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Abstract: American Sign Language (ASL) images can be used as a communica-
tion tool by determining numbers and letters using the shape of the fingers. Par-
ticularly, ASL can have an key role in communication for hearing-impaired
persons and conveying information to other persons, because sign language is
their only channel of expression. Representative ASL recognition methods pri-
marily adopt images, sensors, and pose-based recognition techniques, and employ
various gestures together with hand-shapes. This study briefly reviews these
attempts at ASL recognition and provides an improved ASL classification model
that attempts to develop a deep learning method with meta-layers. In the proposed
model, the collected ASL images were clustered based on similarities in shape,
and clustered group classification was first performed, followed by reclassification
within the group. The experiments were conducted with various groups using dif-
ferent learning layers to improve the accuracy of individual image recognition.
After selecting the optimized group, we proposed a meta-layered learning model
with the highest recognition rate using a deep learning method of image proces-
sing. The proposed model exhibited an improved performance compared with the
general classification model.

Keywords: American sign language; deep learning; recognition; CNN; ResNet;
clustered group

1 Introduction

American Sign Language (ASL) involves expressing English alphabet letters through finger shapes and
gestures [1]. With ASL, sign language can be expressed with a combination of characters using hand
gestures; hence, this approach can be adopted as the primary means of communication between people
suffering from hearing loss. Additionally, it can be used as the most suitable channel of expression for
communication between hearing-impaired and unimpaired people. However, because sign language is
difficult for non-specialists to understand, learn, and apply within a short period, a method that recognizes
hand gestures using image processing and sensor information can be beneficial for communication. To
communicate using hand-shape recognition, information from real-time sensors, such as kinect, can be
employed for faster hand-shape and gesture recognition. However, sensor-based methods are limited,
owing to the inconvenience of installing additional sensor equipment; hence, active research is currently
being conducted on hand-shape recognition using simple image processing techniques via deep learning,

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which
permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original
work is properly cited.

Computer Systems Science & Engineering
DOI: 10.32604/csse.2023.030647

Article

echT PressScience

mailto:jhjung@mju.ac.kr
http://dx.doi.org/10.32604/csse.2023.030647
http://dx.doi.org/10.32604/csse.2023.030647


without the need of an additional sensor. In this study, we review recent studies on hand-shape recognition
based on image processing, including the use of sensors, and discuss recent trends in research on hand-shape
recognition. Moreover, we propose a new approach to classify the ASL, through a meta-learning model and
compare its performance with that of traditional approaches.

In this study, ASL images with various backgrounds and sizes were used, but to enable learning unity,
the size was reduced, they were preprocessed, and then augmented to learn images using both data-collected
and kaggle images. In the three proposed models, the ASL image is clustered by a similar shape, and the
clustered groups are classified in the first layer. Model 1 is identified by the original convolutional neural
network (CNN) and ResNet models, and Models 2 and 3 constitute the second layer. However, the only
difference is that the softmax value in the first layer is checked to verify the reliability of the groups. To
evaluate the proposed method, the accuracies of the traditional CNN and ResNet learning models were
compared.

This article is composed of five sections. Section 2 reviews recent literature on ASL, which is composed
of sensors, skeletons, deep learning, and clustering. Section 3 presents the proposed methods and describes
the dataset used and its testing procedures. Section 4 describes the results and performance of the proposed
model compared with those of other approaches. Finally, the discussion and conclusions of the study are
presented in Section 5.

2 Related Work

In hand-shape recognition tasks that use the conventional image processing method, various neural
networks have been applied to the data of letter images for the classification of 26 images expressed
using hands. This method solely classifies images and has the advantage in that it does not require any
other information or equipment, except a camera. Another finger recognition method is based on the use
of sensor information and a deep-learning-based open-pose library [2]. Because detailed finger
movements can be identified using sensor information, precise finger shapes can be recognized by
collecting sensor information mounted on specific body parts, such as knuckles, fingertips, and wrists.
Additionally, a number of studies have focused on the real-time recognition of sign language images in
video streams [3,4], whereas other studies have been conducted to understand sign language through the
comprehensive adoption of information obtained from people’s facial expressions, motions, and postures,
which is beyond the method of recognition limited to the finger area [5].

2.1 A Study Using Sensors

In [6], data were collected using CyberGloveTM, a sensor glove comprising 15 sensors, a flock of birds,
and a motion tracker mounted on the hand and wrist. The collected data were used for learning through an
artificial neural network (ANN), and the meanings of the finger images were classified. In [7], an ASL
recognition system using multiple sensors was proposed. Data collected from leap motion sensors were
used for multi-sensor data fusion (MSDF) and recognition was performed using hidden markov models
(HMM). Using multiple sensors improves accuracy and performance. The author of [8] used a cyber
glove and a 3D motion tracker to extract each hand gesture. Hand-shapes were defined using the joint
angle data of the fingers in the strain gauge (a measurement instrument) of the glove, and the meaning of
each gesture was classified by an ANN, using the extracted gesture data. In [9], sensors were attached to
the arm and time-series surface electromyographic signal (sEMG) data from 0 to 5 were collected using
sEMG signals obtained from the muscle. The collected data were adopted for learning through a
convolution neural network (CNN), and the electromagnetic (EM) signal data were identified and learned
for classifying the numbers of gestures. In [10], radio frequency (RF) sensors were used for ASL
recognition, and privacy was maintained. This method has various applications, such as identifying
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spatial information, angle, and direction through RF sensors, and it provides significant performance
improvement in the multi-frequency fusion network proposed in this study. Using all the data of the RF
sensor, it can be confirmed that the proposed method’s performance is 12% higher than that of previous
studies based on multi-frequency fusion networks.

