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Abstract: We present a study on modelling American Sign Language (ASL) with encoder-only
transformers and human pose estimation keypoint data. Using an enhanced version of the publicly
available Word-level ASL (WLASL) dataset, and a novel normalisation technique based on signer
body size, we show the impact model architecture has on accurately classifying sets of 10, 50, 100,
and 300 isolated, dynamic signs using two-dimensional keypoint coordinates only. We demonstrate
the importance of running and reporting results from repeated experiments to describe and evaluate
model performance. We include descriptions of the algorithms used to normalise the data and
generate the train, validation, and test data splits. We report top-1, top-5, and top-10 accuracy results,
evaluated with two separate model checkpoint metrics based on validation accuracy and loss. We find
models with fewer than 100k learnable parameters can achieve high accuracy on reduced vocabulary
datasets, paving the way for lightweight consumer hardware to perform tasks that are traditionally
resource-intensive, requiring expensive, high-end equipment. We achieve top-1, top-5, and top-10
accuracies of 97%, 100%, and 100%, respectively, on a vocabulary size of 10 signs; 87%, 97%, and 98%
on 50 signs; 83%, 96%, and 97% on 100 signs; and 71%, 90%, and 94% on 300 signs, thereby setting a
new benchmark for this task.

Keywords: sign language recognition; human pose estimation; classification; computer vision; deep
learning; machine learning; supervised learning

MSC: 68T10; 68T45; 68T50

1. Introduction

Research in computational modelling of sign language has seen increasing attention
since the 1980s, often under the guise of gesture recognition for human—computer interac-
tion (HCI), for which sign language proves to be a convenient target dataset. The majority
of the static hand configurations of the fingerspelled American Sign Language (ASL) al-
phabet was used in early gesture recognition research [1,2]. Motivated by the work of
sign language linguistics pioneer Stokoe [3], Tamura and Kawasaki [4] began modelling
sign language at the chereme level—the sub-unit equivalent of phonemes in spoken lan-
guage [5]—which provided a mechanism for recognising manual signs that was rooted in
linguistics. Modelling sign sub-units continued to form the basis for some sign language
research see e.g., [6-17], justifying the linguistics-oriented approach.

In stark contrast, and in particular with the introduction of transformer neural net-
works [18] and their derivatives e.g., [19], explicitly modelling linguistic features of sign
language can be forgone in favour of harnessing the power of deep learning to recognise
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patterns inherent in the data. This can greatly simplify model architecture, including reduc-
ing the number of learnable parameters and the need to heavily preprocess data. Moreover,
the time and resources required to develop and deploy models can be significantly reduced,
enabling the use of low-cost consumer and embedded hardware. This approach does
have limitations, however, which becomes apparent when sign language recognition is not
treated holistically, and instead as merely manual gesture recognition.

1.1. Sign Language

Sign language research has revealed a complexity and ability to communicate ideas
that gives it parity with spoken language [20-23]. Along with a general increase in cultural
and disability awareness, and focus on improving accessibility for Deaf communities,
the research community started to embrace the multimodal aspects of sign language as
well as the needs of the people it ostensibly intends to help [24]. At the very least, this
amounts to a recognition that sign language goes beyond hand gestures [25,26], which has
led to models increasingly utilising the whole signing space [27] and not just data derived
from hands—although this practice does still continue largely via wearable technology
e.g., [1,28-36], which has long been met with disdain by the Deaf community [37,38].
As with models that derive input data from video feeds that cover the signing space, those
that incorporate data from human pose estimation keypoints can also inherently use the
extra information available, though to what extent depends on the keypoints being used.
This holistic view of the keypoints within the signing space is the approach we take in
this study.

Dafnis et al. [39] emphasise the fact there is no one-to-one correspondence of ASL
signs to English words. This is a well known relationship (or lack of) that exists between
sign languages and the respective geographically located native spoken languages. Glosses
are, by definition, a limited representation of a given sign, not a literal translation, and their
use reinforces the misplaced idea that a universal one-to-one relationship exists. Efforts to
codify glosses in linguistics research include annotations that provide more context than a
single word representation, especially so that words with a common spelling, or similar
signs that have subtle context-carrying variations, can be more easily differentiated [40-44].

1.2. Modelling

Many approaches to model aspects of sign language have been described in the
literature. Hand-shape classification methods attempt to recognise specific configurations
of hands [4,16,45-48], which can be considered the fundamental sign articulator—this has
particular importance for recognising finger spelling [49]. Others focus on modelling non-
manual aspects, which are essential context carriers, not least for discriminating between
signs with similar appearance. For example, in German Sign Language (DSG), the signs
for FARBE and MARMELADE differ by accompanying mouth shape only [27]. The same
is true in British Sign Language (BSL) for the signs for BATTERY and UNCLE [50], and in
ASL for LATE and NOT-YET [51] (which also includes a slight headshake in the latter sign).
Instances where the mouth shapes are derived from the spoken language forms of the
respective signs are known as speech-like mouthings [52]. To this end, research went further
than classifying only hand shapes, to include mouth shapes [53,54], whole-face [55,56]
and whole-body configurations [57,58], all in the context of sign language recognition and
translation. The broader field of understanding sign language includes analyses of eyebrow
position during signing to provide context and signer intent [59], further illustrating the
importance of the holistic approach.

1.3. Datasets

One drawback of applying deep learning to challenging computational tasks is that
such techniques are generally data hungry; for a model to generalise well to unseen
data, it must be exposed to sufficient domain-representative examples during training,
where it is common for datasets to contain millions of examples [60]. Computational



Mathematics 2023, 11, 2129

30f28

sign language modelling research is hindered by a dearth of high-quality, large-sample,
and freely available datasets containing diverse, Deaf—or otherwise, expert—signers.
Efforts to help remedy this problem have increased over time, including for continuous
sign language datasets. SIGNUM [61] is perhaps the first signer-independent corpus
created specifically for computational sign language research, but has a limited vocabulary
of 450 basic DSG signs. Nevertheless, it can likely be credited with helping kick-start the
continuous sign language research movement e.g., [62—-65]. The RWTH Phoenix dataset,
which has seen at least three updates [66-68], is derived from public broadcasts of German
weather reports, and has been a benchmark dataset for much research e.g., [63,65,69-82]
despite the low video resolution and the limited domain (i.e., weather forecasts). With a
vocabulary of approximately 3000 DSG signs, this in an improvement over SIGNUM,
but is smaller still than the BSL Corpus dataset comprising approximately 5000 signs [83].
The current largest continuous sign language dataset is How2Sign [84], which despite
containing a vocabulary on the order of 16,000 spoken language words, at the time of
writing has no public release of accompanying glosses. In conjunction with transcription
problems (e.g., character encoding errors, typing errors, signers’ names frequently being
prepended to the transcription, to name a few), the lack of available glosses makes it more
challenging to perform sign language translation using this dataset. For sign language
recognition research, the largest dataset of so-called word-level signs—that is to say isolated,
dynamic signs—is the Word-Level American Sign Language (WLASL) dataset [85], which
has a vocabulary of 2000 signs by 119 signers across a total of 21,083 videos.

1.4. Our Approach

We present a way to model sign language using deep learning with a custom encoder-
only transformer model, which is described in detail in Section 2.2. We analyse the architec-
tural properties that can optimise the task. Specifically, we study modelling sign language
using human keypoints extracted from sequences of isolated, dynamic signs, and perform
sign recognition on a number of different sign classes, bench-marking the performance and
model parameters at each stage. We test the scalability of this approach with number of
sign classes by running multiple experiments on an enhanced version of WLASL.

