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Abstract
In this survey, we will discuss current uses of finite-state information in several statistical natural language processing
tasks. To this end, we will review standard approaches in tokenization, part-of-speech tagging, and parsing, and
illustrate the utility of finite-state information and technology in these areas. The particular problems were chosen
to allow a natural progression from simple prediction to structured prediction. We aim for a sufficiently formal
presentation suitable for readers with a background in automata theory that allows to appreciate the contribution of
finite-state approaches, but we will not discuss practical issues outside the core ideas. We provide instructive examples
and pointers into the relevant literature for all constructions. We close with an outlook on finite-state technology in
statistical machine translation.
Keywords: finite-state automaton, tree automaton, context-free grammar, natural language processing, tokenization,
part-of-speech tagging, parsing, machine translation

1. Introduction
Finite-state technology has played a major part in the development of several state-of-the-art tools in natural language
processing [1, 2]. In this survey, we will recall three major problems in the domain of natural language processing,
whose state-of-the-art solutions have successfully utilized finite-state technology. Several other areas (e.g., computational morphology) have benefitted from finite-state technology as well, so we necessarily had to select. We chose
the mentioned topics because they allow a nice progression from simple prediction to structured prediction, and in
particular, require no deep linguistic background. In general, this survey is written for the theoretical computer scientist, so concepts from the area of formal languages are introduced rather tersely. Additional room is provided for the
explanation of the application problems, their solutions in terms of automata, and their evaluation. References to the
relevant literature are provided in the content sections, which are supposed to be rather self-contained, although we
reuse some methodology in the parsing section.
In all three applications, an inital model is extracted from annotated (positive) training data using standard methods
in supervised training. This initial model is then transformed into an automaton for further processing. In the area of
tokenization, the finite-state technology essentially delivers the operations required to work with the extracted model.
We illustrate this on the basic approach, in which we model a scorer for fully annotated data. Using standard finitestate operations we can obtain a scorer for unannotated data from this scorer. In the area of part-of-speech tagging we
follow a similar approach and first model a scorer for the fully annotated data. However, in the next step we show how
such a model can be optimized to given unannotated training data with the help of the well-known forward-backward
algorithm. In this unsupervised optimization step, the structure of the automaton remains the same, but the transition
weights are adjusted to better fit the unannotated data. Practical considerations like overfitting the data (i.e., the overadjustment of the automaton such that it exactly represents only the training data) will not be discussed to allow a
clean presentation.
In the last part, we will discuss the classical parsing problem for natural languages. Whereas we discuss weighted
finite-state automata in the first two application areas, we will mostly talk about weighted context-free grammars and
Email address: maletti@ims.uni-stuttgart.de (Andreas Maletti)
financially supported by the German Research Foundation (DFG) grant MA 4959 / 1-1.

1 Research

Preprint submitted to Theoretical Computer Science

April 19, 2016

weighted tree automata in this section. A preliminary section is provided to recall those basic notions. As before,
we use supervised training to obtain an initial (local) model from annotated training data. Next we demonstrate a
successful approach that combines the weight adjustment procedure, which we already discussed for part-of-speech
tagging, with a change of the structure of the automaton. In this case, the process derives truly hidden finite-state
information that is not present in the fully annotated training data, so this optimization is again unsupervised. This
automatic deduction of hidden finite-state information outperforms all comparable efforts to manually provide additional annotation for parsing models in the training data. We conclude with a short outlook on the use of finite-state
information in statistical machine translation. In this area, finite-state models are used to model the translation process, but typically local variants, which do not actually use the power of “hidden” finite-state information (i.e., they
only use clues from the part of the input currently under consideration), are actually used. Some minor uses have been
demonstrated in the literature, but the majority of the used models remains essentially local.
2. String automata
2.1. Basic notions
We denote the set of nonnegative integers by N. An alphabet is simply a finite set. The set of all sequences (or words)
over the alphabet Σ is denoted by Σ∗ , of which ε ∈ Σ∗ is the empty word. The length of a word w ∈ Σ∗ is denoted by |w|,
and we write w(i) to denote the i-th letter in w for all 1 ≤ i ≤ |w|. Given 1 ≤ i ≤ j ≤ |w|, we let w[i, j] = w(i) · · · w( j)
be the substring from position i to j in w. We will use semirings [3, 4] as weight structures. A semiring is an algebraic
structure (S , +, ·, 0, 1) that consists of two monoids (S , +, 0) and (S , ·, 1) such that (i) the additive monoid (S , +, 0) is
commutative and (ii) the generalized distributivity law holds for both directions; i.e.,
k
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for all k ∈ N and s, s1 , . . . , sk ∈ S . The semiring (S , +, ·, 0, 1) is commutative if its multiplicative monoid (S , ·, 1) is
commutative. Two commutative semirings will be particularly relevant for this contribution:
• the semiring (Q≥0 , +, ·, 0, 1) of nonnegative rational numbers together with the usual operations and
• the semiring ([0, 1], max, ·, 0, 1) of the (rational) unit interval together with the maximum (as addition) and the
usual multiplication.
In the following, let (S , +, ·, 0, 1) be a semiring. Given a mapping f : A → S , we let supp( f ) = {a ∈ A | f (a) , 0}.
Finite-state automata [5] have been extended already in the 1960s to handle weights [6]. The recent handbook [7]
provides an in-depth discussion of the developed theory and its applications (also NLP applications in chapter 14 [8]).
A weighted string automaton [over the semiring (S , +, ·, 0, 1)] is a tuple A = (Q, Σ, I, wt, F), where Q is a finite set of
states, Σ an alphabet, I : Q → S is an initial weight assignment, wt : Q × Σ × Q → S is a transition weight assignment, and F : Q → S is a final weight assignment. The labeled graph underlying the transition weight assignment
is supp(wt) = {hq, σ, pi | wt(q, σ, p) , 0}. The automaton A is acyclic if the underlying graph supp(wt) has no cycle;
i.e., there exists no sequence hq0 , σ1 , q1 i, . . . , hqk−1 , σk , qk i of elements of supp(wt) such that q0 = qk . Moreover, it is
deterministic if I(q) , 0 for at most one q ∈ Q and for every q ∈ Q and σ ∈ Σ, there exists at most one p ∈ Q such
that hq, σ, pi ∈ supp(wt). Finally, the automaton A is unambiguous if for every k ∈ N and σ1 , . . . , σk ∈ Σ there exists
at most one sequence hq0 , σ1 , q1 i, . . . , hqk−1 , σk , qk i of elements of supp(wt) such that I(q0 ) , 0 and F(qk ) , 0.
For such a weighted string automaton A and q, p ∈ Q, we define the mapping Aq,p : Σ∗ → S recursively by


X


1 if q = p
Aq,p (ε) = 
and
A
(σw)
=
wt(q, σ, r) · Ar,p (w)
(1)
q,p

0 otherwise
r∈Q

for all σ ∈ Σ and w ∈ Σ∗ . The weighted string automaton A generates the mapping A : Σ∗ → S given by
P