2.2 A Study Using Skeleton Method

An approach that utilizes the features of a skeleton detects specific points of a knuckle and recognizes the
finger's shape through the movement of the points. The author of [11] developed a hand skeleton using the
estimated 3D key points and midpoint algorithm, which was projected onto three surfaces, and the data were
collected by converting it into an image format. Subsequently, a 3D CNN was applied to improve the
accuracy of hand sign language recognition, pose evaluation, and motion recognition. In [12], a hand
recognition system that employs a leap motion controller (LMC) and a webcam was proposed. Using the
LMC, the 3D positions of the hand joints were extracted, and from the RGB images of the hand obtained
through the webcam, outline-based features were extracted, and the two sets of data were combined to
achieve recognition. The hand landmarks were extracted, the outline was divided into segments for
recognition, and testing was performed to verify the performance of the method. The LMC was also used
in [13], and the extracted data were converted into an angular function vector by the skeleton module.
Through this process, skeleton data were obtained, and two types of Infrared Radiation (IR) images were
captured to collect three types of data. The skeleton module extracted the angular features of the skeleton
data, while the visual features were extracted from the IR images using a CNN. In this study, two types
of functions were combined with a neural network to predict the final recognition. In [14], a virtual 3D
manual model was developed by recognizing and tracking a user’s hand through the LMC. Using this
model, an application programming interface provided the positions of the hands and fingers in 3D space.
Additionally, using data from the LMC and hidden Markov classification algorithms, a system for
machine learning was proposed, and this system was used for sign language recognition.

2.3 A Study Using Deep Learning

The most actively researched hand recognition methods involve using CNN and deep learning
techniques, which sole use the images of the collected data. This method is particularly advantageous
because image recognition can be performed solely through computation of images, and no additional
equipment is required. Furthermore, it is a deep learning model widely used for speech recognition [15]
as well as images. It can be applied to a classification model by providing a fully connected layer that
enables classification through feature extraction of the learning data using convolution and pooling.
Several algorithms (AlexNet [16], VGG [17], and ResNet [18]) have been developed based on the CNN
algorithm developed by Lecun [19]. Additionally, Sun et al. [20] modified the existing CNN model and
performed vehicle-type classification using depthwise separable convolution. Thus, CNN deep learning
models and their derived models are widely used to achieve faster and more accurate classification.
Moreover, to improve the accuracy of recognition and classification techniques, using CNNs, the cluster
concept, that is unsupervised learning [21], has also been employed.

Research has also been conducted using different approaches for the recognition of finger shapes
obtained from [22–28]. In [22], datasets comprising finger spelling clips of an ASL video presented
online on YouTube, aliszed.org, and deafvideo.tv platforms were collected. In these images, only the
hand area was detected, and learning was performed using CNN and long short-term memory (LSTM).
Subsequently, testing was performed using a classifier based on the connectionist temporal classification.
In [23], real-time recognition of ASL signals was performed using an LMC. By applying a recurrent
neural network (RNN)-based k-nearest neighbor (KNN) method, data were collected by extracting the
positions, angles, and distances between fingers. In the actual recognition, the LSTM method was
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applied, and 26 letters of the letters were cross-validated to compare the accuracy of each class. In [24], to
extract the hand region exclusively from the entire area of the captured images, the hand region was solely
extracted by applying region of interest (ROI) and finger segmentation to segment the region of interest and
fingers. Subsequently, through the normalization of segmented finger images, a CNN classifier was used to
recognize hand motion. Accordingly, deep learning has been applied to hand motion detection and
recognition methods to achieve a high recognition performance. In [25], based on data obtained from the
leap motion sensors, 60 sign language signals were classified using the LSTM method. In this study, data
augmentation techniques and kinematic models of the forearm, hands, fingers, and thumb were adopted.
It was demonstrated that the solution proposed in [25] was suitable for sign language recognition using
depth sensor data by integrating a convolution layer with a deep learning model. In [26], a 3D camera
sensor was used to collect fingerspelling data of letters and arabic numerals, and a CNN was applied for
learning. Regardless of validation, various hyperparameters were tuned to employ different learning
compositions and their accuracy was compared. In [27], a sliding window approach was adopted to
propose a hierarchical structure that facilitates the efficient online operation of the CNN architecture for
offline tasks. Two types of architectures were proposed and the levenshtein distance was employed as an
evaluation metric. Publicly available datasets, including ego gestures and NVIDIA dynamic hand
gestures, were used to verify their performance and compare their accuracies. In [28], the hand gestures
detected through the single shot multibox detection (SSD) method were translated and classified using
deep learning techniques based on inception and a support vector machine (SVM); the results were then
comparatively analyzed. The proposed system was developed to improve the information communication
among people with hearing loss and speech impairment. In a recent study [29] a new dataset, called the
American sign language alphabet (ASLA), was created by considering various conditions, such as
lighting and distance, and letter finger images were classified using a CNN. The authors demonstrated by
using the ASLA dataset, their system can achieve a higher performance than previous studies that used
different datasets. However, all the trained and tested datasets were composed of white shapes and black
background images.