The results provide an insight into encoder-only transformers for classifying sparse,
noisy (and frequently incomplete), sequential data, and we show that simpler models can
perform better than more complex models. Perhaps most surprisingly, we show that using
an encoder-only transformer with a single layer and a single attention head is sufficient
to perform this task well on reduced vocabulary datasets. Finally, we quantify the effect
random number generation has on model performance, emphasising the importance of
running many experiments when reporting results.

1.5. Related Work

Human pose estimation techniques for sign language recognition frequently employ
multiple modalities beyond just keypoint coordinates. For context, we provide examples
that take an appearance-based approach. Li et al. [85] apply transfer learning to fine
tune the original Inflated 3D ConvNet (I3D) model [86] to output the required number of
class probabilities. They achieve 65.89%, 84.11%, and 89.92% for top-1, top-5, and top-10
accuracies, respectively, on WLASL with 100 sign classes, and 56.14%, 79.94%, 86.98% on
WLASL with 300 classes. In other work that uses motion and hand shapes to guide the
pooling for a three-dimensional CNN on RGB video frames, Hosain et al. [87] achieve top-1,
top-5, and top-10 accuracies on WLASL 100 of 75.67%, 86.83%, and 90.91%, respectively,
and 68.30%, 84.19%, 87.06% on WLASL 300, using their Fusion-2 and Fusion-3 models.

To enable the best comparisons, we now focus on techniques that are not appearance-
based, but instead are purely derived from human pose estimation keypoint data. We note,
however, that because our study uses an enhanced version of WLASL, called WLASL-alt,
as the basis of our experiments, comparisons are indicative of relative performance only.
Nonetheless, there is substantial domain overlap making some comparison valid, i.e., the
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underlying keypoint values used are identical and it is only the class labels (glosses) and
dataset splits that differ. Again, using the same top-1, top-5, and top-10 accuracy metrics,
we provide performances from published work that uses keypoint data from WLASL only.
Using a pose-based gated recurrent unit (Pose-GRU) to model the temporal motion of
signs, Li et al. [85] achieve 46.51%, 76.74%, and 85.66% on WLASL 100, and 33.68%, 64.37%,
and 76.05% on WLASL 300. They go on to apply a temporal graph convolutional network
(Pose-TGCN) that achieves 55.43%, 78.68%, and 87.60% on WLASL 100, and 38.32%, 67.51%,
and 79.64% on WLASL 300. Also using a graph convolutional network (GCN) approach,
Tunga et al. [88] implemented a BERT-like network [19] to capture temporal interdepen-
dencies between frames in a given sequence, and report accuracies of 60.15%, 83.98%,
and 88.67% on WLASL 100, and 42.16%, 71.71%, and 80.93% on WLASL 300. Bohacek and
Hruz [89] report top-1 accuracies on WLASL 100 and WLASL 300. They modify the decoder
of a transformer in their model (SPOTER) to use a single class query token, only, to achieve
63.18% and 43.78%, respectively. Similarly, Eunice et al. [90] also use a standard transformer
model (Sign2Pose) with a single class query token fed into the decoder, but process each
input sequence by discarding so-called redundant frames as well as randomly augmenting
the keypoints with body-joint inspired perturbations. Again, reporting only top-1 accuracy,
they achieve 80.90% and 64.21% on WLASL 100 and WLASL 300, respectively. In contrast
to the latter two approaches, our transformer model has no decoder, which significantly
reduces model complexity. These results are summarised in Table 1. Dafnis et al. [39] do not
publish results on dataset splits other than a complete modified dataset of 1449 sign classes.
Using their bidirectional GCN model, which includes detecting start and end positions of
signs within a sequence to reduce the amount of silence before or after a sign is completed,
they achieve 77.43% for top-1, and 94.54% for top-5 accuracy.

Table 1. Existing top-1, top-5, and top-10 test accuracy results for human pose-estimation-based sign
language recognition using WLASL data split by 100 and 300 signs.

Model WLASL-100 WLASL-300
Top-1 Top-5 Top-10 Top-1 Top-5 Top-10
Pose-TGCN [85] 0.5543 0.7868 0.8760 0.3832 0.6751 0.7964
Pose-GRU [85] 0.4651 0.7674 0.8566 0.3368 0.6437 0.7605
GCN-BERT [88] 0.6015 0.8398 0.8867 0.4216 0.7171 0.8093
SPOTER [89] 0.6318 - - 0.4378 - -
Sign2Pose [90] 0.8090 - - 0.6421 - -

1.6. Contributions

The main contributions of this study are as follows: we demonstrate how computa-
tional sign language recognition can be achieved using a transformer encoder-only archi-
tecture with normalised data only; we provide analysis of the changes in outcome from
different architecture configurations, with the view to optimise the task; we demonstrate
that models with a relatively tiny number of learnable parameters can perform well at this
task given a reduced vocabulary dataset; and finally we show the importance of running
repeat experiments to accurately report model performance, which gives insight into the
number of experiments expected to be repeated for achieving optimal model performance
at this task, as would be the case for deployment in the field.

1.7. Article Organisation

The remainder of this article is organised into the following sections: Section 2 details
the materials and methods used to conduct the study; Section 3 presents the results from
the experiments conducted; Section 4 discusses these results; and finally, Section 5 draws
conclusions and offers guidance on the direction of future work.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Dataset

We conduct our study using WLASL-alt, the preliminary release of a significantly
enhanced version of the WLASL dataset [91]. This updated version provides corrections and
improvements to the accompanying glosses, which we incorporate into the original WLASL
dataset. We choose not to use the original WLASL dataset because of the flaws identified by
Neidle and Ballard [91] and further discussed by Dafnis et al. [39], and are of the opinion
that its continued use in the original form should not be encouraged. An example flaw is
the lack of gloss annotation to differentiate homographs such as the noun ‘right’ as in the
direction opposite to ‘left’, and ‘right” as in the verb ‘correct’. Another flaw is a basic typing
error for the sign glossed as SIGNER, which is labelled in the original WLASL dataset with
the gloss SINGER.

The WLASL dataset includes human pose estimation keypoints, extracted using
OpenPose [92]. Keypoints are grouped by body pose, face, left and right hand. There are
25 keypoints for the body pose and 21 keypoints per hand, giving a total of 67 available
keypoints. There are no face keypoints provided, but the positions of the nose, eyes and ears
exist in the body pose group. Each keypoint is represented by a pair of two-dimensional
coordinates and a confidence score. We make no use of the confidence score in favour of
a smaller model. From the body pose group, we extract the keypoints labelled 0-7 and
15-18, only, which represent the landmarks to be found within the signing space. We use
every keypoint from both hands, which gives a total of 108 x- and y-axis coordinates for
54 keypoints from all available keypoint groups. The human pose estimation keypoints
used in this study are summarised in Table 2.

Table 2. Human pose estimation keypoints used in this study.

Keypoint Group Keypoint Labels ! Number of Keypoints
Body pose 0-7,15-18 12
Left hand 0-20 21
Right hand 0-20 21
All - 54

! These ranges are inclusive.

The keypoint dataset has a fragmentary nature, and is not an ideal, uninterrupted
stream of valid coordinates, which is caused by a few factors. First, OpenPose is not a perfect
system and its performance is subject to the quality and resolution of the source videos
for this dataset, which varies. OpenPose was therefore unable to identify every keypoint
of interest across all sequences, either accurately or at all. Second, human landmarks,
e.g., hands, eyes, ears, etc., can become occluded when signing, and OpenPose can fail to
identify keypoints of occluded landmarks. Finally, landmarks can go outside the boundary
of the camera view for an arbitrary number of frames making it impossible for OpenPose to
detect those landmarks. This is common when hands are placed—for example, in a resting
position—near or below the signing space (subject to the framing of the video), and is
demonstrated in Figure 1, which shows four consecutive frames from an example sequence.
It can clearly be seen that, across the four frames, the hand to the right of the frame is always
out of view (and with it, the adjoining forearm), but the other hand and forearm briefly
appear in the two middle frames, providing some sporadic data. This limitation is also the
reason why the keypoints representing the waistline centre-point and hips are not used in
our experiments, despite being at the limit of the signing space. Keypoints are assigned
zero values for their coordinates when the corresponding landmarks are not detected.