A(w) = q,p∈Q I(q) · Aq,p (w) · F(p) for every w ∈ Σ∗ . The such generated mappings are called the regular weighted
string languages, which are closed under several important operations. For example, when the semiring is commutative, they are closed under the Hadamard product [9], which generalizes the classical intersection and for two given

mappings f, g : Σ∗ → S returns the mapping ( f · g) : Σ∗ → S given by f · g (w) = f (w) · g(w) for all w ∈ Σ∗ . Given
2

two weighted string automata A1 = (Q1 , Σ, I1 , wt1 , F1 ) and A2 = (Q2 , Σ, I2 , wt2 , F2 ), their Hadamard product is the

weighted string automaton A1 · A2 = (Q1 × Q2 , Σ, I, wt, F) given by I hq1 , q2 i = I1 (q1 ) · I2 (q2 ),

wt hq1 , q2 i, σ, hq01 , q02 i = wt(q1 , σ, q01 ) · wt(q2 , σ, q02 ) ,

and F hq1 , q2 i = F1 (q1 ) · F2 (q2 ) for all hq1 , q2 i, hq01 , q02 i ∈ Q1 × Q2 and σ ∈ Σ. As suggested by the notation,
provided that the semiring (S , +, ·, 0, 1) is commutative, the weighted string automaton A1 · A2 indeed generates the
weighted language A1 · A2 . Similarly, regular weighted string languages are closed under alphabet change [9]. Let
r : Σ → ∆ be a symbol relabeling, which we extend to strings r : Σ∗ → ∆∗ by r(σ1 · · · σk ) = r(σ1 ) · · · r(σk ) for all
k ∈ N and σ1 , . . . , σk ∈ Σ. If f : Σ∗ → S is (effectively) regular, then also the weighted string language g : ∆∗ → S
P
given by g(v) = w∈Σ∗ , r(w)=v f (w) is (effectively) regular. Given a weighted string automaton A = (Q, Σ, I, wt, F)
generating f , we can construct a weighted string automaton B = (Q, ∆, I, wt0 , F) generating g as follows: For every
P
q, p ∈ Q and δ ∈ ∆, we let wt0 (q, δ, p) = σ∈Σ, r(σ)=δ wt(q, σ, p).
2.2. Supervised training and tokenization
Two of the most basic tasks that are performed early in many natural language processing applications [1, 2] are
tokenization and sentence boundary disambiguation. In general, the input to a natural language processing application
is simply a character stream in some encoding (e.g., UTF-8 or ASCII). During tokenization this character stream
is separated into tokens, which are the basic units for further processing. Similarly, in applications that receive
documents (i.e., character streams representing multiple sentences) as input, the token (or character) stream often
needs to be further subdivided to indicate sentence boundaries. The goal of sentence boundary disambiguation is the
identification of sentences in such streams. For many applications, tokens correspond roughly to words, but the task
of sentence boundary disambiguation can be understood as tokenization, where the desired tokens are sentences. Due
to this close connection, in the following we will focus on the general task of tokenization, which is similar to the task
of lexical analysis [10] used in compilers or other text processors.
While programming languages are designed such that token identification is simple, natural language input cannot be strongly constrained (e.g., 50 years ago the sequence ‘:-)’ was probably considered illegal in English) and
applications have to deal the ambiguities present in natural language. However, many natural languages offer strong
clues indicating tokens (e.g., whitespace to indicate word boundaries or full stops to indicate sentence boundaries),
but some ambiguity typically remains. For example, in English a full stop is also used to denote ordinal numbers (e.g.,
‘1.’ for ‘first’ and ‘42.’ for ‘fourty-second’) or at the end of an abbreviation (e.g., ‘M.S.’ for ‘Master of Science’ and
‘Hon.’ for ‘Honorable’). In Chinese, the sentence end marker 。 is unambiguous, but words can consist of several
characters and word boundaries are not indicated by whitespace. For example, the sentence [11]
上海计划到本世纪末实现人均国内生产总值五千美元。
Pinyin:2 Shàng hǎi jì huà dào běn shì jì mò shí xiàn rén jūn guó nèi shēng chǎn zǒng zhí wǔ qiān měi yuán.
[Shanghai plans to reach the goal of 5,000 dollars in per capita GDP by the end of the century.]
should be word-segmented (i.e., tokenized into words) according to the Penn Chinese tree bank standard [13, 14] into
上海 计划 到 本 世纪 末 实现 人均 国内 生产 总值 五千 美元 。
The standard baseline for Chinese word-segmentation uses a pre-compiled (finite) lexicon of known Chinese words
and matches (beginning-to-end) the longest possible lexicon entry (or an individual character if there is no match).
Given a tokenization D (e.g., the sequence of tokens output by a tokenizer) and a reference tokenization Dgold (e.g.,
the tokenization performed by a human), precision p, recall r, and the F1 -score F1 are defined as follows:
p=

c
|D|

and

r=

c
|Dgold |

and

F1 =

2pr
,
p+r

where c is the number of correctly recognized tokens in D. In other words, the F1 -score is the harmonic mean between
precision p and recall r. The simple longest-match strategy already achieves almost 90% F1 -score [11]. For example,
2 Official romanization system used in mainland China and Taiwan. Pinyin [12] essentially renders a Chinese character as the syllable (or the
sound) that it represents. Unfortunately, this translation from character to syllable is not injective.
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Figure 1: Illustration of the lexicon representation and the interspersed input. States are (mostly) unnamed here and unless indicated otherwise
transitions have weight 1.

it correctly tokenizes the sentence [15]: 日文 章鱼 怎么 说 ？ [Pinyin: Rì wén zhāng yú zěn me shuō? Gloss:
How to say octopus in Japanese?] as indicated, although the tokenization into lexicon entries is not unique in this
example. The (wrong) tokenization 日 文章 鱼 怎么 说 ？ [Gloss: Japan (article) fish how say?] would also
match lexicon entries.
The main drawback of the static heuristic is that it consistently makes mistakes and simply cannot tokenize certain
sentences according to standard. Sproat et al. [15] suggest a weighted finite-state approach to Chinese word segmentation, in which they represent their scoring function (or model) as a weighted string automaton.3 More precisely, they
turn their probabilistic lexicon L : Σ+ → [0, 1] with finite support, where Σ+ = Σ∗ \ {ε} and the probabilities represent
occurrence probabilities, into a weighted string automaton A = (Q, Σ ∪ {}, I, wt, F) over ([0, 1], max, ·, 0, 1) such that
•  < Σ is a new distinguished symbol indicating a token boundary,
• Q = {ε} ∪ {w[1, j] | w ∈ supp(L), 1 ≤ j ≤ |w|} contains a distinguished state ε and a state for each (non-empty)
prefix of the strings represented by the lexicon L,
• I(ε) = F(ε) = 1 and I(q) = F(q) = 0 for all q ∈ Q \ {ε}, and
• the weights of the transitions are as follows:

