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Abstract
The aim of the paper is to present a first attempt at annotating Information Structure roles in syntactic treebanks of
the Universal Dependencies collection, discussing theoretical considerations and practical methodological questions
while presenting our core annotation principles. We focus on constructions in which Topic or Focus is overtly marked
through (morpho)syntactic means. The proposed annotation is illustrated using examples from five languages: Wolof,
Japanese, Tundra Nenets, Hungarian, and Italian.
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1. Introduction

The aim of this study is to present a recent initiative
and ongoing work on the annotation of Informa-
tion Structure roles in existing and future Universal
Dependencies (UD) treebanks (De Marneffe et al.,
2021). As discussed in greater detail in Section
3, we understand Information Structure as the or-
ganisation of utterances relative to the discourse
context. Our work focuses on annotating the roles
that individual sentence elements play in Informa-
tion Structure, rather than attempting to represent
the full Information Structure of the sentence.

In line with Topic–Focus Articulation (henceforth
TFA) (Hajičová et al., 1998; Firbas, 1992), we adopt
Topic as the element that identifies what the sen-
tence is about and anchors the utterance in the
shared discourse. We depart from TFA, however,
in our treatment of Focus. Rather than annotat-
ing the entire focus domain, we mark only a single
element that can be interpreted as Focus, that is,
the element that is emphatic or carries the most
prominent informational or semantic weight within
the utterance, if such an element is present. This
prominence is primarily understood in communica-
tive terms, though it may also be reflected prosod-
ically or structurally. In this sense, our notion of
Focus aligns with approaches that treat focus as
a distinguished element associated with alterna-
tives or contrast (Rooth, 1992; É. Kiss, 1998; Krifka,
2008). In addition to Topic and Focus, we introduce
a third notion, Contrast, capturing elements inter-
preted against a set of alternatives and highlighting
a distinction or opposition within the discourse.

A substantial body of cross-linguistic and typolog-
ical research has examined how languages encode
discourse-related distinctions. These studies doc-
ument considerable variation and emphasise the
diversity of strategies employed across languages,

ranging from prosodic marking to morphological
and syntactic means (Neeleman et al., 2009; Zim-
mermann and Féry, 2010). In some cases, lan-
guages develop specialised constructions whose
primary function is the marking of Information Struc-
ture roles. In others, elements or constructions with
independent grammatical functions are extended
to serve Information Structure-related purposes as
well. Together, these patterns demonstrate that
Information Structure can systematically shape sur-
face syntactic and morphological structure.

Despite this, current UD treebanks, while al-
ready invaluable resources for syntactic typology
and comparative research, remain limited in that
they represent syntactic structures largely in isola-
tion from discourse-level information. As a conse-
quence, the influence of Information Structure on
word order, constituent realisation, and construc-
tional variation often remains implicit and inacces-
sible within existing annotation frameworks. This
limitation hinders both fine-grained typological com-
parison and the interpretation of certain syntactic
patterns, particularly in languages whose syntax
and grammar have not yet been exhaustively de-
scribed or analysed.

This is not to say that there have been no at-
tempts to annotate Information Structure in existing
corpora, or to create IS-specific corpora (these ef-
forts are discussed in more detail in Section 2). Our
approach, however, departs fundamentally from
these earlier initiatives. Rather than attempting to
identify and annotate complete Information Struc-
tural configurations, we restrict our annotation to
explicitly marked elements, that is, linguistic units
that directly signal, or indirectly indicate, an Infor-
mation Structure role.

The primary goal of our work is to define Infor-
mation Structure roles in a precise, operational
manner. While this definition is necessarily pre-
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liminary and may be refined based on the data, it
provides a foundation for both theoretical and prac-
tical annotation guidelines. Introducing an Infor-
mation Structure layer into treebanks can enhance
the descriptive and explanatory power of syntac-
tic annotation, enable systematic cross-linguistic
comparison of discourse-sensitive structures, and
support the refinement of existing typological gener-
alisations. At the same time, explicit annotation of
discourse-marked constructions allows these ele-
ments to be filtered out, providing a clearer view of a
language’s unmarked or basic word order patterns.

Beyond its relevance for theoretical linguistics,
this effort also has practical and computational ap-
plications. Explicit annotation of Information Struc-
ture roles can inform research in translation studies
and machine translation, support the development
of language learning tools, and be particularly valu-
able for endangered or under-resourced languages,
where annotated corpora can contribute to docu-
mentation and revitalisation efforts.

As this work is at an early stage, the present
paper focuses on outlining our conceptual foun-
dations, discussing the theoretical and practical
principles, and illustrating the proposed approach
through a small number of case studies. These ex-
amples demonstrate the methodological considera-
tions involved in deciding what to annotate and how.
Thus, this paper emphasises conceptual clarifica-
tion and annotation design rather than large-scale
annotated data.