2.4 A Study Using Clustering

As described above, the methods for processing finger images can be largely classified into sensor-
based, skeleton-based, and image-processing methods that use video streams of only the fingers. From
these three method types, a meta-learning method that combines clustering and a deep learning method
and uses the direction or features of the finger region within an image without requiring additional
devices, was proposed in this study. The clustering method has been reported to achieve effective
performance in the field of image classification. Reference [30] employed a clustering technique for the
classification of images with abnormal patterns in cancerous tissues. Multiple clustered instance learning
was proposed through further subdivisions. In this study, the clustering technique was demonstrated to be
effective for image classification. In [31], the k-means algorithm was adopted for image classification,
and a combination of two algorithms was proposed: one with the laplacian of the gaussian filter and the
other with the prewitt filter. Using this novel clustering algorithm, an improved performance was
achieved in image classification tasks. In [32], the k-means algorithm was applied for image recognition,
and the optimal performance was verified on two scene image datasets. Additionally, optimal repeatability
and high classification accuracy were achieved when it was applied to multiclass scene image
classification. Furthermore, in [33], it was demonstrated that when a clustering algorithm was applied to
determine the similarities between images, the model-based cluster algorithm exhibited better accuracy in
some classes compared with the partition-based adaptive k-means algorithm. It is evident from these
methods that the clustering algorithm is effective and exhibits high accuracy in pattern recognition.
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3 Implementation

In this study, the features of finger images are used to cluster and subdivide similar shapes, and a deep
learning technology is adopted for feature extraction to classify the images of all letters. Accordingly, three
different learning models that combine clustering with deep learning techniques are presented, and after
comparing the performances of the models, a final model is selected and the implications of the results
are analyzed. In the proposed method, an algorithm that performs hand-shape recognition through meta-
learning using a conventional deep learning method and image clustering is proposed. The recognition
success rate was evaluated by clustering and classifying photos of similar hand-shapes, and the
recognition accuracy of the finger shapes was evaluated by adopting different meta-learning combinations.

3.1 Data

For the image data adopted in the study, 24 categories were used for letters from A to Z, except J and Z,
which are characters that already contain the element of motion in the character expression. The total number
of data points used was 30,132, including photos collected from [https://www.kaggle.com] and those
obtained in various backgrounds. The images collected from kaggle were primarily consecutive photos
taken at the same spot, and they comprised similar or monotonous background colors. Moreover, most of
them were 64 × 64 pixels in size. Because studies based on kaggle images have similar backgrounds for
both training and test sets, data were collected independently to minimize the possible problem posed by
overfitting. Therefore, we collected images with various backgrounds and sizes of 1100 × 1300 pixels.
However, during model development, the image sizes were converted to 64 × 64 pixels for use as input
data to adopt uniform-sized images for training. Fig. 1 presents images of ASL letters, from A to Z that
are expressed using fingers. The meanings of the characters differ based on the number and direction of
the unfolding fingers. In Fig. 1, the lines represented by cluster1 (C1) to cluster4 (C4) indicate the
clusters classified through the proposed method.

3.2 Data Augmentation

Owing to the insufficient amount of data, apart from the data collected from kaggle and photos taken by
us, the image data were augmented using an image generator with various background images that were
directly photographed. This is because, with data augmentation, the problems of overfitting and data
imbalance owing to the insufficient amount of data can be resolved [34,35]. Among the image generator
techniques, rotation was adopted, and to augment the image data, the hand-shape images expressed in
each letter were rotated to different shapes. However, the finger shapes expressing R and U can appear

Figure 1: ASL examples from A to Z (except J and Z) and trained groups. The groups in each cluster are
classified according to the unfolding degree of the fingers and the shape of the palm. The groups are denoted
by the solid line (e.g., The letters A, E, S, T are in the same group.)
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similar to those expressing G and H, depending on the rotation direction. When the finger expressing U is
rotated 90� to the left, the image appears to be the same as the finger shape expressing H. Therefore, for
the images of R, U, G, and H, which can be classified as similar letters under rotation, the data
augmentation technique using rotation was not applied. Additionally, data augmentation was conducted
using zooming in and zooming out. Tab. 1 lists the numbers of training and test data accumulated
through data collection and augmentation. Images representing each letter were not equally adopted for
training; however, on average, 1309 and 131 images were adopted as training and test data, respectively.

