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Abstract—The growth in digital camera usage combined with a worldly abundance of text has translated to a rich new era for a classic

problem of pattern recognition, reading. While traditional document processing often faces challenges such as unusual fonts, noise, and

unconstrained lexicons, scene text reading amplifies these challenges and introduces new ones such as motion blur, curved layouts,

perspective projection, and occlusion among others. Reading scene text is a complex problem involving many details that must be

handled effectively for robust, accurate results. In this work, we describe and evaluate a reading system that combines several pieces,

using probabilistic methods for coarsely binarizing a given text region, identifying baselines, and jointly performing word and character

segmentation during the recognition process. By using scene context to recognize several words together in a line of text, our system

gives state of the art performance on three difficult benchmark data sets.

Index Terms—Scene text recognition, cropped word recognition, character recognition, discriminative semi-Markov model, image

binarization, skew detection, baseline estimation, text guidelines, word normalization, word segmentation

✦

1 INTRODUCTION

T EXT is everywhere. Anthropologist Sir John Goody
characterizes it as “the most important technological

development in the history of humanity” [1]. While
humans have been writing for nearly six millennia,
machines have made great strides in reading over the
last century. In traditional optical character recognition
(OCR), a printed document is scanned to an image and
translated into some machine readable text format. Al-
though researchers have made significant progress, ma-
chines have yet to match human reading performance.

Now the widespread availability of consumer cameras
and the worldly abundance of text have created a new
era for machine reading. Scene text recognition (STR)
involves finding and reading ambient text in the environ-
ment captured by a camera. While traditional document
processing often faces challenges such as imaging de-
fects, novel or rare fonts, noise, and unconstrained lexi-
cons, STR amplifies these challenges and introduces new
ones such as motion blur, curved layouts, perspective
projection, and occlusion among others.

Making a robust, accurate scene text reader is a
complex problem involving many details that must be
handled effectively (see Fig. 1). In this work, we describe
and evaluate a reading system that integrates many of
these pieces: a simple region-grouping algorithm (Sec-
tion 3) and probabilistic models for coarsely binarizing
a given text region (Section 4), identifying baselines
(Section 5), and jointly performing word and character
segmentation during the recognition process (Section 6).
By recognizing several words together in a line of text,
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Fig. 1. Detected text regions are collected into lines,

coarsely binarized and fit with quadratic text guides. The

lines are normalized and passed on for recognition.

our system gives state of the art performance on three
difficult benchmark data sets (Section 7).

Our work makes several contributions to scene text
reading. Unlike documents, scene text lines may have
just a few words. Still, utilizing collinear text words facil-
itates improved appearance normalization, an important
contribution that significantly improves accuracy. An-
other contribution is the use of the discriminative semi-
Markov model, which integrates learning from several
information sources such as character appearance, ge-
ometry, and language. Finally, we explicitly incorporate
word segmentation for STR, a task made challenging
by highly irregular and unconstrained character spacing.
Because nearly all modules of the system are probabilis-
tic, we pass forward multiple hypotheses to subsequent
modules, delaying final decisions until top-down infor-
mation has been incorporated.

2 RELATED WORK

Many authors have studied the primary task of finding
text in images [2], [3], [4], [5], [6]. The 2003 ICDAR
Robust Reading competition did much to spur interest
in this area [7]. Although other STR work appeared [8],
[2], [3], [9], [10] and a follow-up 2005 contest was orga-
nized [11], six years passed before anyone would bench-
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mark the open-vocabulary word recognition task of this
difficult data set [12]. Others have since followed [13],
[14], [15], [16], [17]. In 2011, the data set was revised
to reduce (though not eliminate) annotation errors, give
tighter bounding boxes, and increase certain forms of
variability [18]; the word recognition contest received
just three entries, the best performing with a 59% word
error rate, which this work reduces to 42%.

Wang and Belongie introduced a new task for their
Street View Text (SVT) data set [13], [19]. Words in each
SVT image are to be recognized from a small lexicon of
about fifty words. Though the images are more intrin-
sically challenging due to resolution, mosaicing errors,
and perspective, the word spotting task is much simpler
than the open-vocabulary ICDAR benchmark.

Our prior work assumed character and word bound-
aries for recognition [20]. To find word boundaries, Neu-
mann and Matas [14], use heuristics of gaps on binarized
character regions, while Shivakumara et al. [21] use
weak image gradients. Before distances between char-
acters can be measured, characters must be binarized
correctly, a significant challenge when noise and low
resolution cause both broken and touching characters.
Even if characters could be binarized and isolated, word
boundaries are not easily predicted because scene text is
often less constrained by character kerning and tracking
conventions. For example, the intra-word gaps in
are larger than the inter-word space in .

To resolve these ambiguities, we integrate word and
character segmentation with character recognition [22],
[23], giving bottom-up and top-down information flows
influence so that low-level segmentation commitments
are not made too early and high-level recognition pro-
cesses need not examine unsupported hypotheses. Sev-
eral others have since applied similar weighted finite
state transducer (FST) variants to the character seg-
mentation and recognition problem. Saidane et al. [12]
use a convolutional neural network to predict character
boundaries, building a recognition graph with segmen-
tation and letter scores from a convolutional neural
network as edge weights. With no language model in-
cluded, only one letter hypothesis per edge is needed
to find the maximal score. Elagouni et al. [16] follow
by incorporating a trigram language model. Yamazoe
et al. [15] similarly use a weighted FST, with lexicon-
constrained paths. Such lexicon constraints are suited to
the word spotting task, where Wang and Belongie [13]
use a pictorial structures model, a type of weighted FST
with quadratic edge scores. Mishra et al. [17] take an
intermediate approach by using positional bigram statis-
tics, an approach whose power devolves as the lexicon
grows and is only applicable when word segmentations
are assumed.