2. Related Work

Several previous initiatives have sought to incor-
porate Information Structure or related discourse-
level distinctions into corpus annotation frame-
works. These approaches differ considerably in
their theoretical assumptions, the units they anno-
tate, and the way Information Structure is repre-
sented in relation to syntactic structure.

A number of proposals aim to provide a compre-
hensive annotation of Information Structure, typi-
cally operating over constituents rather than indi-
vidual tokens. Dipper et al. (2007), for instance, de-
velop a framework for annotating both Information
Structure and information status across languages,
introducing coarse- and fine-grained labels (e.g.
aboutness vs. frame-setting topics, new informa-
tion vs. contrastive focus), along with pragmatic di-
agnostics for their identification. Similarly, Mírovský
et al. (2013) extend the Prague Dependency Tree-
bank (Bejček et al., 2013) with Topic–Focus an-
notation grounded in the Prague School tradition
Hajičová et al. (1998), and Bohnet et al. (2013)
introduce a comparable Topic–Focus annotation
layer for the Penn Treebank.

Other work addresses more specific aspects of

Information Structure or its formal and computa-
tional modelling, rather than proposing full anno-
tation schemes. Song (2017) provide a multilin-
gual HPSG-based formalisation of Topic–Focus
Articulation, with a detailed taxonomy of Informa-
tion Structure types and their marking strategies,
and demonstrate its usefulness in machine transla-
tion. Stede and Mamprin (2016) introduce an Infor-
mation Structure annotation layer in the Potsdam
Commentary Corpus, focusing in particular on fine-
grained distinctions among types of Topic. Booth
(2022) take a methodological perspective, outlin-
ing desiderata for Information Structure annotation,
especially with respect to discourse-sensitive phe-
nomena in subordinate clauses, and illustrate their
proposal on a corpus of Historical Low German.

Some of these resources have been integrated
into broader infrastructures such as CorefUD
(Novák et al., 2025), which brings together corefer-
ence corpora in the CoNLL-U format and enables
the joint analysis of coreference, Information Struc-
ture, and dependency syntax.

While these approaches provide valuable in-
sights into Information Structure annotation, they
are often challenging to reconcile with token-
based frameworks such as Universal Dependen-
cies, which do not explicitly represent constituent
structure. By aiming to annotate entire IS configu-
rations, they can introduce ambiguity and require
discourse-specific interpretation. In contrast, our
role-based approach focuses solely on elements
that are overtly marked, treating them as anchor
points for IS roles. This strategy avoids speculative
assignment, limits potential misinterpretation, and
maintains compatibility with UD while supporting
cross-linguistic comparison.

3. The concept and definition of
Information Structure roles

In this section, we outline the conceptual founda-
tions of Information Structure as it is treated in our
annotation framework.

Information Structure concerns how utterances
are organised relative to the discourse context, in
particular how speakers indicate what a sentence
is about and what information is asserted regard-
ing that element. Theoretically, sentences can be
conceptually divided into two functional fields: one
that establishes the discourse anchor, signalling
what the utterance is about, and one that carries
the assertive contribution, specifying the new in-
formation associated with that anchor. While this
division provides a useful generalisation, there are
non-prototypical constructions in which a clear dis-
course anchor is absent or difficult to identify (e.g.,
in existential clauses such as There are ghosts).

A variety of theoretical frameworks have been
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proposed to capture this two-part division of sen-
tences into a discourse anchor and an assertive
contribution, including Topic–Comment (Gundel,
1988), Given–New (Chafe, 1976), Theme–Rheme
(Weil, 1879; Firbas, 1964; Mel’čuk, 2001), and Com-
mon Ground-based approaches (Stalnaker, 2002).
Each of these frameworks offers valuable insights
into how speakers organise utterances relative to
discourse, yet they differ in their conceptualisations
of key notions, their units of analysis, and their for-
mal assumptions. This diversity, while theoretically
rich, presents practical challenges for annotation,
particularly within the constraints of a Universal
Dependencies framework, where abstract fields or
domains may not align straightforwardly with syn-
tactic structures representing dependency relations
between syntactic units.

Due to the diversity of conceptual frameworks
and the fact that definitions are often either under-
specified or fail to adequately account for excep-
tional and ambiguous cases, previous attempts to
annotate Information Structure have not yet fully
resolved these issues (Paggio, 2006; Dipper et al.,
2007; Ritz et al., 2008; Lüdeling et al., 2016). While
these approaches have provided important insights,
their theoretical assumptions and representational
choices have limited their applicability in a consis-
tent annotation setting.