3.3 The Proposed Model

In this study, evaluation of three different ASL recognition models was attempted, which are presented
in Fig. 2. model 1 is a basic deep learning model that does not use different learning layers, whereas models
2 and 3 are meta-learning models comprising multiple layers. The ASL recognition performance was
evaluated through a comparative analysis of the performances of the three different models. First, in the
case of model 1, all characters from A to Z were individually trained with a basic deep learning model,
and a basic CNN deep learning model with multiple hidden layers and the ResNet model was employed.
In the cases of models 2 and 3, a meta-layer learning model primarily comprising two layers was used, as
illustrated in Fig. 2. The 1st layer of meta-learning comprises different clusters, as illustrated in C1–C4 in
Fig. 1, and this model was employed to examine the accuracy between groups with similar images. In the
case of model 2, the model trained for each group was stacked on the 2nd layer for assessment. That is, in
the 2nd layer of meta-learning, the individual alphabet letter accuracy was examined based on the
similarity between the groups trained in the 1st layer. In the case of model 3, the softmax value of the
trained data for each group was compared with a threshold value to determine whether the model trained
within a group must be used as the 2nd layer model or the model of all letters, from A–Y must be used.
In summary, the difference between models 2 and 3 depends on the similarity of softmax values between
groups of images that cannot be classified as the desired image in the 1st layer, based on the results
within the group of the 1st layer group. In model 2, the final letter was recognized in the group after
determining the group. However, in model 3, for images wherein the group was determined below a
certain threshold, it was ascertained that the group could not be verified. Therefore, the final letter was

Table 1: Numbers of data used for each string

Training data Test data Training data Test data

A 2000 143 N 483 90

B 2000 144 O 1866 155

C 1568 96 P 1863 169

D 1340 120 Q 1000 129

E 750 117 R 1462 142

F 1491 103 S 1127 142

G 1106 116 T 897 142

H 1065 104 U 1531 167

I 1300 104 V 1423 155

K 591 142 W 1300 122

L 1500 104 X 1000 156

M 1369 117 Y 1400 166
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recognized using the maximum softmax value in all letters in the 2nd layer. The following subsections
comprehensively discuss the characteristics of the three different models for a comparative analysis.

3.4 Model 1 - Individual Learning Model for All Letters

Model 1 was developed based on basic deep learning models, and testing was performed with two
models, using a vanilla CNN and ResNet. As presented in Tab. 2, in model 1, the input data that were
resized to 64 × 64 pixels were classified into 24 categories, from A to Z, using a vanilla CNN. The
model was trained using AlexNet [16]; five convolution layers, max pooling, and dropout were applied;
and a fully connected layer was included. In the 1st layer of the deep-learning, which was a hidden layer,
convolution was performed with the input images using a 3 × 3 filter kernel. To prevent size reduction of
the feature map owing to convolution, padding was set to “same” and ReLU was applied as the
activation function. Thereafter, 2 × 2 max pooling was executed, and the dropout rate was set to 0.3 to
prevent overfitting. Dropout was only applied during training, and all neurons were used during testing.
Subsequently, convolution, ReLU, and dropout were applied five times for the connected layers using the
same settings as those applied in the previous layer. Flattened and fully connected layers were used for
the 16th and 17th layers, and their output value was activated using the ReLU function. Thereafter,
dropout was applied again to prevent overfitting. The softmax function was applied to the output value of
the neuron to indicate the probability of it being classified into one of the 24 classes. The second
proposed method of model 1 performs training with the same data by including the ResNet method
(Tab. 2). Six residual blocks were applied to the layer, and each block represented a layer containing
batch normalization and ReLU functions: Conv2D, batch normalization, ReLU, and Conv2D. With these
six blocks applied, the size of the input data was set to 64 × 64, which is similar to the method described
above. Using Conv2D and max pooling, two residual layers were stacked, and batch normalization was
applied again. From Conv2D, a batch normalization block was stacked again, and global average pooling,
which is a characteristic of the ResNet, was finally applied. The probability of being classified into each
of the 24 classes was then expressed using softmax for the output value. Therefore, as expressed in

Figure 2: Schematic diagrams of the three models
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Eq. (1), for both the model with basic CNN of model 1 applied and the model with the ResNet applied, the
sum of the softmax values of each letter becomes “1”, where l is the number of all trained letters.

Xl

k¼1

softmax alphabetletterkð Þ ¼
Xl

k¼1

exp alphabetletterkð ÞP
exp alphabetletterkð Þ ¼ 1 (1)

3.5 Models 2 and 3 - Meta-Learning

3.5.1 Composition of the 1st Layer Data in Models 2 and 3
As represented by the red and green arrows in Fig. 2, models 2 and 3 contain two layers for the learning

model. In the 1st layer, four different clusters are formed, and each cluster is divided into several groups. As
illustrated in Fig. 1, a cluster is a set of groups composed of several letter shapes. In this study, four different
clusters were created to evaluate performance. For the hand-shape image data utilized within the cluster
groups, in Fig. 1 were used to represent the clusters C1–C4 and the most distinctively differentiated
groups were “A, E, S, T”, “M, N”, “R, U” and “G, H”. All letters in the group “A, E, S, T” resemble a
clenched fist. Different letters can be distinguished by the difference in the position of the thumb and
degree of palm coverage. For letters in the “M, N” group, the index, middle, and ring fingers face the
front of the image; however, they can be differentiated based on the number of unfolded fingers. The
letters in the group “R, U” are differentiated between “R” and “U” based on the unfolding of the index

Table 2: Architecture of the CNN and ResNet

Model Layer Ouput Size Model Layer Output Size

CNN Input (64,64,3) ResNet Input (64,64,3)