Data standardisation, or in machine learning parlance, normalisation, refers to pre-
processing techniques that put data points within an increasingly overlapping interval
(e.g., [0,1]), and is often viewed as an essential step in optimising the performance of
machine learning models [93]. Example benefits of normalisation include improving nu-
merical stability of models and speeding up training such that the model is not required to
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functionally learn the differences in scale, as well as common patterns, across the dataset.
This applies to preprocessing unseen data in the wild during inference as much as it does
when learning a model.

frame j framej +1 frame j + 2 frame j + 3

1 1 1 1
0f 0 0 0
-1 -1 -1 -1

-05 Qo -Q5 Q0 -Q5 Qo0

Q5 10 -10

-10 Q5 10 -10 -05 Qo Q5 10 -10 Qa5 10

Figure 1. Example of the fragmentary nature of the keypoint data, where coordinate values for a
forearm and hand are missing in two of four consecutive frames from an example sequence. Each
plot represents a single frame of keypoint x- and y-axis coordinate values from a sequence. Skeleton
joints have been superimposed onto all frames to illustrate the relative positions of the visible human
landmarks. Keypoints for the ears, eyes, nose, neck, shoulders, and elbows are easily identifiable.
The overlaid blue boxes indicate the x-y plane location of the keypoint coordinate values that appear
briefly in two of the frames.

The keypoint coordinate values in WLASL appear to be the raw values produced by
OpenPose. It is self-evident that keypoints extracted from signers who appear larger in the
frame will produce a different scale of values to those who appear smaller, and perhaps
to a lesser extent, camera lens focal length and intrinsic lens distortion will also impact
on the uniformity of video sequences, although the latter is likely to have a negligible
effect. Furthermore, it is evident that signers who are at different locations within the frame
will produce offset keypoint values because OpenPose reports these values relative to the
origin of the video frame, which is one of the corners. To illustrate a clear example of both
differences in scale and a slight offset in position, Figure 2 shows two overlaid frames
extracted from two different video sequences. The two frames are cropped at the same
location within the video at full resolution and clearly show a shift in scale and origin. This
can be thought of as being additional (and superfluous) information to model.

Figure 2. Two overlaid frames extracted from two different video sequences that demonstrate
difference in raw data scale and position. Images reproduced with permission, © William G. Vicars
(http:/ /lifeprint.com (accessed on 20 March 2023)) and © Start ASL (http://www.startasl.com
(accessed on 20 March 2023)).

Figure 3 shows plots of the maximum x- and y-axis keypoint coordinate values taken
from a representative sample of 400 sequences. The range of maximum values, including
clear outliers (two of which are extreme along the y-axis), strongly suggests that normalising
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the data would be beneficial. Although not reported to any great depth here, we did run a
short comparison study of raw versus normalised data on like-for-like experiments (i.e., the
same model architecture, parameters, fixed random number generator seed, etc.) with only
10 sign classes for expediency. We found the experiments with normalised data realised a
mean increase in top-1 classification accuracy of approximately 5% on the test dataset split,
justifying the decision to apply our normalisation technique. We therefore normalise all
data this way for all experiments.

x-axis coordinates  y-axis coordinates

300 1 1 .

3 .
= 2801 1
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B e u. %
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= o0 o . % o "
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Figure 3. Maximum x- and y-axis keypoint coordinate values taken from a representative sample of
400 sequences illustrating the range in maximum values.

There are many ways to normalise data. We take, what we believe to be, a novel
approach to normalisation for sign language recognition, and try to standardise the size of
every signer. We carry this out with the intention of preserving the full range of articulation
for signs that require, say, larger arm motion, which is in contrast to signs that are closer
to the body. Alternative methods that, for example, scale everything to the intervals
[0,1], [-1,1], [-0.5,0.5], and so on, will likely reduce the scale of the body pose and hand
keypoints for signs that produce larger arm extensions, and conversely, inflate the scale for
signs with a smaller magnitude of arm extension.

We normalise the keypoint coordinate values per sequence to try to enforce a level of
uniformity across the entire dataset. We take the mean x-axis distance between the left and
right shoulders (body pose keypoints 2 and 5) for all frames with valid keypoint data in
a given sequence, and scale every keypoint x-axis coordinate in that sequence such that
the mean distance between the left and right shoulders is unity. For the y-axis coordinates,
we perform the same operation but using the mean y-axis distance between the neck and
nose (body pose keypoints 0 and 1), which we also set to unity. Note that the normalisation
distances are axis-aligned, rather than, say, Euclidean distances.

More formally, using zero-based indexing and given I sequences of isolated signs,
each sequence, S;, belonging to the set of all sequences, S, comprises of frames s; ; up to the
maximum number of frames for all sequences in the dataset, ], and can be described as

S; = {Si,j/ Sijj+1re - /51‘,]71} Vi e [0, v, I — 1], 1

where each isolated sign sequence has a corresponding class

Ce Vkelo,...,K—1], @)
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where the number of classes, K, depends on the experiment being conducted. Using this
definition, a given x-axis coordinate value of a keypoint position in sequence frame s; ,
denoted by s; ; ,, is scaled as

S s . m o .
r_ Sijpe Mijp
Siipe = T =1+ 3)

|§i,x2 ~ Six
where 5; ,, is the mean x-axis coordinate value (excluding values with no valid data) of the
first normalising keypoint across the entire sequence, 5, ,, is the corresponding value for
the second normalising keypoint, and m; ; ,, is the mask (1 or 0) indicating that this value
is non-zero. Likewise, the corresponding y-axis coordinate is scaled as

i = e @
LYy2 LYy
where the symbols and indices follow the same convention.
Finally, we translate all keypoints for a given sequence to place the origin at the mean
x- and y-axis coordinate value for the nose (keypoint 1) across that sequence. We again
apply a mask to ensure the undetected keypoint values remain at the origin. Formally,
a given x- or y-axis coordinate value of a keypoint position in sequence frame s; j, denoted
by s;;p, s translated to the new origin as

Sijpy = (Sz’,j,p¢ Sup) i fpys ®)
where 5; 4 is the mean value for the new origin keypoint, again using the same convention,

but where the subscript ¢ represents either x or y. We do not preprocess the dataset in any
way beyond this standard normalisation, which is detailed in Algorithm 1.

Algorithm 1 Data normalisation algorithm

Require: data > [sequences, frames, keypoints, x or y value] e.g., [64, 203, 54, 2]
Require: mask > same shape as data, specifies keypoints with valid values
1: function NORM(data, mask)
2: for ex € data do

3 50,x < So,x(dataex, maskex) > Mean x value of scaling kp 0
4 51,y < S1x(dataex, maskex) > Mean x value of scaling kp 1
5: S0y Soly(dataex, maskey) > Mean y value of scaling kp 0
6: 51y SLy(datan, maskex) > Mean y value of scaling kp 1
7: dy < abs(51,x —50,x) > x distance of mean scaling kps
8: dy < abs(s1, —50,) >y distance of mean scaling kps
9: dataey < N(dataey, maskey, dy, dy) > Norm. to mean scaling kp distances
10: Ty < Cy(dataey, maskey) > Mean x value of new origin kp
11: ¢y + Cy(dataex, maskey) > Mean y value of new origin kp
12: dataex < T(dataex, maskex, Cx, Cy) > Translate kps to new origin
13: end for
14: return data

15: end function

Following Li et al. [85] and Dafnis et al. [39], we programmatically split the data into
training, validation, and test sets by class using the ratio 4:1:1. This helps balance the
distribution of classes across the sets (but not the number of examples per class, which is
unbalanced in WLASL), e.g., for a given class that has 6 examples, we allocate 4 examples
to the training set, and 1 example to each of the validation and test sets. Taking every entry
in WLASL-alt as the new catalogue index, including entries labelled as left-hand dominant,
we filter out classes with fewer than 6 examples. We construct a tensor per dataset split by
concatenating the extracted keypoints from the body pose, left and right hand groups by
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their x- and y-axis coordinate values for every frame in each example sequence. That is to
say, a single frame of any given sequence is represented by 2 fixed vectors of the keypoints
for that frame, grouped by x- and y-axis coordinate values (this simplifies the normalisation
routine). Subsequently, a sequence is an ordered tensor of the respective frames. Finally,
a dataset split is the tensor containing all respective sequences.