Importantly, our goal is not to construct a dedi-
cated Information Structure corpus by selectively
collecting prototypical constructions. Rather, we
aim to annotate Information Structure roles within
existing corpora, marking those instances where
relevant roles can be identified with sufficient clarity.
Therefore, we adopt a hybrid approach, informed
by insights from the existing literature, but tailored
to the constraints and goals of dependency-based
annotation. Within this framework, we define the
core Information Structure roles as follows:

(1) Topic: the element that identifies what the
sentence is about and anchors the utterance
in the shared discourse.1.

(2) Focus: the most prominent element in an
utterance, i.e., the element that is made em-
phatic or highlighted.2

1This definition follows the Topic notion in TFA as
proposed by Hajičová et al., 1998; Firbas, 1992.

2Here, emphasis is understood in communicative
terms rather than purely prosodic or structural, although
prosody or structure may also realise it. Unlike the clas-
sical TFA approach, we do not annotate the entire focus
domain, but rather the single element within it, if such
an element is present. This perspective aligns with ap-
proaches that treat focus as a marked element asso-
ciated with alternatives or contrastive relations (Rooth,
1992; É. Kiss, 1998; Krifka, 2008).

At the current stage of analysis, we do not further
subdivide these categories into more fine-grained
types. Although this simplification may obscure
certain distinctions, it provides a necessary starting
point for developing a consistent and operational
annotation scheme.

In addition to Topic and Focus, we introduce Con-
trast as a further dimension of annotation. Contrast
is not treated as an independent Information Struc-
ture category, but as a property that can be as-
sociated with either Topic or Focus, reflecting the
presence of alternatives in the discourse.

We do not assume that every sentence contains
a Topic or Focus, and we annotate only elements
that are explicitly marked. By restricting annotation
to these identifiable elements rather than repre-
senting full Information Structure configurations,
we obtain anchor points that can be systematically
related to syntactic structure. This approach allows
us to examine how syntactic positions correlate with
discourse functions and to empirically evaluate as-
sumptions that have often been proposed without
extensive corpus-based evidence. At the same
time, it provides a minimal, reproducible model with
clearly defined roles that can be consistently ap-
plied across languages, enabling both the reliable
identification of Information Structure roles and the
exploration of cross-linguistic patterns of informa-
tion packaging. In this way, the framework lays
the groundwork for empirically grounded typologi-
cal generalisations concerning Topic, Focus, and
Contrast.

4. Annotation of Information
Structure roles

In our annotation scheme, both the units that carry
Information Structure roles and the morphological
or syntactic elements that mark these roles are
annotated. This captures the overt realisation of the
role, allowing the annotation to represent both the
discourse function and its grammatical encoding.

In some cases, these two levels coincide, for
example, for inherently marked IS roles or when
bound morphemes are part of the constituent itself
and directly indicate its IS function, such as focus
particles. In other cases, an entire string of tokens
(a phrase) may collectively realise a role. In such
instances, we annotate the governor (head) as an
anchor for the corresponding role, which can then
be related to syntactic structure or combined to
approximate the full phrasal unit.

As the UD framework is inherently token-based,
we use the MISC column to record Information
Structure roles ensuring that discourse-functional
distinctions are recorded without conflicting with
the syntactic and morphological core of UD.

For the annotation of role-bearing constituents, a
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single umbrella label, ISRole, is used. The values
indicate the discourse role: ISRole=Top for Topic,
ISRole=CTop for contrastive Topic, ISRole=Foc
for Focus, and ISRole=CFoc for contrastive Fo-
cus. This follows UD’s feature/value design: the
label functions as the category (analogous to Ani-
macy, Number, or Case), and the value indicates
the specific role.

Elements that indicate an IS role are anno-
tated with the labels ISMarker[(C)Top] and IS-
Marker[(C)Foc].

Morphological and syntactic markers of IS roles
are annotated in accordance with UD principles,
with attention to whether the specific grammatical
function or construction type is identifiable.

For morphology, when the grammatical function
of a (bound) morpheme is known, it is recorded
explicitly. For example, an accusative case marker
functioning to signal a topicalised constituent can
be annotated as ISMarker[Top]=Case. In in-
stances where only the morphological type is
known, but the precise grammatical function can-
not be determined, we assign an underspeci-
fied value, such as ISMarker[Top]=Morph or
ISMarker[Foc]=Morph, thereby preserving the
morphological information without overcommitting
to a specific function. For clarity and to retain more
detailed information, we recommend optionally pro-
viding a sublabel that records the surface form of
the morph, e.g., ISMarker[Foc]Form=⟨form⟩.