Conv2D (64,64,64) Conv2D (31,3164)

Maxpooling2D (32,32,64) Maxpooling2D (16,16,64)

Dropout(0.3) (32,32,64) Residual_Block (16,16,64)

Conv2D (32,32,64) Residual_Block (16,16,64)

Maxpooling2D (16,16,64) Batch Normalization (16,16,64)

Dropout(0.3) (16,16,64) Conv2D (7,7,128)

Conv2D (16,16,128) Residual_Block (7,7,128)

Maxpooling2D (8,8128) Residual_Block (7,7,128)

Dropout(0.3) (8,8128) Batch Normalization (7,7,128)

Conv2D (8,8,256) Conv2D (3,3,256)

Maxpooling2D (4,4,256) Residual_Block (3,3,256)

Dropout(0.3) (4,4,256) Residual_Block (3,3,256)

Conv2D (4,4,512) Global average pooling2D (256)

Maxpooling2D (2,2,512) Dense(softmax) (24)

Dropout(0.3) (2,2,512)

Flatten() (2048)

Dense(ReLU) (1024)

Dropout(0.3) (1024)

Dense(softmax) (24)
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and middle fingers. Compared to the “R, U” group, the “G, H” group contains similar numbers of unfolded
middle and index fingers; however, the unfolding direction differs. For the remaining letters, no feature could
be easily identified visually; therefore, each letter was treated as a group, or all letters were trained
independently. The number of letters per group in a cluster can be expressed by Eq. (2). Each cluster can
be divided into n groups, and the number of letters in each group can be expressed as m. In other words,
n indicates the number of groups in each cluster. Therefore, in Fig. 2, the n values are 6, 7, 17 and 15 for
C1, C2, C3 and C4 respectively. m denotes the number of letters in each group. Thus, in the case of the
first group (i = 1) in C1, the group comprises the letters “A, S, T, E;” hence, m ¼ 4. However, in the case
of the fifth group (i = 5) in C1, the group comprises the letters “B, C, D, F, I, K, L, O, P, Q, X, Y;”
therefore, m ¼ 12. l denotes the total number of letters to be learned; hence, l ¼ 24.

Xn

i¼1

Xm

j¼1

letter ij ¼
Xl

k¼1

alphabet letterk (2)

As illustrated in Fig. 1, there are four clusters in total. C1 is divided into six groups which are colored by
the green box: G1, G2, G3, G4, G5, and G6, and each group in the cluster comprises different letters in each
cluster, as shown in the 1st layer of Fig. 2. Regarding C2, C3, and C4, because it was verified in the
performance evaluation of the group in C1 that classifying the letter “B” separately improved the
performance of each group, it was classified separately as a different group. In C3 and C4, letters that
were not manually clustered were unified and divided. In the proposed models 2 and 3, in the 1st layer in
Fig. 2, although the images of the letters were not individually trained, they were grouped, and training
was conducted between these groups. Therefore, the number of classes for the final classification included
the number of groups, denoted as n in Eq. (2).

3.5.2 Model 2 - No Checking of the Softmax Value at the 1st Layer
In Model 2, clustered letter images were trained for each group, and then classified into their respective

groups. To evaluate the performance of the groups, four different clusters were combined, and in each group,
training was performed using CNN and ResNet models. However, because the composition of the respective
group differs for each cluster, the final number of classifiable letters of the model differed for each cluster.
After examining the accuracy of each group with the trained data using the trained CNN and ResNet models,
each letter was predicted with the index value of the maximum softmax in the group. Therefore, when a
group to be classified is determined in the 1st layer of model 2, it is predicted as one of the letters within
the group in the 2nd layer, and the prediction accuracy of all alphabet letters depends on the accuracy of
the 1st layer. The obtained test results indicate that the performance of C3 was better than that of other
clusters; hence, the accuracy of model 2 was comparatively analyzed using only C3–. In Eq. (3), i
indicates the number of groups in each cluster and k represents the number of letters belonging to each
group. Because the groups in the cluster were used for training, the sum of the softmax for each group in
the cluster was 1.

softmax groupið Þ ¼ eletters ij
Pm

k¼1 e
letters ik

; i ¼ 0; 1; . . . ; n; j ¼ 1; 2; . . . ;m (3)

3.5.3 Model 2 - Checking the Softmax Value at the 1st Layer
Model 3 adopted a method similar to model 2; however, the model in the 2nd layer is trained differently,