Many of these informal approaches have their roots
in the Markov models of speech and handwriting
recognition, where segmentation must be integrated.
In this work, we use the discriminative semi-Markov
model [24], a globally normalized, non-generative cousin

of the variable duration hidden Markov model proposed
by Ferguson for speech recognition [25]. Because our
probabilistic model has a global normalization factor, all
the features, from appearance to language to geometry,
and their relative importance can be learned in an in-
tegrated fashion, as in the non-probabilistic setting of
LeCun et al. [26].

Other machine perception problems, especially hand-
writing recognition and speech understanding, are
closely related to STR and share many techniques. In-
tegrating lexical recognition or word segmentation re-
quires tracking many hypotheses, which excessively con-
sumes memory. Speech recognition systems commonly
reduce this large search space heuristically with Viterbi
beam search [27]. In handwriting recognition, Liu et
al. [28] combine the three most common beam pruning
methods: absolute threshold, relative cost difference, and
maximum number of active hypotheses.

Many approaches require characters to be isolated
in the image before recognition. Some detect character
candidates with sliding windows [13], [17], while others
classify connected components [14]. We take a more
holistic view by fitting guidelines to coarsely binarized
groups of colinear text regions, which may then be
normalized for an integrated segmentation and recog-
nition process. We first describe these three important
preprocessing steps (Sections 3-5) before detailing our
probabilistic recognition model (Section 6).

3 REGION GROUPING

Both texture and connected component-based text de-
tectors can break up a single line of text into multiple
detections. While separated regions often occur across
word boundaries, weak bottom-up signals due to shad-
ows or blurring within words can also cause separation
and undetected characters. Grouping these independent
detections together can help later stages in at least two
ways. First, fitting guide curves to the text becomes
more robust with increased data. Second, the problem of
undetected characters can be resolved by postponing the
character/no character/space decision to a later stage,
when more context is available.

Several authors propose techniques for grouping con-
nected components into text lines for recognition. Mod-
els that incorporate local and pairwise component fea-
tures in an energy-minimization framework are common
for handwriting [29] as well as scene text [30], [31].
Others use simpler heuristics and incremental pairwise
feature comparisons [32], [14].

Our simple but effective approach is motivated by
our benchmarks’ input data format: axis-aligned word
bounding boxes. While most any of the sophisticated
methods above might be used, we simply iteratively link
the closest pair of available boxes, subject to a few simple
constraints:

1) The horizontal overlap may not exceed 15% of the
smaller box height.
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2) The smaller box height may be no less than 45% of
the larger box height.

3) The average distance between corresponding
points may not exceed 120% of the average box
height.

The first constraint prevents unrelated but coincident
boxes from being linked. The second constraint allows
a box with both ascenders and descenders to be linked
with a neighbor that may have neither, but otherwise
prevents linking collinear boxes of different font sizes.
While some minor false positives do accrue, this con-

straint helps to filter superscript marks such as R© and
TM

.
The final constraint allows some flexibility for grouping
curved or rotated text and word boxes separated by a
reasonable amount of space, but it otherwise prevents
linking boxes too distant to belong to the same line. The
parameters and rules were identified and tuned with the
ICDAR scenes training data.

Subject to these constraints, we iteratively link word
boxes in ascending order of the average distance be-
tween their adjacent, corresponding points (in a left-to-
right orthography). Thus, each box is followed by its
closest unlinked successor.

Fig. 2. Word box line grouping examples.

TABLE 1

Grouping in ICDAR 2011 test scenes (1189 words).

Collinear Word Rectangle Pairs
Predicted

C
o

rr
ec

t Positive Negative
Positive 429 31

Negative 11 7535

As the examples above show, overlapping regions,
rotated text, and long lines can be handled reasonably
well. Despite the algorithmic simplicity, quantitative
evaluation demonstrates relatively few false positives
(0.0145%), which are more problematic than the false
negatives (6.74%). To hedge against false positives, we
apply the subsequent steps (image normalization and
recognition) both with and without grouping, keeping
the best scoring final interpretation for each word.

4 SEGMENTATION AND BINARIZATION

The 3-D orientation of scene text implies some form of
normalization is critical for recognition. Normalization
typically requires inferring character geometry from bi-
narized text. Unfortunately, environmental factors such

as lighting, low resolution, and noise make accurate
bottom-up text binarization difficult. However, a crude
binarization often suffices for a geometric analysis, even
if it does not segment letters perfectly or has other
artifacts ill-suited for recognition.

Given a candidate image region from a text detec-
tor, we perform a variety of segmentations and choose
the most text-like binarization. After discussing related
work, we first describe how to generate candidate region
segmentations and then how we select a binarization
from among them.

4.1 Related work

Many approaches to scene text character binarization
begin with a clustering segmentation, followed by a clas-
sification step to identify text segments. While Kita and
Wakahara [33] score all binarizations of a k-means model
(i.e., 25 = 32 for k = 5) to find the best for a single char-
acter, Zeng et al. [34] use a simple heuristic for choosing
which of the k = 3 modes for an entire word corresponds
to text. Cho et al. [35] create a watershed segmentation of
a word image, where all segments are jointly classified
as part of a character by a CRF. Neumann and Matas
independently classify extremal region binarizations as
characters with an SVM [6]. Rather than using top-down
features of characters to classify segments, Mishra et
al. [36] use a bottom-up seeding approach to guess at
text/non-text regions before estimating an MRF with
latent Gaussian mixture models.

Rather than classify individual connected components
or k-means mode combinations as characters, we take
a global bottom-up approach to image segmentation
followed by a more top-down text binarization.