– wt w, σ, wσ = 1 for all σ ∈ Σ, w ∈ Q such that wσ ∈ Q,

– wt w, , ε = L(w) for all w ∈ supp(L), and
– all remaining transitions have weight 0.
The structure of the automaton A is presented in Figure 1. In other words, the automaton essentially recognizes
a word w in the support of the lexicon L character-by-character and then recognizes a blank-symbol  behind w
with the occurrence weight L(w). This last transition resets the automaton into the initial state, which allows it to
recognize the next word. A wealth of literature exists on the efficient representation of lexicons [16] that may also
include morphological derivations of lemmas. This automaton A can score a given tokenization z ∈ (Σ ∪ {})∗ by
simply computing A(z) = Aε,ε (z). In other words, each candidate tokenization z can be scored by A using essentially
the unigram language model score [1] for z (i.e., the product of the occurrence probabilities for the tokens in z). To
determine the best tokenization (i.e., the one with the highest probability) for the input w, we can now exploit the nice
closure properties of the mappings generated by weighted string automata. More precisely, since we already have
a model that can score tokenized text, it remains to construct a weighted string automaton representing the possible
3 They actually use a weighted finite-state transducer. For each input it outputs the separation into tokens, the phonetic realization of the
characters in Pinyin [12], and the part-of-speech tag of the recognized word. These outputs are necessary to deal with homographs (i.e., characters
with several phonetic realisations potentially indicating different meanings) and similar phenomena. We drop the outputs since most of that
information (except for the separation naturally) is irrelevant for our exposition.
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tokenizations for the input string. To this end, the input string w ∈ Σ+ is simply interspersed with -symbols. Let
Aw = (Qw , Σ ∪ {}, Iw , wtw , Fw ) be the weighted string automaton such that



• Qw = hi, ji | 0 ≤ i ≤ |w|, j ∈ {1, 2} with initial weights Iw h0, 1i = 1 and Iw (q) = 0 for all q ∈ Qw \ h0, 1i ,


• final weights Fw h|w|, 1i = 1 and Fw (q) = 0 for all q ∈ Q \ h|w|, 1i , and
• the transition weights are as follows:

– wtw hi, ji, w(i + 1), hi + 1, 1i = 1 for all 0 ≤ i < |w| and j ∈ {1, 2},

– wtw hi, 1i, , hi, 2i = 1 for all 1 ≤ i < |w|, and
– all remaining transitions have weight 0.
The structure of this automaton for the input w = 日文章鱼 is displayed in Figure 1. The Hadamard product A · Aw
then trivially represents a scorer for all possible tokenizations of w. In the example of Figure 1 only the tokenizations 日文 章鱼 and 日 文章 鱼 are permitted by the lexicon. Their scores are L(日) · L(文章) · L(鱼) and
L(日文) · L(章鱼), respectively, which coincide with their traditional unigram language model scores. The automaton A · Aw , which represents the Hadamard product, scores all tokenizations of w according to the lexicon model A
and prunes out all other strings (i.e., other strings are scored with 0). This automaton is always acyclic (because the
automaton Aw is acyclic) and typically unambigious. Since the automaton Aw only uses the units {0, 1} of the semiring, which always commute with all other elements, the commutativity of the semiring is not actually needed, so also
non-commutative semirings can be used to model the lexicon.4 To extract the best (i.e., highest-scoring) tokenization

from A · Aw we can use Dijkstra’s algorithm [17], which runs in time O |A| · |w| + |Q| · |w| · (log |Q| + log |w|) . As
demonstrated in [15] the framework of weighted string automata lends itself perfectly to the inclusion of additional
knowledge sources such as models for morphological derivation or proper name detection.
Later approaches for the Chinese word-segmentation problem (e.g., those derived from Xue’s work [11]) reinterpret the problem as a character tagging problem assigning essentially word-start, word-internal, and word-ending
tags (or even more tags [18]) to each character. We omit a detailed presentation of those approaches here, since we
will cover the similar part-of-speeching tagging problem in the next section. The shared tasks organized by SIGHAN
(the special interest group for all aspects of Chinese language processing) consistently demonstrate that these tagging
models based on hidden Markov models or conditional random fields outperform the longest-match baseline and the
approach presented here. In addition, they demonstrate that the main remaining problem concerns out-of-vocabulary
items (i.e., characters not seen during training) and the recognition of named entities.
2.3. Unsupervised training and part-of-speech tagging
After the basic segmentation of the text is performed, and thus the common notions of ‘sentence’ and ‘word’ have been
established, many applications require further processing of the token stream. For example, we might be interested
in finding representative keywords for the token stream in order to provide an index into a text database [19] (also
called terminology mining or term extraction). Such keywords are usually taken to be nouns, which requires us to
detect noun occurrences. The goal of sentiment analysis [20] (or opinion mining) is detecting whether a text overall
speaks positively or negatively about its subject. In this context, we are typically interested in content words (nouns,
adjectives, verbs, negations, etc.) and might not be interested in function words (articles, pronouns, auxiliary verbs,
etc.) since they often just serve a grammatical function and carry little lexical meaning. Also in this setup we would
need a process that identifies occurrences of such word categories.
Part-of-speech tagging [21] is the process of assigning a word category (noun, adjective, verb, etc.) to each
word of a sentence. The word categories are also called part-of-speech. Again, the most straightforward solution to
this problem uses a lexicon, in which the possible word categories of a word might be listed (potentially with their
frequencies). However, in many languages words can have several categories. For example, the English word ‘well’
has common uses in at least 5 word categories (adverb, adjective, interjection, noun, and verb) and the Wikipedia
page for ‘like’ lists 10 categories (noun, verb, adverb, adjective, preposition, particle, conjunction, hedge, filler, and
quotative). This ambiguity makes the task non-trivial because especially common words often have several associated
categories. In fact we can form (artificial) sentences [22] containing the same word multiple times.
Buffalo
|
{zbuffalo
}

Buffalo buffalo
|
{z buffalo
}

buffalo Buffalo
|
{z buffalo.
}

Bison from Buffalo

that are bullied by bison from Buffalo

themselves bully bison from Buffalo.

4 Non-commutative semirings can be used to simulate weighted finite-state transducer behavior [15]. If we additionally want to output part-ofspeech tags or the Pinyin romanization, then the multiplicative operation will use some form of concatenation and will thus be non-commutative.
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Figure 2: Transition matrix and initial state vector of a Markov model.

In this case, the associated sequence of assigned word categories would be
NNP (proper noun), NN (noun), NNP, NP, VBP (verb, non-3rd person singular present), VBP, NNP, NN,
where we used the word category abbreviations (or tags) from the Penn tree bank [23]. Similarly, the sentence
He lived
a
long and fruitful life
|{z} |{z} |{z} |{z} |{z} | {z } |{z}
PRP

VBD

DT

JJ

CC

JJ

NN

demonstrates some other standard word categories. We represent such annotated sentences as sentences over the
alphabet L × S , where L is the finite word inventory (i.e., lexicon) and S is the finite set of word categories. Both sets
L and S can, for example, be obtained from the Penn tree bank. In this representation, the annotated sentence above,
would be
hHe, PRPi hlived, VBDi ha, DTi hlong, JJi hand, CCi hfruitful, JJi hlife, NNi .
These sequences of word and assigned category pairs follow certain regularities [21] that can be modelled statistically. Some combinations are extremely infrequent (e.g., adjective followed by a determiner as in “as tall a tree as”),
whereas others are very frequent (e.g., determiner followed by an adjective as in “a tall tree”). The stochastic process,
which generates the sequences, can be modelled as a (homogeneous) Markov chain, which was originally devised by
Markov [24] for sequences of letters in Russian texts. Note that we will again start in the supervised setting, where
we follow the general strategy of building a model for the fully annotated data, which we will then modify to our
needs using simple transformations. We first formally model the likelihood of a particular sequence t = w1 · · · wn with
wi ∈ W = L × S for all 1 ≤ i ≤ n. Additionally, let Xi be a random variable associated to position i. Using the general
product rule, we obtain the probability of t as
n