For syntactic marking, we distinguish be-
tween construction-based and position-based
strategies. Construction-based marking is ap-
plied when a particular syntactic construction
signals an IS role. When the construction
type is identifiable, the root of the construc-
tion is annotated with a specific value, for
instance, ISMarker[Top]=Inversion or
ISMarker[Foc]=Cleft. When the precise
construction is unknown or cannot be deter-
mined with confidence, an underspecified
value, ISMarker[Top]=Construction or
ISMarker[Foc]=Construction, is used.
Position-based marking is applied when a con-
stituent with an IS role occupies a dedicated
syntactic position, such as preverbal focus in Hun-
garian; in this case, the constituent is annotated
with the value ISMarker[Foc]=Position.

This approach allows us to capture overt morpho-
logical and syntactic cues of Information Structure
systematically, while providing flexibility to accom-
modate uncertain or partially analysed phenomena,
ensuring consistency and cross-linguistic applica-
bility in the annotation process.

5. Principles of Information Structure
annotation

On the basis of our definitions and concepts, we for-
mulated a concise set of principles to guide the an-
notation of Information Structure roles ensuring con-
sistency, cross-linguistic comparability, and com-
patibility with the Universal Dependencies frame-
work. First, only explicitly marked elements are an-
notated, covering overt morphosyntactic and struc-
tural cases, while unmarked elements are left unan-
notated. Second, annotation is function-oriented:
structurally distinct constructions receive the same
label if they fulfil the same role. Third, comparability
across languages is achieved by treating univer-
sality at the level of functional roles rather than for-
mal realisation, supporting typological exploration
and cross-linguistic analysis. Fourth, contextual
information is considered to confirm whether an
element is overtly marked as Topic, Focus (or Con-
trast), without inferring roles in the absence of clear
evidence. Fifth, annotation is limited to the core
roles, i.e. Topic, Focus, and Contrast, while finer
subtypes, such as frame-setting versus aboutness
topics (Fery and Krifka, 2008), are not distinguished.
Sixth, both the units carrying Information Structure
roles and any morphological or syntactic markers
signalling these roles are annotated, capturing the
discourse function alongside its grammatical en-
coding. Seventh, when an entire phrase realises
an Information Structure role, only the head of the
phrase is annotated. Finally, all annotations are
encoded in the MISC column, which is designed for
extra, non-syntactic functional information in UD.

6. Case studies

In this section we provide case studies of some
languages in Universal Dependencies (or pending
release) with known morphosyntactic mechanisms
of Information Structure. We do not consider this
selection of languages to be fully representative
of all possible strategies for marking Information
Structure. Instead, the sample was chosen to cap-
ture a diversity of marking practices, illustrating how
different languages employ syntactic and/or mor-
phological strategies to encode Information Struc-
ture roles. By including a range of strategies here,
the examples allow us to demonstrate annotation in
practice. We note that, for some of the languages
included in this study, the available UD treebanks
are still relatively small. Where necessary, the ex-
amples presented here are drawn from our own
data. Comparable instances can often be found
in the treebanks, but minimal pairs or carefully se-
lected examples are chosen to ensure clarity and
facilitate explanation.
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6.1. Wolof (Niger-Congo)
Wolof is a language where focalisation has been
grammaticalised (Robert, 1991, 2000) and almost
all sentences contain a particle indicating the fo-
cus of the sentence. Only 12% of the sentences
in UD_Wolof-WTB treebank (Dione, 2019) have
a main clause without a particle (Bondéelle and
Kahane, 2021) and this constrained construction is
mainly used in narrative sequences (Robert, 1991).
The focusing particles of Wolof are verbal particles,
which are analysed as complementizers by Tor-
rence (2005) and annotated AUX in the UD_Wolof
treebank developed by Dione (2019). Wolof has a
very rigid word order, but the word order depends
on the particle that has been selected. Two parti-
cles, a and la, are respectively used to focus the
subject (3a) and a complement (3b); they occupy
the second position, the first position being occu-
pied by the focused element. Dislocated units or
modifiers can precede the first position, but are
prosodically detached in spoken data and generally
separated from the sentence nucleus by a comma
in written data.

(3) a. Bu
when

jëkk,
be_first,

nguur
power
ISRole=CTop
ISMarker[CTop]=Dislocation

googu,
cl.anaph

ay
ind.cl

socé
Mandinka
ISRole=Foc

ak
with

ay
ind.cl

séeréer,
Serer,

ñu
S3pl

=a
=part
ISMarker[Foc]=Morph

ko
O3sg

yor
hold

=oon.
=past.

‘Originally, this power, the Mandinka and
Serer, it was them that held it.’ (WTB-3)

b. Noonu
cl.anaph
ISRole=Foc

it
too

la
part.3sg
ISMarker[Foc]=Morph

àtte
decide

ci
loc

am
cl.ind

tudd.
name

‘That’s also the way he decides on a
name.’ (WTB-1902)

The realisation of the subject is very constrained
and it is generally dislocated as in (3a) (Bondéelle
and Kahane, 2020). The dislocation of other ele-
ments marks a topicalisation.

