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ABSTRACT

Large language models (LLMs) show strong performance across a wide range of
tasks, yet their deployment remains costly in resource-constrained environments.
A common alternative is to pre-train small language models (SLMs) from scratch,
but this approach demands substantial computation and often suffers from limited
model capacity. Knowledge distillation (KD) improves SLMs’ performance by
transferring knowledge from LLMs, but generating SLMs of varying sizes typ-
ically requires repeated teacher (LLMs) inference, which remains computation-
ally expensive. To address these challenges, we propose Chain-of-Learngene
(CoL), a scalable framework for efficiently initializing multi-scale SLMs for di-
verse resource-constrained settings. CoL is inspired by the Learngene framework,
which extracts expressive and tiny components (learngene) from a pre-trained
ancestor model (AnsNet) to initialize descendant models (DesNets) of different
sizes. Building on this idea, CoL constructs a sparse sequence of intermedi-
ate models, forming a learngene chain, through a few stepwise distillation steps
from the AnsNet. Besides, a bridge distillation mechanism is introduced to sup-
port AnsNets with different architectures or vocabularies. Finally, CoL initializes
variable-sized SLMs via parameter interpolation between adjacent models in the
chain, thereby eliminating duplicate access to the LLMs. Experiments show that
CoL significantly improves efficiency, scalability, and downstream performance.
For instance, a 138M DesNet initialized by CoL without any recovery pre-training
outperforms scratch-trained models on a 10B-token corpus.

1 INTRODUCTION

Large language models (LLMs) (Touvron et al.l 2023} [Team, 2024; [Yang et al.l 2025} |Li et al.,
2025)) demonstrate strong generalization and have been widely adopted across vertical domains (Cui
et al.}[2023}|Chen et al.,[2023). However, their adaptability often requires intensive resource support,
posing challenges for deployment in constrained settings such as mobile or in-vehicle systems (Jia
et al.,[2025). Moreover, the diversity of real-world applications leads to varying resource constraints,
calling for a range of smaller language models (SLMs) with varying sizes for different scenarios.

To efficiently support deployment across diverse resource-constrained environments, the most
ideal method is to construct a densely populated set of SLMs covering all possible sizes, en-
abling direct retrieval for target specific constraints. A straightforward approach to achieve this
is to individually pre-train each SLMs from scratch (Singer et al., |2024; Devlin et al.| [2019).
However, as shown in Figure [Ij, this requires training N separate models for N target sizes,
which is prohibitively time-consuming and resource-consuming. Moreover, smaller models of-
ten struggle to achieve strong performance due to limited model capacity. Knowledge distil-
lation (KD) (Yao et al, [2023} [Lupart et al., 2025; Hu et al.l |2025; |Du et al., 2025) can im-
prove the performance of the pre-trained SLMs by training SLMs to imitate the larger teacher
model. However, this approach has two major limitations. Firstly, it requires repeated ac-
cess to the teacher LLMs to generate supervision signals, which is computationally expen-
sive and becomes increasingly costly as the number of SLMs grows, as shown in Figure [Tp.

1



Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

Secondly, when the student SLMs are significantly
smaller than the teacher LLMs, the large capacity
gap can hinder effective knowledge transfer, result-
ing in degraded student performance (Muralidha-
ran et al., 2024} Zhang et al., 2023). Beyond de-
ployment, Neural Architecture Search (NAS) |Cai
et al.| (2018) pipelines also require evaluating large
numbers of candidate models across different sizes.
Current proxy-based Mellor et al.| (2021); |L1 et al.
(2023), early-stopping strategies [Klein et al.| (2017)
or sampling sub-models from a supernet [Shi et al.
(2020) often fail to provide reliable estimates due
to weak initialization. Thus, a method that can ef-
ficiently generate well-initialized models at many
scales is highly desirable. These motivate a funda-
mental question: how can we build a scalable and

i Forward LLM N Times
| s

: D:Ls't:[ll;_> g :
(% nistin;@_> D E
|

|

|

|

|

|

Pre-train N Times
Prei:rainE 9

Pretrain; D

| pistilly “— )

Pretrain 5 Distillaei
(a) Pre-train | (b) Distill |

g Distill 3 Times for Building N Models

[}
:Dist:i.ll\ Distill Distill
| &

Subset

Expand Subset
I

E d
¢ Merge PR

Merge

|

: == ¥

] e @ O

. , =
() G ORI ’

Figure 1: Comparison of pre-training, dis-
tillation, and CoL for building N variable-

resource-efficient paradigm to rapidly construct
smaller models across multiple sizes?

sized models.

A recent paradigm known as Learngene (Wang et al. [2022a) addresses the above challenge of
scalable model construction and initialization by extracting compact and informative parts, termed
the ”learngene”, from a large pre-trained model (termed as the ancestor model, AnsNet) to initialize
smaller models (termed as descendant models, DesNets), as illustrated in Figure Eh This method
saves training costs by forwarding the AnsNet once to extract the learngene and adopts it to initialize
multiple DesNets for better performance. However, previous Learngene approaches rely on a single
compact model. They extract critical information from AnsNet into one small module and then
scale it to various model sizes through replication or interpolation. In the context of LLMs, this
one-size-fits-all strategy presents two significant limitations. Firstly, the compact learngene often
fails to retain the full semantic capacity of the large AnsNet, making it a suboptimal foundation for
expansion. Secondly, directly scaling from this single learngene to multiple sizes results in unstable
initialization and performance degradation due to the absence of representation from intermediate-
sized parts.

To address these limitations, we propose a novel paradigm called Chain-of-Learngene (CoL),
which is efficient and scalable for building variable-sized SLMs. Firstly, CoL constructs a sparse
sequence of intermediate models (termed as checkpoints) to form a learngene chain through the
stepwise distillation from the AnsNet. Different the traditional KD, stepwise distillation distills
the largest checkpoint from the AnsNet, and then each smaller checkpoint is distilled from its im-
mediate predecessor in the chain, as shown in Figure|[Tk.

Moreover, to support heterogeneous AnsNets with different vocabularies or architectures (e.g.,
Qwen3-4B (Yang et al 2025) versus GPT2-based chains), we introduce an bridging mechanism.
Specifically, the AnsNet is first distilled into a structurally aligned proxy model (e.g., GPT2-XL)
that matches the learngene chain architecture, serving as the starting point for stepwise distillation.
This strategy narrows the capacity gap between the AnsNet and the smallest checkpoint, improving
training stability and knowledge retention. Here, we theoretically analyze the benefits of stepwise
distillation in improving convergence rates and reducing approximation errors, and further validate
it by empirical results.

Fianlly, for building DesNets with variable sizes, we select two adjacent checkpoints in the chain and
interpolate their parameters: the weights of the smaller checkpoint are expanded, those of the larger
checkpoint are subseted. Then, the both weights are added with a scaling coefficient «. This pro-
cess enables DesNets to be constructed without repeatedly accessing the full AnsNet, significantly
reducing computational overhead while maintaining high initialization quality.

Unlike conventional pre-training or KD methods that require pre-training or distilling /N separate
SLMs for N target sizes, CoL only distills M = 3 (M < N) checkpoints from the AnsNet. These
checkpoints form the learngene chain and provide efficient initialization of the remaining (N — M)
models. This method substantially reduces training costs from O(N) to O(1) while maintaining
strong performance. Furthermore, different from the previous Learngene methods that rely on a
single compact model, CoL leverages multiple intermediate-sized models to capture a broader range
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of semantic information from the AnsNet. This multi-point representation enhances the quality of
initialization for various DesNets. Extensive experiments demonstrate the remarkable effectiveness
of CoL in improving training efficiency and performance. For instance, a 138M DesNet initialized
via CoL, even without further training, outperforms scratch-trained models on 10B training tokens.
Besides, CoL dramatically accelerates convergence across multiple model scales and token budgets.
For example, on the 500M tokens, CoL enables DesNet-138M to reach comparable performance to
training from scratch, while achieving up to a 200x speedup, significantly reducing training cost.

2 RELATED WORK

2.1 LLM KNOWLEDGE DISTILLATION

Knowledge distillation (Hinton et al., 2015) transfers knowledge from a large teacher model to a
smaller student, enabling efficiency without sacrificing performance. In LLMs, methods are gen-
erally categorized as black-box or white-box distillation based on teacher accessibility. Black-box
distillation targets closed-source models where internal states are unavailable. Student models are
trained on outputs generated by the teacher, such as chain-of-thought (CoT) reasoning (Wang et al.,
2022b; |Hsieh et al., 2023; Wang et al., | 2023a) or in-context learning (ICL) examples (Li et al., 2024;
Duan et al} 2024). White-box distillation (Gu et al., 2023) uses open-source teachers. Beyond
aligning output logits (Agarwal et al.|, 2024])), students can learn from intermediate features (Liang
et al.,[2023)), enabling fine-grained transfer.

2.2 LEARNGENE

Learngene-based methods (Wang et al., |2022a) extract compact, reusable subnetworks (learngene)
from a large model (AnsNet) to initialize smaller descendant models (DesNets), followed by mini-
mal fine-tuning. Vanilla Learngene (Van-LG) (Wang et al., [2022a)) selects high-level layers based on
gradient signals. Auto-Learngene (Wang et al., 2023b) uses pseudo DesNets and a meta-network to
automatically select learngene layers. Learngene Pool (Shi et al.,2024)) forms a layer pool by distill-
ing multiple small models from the teacher. TLEG (Xia et al.,|2024b) and PEG (Wang et al., [2024)
expand selected layers linearly or probabilistically. SWS (Xia et al., [2024a) builds a multi-stage
student model where each stage serves as a modular learngene.

While these learngene methods extract or expand compact subnetworks to initialize smaller models,
they can not generate multiple high-quality SLMs across diverse target size like CoL. We also note
that Chain-of-Model (CoM) (Wang et al.) uses a superficially similar chain concept. However, CoM
enables a single backbone to support multi-scale inference and therefore differs fundamentally in
purpose and design, which is different from CoL.

3 METHODOLOGY

To build variable-sized DesNets for downstream tasks with different resource constraints, we pro-
pose a novel method named Chain-of-Learngene (CoL). The overall framework of CoL is illus-
trated in Figure[2] CoL consists of two main stages: constructing the learngene chain, and efficiently
building DesNets with varying sizes from the CoL.

