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ABSTRACT
With an ever-increasing amount of image data, the manual labeling process has become the bottleneck in many machine

learning applications. Plankton taxa labeling is especially a challenge due to its complex nature, and the manual labeling
effort places a large burden on the domain experts. The Active Learning (AL) paradigm is a promising research direction
adopted in the literature to minimize the manual labeling effort exerted by domain experts. Many approaches for AL have
been proposed over the recent years to improve the labeling task by supporting the construction of large datasets suitable
to train machine learning models while minimizing human involvement in the process. Our empirical study suggests that
many modern active learning methods fail to incorporate both the samples that represent the statistical pattern of the data
and the samples in which the machine learning model is not confident about.

Inspired by these limitations, we propose an algorithm that combines these two types of sampling in order to capture
the data distribution of the whole feature space, prevent redundant sampling from correlated uncertainty queries and fine-
tune the inter-class decision boundary. Our experiments show that the proposed method outperforms each of the methods
separately. Further, it also proves to be efficient on both the CIFAR dataset and the more complex Kaggle plankton dataset.

Keywords: image analysis, deep learning, plankton taxa distribution, active learning

1. INTRODUCTION
Convolutional Neural Networks (CNN) models have proved competent at solving computer vision problems in the

paradigm of the Supervised Machine Learning (ML) approaches. However, to make such models reliable, an immense
amount of pre-classified input datasets is required in the training process. Constructing such large datasets requires an
extensive manual effort for labeling, which requires a massive amount of time. Nevertheless, the resulting manual classifi-
cation is imperfect and prone to errors.

Active learning (AL) is a promising research direction of machine learning that aims at mitigating the burden of human
experts on labeling training instances. They do so by exploiting the fact that not all samples bring equally much information
to an image classifier.1 Therefore, by finding only the most informative samples and query them for manual labeling, the
classifier can be trained to achieve equal performance as if it was trained on the whole dataset.2 Existing AL models in
the literature can be classified based on the unlabeled data readiness and the sampling pool chosen. In other words, when
data arrives in streams, the AL model is considered as a stream-based model,3 while it is pool-based4 otherwise. Further,
the AL models’ mode of sampling varies between batch-mode5 or single-mode4 depending on the number of data samples
presented and chosen at each labeling round. With the recent developments of convolutional neural networks (CNN),
batch-mode sampling has become increasingly relevant as it is not computationally feasible to update a large network with
single data points.

For the sampling modes aforementioned, there are differences among them in how samples are queried for labeling.
Mainly, the most important difference is in choosing between informative and representative samples. While the former
aims to find samples which the image classifier finds most informative, the latter exploits the feature space of the data
points to best capture the data statistical patterns. There exists a broad literature on active learning. The reader can refer to
a survey6 on active learning based on traditional methods of ML, and more recently, the survey7 on deep learning versions
of AL techniques.

Previous work has shown that active learning has proven to be an effective way of choosing informative samples from
a large number of unlabeled samples.8–10 Although hybrid methods that combine informativeness and representativeness
are increasingly popular among researchers, much of the existing methods only incorporate either informativeness or
representativeness. Existing AL models lack efficient utilization of the feature space of the dataset under consideration.
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They sometimes select samples for the training that fail to fit the different classes’ representation specifically when the
boundaries between the classes have some overlap. The resulting proposed samples suffer over-fitting or under-fitting the
dataset. Therefore they affect the performance of the classifier. Furthermore, in [1], the authors investigated how different
datasets had various amounts of information incorporated in the images. The study found that for some datasets,11 a few
representative samples were enough to capture the data statistical distribution. However, for other datasets,12 this proved
not to be true. Thus, the success in employing a stand-alone uncertainty or representative sampling mode is dependent on
the dataset.

