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Outline

• Doing research
• Two success stories
• A not-so-successful story

• Life, the universe and everything:
• a laundry list about surviving research
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Two success stories
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Don’t count, predict! (ACL 2014)

• Word embeddings a-la text2vec were becoming popular in NLP, but 
they were developed by neural network people who knew little about 
computational linguistics, and nobody was seriously evaluating them 
inside the NLP community

• We realized that we could recycle a standard set of benchmarks used 
for older NLP word representation model evaluation (“distributional 
semantics”) to test the quality of word embeddings

• We confirmed that text2vec-like word embeddings are really, really 
good
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Don’t count, predict! (ACL 2014)

• Known internally as “the instant paper”
• No novel idea, no new model, no new resource…
• … but a thorough evaluation that the community found very useful in 

that particular historical moment (“should we switch to neural 
networks”?)

• The take-home: think about what’s needed, what is useful, don’t 
worry about whether it’s too obvious or not fancy enough
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Multimodal distributional semantics (JAIR 
2014)
• Can you map picture to vector and use latter as generic 

representation of “semantics” of the picture?
• Can you merge these picture-derived vectors with word embeddings 

induced from text data to obtain a multimodal representation of a 
concept? 
• 2022 answer: of course, multimodal vectors are the basis of a lot of deep 

learning algorithms
• late 2000s/early 2010s answer: that’s crazy, you can’t represent general visual 

concepts with image-derived vectors, no way you can map words and images 
to a common space…

Journal publication from a research line we started about 5 years earlier
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General take-home from my “success stories”

• My most impactful work seems to neatly split into…
• things nobody did because they thought they were too obvious and
• things nobody did because they thought they were too crazy…

• If something makes a lot of sense to you, go ahead and do it, don’t 
worry too much about what the mainstream or the experts think!
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PS: most successful stories start their life as 
not-so-successful stories!

• 2006-2008: it didn’t work
• 2009: rejected by all major conferences
• 2010: (barely) accepted by Computational Linguistics journal (reviewer #3: 

“there is nothing novel here, this will have no impact on the field”)
• 2020: ACL Test of Time Award

when it’s not your own work, you only 
see the happy ending (if there was 
one) 8
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The CommAI project
with Tomas Mikolov and others

• Deep learning algorithms are hyped logistic regression, we need 
something radically new if we want to “solve AI”!

• Communication-based training of intelligent agent, from the ground 
up
• Fully interactive and incremental (no train/test split, online learning 

from start to end)
• No explicit error signal, only verbal feedback
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The CommAI environment

• T: say apple.
• L: blablabla.
• T: wrong, when I say apple you should say apple.

…
• T: say apple.
• L: apple.
• T: correct.
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The CommAI project

• I did my proselytizing duty…

• … but people just freaked out!

at least 9 invited/keynote talks on CommAI
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The CommAI project

• I did my proselytizing duty…

• … but people just freaked out!
IMPORTANT DISCLAIMER: what counts as a “low” citation count is 
relative: to your field, seniority, to how much you publicized a 
paper, etc.
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SCAN, or CommAI for dummies
courtesy of Brendan Lake

walk
->

WALK

walk twice
->

WALK WALK

jump
->

JUMP

jump twice
->

???

TRAINING PHASE TEST PHASE
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SCAN, or CommAI for dummies
courtesy of Brendan Lake
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Take-homes from CommAI and SCAN

• CommAI:
• Don’t worry too much about what people think…
• … but if all the smart people you meet in 3 years think you’re doing something 

crazy, maybe it’s time to re-evaluate
• Be bold, not solipsistic!

• SCAN:
• Again: sometimes something “simple-minded” is just what is needed to push 

research forward
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My work/life balance plans

• Late 1990s: I’ll work hard now that I need to get a job, and I’ll rest 
later…
• Early 2000s: I’ll work hard now that I need to get a long-term position, 

and I’ll rest later…
• Mid 2000s: I’ll work hard now to get grants to hire students, and I’ll 

rest later…
• Early 2010s to early 2020s: I need to work hard to make sure my 

students get jobs, I’ll rest later… 
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My work/life balance plans
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It’s not that we have a poor work/life balance 
because we don’t have our act together.

It’s a perverse combination of technology 
constantly making it possible to be even more 
productive and a ruthless job market forcing 
us to be.

AKA: It’s not you, it’s capitalism!



Productivity ≠ impact

• It’s impact that translates into jobs, grants, etc, not absolute 
productivity!

• I have published 178 papers in my life…
• of these, 85 (47%) have 10 or less publications

• I could have worked half-as-much achieving almost the same impact

• Can you predict where to focus your efforts?
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Productivity ≠ impact

• Can you predict where to focus your efforts?
• … not perfectly, but I see some trends…

• “Political” collaborations, “strategic” considerations leave you 
exhausted and don’t lead to good, impactful research
• “Anything worth doing is worth doing slowly.” (Mae West)

• Focus on what feels important to you, go where your tummy leads 
you and take your time to do it
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Industry vs academia
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Industry vs academia

• This is the most frequently asked question I get
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Industry vs academia

• This is the most frequently asked question I get
• Unfortunately, I do not know the answer!
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Industry vs academia

• Two industry experiences:
• 2000-2001, speech processing start-up in Seattle
• 2016-2021, Facebook AI Research in Paris

• Completely different in almost every respect
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Industry vs academia

• If I have one piece of advice, is to try to discover early on what you 
enjoy (all of the following are more important than “prestige”)…
• Good location?
• Friendly atmosphere?
• Coding?
• Publishing?
• Teaching?
• …

• … and then, for any potential job, whether in industy or in academia, 
see to what extent it matches your desiderata
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Final words of wisdom

• We are all different, what’s important to me might not be so 
important to you, and vice versa
• A recurrent theme in what I’ve learned on the way is to follow your 

tummy, focus on what gives you joy, on what you think is important
• … and don’t worry too much about what the community thinks, 

networking, strategic considerations, prestige
• You’ll do a better job when you like what you do and believe in it
• … and although your mileage might vary, at least you’ll be happier 

along the way!
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