3.1 THE IMPLEMENTATION OF THE LEARNGENE CHAIN

The learngene chain is a chain-structured framework composed of multiple language models of dif-
ferent sizes, each referred to as a checkpoint. These checkpoints are arranged in descending order
of model size, forming a progressively transitioning pathway of knowledge. In this work, we adopt
{GPT2-L (762M), GPT2-M (345M), and GPT2-B (117M)} as the checkpoints of the GPT2-based
learngene chain, {Pythia-1b, Pythia-410m, Pythia-160m, and Pythia-70m} |Biderman et al.| (2023)
as the checkpoints of Pythia-based chain, and {Qwen3-1.7B, Qwen3-0.6B} |Yang et al|(2025) as
the checkpoints of Qwen3-based chain. For brevity, we mainly use GPT2-based learngene chain for
description in the following sub-sections. The choice of these models is driven by two primary con-
siderations. Firstly, they form a sequence of structurally consistent models with smoothly decreasing



Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

P R R I R I R I X I YR R R =
DesNets :{ The Learngene Chain ! :
1
:
AnsNet lg_a_[*nggq_e " HEEH EH i 1
D‘D‘D‘D‘D [H:| _ Subset ——— Expand — | _ Subset Expand —
Conden.s.e. ........ In1t _______ COPy

Copy
Vv

|

)

1

g )

H H |

- H )

B H |

H H |

i 1

1

(LT T T TT T T T T T T TT T TT T oo TT oo Tooooo—-e 1 1
| Reverse KL 0,9 - I
i = =] x(1-« I k(1-a ]
| & ‘ interpolatiun 1nterpolati n :
HH |

]

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

)

5335 B

e

\
1
|
:Humugeneous ___l ___________ l _______ N :
| r 'E
1
1

EE Sequence KD EHE Hﬂ Dé

[}
:Heterogeneous LCISEKPORILS. .. o

)
)
)
)
)
)
|
: ! LInit J LInit
|
)
)
)
|

(c) Building Variable-sized DesNets from the

_____________________________________________________________________

Figure 2: The overall structure of the Learngene paradigm and the proposed CoL.

sizes, which facilitates stable stepwise distillation. Subsequently, all models are publicly available,
fully pre-trained, and widely adopted, thus avoiding the need for costly training from scratch.

3.2 BUILDING THE LEARNGENE CHAIN

Once the structure of the learngene chain is established, it is essential to propagate effective knowl-
edge from the AnsNet to form a coherent chain. We propose two distillation strategies to accommo-
date both homogeneous and heterogeneous AnsNets, as illustrated in Figure 2p.

Homogeneous Case. When the AnsNet shares the same architecture as the checkpoints in the
learngene chain (e.g., GPT2-XL, 1.5B (Radford et al., 2019)), we employ a sequential stepwise
distillation strategy. Beginning with GPT2-XL, the knowledge is transferred successively to GPT2-
L, GPT2-M, and finally GPT2-B. At each step, the preceding checkpoints acts as the teacher, while
the current checkpoint serves as the student. The training is conducted on a general supervised fine-
tuning (SFT) dataset D, using the reverse Kullback-Leibler (KL) divergence (Gu et al.,|2023)) as the
distillation objective:

Pstudent(xt | x<t>
Reacher(xt | x<t)

Lasin = Epnp | Pusdent (e | 724) 1o (1)
¢

Here, x is an input sequence sampled from the training dataset D. The term x; is the context
tokens preceding time step ¢, and x; denotes the target token at position t. Pyydent(Z¢ | <¢) and
Preacher (%t | <¢) refer to the predicted probability distributions over the next token given the context
produced by the student and teacher models. Reverse KL emphasizes alignment on high-confidence
predictions, encouraging the student to replicate the teacher’s capabilities more faithfully. This
ensures the retention of strong knowledge representations within the chain.

Heterogeneous Case. When the architecture of AnsNet (e.g., Llama3-8B (Touvron et al.|[2023) and
Qwen3-4B (Yang et al.| [2025)) differs from that of checkpoints in the learngene chain, we encounter
two primary challenges arise: large model gap and incompatible vocabularies. These issues hinder
direct knowledge transfer and degrade model alignment. To address them, we introduce the bridge
distillation mechanism.

As shown in Figure 2p, we first distill the heterogeneous AnsNet into GPT2-XL using Sequence-
level Knowledge Distillation (SeqKD). This process involves generating pseudo answers from the
AnsNet and using the resulting question-answer pairs (z,¢) to fine-tune a compatible GPT2-XL
model:

Lseqkd = E(z )~ LMypper [~ 108 Poridge (9 | 7)] 2)
Here, x is the input prompt, and g is the corresponding response generated by the heterogeneous
AnsNet. Byigee (3 | ) represents the probability assigned by the bridge model to the generated an-
swer ¢ given the input z. The expectation is taken over the distribution of pseudo data produced by
the AnsNet. The resulting GPT2-XL acts as a bridge model, and we then apply the aforementioned
stepwise distillation to complete the knowledge propagation within the learngene chain. This bridg-
ing strategy alleviates structural mismatches and mitigates the difficulty of direct distillation into
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the target checkpoint from the Large AnsNet. Moreover, it improves training stability by avoiding
abrupt capacity transitions, thereby enhancing the reliability and generalization of DesNets.

3.3 STEPWISE DISTILLATION

Why Stepwise Distillation? We adopt the stepwise distillation strategy for several key reasons.
Firstly, it enhances training stability by ensuring that each distillation step occurs between mod-
els with relatively small architectural and capacity gaps. Figure [5] compares the training stability
of our stepwise distillation with direct distillation. Our method yields smoother loss curves with
lower variance, demonstrating its effectiveness in narrowing inter-model gaps and improving train-
ing stability. Secondly, this approach enables all checkpoints in the chain to learn shared general
capabilities from the same supervised dataset, thereby promoting consistency among checkpoints.
Lastly, stepwise distillation facilitates the progressive refinement of knowledge, allowing interme-
diate models to better capture and consolidate features before transferring them, which ultimately
leads to improved knowledge retention and enhanced downstream performance.

Theoretical Analysis of Stepwise Distillation. We adopt the stepwise distillation strategy based on
the assumption that directly distilling the large LLM into a smaller one suffers from poor conver-
gence rates and large approximation gaps. By contrast, introducing intermediate models decomposes
this large capacity gap into several smaller steps, thereby improving statistical rates and reduces ap-
proximation error. The following theorems prove our assumptions.

Theorem 3.1 (Homogeneous stepwise distillation). Consider a k-level distillation chain Hy —
Hi — -+ — Hy, where all H; belong to the same hypothesis family. The generalization error of
the final student satisfies

R(f?—lk) ZO< i, H% T ) + zk:&‘yieﬂifl.
=1

Theorem 3.2 (Heterogeneous stepwise distillation). Consider a k-level distillation chain G —
Hi — -+ = Hi — S, where G and S may belong to different hypothesis families. The gen-
eralization error of the final student satisfies

R(fS) ZO( P, <—’H,L L ) + O(Tnk) + Zk:EHie’Hifl + €S,
=1

Specifically, as shown in Theorem the statistical error and approximation error accumulate
additively across k homogeneous levels. Theorem further extends this to the heterogeneous
case, where an additional transfer term arises between the last assistant ;. and the student S. In both
cases, the bound is asymptotically tighter than that of direct distillation, supporting the intuition that
breaking down the capacity gap stabilizes training. The detailed proofs and notations are provided
in Appendix and Appendix respectively. Empirical results in Section [4.2] further confirm
the theoretical analysis: stepwise distillation achieves higher accuracy and more stable training.

3.4 CONSTRUCTING VARIABLE-SIZED MODELS FROM THE LEARNGENE CHAIN

CoL aims to enable the rapid construction and initialization of target DesNets with variable sizes. To
achieve this, we propose a parameter interpolation-based initialization method from the learngene
chain (LInit), as illustrated in Figure E}; Given a target-size DesNet, we first determine its relative
position within the learngene chain and identify its two adjacent checkpoints. Parameters from
the smaller node are expanded, while those from the larger checkpoint are compressed. These
transformed parameters are then scaled by coefficients « and (1 — «), respectively, and linearly
combined to initialize the DesNet.

For example, to initialize DesNet-138M (14L, 12H, 768D), we interpolate between its neighboring
checkpoints: GPT2-B (12L, 12H, 768D) and GPT2-M (24L, 16H, 1024D). Here, L, H, and D
represent the number of layers, attention heads, and hidden sizes. Specifically, we replicate the last
2 layers of GPT2-B and extract the first 14 layers of GPT2-M, adjusting attention heads and hidden
sizes as needed. The resulting components are merged using weights a = 0.9 and 0.1, based on the
relative distance of DesNet to its neighbors, assigning higher weight to the closer checkpoint. This
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Figure 3: The number of tokens saved by LInit (Diamond) compared to training from scratch across
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Figure 4: Convergence speed of DesNet-138M initialized by CoL (LInit) and from scratch (Rand)
across 78M pre-training Tokens.

approach ensures that DesNets inherit the most relevant knowledge from their nearest checkpoints,
facilitating efficient and effective initialization. We verify this by providing the performance of
DesNets with the change of « in the Section[.2}

4 EXPERIMENTS

To evaluate the proposed initialization method from the CoL, we experiment with three AnsNets:
GPT2-XL (Radford et al.,[2019), Llama3-8B (Touvron et al.|[2023), Qwen3-4B (Yang et al.|[2025),
Pythia-1.4B |Biderman et al.[(2023), and generate DesNets at five scales (138M-537M). We bench-
mark on MMLU (Hendrycks et al.,|2020), English_XSum (Narayan et al.,2018), HellaSwag (Zellers
et al., 2019), WinoGrande (ai2} [ 2019)), BoolQ (Clark et al., 2019), and Dolly (Conover et al.|[2023).
Besides, we also provide Pythia-based learngene chain to further verify the effectiveness of the pro-
posed CoL. All checkpoints in CoL are distilled by 5000 steps, and the initialized DesNets are
fine-tuned on the downsteam tasks for 10 epochs. The detailed prompts of the downstream tasks are
shown in Appendix [C] The other detailed experimental implementation is provided in Appendix [C]
the dataset information is summarized in Appendix D] and the architectures of the DesNets are
described in Appendix [E]

