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Abstract

Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs) have become the gold standard for image
classification over the past decade due to their robustness and high accuracy for
many classification tasks. In this paper, we will present a new image classification
dataset with only two classes, which we name the parity dataset, which can be easily
solved by a CNN with handcrafted kernels. Despite this, preliminary experiments
show that no solution can be found, if the weights of this architecture are initialized
randomly, and the network is trained on data. In addition, commonly used CNN
architectures like VGG, GoogLeNet, and ResNet completely fail at learning this
task, even when given an unlimited number of training images. Based on the
preliminary experiments and related work, we hypothesized that (1) state-of-the-art
gradient descent methods on feedforward networks can not find a solution to the
parity-task and (2) attention simplifies the parity-task.

1 Introduction

Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs) have become the standard method for image classification
over the last few years and achieve higher classification accuracy than humans on many datasets (e.g.
as shown by He et al. [2015] on the ImageNet dataset). Despite their generally good performance,
there are still datasets on which CNNs perform much worse than either older machine learning
methods like Support Vector Machines or human test subjects. As Stabinger et al. [2016] could show,
the SVRT dataset by Fleuret et al. [2011] is one of those datasets.

These findings inspired us to look for other datasets that are easily solved using simple algorithms,
look unassuming to human observers, but are difficult to solve for currently used neural network
architectures. One such dataset is the parity dataset we will present in this paper and that we want to
analyze in the results paper in detail. Using the proposed dataset, we hope to highlight shortcomings
in current neural network architectures and optimization methods in order to inspire research outside
the trodden paths.

The paper is structured as follows: In the next section, related work is discussed. In Section 3.1
we introduce the parity dataset and in Section 3.2 we show that a perfect solution for this datasets
exists if the weights of a proposed CNN architecture are set to specific values. We will present
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Class 1 Class 2

Figure 1: Examples of the two classes of problem 1 from the SVRT dataset by Fleuret et al. [2011].
In class 1, the two shapes are different, in class 2 they are identical.

preliminary experiments in Section 3.3 and show that a few already tested standard CNN architectures
and optimizers cannot solve the parity dataset. Finally, in Section 4 we motivate and describe the
experiments that we plan to do for the results paper.

2 Related work

The SVRT dataset by Fleuret et al. [2011] consists of abstract black and white images showing shape
outlines. The images can be grouped into two classes, depending on whether the shapes fulfill some
relational concept or not. The dataset consists of 23 problems with different relational concepts. As
an example, images of problem 1 are of class 1 if they contain two shapes that are different and they
are of class 2 if they contain two shapes that are identical. See Figure 1 for some example images of
this problem.

Stabinger et al. [2016] could show that the tested CNNs (LeNet and GoogLeNet) are not able to
achieve an accuracy above chance for problems for which the shapes have to be compared to each
other. This finding was later confirmed by Ricci et al. [2018]. The original research by Fleuret
et al. [2011], using handcrafted features and Support Vector Machines, as well as experiments with
human subjects, did not show such a disparity in performance between problems that do need shape
comparison and those that do not, indicating that CNNs seem to be especially ill-suited for this kind
of tasks.

Later, Messina et al. [2019] as well as Funke et al. [2020] were able to solve the problems from the
SVRT dataset using, among others, the ResNet architecture by He et al. [2016]. Still, the problems
that require shape comparison need many more training images to be solved than the problems that do
not. In addition, the PSVRT dataset by Kim et al. [2018], which replaces the shapes with patches that
are randomly filled with black and white pixels, can only be solved with massive amounts of training
data (> 300.000 training images), despite looking even simpler than the original problems from the
SVRT dataset, indicating that the images of the SVRT dataset might not have the high variability
as they seem at first sight. These findings inspired us to look for a seemingly easy dataset that is
not solvable by CNNs even when using an unlimited number of training samples. We found such a
dataset in the form of the parity dataset presented in this paper.

Using a very simple dataset to highlight shortcomings of current methods is not a novel idea. Liu et al.
[2018] for example used a very simple dataset to highlight problems with the spacial invariance of
convolutional layers and were able to propose solutions that also performed well for more commonly
used datasets.

