
MNIST Handwritten Digit Classification with Convolutional Neural Network

Introduction

Figure 1. relationship between AI, Machine Learning and Deep Learning (Wolfevicz, 2022)

Artificial Intelligence, or AI, have always been discussed by the society. Its high efficiency of

accomplishing different tasks and fast speed of learning draws attention from the world.

Nowadays, AI can help improve the opportunity of accessing to education, healthcare, and

fight against poverty and climate change. For instance, AI generating essays and pictures help

people get inspired and make rough drafts, improving efficiency of creation to a very large

extent, and it's still developing yet. Machine learning is a widely-used type of AI that employs

algorithms trained on datasets to create models capable of accomplishing tasks typically done

by humans.Supervised learning(SL), unsupervised learning(USL), and reinforcement

learning(RL) are three primary categories for machine learning problems. SL learns from

labeled data, which the expected results are given, to make prediction for future outcomes.

For example, email spam detection is trained through the data labeled as either "spam" or "not

spam". Each data paired with a correct output. The model will learn which should be collected



as "spam" or "not spam" based on the features of email. In contrast, USL, deals with

unlabeled data set to recognize possible patterns or structures by itself. Take customer

suggestion as an example, a company might use an unsupervised learning algorithm to find

the affection of each customer based on users' features. RL, involves learning from mistakes

and success by occasionally receiving feedback or rewards to reach the desired the outcomes.

Autonomous driving uses reinforcement learning agent to controls a car in a simulated enviro

nment. If the agent leads to a damage of the car, human will tell that it's a mistake, vice

versa. The agent learns how to drive safely and efficiently based on the feedback received

(Coursera, 2024). Machine learning algorithms can be as simple as an OLS regression (a

technique for estimating coefficients of linear regression equations), or as complex as deep

learning which analyzes data with a logical structure similar to how human would draw

conclusions. Deep learning relies on a layered structure of algorithms known as artificial

neural networks (ANN). It requires a huge amount of data to work effectively but minimal

human interventions are needed (Wolfewicz, 2022). Being extremely good at finding patterns

of complicated data, neural networks are often applied on fields such as speech recognition,

natural language processing, computer vision, and recommendation engines (AWS, 2023). To

understand how neural networks function, we conducted a research about handwritten digit

recognition by a specific kind of neural networks called convolutional neural network (CNN).

This paper will discuss the architecture of ANN and CNN, and the differences between them,

as well as the learning processes.

Method
Neural Network

Neural network was inspired by the structure and function of biological neurons (Wikipedia,

2024). Normally, it consists of many layers including an input layer, an output layer, and

multiple hidden layers in between. Each layer contains numerous neurons.

Figure 2. neural network layers (IBM, 2023)



Neural network is helpful in many industries such as medicine, business, pure sciences, data

mining, telecommunications, and operations managements (NVIDIA Developer, 2018). It

typically performs well on tasks such as speech recognition and image recognition.

Regarding the image recognition, there is a specific application —— MNIST handwritten

digit classification. The MNIST database, or Modified National Institute of Standards and

Technology database, is a large database of handwritten digits that is commonly used for

training and testing in the field of machine learning (Wikipedia, 2019). In this problem, the

input will be a 28x28 pixel grayscale images of handwritten single digits between 0 and 9.

The image will first be flattened, converting into a one-dimensional array. Pixel values will be

normalized to the range [0,1], 0 representing black, and 1 representing white. Each neuron

holds a specific number between 0 and 1, known as the activation. Through each layer,

activations gain weights and biases to determine the activation in the next layer. Finally the

results will be shown in the output layer.

During learning, the model goes through several key processes. First, all weights and biases

are initialized randomly. Next, it computes the results with those weights and biases. This is

the forward propagation. After that, with the labeled data set, it evaluates the difference

between the predicted results and actual targets. Then it adjusts the weights and biases,

starting from the output layer and move backward through the network. This is the backward

propagation. The forward and backward propagation will be repeated many times until the

network can correctly recognize the handwritten digits with a very high accuracy.