4.1 MAIN RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

In this subsection, we evaluate CoL initialization (LInit) from three perspectives: (1) pre-training
corpora savings, (2) accelerated convergence during pre-training, (3) performance comparison with
Random initialization and the previous Learngene method under equal data budgets, and (4) Ad-
ditional results on Pythia-based and Qwen3-based learngene chain. Note that unless specified, all
reported CoL results refer to the GPT-2-based chain for convenience.
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Table 1: Comparison of LInit (learngene initialization) vs. Rand (random initialization) across
various DesNet under varying token budgets. Tasks (D-Q) correspond to MMLU, English_XLsum,
HellaSwag, WinoGrande, and BoolQ.

| AnsNet: GPT2-XL | AnsNet: Llama3-8B | AnsNet: Qwen3-4B
T 78M Token 100M Token 78M Token 100M Token 78M Token 100M Token
LInit Rand | LInit Rand | LInit Rand | LInit Rand | LInit Rand | LInit Rand
DesNet-138M
) 31.00 29.00 | 30.90 29.10 | 24.85 29.00 | 24.77 29.10 | 26.00 29.00 | 27.90 29.10
) 30.68 26.18 | 31.54 2695 | 3422 26.18 | 3420 2695 | 29.83 26.18 | 29.83 26.95
©) 31.15 23.68 | 30.94 23.68 | 35,51 23.68 | 35.17 23.68 | 42.65 23.68 | 41.50 23.68
@ 62.00 5150 | 61.90 52.50 | 4441 51.50 | 4290 52.50 | 57.60 51.50 | 55.20 52.50
©) 76.80 68.00 | 76.60 67.80 | 64.97 68.00 | 64.33 67.80 | 68.70 68.00 | 66.00 67.80
Avg | 4633 39.67 | 4638 40.01 | 40.79 39.67 | 40.27 40.01 | 44.96 39.67 | 44.09 40.01
DesNet-220M
) 28.50 2840 | 2820 29.30 | 24.78 28.40 | 25.09 29.30 | 28.40 28.40 | 28.00 29.30
@) 26.68 2848 | 28.27 2687 | 32.77 28.48 | 3479 26.87 | 24.10 28.48 | 30.45 26.87
©) 26.84 23.87 | 28.76 23.67 | 35.37 23.87 | 35.65 23.67 | 41.41 2387 | 43.49 23.67
@) 58.00 49.70 | 59.20 52.80 | 46.20 49.70 | 4322 52.80 | 5520 49.70 | 56.10 52.80
©) 69.50 66.50 | 70.70 69.10 | 63.76 66.50 | 6490 69.10 | 68.80 66.50 | 67.40 69.10
Avg | 4190 39.39 | 43.03 4035 | 40.58 39.39 | 40.73 40.35 | 43.58 39.39 | 45.09 40.35
DesNet-277M
) 2820 2640 | 31.30 2790 | 25.86 26.40 | 24.88 2790 | 2531 26.40 | 28.00 27.90
) 3236 27.30 | 3531 27.68 | 33.98 27.30 | 32.86 27.68 | 33.72 27.30 | 30.45 27.68
€)) 29.57 2377 | 29.57 2439 | 35.65 23.77 | 3543 24.39 | 33.87 23.77 | 42.47 24.39
©) 61.49 5020 | 58.47 47.50 | 43.22 50.20 | 44.58 47.50 | 40.83 50.20 | 57.60 47.50
©) 71.80 67.50 | 73.00 66.70 | 65.86 67.50 | 6497 66.70 | 68.50 67.50 | 68.70 66.70
Avg | 44.68 39.03 | 4553 38.83 | 40.92 39.03 | 40.54 38.83 | 40.44 39.03 | 4544 38.83
DesNet-380M
) 3090 26.70 | 28.80 28.50 | 24.72 26.70 | 2445 28.50 | 2420 26.70 | 28.30 28.50
) 34.14 2220 | 3553 2262 | 3451 2220 | 3342 2262 | 3631 2220 | 37.28 22.62
® | 46.04 38.54 | 4323 3696 | 36.46 3854 | 3442 3696 | 44.09 38.54 | 4240 36.96
@) 68.60 3690 | 66.20 3530 | 40.58 36.90 | 41.15 35.30 | 59.80 36.90 | 59.60 35.30
©) 7490 6790 | 75.00 65.10 | 63.65 67.90 | 64.79 65.10 | 70.20 6790 | 67.40 65.10
Avg | 5092 3845 | 4975 37.70 | 39.99 3845 | 39.65 37.70 | 46.92 38.45 | 47.00 37.70
DesNet-537M
) 28.10 26.50 | 26.30 25.60 | 24.75 26.50 | 2552 25.60 | 2530 26.50 | 28.40 25.60
@) 3053 19.14 | 34.74 15.15 | 3495 19.14 | 3442 15.15 | 35.10 19.14 | 35.03 15.15
@ | 40.75 37.54 | 42.02 36.59 | 34.60 37.54 | 33.68 36.59 | 39.30 37.54 | 44.10 36.59
@) 5890 33.50 | 60.20 34.00 | 43.08 33.50 | 38.20 34.00 | 56.90 33.50 | 56.80 34.00
©) 69.50 64.70 | 71.90 62.80 | 62.73 64.70 | 64.54 62.80 | 68.40 64.70 | 73.50 62.80
Avg | 4556 36.28 | 47.03 34.83 | 40.02 36.28 | 39.27 34.83 | 45.00 36.28 | 47.57 34.83

Saving Training Corpora. To assess the effectiveness of the initialization method (LInit) from
CoL in reducing training data requirements while preserving strong performance, we compare LInit
without recovery training against conventional pre-training on corpora of different sizes. The
OpenWebText-100K and OpenWebText datasets (Gokaslan et al.l 2019) serve as the pre-training
corpora. Here, we evaluate performance on three downstream tasks using DesNet-138M and 380M.

As shown in Figure 3] DesNets initialized with LInit, without consuming any recovery tokens, con-
sistently outperform their pre-trained counterparts even after billions of tokens. Notably, on the
HellaSwag task, DesNet-138M initialized by LlInit surpasses models pre-trained with up to 10B
tokens across all AnsNets, thereby saving 10B tokens (blue lines in the first row of Figure[3).

Similarly, on the English_XLSum task, DesNet-380M initialized with LInit achieves comparable
performance while saving 5B pre-training tokens across all AnsNets relative to training from scratch
(orange lines in the second row of Figure [3). These findings demonstrate that LInit offers a strong
initialization strategy while substantially reducing the required pre-training corpus. Detailed numer-
ical values from Figure [3|are provided in Appendix [F
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Table 2: Performance of DesNet-113.63M ini-  Table 3: The performance of intermediate
tialized by CoL (Pythia-based) and random ini-  checkpoint in CoL (GPT2-Based) and direct

tialization. distillation.
| BoolQ | Arc-E | WinoG | Avg | AnsNet | L | M | B
Rand | 66.36 | 23.68 47.72 | 45.92 Direct | 27.94 - - 23.30
CoL | 65.82 | 28.07 | 48.84 | 47.58 CoL 2794 | 27.77 | 27.63 | 26.02

Table 4: Performance comparison on three datasets and three AnsNets across different DesNet sizes
(138M, 220M, 277M). “single” denotes the baseline that expands the model solely.

DesNet-138M
Method | Dolly MMLU BoolQ Avg

DesNet-220M DesNet-277M
Dolly MMLU BoolQ Avg | Dolly MMLU BoolQ Avg

AnsNet: GPT2-XL
single | 22.28 24.67 67.64  38.20 | 12.33 25.26 65.54 3438 ‘ 11.98 25.45 66.71 3471

CoL 22.10 29.90 74.10 42.03 | 15.89 25.90 66.70  36.16 | 14.72 26.30 68.40 36.47
AnsNet: Llama3-8B

13.03 2551 65.50  34.68
16.43  25.53 67.32  36.43

AnsNet: Qwen3-4B

13.41 25.33 66.54 35.09 | 12.69 2450 66.25  34.48
16.02  25.75 64.60 3546 | 16.08  28.90 67.40 37.46

1326 24.88 6739  35.17
15.83 2458 66.64  35.69

single | 23.83 25.28 70.13  39.75
CoL 23.64 25.35 67.14  38.71

single | 23.88 26.01 66.68  38.86
CoL 25.25 28.90 7440 42.85

Fast Convergence Speed. We compare the convergence speed of LInit with pre-training from
scratch (i.e., random initialization, Rand) using the same 78M pre-training tokens for DesNet-138M.
As shown in Figure [4h, when the AnsNet is GPT2-XL, the loss at the first step of LInit is already
lower than the loss at the final step of Rand on 78M tokens, highlighting the strong initialization for
accelerating the converging speed provided by LInit. Similar results are observed when the AnsNet
is Llama3-8B and Qwen3-4B, as shown in Figure dp,c. Moreover, LInit consistently requires far
fewer steps than Rand to reach the same loss value. We also show more comparison of convergence
speed on various pre-training token budgets in Appendix [G] and these results further verify the fast
convergence speed of the LlInit.

Better Performance under Equal Token Budgets. To evaluate the performance of LInit, we com-
pare models initialized with LInit against those trained from scratch (Rand) under identical token
budgets (78M and 100M). All models are subsequently fine-tuned on downstream tasks for final
evaluation. The results are summarized in Table[I] which reports performance across five represen-
tative benchmarks: MMLU, English_XLSum, HellaSwag, WinoGrande, and BoolQ, as well as their
average scores.

The average results clearly demonstrate that LInit provides a substantially stronger initialization. As
shown in Table LInit consistently outperforms the Rand baseline across all tasks, model sizes, and
AnsNets. For example, using Qwen-4B as the AnsNet, DesNet-380M initialized with LInit achieves
37.28% on English_XLSum (@) with only 100M recovery training tokens, compared to 22.62%
from scratch—a gain of nearly 15%. This improvement indicates that LInit effectively inherits valu-
able knowledge from the AnsNet, providing a strong initialization for DesNet and outperforming
Rand even when only a small number of pre-training tokens are available. Moreover, the consis-
tently high average performance across all DesNet scales and AnsNets highlights the versatility and
robustness of LInit under varying resource constraints.

We also analyze the impact of the performance gap between LInit and Rand as the number of pre-
training tokens increases. The trends are visualized in Appendix |Hl We observe that although Rand
improves substantially with sufficient pre-training (up to 10B tokens), LInit still maintains superior
performance, further confirming its effectiveness.

