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What is TREC?

• A workshop series that provides the  
infrastructure for large-scale testing of 
(text) retrieval technology
– realistic test collections
– uniform, appropriate scoring procedures
– a forum for the exchange of research ideas 

and for the discussion of research 
methodology
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TREC Impacts
• Test collections

• Incubator for new research areas

• Common evaluation methodology and 
improved measures for text retrieval

• Open forum for exchange of research

• Technology transfer
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TREC Tracks
• Task that focuses on a particular 

subproblem of text retrieval

• Tracks invigorate TREC & keep TREC 
ahead of the state-of-the-art
– specialized collections support research in 

new areas
– first large-scale experiments debug what the 

task really is
– provide evidence of technology’s robustness
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The TREC Tracks

Retrieval in a domain

Million query
Ad Hoc, Robust

Interactive, HARD

X→{X,Y,Z} 
Chinese
Spanish

Video
Speech
OCR

Enterprise
Terabyte
Web
VLC

Novelty
Q&A

Filtering
Routing

Legal
Genome

Static text

Streamed text

Human-in-the-loop

Beyond just English

Beyond text

Web searching, size

Answers, not docs

Blog
Spam

Personal documents
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CLIR Track
• Solidified the CLIR research community
• Built the first large-scale test collections 

for CLIR
• pioneered methodology that enabled building such 

collections:
• distributed topic development and assessing, 

recognizing importance of native speakers as 
judges

• Fostered establishment of related 
evaluation conferences
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QA Track
• Motivated by desire for a common task 

for IR and IE communities
• Reinvigorated stalled research community

• explosion of QA workshops, journal issues, books

• Pioneered several new evaluation 
methodologies

• factoid questions
• definition questions
• “complex” QA with pyramids

• Resulted in significant progress in NLP
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Genomics Track
• First domain-specific TREC track

• investigate use of domain-specific information to 
improve retrieval performance

• create effective retrieval engines to support 
genomics research

• Research methodology informed by 
domain

• tasks drawn from specific needs of community
• required assessors/annotators skilled in the 

domain



Text REtrieval Conference (TREC)

Track Definition
• Paramount is the task definition: what 

functionality is to be  tested?
– broad enough to attract participants
– narrow enough to be amenable to evaluation

• Track implementation
– what data is required; is it available? what 

intellectual property rights are involved?
– how can performance on the task be 

measured? what is needed to obtain those 
measurements?