We pad each sequence with zeroes to a fixed length of 203 frames for the keypoint
x- and y-axis coordinate values, which is the maximum sequence frame length. We do
not add special token values to indicate the start or end of a sequence. Nor do we use a
special token value to indicate padding, i.e., padded and no-data values are identically
zero. The resultant tensors for each dataset split have the shape

[sequence number, frame number, keypoint index, x- or y-axis coordinate value],  (6)
where for example, the training dataset split tensor has the shape
[11445,203, 54, 2]. @)

The dataset splits are summarised in Table 3. Our experiments use subsets of these
dataset splits, taking n classes with the greatest number of examples per class, depending
on the experiment. These experiment data splits are listed in Table 4.

Table 3. Dataset splits generated in this study.

Dataset Split Number of Examples
Training 11,445
Validation 2298
Test 2145
All 15,888

Table 4. Experiment dataset splits showing number of examples per split per number of classes.

Classes Training Validation Testing Total
Examples Examples Examples Examples
10 282 68 65 415
50 1052 246 241 1539
100 1842 418 403 2663
300 4302 950 889 6141
2.2. Model

Since the introduction of transformer neural networks [18], they have been increasingly
used to model many systems, most notably for applications involving natural language
processing (NLP) and more recently for vision [94], but as we demonstrate in this study,
transformers can be further applied to numerical sequence data. The original transformer
was used to translate spoken languages, which is a sequence-to-sequence task. Our task,
however, is sequence classification; that is to say we aim to classify sequences of isolated,
dynamic signs according to known class labels. To achieve this, we take a standard
transformer and modify it to use the encoder part only.

A transformer encoder consists of one or more encoder layers, where, in the case of
multiple layers, the output from each layer is fed into the next. An encoder layer contains
a multi-headed attention mechanism followed by a position-wise fully connected feed
forward network. Both the attention mechanism and feed forward network are bounded
by residual connections and followed by layer normalisation [95]. The residual connections
help preserve some of the original input signal at various stages in the process. The pro-
cessing pipeline for a single encoder layer is shown in Figure 4. The task of the transformer
encoder is to take an input sequence and turn it into a latent space representation that
encodes information about the relationships between the ordered parts of the input, while
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sharing context with other sequences it processes via the learned model parameters; in
short, it projects the input into an embedded feature space.

. add L. . add
input multi-headed position-wise output
P % attention % ncfrzm % feed forward % nc;grlm % P

residual connection /P residual connection /l\

Figure 4. High level processing pipeline of a single transformer encoder layer.

Drawing inspiration from information retrieval systems, the input embeddings are
turned into queries, keys, and values that each have their own learnable parameters.
The attention mechanism allows the encoder to learn semantic relationships between
ordered inputs, with each having a configurable, but identical, number of heads; hence
the term multi-headed attention. The query, key, and value embeddings representing each
ordered item in the input sequence are split and distributed evenly across those attention
heads. This can be thought of as providing each attention head an equal, but different,
portion of the representation of each input in the sequence. Note that a single attention
head is just a special case where the process of dividing across the heads means the lone
head receives all of the embeddings.

It is a fact that transformers are position equivariant [18]. For modelling sequence
data, as is the case with sign language, order is important. To alleviate this problem,
positional information is injected by adding a value to each input. This value depends
on the sequence position of each input and provides the model with a notion of order
that it can learn. The original transformer architecture uses a fixed positional encoding,
PE, which provides a real scalar per-input embedding dimension at position j up to a
predefined maximum sequence length, J. These positional encoding scalars are derived
from sinusoidal functions. For input values appearing at even positions in a sequence,
these are given by

. I S
PEeven (]/ dpe) = 8in ( a2dpe/dmode1 ) 4 (8)
and for those at odd positions,
Y S
PEodd (j, dpe) = cos < 2pe/dmodel ) ' ©

In both of these functions, j is the position in the sequence for a given input, i.e.,
j=10,...,]—1],and dpe is the dimension of the positional encoding. In other words, this
maps a sinusoid to each positional encoding dimension. The value a = 10,000 was chosen
by the original transformer authors because it helped balance model performance when
dealing with both short and long sequences. Nevertheless, there are alternative ways to
inject positional information into the input to produce ordered embeddings [96]. For ease of
implementation, for the encoder-only transformer, we adopt a learned positional encoding
using PyTorch’s Embedding class [97]. We generate 108 positionally encoded embedding
values per sequence frame, which are added identically to each sequence in a batch.

Our transformer encoder is initialised with a configurable number of encoder layers,
where every layer is identically configured according to the parameters listed in Table 5.
As with the number of encoder layers and number of attention heads, other hyperparame-
ters can potentially further optimise the model. In the encoder, we use the ReLU activation
function, which is the rectified linear unit, and is defined as

ReLU(x) = max(0, x), (10)

which clamps negative values to zero. The same dropout probability is applied to all fully
connected feed forward layers within the encoder. The fully connected feed forward layers
are configured with dimension dg = 108, which is essentially an arbitrary (but configurable)
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choice. Setting dgs < dyodel Would produce a bottleneck effect, which could potentially help
reduce overfitting during training. Conversely, setting d¢ > di040 Would theoretically
expand the feature space, helping the model learn more complex latent relationships in
the data. With dg = d04e1, as is the case in our configuration, the dimensionality of the
feature space is preserved within the encoder layer.

Table 5. Encoder layer parameters.

Parameter Value(s)
dmodel 108
dg 108
Attention heads ! {1,2,3,4,6,9}
Activation function ReLLU
Dropout 0<x<1

1 These values satisfy the requirement dy,o4¢1 mod H = 0, where H is the number of attention heads.

During training, validation and testing, we iterate through the dataset using random
batching, only completing an epoch when every example in the respective dataset split has
been seen by the model at least once.

Before passing a batch of data through the encoder, the input values are scaled by
V@ model, Where dioge1 = 108, the number of keypoint x- and y-axis coordinate values. This
not only helps prevent the positional encoding from swamping the input signal, but it also
helps the model to learn efficiently by preventing the positional encoding being too small a
value in comparison. We experimented with other scaling factors and found scaling the
input by v/dmodel to work well at balancing these values for this task.

The learned positional encoding is then added element-wise to the input values, which
produces the input embeddings. Dropout is applied to the input embeddings according
to a probability hyperparameter, which we set to 0.0 throughout. The input embeddings
are subsequently passed through the encoder to produce a latent representation of the
same dimension as the input. After the encoder, this dimension is reduced by taking the
mean value over the frame (e.g., time) axis, yielding d,0qe1 = 108 scalars per sequence in
the batch. These 108 values are further reduced or expanded to the required number of
class predictions by passing them through a fully connected feed forward layer [98], which
applies the linear transformation y = xA" + b, where x is the encoder output, AT is the
transpose of a learnable weight matrix, b is a learnable bias, and y is the resultant output.
To convert the output to logits representing the class predictions, we apply the LogSoftmax
function [99], which is defined as

LogSoftmax(x;) = log (%) =x; —log <Zexp(xj)> , (11)
j ] j

for some class prediction x;, which outputs on the interval [—oo,0). The softmax function
has the effect of amplifying larger values while suppressing smaller values (see Figure 5).
These class predictions are passed into our objective function along with the ground truth
class labels. We use categorical cross entropy loss [100], which combines LogSoftmax and
negative log likelihood loss, to obtain a single loss value for the batch, which we accumulate
per epoch. During the training loop, we compute the gradients and update the model
weights using the Adam optimiser [101], initialised with the parameters listed in Table 6.