Interestingly, there are also two particles, na and
da, that respectively focus the verb and the whole
sentence. The particle na is not recognised as
a focus particle by most authors, but Bondéelle
and Kahane (2021) postulate that it could be a

translation effect, because the focus of the verb
is not marked and is the default interpretation of a
sentence in languages used for the description of
Wolof, such as French and English. The particle na
occupies the second position, the verb being in the
first position, while da occupies the first position.
The contrast between na and da can be illustrated
by the following examples from Robert (2000).

(4) a. Ragal
be_afraid

na
part

ko.
him.

‘He is afraid of him.’, lit. it’s the fear he
feels towards him.

b. Dafa
part.3sg

ragal.
be_afraid.

‘He is a coward.’

The particle na is used to focus the imperfective
auxiliary di, giving the locution dina that marks the
future tense. The following example shows a focus
on the past tense.

(5) Isipt
Egypt

gu
cl.rel

yàgg
last(V)

ga
cl.def

nekk-oon
be-past

na
part.S3sg

réew
country

mu
cl.rel

woomle,
be_prosperous,

[. . . ]
[. . . ]

‘Ancient Egypt WAS a prosperous country,
[. . . ]’ (WTB-245)

Isipt [. . . ] nek-oon na réew [. . . ]
ISRole=Foc ISMarker[Foc]=Morph

root

nsubj aux

obj

The particle da can be analysed as a sentence-
focus, in the sense of Lambrecht and Polinsky
(1997). When it is used with an action verb, it gener-
ally appears in a sequence of sentences and takes
a causal value, as in (6) and (7a) (Robert, 2000).

(6) Sama
my

jëkkër
husband

nekk-u
be-neg.S3sg

fi,
here,

dafa
part.S3sg

dem
go

àll
forest

ba.
cl.def

‘My husband isn’t here; he’s gone into the
bush.’

The negation has different realisations according
to the focus. It can be realised by the suffix -u, the
negative value of na (7a); by the particle du, the
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negative value of da (7b);3 or by a negation -ul on
the verb when the focus is elsewhere (7c).

(7) a. Tóx-u-ma,
smok-neg-1sg,

da-ma-y
part-1sg-impf

fo.
play.

’I’m not smoking, I’m playing (with the
cigarette).’, lit. what I’m doing isn’t smok-
ing, it’s playing.

b. Du-ma
neg.part-1sg

tóx.
smoke.

’I don’t smoke, I’m not a smoker.’
c. ma

1sg
=a
=part

tóx-ul.
smok-neg.

‘It’s me who don’t smoke.’

UD_Wolof-WTB already has a feature Fo-
cusType, though this is unique to the language.
The values are Subj for a, Comp for la, and Verb
for da. We propose to associate the Verb to na and
to put Sent on da. This feature is partly redundant
with our annotation of ISRole, but not completely,
because ISRole[foc] will be on the verb with
both na and da and we do not specify whether it
applies on the verb only or a larger domain.

6.2. Tundra Nenets (Uralic, Samoyedic)
Tundra Nenets, an endangered, and relatively un-
derdescribed language spoken in the Arctic regions
of Russia, appears to employ morphological strate-
gies for encoding Information Structure roles. On
the basis of existing descriptions, both Topic and
Focus – or at least certain subtypes thereof – can
be expressed through morphological marking (Niko-
laeva, 2014).

Accordingly, one particular type of Topic – specif-
ically, the lexical object of the clause when it serves
a topical function – appears to be morphologi-
cally marked in the language through the so-called
objective verb conjugation expressed by a suffix
added to the verb. This marker simultaneously
encodes agreement with both the subject and the
object. The objective conjugation system contrasts
with forms that encode agreement with the subject
alone, and it is typically restricted to third-person
objects (Dalrymple and Nikolaeva, 2011; Nikolaeva,
2014). The minimal pair presented below illustrates
this contrast: in (8a) the transitive verb agrees only
with its subject in person and number, and in (8b)
it agrees both with its subject and with the third-
person topical object in number.

3da and du are generally analysed as constructed
on the imperfective auxiliary di, da as di plus the focus
marker a and du as di plus the negative focus marker -u
(Sauvageot, 1965).

(8) a. Igor
Igor

ṕamP
tree.acc

sapaś
cut.3sg.pst

‘Igor cut a/the tree.’

b. Igor
Igor

ṕamP
tree-acc

sapa-da-ś
cut-3sg.sg-pst

‘(As for a/the tree) Igor cut a/the tree.’