Therefore in this paper, we propose an efficient algorithm that combines an informative metric with a representative
metric approach for active learning. The proposed algorithm begins with a focus on the diverse feature space. It gradu-
ally focus more on samples located at the proximity of the classes’ decision boundaries to further fine-tune the machine
learning model. The aim behind this hybridization has three folds: 1) the novel model will have a good initialization from
incorporating the full feature space in the early rounds of query and training. Inspired by the work in [13], a trade-off
function gradually moves the focus from diverse samples to more uncertain samples during the training process in order
to fine-tune the model with samples located at the boundaries of the classes representations. 2) Adding diversity sampling
to the queried uncertainty samples prevents redundant labeling representation from the same area of uncertainty. 3) As the
softmax layer on neural networks have shown to be a bad proxy for the uncertainty of neural networks,7, 14 an adversarial
active learning method is employed. This method has previously shown good results,15 however it was not employed with
sub-modular heuristics as is done in this paper.

Experiments are conducted on the plankton dataset from National Data Science Bowl16 and the CIFAR dataset.12 The
ResNet-1817 architecture is employed as the learning network model. It is worth noting that no data augmentation was
performed on neither the CIFAR nor the plankton dataset, as is often done to enhance the performance on classification.
The results demonstrate that the proposed algorithmic framework is more efficient compared to each of the strategies
separately. Furthermore, they have shown that the novel proposed hybrid algorithm is more effective when dealing with
difficult datasets such as the plankton.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 introduces some preliminary knowledge related to this paper.
Section 3 presents related work in the area of active learning, and hybrid sampling methods in particular. Section 4 explains
our proposed algorithmic framework. Section 5 presents the experimental results. Finally, in section 6, a conclusion is made
on the the contributions of this paper and also future directions are presented.

2. BACKGROUND
Active learning is a type of semi-supervised learning that provides classification accuracy competitive with fully-

supervised learning approaches, while having the benefits of minimal human interaction from unsupervised learning. The
main principle is to iteratively pick subsets from the available unlabeled data in order to build a training set for a machine
learning model. As described in the previous section, the query methods of active learning can primarily be categorized
into methods that exploit the feature of the data and methods that search for samples the machine learning model finds
informative. A way of finding the latter has often been done by finding samples the learning model is uncertain about, e.g.
samples in the proximity of the inter-class decision boundaries.

A large number of methods for finding uncertainty samples have been proposed in the recent years due to their simplic-
ity and comprehensiveness. Many of these have been based on the softmax layers of CNNs as a proxy for the networks’
uncertainty. Such an approach was proposed by [18], who in addition pseudo-labeled high confidence samples for addi-
tional robustness. However, research7, 14 has shown that these softmax probabilities work as a bad proxy for the confidence
of neural networks, and will often lead to worse performance than random benchmark sampling. Consequently, other ways
of measuring the uncertainty of neural networks have been proposed in the later years. [8] proposed a way of creating an
ensemble of network architectures by using Monte Carlo dropout and measure the disagreement in prediction among the
networks. A conceptually equal method have also been studied in [9] where the authors employed an ensemble of different
CNNs instead of MC dropout. A drawback with these ensemble methods is the computational effort that is increasing with
the dimensions of the learning network and number of unlabeled samples.

A different approach from using the classification results of the learning networks has been proposed by [19] to calculate
the distance to the inter-class decision boundary. Samples lying close to the decision boundary are considered to be
informative for the machine learning model as they can help fine-tuning the model parameters. However, as it is feasible
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for support vector machines (SVM), it is a more complex operation for CNNs. Nevertheless, to transfer this approach to
CNNs, [15] proposed a way of measuring the distance by making adversarial attacks and find which of the images change
the classification. By ranking the size of the perturbation needed to change the sample classification, one can get a proxy
on how far the sample is from the decision boundary. This method of looking at the input to the network is somewhat the
other way around of looking at the softmax layer as done in [18]. However, both of the latter methods queries the top most
uncertain images. As can be seen in figure 1 and also stated in [20], uncertainty sampling tend to lead to high correlation
among the samples leading to a lack of utilization of the data distribution and also the labeling of redundant samples. From