3 Methodology

3.1 The parity dataset

The proposed dataset, which we call the parity dataset, consists of gray scale images with a size of
14 × 14 pixels. On a background with a value of 0.5 (assuming 0 is black and 1 is white), three
patches of size 3× 3 pixels are randomly placed. The pixels of those patches are randomly colored in
black or white (0 or 1 respectively). The parity of a patch is odd if it contains an odd number of black
pixels and even if it contains an even number of black pixels. See Figure 2 for example images from
this dataset.
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Class 1 Class 2

Figure 2: Example images of the proposed parity dataset. For class 1, the parity of all patches is the
same, but for class 2, the parity of one patch is different from the parity of the rest of the patches.
The parity of the patches are indicated in red above the patches for easier interpretability.

Images containing patches that all have the same parity (all odd or all even) are grouped in class 1
and images that contain patches with differing parity are grouped in class 2. The task is to learn this
rule from labeled training images and to correctly classify previously unseen images.

3.2 Manually solving the dataset

To show that a solution exists, we will now present a manually constructed CNN that is able to solve
the classification of the parity dataset.

This problem can be solved with four logical steps: (1) Count the number of white pixels for each
patch. (2) One-hot encode this number across the depth dimension at each spatial patch position. (3)
Multiply each odd depth dimension with two. (4) Output class 1 if the sum of all values is equal to
three (all patches are even) or equal six (all patches are odd) and class 2 otherwise.

We call the depth dimension d and assume, without loss of generality, that background pixels are
set to −100, each white pixel to 2 and each black pixel to 1. The afforementioned steps (1)-(3) are
implemented with three convolutional layers and step (4) with three fully connected layers. To better
visualize the output of each layer, we take a patch with 4 white pixels as an example, and will report
the output vector v ∈ R12 of each layer at the spatial position centered on this patch:

Conv 1 The first convolutional filter with size 3× 3 counts the white pixels. To achieve this, all
weights of the filter are set to 1 which will result in the number of white pixels + 9 (each pixel adds
one to the sum and two if it is white). Note: If the kernel is not exactly on the patch, the negative
background value of −100 ensures that all values are negative such that after the ReLu operator
the output is zero. This layer encodes each dimension so that it represents the distance to the value.
Therefore, the bias for each filter d is set to −(d+ 8). Input: 3× 3 patch with 4 white pixels. Output
after ReLu: vo = (5, 4, 3, 2, 1, 0, ..., 0)T .

Conv 2 The vector is now converted, so that all values > 0 are converted to 0s and all 0s are
converted to 1s. To zero out all values larger than one we subtract the dimension d− 1 from d. This
explains why one additional depth dimension is needed. This can be implemented with a 1× 1 kernel
where each value is set to −1. To convert all 0s to 1s, we additionally add a bias term of one. Then
the input vi = (5, 4, 3, 2, 1, 0, ..., 0)T is converted into the output vector vo = (0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 1, ..., 1)T

Conv 3 To create a one-hot encoding at the correct position, we detect the edge between 0s and
1s. This can be implemented with a 1 × 1 filter by subtracting dimension d + 1 from dimension
d and multiplying the result with −1. This also explains why we need another additional depth
dimension resulting in a total of 12 filters. Additionally, as mentioned previously, each odd dimension
is multiplied with 2. Input: vi = (0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 1, ..., 1)T , Output: vo = (0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 1, 0, ..., 0)T .
Note if the input patch contains e.g. five white pixels, then this output vector would be vo =
(0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 2, 0, ..., 0)T .

FC 1 This filter sums up all output values of the convolutional layer so that the output is ≤ 3 if all
patches are even and ≥ 6 if all are odd. Otherwise, the value is 3 < x < 6. To achieve this, no bias is
needed and all weights are set to one.
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FC 2 This layer indicates with output neuron 0 if the input was ≥ 6 and with output neuron 2 if the
input was ≤ 3. Therefore, the weight to neuron 1 is set to 1 and the bias to −5 and the weight for
neuron 2 to −1 and the bias to 4.

FC 3 The output of FC 2 is (1, 0) if the patch contained only odd patches, (0, 1) if all patches are
even, and (0, 0) otherwise. To linearly separate those cases, we set the output of neuron 1 constantly
to 1. All weights of the second output neuron are set to 2 and the bias is set to zero. Therefore, if
all patches are even or odd, the output of this layer is (1, 2) and (1, 0) otherwise and the problem is
solved.

