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Theories of reading and 
writing in Chinese



“Triangle” model (Seidenberg & McClelland, 1989)



Dual-route (cascaded) model (Colheart et al., 2001)

• Regular words

• E.g. hat

• Irregular (exception) words

• E.g. pint

• Pseudowords

• E.g. smat



Dual-route model of reading/writing Chinese (Weekes et al., 2006)



Knowing the rules



Metalinguistic awareness

Kuo & Anderson (2006)



Metalinguistic awareness

• Phonological awareness

• “… ability to reflect on and manipulate basic phonological 
units of a language…” (Kuo & Anderson, 2006)

• E.g. say the word “clear” without the /k/

Phonology



Orthographic awareness

• Basic orthographic units of a language

• Rules: E.g. What’s “legal”, what’s “illegal”…

Orthography



Grapheme-phoneme correspondence (Ortho – Phono)

• E.g. hat

Phonology

Orthography

h æ t/ /



Con’t

• Not that simple actually…

• Orthographic “patterns”

• E.g. “-ake” in “bake”, “cake”, “take”, “wake”

Ehri (2005)



Morphological awareness (Phono – Semantics)

• Basic meaningful units of a language (oral)

• dogs = dog (plural)

• teacher = teach + -er

• Knowledge about word combinations

• cat vs cats

• top vs stop

Phonology

Semantics



Applications in Chinese



Phonological awareness (Ho et al., 2007; McBride et al., 2003) 

• Syllable deletion

• 「電單車」唔講個「車」字係咩?

• Onset-Rhyme awareness

• /si/ - /sa/ - /ce/ 邊個唔一樣呀？

• /baa/ - /saa/ - /di/ 邊個唔一樣呀？

Phonology



Empirical data

• McBride et al. (2003) JEP



Empirical data

• Lau et al. (2015) CLP



• Basic orthographic units of Chinese

• Word 詞語

• Characters 單字

• Radicals 聲旁 / 形旁

• Logographemes 部件

• Strokes 筆劃

Orthographic awareness

Orthography

荷花

荷 花



Empirical data

• Yeung et al. (2011) SSR



Empirical data

• Lau et al. (2015) CLP



Grapheme-phoneme correspondence (Ortho – Phono)

• Phonetic compound characters 形聲字

• Regularity

• Regular 清、桐

• Irregular 倩、洞 Phonology

Orthography

銅

(金屬) /thʊŋ21/

Semantic radical (形旁) Phonetic radical (聲旁)



Empirical data



Morphological awareness (Phono – Semantics)

Phonology

Semantics



Morphemes

Smallest meaningful units of the language

• E.g. “Unchangeable”

• E.g. “月餅” /jyut6 beng2/ [mooncake]



Words can be classified as…

Monomorphemic words

• e.g. 手、狗

Multi-morphemic words

• e.g. 手錶、耳環、狗公園



Morphology of Chinese

• Inflectional

• 黃色、藍色、紅色…

• 我們、你們、他們…
• Aspect markers

• Derivation

• 電腦化、羅馬化…

• Compounding

• 手錶、凍飲…



Morphological awareness (Phono – Semantics)

Manipulations of morphemes

• e.g. 龜、速、九十

Structure of words

• 龜速

• 九十後

Phonology

Semantics



Empirical data

• Yeung et al. (2011) SSR



Con’t

• Lau et al. (2015) CLP



Con’t

• Tong et al. (2011) JRR



Reciprocal relationship

Deacon et al. (2013) Dev Psy

Hogan et al. (2005) Lang Sp Hearing Ser Sch



Implications

• Shall we promote the metalinguistic awareness so that the 
reading performance will be promoted?

• Shall we directly work on reading instead?

• More like “chicken and egg”…



Roles of speech 
therapists



Comorbidity issues

• Comorbidity rates of 43%-58% of developmental dyslexia 
and developmental language disorders (Snowling et al., 
2019)

• Comorbidity rates of 38% of developmental dyslexia and 
developmental language disorders in Hong Kong (Chan et 
al., 2018)



Written language disorders

• ASHA webpage…



Reading difficulties as a “language” problem



Implications

• Speech therapists play significant role in the management of 
children with written language disorders

• Similar training goals as typical oral language intervention

• Learning the items

• Acquiring the rules behind



More about 
morphological awareness



Morphological awareness (MA)

Phonology

Semantics



More… morphosyntax

• Compare the following:

• 「龜速」vs「速龜」
• 「潮童」vs「童潮」



Morphosyntactic structures

• Basically includes

• 偏正 (e.g. 飛機、電腦) 

• 聯合 (e.g. 閱讀、朋友)

• 述賓 (e.g. 出版、彈琴)

• 述補 (e.g. 推廣、打開)

• 主謂 (e.g. 民主、人為)



We rely on MA to learn words

• 「調研」 - 調查研究

• 「魔改」 - 過於離譜的二次創作或官方改編

• 「平替」 - 平價替代品

• 「引智」 - 引進國外智力

What if…

「改平」 - 銀色債券

「智調」 - 過於離譜的二次創作或官方改編

「研引」 - 平價替代品

「替魔」 - 引進國外智力



We rely on MA to parse word meanings

• …理实并重地探索重大科学问题的能力…

• …成为全球能耗强度降低最快的国家之一...是全球“增绿”
最快最多的国家…

• …資料庫須由人工建置與審核…

• …實現育才、留才…



Implications on clinical practice?