 Y

p t = p X1 = w1 , . . . , Xn = wn =
p Xi = wi | X1 = w1 , . . . , Xi−1 = wi−1 .
i=1

Thus, we see that, in general, the probability of an element in the sequence depends on all previous positions. We
could now assume that the variables X1 , . . . , Xn are statistically independent, but we have already seen that this is
an unrealistic assumption. Instead Markov assumed that the probability of an element only depends on the previous
element. This assumption is the defining feature of Markov chains and demands that there exists an |W|×|W|-matrix M
such that


p Xi = wi | X1 = w1 , . . . , Xi=1 = wi−1 = p(Xi = wi | Xi−1 = wi−1 = Mwi−1 ,wi
for all 2 ≤ i ≤ n. An example illustration of such a matrix is presented in Figure 2. Under this assumption, the
Q
probability of t simplifies to p(t) = ~vw1 · ni=2 Mwi−1 ,wi for a stochastic vector ~v of length |W| with ~vw = p(X1 = w)
for every w ∈ W. A Markov chain can easily be modelled as a weighted string automaton as follows: Given the
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Figure 3: Illustration of the weighted string automaton corresponding to a Markov chain.

defining parameters W, M, and ~v of the Markov chain, we construct the automaton A = (W ∪ {ε}, W, I, wt, F) over
(Q≥0 , +, ·, 0, 1), where I(ε) = F(ε) = 1, I(w) = 0, and F(w) = 1 for all w ∈ W, and






Mw,w0 if w = w00
~vw if w = w00
0
00
00
and
wt(w
,
w,
w
)
=
wt(ε, w, w ) = 



0
0 otherwise
otherwise
for all w, w0 ∈ W and w00 ∈ W ∪ {ε}. The general structure is illustrated in Figure 3, which shows the weighted string
automaton for the Markov chain of Figure 2. Note that the automaton A is deterministic. Clearly, A(t) = p(t) for
all t ∈ W ∗ . We have arrived at a visible Markov model for the annotated sentences. It is called ‘visible’ because the
input string actually dictates the state behavior of the automaton. If the i-th letter of the input string is w ∈ W, then
the automaton A needs to switch into state w during the i-th transition (since the weight of all other transitions is 0).
Moreover, given annotated sentences as training data (e.g., the Penn tree bank), we can easily determine W and estimate the parameters ~v and M by maximum likelihood estimation [25]. Assuming that the training data (t1 , . . . , tk 0) of
)
sequences t1 , . . . , tk ∈ W ∗ is representative for the general distribution, we have that ~vw ≈ c1 k(w) and Mw,w0 ≈ c(wc(ww
0 )−c (w0 )
1
0
00
00
for every w, w ∈ W, where c1 (w ) is the number of occurrences of w at the first position and c(t) is the number
of occurrences of the sequence t ∈ W ∗ (at any position) in the training examples t1 , . . . , tk . An excellent and more
detailed introduction into these models can be found in the book [1].
At this point, we managed to extract a weighted string automaton from fully annotated data. The automaton runs
on (and scores essentially the bigrams in) sentences that are already annotated with word categories, but in the standard
use-case outside training those categories are not available. To determine the best annotation for an unannotated string,
we can again construct a weighted string automaton Au for the given input string u ∈ L∗ that generates all possible
word category annotations for u. Then the Hadamard product A · Au scores all word category annotations and
extracting the best derivation (using, for example, the Dijkstra algorithm) yields the best annotation. Alternatively,
the Viterbi algorithm [26] essentially combines these two steps and can directly be employed. With these approaches
we can determine that the most likely annotation for “can the” under the model of Figure 3 is hcan, MDi hthe, DTi
(probability: 0.2 · 0.5), whereas hcan, NNi hthe, DTi is scored only 0.1 · 0.1. Since we already demonstrated this
approach, we omit a detailed exposition here, but note that the Hadamard product can also be used to introduce
additional knowledge into the model. For example, in English certain word endings (e.g., “-ly”, “-ing”, “-ize”, and
“-al”) are strongly indicative for some word categories (adverbs, nouns, verbs, and adjectives, respectively). Another
model that encodes such additional information can easily be combined with A with the help of the Hadamard product.
7

To showcase the power of the finite-state approach, we switch to the unsupervised setting and demonstrate how we
can tune (or train) our model to additional training material that is not annotated (i.e., tokenized English text). The
annotated training data (e.g., Penn tree bank) might not be representative for the texts that we want to use our model
on. In such setups, we would like to adjust our model to accommodate the particularities of our evaluation texts.
The special variant used here is typically called weight training, and we will illustrate it on the forward-backward (or
Baum-Welch) algorithm [27].
The next goal is to fine-tune our model A to a finite sequence (u1 , . . . , un ) with ui ∈ L∗ of unannotated training
examples (i.e., tokenized English sentences). To this end, we first note that our model A also assigns a probability to
unannotated sentences. More precisely, the probability of a sentence u ∈ L∗ is given by summing over all the possible
P
P
annotations for u; i.e., p(u) = t∈W ∗ , π1 (t)=u p(t) = t∈W ∗ , π1 (t)=u A(t), where π1 : W → L is the projection on the first
component (i.e., π1 (h`, si) = ` for all ` ∈ L and s ∈ S ) and π1 : W ∗ → L∗ is its homomorphic extension to strings.
Fortunately, regular weighted string languages are closed under alphabet change, so we can easily compute a weighted
string automaton B from A that computes the probability for each unannotated string. For the particular automaton
of Figure 3, the corresponding automaton after the projection looks exactly alike with the exception that all input
labels only contain the first component. Note that this automaton is typically no longer deterministic. With it, we can
efficiently compute the probability B(can the) of the unannotated string “can the”, which is 0.11 (0.1 = 0.2 · 0.5 along
the states q2 q1 and 0.01 = 0.1 · 0.1 along the states q4 q1 ), but the internal state changes are no longer observable,
which justifies the name ‘hidden Markov model’. The guiding principle of the forward-backward algorithm is the
maximization of the training data (u1 , . . . , un ). Consequently, for each wt : Q × L × Q → Q≥0 , let Bwt = (Q, L, I, wt, F)
be the weighted string automaton B with transition weights ‘wt’. To keep the presentation simple, we assume that
there is a unique initial state q0 (i.e., there exists a unique q ∈ Q with I(q) , 0), a unique final state qf (i.e., there exists
a unique state q ∈ Q with F(q) , 0). Finally, we assume that the training data (u1 , . . . , un ) is independently identically
distributed. Given the last assumption, we want to determine
n
Y

b = arg max
wt
Bwt (ui ) ,
(2)
wt : Q×L×Q→Q≥0 i=1

which is the transition weight assignment that maximizes the probability of the training data U (maximum likelihood
estimation). Unfortunately, no analytic method is known that solves this problem in general, but the forward-backward
algorithm will improve a given transition weight assignment ‘wt’ such that the probability of the data does not deb that might get
crease. Iterating the algorithm then yields a (classical hill-climbing) approximation procedure for wt
5
stuck in local maxima. We let B = Bwt be the automaton with the current transition weight assignment. The algorithm consists of two steps since it is an instance of the famous expectation-maximization (EM) algorithm [32]:
(a) an expectation step, in which the contribution of each transition is calculated, and (b) a maximization step. In the
expectation step, we compute the “contribution” pτ of each transition τ = hq, `, q0 i ∈ Q × L × Q in the product of (2)
as
n  X