4.2 Segmentation with regression mixtures

A common model for unsupervised color-based image
segmentation is the simple Gaussian mixture,

p (c | µ, σ,π) =

K∑

k=1

πkp (c | µ, σ, z = k) , (1)

where c ∈ R
3 is a color column vector at some pixel

location, which is modeled by a set of K Gaussian
densities p (c | µ, σ, z = k) = G

(
c− µk;σ

2
)

with mixture
parameters πk = p (z = k) and scalar variances σ2. The
posterior probability γk = p (z = k | c,µ, σ,π) induces a
segmentation from the most likely component for each
pixel, ẑ = argmaxk γk.

This simple model can fail in scene images where
lighting changes across the image region or designers
employ color gradients; an accurate segmentation may
require many components, large variances in the Gaus-
sian components, or both. A more compact and reliable
approach is to model change directly. We follow the
approach of Tu and Zhu [37], who use a cubic Bezier
surface to model smooth color changes over a region.
Rather than a mixture of simple Gaussian distributions
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(1), we instead have a mixture of regressors [38], with the
mean of each component dependent on the pixel location

p (c | x,B, σ, z = k) = G
(
c−B⊤

k ϕ (x) ;σ2
)
. (2)

where Bk is a 3 × d parameter matrix representing
a regression over a higher-dimensional representation

ϕ : R2 → R
d of the pixel coordinates x = (x, y)

⊤. While
Tu and Zhu [37] use a cubic expansion, making Bk a
3× 16 parameter matrix, we find a quadratic expansion

kernel ϕ (x) =
(
x2, y2, xy, x, y, 1

)⊤
superior to a linear

kernel ϕ (x) = (x, y, 1)
⊤, and both an improvement

over a simple mixture model. Because our Gaussian
model is diagonal, we use the YCbCr color space, whose
components are designed to be more independent than
those of RGB.

An expectation-maximization (EM) framework finds a
local maximum likelihood solution of B and π with fixed
σ = 3/255 . Given B and π, the traditional E-step com-
putes updated values of the posteriors γ. Given those
posteriors in the M-step, the mixing parameters π are
updated in the usual way, while each Bk may be found
as a weighted least-squares solution to C = B⊤

k Φ(X),
where C is a stacked version of the colors c for all
pixels, and Φ(X) is the stacked version of correspond-
ing “lifted” pixel locations. The posterior probability γk
becomes the weight for that pixel location’s contribution
to the least-squares problem.

To insure against bad local maxima of EM, we learn
the constant offset parameters with a standard mixture
model (1) before fitting the full regression model pa-
rameters. As the figure below demonstrates, a simple
Gaussian mixture model is not well-suited to lighting
changes, while coupling the color values through a
latent linear model dependent on pixel location is often
sufficient to separate the image components.

Fig. 3. Component posterior probabilities with K = 3 us-

ing a simple Gaussian mixture model (top) and a mixture

of linear regression models (bottom).

4.3 Binarization

Inspired by Kita and Wakahara [33], we choose among
several candidate segmentations given by the regression
mixtures to yield a final binarization. We fit one mixture
of K = 3 components and another with K = 4. In many
cases, the components in the K = 3 model correspond to
text, background, and mixed pixels. The primary ques-
tion is how to identify which component(s) correspond
to the text. We pose this as a probabilistic classification
problem, where a logistic regression scores several fea-
tures of all binary images induced by the mixture model.

The candidate binarization with the highest probability
of being text is forwarded to the subsequent stage (guide
line fitting). Next we describe how candidate binary
images are generated, the features used to make the
classification, and how the classifier is trained.

4.3.1 Connected component and binary image features

For each mixture component, we create a binary image
where a pixel is “on” if the given component is the most
probable under the model (2). We also consider the union
of pairs of binary images, which allows us to handle
strong shadows, dual-color characters, etc. Because the
background is sometimes segmented more uniformly
than the text, we include the binary complement of each
candidate image for consideration. In total, there are six
unique images for K = 3, plus twenty more candidate
binarizations for K = 4.

We use two classes of features to represent each binary
image: statistics of connected component features and
global statistics of the binary image. We measure four-
teen features for each connected component: Normalized
area [34], hole/area ratio, compactness, solidity (three
features used by Neumann and Matas [6]), eccentricity,
normalized major and minor axis lengths, aspect ratio,
and Hu’s seven invariant moments [39]. Because the
number of components varies, we represent the distri-
bution of each component feature with a fixed set of
eleven feature statistics: mean, variance, skew, kurtosis,
quantiles at 2.5, 25, 50, 75, and 97.5 percents, and sums
of the absolute deviation from the mean and median.

We compute five global features of the binary image:
normalized total area, fraction of “on” border pixels,
Euler number, and normalized horizontal and vertical
range. Finally, we compute the same eleven statistics
described above on five functions of the pixels: stroke
width (distance from every skeleton point to the nearest
“off” pixel), normalized row and column coordinates,
and normalized marginals (e.g., column and row sums
divided by height and width). All features together form
a 225-dimensional representation of a binary image.

4.3.2 Text image classifier

For training data, we labeled several word image seg-
mentations from the K = 3 regression mixture model (2).
Additional positive instances came from automatically
binarized images of words from the ICDAR 2003 scenes
training data provided by Mishra et al. [36].

We use a logistic regression classifier to score each of
the 26 candidate images given by the K = 3 and K = 4
regression mixture models, identifying the image with
the highest probability of being text. If none of these
images yields a positive classification, we run another
mixture with K = 5. Considering all components and
pairs of components along with the complements yields
30 candidate binarizations for the K = 5 model. The
binarization with the highest classification score (now
among all 56 candidates) is finally chosen as the bi-
narized text image. Trying the more restricted models
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first prevents a spurious but high-scoring K = 5 over-
segmentation from being chosen when a simpler model
suffices. On the SVT test data, the percentage of binariza-
tions drawn from the K = 3, 4, 5 models are 74%, 20%,
and 6%, respectively. Of those using the K = 5 model,
70% are still classified as non-text.