Once per epoch, we calculate the mean loss from the accumulated batch losses, and af-
ter the training loop has completed, we perform a step on the learning rate scheduler,
which we choose to be CosineAnnealingWarmRestarts [102], initialised with Ty = 10 and
otherwise default parameters.
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Figure 5. Softmax function plotted over an arbitrary interval showing how it amplifies larger values
of in the input x while suppressing smaller values.

Table 6. Adam optimiser parameters.

Parameter Value(s)
Weight decay 1.0 x 1073
Learning rate 1.0 x 107*

B1 9.0 x 107!
B2 9.8 x 107!
€ 1.0 x 1077

We convert the output prediction logits, which we now define as y, to a probability
distribution, 7 = {yo,...,yx—1}, that is the predicted class probabilities for K classes, lying
on the interval [0, 1]. This is carried out using the exponential function

7 =exp(y), (12)
so that

K-1
Y gi=1 (13)
i=0

The predicted class probabilities and the ground truth class labels allow us to calculate
top-k accuracy per epoch, where k = {1,5,10}. We subsequently take a model checkpoint
based on two separate performance metrics: the validation loss and the validation accuracy.
For the validation loss, we take a model checkpoint if the mean batch loss for an epoch is
less than the previous best performing (i.e., lowest) mean batch loss value. Likewise, we
take a model checkpoint if the top-1 accuracy on the validation set is increased.

We run for 200 epochs to allow the models to converge (or overfit), after which we
test using both best performing checkpoint models (based on validation loss and accuracy).
We implement early stopping if both the training set accuracy and the validation top-1
accuracy reach 1.0; although in practice, this has yet to happen. A topology of the model
architecture training loop for a single iteration is shown in Figure 6.
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Figure 6. Model and training loop topology for a single iteration of the sign language recognition
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encoder-only transformer. This diagram shows the process for a hypothetical training loop sequence
batch size of 1 starting with sequence s;.

2.3. Model Regularisation

We perform no model regularisation, including data augmentation, in this study.
Instead we choose to focus on the base architecture as a means to model and optimise the
classification task, and leave regularisation to a future study to measure the impact various
hyperparameters have on model performance.

2.4. Experimental Setup

All experiments were conducted in a virtual machine (VM) running on the HILDA
HPC at DARTeC [103]. The VM runs on an Intel Xeon Gold 6258R with 112 CPUs and
377 GiB RAM, and 4 NVIDIA A100s each with 40 GiB RAM. Experiments were generally
run in parallel batches of 4, with a single experiment per GPU. The VM operating system is
Ubuntu Linux 20.04.4 LTS. The major libraries used to train and evaluate all models are
Python 3.8.10, PyTorch 1.9.0+culll, and NumPy 1.21.4.

2.5. Experiments

We began by establishing a baseline model architecture for the optimal number of
encoder layers. We conducted 5 groups of 8 repeat experiments (a group per number of
encoder layers), using normalised keypoint data, for a total of 40 experiments. All baseline
experiments were initialised without setting the random number generation seeds, which
allows us to measure the spread of model performance, and therefore quantify the standard
error of the mean, and the related uncertainty, across groups of experiments. It also allows
us to measure the impact random initialisation has on performance in this deep learning
task. All parameters were fixed except the number of encoder layers. We limited the sign
classification task to 10 classes to enable faster iteration compared to experiments with a
larger number of classes. The parameters used are listed in Table 7 and the experiment
dataset splits per class count are listed in Table 4.

With a baseline for the number of encoder layers established, we proceeded to de-
termine the optimal number of attention heads. We did this by keeping all parameters
fixed, as per Table 7, but varying the number of attention heads instead of layers. We
performed 6 groups of 8 sign classification experiments with the number of attention
heads, H = {1,2,3,4,6,9}, fixed per experiment group, on 4 groups of sign classes,
K = {10,50,100, 300}, for a total of 192 experiments. In total, 224 baseline experiments
were conducted.
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Table 7. Encoder layer baseline experiment hyperparameters.
Parameter Value(s)
Encoder layers [1,...,5]
Sign classes 10
Encoder attention heads 4
Norm. centroid keypoint {1}
Norm. scaling keypoints {2,5,0,1}
Encoder FFN dimension 108
Encoder dropout 0
Embedding dropout 0
Batch size 64
Encoder activation function ReLU
Augmentation None
Accuracy results quoted with an associated uncertainty are calculated as
uncertainty = £1.96 x oy, (14)
where o
= (15)

is the standard error of the mean, ¢ is the standard deviation, and 7 is the number of
experiments. In all experiments, Test-A refers to the best-performing model based on the
accuracy metric, and Test-L to the best performing model based on the loss metric.

3. Results

First, we report the results of the baseline experiments to determine the optimal
number of transformer encoder layers for the sign language recognition task, using 10 sign
classes. Because the number of learnable model parameters is directly related to the number
of encoder layers (all else being equal, except for the number of attention heads, which
does not influence the number of model parameters), we also include those figures here.
Mean top-1 accuracy results are listed in Table 8 and plotted in Figure 7, which presents the
same data as functions of encoder layers and number of model parameters, respectively.

Table 8. Mean top-1 accuracy results for optimal number of encoder layers and number of model
parameters for baseline experiments with 10 classes.

Encoder Model Train Validation Test-A Test-L
Layers Parameters Top-1 Accuracy Top-1 Accuracy Top-1 Accuracy Top-1 Accuracy
1 94,078 1.0000 £ 0.0000 0.9561 + 0.0104 0.9346 =+ 0.0202 0.9297 +0.0174
2 165,142 1.0000 = 0.0000 0.9355 £ 0.0186 0.8828 + 0.0259 0.8730 £ 0.0270
3 236,206 1.0000 £ 0.0000 0.9508 £ 0.0162 0.8838 £ 0.0300 0.8896 + 0.0137
4 307,270 1.0000 £ 0.0000 0.9307 £ 0.0208 0.9023 £ 0.0286 0.9180 =+ 0.0230
5 378,334 1.0000 =+ 0.0000 0.9339 £ 0.0191 0.8955 £ 0.0213 0.9014 + 0.0213

Next, we report the results of the baseline experiments to determine the optimal
number of attention heads per group of classes. Top-1 accuracy results are listed in Table 9
and plotted in Figure 8.

We present the model configurations that achieve the best test set top-k accuracy in
Table 10. These results include the performance metric that achieves the best score for each
top-k accuracy, which is reported as A for the accuracy-based checkpoint metric, L for the
loss-based equivalent, or same in the event that both results are equal.
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Figure 7. Mean top-1 accuracy results as a function of (a) number of encoder layers, and (b) number

of model parameters, for baseline experiments with 10 classes.

Table 9. Mean top-1 accuracy results for encoder attention heads for baseline experiments with 10,

50, 100, and 300 classes. Each row gives the mean result from eight repeat experiments.