Furthermore, we compare LInit with previous Learngene methods, including Auto-Learngene
(Wang et al.| 2023b)) and Vanilla-Learngene (Wang et al.,[2022a)) in Appendixm The results show that
LInit from CoL consistently outperforms both methods across multiple tasks and DesNet scales un-
der the same recovery token budgets, further demonstrating the effectiveness of LInit. Furthermore,
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Figure 5: (a) Performance of DesNet-138M trained with LInit vs. KD baselines (teacher: GPT2-XL)
on three tasks. (b) Training loss comparison between direct distillation and the stepwise distillation.
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Figure 6: Performance comparison of various initialization coefficients («) for initialing DesNets.

since other Learngene-based methods developed for ViT architectures could not be successfully
transferred to the LLM setting, our comparisons focus on Auto-Learngene and Vanilla-Learngene.
The detailed explanation is provided in Appendix I]

Finally, we show the results of DesNet-113.63M initialized by Pythia-based CoL. As shown in Table
[] we find that DesNet-113.63M initialized by CoL still provides strong initialization compared to
the random initialization. Qwen3-based CoL results (Appendix [J)) follow the same pattern observed
with Pythia-based CoL. These verify the effectiveness of the CoL for different architectures.

4.2 ABLATION STUDIES

CoL vs. Knowledge Distillation. To further validate the effectiveness of our approach against stan-
dard knowledge distillation methods, we present a comparison in Figure [5a] Specifically, we eval-
uate DesNet-138M trained with three distillation methods: sequence-level KD (SeqKD), MiniLLM
(Gu et al.;,|2023)), and vanilla KD, all using the same teacher model (GPT2-XL). Across three bench-
marks (Dolly, MMLU, and BoolQ), LInit consistently surpasses all distillation baselines by a sub-
stantial margin. These results highlight the superiority of LInit in transferring knowledge from larger
teacher models, thereby improving downstream performance.

Furthermore, we compare CoL with direct distillation by evaluating intermediate checkpoints (Ta-
ble[3). CoL maintains strong performance across all checkpoints, whereas direct distillation exhibits
a sharp performance drop when distilling into GPT2-B. This indicates that stepwise distillation bet-
ter preserves knowledge by narrowing the capacity gap, making CoL a more effective alternative to
direct distillation.

Finally, We compare the training stability of stepwise distillation in the CoL with that of tradi-
tional knowledge distillation. For this analysis, we use GPT2-B as the student model and adopt
two teacher models: GPT2-XL for the direct distillation baseline (Direct) and GPT2-M as the inter-
mediate teacher in the CoL. The raw and smoothed training losses during distillation are shown in
Figure[5b] We observe that CoL (orange line) produces a noticeably more stable training curve than
the Direct baseline (green line) when the capacity gap between teacher and student is large. While
traditional distillation often leads to instability, CoL transfers knowledge progressively through in-
termediate models of decreasing complexity, effectively bridging the semantic gap and enabling
more stable and efficient learning.
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Table 5: Performance comparison of DesNet- Table 6: Downstream performance of Pythia-
138M initialized by Single (+100M tokens) and based CoL under different number of chain

GPT2-Based CoL (0 tokens). lengths.
| BoolQ | Arc-E | WinoG | Avg Length | BoolQ | Arc-E | WinoG | Avg
Single | 66.11 | 26.04 58.06 | 50.07 2 65.60 | 24.21 48.92 | 46.24
CoL 74.40 | 25.70 63.20 | 54.43 4 65.82 | 28.07 48.84 | 47.58

The Choice of Initialization Coefficient . We examine the role of « in CoL, which interpolates
parameters between smaller (o) and larger (1 — «) checkpoints in the learngene chain. As shown in
Figure@, we evaluate DesNet-138M, 220M, and 277M with « € {0.1,...,0.9} on Dolly.

The results indicate that DesNets closer in scale to the smaller checkpoint benefit from larger o
values (green/orange lines), whereas those closer to the larger checkpoint favor smaller o values
(pink lines). This suggests that for DesNets architecturally closer to a particular checkpoint in the
learngene chain, assigning greater weight to parameters derived from that checkpoint, either as
a subset or an extension, enhances compatibility. Such a weighting strategy provides a stronger
initialization, which in turn improves downstream task performance.

CoL vs. Single Expansion. To highlight the advantage of the interpolation strategy in CoL, we
compare it with a single-expansion baseline that initializes DesNets only from the smallest check-
point in the chain (GPT2-B). In contrast, CoL incorporates intermediate checkpoints (e.g., GPT2-M,
GPT2-L), thereby providing richer initialization information.

The results show that although Single performs comparably to CoL on DesNet-138M with GPT2-
XL as the AnsNet, its performance declines rapidly as the target DesNet size increases. Conversely,
CoL consistently achieves superior results on larger models and datasets, yielding gains of +3.56%
and +2.74% on Dolly for DesNet-220M and DesNet-277M under GPT2-XL, with similar improve-
ments observed under Llama3-8B and Qwen3-4B.

We further compare CoL against a stronger Single baseline that receives an additional 100M re-
covery tokens before downstream fine-tuning. As shown in Table 5] even with substantially more
training data, the Single model still performs worse than CoL, which requires no extra tokens (54.43
vs. 50.07). This result demonstrates that the initialization constructed from two adjacent check-
points in CoL already contains sufficiently rich and well-aligned semantic information, enabling the
descendant model to generalize more effectively than data-augmented Single. These findings sug-
gest that relying solely on one checkpoint from the learngene chain constrains scalability, whereas
CoL enables more effective transfer by leveraging multiple intermediate checkpoints.

Various number of checkpoints. We further study how the chain length affects downstream per-
formance by fixing the same DesNet sizes to 113.63M and varying only the number of intermediate
checkpoints. As shown in Table[6} a 4-checkpoint chain with smaller capacity gaps (=30-40%) out-
performs a 2-checkpoint chain with larger gaps (=70-80%) on all benchmarks in average (47.58 vs.
46.24). This suggests that denser chains with smoother capacity transitions provide more effective
initialization for CoL.

5 CONCLUSION

We introduce Chain-of-Learngene (CoL), a novel framework for the scalable and resource-efficient
initialization of small language models (SLMs) across various sizes for resource-constraint environ-
ments. By progressively distilling knowledge through a structured chain of intermediate models,
CoL eliminates the need for repeated access to the original large language models (LLMs), thereby
significantly reducing the total training cost. To ensure architectural compatibility, a bridge distilla-
tion is introduced into the stepwise distillation, supporting the heterogeneous AnsNet for construct-
ing the learngene chain. Furthermore, an interpolation-based technique is employed to initialize the
target DesNets, achieving strong performance with minimal pretraining cost. Extensive experiments
show that CoL is both effective and flexible, providing a practical solution for low-cost adaptation.
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REFERENCES
Winogrande: An adversarial winograd schema challenge at scale. 2019.

Rishabh Agarwal, Nino Vieillard, Yongchao Zhou, Piotr Stanczyk, Sabela Ramos Garea, Matthieu
Geist, and Olivier Bachem. On-policy distillation of language models: Learning from self-
generated mistakes. In The Twelfth International Conference on Learning Representations, 2024.

Stella Biderman, Hailey Schoelkopf, Quentin Gregory Anthony, Herbie Bradley, Kyle O’Brien, Eric
Hallahan, Mohammad Aflah Khan, Shivanshu Purohit, USVSN Sai Prashanth, Edward Raff, et al.
Pythia: A suite for analyzing large language models across training and scaling. In International
Conference on Machine Learning, pp. 2397-2430. PMLR, 2023.

Han Cai, Ligeng Zhu, and Song Han. Proxylessnas: Direct neural architecture search on target task
and hardware. arXiv preprint arXiv:1812.00332, 2018.

Wei Chen, Qiushi Wang, Zefei Long, Xianyin Zhang, Zhongtian Lu, Bingxuan Li, Siyuan Wang,
Jiarong Xu, Xiang Bai, Xuanjing Huang, and Zhongyu Wei. Disc-finllm: A chinese financial
large language model based on multiple experts fine-tuning. arXiv preprint arXiv:2310.15205,
2023.

Wei-Lin Chiang, Zhuohan Li, Ziqing Lin, Ying Sheng, Zhanghao Wu, Hao Zhang, Lianmin Zheng,
Siyuan Zhuang, Yonghao Zhuang, Joseph E Gonzalez, et al. Vicuna: An open-source chatbot
impressing gpt-4 with 90%* chatgpt quality. See https://vicuna. Imsys. org (accessed 14 April
2023), 2(3):6, 2023.

Christopher Clark, Kenton Lee, Ming-Wei Chang, Tom Kwiatkowski, Michael Collins, and
Kristina Toutanova. Boolq: Exploring the surprising difficulty of natural yes/no ques-
tions. ArXiv, abs/1905.10044, 2019. URL hhttps://api.semanticscholar.org/
CorpusID:165163607.

Mike Conover, Matt Hayes, Ankit Mathur, Jianwei Xie, Jun Wan, Sam Shah, Ali Ghodsi, Patrick
Wendell, Matei Zaharia, and Reynold Xin. Free dolly: Introducing the world’s first truly open
instruction-tuned 1lm, 2023. URL https://www.databricks.com/blog/2023/04/
12/dolly-first—-open-commercially-viable-instruction-tuned-11lm.

Jiaxi Cui, Zongjian Li, Yang Yan, Bohua Chen, and Li Yuan. Chatlaw: Open-source legal large
language model with integrated external knowledge bases. CoRR, 2023.

Jacob Devlin, Ming-Wei Chang, Kenton Lee, and Kristina Toutanova. Bert: Pre-training of deep
bidirectional transformers for language understanding. In Proceedings of the 2019 conference of
the North American chapter of the association for computational linguistics: human language
technologies, volume 1 (long and short papers), pp. 4171-4186, 2019.

11


https://iclr.cc/public/CodeOfEthics
https://iclr.cc/public/CodeOfEthics
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:165163607
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:165163607
https://www.databricks.com/blog/2023/04/12/dolly-first-open-commercially-viable-instruction-tuned-llm
https://www.databricks.com/blog/2023/04/12/dolly-first-open-commercially-viable-instruction-tuned-llm

Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

Yingpeng Du, Zhu Sun, Ziyan Wang, Haoyan Chua, Jie Zhang, and Yew-Soon Ong. Active large
language model-based knowledge distillation for session-based recommendation. In Proceedings
of the AAAI Conference on Artificial Intelligence, volume 39, pp. 11607-11615, 2025.