Application 1: 
Dynamic assessment



Background

• About 8% of the population are non-Chinese (Census and Statistics 

Department of HKSAR, 2022)

• One big challenge – unknown if the non-Chinese speaking 
(NCS) student’s poor Chinese due to 

• limited language exposures related to multilingual (and 
cultural) acquisition, or

• the comorbidity of language disorders

• Establishing a norm-referenced standardized language 
assessment for identification purpose is basically impractical

• One possible solution: to use dynamic assessment



Dynamic assessments

• To estimate the modifiability of the children by observing the 
L2 children’s responsiveness to clinicians’ feedback to 
modify their language performances (Guitiérrez-Clellen & Pena, 
2001)

• The higher the modifiability, the higher the chance they will 
acquire the language through simple interactions with adults 
or even peers of a similar age in schools



A study (Lau & Cheng, 2025)

• Targeting awareness of compounding morphology of 
Chinese

• Using the test-teach-retest paradigm 

• Pre- and post-teaching assessments
• Picture naming task – 24 items

• Teaching phase
• 24 targeted morphemes x 6 combinations



A study (Lau & Cheng, 2025)

• Targeting awareness of compounding morphology of 
Chinese

• Using the test-teach-retest paradigm 

• Pre- and post-teaching assessments
• Picture naming task – 24 items

• Teaching phase
• 24 targeted morphemes x 6 combinations



Teaching phase instructions

1. Clinician introduced the name of a picture, (e.g., 垃圾車), 
and invited the participant to repeat the name. 

2. Clinician elaborated the meaning of the compound word by 
emphasising the target morpheme. (e.g., 垃圾車係用嚟運
送垃圾嘅車).  

3. Clinician repeated the name of the picture and required the 
participant to repeat the name again. 
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Results

r = .788, p < .001 



Discussion

• Example 1: Students who achieved a positive post-teaching 
gain



Discussion

• Example 1: Students who achieved a positive post-teaching 
gain



Discussion

• Example 2: Students who achieved some marks in the pre-
teaching test but zero post-teaching gain

 



Discussion

• Example 3: Students who scored very low in the pre-
teaching test with no post-teaching gain

 



For details, please refer to…

• Lau, D.K.-Y. & Cheng, F.P.-C. (2025). Enhancing inclusive 
Chinese language education for NCS children in Hong Kong: 
A dynamic assessment approach for triaging. In Y Liang & Z 
Li (Eds.), Diversity and inclusiveness in Chinese as a 
second language education (pp. 74-90). London and New 
York: Routledge. 

Book chapter available 
at my ResearchGate:



Stay tuned please…



Tips for intervention planning

• Intervention goals

• Tailor-made according to strengths and weaknesses

• Intervention process and contexts

• Direct vs indirect intervention

• Students : Clinician ratio

• Degree of collaborations in the management team

• Degree of embedding instructions in classrooms / school



Application 2:
Treatment
Accelerating Morphological Awareness (AMA)



The measure of “Boundedness”

Free morphemes

• Can standalone as words

• E.g. 車、手、杯、木、腦

Bound morphemes

• Can’t standalone as words

• E.g. 蟑螂、玫瑰、吝嗇、徘徊



Boundedness as a dynamic concept

• Is the morpheme “謙” free or bound?

小一學生 中一學生
Exposure 謙虛 謙虛、謙讓、謙

卑、謙遜
Result 「謙」是黏著 「謙」可以有獨

立意思



AMA

• By promoting

• Non-productive → productive 
• Bound → Free

• To improve word learning abilities

• Some interesting observations

◦ 潔 → 清 (清潔)
◦ 耍樂 → 玩樂 (玩耍)
◦ 捕 → 魚 (捕魚)
◦ 兔 → 白 (白兔)



In short…

• In a single session, introduce…

 車、馬、白、…

 白馬、馬車、白車、…

• Explicit instructions

• Encourage kids to “create” words and define the word 
meanings accordingly



Empirical data (Lau & Leung, 2014)

• Effect on Boundedness



Con’t



Effect on semantic transparency

• Opaque (e.g. 沙發) vs Transparent words (e.g. 沙灘)



Effect on reading abilities



Discussion

• AMA promotes morphological awareness

• Further studies on how improved morphological awareness promotes 
word learning and reading comprehension needed

• Lau, D.K.Y., & Leung, M.T. (2014). Relationship between morphological awareness and 
Chinese reading development. In K.K.H. Chung, K.C.P. Yuen, & D.M.McInerney (Eds). 
Understanding developmental disorders of auditory processing, language and literacy 
across languages (pp.229-247). N.C.: Information Age Publishing, Inc. 

Book chapter available 
at my ResearchGate:



Sample slides…



My homepage





Summary



The triangle model as a framework to guide Ax and Tx 

Phonology

Orthography Semantics



Written language disorders

• It’s all about language

• Any concepts applied in oral language assessment and 
treatment are applicable in written language disorders as 
well!
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