X
B(v)q0 ,q · wt(q, `, q0 ) · B(w)q0 ,qf .
pτ =
i=1 ui =v`w
v,w∈L∗

The name ‘forward-backward algorithm’ is derived from the efficient calculation of the probabilities B(v)q0 ,q [forward
step] and B(w)q0 ,qf [backward step] for the prefixes v and suffixes w of each sentence ui of the training data (u1 , . . . , un ).
We note that B(v)q0 ,q and B(w)q0 ,qf can be efficiently computed using (1) by storing the intermediate results. Next, in
the maximization step, we set the transition probabilities relative to their contribution. We let
phq,`,q0 i
wt0 (q, `, q0 ) = P
q00 ∈Q, `0 ∈L phq,`0 ,q00 i
for all q, q0 ∈ Q and ` ∈ L. It was shown [33] that this procedure works in the sense that the probability of the training
Q
Q
data improves; i.e., ni=1 Bwt (ui ) ≤ ni=1 Bwt0 (ui ). Iterating the two steps, yields better and better transition weights
5 Due to this behavior, the optimization should be started on several initial weight assignments and techniques like simulated annealing [28, 29]
should be used to avoid getting stuck and potentially identify a global maximum. There is a wealth of literature [30, 31] on the selection of initial
weights as those can be chosen randomly, can be obtained by other methods (such as our initial weights), or can be obtained based on knowledge
of the search space.
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converging towards a local maximum. Applied to our example model of Figure 3 and the training sentences “can the”
and “the can”, we obtain the contributions
phε,can,q2 i = 0.2 · 0.5

phε,can,q4 i = 0.1 · 0.1

and

and

phε,the,q1 i = 0.3 · (0.1 + 0.9) .

With these contributions, the new transition weights are
wt0 (ε, can, q2 ) =

0.1
= 0.24
0.1 + 0.01 + 0.3

and

wt0 (ε, can, q4 ) =

0.01
= 0.02 .
0.1 + 0.01 + 0.3

Clearly, their weights increase because we have evidence in the training data for sentences starting with “can”. Similarly, the weight of the transition hε, the, q1 i will increase from 0.3 to 0.73. To compensate, the transition weight
for hε, a, q3 i is set to 0 since this transition was not useful in the small training sentences “can the” and “the can”. This
“removal” of the transition hε, a, q3 i already indicates a potential generalization problem of the approach to maximize
the probability of the training data, but we omit a detailed discussion.6
Whereas the states in the modelling of the tokenization problem were mostly tools to represent a graph and were
necessary to model long strings inside an automaton, the states in Markov models have a much more pronounced
role. They again serve a clear representation role in visible Markov models, but in a hidden Markov model the states
and the transitions indeed encode the unknown behavior of a system (or process). Optimization algorithms like the
forward-backward algorithm assign transition weights and in this sense assign some “meaning” to the states. This
use of states as a model of unknown behavior of an ill-understood process that generates the desired distribution is a
major approach in many application areas (e.g., speech processing [34]), physics [35], and biology [36, 37]. Modern
approaches to part-of-speech tagging also use refinements of the presented approach such as conditional random
fields [38], which are strongly related to hidden Markov models [39].
3. Context-free grammars and tree automata
3.1. Basic notions
From now on, we assume that (S , +, ·, 0, 1) is a commutative semiring. A weighted context-free grammar [39, 40] is
a tuple G = (N, T, S , P, wt), where N is a finite set of nonterminals, T is an alphabet of terminal symbols such that
N ∩ T = ∅, S ⊆ N is a set of initial nonterminals, P ⊆ N × (N ∪ T )∗ is a finite set of productions, and wt : P → S .
n→w
Each production (n → w) ∈ P induces a rewrite relation =⇒ ⊆ (N ∪ T )∗ × (N ∪ T )∗ , which is given by
n→w

=⇒ = {(unv, uwv) | u ∈ T ∗ , v ∈ (N ∪ T )∗ } .

ρ
S
We let =⇒G = ρ∈P =⇒, and to keep the presentation simple, we additionally assume that for every n ∈ N, the
statement n =⇒+G w implies that (i) w , ε (no ε-productions) and (ii) w , n (no cyclic chains). A (ξ0 , ξk )-derivation
of G is a sequence (ξ0 , ρ1 , ξ1 , . . . , ρk , ξk ) of sentential forms ξ0 , . . . , ξk ∈ (N ∪ T )∗ and productions ρ1 , . . . , ρk ∈ P such
ρi
that ξi−1 =⇒ ξi for each 1 ≤ i ≤ k. The set of all (ξ0 , ξk )-derivations of G is denoted by DerG (ξ0 , ξk ). The weighted
context-free grammar G generates the weighted language G : T ∗ → S , which is defined for every w ∈ T ∗ by

X
X
G(w) =
wt(ρ1 ) · . . . · wt(ρk ) .
n∈S (n,ρ1 ,ξ1 ,...,ρk ,w)∈DerG (n,w)

Let Σ be an alphabet and X be a set such that X ∩ Σ = ∅. The set of Σ-trees indexed by X, denoted by T Σ (X),
is the smallest set T such that X ⊆ T and σ(t1 , . . . , tk ) ∈ T for all k ∈ N, σ ∈ Σ, and t1 , . . . , tk ∈ T . Instead of T Σ (∅) we also write T Σ , and σ() will also be written just σ for all σ ∈ Σ. Given a tree t ∈ T Σ (X),
its (rank-extended) positions pos(t) ⊆ N∗ × N are inductively defined by pos(x) = {(ε, 0)} for every x ∈ X and

pos σ(t1 , . . . , tk ) = {(ε, k)} ∪ {(i.w, j) | 1 ≤ i ≤ k, (w, j) ∈ pos(ti )} for all k ∈ N, σ ∈ Σ, and t1 , . . . , tk ∈ T Σ (X).
6 Adding

the unannotated sentences from our annotated training data would mitigate the problem in our setup.
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σ
γ
α

(ε, 2)
σ

x1

(1, 1)
x2

(1.1, 0)

(2, 2)
(2.1, 0)

(2.2, 0)

Figure 4: Tree t [left] and the same tree, in which each label was replaced by the rank-extended position of the node. The subtree t|2 is σ(x1 , x2 ).