Classes Attention Train Validation Test-A Test-L

Heads Top-1 Accuracy Top-1 Accuracy Top-1 Accuracy Top-1 Accuracy

10 1 1.0000 =+ 0.0000 0.9535 £ 0.0053 0.9346 £ 0.0204 0.9297 £0.0183
2 1.0000 = 0.0000 0.9580 =+ 0.0139 0.9307 £0.0172 0.9385 £ 0.0140

3 1.0000 = 0.0000 0.9785 £ 0.0099 0.9365 £ 0.0154 0.9395 + 0.0144

4 1.0000 = 0.0000 0.9561 £ 0.0104 0.9346 £ 0.0202 0.9297 £0.0174

6 1.0000 = 0.0000 0.9661 £ 0.0211 0.9238 £ 0.0168 0.9307 £ 0.0098

9 1.0000 = 0.0000 0.9551 £ 0.0121 0.9316 £ 0.0141 0.9336 £ 0.0161

50 1 1.0000 =+ 0.0000 0.8419 £ 0.0067 0.8245 £+ 0.0130 0.8284 + 0.0189
2 1.0000 = 0.0000 0.8530 £ 0.0116 0.8298 £0.0173 0.8320 £ 0.0154

3 1.0000 =+ 0.0000 0.8502 £ 0.0120 0.8270 £ 0.0181 0.8186 £ 0.0142

4 1.0000 =+ 0.0000 0.8470 £ 0.0096 0.8330 £ 0.0178 0.8301 £ 0.0163

6 1.0000 = 0.0000 0.8350 £ 0.0064 0.8222 £0.0220 0.8302 £ 0.0152

9 1.0000 =+ 0.0000 0.8293 £ 0.0063 0.8226 £+ 0.0105 0.8293 £ 0.0184

100 1 0.9998 £ 0.0000 0.8162 £ 0.0045 0.7890 £ 0.0099 0.7782 £ 0.0164
2 0.9998 £ 0.0000 0.8224 £ 0.0079 0.7849 £ 0.0152 0.7817 £ 0.0169

3 0.9998 + 0.0000 0.8232 £ 0.0055 0.7885 £ 0.0162 0.7914 £ 0.0093

4 0.9998 £ 0.0000 0.8265 £ 0.0061 0.7858 £ 0.0181 0.7993 + 0.0164

6 0.9998 £ 0.0000 0.8259 £ 0.0085 0.7878 £0.0156 0.7887 £ 0.0130

9 0.9999 £ 0.0001 0.8285 =+ 0.0059 0.7885 £+ 0.0138 0.7952 £ 0.0158

300 1 0.9993 £ 0.0001 0.6815 =+ 0.0069 0.6398 £ 0.0079 0.6380 =+ 0.0057
2 0.9995 £ 0.0001 0.7122 £ 0.0057 0.6696 + 0.0103 0.6700 £ 0.0091

3 0.9995 =+ 0.0000 0.7195 £ 0.0063 0.6803 £ 0.0113 0.6792 +£ 0.0090

4 0.9995 £ 0.0001 0.7172 £ 0.0061 0.6830 £ 0.0065 0.6835 =+ 0.0057

6 0.9995 =+ 0.0000 0.7269 £ 0.0078 0.6842 £ 0.0078 0.6855 =+ 0.0039

9 0.9995 + 0.0001 0.7226 £ 0.0057 0.6804 £ 0.0067 0.6795 + 0.0067

As each experiment result is the mean accuracy from eight separate, identically config-
ured but randomly initialised, experiments, we report the accuracy range and uncertainty
to provide insight into model variability between experiments. These results are listed
in Table 11.

Table 12 shows the top-1, top-5, and top-10 minimum, mean, and maximum test
accuracy results from our best performing model configurations for each of the data splits
by sign count, where the best model configuration is taken as that which scores the highest
mean accuracy. We include all three of these values to provide insight into the range of
performance for a given so-called best model configuration when randomly initialised. That
is to say, the model configuration that performs best on average after repeat experiments.
We note that this means we may not report the absolute maximum accuracy scores across
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all model configurations; in this study, we are most interested in model configurations
that generally perform well under conditions brought about by random initialisation. We
also include our results along with those from other models, but it is important to note
that this is indicative of relative performance only. We use WLASL-alt, the modified
version of WLASL, as the basis of our dataset which uses the exact same keypoint data
as WLASL, but it does have improved glosses, which likely affect the outcome. In the
absence of any results that quote the same class numbers and data splits, we use these for
cautious comparison.

10 classes
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Table 10. Mean top-1, top-5, and top-10 test set accuracy results for best performing model configura-

tions from experiments with 10, 50, 100, and 300 classes, showing number of attention heads, best

performance metric, and difference in accuracy between performance metrics.

Classes Tob-k Attention Metric Accurac Metric
P Heads A, L or Same y Accuracy A

10 1 3 L 0.9395+£0.0144 0.0029

5 3 A 0.9854 £ 0.0061 0.0010

10 1 Same 1.0000 = 0.0000 0.0000
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Table 10. Cont.

Classes Top-k Attention Metric Accurac Metric
p Heads A, L or Same Y Accuracy A

50 1 4 A 0.8330+0.0178 0.0010

5 3 A 0.9634 £ 0.0044 0.0013

10 3 A 0.9771 £ 0.0022 0.0013

100 1 4 L 0.7993 £+ 0.0164 0.0103

5 6 A 0.9415 £+ 0.0087 0.0009

10 6 A 0.9619 £ 0.0052 0.0012

300 1 6 L 0.6855 £ 0.0039 0.0013

5 6 A 0.8920 £ 0.0047 0.0005

10 6 L 0.9318 +0.0033 0.0034

Table 11. Range and uncertainty in top-1 test accuracy for repeated experiments per configuration
and performance metric, where: uncertainty = +1.96 x oyy; o\ = 0/ +/n is the standard error of the
mean; and ¢ is the standard deviation.

Classes Attention Top-1 Accuracy Range Top-1 Uncertainty

Heads Test-A Test-L Test-A Test-L

10 1 0.0938 0.0781 0.0204 0.0183
2 0.0703 0.0547 0.0172 0.0140

3 0.0703 0.0703 0.0154 0.0144

4 0.0781 0.0781 0.0202 0.0174

6 0.0781 0.0469 0.0168 0.0098

9 0.0625 0.0781 0.0141 0.0161

50 1 0.0441 0.0843 0.0130 0.0189
2 0.0872 0.0677 0.0173 0.0154

3 0.0767 0.0607 0.0181 0.0142

4 0.0749 0.0699 0.0178 0.0163

6 0.1122 0.0645 0.0220 0.0152

9 0.0433 0.0829 0.0105 0.0184

100 1 0.0366 0.0798 0.0099 0.0164
2 0.0737 0.0842 0.0152 0.0169

3 0.0739 0.0373 0.0162 0.0093

4 0.0841 0.0631 0.0181 0.0164

6 0.0635 0.0655 0.0156 0.0130

9 0.0622 0.0747 0.0138 0.0158

300 1 0.0395 0.0230 0.0079 0.0057
2 0.0449 0.0455 0.0103 0.0091

3 0.0501 0.0405 0.0113 0.0090

4 0.0275 0.0181 0.0065 0.0057

6 0.0350 0.0183 0.0078 0.0039

9 0.0278 0.0262 0.0067 0.0067

Table 12. Best top-1, top-5, and top-10 test accuracy results for human pose-estimation-based sign
language recognition using WLASL-based data. For our results, we report the minimum, mean,
and maximum accuracy scores for the best performing model configuration measured by highest
mean accuracy. Note that our results stem from WLASL-alt, which has improved glosses, and the
results are, therefore, indicative of relative performance. We omit the uncertainty for our mean values.

