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An information storage and retrieval system and method 
capable of handling queries in sentence form and pre 
senting responses either as identification numbers of po 
tentially pertinent documents or as documents in full 
text form. Stored documents containing so-called search 
symbols are known to the system. A probability calcula 
tor determines the likelihood of the occurrence of a search 
symbol at least once in a given stored document in the 
system's data base. The system and method causes the 
query text to be scanned so as to determine which search 
symbols are contained therein. The term overlap is used 
to designate a search symbol in the query and also in a 
given stored document. The particular document in the 
system's data base having the smallest joint probability 
of occurrence of overlap search symbols is designated 
as having the highest relevance potential within the data 
base to a given query. The stored document having the 
next larger joint probability of occurrence of overlap 
search symbols, has the next highest relevance poten 
tial. In this manner, any select number of relevant stored 
documents may be outputted by the system and method, 
in the order of relevance, as either identification num 
bers of potentially pertinent documents or as the docu 
ments per se in full text form. 
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