3.3 Preliminary experiments

As previously shown, the parity dataset can in principle be solved by a rather small CNN. Nonetheless,
preliminary experiments show that a few tested standard CNN architectures seem to be completely
unable to learn the underlying rule and at most, are only able to memorize examples from the training
set.

For our preliminary experiments, we tested smaller, as well as commonly used bigger CNN architec-
tures. The models were trained using the Lookahead optimizer by Zhang et al. [2019] with RAdam by
Liu et al. [2019] as the base-optimizer (a combination which is generally known as Ranger, proposed
by Wright [2019]). In addition, we also directly used RAdam as the optimizer. Tests were performed
with six different learning rates, evenly spaced in the range from 10−1 to 10−6.

For the smaller CNN architectures, the evaluation was performed on the original 14×14 sized images.
The CNNs all start with one or multiple convolution blocks, consisting of a convolutional layer with
a kernel size of 3× 3 and f(x) = max (0, x) (ReLU) as the activation function, followed by a max
pooling layer with a kernel size of 3× 3. These convolutional blocks are followed by one or more
fully connected layers. The number of convolutional blocks, number of kernels in the convolutional
layers, number of fully connected layers and number of neurons per layer were varied to in order to
evaluate CNNs of differing capacity. Considering that 512 different patches of size 3× 3 exist, one
of the tested architectures used 512 kernels in the first convolution layer. All weights were initialized
using the method proposed by He et al. [2015] since it mitigates the chance of exploding or vanishing
gradients when using ReLU activation functions. The handcrafted architecture proposed in Section
3.2, which is able to solve the parity dataset, was also tested on images with a size of 14× 14 pixels.

As representatives of commonly used bigger CNNs, we trained the following architectures on the
dataset: VGG-16 by Simonyan and Zisserman [2014], ResNet-18 and ResNet-50 by He et al. [2016],
and GoogLeNet by Szegedy et al. [2015]. Implementations of all architectures were taken from
the model hub provided by the PyTorch framework by Paszke et al. [2019]. We used models that
were already pre-trained on the ImageNet dataset by Krizhevsky et al. [2012] as well as randomly
initialized models for all tested architectures. The pre-trained networks were used since previous
experiments (e.g. on the SVRT and PSVRT dataset) showed that the networks converged faster even
for images that look very different from the natural images that comprise ImageNet. Only the last
layer of each architecture had to be changed to predict two instead of the 1000 classes from ImageNet.

We scaled up the images to the commonly expect input size of 224×224 pixels for these architectures,
using nearest-neighbor interpolation. When upscaling the images, the task changes sligthly: We
consider the image to be constructed from 14x14 squares (now each being 16x16 pixels big) instead
of pixels and the goal is to detect whether a patch contains an even or odd number of squares instead
of pixels.

All architectures were trained on 100.000 as well as an unlimited number of training images and
tested on 10.000 images. We could observe two different outcomes during training: If the training
set was small enough (100.000 images) and the capacity of the tested network was big enough,
the training loss was converging towards 0, but the loss on the validation set was simultaneously
increasing and the accuracy on the validation set did not significantly move above 0.5. This shows
the architectures were only overfitting on the training set and were not able to generalize at all. The
architectures were probably just memorizing the training data, which can sometimes be inferred when
plotting the loss during training. In these cases, the loss increases slightly during one epoch and then
sharply decreases when a new epoch starts and previously seen samples repeat again (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3: Example of the behaviour of the training and validation loss as well as the validation
accuracy during a training run with a limited training set. The individual epochs can clearly be seen
by the sharp decrease in the training loss. At this point, previously seen samples are repeated another
time.

If we use an arbitrarily large training set by generating new samples on the fly, or if the capacity of
the CNN is too small for the limited dataset with 100.000 images, the networks do not train at all.
The training and validation loss, as well as the validation accuracy, stay constant during the whole
training procedure, except for minor fluctuations.

4 Experimental protocol

4.1 Hypotheses

In the preliminary experiments, we were not able to find a single architecture that was able to learn
anything useful regarding the task at hand, irrespective of the used optimizer, whether the network
was pre-trained on ImageNet or not, or what learning rate was used. This even holds for the the
architecture for which a handcrafted solution exists. If this architecture is initialized with random
weights, it can also not be trained successfully on data either. Since we know that a solutions exist we
hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1 Although a solution exist, state-of-the-art gradient descent methods, optimizing feed
forward neural networks, cannot find a solution for the parity-task.