Model 10 Classes Top-k 50 Classes Top-k 100 Classes Top-k 300 Classes Top-k
1 5 10 1 5 10 1 5 10 1 5 10
Pose-TGCN [85] - - - - - - 0.5543 0.7868 0.8760 0.3832 0.6751 0.7964

Pose-GRU [85] - - - - - - 0.4651 0.7674 0.8566 0.3368 0.6437 0.7605




Mathematics 2023, 11, 2129 18 of 28
Table 12. Cont.
Model 10 Classes Top-k 50 Classes Top-k 100 Classes Top-k 300 Classes Top-k
1 5 10 1 5 10 1 5 10 1 5 10
GCN-BERT [88] - - - - - - 0.6015 0.8398 0.8867 0.4216 0.7171 0.8093
SPOTER [89] - - - - - - 0.6318 - - 0.4378 - -
Sign2Pose [90] - - - - - - 0.8090 - - 0.6421 - -
Ours (min) 0.8984 0.9688 1.0000 0.7875 09474 09629 0.7364 0.9232 09468 0.6703 0.8782 0.9139
Ours (mean) 09395 0.9854 1.0000 0.8330 09634 09771 0.7993 0.9415 09619 0.6855 0.8920 0.9318
Ours (max) 0.9688 1.0000 1.0000 0.8722 0.9746 0.9831 0.8316 0.9596 0.9733 0.7052 0.8999 0.9378

4. Discussion
4.1. Model Performance

We successfully perform sign language recognition on isolated, dynamic signs across
a range of class sizes using an encoder-only transformer and a novel data normalisation
technique, with no data augmentation or model regularisation. The results are as expected
insofar as performance decreases as the number of classes is increased. The same applies to
the three dataset splits, with performance being greatest on the training set, followed by the
validation set, then the test set splits. The goal—like the majority of similar machine learning
classification tasks—however, is to maximise performance on the test set, which is a better
reflection of model generalisation, and therefore performance in the wild; performing well
on dataset splits other than the test set is an insufficient indicator of real-world performance.

Our attempt to determine an optimal model architecture by number of encoder layers
identifies a single layer as being optimal over multiple layers, up to a maximum of five.
In Figure 7, the error bars suggest a layer count greater than one offers no performance
benefit on the test set accuracy, though this is marginal for the case of four encoder layers.
Despite this, the overall trend appears to be a decrease in accuracy as the number of layers
increase. Table 8 shows that a single layer yields the highest accuracy on both performance
metrics. It should be noted, however, that we can only state this for the case of modelling
10 sign classes. Repeating the experiments with different layer counts for greater class sizes
would provide more insight.

Conversely, as Figure 8 shows, we were unable to determine the optimal number
of heads for a single layer for under 300 classes because they all perform equally well,
within the quoted uncertainty. In the case of 300 heads, however, there is a stark rise in
performance between 1 and 2 attention heads of approximately 3%. This almost certainly
reflects the increase in dataset complexity through the additional classes that marks the
crossing of a threshold. Taking into account the measured uncertainty, the increase in
performance appears to plateau after two heads. We can tentatively predict that the number
of heads required to achieve the best accuracy will increase monotonically with significant
increases in number of classes, within the limits of the model. This relationship between
dataset complexity and model complexity, through the number of attention heads, suggests
the same might be true with the number of layers in the transformer encoder. Again,
empiricism is the key here. For class sizes < 100, we establish that a single attention head
within a single encoder layer is sufficient to model sign language to a high accuracy using
our method. Figure 9 shows model performance for top-1, top-5, and top-10 across the
range of classes used in our experiments.

Moreover, the fact that the top-1 accuracies (shown in Table 9) on the training set reach
100% (or just below) clearly demonstrates that our encoder-only transformer is capable of
learning a model of the dataset. We can confidently state that the model is overfitting the
data, which means it begins to memorise the representations of the sequences, including
any inherent noise. This is unsurprising given the low number of examples per class
split; Table 4 shows that for 10 classes, there are a mere 282 training and 68 validation set
examples, and for the upper limit of 300 classes, there are only 4302 and 950 examples,
respectively. By deep learning standards, these numbers are miniscule. Considering that
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there are no data augmentation techniques present in this study, random batching (i.e., an
epoch completes only when every example has been seen at least once) may offer some
regularisation effect. We anticipate that standard regularisation techniques, both via the
model (through, e.g., embedding or encoder dropout, introducing a bottleneck to reduce
the features, etc.) and data augmentation would help reduce overfitting and improve
validation and test set accuracy. As we only take model checkpoints when a performance
metric has been improved upon, we can be confident that, in this instance, overfitting is
not to the detriment of validation accuracy, and therefore by extension, test accuracy.
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Figure 9. Best mean accuracy per class by top-k result for k = {1,5,10}.

Our study makes no use of the OpenPose confidence score for each of the estimated
keypoint coordinates. Given that OpenPose can incorrectly report keypoints, particularly
for keypoints corresponding to the hands, this suggests our model learns from noisy
data. Model performance may be increased by improving the keypoint data in several
ways, which include: filtering keypoint coordinates based on a minimum confidence score
threshold as a tuneable hyperparameter; processing keypoints to attempt to correct for
more obvious errors, e.g., where two values momentarily swap positions, or detecting
unlikely and invalid pose configurations; including the confidence score in the model
as another feature to learn, although this latter option will inflate the model size; and,
conversely, reducing the number of keypoint values used for the hands, which would also
reduce the model size.

We deliberately chose to include left-hand-dominant examples to increase the real-
world representative power of the dataset. However, given the low number of examples, we
acknowledge that they could make the task more challenging, particularly if the left-hand-
dominant example resides in the test split only. Because of the low number of available
examples, we made no efforts to control for balance across left-hand-dominant examples.
Reflecting about the y-axis is a typical augmentation method in image classification tasks,
but we would be against performing the equivalent with x-axis coordinates simply because
there are signs for LEFT and RIGHT present in the dataset, albeit not in any of our 10, 50,
100, or 300 splits.

Our choice of two separate performance metrics, in the form of accuracy and loss,
is found to have negligible influence over performance outcome. This can be seen in the
results listed in Table 10 where, with the exception of top-1 for 100 classes, the difference
in accuracy between the two performance metrics is <0.35%. Figure 8 shows the top-1
results for 100 classes and 4 attention heads still lie within the error bars on both metrics,
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and we conclude the comparably large value of 1.3% is not so much the outlier it initially
appears to be. The similarity between both metrics is most vivid at 300 classes. This can
be explained by the increased random batch count per epoch to dataset size ratio, which
increases with the number of classes, as shown in Figure 10. This indicates that future
studies can reasonably use either accuracy or loss as a sole performance metric for this task
to produce highly comparable results.
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Figure 10. Mean random batch loops per epoch to number of classes ratio showing experiments with
greater numbers of classes require more random batch iterations. Any regularisation effect produced
by this is likely amplified with increased class count.

Despite the random batching mechanism we employ likely having a regularisation
effect, it is also possible that it can contribute to the model overfitting. It is common when
using multiple-pass type techniques to find a balance so the model is exposed to enough
data to learn patterns to be able to generalise, but not so much it begins to memorise.
Lack of resources prevent us from being able to test the regularisation-overfitting-balance
question in this study, but we choose this method of batching to facilitate the introduction
of on-the-fly data augmentation in later studies with no system architecture changes, which
should have a positive effect on performance.

Although our use of WLASL-alt as the basis for our experiments means it is not
possible to directly compare our results with those of other models, we can, however,
perform some indirect comparison. Table 12 shows our models outperform others on
similar tasks, and in most cases by a substantial margin, but we acknowledge this could be
partially the result of using what is simply a better version of the dataset.