Each position (w, k) ∈ pos(t) in a tree t ∈ T Σ (X) has a label, denoted by t(w), and induces a subtree, denoted by t|w .
Formally, these notions can be defined by x(ε) = x|ε = x for all x ∈ X and



if w = ε

σ
σ(t1 , . . . , tk ) (w) = 

ti (v) if w = i.v for 1 ≤ i ≤ k and v ∈ pos(ti )




σ(t1 , . . . , tk ) if w = ε
σ(t1 , . . . , tk ) |w = 

ti |v
if w = i.v for 1 ≤ i ≤ k and v ∈ pos(ti )
for all k ∈ N, σ ∈ Σ, and t1 , . . . , tk ∈ T Σ (X). These notions are illustrated in Figure 4. The weighted context-free
grammar G = (N, T, S , P, wt) also generates derivation trees. More formally, the set of derivation trees generated by G
is

Der(G) = {t ∈ T N (T ) | t(ε) ∈ S , ∀(w, k) ∈ pos(t) : t(w) ∈ T or t(w) → t(w.1) · · · t(w.k) ∈ P} .
In other words, each derivation tree t has a root label t(ε) that is from S , and at each position (w, k) ∈ pos(t) the
label t(w) is either a terminal symbol from T or the labels t(w) → t(w.1) · · · t(w.k) form a production of P. The
derivation tree d ∈ Der(G) is assigned the weight
Y

wt(d) =
wt t(w) → t(w.1) · · · t(w.k) ;
(w,k)∈pos(t)
t(w)<T

i.e., the product of the weights of the productions occuring in the derivation tree, where each production (and its
weight) is counted as often as it occurs.
A weighted tree automaton is a tuple A = (Q, Σ, Q0 , R, wt), where Q is the finite set of its states, Σ is its (terminal)
alphabet, Q0 ⊆ Q is its set of initial states, R is its finite set of rules, where each is of the form q → σ(q1 , . . . , qk )
for some k ∈ N, q, q1 , . . . , qk ∈ Q, and σ ∈ Σ, and wt : R → S is a weight assignment. For such a weighted tree
automaton A, we define a function hA : T Σ × Q → S recursively as follows:
k

X


hA σ(t1 , . . . , tk ), q =

 Y
wt q → σ(q1 , . . . , qk ) ·
hA (ti , qi )

(q→σ(q1 ,...,qk ))∈R

i=1

for all q ∈ Q, k ∈ N, σ ∈ Σ, and t1 , . . . , tk ∈ T Σ . A weighted tree language is simply a mapping ϕ : T ∆ → S for
some alphabet ∆. The weighted tree automaton A recognizes the weighted tree language A : T Σ → S such that
P
A(t) = q∈Q0 hA (t, q) for all t ∈ T Σ . The weighted tree language ϕ : T Σ → S is regular [41] if there exists a weighted
tree automaton A such that ϕ = A. Let us provide a quick example using the commutative semiring (Q, +, ·, 0, 1) of
rational numbers. Consider the weighted tree automaton B = ({q, >}, Σ, {q}, R, wt) such that Σ = {σ, α}, the set R of
rules contains exactly the following rules
q→α

q → σ(>, >)

>→α

> → σ(>, >) ,

q → σ(q, >)

q → σ(>, q)

and wt(ρ) = 1 for all ρ ∈ R. Then hB (t, q) = |pos(t)| and hB (t, >) = 1 for all t ∈ T Σ such that for every position
(w, k) ∈ pos(t) we have either (i) t(w) = σ and k = 2 or (ii) t(w) = α and k = 0. Let T ⊆ T Σ be the set of trees
fulfilling the previous condition, so for all other trees t ∈ T Σ \ T we have hB (t, q) = hB (t, >) = 0. Consequently,
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the automaton B recognizes the weighted tree language B that assigns the size to the trees only using binary ‘σ’ and
nullary α and weight 0 to all other trees; i.e., for every t ∈ T Σ



|pos(t)| if t ∈ T
B(t) = 

0
otherwise.
A detailed introduction into regular weighted tree languages can be found in the book chapter [42].
3.2. Supervised training and parsing
A number of applications needs more detailed information about the structure (syntax) of the sentence. For example,
in the analysis of the semantics [43, 44] of a sentence the grammatical subject, verb, and its objects are of paramount
importance. To detect and relate mentions [45] or to resolve pronouns, the noun phrases are typically identified with
mentions. Finally, it was also demonstrated that syntax helps in certain machine translation tasks [46]. Let us start
with an informal discussion. Given a tokenized sentence, which might already be part-of-speech tagged, the task of
syntactical analysis (also called ‘parsing’) is to determine the grammatical parts (subject, verb with its objects, etc.)
of the sentence and their relations. The principal grammatical parts and their potential relations are typically more or
less agreed upon by linguists. The syntactical analysis shall identify the parts and their relation for the given sentence
according to a fixed standard. Many different theories for the syntax of natural languages (e.g., constituent syntax [47]
and dependency syntax [48]) exist, and we present an example analysis of the sentence “We must bear in mind the
Community as a whole” as a constituent tree and a dependency tree in Figure 5. In the following, we will focus on the
classic constituent syntax in the form of non-crossing trees. The Penn tree bank contains this annotation for roughly
50,000 English sentences.
Let us go into a little more detail on the constituent syntax of English. A sentence is typically built from a
subject and a verbal complex and possibly modifiers. The verbal complex contains the verb and its objects. These
grammatical parts are called constituents and the corresponding continuous substring is called a phrase. The main
observation in constituent syntax is that constituents are hierarchically organized (larger constituents are formed from
smaller ones), so that they can be organized in a tree. For example, in Figure 5 the substring “the Community”
forms a noun phrase (NP) and the substring “the Community as a whole” forms another noun phrase that consists of
the noun phrase “the Community” and the prepositional phrase (PP) “as a whole”, which itself decomposes into the
preposition (IN) “as” and the noun phrase “a whole”. The phrases and their constituent types were hand-annotated
in the Penn tree bank, so we again start in the supervised setting with fully annotated examples and extract a model
directly from that. Following the historical development, we start with the extraction of a weighted context-free
grammar (N, T, S , P, wt), whose derivation trees will model the syntactical analysis. Let (t1 , . . . , tn ) be the training
data. First of all, the constituent types and part-of-speech tags will form the set N of nonterminals, of which those
that occur (in some tree) at the root are made initial nonterminals S . Similarly, all the lexical items that occur in the
training data will form the set T of terminals.7 Consequently, we have ti ∈ T N (T ) and ti (ε) ∈ S for all 1 ≤ i ≤ n. Since
the trees in the training data are supposed to be derivation trees of the extracted grammar, also the used productions
are evident and we set
[
P=
ti (w) → ti (w.1) · · · ti (w.k) | (w, k) ∈ pos(ti ), k , 0 .
1≤i≤n

Finally, we need to set the production weights. We again chose the maximum likelihood approach and simply count
in c(ρ) for each production ρ ∈ P, how often it occurs in the training data. More formally, for every production
(s → s1 · · · sk ) ∈ P with s ∈ N and s1 , . . . , sk ∈ N ∪ T , let
X 
c(s → s1 · · · sk ) =
(w, k) ∈ pos(ti ) | ti (w) = s, ∀1 ≤ j ≤ k : ti (w. j) = s j .
1≤i≤n

We can then normalize (e.g., by left-hand side) those counts to obtain probabilities and our production weights;
namely, for every production (s → s1 · · · sk ) ∈ P, we let
c(s → s1 · · · sk )
.
wt(s → s1 · · · sk ) = P
(s→w)∈P c(s → w)
11

S
NP

VP

PRP

MD

We

must

VP
VB

NP

PP

bear

IN

NP

in

NN

DT

NN

IN

mind

the

Community

as

NP

PP
NP
DT

NN

a

whole

dobj

subj

pobj
aux

We

must

pobj

prep
bear

det

in

mind

the

prep

Community

det
as

a

whole

Figure 5: A constituency and dependency parse of an English sentence.