In such cases – that is, when the verb agrees
with an object bearing a Topic role – the object
receives the label and value ISRole=Top. Since,
within the UD framework, agreement morphology is
not segmented as a separate morpheme, the verb
is annotated with the label ISMarker[Top]=Agr.
The example above can therefore be represented
by the following UD tree.

Igor ṕamP sapadaś .
Igor tree.acc cut.3sg.sg.pst

ISRole=Top ISMarker[Top]=Agr

root

nsubj

obj punct

In addition to the marking of object Topics, Tun-
dra Nenets also exhibits clitics and/or affixes that
serve to encode Focus, or at least certain subtypes
of foci (Nikolaeva, 2014). One such element is the
so-called focus marker =(ŋo)w / =ej, which attaches
to verbs and appears as the final morpheme in the
word form. This affix functions to emphasise the
action expressed by the verb and, more specifically,
to highlight the truth value of the proposition, see
(9) and Nikolaeva (2014).

(9) Igor
Igor

tu-ta=ŋow
come-fut.3sg=foc

‘(Indeed) Igor WILL come.’

In this instance, the verb bearing the suffix is an-
notated as ISRole=Foc, while the overt marker
itself is labeled ISMarker[Foc]=Morph. As men-
tioned above, for clarity and to retain detailed in-
formation, the surface form of the marker can
optionally be recorded using the sublabel IS-
Marker[Foc]Form==ŋow4. This is illustrated in
the following UD tree:

4Given its position as a closing suffix on the verb and
its role in marking verum (emphasis on the truth of the
proposition), we annotate the clitic as an adverb (ADV)
and assign it an advmod relation to the predicate.
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Igor tuta =ŋow .
Igor come.fut.3sg =foc

ISRole=Foc ISMarker[Foc]=Morph
ISMarker[Foc]Form==ŋow

root

nsubj advmod

punct

6.3. Japanese (Japonic)
In Japanese, phrases within a sentence are typ-
ically marked on their right edge with a particle5

corresponding to their grammatical roles within the
sentence; for example, as case markers, parallel
markers or binding markers (Martin, 2004). Among
these is the topic-marking particle wa.

In many sentences, wa can be used interchange-
ably with the nominative/subject marker ga, as the
topic of a sentence is often the same as its subject.

(10) Hanako
Hanako

{ga/wa}
{NOM/TOP}

konakatta
come-NEG-PST

‘Hanako didn’t come.’

A wa-marked consituent my also appear as a
topic in double-subject constructions (Kumashiro
and Langacker, 2003), where a main constituent
is the subject but an outer subject is also required,
as in (11) where the subject of the adjective suki is
Takashi, but the thematic wa indicates the semantic
meaning that Hanako is the agent liked by Hanako.

(11) Hanako
Hanako

wa
TOP

Takashi
Takashi

ga
NOM

suki
liked(ADJ)

‘Hanako likes Takashi.’ (lit: ’As for Hanako,
Takashi is liked [by her]’

(10) and (11) are unmarked; there is nothing
unusual in Japanese about a subject being topi-
calised, nor a topic being used as an outer subject.
In a more marked use, wa may also be used to top-
icalise other arguments, such as direct and indirect
objects. (12a) shows an example of a semantic
object being marked as a topic, while (12b) shows
the more typical accusative-marked type. Obliques
may also be made topics through the use of wa, as
in (13).6

5Particle is the term typically used in Japanese linguis-
tics, but in Universal Dependencies they are generally
tagged as ADP.

6Note that in the oblique (13), a locative marker ni
is also used before wa, while the object in (12a) the
object marker o is not used before wa, and would be
ungrammatical if it were.

(12) a. Niku
meat

wa
TOP

tabenai
eat-NEG

‘I don’t eat meat.’ (lit: ’As for meat, [I] don’t
eat [it].’)

b. Niku
meat

o
ACC

tabenai
eat-NEG

‘I don’t eat meat.’ (lit: ’[I] don’t eat meat.’)

(13) Ôsaka
Osaka

(ni)
(LOC)

wa
TOP

ippai
full

aru
exist

‘There’s loads of it in Osaka.’ (lit: ’As for (in)
Osaka, loads [of it] exist.’)

The exact function of this particle in terms of
Information Structure is debated. Oshima (2009)
posits that it is an amalgam of a topic-marker and
a ground marker, with different roles depending on
what it marks. In the case of a wa-marked subject,
this merely indicates that the subject is part of the
ground, but not necessarily a topic; in the case of a
wa-marked direct object, it indicates that the object
is both part of the background and a topic. We
adopt the treatment of it as a topic marker, mindful
that this may overgenerate topic information.