(a) Core-set representative metric. (b) DeepFool informative metric.
Figure 1: T-SNE plot of 200 samples queried with a representative metric and an informative metric. The different colored data points
represent the images of the 10 different classes from the CIFAR dataset. With the T-SNE algorithm,21 the images are projected to the
two-dimensional feature space.

figure 1 (a) one can observe that by employing a representative metric exploiting the full feature space of the available
data points, this problem can be overcome. A large number of methods for finding such representative samples have been
investigated over the later years. They can be roughly divided into categories that tries to exploit the feature space and
others that aims to maximize some performance metric. An example of the latter is, as proposed in [10], a method that
approximates the complete data posterior of model parameters that produces diverse batches. By selecting sub samples,
the method tries to lower the expected value of the loss function. An example of the former is, as proposed in [22], a
diversity method that performs a farthest-first traversal to cover the feature space. A similar example is shown in [20]
that proposes a core set method to find clusters based on the min max facility location problem and then optimize these
clusters with mixed integer programming. The overall aim for most of the representativeness methods is to replicate the
distribution of the complete unlabeled set. By regarding active learning as a binary classification task between the labeled
and unlabeled sets, [23] aims to make the labeled dataset indistinguishable from the unlabeled dataset by capturing the
statistical distribution of the unlabeled data.

3. RELATED WORK
This paper proposes a hybrid active learning framework combining the informative and representative sampling strate-

gies described in section 2. This hybridization of active learning has become increasingly popular among researchers in
later years. In [24] a method of combining predictive entropy based uncertainty sampling and a distance function on a
learned feature space to optimize the selection of unlabeled samples was proposed. Their method was based on the as-
sumption that the most informative samples are the ones where the model has the highest uncertainty and greatest distance
to the existing training examples. In [13], the authors aim to fine-tune pre-trained networks with a combination of infor-
mative and representative samples. They are also employing a trade-off parameter to let the representative samples have
high influence in the beginning, and gradually use more uncertain samples. Further, [25] proposed a hybrid method to deal
with the imbalanced classification problem. Their uncertainty metric was based on the probability output from the neural
network, while their diversity metric was based on distance from k-means clusters on already labeled data points. Similarly,
[26] proposed a work of diversified subset selection that use classical methods of uncertainty, margin sampling and entropy

Proc. of SPIE Vol. 11878  118781Q-3
Downloaded From: https://www.spiedigitallibrary.org/conference-proceedings-of-spie on 14 Mar 2022
Terms of Use: https://www.spiedigitallibrary.org/terms-of-use



from the softmax probability distribution. To find diverse samples they used, similar to this paper, min-max facility location
in addition to disparity minimum. An important finding in the paper suggested that similar data points within a class made
disparity-min pick outliers and thus confuse the model. Moreover, instead of using the output layer probabilities directly,
[5] proposed a hybrid method that uses the size of the backward gradient to incorporate the uncertainty metric. For the
diversity the authors employed the k-means++27 algorithm. Furthermore, [28] proposed a method to increase diversity
in mini-batch active learning. Their experiments showed that diversity-enhancing approaches outperformed a baseline of
uncertainty sampling methods. They combined informativeness with representativeness by using margin sampling from
the softmax layer as uncertainty metric and the k-means algorithm as representative metric.

The aforementioned related work are often reliant on the output layer of the network employed as an uncertainty metric.
Motivated by this, we build on the uncertainty metric proposed in [15] and employ it with a min max sub-modular heuristic
to form a hybrid active learning method. Furthermore, similar to [13], we combine the metrics with a trade-off parameter.
This is aligned with the findings of [5], who observed that it is advantageous to do representative sampling early in the
training then in later rounds focus more on informative samples to fine-tune the model.