Before we proceed, let us explain ParseEval [49] quickly.8 Note that in a tree t ∈ T N (T ) each nonterminal
occurrence w heads a certain substring, namely the string that is obtained by concatenating from left-to-right the
lexical elements of the subtree t|w . Moreover, constituents are the elements of N that are not part-of-speech tags.
We indicated constituents in black in Figure 6. ParseEval essentially computes labeled precision p and recall r of
constituents between two trees: a parse tree t and a reference tree u. Roughly speaking, labeled precision p is the
number of correct constituents in t (i.e., the number of occurrences of constituents in t that head the same phrase as
in the reference tree u) divided by the number of all constituent occurrences in t. Similarly, labeled recall r is the
number of correct constituents in t divided by the number of all constituent occurrences in u. ParseEval is then the
F1 -score F1 = 2pr
p+r of p and r. This approach can trivially be extended to several trees forming a test set. To illustrate
the notion, let us consider the two trees of Figure 6, in which the constituents are black. Given the right tree as
reference, we obtain labeled precision p = 0.9 = 90% (because there are 10 occurrences of constituents in the parse
tree and only 9 are correct; the NP heading “the Community as a whole” cannot be confirmed in the reference) and
labeled recall r = 1 = 100% (because all 9 occurrences of constituents in the reference head the same substring in the
parse tree). Overall, this yields 2pr
p+r = 0.95 = 95% F1 -score.
If we extract a weighted context-free grammar (N, T, S , P, wt) from the training data (Sections 2–21 of the Penn
tree bank) as previously described, then with small modifications (unknown word handling and binarization) we already achieve 65–70% F1 -score (on Section 23) using ParseEval.9 Clearly, 70% F1 -score does not compare favorably
to scores of state-of-the-art parsers [54], which exceed 90%. The evaluation scores of the weighted context-free grammar approach presented above have been boosted by additional manual or automatic annotation of the training data.
Many constituent types (like ‘NP’ and ‘PP’) have been subdivided into more specific types (like ‘NP-SBJ’ for the
subject noun phrase or ‘PP-TMP’ for temporal prepositional phrases). This process is called subcategorization, and
many subcategorizations have been proposed [55]. However, it is important to recall that in the evaluation (i.e., on the
test set) the subcategorization is not performed. In other words, the parsers are still evaluated on the “base” categories
7 We

will not deal with unknown words in this survey.
actual description of ParseEval is slightly more involved. For example, ParseEval actually eliminates punctuation and unary nodes
(i.e., nodes with exactly one child), and the original description does not take the node label into account. Although ParseEval received a lot of
criticism [50, 51] over the years, it remains the dominant evaluation metric for statistical constituent parsers.
9 Using the BitPar decoder [52, 53] with the Viterbi-parse option we obtain 69.84% F -score. Note that BitPar internally binarizes the grammar
1
and adds a default unknown word handling.
8 The
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(constituent types). However, since the parser now operates with more fine-grained nonterminals, the derivation trees
also contain the subcategorized nonterminals. Thus, a relabeling is applied to the derivation tree, which removes the
additional information before evaluation. Let t ∈ T Σ (X) be a tree. Since the lexical elements are typically expressed as
index X and not relabeled, a deterministic relabeling is a mapping χ : Σ → ∆. It is extended to trees χ : T Σ (X) → T ∆ (X)


as follows: χ(x) = x for all x ∈ X and χ σ(t1 , . . . , tk ) = χ(σ) χ(t1 ), . . . , χ(tk ) for all k ∈ N, σ ∈ Σ, and
t1 , . . . , tk ∈ T Σ (X). We can extend it once more to weighted tree languages χ : S TΣ (X) → S T∆ (X) , where as usual AB deP

notes the set of all mappings f : B → A, for every ϕ : T Σ (X) → S and u ∈ T ∆ (X) by χ(ϕ) (u) = t∈TΣ (X),χ(t)=u ϕ(t).
Note that the sum in the previous sentence is always finite. In the parsing domain, the additional annotation is typically separated by a hyphen ‘-’ or equals sign ‘=’ from the base category (see Figure 7). The standard scorer [56]
implements the relabeling that removes all information behind those symbols and the hyphen or equals sign itself.
It is well-known [42] that relabeling the weighted derivations of a weighted context-free grammar yields a regular
weighted tree language, and moreover, each regular weighted tree language can be obtained in this fashion. More
formally, let G = (N, T, S , P, wt) be a weighted context-free grammar and χ : N → N 0 be a relabeling. The weighted
derivation language is DerG : T N (T ) → S given by DerG (d) = wt(d) for all d ∈ Der(G). Then χ(DerG ) : T N 0 (T ) → S
is a regular weighted tree language. Vice versa, every regular weighted tree language ϕ : T Σ (X) → S can be presented
as ϕ = χ0 (DerG0 ) for some relabeling χ0 and weighted context-free grammar G0 . Consequently, irrespective of the
chosen subcategorization, the model can actually be expressed as a weighted tree automaton. This even applies more
generally to, for example, weighted tree substitution grammars and arbitrary subcategorizations [54].
Let us now model the relabeled derivations of a weighted context-free grammar with the help of a weighted tree
automaton. We assume that all productions generating lexical items have a part-of-speech tag on the left-hand side.
Moreover, we allow weighted tree automata rules of the form q → σ(w) for a state q, a part-of-speech tag σ, and
lexical item w. This can easily be simulated by two “proper” rules q → σ(qw ) and qw → w for some new state qw at
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the expense of an additional state per lexical item. Let G = (N, T, S , P, wt) be a weighted context-free grammar and
χ : N → N 0 be a deterministic relabeling. We construct the weighted tree automaton A = (N, N ∪ T, S , P0 , wt0 ), where

P0 = s → χ(s)(s1 , . . . , sk ) | (s → s1 · · · sk ) ∈ P, ∀1 ≤ i ≤ k : si ∈ N ∪ T

and wt s → χ(s)(s1 , . . . , sk ) = wt(s → s1 · · · sk ) for all (s → s1 · · · sk ) ∈ P with si ∈ N ∪ T for all 1 ≤ i ≤ k.
It is routine to check that A = χ(DerG ). So far, this supervised approach mirrors the approach used for part-ofspeech taggers: The states encode the constituent types (part-of-speech tags in part-of-speech tagging), which is the
information that is generally not available outside the annotated training examples. The rules (or productions) and
their weights encode how the states can be combined. Note that the parsing task also solves the part-of-speech tagging
task since the part-of-speech tags are also derived, although they are excluded from the evaluation. Indeed the best
part-of-speech taggers are actually parsers [57], which comes at the expense of a more potent and computationally
more expensive model (weighted finite-state automaton vs. weighted context-free grammar).
3.3. Unsupervised training and the Berkeley parser
The introduction of fully automatic subcategorization [58–60] without external resources (i.e., unsupervised training)
marked a fundamental change in direction. Beforehand most of the proposed subcategorizations were either manually
annotated or automatically annotated with the help of other resources such as head information. The fully automatic
approaches were later refined by Petrov [61, 62], whose approach we will present here. Essentially, we split each
state into two almost identical copies and retrain the rule weights of the obtained weighted tree automaton using, for
example, expectation maximization. To this end, we will use the original training material (as opposed to the approach
presented for part-of-speech tagging), in which the desired subcategorization is naturally not present. Let us present
the approach on an example. Assume that the two trees of Figure 8 are given as training data. From them we can
extract the weighted tree automaton A = (N, N ∪ T, S , R, wt), where
• N = {S, NP, VB, DT, NN} and T = {the, a, dragon, sleeps} and S = {S}, and
• the following rules are in R with their weight ‘wt’ indicated above the arrow:

1
S → S NP, VB
1

NP → NP DT, NN

1

VB → VB sleeps


.5
DT → DT the

.5
DT → DT a .