Japanese as annotated in Universal Dependen-
cies tokenises at the morpheme level and does
not attach any morphological features to particles
(Tanaka et al., 2016), and thus particles are simply
separate tokens tagged as ADP, with a case rela-
tion to their head, and no additional morphology.
For our purposes, this means that we can add the
ISMarker[Top] attribute to the particle token it-
self, with the value of Morph, while the ISRole is
added to the head of the phrase.

Hanako wa Takashi ga suki
Hanako TOP Takashi NOM liked
ISRole= ISMarker[Top]=

=Top =Morph

root
nsubj:outer

case

nsubj

case

There are other Information Structure-marking
strategies in Japanese that are worth consideration,
such as scrambling (Maki et al., 1999) and right-
dislocation (Takita, 2014). Maki et al. posit that
scrambling in particular may have effects on the
role played by wa, changing the phrasal unit that
it attaches to from a simple topic to a contrastive
focus, in which case we may use the CFoc value for
ISRole. We do not commit to this yet, and leave
it for further deliberation.
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6.4. Hungarian (Uralic)

In Hungarian, focus expressing exhaustive identifi-
cation occupies a dedicated position within the pred-
icate phrase: it must appear immediately before
the finite verb (É Kiss, 2002; É Kiss et al., 2003).

A clear syntactic diagnostic for exhaustive identi-
fication comes from the behaviour of so-called verb
modifiers (VM), which reveal that focus occupies
a dedicated preverbal position. In the Hungarian
grammatical tradition, verb modifiers are treated
as adverbial elements. They modify the lexical or
aspectual meaning of the verb, often contributing
telicity, directionality, or other Aktionsart-related dis-
tinctions (É Kiss et al., 2003). In neutral clauses,
the predicate phrase typically begins with a verb
modifier followed by the verb (VM–V order), see
(14).

(14) A
the

kekszet
cookie.acc

Péter
Peter

meg-ette.
VM=eat.pst.3sg

‘Peter has eaten the biscuit.’

Although the verb and its modifier may form a
lexical and phonological unit when adjacent, the
modifier is syntactically independent and can be
separated from the verb. We therefore analyse it
as a clitic (rather than an affix, as in traditional anal-
yses). This independence is clearly visible in focus
constructions, where a constituent of the clause
bearing exhaustive focus must occupy the imme-
diate preverbal position. Since this position can
host only one phrasal unit, the verb modifier cannot
remain there and is displaced to a postverbal posi-
tion. The alternation between neutral VM–V order
and focus-induced Foc–V–VM order thus reflects
the structural requirement that exhaustive focus be
realised in the immediate preverbal slot, see (15)
and (É Kiss et al., 2003; É Kiss, 2002).

(15) A
the

kekszet
cookie.acc

Péter
Peter

ette
eat.pst.3sg

meg.
VM

‘PETER has eaten the biscuit.’

In our annotation scheme, such focused
units are marked as ISRole=Foc and IS-
Marker[Foc]=Position, indicating that focus
is encoded configurationally. An example of this
analysis is provided in the following UD tree.7

7Since verb modifiers in Hungarian behave similarly to
compounds in several respects, they have been analysed
as compound:preverb in the Hungarian treebank. We
prefer to use the compound:prt relation for this particle,
analogously to how such particles are treated in German
and English treebanks.

a kekszet Péter ette meg
the cookie.acc Peter eat.pst.3sg VM

ISRole=Foc
ISMarker[Foc]=

=Position

root

nsubj compound:prtdet

obj

It should also be noted that in Hungarian, top-
ics occupy a dedicated syntactic position at the
left edge of the clause (É Kiss et al., 2003; É Kiss,
2002). For reasons of space, we do not discuss this
construction in detail here. In such cases, however,
the topicalised constituent is annotated with IS-
Role=Top, and ISMarker[Top] is likewise set
to Position.

6.5. Italian (IE – Romance)
In Italian, topic and focus are not morphologically
encoded. Rather, these information-structural func-
tions are realised through syntactic role, constituent
order, and prosody (Benincà et al., 1988; Palermo,
2013; Lombardi Vallauri, 2009, 2014).8

More specifically, under canonical word order,
corresponding to the (S)VO pattern in Italian, the
topic is typically associated with subject function,
whereas the focus is commonly realised in object
position. Constituent order also plays a central role,
as the topical element generally occupies a left-
peripheral position (Palermo, 2013). In example
(16), the topic corresponds to the subject Carlo,
which occupies the left-peripheral position, while
the focus coincides with the direct object la lettera
‘the letter’, which appears in rightmost position.

(16) Carlo
Carlo

ha
have.prs.3sg

spedito
mail.ptcp

la
the

lettera
letter

‘Carlo has mailed the letter.’