based on the group accuracy obtained in the 1st layer. In model 2, the group was determined in the 1st layer.
Because the letters within a group are solely learned on the assumption that the group classification is
conducted accurately in the 1st layer, when the first classification is incorrectly performed, the final
accuracy of the ASL recognition is reduced. Therefore, in model 3, the 1st layer was classified in the
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same manner as that in model 2. However, the softmax value for the test results after training in the 1st layer
was rechecked. Based on the recheck, if the accuracy of the group decreases, that is, the softmax value is
smaller than the set threshold, the group classification results can be considered unreliable. In other
words, because the 1st layer learning model inevitably exhibits a low accuracy for group classification in
some data, the accuracy is bound to be reduced, regardless of the model adopted as the 2nd layer model.
Therefore, when a group was classified with a softmax value below a certain threshold classification was
not performed in the 2nd layer based on the letters within the group but was performed for all letters. In
other words, when it was determined that the softmax value of the group classification in the 1st layer
was less than or equal to the threshold, the model where in all letter images were trained in the 2nd layer
was selected as the 2nd layer model. Eq. (4) indicates that the total sum of the softmax values within the
group does not become “1” when the softmax value is below the threshold in the 1st layer. For example,
consider the case wherein the letter to be tested is “A.” It belongs to the group “A, S, T, E,” which is the
first group in the cluster; however, if the softmax value is below a certain threshold in the cluster test
between groups, it is uncertain whether the group was correctly classified as the “A, S, T, E” group.
Therefore, the 2nd layer was tested with a learning model using all letters from A to Z.

Xm

j¼1

softmax Groupið Þ 6¼ 1 (4)

3.6 Test

Fig. 3 presents a flowchart using the training and test data for reference model 1, including models 2 and
3, and the proposed models. Model 1, which is indicated by the blue line, performs classification with the
basic CNN and ResNet algorithms, and this model serves as the reference model for the comparative
evaluation of the performance achieved with models 2 and 3. In model 2, which is depicted by the green
dotted lines, in the 1st layer, the learning model was determined by classification into clustered groups.
Subsequently, based on the determined cluster group, a test was performed with a learning model within
a group for the final determination of the model. In model 3, which is represented by the red dotted lines,
in the 1st layer, the test was performed with the learning model between clusters, which is the same as in
the case of model 2; however, using the decision symbol, if the softmax value is below a certain
threshold, a test is performed using the model trained with all letters, as in model 1, which indicates a
difference from model 2. According to the models in the flow chart, for each letter used for testing, test
results were derived using different learning models. In Section 5, the performance evaluation of models
1, 2, and 3 is discussed.

4 Results

4.1 Accuracy Comparison of Model 1

Tab. 3 lists the prediction results of the basic image classification model without meta-learning. It
indicates the test accuracy for letters from A to Z obtained using the learning models of CNN and ResNet
with model 1. The overall average accuracy of the CNN and ResNet models were 0.69 and 0.78,
respectively, thereby indicating that the ResNet model exhibited a slightly better performance. Therefore,
the ResNet model was adopted as the 1st layer model in the designs of models 2 and 3.

4.2 Comparative Analysis of the Conventional and Proposed Models

Tab. 4 presents the test results obtained by dividing 24 letters, from A to Z, into 24 categories C1–C4 for
the 1st layer tests of models 2 and 3. In other words, the model between the clusters was set as the ResNet
model, and the group accuracy between each cluster was evaluated. C1 was divided into the minimum
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number of groups possible, and for group 2, the letter B, which was not optimally predicted in Group 1, was
assigned separately to group 7. For C3 and C4, unlike C1 and C2, all letters were classified into groups, and
for C4, the letters R, U, G, H, and L, which correspond to the combination of groups G3, G5, and G13 were
classified into one group. The three groups were combined because the letters R, U, G, H, and L express
similar hand-shapes, and it was considered that performance could be improved if similar images were
clustered into one group. Using the data classified with the test data and performing the test for clusters
between groups trained with the ResNet model, the average accuracy values of Clusters 1, 2, 3, and
4 were 0.79, 0.81, 0.84, and 0.80, respectively. Among the four clusters, C3 exhibited a relatively high
performance in the test between groups; therefore, in the case of models 2 and 3, the 1st layer was set as
C3, and the 2nd layer test was performed.

Tab. 5 presents the results obtained by testing each letter with model 2, using the superior performance of
C3, as indicated in the 1st layer in Tab. 5. Although there is a difference in accuracy, depending on the letters,
in the case of the reference model 1, the overall average accuracy values of CNN and ResNet were 0.69 and
0.78, respectively; however, in model 2, this was improved to 0.78 and 0.81, respectively, thereby verifying a
substantial improvement in accuracy. Similar to the results of model 1, it can be observed that the ResNet
model exhibits relatively higher accuracy than the CNN model. Tab. 6 presents the recognition accuracy
of each letter for C1–C4 in model 3. In model 2, because the 1st layer affects the accuracy in the 2nd

layer, C3 exhibits a higher accuracy than the other clusters; therefore, the 1st layer was fixed to C3 to
obtain the results in model 2. However, in model 3, the group classification model of the 1st layer may
have had a more significant impact than that of model 2; hence, testing was performed for all clusters. As
evident from Tab. 6, the combination with the highest accuracy was setting the 1st layer as C2 and using
the ResNet model for learning. Finally, with the same test set presented in Tab. 1, an accuracy of
0.86 was obtained for model 3. Fig. 4 presents the overall average accuracies for models 1, 2, and 3. It is
evident that the overall average accuracies of models 2 and 3 are higher than that of model 1, which
employs basic ANN techniques for image classification. Furthermore, among all the models, the ResNet
model exhibited better performance than the CNN in image classification.