Instead of standard logistic regression, which induces
a linear decision boundary in the feature space, we
“raise” the features into a quadratic decision space by
including all product pairs of the feature vector elements
for a total of 25, 425 features. To prevent overfitting in
this high-dimensional space, we use cross-validation to
choose the weight of a sparsity-inducing Laplace prior
(ℓ1 regularization) on the weights [40], which pruned
30% of the features.

Fig. 4. Binarizations of Street View Text words. Inferred

text is black on a white background.

The figure above illustrates examples from the SVT
data. Common failure modes (cf. bottom row) include
thin, under-segmented characters and text-like blobs, in
addition to polarity inversion. However, unlike the
method of Mishra et al. [36], ours is not sensitive to
an initial, bottom-up seeding process to guess which
regions are text. Instead, it waits until more geometric
features are available to classify the final segments as
text, the advantages of which can be seen in Fig. 5 below.

Original Mishra et al. [36] This work

Fig. 5. ICDAR word binarization comparison.

Table 2 qualitatively evaluates our technique on the
KAIST scene text database English subset with rectangu-
lar bounding boxes [41]. Though each method uses the
same binarization classifier, segmentations are provided
by a simple Gaussian mixture (1) or regression mix-
tures (2). A paired, two-sided Wilcoxon signed rank test
indicates the recall and F1 of the regression mixtures are
both significantly better than the simple mixture model;
precision differences are not significant.

Finally, we re-emphasize that the purpose of this stage
is not to achieve a binarization worthy of accurate recog-
nition. Rather, we simply want to enable a geometric
analysis for word normalization prior to a recognition

TABLE 2

Average binarization results for KAIST/English data [41]

(395 images).

Method Prec. Recall F1
Simple Gaussian Mixture 70.50 86.29 74.30

Linear Regression Mixture 68.53 89.71 75.25
Quadratic Regression Mixture 69.95 90.59 76.76

based on the full color image. Thus any sufficiently
advanced binarization algorithm should suffice. Next
we describe how these coarse binarizations can improve
recognition by facilitating word image normalization.

5 TEXT LINE NORMALIZATION

Text in the wild is captured from arbitrary views and
exhibits rotation, perspective projection from non-planar
surfaces, and even intrinsically non-linear baselines (the
conventional term for the curve on which the letters rest,
whether it is truly linear or not). While it is possible to
train a character classifier with examples of these vari-
ations, the result is often inherently less discriminative
unless invariant features are used or the variations are
explicitly modeled rather than being treated as noise. We
hope to sharpen performance of our character recogni-
tion system by using the binarized image to normalize
the text to a rectilinear pose, minimizing the effect of
viewpoint variations, as outlined in Fig. 6 below.

Original Initial fit Pruned fit, Guides,

image extrema control points

Normalized image

Fig. 6. Word normalization process.

5.1 Related work

Whether in documents, handwriting, or scenes, nor-
malizing text typically improves recognition accuracy.
In document processing, this task usually consists of
“skew detection,” which simply means inferring the
global page rotation (see Hull [42] for a survey). In
handwriting recognition, Bengio and LeCun [43] fit four
tied quadratic curves to individual words. They use local
extrema of online pen trajectories as control points for a
robust least squares regression built on a formal proba-
bilistic model. For offline handwriting, Caesar et al. [44]
fit four tied straight lines to groups of words, using
simple vertical extrema of the binary image as control
points. In scene text, Shivakumara et al. [21] perform
a simple rotation of a binarized detection. Neumann
and Matas [14] assume a planar text surface with two
linear guides to estimate foreshortening parameters for
normalization. In later work, they follow Caesar et al.,
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fitting four tied lines to binary character vertical extrema
with a least median squares regression [45].

Unlike handwritten text, typefaces exhibit substantial
regularity in the locations of the capline (tops of the
upper case or capital letters), meanline (tops of the lower
case letters), and descender line for a given font size and
baseline. Thus for many recognition tasks, identifying
only a pair of the guides is sufficient for normalization;
a character appearance model can easily handle the
small variation remaining. Our algorithm infers two text
guides from the binarized image, one for the baseline
and one for character tops, which may be either the
meanline or the capline.

Several important requirements must be satisfied in
order for any algorithm to perform robustly. First, be-
cause binarization is imperfect, the guide curve inference
must be robust to noise, outliers, false positive and
missing characters. Second, because text can appear in
practically any orientation, the algorithm must be flexi-
ble enough to handle rotated, curved, and non-parallel
guides while preventing overparameterized fits to noise
or small amounts of text data. To satisfy the first require-
ment, we use a probabilistic mixture explicitly modeling
outliers. For the second requirement, we model the
guides as two loosely coupled curves. A second-degree
polynomial is sufficient to handle the most common
variations found in scene text, while purely linear base-
lines are surprisingly rare due to lens distortion. The
loose coupling means that while the guides tend to vary
together (i.e., for rotated text), our model can still handle
perspective convergence (e.g., ) and independent
upper and lower guides (e.g., ).

5.2 Probabilistic regression formulation

In our formulation, we have only the binary image and
must infer which points correspond to the extrema that
the guides intersect. Unfortunately, these extrema are
defined in a coordinate system relative to the guide
curves themselves. Consider the character “o.” Under
any rotation, the image coordinate system gives an arbi-
trary point on the boundary as a lower extrema. Forcing
a guide through this arbitrary point makes the character
rest below the baseline. The converse happens for upper
extrema. Prior work is prone to these biases for rotated
text. Because we need the guides to infer the extrema and
the extrema to infer the guides, we take an approximate,
iterative refinement approach to discovering both.

Following Caesar et al. [44] we first find the least-
squares quadratic fit to all the points (pixels) in the bina-
rized image. This fit tends to give a good approximation
of the text guide shape because most of the pixels are
text. However, a simple least-squares regression is not
robust, and non-text outliers can significantly bias the
results. We therefore discard any connected components
this initial curve does not touch and perform another
regression on what remains. This secondary fit is usually
much closer to the correct guide shape (assuming top

and bottom are similar to one another), tends to traverse
the characters, and gives us a reasonable, approximately
correct coordinate system for finding extrema to which
lower and upper guides may be fit.