Yifei Duan, Liu Li, Zirui Zhai, and Jinxia Yao. In-context learning distillation for efficient few-shot
fine-tuning. ArXiv, abs/2412.13243, 2024. URL https://api.semanticscholar.org/
CorpusID:274822198.

Aaron Gokaslan, Vanya Cohen, Ellie Pavlick, and Stefanie Tellex. Openwebtext corpus. http:
//Skylion007.github.io/OpenWebTextCorpus, 2019.

Yuxian Gu, Li Dong, Furu Wei, and Minlie Huang. Minillm: Knowledge distillation of large lan-
guage models. arXiv preprint arXiv:2306.08543, 2023.

Dan Hendrycks, Collin Burns, Steven Basart, Andy Zou, Mantas Mazeika, Dawn Xiaodong
Song, and Jacob Steinhardt. Measuring massive multitask language understanding. ArXiv,
abs/2009.03300, 2020. URL https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:
221516475.

Geoffrey Hinton, Oriol Vinyals, and Jeff Dean. Distilling the knowledge in a neural network. arXiv
preprint arXiv:1503.02531, 2015.

Or Honovich, Thomas Scialom, Omer Levy, and Timo Schick. Unnatural instructions: Tuning
language models with (almost) no human labor. In Proceedings of the 61st Annual Meeting of the
Association for Computational Linguistics (Volume 1: Long Papers), pp. 14409-14428, 2023.

Cheng-Yu Hsieh, Chun-Liang Li, Chih-Kuan Yeh, Hootan Nakhost, Yasuhisa Fujii, Alexander Rat-
ner, Ranjay Krishna, Chen-Yu Lee, and Tomas Pfister. Distilling step-by-step! outperform-
ing larger language models with less training data and smaller model sizes. arXiv preprint
arXiv:2305.02301, 2023.

Shengxiang Hu, Guobing Zou, Song Yang, Shiyi Lin, Yanglan Gan, Bofeng Zhang, and Yixin Chen.
Large language model meets graph neural network in knowledge distillation. In Proceedings of
the AAAI Conference on Artificial Intelligence, volume 39, pp. 17295-17304, 2025.

Fucheng Jia, Zewen Wu, Shiqi Jiang, Huigiang Jiang, Qianxi Zhang, Yuqing Yang, Yunxin Liu,
Ju Ren, Deyu Zhang, and Ting Cao. Scaling up on-device llms via active-weight swapping be-
tween dram and flash. arXiv preprint arXiv:2504.08378, 2025.

Aaron Klein, Stefan Falkner, Jost Tobias Springenberg, and Frank Hutter. Learning curve prediction
with bayesian neural networks. In International conference on learning representations, 2017.

Houyi Li, Wenzhen Zheng, Jingcheng Hu, Qiufeng Wang, Hanshan Zhang, Zili Wang, Shijie
Xuyang, Yuantao Fan, Shuigeng Zhou, Xiangyu Zhang, et al. Predictable scale: Part i—optimal
hyperparameter scaling law in large language model pretraining. arXiv e-prints, pp. arXiv—2503,
2025.

Yichuan Li, Xiyao Ma, Sixing Lu, Kyumin Lee, Xiaohu Liu, and Chenlei Guo. Mend: Meta demon-
stration distillation for efficient and effective in-context learning. ArXiv, abs/2403.06914, 2024.
URL https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:268363458.

Yuhong Li, Jiajie Li, Cong Hao, Pan Li, Jinjun Xiong, and Deming Chen. Extensible and efficient
proxy for neural architecture search. In Proceedings of the IEEE/CVF International Conference
on Computer Vision, pp. 6199-6210, 2023.

Chen Liang, Simiao Zuo, Qingru Zhang, Pengcheng He, Weizhu Chen, and Tuo Zhao. Less is more:
Task-aware layer-wise distillation for language model compression. In International Conference
on Machine Learning, pp. 20852-20867. PMLR, 2023.

Laurence Liang. Stacking small language models for generalizability.  arXiv preprint
arXiv:2410.15570, 2024.

12


https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:274822198
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:274822198
http://Skylion007.github.io/OpenWebTextCorpus
http://Skylion007.github.io/OpenWebTextCorpus
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:221516475
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:221516475
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:268363458

Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

Simon Lupart, Mohammad Aliannejadi, and Evangelos Kanoulas. Disco: LIm knowledge distilla-
tion for efficient sparse retrieval in conversational search. In Proceedings of the 48th International
ACM SIGIR Conference on Research and Development in Information Retrieval, pp. 9-19, 2025.

Joe Mellor, Jack Turner, Amos Storkey, and Elliot J] Crowley. Neural architecture search without
training. In International conference on machine learning, pp. 7588-7598. PMLR, 2021.

Saurav Muralidharan, Sharath Turuvekere Sreenivas, Raviraj Joshi, Marcin Chochowski, Mostofa
Patwary, Mohammad Shoeybi, Bryan Catanzaro, Jan Kautz, and Pavlo Molchanov. Compact lan-
guage models via pruning and knowledge distillation. Advances in Neural Information Processing
Systems, 37:41076—41102, 2024.

Shashi Narayan, Shay B. Cohen, and Mirella Lapata. Don’t give me the details, just the summary!
topic-aware convolutional neural networks for extreme summarization. ArXiv, abs/1808.08745,
2018.

Alec Radford, Jeffrey Wu, Rewon Child, David Luan, Dario Amodei, Ilya Sutskever, et al. Language
models are unsupervised multitask learners. OpenAl blog, 1(8):9, 2019.

Mohammad Samragh, Iman Mirzadeh, Keivan Alizadeh Vahid, Fartash Faghri, Minsik Cho, Moin
Nabi, Devang Naik, and Mehrdad Farajtabar. Scaling smart: Accelerating large language model
pre-training with small model initialization. arXiv preprint arXiv:2409.12903, 2024.

Boyu Shi, Shiyu Xia, Xu Yang, Haokun Chen, Zhigiang Kou, and Xin Geng. Building variable-sized
models via learngene pool. In Proceedings of the AAAI Conference on Artificial Intelligence,
volume 38, pp. 14946-14954, 2024.

Han Shi, Renjie Pi, Hang Xu, Zhenguo Li, James Kwok, and Tong Zhang. Bridging the gap between
sample-based and one-shot neural architecture search with bonas. Advances in Neural Information
Processing Systems, 33:1808-1819, 2020.

Philipp Singer, Pascal Pfeiffer, Yauhen Babakhin, Maximilian Jeblick, Nischay Dhankhar, Ga-
bor Fodor, and Sri Satish Ambati. H2o-danube-1.8 b technical report. arXiv preprint
arXiv:2401.16818, 2024.

Qwen Team. Qwen?2 technical report. arXiv preprint arXiv:2407.10671, 2024.

Hugo Touvron, Louis Martin, Kevin Stone, Peter Albert, Amjad Almahairi, Yasmine Babaei, Niko-
lay Bashlykov, Soumya Batra, Prajjwal Bhargava, Shruti Bhosale, et al. Llama 2: Open founda-
tion and fine-tuned chat models. arXiv preprint arXiv:2307.09288, 2023.

Peifeng Wang, Zhengyang Wang, Zheng Li, Yifan Gao, Bing Yin, and Xiang Ren. Scott: Self-
consistent chain-of-thought distillation. arXiv preprint arXiv:2305.01879, 2023a.

Qiu-Feng Wang, Xin Geng, Shu-Xia Lin, Shi-Yu Xia, Lei Qi, and Ning Xu. Learngene: From open-
world to your learning task. In Proceedings of the AAAI Conference on Artificial Intelligence,
volume 36, pp. 8557-8565, 2022a.

Qiufeng Wang, Xu Yang, Shuxia Lin, Jing Wang, and Xin Geng. Learngene: Inheriting condensed
knowledge from the ancestry model to descendant models. arXiv preprint arXiv:2305.02279,
2023b.

Qiufeng Wang, Xu Yang, Haokun Chen, and Xin Geng. Vision transformers as probabilistic expan-
sion from learngene. In Forty-first International Conference on Machine Learning, 2024.

Xiaohua Wang, Kaitao Song, Xu Tan, Huigiang Jiang, Chengruidong Zhang, Yongliang Shen, Cen
LU, Zihao Li, Zifan Song, Caihua Shan, et al. Chain-of-model learning for language model. In
The Thirty-ninth Annual Conference on Neural Information Processing Systems.

Xuezhi Wang, Jason Wei, Dale Schuurmans, Quoc Le, Ed H. Chi, and Denny Zhou. Self-consistency
improves chain of thought reasoning in language models. ArXiv, abs/2203.11171, 2022b. URL
https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:247595263.

13


https://api.semanticscholar.org/CorpusID:247595263

Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

Yizhong Wang, Swaroop Mishra, Pegah Alipoormolabashi, Yeganeh Kordi, Amirreza Mirzaei, An-
jana Arunkumar, Arjun Ashok, Arut Selvan Dhanasekaran, Atharva Naik, David Stap, et al.
Benchmarking generalization via in-context instructions on 1,600+ language tasks. arXiv preprint
arXiv:2204.07705, 2:2, 2022c.

Yizhong Wang, Yeganeh Kordi, Swaroop Mishra, Alisa Liu, Noah A Smith, Daniel Khashabi, and
Hannaneh Hajishirzi. Self-instruct: Aligning language models with self-generated instructions. In
Proceedings of the 61st annual meeting of the association for computational linguistics (volume
1: long papers), pp. 13484—13508, 2023c.

Shi-Yu Xia, Wenxuan Zhu, Xu Yang, and Xin Geng. Exploring learngene via stage-wise weight
sharing for initializing variable-sized models. arXiv preprint arXiv:2404.16897, 2024a.

Shiyu Xia, Miaosen Zhang, Xu Yang, Ruiming Chen, Haokun Chen, and Xin Geng. Transformer as
linear expansion of learngene. In Proceedings of the AAAI Conference on Artificial Intelligence,
volume 38, pp. 16014-16022, 2024b.

An Yang, Anfeng Li, Baosong Yang, Beichen Zhang, Binyuan Hui, Bo Zheng, Bowen Yu,
Chang Gao, Chengen Huang, Chenxu Lv, et al. Qwen3 technical report. arXiv preprint
arXiv:2505.09388, 2025.