4.2. Model Training Practicalities

Figure 11 shows the epochs that produced the best score for both the accuracy and
loss performance metrics. That is to say, it indicates the epochs that were checkpointed
for each metric, and hence used in the test evaluation to produce the accuracy scores.
Making the assumption that conducting enough experiments would produce a normal
distribution, the overlaid probability density function suggests the upper tail would include
experiments where the best performing epoch occurs in excess of the arbitrary 200 epoch
limit we chose for practical reasons. The peak around 130 epochs strongly suggests the
majority of experiments would produce a best-performing model within the 200 epoch limit.
Extrapolating the upper tail—marked with a green dashed line—shows approximately
250 epochs meets the limit of a sufficient training length to capture the vast majority of
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inliers, although this is a conservative estimate. Given sufficient resources, this could be
determined empirically.
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Figure 11. Best epoch by accuracy and loss performance metrics after 200 epochs with probability
density function overlaid in blue. The green dashed line represents the extrapolated upper tail.

To illustrate the required time to conduct individual experiments in this study,
Figure 12 shows the mean time to complete an experiment of 200 epochs plotted against the
number of classes in each experiment. We find this relationship to be approximately O(n).
Note that this is the time to complete 200 epochs on our VM (which has shared resources
such as GPUs, etc.) using the random batching method which is inefficient compared
with, say, taking sequential slices of the data per batch preloaded onto a GPU. This time to
complete 200 epochs is inflated somewhat because it includes auto-generated plots that
happen every epoch or, in the case of confusion matrices, every n epochs, all of which adds
to the time. From this plot, it is possible to estimate the time required to conduct further
experiments on larger class sizes.

In practice—particularly in an industrial setting—one would retrain a model many
times without fixed random number generator seeds and take the best performing model.
Fixing seeds is useful for reproducing results, but this has limited utility across computer
architectures, e.g., running the exact same experiment, including fixed seeds, on HILDA
and another computer yields different results. It is important to understand the range
of results that can be produced from repeat experiments to help provide estimates to the
number of experiments required to achieve performance that approaches the theoretical
optimum. In our case, it is impractical to conduct many experiments per configuration, so
we set the number to eight, and in the interest of reporting realistic results, we also take the
mean and worst performances from these eight experiments, and not just the best score.
Table 11 shows the range of results, which can only remain the same or increase with the
number of experiments, 1, but one would naturally expect a true range to be asymptotically
approached as n — oo, but practical limitations exist.

It is clear that the range across repeat experiments is large for our model. The maxi-
mum range of over 11% occurs on the experiment with 50 classes and 6 attention heads.
There appears to be no correlation between experiment configuration (i.e., number of
attention heads) and the range of accuracies achieved. Such a high range is an indicator
of model instability and sensitivity to random variable changes. This is likely a symptom
(and another sign) of the model overfitting the training data. As well as helping diagnose
problems in machine learning models, analysing the variability of results also reinforces the
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importance of repeating experiments without fixed random number generator seeds and re-
porting mean results with appropriate uncertainties. This has implications for reproducing
published models and results.
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Figure 12. Mean time to complete an experiment of 200 epochs as a function of number of classes,
showing approximate linear relationship.

4.3. Model Architecture and Parameters

Perhaps most surprising is the ability of our model to perform well on this classification
task despite having so few parameters. To put it in context, whereas SPOTER [89] and
I3D [86] have 5.92 million and 12.35 million parameters, respectively, our single layer
encoder-only transformer model has 94 thousand parameters (see Table 8). This means
our model can be trained on a relatively modest GPU with 4 GiB RAM, and subsequently
deployed to hardware for inference with even lower memory capacity.

Increasing the number of attention heads does not increase the number of learnable
parameters. However, every additional encoder layer in our model increases the number
of parameters by 71,064, but this number can be reduced by rationalising the number of
keypoints used in each hand, which are frequently obscured and misplaced by OpenPose.
With no performance gain on smaller class numbers, it is self-evident that a single layer is
preferable for these applications because it reduces the hardware requirements.

4.4. Normalisation

We found our normalisation technique to work well for this task. We made an arbitrary
choice of keypoints to normalise to along the x and y axes. Our choice of keypoint to centre
on was somewhat inspired by evidence that shows expert signers focus on the central
part of the face of their conversation partner when signing [104]. We did not test relative
performance as a function of central keypoint selection, but we believe our choice of
normalisation coordinates (i.e., the shoulders) to be the best choice on logical grounds.
Again, this remains an open question.

Beyond normalisation, we believe the fact we do not preprocess the dataset in any
other way gives our model the advantage for applying it to sign language recognition
technology in the wild. This statement holds even if augmentation is introduced because it
is not common practice to augment test data.
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5. Conclusions

In this article, we present a study on modelling ASL using an encoder-only transformer
and human pose estimation keypoint data derived from WLASL-alt, an improved version
of the WLASL dataset. Using a novel normalisation technique, we perform sign language
recognition on 10, 50, 100, and 300 classes of isolated, dynamic signs, and conduct extensive
analysis on the impact fundamental model architecture has on performance; namely the
number of encoder layers and attention heads. We evaluate our models during training
using two different performance metrics based on accuracy and loss, and we find them to
produce similar outcomes within the measured uncertainty, with no clear preferred metric
for this task. We demonstrate that a very small model, by parameter count, is capable of
modelling sign language to a high accuracy for limited vocabulary sizes.

We compare our results with other studies that perform sign language recognition
on the same base dataset. However, we acknowledge that, because we use an improved
version of WLASL, these comparisons are indicative only. Because of the flaws identified
by Dafnis et al. [39], we discourage further use of the WLASL dataset in its original form,
and actively promote the use of the improved WLASL-alt dataset. To support this, we have
also published the dataset splits used in this study at https:/ /github.com/ltwoods/msl
(accessed on 20 March 2023).

We limit our maximum class count to 300 classes because of the time taken to perform a
single experiment and the requirement to conduct multiple experiments per configuration,
which we find to be prohibitively long. While reduced vocabulary models have clear
utility in specific, controlled settings, for generalised sign language recognition technology
to be deployed in the wild, it would need to accommodate for many more sign classes
(e.g., approaching 10,000 sign classes for ASL), which goes beyond the mere 300 classes we
use in this study. This is both a challenge for model creation as well as dataset curation.
Given our selection criteria, detailed in Section 1.3, the dataset splits we extract from
WLASL-alt reduces the number of classes provided in the WLASL dataset below the
original 2000, which itself falls short of the number of classes required for real-world sign
language recognition.

In Section 4, we offer suggestions of related aspects that warrant study. In addi-
tion, here we stress the importance non-manual markers play in providing richness and
complexity to sign language. Non-manual markers include things such as head position,
eyebrows, mouth shape, body shift, and so on. There are no OpenPose face keypoints
in the WLASL dataset, and the pose keypoints that include some facial landmarks are
extremely limited in that only the central positions of the eyes, ears, and nose are provided.
This means the important articulators such as eyebrows and mouth shape are omitted.
Eyebrow configuration can differentiate questions from statements, and mouth shapes
can help distinguish between signs with common hand configurations as well as provide
extra context or emphasis. It is essential that these non-manual markers are included
for sign language recognition to generalise to many more signs. This is one area where
appearance-based techniques have an advantage.

Beyond the relative simplicity of the model architecture, another notable outcome of
this study is that we demonstrate that an encoder-only transformer is capable of modelling
sign language to a high accuracy without the aid of data augmentation or explicit model reg-
ularisation techniques; techniques that, it is anticipated, will improve performance further.
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Abbreviations

The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:

ASL American Sign Language

BERT Bidirectional Encoder Representations from Transformers
BSL British Sign Language

DSG German Sign Language

GRU gated recurrent unit

HCI human—computer interaction

13D Inflated 3D ConvNet

NLP natural language processing

ReLU rectified linear unit

SPOTER Sign POsebased TransformER

VM virtual machine

WLASL Word-level American Sign Language dataset

WLASL-alt Word-level American Sign Language alternative dataset
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