To find candidate extrema, we consider a series of local
coordinate systems aligned with the curve’s normal and
tangent. At each column, we search along the normal of
the secondary fit to find the farthest point from the curve
on each connected component intersecting that normal.
We then retain only those that are extremal points of the
binary image in this local coordinate system. To assess
which points are extrema, we consider a neighborhood
of 5 pixels to either side (in the tangent orientation)
for comparison. While this neighborhood is not scale
invariant, results are stable over a wide range of scales.

Following Bengio and LeCun [43] we define a proba-
bilistic model for the coefficients β ∈ R

d+1 of each degree
d polynomial that describes a text guide. Let X = {xi} be
the set of observed lower (upper, resp.) points x = (x, y).
Because a given point may be an outlier due to a bad
binarization or a descender (ascender, resp.), we model
the likelihood of each point as a mixture between a
Gaussian and a uniform density,

p (xi | β, ǫ, υ, ρ) = ρG
(
yi − β⊤ϕ (xi) ; ǫ

2
)
+ (1− ρ) υ, (3)

where ϕ (x) =
(
x2, x, 1

)⊤
for a d = 2 quadratic guide,

ǫ describes the error (standard deviation) expected for
the fit, 0 < ρ ≤ 1 is the mixing prior for inliers, and
υ is the (finite) inverse area of the uniform background
model. To promote similarity to some preliminary curve,
we incorporate a prior on the guide coefficients,

p (β | α,σ) = G
(
β −α;σ⊤Iσ

)
, (4)

where α ∈ R
d+1 describes the preferred coefficients,

with a tolerance vector σ ∈ R
d+1. We find the most

likely coefficients for the fit according to the posterior
probability

p (β, ρ | X,α,σ, ǫ, υ) ∝

N∏

i=1

p (xi | β, ǫ, υ, ρ) p (β | α,σ) ,

(5)
fixing the uniform background likelihood at υ = 10−21.
While a value on the order of the image size would seem
more appropriate, in the absence of prior information on
ρ, an extreme number is necessary to prevent most all
points from being assigned to the background model.
The small υ therefore functions as a proxy for a strong
bias toward inliers. Although not scale invariant, we fix
the error term to just ǫ = 0.5 pixels to promote tight fits
rather than guides that run between baseline and descen-
der points. We discuss the deviation tolerances σ in the
next section, where we describe a multi-step process for
finding a good local maximum of this posterior (5) for
the upper and lower guides.

5.3 Expectation-Maximization fitting algorithm

Because the log posterior (5) is not convex, we use an
iterative EM approximation to estimate coefficients. As
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with the mixture of regressors in Section 4.2, calculating
guide coefficients β in the M-Step amounts to solving
a weighted least squares problem, due to the Gaussian
likelihoods and prior.

Bengio and LeCun’s model explicitly couples their
four fitted guides. However, to avoid bad local maxima,
we implicitly couple the inference of our two guides
through a sequential process that first infers the baseline
curve, using the result to bias the upper curve. To fit
the baseline, we must set the hyperparameters α and σ.
The pruned, secondary regression gives us the higher-
order coefficients (e.g., α2 and α1). With these two terms
fixed, α0 is the least squares estimate on all the lower
extrema points, even though some may be outliers. The
corresponding deviation tolerance is σ =

(
10−5, 10−3, h̄

)

where h̄ is the average text region rectangle height.
For stability, we then condition the upper curve’s

coefficients on the baseline estimate, but complications
remain: characters may reach either the meanline or
capline; a noisy binarization has outliers. Because in-
liers are typically offset from the baseline by the same
amount, we increase our chances of finding a good-
fitting upper curve by first clustering the distances from
the upper points to the baseline curve with a K = 4
Gaussian mixture model. We initialize the means to
uniformly spaced percentiles of the distances, discarding
the largest and smallest values for stability to outliers.
The posterior (5) for the upper curve’s coefficients is
maximized with EM. We initialize the M-step with the
cluster probabilities of the upper extrema points under
each mixture component in turn. From these varying
initial conditions, we keep whichever result has the
highest posterior probability.

The prior coefficient means α2 and α1 use the values
from the bottom curve, with α0 an analogous least
squares estimate on the upper extrema. In many cir-
cumstances, we expect the baseline curve to be more
similar to the upper curve so we can use much smaller
tolerances, σ =

(
10−10, 10−7, 1

)
for the ICDAR scenes

and a slightly more forgiving σ =
(
10−9, 10−6, 1

)
for the

SVT data, which exhibits more variation.
To control model complexity, we use MacKay’s “Oc-

cam factor” [46] to approximate the Bayesian evidence
for linear d = 1 and quadratic d = 2 models. We select
the model degree with the highest approximate posterior
probability when the coefficients β are marginalized.

The figure below shows common failure modes: too
few data points with descenders (or ascenders), ascen-
der/descender drift, and broken characters, in addition
to poor binarizations with too many distractors.

Fig. 7. Guide fitting failure modes.

Once we infer the pair of guide curves, we normalize
the word images to horizontal, straight-line guides using
a thin-plate spline and bicubic interpolation. For each of

Fig. 8. Guide fitting and normalization examples.

several evenly spaced points along the baseline curve,
we find the baseline normal’s intersection with the top
curve. To cover ascenders and descenders, we extend
two more points along the normal above and below
the curves. These four points form a vertical line in the
normalized image, with corresponding points aligning
horizontally. Note that the control points are established
using only the curve geometry, with no underlying
image information. Fig. 8 gives further examples of fits
and their normalized results.