1
NN → NN dragon





.5
.5
Now we split every state into two copies. For the two rules DT → DT the and DT → DT a , we create the four rules
.51

DT-1 → DT the




.49
DT-1 → DT a


.49
DT-2 → DT the


.51
DT-2 → DT a ,

where the weights were chosen slightly different to break the symmetry.10 Mind that all states are split into two states
at the same time. Now suppose that we arrived at the following weighted tree automaton A0 = (N 0 , N 0 ∪ T, S , R0 , wt0 ),
where
• N 0 = {S-1, NP-1, NP-2, VB-1, DT-1, DT-2, NN-1} and T = {the, a, dragon, sleeps},
• S = {S-1}, and
• the following rules with their weight indicated above the arrow:
.25



NP-1 → NP DT-1, NN-1

.75



NP-2 → NP DT-2, NN-1

S-1 → S NP-1, VB-1
S-1 → S NP-2, VB-1

1



VB-1 → VB sleeps

1

1




1
NN-1 → NN dragon




.9
DT-1 → DT the

.2
DT-2 → DT the

.8
DT-2 → DT a .

Using the provided training trees, we train the rule weights using the expectation maximization algorithm in much the
same fashion as in Section 2.3. First, we consider all derivations of the training trees with any additional annotation,
10 Setting

the weights to equal values makes it difficult (if not impossible) for the learning procedure to distinguish the states.
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Figure 8: Two simple training trees (left) and three derivations of them (right).

which we display in Figure 8 together with their weights. Consequently, we obtain the following “expected” counts
for two rules:


c S-1 → S(NP-1, VB-1) = 0.25 · 0.9 = 0.225
and
c S-1 → S(NP-2, VB-1) = 0.75 · 0.2 + 0.75 · 0.8 = 0.75
In the maximization step, we again normalize the rule weight, so we obtain the new rule weights

wt00 S-1 → S(NP-1, VB-1) =

0.225
= 0.23
0.225 + 0.75

and


wt00 S-1 → S(NP-2, VB-1) =

0.75
= 0.77
0.225 + 0.75

for the mentioned rules. Intuitively, the second rule was more useful in the training data, so its weight was increased
with the goal to increase the overall likelihood of the training data. At this point we can re-evaluate the probability
of the training corpus, and if we do not observe significant improvements, then we remerge certain splits. In fact, a
simple and direct way to evaluate the approximate gain from an individual split has been obtained [61], but we refer
to the thesis [62] for the details. This completes one iteration, and we can now either stop the training process or
continue with another iteration by splitting all remaining states again.
It was demonstrated [61, 62] that the automatic splits capture interesting linguistic phenomena. Moreover, the
Berkeley parser, which is trained in the described manner, obtains an F1 -score of 90.7% on the standard data from
the Penn tree bank. We note that the states here capture completely unobserved information (i.e., information that is
not even present in the fully annotated training data). The result also demonstrates that even hand-crafted subcategorizations are outperformed by the automatic approach, so the automatically aquired finite-state information has a
higher utility than the manual or human-designed subcategorization. A case in point is the subcategorization manually
annotated in the Penn tree bank. As demonstrated [55] these annotations typically have negative utility for parsing the
test set when used directly. This shows that the utility of subcategorizations is hard to predict, and given sufficiently
large training resources it seems best to acquire them automatically [54].
4. Conclusion and outlook to machine translation
We have demonstrated the usefulness of the finite-state approach in several natural language processing tasks. The
finitely many states can often nicely and compactly encode the desired annotation (as in the tokenization and partof-speech tagging tasks) or even completely unknown fine-grained distinctions that go well beyond the annotation
provided in the supervised setting (as in the Berkeley parser scenario). The availability of toolkits [63, 64] that implement finite-state models together with efficient manipulation procedures allows us to focus on the modelling task,
in which we derive a finite-state model that directly or partially encodes the desired solution. The final representation
of the solution can then be extracted from the built model using generic algorithms provided by the toolkits as demonstrated by the examples in this contribution. In addition, the finite-state approach is also ideally suited to compactly
represent n-best lists or lattices of solutions, which allows to efficiently provide access to several weighted solutions
to further post-processing tasks. Finally, the availability of composition procedures [65] for finite-state models with
output allows the modular development of a pipeline for the task at hand without the disadvantages usually encountered when evaluating such pipelines. The latter approach was extremely successful in speech recognition and is used
in most commercially available systems.
Finally, let us provide a quick outlook on finite-state technology in statistical machine translation. The task of
machine translation is to transfer an input sentence given in some natural language into another natural language with
15

Könnten
KOUS

Sie

I

would

mir

eine

Auskunft

zu

Artikel

143

im

Zusammenhang

ART

NN

APPR

NN

CD

AART

NN

PPER PPER

like

your

advice

about

Rule

143

concerning

inadmissibility

mit

der

APPR ART

Unzulässigkeit

geben

NN

VV

PP
PP
PP
NP

S

Figure 9: Source string and translation with annotated syntax tree, which are linked via the word alignment.

the constraint that the same meaning should be conveyed by the sentences. Most current statistical machine translation
systems [66] again use supervised training and thus annotated training data to derive the rules used in the derivation
process in addition to maximum likelihood estimates as rule weights.11 Most modern translation systems are trained
on a word-aligned parallel corpus, which is a resource that contains sentence-by-sentence translations in the two
languages in question together with a bipartite relation on the sentence positions, called the word alignment [67].
Roughly speaking, the word alignment relates the words of the sentences and ideally indicates the translation on the
word level. A typical training example for a system that uses syntactic annotations on the target side is provided in
Figure 9. Synchronous grammars [68] are often used as models that perform the translation. The rules extracted from
the training data typically consist of segments (substrings in case of strings and subtrees in the case of trees) of the
annotated training example. The number of extracted rules is often extremely large and modern systems have several
hundred million rules, so adding even more “hidden” information (e.g., by state splitting) seems difficult. Although
finite-state information was successfully used in many different areas of natural language processing, it remains open
whether similar approaches can be made tractable for statistical machine translation. The finite-state information could
either be automatically derived as in the Berkeley parser or imported from processes that perform annotations (e.g.,
the parser annotating the syntax tree or the aligner yielding the word alignment). Currently, finite-state constructions
are used to translate weighted tree languages representing all or a selection of the likely parses of an input sentence
instead of just the best syntax tree [69] or similarly extract rules from weighted tree languages annotated to an input
sentence in the training data [70]. Whether automatically derived finite-state information can be used successfully
also these highly complex systems with millions of surprisingly simple individual rules remains a key challenge, but
recent successes [71] with deep neural networks seem to indicate that hidden finite-state information only waits to be
discovered.
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