval approaches. The use of sub-documents
provides for the retrieval of specific portions (sub-
documents) of documents based upon sub-document scores
instead of retrieving an entire document. A user can then step
through each of the sub-documents based upon the sub-
document scores. Alternatively, a document containing a
sub-document having a score that satisfies certain retrieval
criteria is displayed and automatically scrolled to the best
sub-document. The user can then step to the next sub-
documents by making a request to a user interface. This
allows a user to quickly view the most relevant portions
(sub-documents) of one or more documents on which a
query has been processed.

In the foregoing specification, the invention has been
described with reference to specific embodiments thereof. It
will however, be evident that various modifications and
changes may be made thereto without departing from the
broader spirit and scope of the invention. Accordingly, the
specification and drawings are to be regarded in an illustra-
tive rather than a restrictive sense.

What is claimed is:

1. A method of retrieving selected documents from a
plurality of documents, the method comprising the steps of:

a) determining a plurality of sub-documents from the
plurality of documents, each sub-document represent-
ing a portion less than the entirety of a document in the
plurality of documents;

b) processing a query that operates on the plurality of
sub-documents to cause a score to be generated for
each sub-document, wherein each score is indicative of
the relevance of the corresponding sub-document to the
query,

¢) retrieving at least one of the plurality of documents in
an order corresponding to a ranked order of scores for
the plurality of sub-documents; and
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d) displaying said retrieved documents wherein said dis-
play of each document is scrolled to the location of a
ranked sub-document within said document.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of retrieving
one or more of the sub-documents based upon the score for
each sub-document includes the step of retrieving a first
sub-document having a corresponding score that indicates a
higher relevance between the first sub-document and the
query than the other sub-documents and the query.

3. The method of claim 2, further including the step of
retrieving a second sub-document having a corresponding
score that indicates both a lower relevance between the
second sub-document and the query than the first sub-
document and the query and a higher relevance between the
second sub-document and the query than the relevance
between the other sub-documents and the query.

4. A computer system for retrieving information from a set
of documents, the computer system comprising:

a) a memory; and

b) one or more processors coupled to the memory, the
memory storing a set of computer instructions which
when executed by the one or more processors, cause the
one or more processors to perform the steps of:

i) determining a plurality of sub-documents from the
plurality of documents, wherein each sub-document
represents at least a portion of a document in the
plurality of documents,

ii) processing a query that operates on the plurality of
sub-documents to cause a score to be generated for
each sub-document, wherein each score is indicative
of the relevance of the corresponding sub-document
to the query,

iii) retrieving at least one of the plurality of documents
in an order corresponding to a ranked order of scores
for the plurality of sub-documents; and

iv) displaying said retrieved documents wherein said
display of each document is scrolled to the location
of a ranked sub-document within said document.

5. The computer system of claim 4, wherein the computer
instructions for performing the step of retrieving one or
more of the sub-documents based upon the score for each
sub-document include computer instructions for performing
the step of retrieving a first sub-document having a corre-
sponding score that indicates a higher relevance between the
first sub-document and the query than the other sub-
documents and the query.

6. The computer system of claim 4, wherein the set of
computer instructions further includes computer instructions
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for performing the step of retrieving a second sub-document
having a corresponding score that indicates both a lower
relevance between the second sub-document and the query
than the first sub-document and the query and a higher
relevance between the second sub-document and the query
than the relevance between the other sub-documents and the
query.

7. A computer-readable medium having stored thereon a
plurality of sequences of instructions for retrieving infor-
mation from a set of documents, the plurality of sequences
of instructions including sequences of instructions which,
when executed by one or more processors, cause the one or
more processors to perform the steps of:

a) determining a plurality of sub-documents from the
plurality of documents, each sub-document represent-
ing a portion less than the entirety of a document in the
plurality of documents;

b) processing a query that operates on the plurality of
sub-documents to cause a score to be generated for
each sub-document, wherein each score is indicative of
the relevance of the corresponding sub-document to the
query;

¢) retrieving at least one of the plurality of documents in
an order corresponding to a ranked order of scores for
the plurality of sub-documents; and

d) displaying said retrieved documents wherein said dis-
play of each document is scrolled to the location of a
ranked sub-document within said document.

8. The computer-readable medium of claim 7, wherein the
step of retrieving one or more of the sub-documents based
upon the score for each sub-document includes the step of
retrieving a first sub-document having a corresponding score
that indicates a higher relevance between the first sub-
document and the query than the other sub-documents and
the query.

9. The computer-readable medium of claim 8, wherein the
computer-readable medium further includes instructions for
performing the step of retrieving a second sub-document
having a corresponding score that indicates both a lower
relevance between the second sub-document and the query
than the first sub-document and the query and a higher
relevance between the second sub-document and the query
than the relevance between the other sub-documents and the

query.