Sometimes the upper curve settles on the meanline,
e.g., , and sometimes on the capline, e.g., . Rather
than attempt further bottom-up inferences at this stage,
we assume either interpretation could be correct and
recognize the words under both interpretations, keeping
whichever scores higher. We could also enhance this
more Bayesian approach by sampling multiple modes
of the guide probabilities to create several normalized
image candidates for recognition.

6 TEXT LINE RECOGNITION

Section 4 demonstrated the difficulties of binarizing low-
resolution characters, which often results in a single con-
nected mass or characters broken into multiple segments.
Without more information about the characters, a single
algorithm or parameter setting is unlikely to correctly
binarize all inputs. This section explains our approach
to integrating character segmentation with recognition.
With the normalization described in Section 5, a two-
dimensional curved or rotated text layout is transformed
into a one-dimensional representation of the text string,
allowing us to use standard linear sequence models for
character segmentation and recognition. We extend the
approach to find word boundaries, placing the entire
process into a probabilistic framework.

If word boundaries are known, we can force the model
to interpret a given word image as a lexicon string and
return the highest scoring word [47], [13], [17]. However,
this method does not apply when word boundaries are
unknown. Therefore, in a manner analogous to examin-
ing the hypothesis of starting a character at every loca-
tion, we consider starting a word at every location. The
concomitant complexity requires us to borrow sparse
beam search tools from speech recognition to eliminate
unlikely word hypotheses.

Our model requires no binarization or prior character
segmentation. By integrating recognition with segmen-
tation at both word and character levels, we reduce
the strict reliance on uninformed bottom-up techniques,
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avoiding unrecoverable errors. Furthermore, because the
model seeks to explain an entire normalized text region,
it is not overly sensitive to missed detections of isolated
characters in earlier pipeline stages [13], [14], [17].

Like many contextual recognition models, ours em-
ploys compatibility functions using various information
sources to relate label hypotheses to one another and the
image features. Although the conventional conditional
random field (CRF) is a powerful tool for sequence
modeling, the discriminative semi-Markov model [24] is
more natural because it not only captures the dependen-
cies between states but also their duration, automatically
yielding segmentations. Unlike the generative duration
models used in speech [25] and handwriting recogni-
tion [48], the discriminatively trained model need not
make independence assumptions of the input, allowing
us to use global image features.

In the following, we first establish the basic model for-
malism, then describe how several information sources
score a segmentation and labeling, the dynamic pro-
gramming algorithm for finding the optimal segmenta-
tion and labeling, and finally how the model is trained.

6.1 Semi-Markov model

A segmentation s induces a sequence of labels y and a
corresponding set of discriminant functions {UC}C∈C(s).
Each segment si = (ri, ti) with ri < ti indicates the start
and ending location of a character yi ∈ Y , which takes on
a label from some alphabet, i.e., Y ≡ [A− Za− z0− 9⊔]
where ⊔ is an inter-word space. Modeling spaces explic-
itly as a character allows seamless integration of word
segmentation with character recognition and segmenta-
tion. The conditional probability over segmentations and
the labels is an exponential model,

p (s,y | x,θ) ∝ exp


−

∑

C∈C(s)

UC (sC ,yC ,x;θ)


 , (6)

where x represents the observed image, and C is a set
of learned discriminant functions that depends on the
segmentation. For instance, each segment’s unknown
yi will require a function corresponding to a character
recognition discriminant. The notation yC indicates the
subset of the labels that are arguments to UC .

6.2 Model features

In this section we describe how a segmentation s and
labeling y are scored, given the image x and parameters
θ. Compatibility functions representing appearance and
language information aid recognition. Additional func-
tions capturing layout information aid in simultaneously
parsing the string into segments.

6.2.1 Character appearance

Each segment is scored for a particular character and
segment width |s| by a learned linear discriminant

UA
(
s, y,x;θA

)
= |s|θA (|s| , y)

⊤
F (s,x) . (7)

The linear parameters θA of the inner product are de-
pendent not only on the character identity y, but also
the size of the segment, |s| = t − r. Therefore UA

learns both the appearance and width of characters. The
discriminative nature of the model allows us to use
image features outside the segment without violating
any independence assumptions. Greater image context
could help disambiguate some characters.

The probability (6) could be biased by the number of
segments. This potential bias is handled automatically by
an appropriate learning process that can give different
segment widths different score magnitudes. However,
our simplified piecewise training strategy (described
below) prevents this beneficial side-effect. Therefore we
include the simple width multiplier |s| in the appearance
energy (7), which effectively assigns the inner product to
every index along the segment.

We resize the normalized image to a 25 px font
height; the word box height is therefore either 12.5 px
(assuming the upper guide is the mean line) or 18 px
(if the cap line). For efficiency we quantize the valid
segment widths to be W = {4, 8, 12, 16, 20, 24, 32} pixels.
Using a 32× 32 window centered in the segment s, the
features F (s,x) are complex magnitudes of steerable
pyramid filters with 8 orientations and 1 scale (omitting
the low and high pass bands) [49]. For RGB images we
take the largest filter response among the three color
channels at each pixel. Contrast normalization is critical
to performance. We divide each filter response by the
ℓ2 norm of all responses in a 8× 16 window (efficiently
computed with box filters), clip at 0.2 and renormalize.
We also include the binary image as a feature because
it increases accuracy by anchoring the phase invariant
steerable pyramid feature magnitudes. Thus, F (s,x) is
a 32× 32× 9 = 9, 216 element vector, plus an added bias
dimension.