Figure 3: Algorithm flowchart for all models
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Table 3: Accuracy of model 1

CNN ResNet CNN ResNet

A 0.83 0.88 N 0.68 0.62

B 0.90 0.99 O 0.75 1.00

C 0.73 0.62 P 0.72 0.69

D 0.60 0.70 Q 0.71 0.69

E 0.55 0.79 R 0.15 0.45

F 0.85 0.97 S 0.79 0.90

G 0.20 0.45 T 0.73 0.80

H 0.97 1.00 U 0.50 0.59

I 0.75 0.79 V 0.85 0.97

K 0.52 0.63 W 0.83 1.00

L 0.87 1.00 X 0.53 0.48

M 0.55 0.63 Y 0.77 0.96

AVG 0.69 0.78 – – –

Table 4: Accuracy evaluated by groups of the 1st layer in models 2 and 3

Cluster1 Cluster2 Cluster3 Cluster4

Group1 0.93 0.96 0.99 0.97

Group2 0.61 0.56 0.63 0.62

Group3 0.51 0.58 0.84 0.90

Group4 0.93 0.90 0.94 0.97

Group5 0.93 0.99 1.00 –

Group6 0.83 0.84 0.99 0.98

Group7 – 0.91 0.91 0.99

Group8 – – 0.80 0.75

Group9 – – 0.68 0.65

Group10 – – 0.95 0.89

Group11 – – 0.82 0.75

Group12 – – 0.76 0.73

Group13 – – 1.00 –

Group14 – – 0.97 0.89

Group15 – – 0.84 0.78

Group16 – – 0.69 0.69

Group17 – – 0.47 0.44

AVG 0.79 0.81 0.84 0.80
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Table 5: Accuracy of cluster 3 for model 2

CNN ResNet CNN ResNet

A 0.91 0.87 N 0.67 0.67

B 0.92 0.92 O 0.97 0.97

C 0.80 0.80 P 0.85 0.85

D 0.68 0.68 Q 0.70 0.70

E 0.56 0.93 R 0.34 0.70

F 0.95 0.95 S 0.80 0.81

G 0.67 0.63 T 0.73 0.89

H 0.98 1.00 U 0.77 0.80

I 0.82 0.83 V 0.91 0.82

K 0.76 0.76 W 0.91 0.98

L 1.00 1.00 X 0.47 0.47

M 0.56 0.57 Y 0.99 0.99

AVG 0.78 0.81 – – –

Table 6: Results of overall comparison for model 3

Method Cluster A B C D E F G H I K L M Avg
N O P Q R S T U V W X Y

CNN C1 0.91 0.80 0.73 0.60 0.56 0.87 0.29 0.99 0.75 0.53 0.90 0.56 0.74

0.94 0.75 0.74 0.75 0.44 0.80 0.74 0.76 0.94 0.93 0.60 0.84

C2 0.91 0.91 0.74 0.60 0.56 0.87 0.29 0.99 0.76 0.53 0.90 0.56 0.74

0.94 0.75 0.75 0.73 0.34 0.80 0.74 0.77 0.94 0.93 0.60 0.84

C3 0.91 0.92 0.80 0.68 0.56 0.95 0.29 0.99 0.83 0.76 1.00 0.56 0.79

0.80 0.97 0.85 0.70 0.42 0.80 0.74 0.77 0.91 0.93 0.47 0.99

C4 0.91 0.99 0.75 0.66 0.56 0.89 0.22 0.99 0.76 0.74 0.88 0.56 0.77

0.80 0.90 0.78 0.70 0.37 0.80 0.74 0.76 0.94 0.93 0.45 0.98

ResNet C1 0.87 0.81 1.00 0.70 0.93 1.00 0.63 1.00 0.80 0.68 1.00 0.81 0.87

0.92 0.92 0.83 0.75 0.85 0.81 0.91 0.83 0.90 1.00 0.83 1.00

C2 0.87 0.92 0.88 0.71 0.93 1.00 0.63 1.00 0.77 0.68 1.00 0.81 0.86

0.92 0.92 0.89 0.73 0.71 0.81 0.91 0.83 0.90 1.00 0.86 1.00

C3 0.87 0.92 0.80 0.68 0.93 0.95 0.63 1.00 0.83 0.76 1.00 0.68 0.84

0.80 0.97 0.85 0.70 0.87 0.81 0.91 0.81 0.82 1.00 0.47 0.99

C4 0.87 0.99 0.75 0.66 0.93 0.89 0.53 0.99 0.76 0.74 0.88 0.78 0.82

0.80 0.90 0.78 0.70 0.87 0.81 0.91 0.83 0.90 1.00 0.45 0.98
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Tab. 7 represents three models to be implemented by the referenced paper, which provide a model for
ASL recognition. We employed various background images and augmented data, which have already been
used as training and testing sets for the same compared condition. Tab. 8 compares the ASL recognition
accuracies of the proposed models with other models. With this benchmark, we conclude that our
suggested model, which uses meta-learning, checks softmax values at the 1st layers, and employs a
ResNet model, shows the highest performance.

