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Historical corpora allow for studying how authors
organised and presented knowledge over time, for
example via the discourse structures they employ.
Large-scale discourse analysis of cross-lingual and
diachronic corpora requires discourse segmentation
which cannot feasibly be done by hand at scale.
The task has been approached from both syntac-
tic (Bies et al., 1995) and discourse perspectives
(Polanyi, 1995; Polanyi et al., 2004; Carlson et al.,
2001), and operationalised in recent shared tasks
on elementary discourse unit segmentation such as
DISRPT (Braud et al., 2025). It is a non-trivial task
due to its context-dependent nature.

In this work, we explore Situation Entity
(SE) segmentation (Smith, 2003), a semantically
grounded type of discourse segmentation that iden-
tifies clause-like units based on the situation type
denoted by their main verb. SE segments can serve
as the foundation for discourse mode classification
(Smith, 2003), which captures shifts between, for
example, Narrative and Information mode and can
be used to study authorial style and genre conven-
tions. SE segments further provide proposition-
level information which can, for example, be used
for Event extraction in historical texts. While SE
segmentation guidelines have been developed for
current English (Friedrich et al., 2016) and ex-
plored for contemporary German (Mavridou et al.,
2015), guidelines for historical varieties have re-
mained underspecified. The SE framework does
not directly correspond to any of the formalisms
currently represented in DISRPT.

For a systematic implementation of SE segmen-
tation, we provide principled segmentation guide-
lines for four language varieties: Contemporary En-
glish, Late Modern English (LModE, 1700–1900),
Contemporary German, and New High German
(NHG, 1650–1900). The guidelines explicitly han-
dle constructions that are frequent in historical text
and commonly lead to annotator disagreements, in-
cluding participial absolutes and reduced relative

clauses in LModE, and auxiliary ellipsis and less
restricted verb positioning in NHG.

To validate the guidelines, we conduct an inter-
annotator agreement (IAA) study with five trained
annotators across all four varieties (two annotations
per variety). The datasets used are the Corpus of
Late Modern English Historiography (CLMEH;
Claridge, 2025), the GiesKaNe corpus of New High
German (Justus-Liebig-Universität Gießen, 2022),
as well as MASC (Ide et al., 2008) and Wikipedia
data for current English and Wikipedia and Blogs
for current German. Human annotators achieve
substantial agreement across all varieties (75–84%
exact span match), confirming that the guidelines
are learnable and consistent even for historically
and typologically distant data.

Building on approximately 40,000 labelled SE
segments from the SitEnt corpus of contemporary
English (Friedrich et al., 2016), we train a new
automatic segmenter by fine-tuning XLM-RoBERTa
(Conneau et al., 2020), following a similar archi-
tecture as explored for German discourse unit seg-
mentation (Frenzel et al., 2026), and replacing the
prior approach that relied on post-processing via
a legacy rule-based system (Soricut and Marcu,
2003; Friedrich et al., 2016). The model achieves
an exact span match of 74% on contemporary En-
glish, approaching human performance. Applied
in a zero-shot setting to the remaining varieties,
however, performance degrades substantially to ap-
proximately 67% exact match for Contemporary
German, and 46% for NHG which combines cross-
lingual and temporal domain shift. Importantly, hu-
man annotators remain consistent under the same
conditions, indicating that the difficulty lies not in
the task itself but in the model’s dependence on
surface features of contemporary English.

Future work will explore historical text normali-
sation as a preprocessing step and the incorporation
of dependency-parsed clause structure to better in-
form segmentation decisions.
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