6.2.2 Language: Character bigrams and a lexicon

Linguistic properties provide helpful top-down cues for
character recognition in challenging images. The char-
acter N -gram is a ubiquitous feature for OCR, STR,
and handwriting recognition. In this model, each pair
of neighboring character segments s′, s with labels y′, y
has a bigram score,

UB
(
s′, s, y′, y;θB

)
= (t− r′) θB (y′, y) , (8)

with the first character segment s′ = (r′, t′) and the
subsequent segment s = (r, t). When bigram scores are
not a completely integrated part of the model, using
them can introduce problematic biases (i.e., for longer or
shorter strings) that must somehow be rectified. Wang
et al. [50] examine several possibilities. Just as in the
character appearances, we could make the bigram scores
conditional not only on the labels, but on the segment
lengths, i.e., θB (s′s, y′, y) [51]. Instead, we compensate
for training approximations by factoring segment width
into a multiplier, rather than a conditioning term, in
effect tying the bigram parameters across all segment
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widths. Note that two bigram scores get counted on ev-
ery segment except the first and last; our implementation
corrects for this bias.

To facilitate a soft preference for character sequences
that compose a lexicon word, we use a different energy

UL
(
s′, s; θL

)
= (t− r′) θL (9)

in lieu of the bigram score for segments belonging to a
lexicon word. See Section 6.3.2 below for computational
ramifications.

6.2.3 Geometry: Character gap or overlap

A pair of neighboring segments may either overlap or
have a gap between them. We allow character bounding
boxes to overlap (as in italics or an fi ligature), with a
quadratic penalty:

UO
(
s′, s;θO

)
=





0 r − t′ < ε

∞ r − t′ > τ

(r − t′)
2
θO2 + (r − t′) θO1 otherwise.

(10)
Because character widths are quantized, we allow over-
lap that could arise from quantization error ε = 2
without penalty and a hard limit of up to half the
segment width, τ = min {1/2min {|s′| , |s|} , 8}. Though
we manually fixed

(
θO2 , θ

O
1

)
= (0.0234, 0.7416) in our

experiments, these are easily learned.
When a pair of neighboring character segments have

a gap between them, the gap is scored by a learned
compatibility function,

UG
(
s′, s,x;θG

)
=

r−1∑

i=t′+1

(
θG

)⊤
F (i,x) , (11)

which is a sum of the scores for each index (column)
i in the gap between segments s′ and s. The same
image features of the character appearance model are
multiplied by a different set of learned linear parameters.
In practice, we limit the gap to 12 pixels.

6.3 Model inference

The recognition task is to find the most probable seg-
mentation and labeling (ŝ, ŷ) = argmaxs,y p (s,y | x,θ).
Equivalently, we minimize the total of the energies de-
scribed in the previous section. This inference process
may be done in a model with or without a lexicon. For
simplicity, we begin by describing a lexicon-free model.

6.3.1 Lexicon-free parsing

We build up a two-dimensional dynamic programming
table to find the optimal parse. Let S (t, y) be the optimal
score for a segment ending at index t with character y.
Letting t = 1 be the first column index of the sequence,
we iteratively build the table via the recurrence relation

S (t, y) =





maxt′,r,y′ S (t′, y′)− P (t′, r, t, y′, y, 0) , t > 0
0 t = 0
−∞ t < 0,

(12)

where P (t′, r, t, y′, y, 0) represents the additional parse
score for adding a segment s = (r, t) with character label
y, while the previous character y′ ended at t′. The last
argument 0 indicates that the additional character is not
forming part of a lexicon word.

Energy terms detailed in the previous section compose
the additional parse score,

P (t′, r, t, y′, y, w) = UA (s, y) + wUL (s′, s)

+ (1− w)UB (s′, s, y′, y)

+UO (s′, s) + UG (s′, s) , (13)

where s = (r, t) and s′ = (r′, t′). The total score for a
given segmentation and labeling is the negated sum of
all the P terms, which of course is the value inside the
exponential of the corresponding probability model (6).

We trace back the optimal parse by storing the argmax
values of t′, r, and y′ for each step t. Here we especially
note that no separate word segmentation must be done;
it is completely automatic because a space is among the
characters to be recognized.

6.3.2 Lexicon-based parsing

When incorporating a lexicon (and thereby allowing a
bias for strings to be recognized as lexicon words), the
optimization becomes significantly more complex. If the
text region is assumed to be a single word, we simply
find the highest-scoring word among parses constrained
to the lexicon. The dynamic programming can be in-
terleaved with a trie traversal, reusing optimal parse
information from the shared prefix substrings to speed
processing [28], [52], [47].

In general, we cannot assume detected text lines con-
tain just one word; words may start or end at any point
in the line. To handle this generalization, we maintain
two parallel dynamic programming tables, one for non-
lexicon parses and another with lexicon restrictions.

As before, the table S (t, y) corresponds to the best
parse for an arbitrary character y ending at point t.
It is built by adding optimal segments and characters
using the parse score (13). A new table W

(
t
)

corresponds
to the best parse for any lexicon word ending at t.
The connection between these two tables occurs when
y = ⊔ is a space. The optimal character given by S

(
t, y

)

may have been preceded by a lexicon word; conversely,
the optimal word calculated by W

(
t
)

may have been
preceded by a non-lexical character. Mutually dependent
recurrence relations link these two tables.

With a lexicon, the primary recurrence for S
(
t, y

)
now

has two cases. When y 6= ⊔, the parse score is the sum
of the best previous score plus the score for adding the
new character segment, as given by Equation (12) earlier.
When the new y = ⊔ is a space, the end of a character
string is signaled, and that string may either be a lexicon
word or not. In this case, the dynamic programming
must determine whether the optimal parse is to accept
the previous lexicon word Sℓ or to take the non-lexicon
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parse ending before the space Sℓ̄:

S (t,⊔) = max
{
Sℓ (t) , Sℓ (t)

}
(14)

Sℓ (t) = max
t′,r

W (t′)− P (t′, r, t, ŷt′ ,⊔, 0) (15)

Sℓ (t) = max
t′,r,y′

S (t′, y′)− P (t′, r, t, y′,⊔, 0) , (16)

where ŷt′ is the last character of the word parse ending
at t′ and all other terms are as before.