Figure 4: Comparison between models 1, 2, and 3. ( ) indicates the number of clusters

Table 7: Architecture of the comparison models

CNN ResNet34 ResNet50

Layer Ouput size Layer Ouput
size

Layer Ouput size

Input (64,64,3) Input (64,64,3) Input (64,64,3)

Conv2D (64,64,64) Conv2D (31,31,64) Zero-padding2D() (70,70,3)

Conv2D (64,64,64) Maxpooling2D (16,16,64) Conv2D (32,32,64)

Maxpooling2D (32,32,64) Maxpooling2D (15,15,64)

Dropout(0.25) (32,32,64) Residual_Block x3 (16,16,64) Residual_Block x3 (15,15,64)

Residual_Block (16,16,64) Residual_Block (15,15,64)

Conv2D (32,32,64) Residual_Block (15,15,256)

Conv2D (32,32,64)

Maxpooling2D (16,16,64) Residual_Block x4 (7,7,128) Residual_Block x4 (8,8,128)

Dropout(0.25) (16,16,64) Residual_Block (7,7,128) Residual_Block (8,8,128)

Residual_Block (8,8,512)

Conv2D (16,16,128)

Conv2D (16,16,128) Residual_Block x6 (3,3,256) Residual_Block x6 (4,4,256)

Maxpooling2D (8,8,128) Residual_Block (3,3,256) Residual_Block (4,4,256)

Dropout(0.25) (8,8,128) Residual_Block (4,4,1024)
(Continued)
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4.3 Discussion

In this study, we proposed a method for improving the accuracy of the conventional image classification
model through grouping techniques and softmax values. Among the proposed models, the accuracy of C3 in
model 2 was higher than that of other clusters in regarding group-specific accuracy in the 1st layer of meta-
learning. The accuracy of the 1st layer had a deterministic effect on the accuracy of the 2nd layer in model 2.
Similarly, it was expected that the accuracy of C3 would be higher than the accuracy of other clusters,
including those in model 3; however, because the accuracy between groups in model 3 did not exert a
significant influence compared to model 2, as presented in Tab. 7, the accuracies of C1 and C2 were
higher in comparison. C1 and C2 were divided into a minimal number of groups, without groups of
individual letters. However, in C3 and C4, only some letters were grouped, while the rest were divided
into individual groups. Regarding the individually classified images, after they were classified in the 1st

layer, they could not be classified by a different model in the 2nd layer of model 3. Therefore, rather than
C3 and C4, which contain several groups with individual letters, C1 and C2 generally exhibited better
classification performance between groups than the other clusters in model 3. This indicates that the
groups may have a significant effect on the accuracy of the proposed models.

Table 7 (continued)

CNN ResNet34 ResNet50

Layer Ouput size Layer Ouput
size

Layer Ouput size

Flatten() (8192) Residual_Block x3 (1,1,512) Residual_Block x3 (2,2,512)

Dense(ReLU) (128) Residual_Block (1,1,512) Residual_Block (2,2,512)

Dropout(0.5) (128) Residual_Block (2,2,2048)

Dense(ReLU) (128) Global average
pooling2D

(512) Global average
pooling2D

(2048)

Dropout(0.5) (128) Flatten() (512) Flatten() (2048)

Dense
(softmax)

(24) Dense(softmax) (24) Dense(softmax) (24)

Table 8: Comparison of other and proposed models

Model Ref.Layer Accuracy Ref

Model1-CNN Tab. 2 - CNN 0.69 –

Model1-ResNet Tab. 2 - ResNet 0.78 –

Model2-CNN-C3 Fig. 2 0.78 –

Model2-ResNet-C3 Fig. 2 0.81 –

Model3-ResNet-C1 Fig. 2 0.87 –

CNN Tab. 7 - CNN 0.81 [36]

ResNet34 Tab. 7 - ResNet34 0.70 [18,37]

ResNet50 Tab. 7 - ResNet50 0.70 [18,38]
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5 Conclusion

Because ASL image recognition can be adopted as a means of communication, we reviewed and
classified recent studies on ASL image recognition methods. Additionally, a model for improving the
ASL recognition performance was proposed. In the proposed model, a meta-learning model was
presented, that combined the grouping of similar images and image processing for ASL image
recognition. The proposed model has two types: one groups images that can be classified as similar
patterns and then reclassifies the images within a group and the other presents decision criteria for
reclassification based on the probability of the predicted group. The clusters were divided into four types
based on the similarity of the finger shapes and size within a group. The group prediction model was set
as the 1st layer of meta learning, and the 2nd layer was a model for reclassification within a group. In the
2nd model layer, CNN and ResNet, which are two representative methods of image deep learning, were
applied. For comparative analysis, an image processing method was adopted, that did not apply of meta-
learning, and the two proposed methods with meta-learning exhibited higher recognition accuracy than
the method that solely employed image processing. Thus, the following three models were investigated in
this study: Model 1 was the basic image classification model: Model 2 was trained by the group and
adopted in the 1st layer, whereas in the 2nd layer, a model trained with all letters in a group, similar to
model 1, was stacked for classification within a group; Model 3 used the same stacked model as model 2,
but the softmax value was compared again if it was predicted to be below a set threshold. The highest
softmax index among all letters were selected if the softmax value was less than that what was set in the
1st layer. The limitation of the proposed model is that the experimental results obtained vary depending
on the classification criteria for the groups. To address this limitation, in future work, we will propose a
verifiable clustering model for learning between the groups in the 1st layer.
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