Xin Yao, Ziqing Yang, Yiming Cui, and Shijin Wang. Minirbt: A two-stage distilled small chinese
pre-trained model, 2023.

Rowan Zellers, Ari Holtzman, Yonatan Bisk, Ali Farhadi, and Yejin Choi. Hellaswag: Can a ma-
chine really finish your sentence? In Proceedings of the 57th Annual Meeting of the Association
for Computational Linguistics, 2019.

Chen Zhang, Dawei Song, Zheyu Ye, and Yan Gao. Towards the law of capacity gap in distilling
language models. arXiv preprint arXiv:2311.07052, 2023.

14



Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2026

A APPENDIX

We organize the appendix as follows.
* In Section |B| we list the theoretical analysis for the stepwise distillation under the homo-
geneous and heterogeneous AnsNets.
* In Section |C] we illustrate the experimental details.
* In Section[D] we describe the detailed information of datasets employed in the main paper.
* In Section[E] we denote the detailed architectures of the DesNets with five sizes.
* In Section[F] we show the detailed values in Figure 3 in the main paper.

* In Section [G] we present an additional comparison of the convergence speed between
DesNets initialized with Llnit and those trained from scratch (Pre) under various token
budgets.

* In Section [H] we show the performance gap between the LInit and random initialization
(Rand) with the increase of the pre-training tokens on the Dolly task. Here, all DesNet are
built based on the AnsNet: GPT2-XL.

* In Section [I, we compare the performance between the proposed initialization way from
the CoL and previous Learngene method.

* In Section[]] we demonstrate the results of Qwen3-Based CoL method.
« In section[K] we discuss the similarities and differences with other scalable models.
* In section|[] we show the Performance of CoL at Very Small and Very Large SLM Scales.

* In section [M] we compare the performance of DesNets built from the AnsNet GPT2-XL
and Qwen3-4B on the generation tasks.

* In Section|N] we describe the precise role of the LLMs in this paper.

* In Section [O] we show the limitation and future work of the proposed initialization way
from the CoL.

B THEORETICAL ANALYSIS

We provide a unified theoretical analysis for k-level stepwise distillation as employed in CHAIN-
OF-LEARNGENE. This section first introduces notation and the general single-step learning bound,
then analyzes the homogeneous (same-architecture) case, and finally extends the results to the het-
erogeneous (cross-architecture) case.

B.1 UNIFIED NOTATION AND PRELIMINARIES

Let the ground-truth target function be f*. We denote hypothesis classes in a distillation chain as
G - H1 — Hy — -+ = Hp — S,

where G is the ancestor teacher (possibly heterogeneous), #; are intermediate assistants, and S is
the final student.

For any hypothesis class X we denote:

e C'y: acapacity measure;
* pxy: the statistical convergence rate when X’ learns from };

* cx«y: the approximation error when & mimics ).

General single-step bound. For any pair (X,)),

nPx«y

R(fx) — R(fy) < O( Cx >+s%y. 3)
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B.2 STEPWISE DISTILLATION WITH HOMOGENEOUS ANSNET

Direct distillation. Training S directly from G gives

R(8)— R(f) < o( G, Cs

nPs—r* nPs«+g

) +Egefr T EScG- “4)

Stepwise distillation. Proceeding through #1, ..., H;, yields

k
. x Cg O, Cs
R(8) — R(f*) < 0<npgﬁf* + Z; o el s
k
tEGeyr + Z EMieHir T ES+Hus
=1

(&)

where Hy := G.
Assumption 1 (Rate improvement for homogeneous case). For all i,
pscg < min(pr, 1y PSHy) -
Assumption 2 (Approximation decomposition for homogeneous case).
k
foﬂie?-ti,l FESeH, S ESeg-
i=1

Conclusion. Under these assumptions, the multi-step bound equation [5] is asymptotically tighter
than the direct bound equation [4] establishing the theoretical advantage of homogeneous stepwise
distillation.

B.3 STEPWISE DISTILLATION WITH HETEROGENEOUS ANSNET

Now consider the case where the original large teacher belongs to a different architecture family G(4)
(e.g., Llama3-8B, Qwen3-4B). We insert a GPT2-XL checkpoint, denoted G (GPT2) a5a bridging
assistant before continuing with GPT-2 style checkpoints.

Additional notation.

* Mapping operator Il;,,,: projects G (4) outputs into the GPT-2 output space.
* Mapping residual ;. additional approximation error from projection mismatch.

The error from G(4) to G(SPT2) decomposes as

EG(GPT2) ( G(A) = EG(GPT2) (I1,,,,,(G(4) + 5map. 6)

Heterogeneous stepwise bound. Let 7_; := GV and H := G(GPT2)  then

k
. N Cg Cy, Cs
R(S) - R(f ) < O<npg(A)<_f* + Z nPHi—Hi1 + nPS—Hy

=0
. )

+ Eg(A)e‘f* + Z 67‘[1(—7'”71 + €S<—Hk7
=0

where €9, _, includes dmap.
Assumption 3 (Rate improvement across mapped chain).

PS+—GA) < min(pHiHHi71 i =0,..., ka PSer)
Assumption 4 (Approximation decomposition with mapping error).
k

5map + Z gHﬁ—Hi,—l + €5<—/Hk S 53(—9(14) .
=0

Conclusion. Under these assumptions, the heterogeneous bound equation([7]is asymptotically tighter
than direct distillation from G(Y) to S. This formalizes the role of GPT2-XL as a bridging assistant
for cross-architecture stepwise distillation.
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C EXPERIMENTAL DETAILS

C.1 TRAINING DETAILS

Our training pipeline consists of four main stages: (1) homogeneous distillation for constructing the
CoL, (2) heterogeneous distillation, (3) downstream fine-tuning of DesNets, and (4) pre-training of
randomly initialized DesNets on OpenWebText.

Homogeneous Distillation. We perform homogeneous distillation in two phases to construct the
CoL using architectures identical to the target model. In the first phase, both the teacher model
(AnsNet) and intermediate CoL. models are supervised-fine-tuned (SFT) on the Dolly dataset for
3 epochs to align model behaviors. In the second phase, we adopt a policy distillation scheme
inspired by MiniLLM. Specifically, we employ reverse KL divergence between the teacher and
student policies on Dolly, collecting 256 samples per batch and running 4 inner optimization epochs
per batch. The clipping parameter ¢ is set to 0.2, and the sequence length is capped at 512 tokens.
During distillation, we sample from the teacher with a temperature of 1. The distillation proceeds
for 5000 steps, and we select the final model checkpoint based on Rouge-L score on the validation
set.

Heterogeneous Distillation. For cross-architecture distillation, we first fine-tune two heterogeneous
teacher models—Qwen-4B and LLaMA3-8B—on the Dolly dataset for 3 epochs using a batch size
of 2 and a learning rate of le-5. We then use the final checkpoints of these teachers to generate
pseudo answers given Dolly questions. These synthetic question-answer pairs are used to fine-tune
a smaller proxy model (GPT2-XL) for 10 epochs, with a batch size of 8 and learning rate of le-
5. Subsequently, we distill from the proxy teacher into the CoL following the same homogeneous
strategy described above.

DesNet Fine-tuning. Once the CoL is constructed and assembled into target DesNet architectures,
we fine-tune the resulting DesNets on downstream tasks for 10 epochs. We use a batch size of 16 or
8 and a learning rate of le-5. The model parameters from the final epoch are used for performance
evaluation.

Pre-training from Scratch. For baseline comparison, we pre-train DesNets from scratch on the
OpenWebText corpus. We train for 2 epochs using a learning rate of 5e-4 and a batch size of 2. In
this setting, “78M tokens” refers to the full OpenWebText-100K subset (approximately 78M tokens),
while “100M”, “500M”, and “10B tokens” denote the first 100 million, 500 million, and 10 billion
tokens extracted sequentially from the full OpenWebText dataset, respectively.

Fine-tuning Prompts. Here, we present the prompt templates used in all experiments. For clar-
ity, we abstract away model-specific formatting tokens and show only the semantic content of the
prompts. In all experiments, we use the following instruction-style prompts.

For samples containing only the article title, the prompt is:

Below is an instruction that describes a task. Write a response that
appropriately completes the request.

##4 Instruction:

Given the following article, and the title of the article is {instruction},
please summarize the article.

### Response:

For samples that additionally contain the full article text, the prompt is:

Below is an instruction that describes a task, paired with an input that
provides further context. Write a response that appropriately completes
the request.

### Instruction:

Given the following article, and the title of the article is {instruction},
please summarize the article.
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### Input:
{input}

### Response:

C.2 EVALUATION METRICS

We use Rouge-L to evaluate the performance of our model on generation tasks such as summariza-
tion. It measures the longest common subsequence (LCS) between the generated text and the refer-
ence summary, which captures sentence-level fluency and coherence better than n-gram-based met-
rics. Unlike Rouge-n, Rouge-L does not require consecutive matches but considers the in-sequence
matches, making it more appropriate for abstractive summarization. The Rouge-L score is defined
as the F-measure of the LCS-based precision and recall:

(1 + f3%) - Precision - Recall

R -L = 8
ouge Recall + (32 - Precision ®
where Precision = %X"Y), Recall = % X and Y represent the generated and reference

summaries respectively, and [ is typically set to 1.

We also adopt Accuracy (Acc) as the evaluation metric for classification-based tasks such as MMLU
and BoolQ. It measures the proportion of correctly predicted instances over the total number of
examples. Given a dataset with NV samples, the accuracy is computed as:

N
1
Accuracy = N Z (5 = vi), ©)

i=1

where g; is the predicted label, y; is the ground-truth label, and I(-) is the indicator function that
returns 1 if the argument is true and 0 otherwise. Note that, in the main paper, we replaced Accuracy
(Acc) with Rouge-L to maintain consistency and conciseness across the tables. This substitution
is justified as Rouge-L yields results consistent with Accuracy for multiple-choice and true/false
questions.

C.3 HARDWARE

All results reported in this paper are conducted on HUAWEI ASCEND 910B (64G) NPUs.

D DETAILED INFORMATION OF DATASETS

This section details the information of the datasets adopted in the main paper. As we described in the
paper, we benchmark on six datasets: MMLU, English_XLSum, HellaSwag, WinoGrande, BoolQ,
and Dolly.

