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• Chinese characters, as a unit of 
meaning (morpheme), are mostly 
embedded in two-character compound 
words, which is the most common 
word type in Chinese.

• Characters often convey more than one 
meaning (morphemic ambiguity).

花瓶
C1 C2

‘huā’ ‘píng’

花錢 花心 花生

Implication

• Redress the overreliance on English and alphabetic writing systems in 
reading research; 

• Underscore the important role of semantic nature in reading and writing;
• Improve literacy education in Chinese-speaking regions;
• Develop interventions for typically developing children and children with 

literacy difficulties.

How meanings of individual characters are combined?

Previous Attempts Using Traditional DSMs

Proposal I

Understanding constituents’ meaning in novel compounds using 

contextualised word embeddings from Bidirectional Encoder 

Representations from Transformers (BERT)

Proposal II

花罐
‘hua’

花金
‘hua’

• There are no explicit word boundaries in Chinese script.

這些花生長得很好。

compositional 
representation

lexical representation

• Compositional distributional semantic models (DSMs)
• Additive model: c = vC1 + vC2

• CAOSS model: c = WC1 vC1 + WC2 vC2    
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Metrics derived from distributional semantic models (DSMs)
• Family semantic consistency: average semantic relatedness between the 
meanings of the constituent and family members
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Model Human

Does the consistency with which constituents convey meaning matter?

Cosine similarity 
between contextualised 

embeddings

flower 
garden

flower 
market

spend 
money

expend/
expenses

花園 花市 花錢 花費

flower garden 花園 1 0.9149 0.8584 0.8814

flower market 花市 1 0.8451 0.8502

spend money 花錢 1 0.9164

expend/
expenses 花費 1

Predicting word boundaries in Chinese sentences using 

contextualised word embeddings from BERT

(Tsang et al., 2025, Behavior Research Methods)

日光燈
sunlight lamp

超音速
exceed speed of sound

Right-BranchingLeft-Branching

Modelling
PBR

Semantic Consistency
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