4. PROPOSED FRAMEWORK
The framework introduced in this paper combines the informative metric of an adversarial attack with the representative

metric of the facility min max problem. Figure 2 illustrates how these methods are combined in the proposed framework.
From the plot of the informative metric shown in figure 1 (b), one can observe that the queried samples have high cor-
relation in some areas; this suggests that there exists some redundancy among the queried samples. By incorporating a
representative metric to the active learning framework, one can choose the informative samples that also best represent the
feature space. Moreover, with a trade-off function initially incorporating all samples, the learning network will gain an
overview of the whole feature space. As the training proceeds and general decision boundaries are formed, more focus is
put on samples on the inter-class decision boundaries. By switching focus to these samples, the learning model is able to
fine-tune the decision boundaries to handle examples that are difficult to classify. As described in algorithm 1, the number

Algorithm 1 CIRAL: Combined informative and representative active learning

Require: Unlabeled samples DU
0

Require: Initially labeled samples DL
0

Require: Query budget B
Require: Batch size β
Require: Set of hyper-parameters to train the networkH
Require: Trade-off constant K0

Require: Trade-off rate δ ∈ (0, 1)
Kk = K0

DL
k = DL

0

DU
k = DU

0

while DL
k −DL

0 ≤ B do
Ak = TRAIN(H, DL

k )
for xi ∈ DU

k do
ri ← DEEPFOOL(xi,Ak)

end for
bi ←− TRADEOFF(ri,Kk)
Qk ←− MINMAX(bi, β)
DL

k+1 ←− DL
k ∪Qk

DU
k+1 ←− DU

k \Qk

Kk+1 ← Kk · δ
end while

of samples going from the informative metric to the representative metric is lowering with a rate δ each round, indicating
that the algorithm prioritize samples with high level of informativeness at the later AL cycles. The active learning cycle
described is continued until a labeling budget B is exhausted.
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As illustrated in figure 2, a neural network is trained on the labeled pool in each iteration, forming the decision bound-
aries used by the informative sampling method. However, as the training proceeds and the model becomes more confident,
the decision boundaries become more static, thus it becomes increasingly important to put weight on the samples that
are at the proximity of the boundary rather than samples far away from it. This is done by filtering out the samples with
the largest distance result from the informative sampling, illustrated with module 5 in figure 2. To find this distance, the
informative metric employed uses the DEEPFOOL29 algorithm to compute adversarial attacks in order to find a proxy for
the distance to the decision boundary. The DEEPFOOL algorithm finds the closest hyperplane for each sample and then
pushes the sample beyond it with a minimal possible perturbation.

Moreover, to find the representative samples in the next step, the min max facility location problem, well known from
literature and described in [30], is employed. It can be formally described as

min
s1:s1≤b

max
i

min
j∈s1∪s0

4(xi, xj) (1)

Where ∆(xi, xj) represents the Euclidean distance between the data points xi and xj . Further, s1 and s0 is the new queried
samples and existing pool of samples, respectively. The optimization problem in 1 can be understood as choosing b cluster
centers such that the largest distance from any single point to its nearest cluster center is minimized. As this problem is
NP-hard, a sub-optimal solution is found by a greedy algorithmic approach as described in [20]. This method is proven to
have a solution such that

max
i

min
j∈s1∪s0

4(xi, xj) ≤ 2X OPT (2)

is satisfied, where OPT is the optimal solution to the optimization problem in 1.30 As described in our framework, the
representative and informative metrics are combined through a trade-off function that gradually puts more focus on the
informative samples at the cost of the representative samples. As the DEEPFOOL algorithm returns a list of samples based
on their distance to the decision boundary, the trade-off function is only passing on a fraction Kk of the most informative
samples to the representative function. Thus, the algorithm will eventually ignore samples found at large distances away
from the decision boundary. Formally, this trade-off method can be described as

Qk = MINMAX(Kk · DEEPFOOL(X), β) (3)

Where Kk is the trade-off constant, X is the input from the unlabeled samples and β is the number of samples to be queried.
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Figure 2: Block diagram of the active learning framework showing the relevant modules and the flow of samples from the unlabeled
pool to the labeled pool.