Convolutional Neural Network

Traditional artificial neural networks is limited to data set with lower complexity, whereas the

convolutional neural network (CNN) can deal with more complicated images (O'Shea and

Nash, 2015). The MNIST data set uses 28x28 pixel black and white images, which only 784

weights are needed for each neuron in the first layer, allowing ANN to perform well on this.

However, colored images of objects with much more information are not manageable for

ANN, so using CNN to perform this kind of tasks will be more suitable.

Convolutional neural network is similar to ANN but it's more specialized in handling spatial

data more effectively and accurately. Since CNN is designed for images, its structure is

made to be the best suit for its input. One key difference between the architecture of CNN and



ANN is that CNN's layers comprises neurons organized in three dimensions: height, width,

and depth.

Besides from the input and the output layers, CNN consist of 3 important layers:

convolutional layer (CONV), pooling layer (POOL), and fully connected layer (FC).

Figure 3. Layers of CNN (Amidi and Amidi, 2019)

Convolutional layer is designed to extract characteristics from input image through filter. The

process of extracting is similar to a printer. First, provided that the input image is the

handwritten numbers from 0 to 9 with size of 28*28*3, convolutional layer will divide the

input image into several small cubes in same size. Each square is labeled with its RGB

value. Convolutional layer has different filters called learned kernels. Each kernel could be

regarded as a matrix with size of 3*3 with same depth with the input image. Kernel

corresponds to a feature of the number from 0 to 9, represented by the numbers learned from

training. Kernel will overlap the first part of the input image on top left corner and start

scanning from left to right and up to down with stride 1. After that, each kernel will calculate

the dot product between kernel weight and the corresponding portion of input image. The new

image printed out is called activation map. This new image highlights the feature of the

original through trained weights and biases. In total, how many kernels depend how many

activation maps are printed. Finally, all activation maps will be overlapped together.



Figure 4. Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs) explained (Deeplizard)

Pooling layer is used to reduce the size of image and computational cost, make the model

finish training faster. In detail, max and average pooling, used most commonly, are applied to

extract the maximum and average value. Thus, for each activation map, a filter is used again

to scan through the map with a specific stride from the top left corner. After the operation of

convolutional layer, each activation map of handwritten image is still in size of 28*28*3. The

filter in pooling layer could be in size of 4*4 and stride 4. Therefore, the result output will be

in dimension of 7*7*3. In max pooling, filter will extract a maximum number within the

range of filter. For instance, one portion of map corresponding to filter has 8 as its maximum

in 16 numbers. 8 will replace these numbers for the new map. Similarly, in average pooling,

filter will calculate the average number within the range, adding all 16 number and dividing

by 16.

Figure 5. Pooling (Afshine Amidi and Shervine Amidi, 2019)

The operations of convolutional and pooling layers are repeated several times to get a totally

new output with new dimension. For the next step, model will flatten the map by unfolding

this three-dimension map as a straight line. In other words, map is sliced into pieces that can

ignore the depth. Next, these pieces will be cut into tiny squares. Overall, the total quantities



of these sqaures are depth*length*width. Finally, these sqaures will be used as the input for

fully connected layer.

Figure 6. Convolutional Neural Network (Lee Hungyi, 2016)

Fully connected layer aims to make prediction and decision. These flatten inputs will be

connected to all neurons in next layer. Neuron is the basic unit of processing that helps

transmit. The neurons in previous layer will connect to the every neuron in next layer.

Therefore, a interconnected network is formed. The final layer will classify the handwritten

numbers into corresponding numbers from 0 to 9.

Figure 7. Full Connected (F. Amidi and S. Amidi)

Python Programme

In order to achieve classification of handwritten numbers from 0 to 1 through convolutional

neural network, python plays an important role and helps.

For starters, libraries in python that are imported to achieve the function in efficient way.

Tensorflow is used to help build up convolutional neural network. Matplotlib helps to draw

the graph and numpy supports a large number of dimensional array and matrix operations.



After that, datasets, containing 60,000 images of handwritten numbers from 0 to 9 that has

dimension of 28*28, are called to train the model. They are stored in x_train. Each image has

correspond correct number it represents, which are stored in y_train.