D.1 MMLU

The Massive Multitask Language Understanding (MMLU) is designed to evaluate the general
knowledge and reasoning abilities of language models across 57 diverse subjects, ranging from hu-
manities and social sciences to professional domains. Each question is multiple-choice and intended
to reflect educational or professional scenarios. MMLU emphasizes zero-shot and few-shot set-
tings, making it a widely adopted standard for assessing cross-domain generalization in foundation
models.

D.2 ENGLISH_XLSUM

English_XLSum is a single-document summarization dataset comprising 226,711 BBC news articles
and corresponding one-sentence summaries. The task focuses on generating concise and abstractive
summaries that answer the question “What is this article about?”. The dataset covers a broad range
of topics and is split into training (204,045), validation (11,332), and test (11,334) sets.
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D.3 HELLASWAG

HellaSwag is a benchmark for commonsense natural language inference, consisting of 70,000
multiple-choice sentence completion problems. While trivial for humans (95%+ accuracy), Hel-
laSwag poses significant challenges for language models due to its adversarial filtering (AF) con-
struction. The dataset was introduced to expose the limitations of deep pre-trained models in com-
monsense reasoning and has become a cornerstone for evaluating robustness under ambiguous and
nuanced scenarios.

D.4 WINOGRANDE

WinoGrande is a large-scale benchmark inspired by the Winograd Schema Challenge. It consists of
44,000 fill-in-the-blank problems designed to test commonsense reasoning. By scaling up the num-
ber of examples and minimizing dataset-specific biases, WinoGrande offers a more robust measure
of a model’s ability to resolve coreference ambiguities using real-world knowledge.

D.5 BooLQ

BoolQ is a yes/no question answering dataset containing 15,942 examples, collected in a naturally
occurring, unprompted setting. Each instance includes a question, a passage, and a binary answer.
The task setup closely resembles natural language inference and is widely used to evaluate a model’s
capacity for contextual understanding and factual reasoning.

D.6 DoLLY

Dolly, developed by Databricks, is an instruction-following language model based on the pythia-12B
architecture and fine-tuned on approximately 15,000 instruction-response pairs (databricks-dolly-
15k). The data covers diverse task types such as classification, generation, QA, and summarization.
While not state-of-the-art, Dolly exhibits strong instruction-following behavior and is fully open-
source and commercially licensed, making it a valuable model for experimentation and adaptation
in real-world scenarios.

We choose the Dolly dataset as the training corpus for constructing the CoL due to its broad coverage
of language capabilities and proven effectiveness in previous distillation research such as MiniLLM.
Dolly spans a diverse range of task types, including brainstorming, classification, closed-form QA,
open-ended QA, summarization, generation, and information extraction. This diversity enables CoLL
to capture reusable knowledge blocks that generalize across different task formats. In contrast, most
other datasets such as MMLU, BoolQ, and English_ XIL.Sum focus on narrower task types—e.g.,
closed QA or summarization—which may limit the diversity of distilled knowledge. Leveraging a
multi-capability dataset like Dolly is thus critical for building a more general and robust CoL.

E DETAILED ARCHITECTURES OF DESNETS

In this section, we list the detailed information of the DesNets shown in the main paper. Specifi-
cally, we show the number of layers, multi-head attentions, hidden dimensions and the intermediate
dimensions of the FFN layers. The structure of each DesNet is described in Table

F DETAILED VALUES

Here, we show the detailed values of Figure 3 in the main paper, as shown in Table[§] The detailed
results further validate our view that LInit can effectively save the training corpus required for pre-
training, regardless of whether the AnsNet are homogeneous (GPT2-XL) or heterogeneous (Llama3-
8B, Qwen3-4B).
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Table 7: The detailed structure of the DesNets in the main paper. ‘P’ denotes the parameters of the
DesNet, ‘Hep;,,,’ is the dimension of each multi-head attention, ‘Hiddenp;,,” means the dimension
of the hidden size, and ‘Ip;,,’ is the intermediate dimension.

P(M) | Layer | Head | Hepiy | Hiddenpim | Ipim

138 | 14 | 12 | 64 | 768 | 3072
220 | 18 | 14 | 64 | 896 | 3584
277 | 24 | 14 | 64 | 896 | 3584
380 | 26 | 16 | 64 | 1024 | 409
537 | 30 | 18 | 64 | 1152 | 4608

Table 8: The detailed values of Figure 3 in the main paper.

Task CoL Rand
; GPT2-XL Llama3-8B Qwen3-4B | 0.078B 0.1B  0.5B 1B 5B 10B

DesNet-138M

English_XLsum 32.19 33.57 31.35 26.18 2695 31.28 30.71 33.52 35.26

HellaSwag 30.59 39.59 42.01 23.68 23.68 29.47 31.81 29.67 29.27

WinoGrande 63.20 53.72 60.20 51.50 52,50 5480 56.80 56.80 55.40
DesNet-380M

English_XLsum 39.29 37.15 36.31 2220 22.62 3145 3440 35.87 40.06

HellaSwag 47.47 35.90 46.64 38.54 3696 41.00 40.71 4593 46.55

WinoGrande 68.00 49.48 67.30 36.90 3530 51.10 5890 59.20 59.40

G THE ADDITIONAL COMPARISON OF CONVERGENCE SPEED

In this section, we first compare the convergence speed of DesNet-138M initialized by CoL (LInit)
and from scratch (Rand) on 100M pre-training tokens across three AnsNet: GPT2-XL, Llama3-8B,
and Qwen3-4B, as shown in Figure[/| Then, we show the the convergence speed of DesNet-138M
initialized by CoL (LInit) and from scratch (Rand) on S00M, 10B pre-training tokens, and the results
are shown in Figure [§] Finally, we further show the convergence speed of DesNet-220M, DesNet-
277M, DesNet-380M, and DesNet-537M initialized by CoL (LInit) and from scratch (Rand) on
78M, 100M, 500M, 10B pre-training tokens across the AnsNet: GPT2-XL. Both results are shown
in Figure 9]

From the both results, we can obviously observe that LInit has faster convergence speed than pre-
training from scratch. For example, LInit achieves the same loss in only 140 and 5000 steps, com-
pared to 30500, and 250200 steps for Pre on 500M, and 10B tokens, respectively, leading to a
speedup of 80.26x%, 217.86x%, and 50.04x, as shown in Figure B} Besides, for DesNet-220M, LlInit
reaches the same loss level using 1350, 1700, 2500, and 7350 steps under 78M, 100M, 500M, and
10B token budgets, respectively, while Pre requires 4750, 6100, 11000, and 31150 steps, as shown
in Figure 0] This corresponds to a convergence speedup of 3.52x, 3.59x, 4.4x, and 4.24x. These
results demonstrate that LInit consistently accelerates convergence across different token budgets
and model sizes, with particularly significant gains in the low-token regime.

H PERFORMANCE GAP WITH THE INCREASE OF THE PRE-TRAINING TOKEN

Figure |10| illustrates the performance change as the number of pre-training tokens increases. All
DesNets are initialized from the AnsNet GPT2-XL. The results show that the performance of pre-
training from scratch (Rand) improves significantly with more pre-training data. This improvement
is particularly substantial for DesNets with 380M and 537M parameters when the pre-training data
reaches 10B tokens. In contrast, the LInit method proposed in this paper maintains outstanding
performance under the same number of tokens. These results further demonstrate the superiority of
the proposed LInit method.
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Figure 7: Convergence speed of DesNet-138M initialized by CoL (LInit) and from scratch (Rand)
on 100M pre-training tokens across three AnsNet.
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Figure 8: Convergence speed of DesNet-138M initialized by CoL (LInit) and from scratch (Rand)
on 500M and 10B pre-training tokens across the AnsNet: GPT2-XL.

I PERFORMANCE COMPARISON BETWEEN THE INITIALIZATION WAY FROM
COL AND THE PREVIOUS LEARNGENE METHOD

In this section, we compare the proposed initialization way from the CoL against the representative
previous learngene method, such as Auto-Learngene (Wang et al.l [2023b)), and Vanilla-Learngene
(Wang et al., 2022a) methods.

Auto-Learngene proposes to automatically identify key layers of AnsNet for Transformer archi-
tectures by introducing a MetaNet to guide the selection process. In experiments, Auto-Learngene
observes that the lower layers of Transformers usually exhibit stronger generalization ability. There-
fore, it directly selects the first N layers of the Transformer and stacks randomly initialized layers
on top to construct DesNets with different architectures. In contrast, Van-Learngene identifies key
layers of AnsNet in CNNs based on gradient signals. Empirically, Van-Learngene finds that the
higher layers of CNNs tend to contain richer semantic information, and thus it extracts the last three
layers as learngene and stacks N randomly initialized layers before them to build multiple DesNets.

Since neither of these approaches was originally designed for LLMs, we migrate them into the LLM
setting. Specifically, for Auto-Learngene, we extract the first three layers of AnsNet as learngene
and stack 0, 2, or 4 randomly initialized layers after them to construct three descendant models
of different sizes. For Van-Learngene, we extract the last three layers of AnsNet as learngene and
stack 0, 2, or 4 randomly initialized layers before them to construct three descendant models of
different sizes. We use GPT2-XL as AnsNet, because if Qwen3-4B or Llama3-8B were used, even
extracting only one layer as learngene without stacking any random layers would already result in
descendant models with over 500M and 1.4B parameters, respectively, which are unsuitable for our
small language model setting.

In addition, there exist other Learngene-based methods as introduced in the related work, such as
Learngene Pool and SWS. These methods are both based on direct distillation with auxiliary mod-
els. In the ViT domain this strategy works because the capacity gaps are small, for example, DeiT-
Base/ViT-Base ( 86M) is distilled into 3M or 44M auxiliary models. However, directly transferring
such designs to LLMs is infeasible. We fail to transfer those two methods into LLM, and the perfor-
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Figure 10: Performance gap between the LInit and random initialization (Rand) on the Dolly task
with the changing of the pretrain tokens.

mance of the initialized DesNets is even worse than that of the random initialization. This is due to
the large gap between LLMs and small LMs. Moreover, they typically rely on multi-model distil-
lation or staged expansion to form a learngene pool or modular structure. Such designs significantly
increase computational costs and are difficult to scale to large LLMs. Therefore, in this study, we
select Auto-Learngene and Van-Learngene as the most representative baseline methods to migrate
and compare, as they both capture the core principles of learngene while aligning with our research
objectives.