5. EXPERIMENTAL RESULTS
The experiments were performed on subsets of the CIFAR12 and Kaggle National Data Science Bowl16 (plankton)

datasets, both containing 10 different classes. After each round of querying, the neural network got trained on the labeled
pool until convergence of validation accuracy. A prediction was then performed on a separate testing set.

In figure 3 (a-c), results from the proposed hybrid method tested on the plankton dataset are presented. Further, in
figure 3 (d-f), the results on the CIFAR dataset are presented. For both datasets, the result for the hybrid method is plotted
relatively to the accuracy of the DFAL,15 core-set20 and random strategy. Results are also presented in figure 3 (g-h)
for the CIFAR and plankton datasets, respectively. One can observe that the hybridization is performing steadily better
than the other methods separately. As can be seen in figure 3 (a-c), the proposed method gains advantage on combining
representative and informative metrics on the more complex plankton dataset. Looking at figure 3 (a), the method is
performing better than the core-set method because it is better at choosing samples that fine-tune the decision boundaries.
Further, looking at figure 3 (b) the hybrid method is clearly better in the early rounds of training suggesting that the
incorporated representative samples in the early rounds are beneficial for the model.

Looking at the graphs in figure 3 (g-h), the proposed method is consistently having high accuracy compared to the
other methods. Observing from the results in table 1 and 2 that the proposed method is achieving good results overall, it is
especially prominent on the CIFAR dataset.

Proc. of SPIE Vol. 11878  118781Q-6
Downloaded From: https://www.spiedigitallibrary.org/conference-proceedings-of-spie on 14 Mar 2022
Terms of Use: https://www.spiedigitallibrary.org/terms-of-use



(a) Comparison of CIRAL and a
representative method.

(b) Comparison of CIRAL and an
informative method.

(c) Comparison of CIRAL and the
random benchmark.

(d) Comparison of CIRAL and a
representative method.

(e) Comparison of CIRAL and an
informative method.

(f) Comparison of CIRAL and the
random benchmark.

(g) Comparison of CIRAL and other hybrid methods. (h) Comparison of CIRAL and other
informative/representative methods.

Figure 3: Results from experiments with our proposed framework (CIRAL). Results in plot (a-c, g) are from experiments on the
plankton dataset. Results in plot (d-f, h) are from experiments on the CIFAR dataset.
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Method/Round 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
CIRAL 0.1 0.574 0.62 0.624 0.64 0.64 0.64
DFAL 0.1 0.511 0.62 0.52 0.647 0.63 0.638
CORE-SET 0.1 0.573 0.61 0.62 0.63 0.64 0.61
RANDOM 0.1 0.61 0.61 0.63 0.60 0.63 0.62

Table 1: Classification accuracy from the experiments with our proposed framework on the plankton dataset.

Method/Round 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
CIRAL 0.1 0.48 0.614 0.66 0.613 0.68 0.69 0.68
DFAL 0.1 0.532 0.59 0.608 0.63 0.67 0.65 0.66
CORE-SET 0.1 0.51 0.58 0.64 0.65 0.655 0.653 0.67
RANDOM 0.1 0.48 0.605 0.612 0.66 0.67 0.676 0.67

Table 2: Classification accuracy from the experiments with our proposed framework on the CIFAR dataset.

6. CONCLUSION
This paper presents a new framework furthering the field planktonic image analysis. Manual labeling of planktonic data

is time consuming and puts a large burden on the domain experts. The proposed active learning method is able to minimize
this effort while still achieving satisfactory classification results. The framework presented in this paper combines metrics
for representative and informative sampling and achieve better performance than each of them separately. The method
has proven to be efficient on both the benchmark CIFAR dataset and the more complex plankton dataset, suggesting that
these metrics should be considered in combination when applying active learning. The informative metric employed in
the proposed framework is dependent on good decision boundaries to get full utilization. An interesting future direction
would therefore be to investigate how other representative functions affect the performance of the classifier. In particular,
looking at combining Bayesian-based representative metrics with the informative metrics employed in this framework is
an interesting direction.
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