To reduce the difficulty of the SVRT dataset for CNNs, Kim et al. [2018] used a pre-attention
mechanism on the dataset by splitting the shapes into individual channels of the input. We therefore
propose:

Hypothesis 2 Distributing the three patches of an image to three input channels as a form of
pre-attention, greatly simplifies the parity-task.

In the next section we motivate experiments to test Hypothesis 1 and 2.

4.2 Hypothesis testing

To evaluate Hypothesis 1 we will train more standard architectures than in the preliminary experiments
and we will also evaluate more optimizers (Ranger, Adam, and vanilla SGD) and vary the learning
rate between 10−1 and 10−6. Additionally, we will do a grid search for CNN architectures and we
will include two orthogonal experiments. Namely, we will also test LSTMs and SVMs.

• Experiment 1 - Standard architectures: We will evaluate at least the following standard
architectures for the dataset of size 224× 224: VGG-16, VGG-19, ResNet-18, ResNet-34,
ResNet-50, Inception-v4 from Szegedy et al. [2017] and EfficientNet from Tan and Le
[2019]. Note that we will test each architecture with random initialization as well as a
version pre-trained on ImageNet.

5



• Experiment 2 - CNN grid search: In Section 3.2 we have seen that the parity dataset with an
image size of 14× 14 can indeed be solved with classical CNN architectures. Therefore, we
will do a grid search following this architecture [conv layers - fc layers - linear output] to
test if optimizers are able to find this solution if hyperparameters are varied:

– Number of CNN layers: {0, 1, 2, 3, 4}
– Kernel sizes: {1× 1, 3× 3, 5× 5, 7× 7}
– Number of kernels per layer {8, 16, 32, 64, 512}
– Number of FC layers: {0, 1, 2, 3}
– Number of neurons in the FC layers: {8, 64, 128, 512, 1024}

• Experiment 3 - Orthogonal: Our hypotheses are restricted to feedforward networks. Nonethe-
less, we are also interested to perform two orthogonal experiments. Namely, to evaluate the
parity dataset with image sizes of 14× 14 using Long Short Term Memory architectures as
well as Support Vector Machines.

To evaluate Hypothesis 2 we must include a pre-attention mechanism. Therefore, we suggest the
following experiment:

• Experiment 4 - Pre-attention: We will adapt the parity dataset so that each patch is presented
in a different channel of the input. We will use this new, pre-attended parity dataset, to
execute experiments 1-3 again.

In the next section, we want to present our expectations and the significance of possible outcomes.

4.3 Speculation on the results and their significance

Experiment 1 & 2 - CNN architectures Preliminary experiments have already shown that none
of the tested standard CNNs can be trained on the parity task. As an outcome of experiment 1 and
2, we expect that none of the further tested architectures and optimizers will be able train on the
parity dataset. Therefore, it would be highly interesting, should we be able to find an architecture or
optimizer that is able to solve the problem. In this case, we would further investigate this special case
in detail, which would guide future research into optimizers and/or architectures to solve this type of
dataset. Otherwise, Hypothesis 1 will be further strengthened by the new experiments.

Experiment 3 - Orthogonal For the orthogonal experiments, our expectations are mixed: On one
hand, we have seen that although a solution for CNNs exists, optimizers are not able to find a solution.
Although there surely are solutions to the problem using LSTMs, the same restrictions might hold
as for CNNs. On the other hand, there might be many more viable solutions that are possible with
LSTMs, which might make it easier for an optimizer to reach one of those solutions. Both outcomes
would be highly interesting and could guide future research. Experiments using SVMs could show
that the parity task is not difficult to learn in principle, but is difficult to learn for neural networks
using gradient descent.

Experiment 4 - Pre-attention As attentional mechanisms greatly reduce the difficulty of the SVRT
dataset for CNNs as shown by Kim et al. [2018], we expect it might also help with the parity task.
For the parity dataset, this case is interesting because we know that a solution exists (Section 3.2) and
we could conclude that pre-attention either guides the optimizer to find a solution or increases the
number of possible solutions. This can be further evaluated in future work depending on the outcome
of this experiment.
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