To signal a misalignment with respect to canon-
ical constituent order, Italian employs marked
constructions. Given the wide range of such
constructions, only two types are presented here,
one per category, for illustrative purposes.

Among topic-marking constructions is left dis-
location (De Santis and Prandi, 2019), so termed
because a constituent is displaced to the left periph-
ery and placed outside the clause core; in written

8An annotation work on the Information Structure of
spoken Italian based on Informational Patterning Theory
(Cresti, 2000) is represented by the C-ORAL-ROM cor-
pus (Cresti and Moneglia, 2005); see also (Cresti and
Moneglia, 2010).
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texts, it is typically set off by a comma. The dislo-
cated constituent is resumed within the clause by
a coreferential resumptive pronoun9.

(17) I
the

Castiglioni
Castiglioni

li
acc.3pl

chiamavano
call.impf.3pl

per
for

scherzo
joke

“gli
“the

africani”
africans”

‘They used to call the Castiglioni "the
Africans" as a joke.’ (isst_tanl-404)

In Example (17), I Castiglioni ‘the Castiglioni’ is
left-dislocated and functions as the topic of the
sentence. Along with the dependency relation
dislocated, it is marked as ISRole=Topic and
labeled with ISMarker[Top]=Dislocation,
as shown in the UD tree.

I Castiglioni li chiamavano (...) africani
the Castiglioni 3pl.acc call.impf.3pl (...) Africans

ISRole=Topic
ISMarker[Top]=

Dislocation

root

obj xcompdet

dislocated

Among the strategies used in Italian to encode
focus is the cleft sentence construction (Panunzi,
2009), whereby the unmarked sentence is divided
into two clauses: the first is characterised by the
verb essere ‘to be’ and the focused element, while
the second, introduced by che ‘that’, contains the
remainder of the sentence. Cleft sentences employ
both intonational and syntactic marking.

(18) Sono
be.prs.3pl

parole
words

che
that

sottolineano
underline.prs.3pl

(...)
(...)

‘They are words that underline (...)’ (markit-
945)

In Example (18), the clefted element parole
‘words’ is marked as ISRole=Focus and spec-
ifies the construction, namely via the label IS-
Marker[Foc]=Cleft.

Sono parole che sottolineano (...)
be.prs.3pl words thatunderline.prs.3pl (...)

ISRole=Focus
ISMarker[Foc]=Cleft

root

nsubjcop

acl:relcl

9However, the presence of the resumptive clitic is not
always obligatory, especially when the dislocated con-
stituent does not correspond to a direct object (Palermo,
2013).

7. Future work

The immediate next step in this project is to finalise
semi-definitive annotation guidelines, providing a
clear framework for annotators while allowing for
future refinement. Our current focus has been on
elements that are overtly marked for Information
Structure. Moving forward, we will also annotate
inherently marked elements that can be reliably
extracted from the lexicon, such as operators and
other IS-triggering items.

These guidelines will then be applied to selected
UD treebanks. We will prioritise languages where
the strategies for marking Information Structure
roles are reasonably well understood, while striv-
ing to ensure that the sample represents a broad
spectrum of morphosyntactic marking strategies.

Once annotation is underway, we will compare
overtly marked versus inherently marked elements
to identify additional morphosyntactic patterns and
correlations. These findings will allow us to formu-
late generalisations about the interplay between
marking strategies and Information Structure roles.
Finally, we will situate our results within the broader
context of existing approaches, comparing patterns
and outcomes to evaluate consistency and typolog-
ical relevance.

8. Conclusion

We have presented a proposal for annotating Infor-
mation Structure within the Universal Dependen-
cies framework that preserves the integrity of the
existing UD format while providing explicit annota-
tion of constructions and elements that clearly mark
Information Structure roles. Our scheme is delib-
erately minimal and modular, focusing on overtly
marked elements as well as inherently marked
lexical triggers where they can be reliably identi-
fied. This approach allows for consistent annotation
across languages without introducing speculative
or discourse-specific interpretations.

We illustrated the scheme with case studies
from five typologically diverse languages – Wolof,
Japanese, Tundra Nenets, Hungarian, and Italian
– demonstrating how the framework can capture
cross-linguistic variation in Topic, Focus, and Con-
trast marking strategies. While the scheme is cur-
rently tentative, it provides a practical foundation
for systematic annotation and comparison, and can
be refined or expanded as further data and insights
become available.

By anchoring Information Structure annotation
to overtly marked elements and clear morphosyn-
tactic triggers, this framework provides a resource
for both theoretical linguists and UD users inter-
ested in the interaction of discourse and syntax.
Beyond immediate annotation, it lays the ground-



238

work for empirical investigations into the correlation
between syntactic structure and discourse roles,
the typology of marking strategies, and the develop-
ment of automated tools for Information Structure
analysis.
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