Next, the images in datasets are converted to binary graphs which only have color black and

white. As shown in the figure XII and XIII:

Then, the dots on the graph could be represented by numbers to show its color depth.

Numbers that close to 0 mean it is more like white. Vice Versa, closing to 255 represents

tendency of black. To help computer process these numbers efficiently, normalization is used

to adjust numbers on each dot from 0 to 1.



Because Convolutional Neural Network can only handle with three-dimension image, the

original images need to be added with another dimension called depth.

For the next step, training starts officially. Model uses 64 kernels with size of 3*3 to scan

through the input image. Then, applying activation “ReLu” function to convert all negative

products into 0. Max pooling with size of 2*2 is applied to simplify the input images.

Repeating these steps for three times. Each image will be changed to size of 1*1 with 64

neurons. Then, flattening the image into a line with only one dimension. After that, the line

will connect to dense layer (fully-connected layer) with 64 neurons. First dense layer will

connect to second layer with 32 neurons. Second layer connects to final layer with only 10

neurons, representing corresponding 10 numbers. Activation function is used again for each

connection.

Then, 70 percent of data are inputted into the model in order to increase the accuracy of

model. The model will record the accuracy, loss, validation accuracy and loss for each epoch,

containing 10,000 input images. Validation accuracy aims to supervise whether model is

over-fitting and issues a sign for stopping the process. After enhancing the accuracy, the rest

of 10,000 test samples is used to evaluate if the model reaches the accuracy it trains.



To examine the accuracy of prediction, comparing the output from prediction for first image

and the correct corresponding answer. After all, whole training process is over. The model

finishes learning and improving its precision.

Discussion

10 volunteers were invited to write a number between 0 to 9 for us to test the model.

subject success rate

S1 90%

S2 80%

S3 70%

S4 80%

S5 80%

S6 80%

S7 90%

S8 50%

S9 60%

S10 90%

mean ± standard deviation 77% ±13.375%

The mean accuracy of the classification results of the 10 subjects is 77%, with a standard

deviation of 13.375%. The highest accuracy is 90%, indicating that the model correctly

classifies 9 of the 10 digits written by the subject. The lowest accuracy is 50%, indicating that



only half of the 10 digits written by the subject are classified correctly. 7 written by 9 subjects

are recognized as 1 and the prediction shows that the model is confident of the result. That is

probably because that handwritten 7 are similar to 1. Cultural difference may also contribute

to the low accuracy. The database mainly contains handwritten digit from North American

people, but our subjects are all Chinese.

To investigate the effect of different parameters on the accuracy, we adjusted parameters to

observe the changes.

First, we changed kernel size from 3*3 to 2*2 and 4*4, there is not significant changes. The

accuracy still remains on the range of 97 to 98.

Next, we reduce the number of neurons in each dense layer from 64 and 32 to 10. Still, the

accuracy is not influenced.

Moreover, we try to use only one convolutional layer instead of three. the change is also

negligible.



Finally, after changing the number of kernels from 64 to 5, we discover that accuracy reduces

from about 98 to 91. In case of uncertainty, we run the model several times to observe the

accuracy when number of kernels is 5. The result indicates that the reduction of number of

kernels will lead to the decrease of accuracy.

Conclusion

Convolutional Neural Network, containing several convolutional, pooling and fully-connected

layers, can be applied achieve the classification of handwritten numbers. By using

Jupyter Notebook, we construct and train our model with data sets. Finally, we collect

handwritten numbers from the people around us and input into the model to study the result.

Even thought the accuracy of the result is not as perfect as we thought, we learn the existent

problem that motivates us to spend more time to research and improve it in the future.

Future Work

To further improve our model, we will explore and investigate more about the CNN

architecture and hyper-parameters to reach higher test accuracy. We may also collect our

own data set to train a model that fits better f or students and teacher in our school so that we

can help teachers to record test scores more efficiently. We can also apply our model on the

processing of bank check, postal code identification and so on.
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