As shown in Table[9] we can find that the initialization method from the proposed method achieves
the best results on the average score across three scales of the DesNet. Furthermore, for specific
tasks, CoL achieved the best results in the vast majority of them, and the result values were far
higher than those of the previous Learngene methods. Specifically, when the scale of the descendant
model was 138M, CoL achieved a result of 62% on WinoGrande. In contrast, auto-learngene and
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Table 9: Performance comparison between the proposed initialization way from CoL and represen-
tative previous learngene methods.

Method | Params Dolly BoolQ HellaSwag MMLU WinoGrande English XLSum | Avg
Auto-Learngene | 174.28 2030  65.65 34.98 25.47 44.72 33.91 37.50
Van-Learngene | 174.28 19.62  63.79 36.24 24.62 41.83 32.90 36.50

CoL 134.00 22.99 76.80 31.15 31.00 62.00 30.68 42.44
Auto-Learngene | 235.76  20.03  60.88 36.45 24.66 44.12 35.18 36.89
Van-Learngene | 235.76 19.92 55.86 35.85 24.46 4223 33.30 35.27

CoL 220.00 19.82 69.50 26.84 28.50 58.00 26.68 38.22
Auto-Learngene | 297.24 2043 61.94 35.02 24.53 44.28 31.86 36.34
Van-Learngene | 297.24 20.67 62.62 34.28 23.77 44.48 32.70 36.42

CoL 277.00 20.82 71.80 43.03 28.20 61.49 32.36 42.95

van-learngene only achieved results of 44.72% and 41.83% respectively. CoL outperformed them
by 17.28% and 20.17%. This demonstrates the superiority of the CoLL method.

J RESULTS OF QWEN3-BASED COL

To further verify the generality of the proposed CoL methods, we conduct the experiments on
Qwen3 |Yang et al.| (2025) family. Here, we take Qwen3-4B as the AnsNet, and the learngne chain
contains Qwen3-1.7B, Qwen3-0.6B. The DesNet built from the Qwen3-based learngene chain has
1.07B parameters, and we compare it with random initialization. The results are shown in Table[T0}
and we find that Qwen3-based CoL still outperforms the random initialization on many tasks. This
demostrates that the presented results and trends hold for more recent models like Qwen3.

Table 10: Performance comparison between the Qwen3-basedCoL and Random initialization on
DesNet-1.09B.

[ BoolQ | Arc-E | WinoG | Avg
Random | 64.94 | 2526 | 43.80 | 44.67
CoL | 6576 | 2544 | 4444 | 4521

K COMPARISON WITH HYPERCLONING AND FSLM

In this section, we provide additional analysis comparing CoL with two related works, Hyper-
Cloning Samragh et al.|(2024) and Stacked Small Language Models (FSLM) [Liang| (2024)).

The difference between CoL and HyperCloning, FSLM. Although these methods share the broad
goal of enhancing small language models (SLMs), their objectives, system designs, and scalability
properties differ fundamentally from CoL. HyperCloning focuses on accelerating the training of a
single large model by progressively widening its architecture. FSLM constructs a multi-component
system composed of several SLMs, but it does not offer a mechanism to initialize a large number of
descendant models (DesNets) at multiple scales. In contrast, CoL is explicitly designed to generate
and initialize multiple SLMs of different sizes under strict compute and data budgets.

Empirical Comparison with HyperCloning. To make the comparison favorable to HyperCloning,
we follow its standard widening schedule and initialize the HyperCloning model from a strong CoL-
initialized DesNet-138M, rather than from random initialization. Using 500M pretraining tokens,
we obtain HyperCloning models at two scales: 645M and 2.42B parameters. CoL descendants are
constructed at comparable scales, and the results are shown in Table @

Across all fairness categories, CoL consistently outperforms HyperCloning, even when trained with
significantly fewer tokens. This highlights CoL’s efficiency and its ability to transfer useful knowl-
edge with minimal computation.
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Table 11: Downstream performance comparison between HyperCloning and CoL under different
scaling and data regimes.

Line Method Tokens Param BoolQ MMLU WinoG Avg

1 HyperCloning  500M  2423M  63.55 24.21 45.88  38.28
2 HyperCloning 500M  645M  63.90 23.99 46.47  38.00
3 CoL 500M  277TM  67.80  27.10 63.74  43.87
4 CoL 500M  537TM 67.80  25.30 62.30 43.69
5 CoL 100M  537M 7190  26.30 60.20  44.06

Comparison with FSLM. We additionally compare CoL with the official results of FSLM (Stacked
Small Language Models). FSLM produces a 640M-parameter multi-SLM system using 5K super-
vised training samples. In contrast, CoL generates a single 138M DesNet (only 21.25% of FSLM’s
size) with approximately half as many SFT samples (2420 vs. 5000).

Table 12: Comparison between FSLM and CoL under strict resource constraints.

Method  SFT Samples (K) Param (M) TinyARC/ARC  TinyMMLU/MMLU

FSLM 5.0 640 33.49 32.08
CoL 2.139+0.285 138 (21.25%) 29.50 (88.08%) 28.20 (87.91%)

Even under such a large scale and data disadvantage, CoL achieves 88.08 % of FSLM’s performance
on TinyARC and 87.91% on TinyMMLU. This shows that FSLM is not well suited for resource-
limited scenarios, while CoL provides strong initialization quality even at very small model sizes.

Overall, these findings demonstrate that HyperCloning and FSLM differ fundamentally from CoL in
goals and scalability, and CoL provides superior performance, faster convergence, and substantially
better resource efficiency across a range of evaluation settings.

L CoL PERFORMANCE ACROSS EXTREME MODEL SCALES

To examine the applicability limits of CoL, we evaluate its performance on two extreme model-
size regimes: very small SLMs (<50M parameters), where representational capacity is highly con-
strained, and (2) larger-than-target models (>1B parameters), where the available token budget be-
comes insufficient for meaningful training.

L.1 VERY SMALL MODELS (<50M)

We construct a 51.47M-parameter descendant model (DesNet-51.47M) and compare CoL initial-
ization with random initialization under an identical 100M-token training budget. Table [T3] shows
that CoL consistently outperforms random initialization across all downstream tasks, despite the
extremely limited model capacity.

Table 13: Performance of DesNet-51.47M initialized with CoL and random initialization under the
same 100M-token budget.

Method BoolQ MMLU WinoG XSum HellaS Arc-E  Avg

Rand 51.55 24.29 4123  33.11 3556 2736 35.52
CoL 65.25 24.20 5242 3491 39.05 25.82 40.27

These results confirm that CoL remains effective even in the extremely small-model regime, pro-
viding substantial performance gains over random initialization.
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L.2 LARGE MODELS (>1B)

We explore whether CoL can scale to DesNets larger than 1B parameters. With the GPT2-based
learngene chain, CoL becomes difficult to apply at this scale. The main reason is simple: the largest
checkpoint in the GPT2 chain is only 734M. This checkpoint is too small to serve as an effective
AnsNet for training a 1B-level DesNet. As a result, both random initialization and CoL. show poor
convergence under a 100M-token budget.

To test whether this limitation comes from the chain rather than CoL itself, we tried a Qwen3-based
learngene chain. Its largest checkpoint is 1.7B, which is large enough to act as a suitable AnsNet.
Within this chain, the DesNet-1.09B can achieves better performance than random initialization
under the 100M-token budget, as shown in Table[T0] These results show that scaling CoL beyond
1B depends on the size of the AnsNet in the chain. CoL remains effective, but its scalability is
constrained by the maximum checkpoint size in the learngene chain.

M THE ROLE OF BRIDGE DISTILLATION

We compare heterogeneous bridge distillation with the homogeneous GPT2-based CoL chain on
several generation-style benchmarks, including dolly (Conover et al [2023), self-inst

(2023c), sinst|[Wang et al.|(2022c), uinst |Honovich et al|(2023)), and vicuna (Chiang et al.| (2023).
The results for DesNet-138M and DesNet-380M are reported in Table [T4] and Table[I3] Across all

tasks and both model sizes, heterogeneous paths (Qwen3-4B or Llama3-8B as the AnsNet) achieve
consistently higher scores than the GPT2-XL CoL chain.

These results differ from the multiple-choice benchmarks in the main paper, where homogeneous
chains perform better. This contrast reflects the intrinsic properties of different task types. Multiple-
choice tasks benefit more from architectural homogeneity and token-level alignment, whereas open-
ended generation tasks rely more on high-level semantic priors that large modern AnsNets provide.
Thus, heterogeneous bridge distillation is not weaker; it offers clear advantages in generative settings
and highlights the task-dependent behavior of CoL.

Table 14: Performance of bridge distillation on generation tasks for DesNet-138M.

AnsNet dolly self-inst sinst vicuna  Avg

GPT2-XL  22.10 9.35 1426 1531 1297
Qwen3-4B  25.25 11.79 15.64 1553 14.32
Llama3-8B  22.83 10.99 1548 1586 14.11

Table 15: Performance of bridge distillation on generation tasks for DesNet-380M.

AnsNet dolly self-inst sinst vicuna  Avg

GPT2-XL 2620 11.01 16.90 15.77 17.47
Qwen3-4B  27.55 13.58  21.51  17.49  20.03
Llama3-8B  26.63 1295  21.65 16775 19.49

N THE USE OF LLMS

In this paper, our application of LLM mainly involves three aspects. Firstly, we use LLM to correct
and polish the words and grammar in the sentences of the paper. Subsequently, we used LLM to
beautify the graphs in the experiment. Specifically, we use LLM to modify the existing drawing
python code to achieve the purpose of beautification. Finally, we use LLM to assist in checking the
formulas and theoretical derivation processes in the paper. We declare that all the generated content
of LLMS has been reviewed by the authors.
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O LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE WORK

Limitations. In this work, we demonstrated the effectiveness of the proposed CoL framework
primarily through averaged performance across multiple datasets. While CoLconsistently achieves
strong overall results, it does not yield the best performance on every individual task. This limitation
arises because CoL emphasizes task-agnostic knowledge transfer and does not explicitly incorporate
task-specific adaptations, which may lead to suboptimal outcomes in certain cases.

Future Work. A promising direction for future research is to enhance CoL with task-aware initial-
ization strategies. By incorporating characteristics of the downstream application scenarios, CoL
could selectively adapt and initialize parameters that are most sensitive to the target task. Such ex-
tensions have the potential to yield more comprehensive improvements in the performance of SLMs
on specific tasks, further broadening the applicability of CoL.
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