Building the table W (t) for the best score of a lexicon
word ending at t requires a new recurrence C (t′′, t′,y),
which scores the best partial lexicon word y over the
span from t′′ to t′. The score for extending the subword
by the character y, ending at index t is

C (t′′, t, [y | y]) = max
t′,r

C (t′′, t′,y)− P (t′, r, t, y′, y, 1) ,

(17)
where y′ is the last character of y and [y | y] forms a new
partial lexicon word. As before, the term P is a score for a
parse of a particular character including the appearance
and geometry scores. However, the language model is
altered because the character is now part of a (hypothe-
sized) lexicon word. The score UL for constituents of a
lexicon word thus replaces the bigram score UB entirely,
as indicated by the last argument, w = 1. The lexical
recurrence relation W (t) is similar to the original table
S (t, y), but with a larger spatial scale:

W (t) = max
t′′

S (t′′,⊔) + max
y∈L

C (t′′, t,y) , (18)

where L is the set of complete lexicon words. The score
W (t) builds upon the previous scores S, but adds an
additional term C that represents the optimal score for
any lexicon word following a space.

6.3.3 Computational complexity and beam search

This approach begets a problem of scale. Although the
complexity is linear in the number of lexicon words
and the length of the image to be parsed, our proposed
method maintains hypotheses for every possible word
beginning at every possible location. This cross product
of possibilities is impossibly slow in practice, so approx-
imations must be introduced.

For the span from t′′ to t, the function C (t′′, t,y)
ranks subwords y, most of which are extremely unlikely.
At the risk of error, we eliminate initially low-scoring
candidates for each span to speed processing. Every
subword eliminated further eliminates words building
upon that subword parse from consideration. With fewer
calculations of the subword score (17) to be made, there
are fewer complete words to score. Such pruning is a
form of beam search common to dynamic programming
algorithms for speech recognition. While several pruning
strategies exist, our earlier work indicated that a simple
N -best list was sufficient for this task [23]. Under this
standard strategy for Viterbi beam search, we simply
sort the scores C for a given region (t′′ to t), keeping the
N best subword parses. We use N = 50 for the small-
vocabulary SVT data and N = 25 for the others.

With our unoptimized Java implementation, the av-
erage parse runtime for the ICDAR data on a standard
desktop machine is 40 sec/word with a lexicon and 20
sec/word without. SVT word spotting is 25 sec/word.
We note that significant opportunities for parallelism
abound, e.g., by computing maxima over nearly 3000
values for each non-lexical parse score S (t, y) alone.

6.4 Model training

The discriminative semi-Markov model (6) has a learn-
ing process analogous to conventional probabilistic mod-
els: maximizing a regularized version of the convex
conditional log likelihood [24]. Unlike the information
extraction tasks for which the model was first proposed,
such a learning scheme poses two major drawbacks on
this task. First and foremost, such a scheme requires
the training data be like the testing data in that both
labeling and segmentation (i.e., context) are required.
This restriction is problematic because tens or even hun-
dreds of thousands of examples are required for effective
character recognition [53], yet the largest STR data sets
only have a few thousand characters in context. The
second major drawback is time, because the model per-
forms segmentation along with recognition over several
iterations of gradient descent.

The many works that use weighted FSTs sidestep these
problems by simply learning modules (e.g. character
recognition, N -grams) separately, perhaps adjusting the
relative module weights in an ad hoc fashion [13], [17],
[16] We formalize this approach under the piecewise
pseudolikelihood interpretation of Sutton and McCal-
lum [54]. Our two-stage training process first temporar-
ily decouples the appearance and bigram modules to
reduce train time and increase available training data.
First, piecewise training maximizes a lower bound on
the likelihood of the training data by learning the energy
functions separately. Because all the energies are linear
in the parameters θ, the original and piecewise log likeli-
hoods are convex and optimized with a limited-memory
second-order Newton method for gradient descent. In
the second training stage we recouple all the energies
for an important lower-dimensional scale tuning via the
generalized perceptron loss [55].

First, the appearance and gap parameters, θA and θG,
are trained on a set of rendered examples (see Wein-
man [23, Chapters 5,6] for details) from 1866 fonts given
random contrast, bias, noise, borders, and neighboring
characters. To mimic the wide variety of scene text, we
include versions of these fonts horizontally scaled at
2−1/2, 2−1/4, and 21/2 for a total of 1866×62×4 = 462, 768
characters plus 16, 794 spaces and gaps. The quantized
horizontal range of each raw character image is taken as
the segment width for learning θA (|s| , y). For efficiency,
only segmentations of the quantized widths centered in
the training window are considered during learning.

Bigram parameters θB are simultaneously trained in
a piecewise fashion on a text corpus [20]. We collapse
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C o L o n i a L R o c k PICKLES H O S PIT A L

Fig. 9. Street View Text word spotting. Evaluation is case

insensitive, but recognized lettercase is shown.

TABLE 3

Word spotting results on the Street View Text data (647

words, 249 images) [13].

Method Word Error (%)
ABBYY [19] 65

Wang et al. [19] 43
Mishra et al. [17] 26.74
Proposed Method 21.95

digits into a single class because they occur infre-
quently and exhibit no meaningful sequence patterns.
Conversely, all-uppercase letter signs occur frequently, so
intra-case transition parameters are tied across case, e.g.,
θB (T,H) = θB (t, h); inter-case transitions are preserved
so that in general θB (T, h) 6= θB (t, h) 6= θB (t,H). Once
θB is learned, we set θL to twice the median bigram
weight for all bigrams over words in our lexicon L, a
value which is tuned in the secondary stage below.

Both θA and θB are trained with a Laplace prior (ℓ1
regularization). We choose the weight of the ℓ1 penalty
on θB with a ten-fold cross-validation, optimizing the
total likelihood of all held out folds. The ℓ1 penalty on
θA is instead chosen by minimizing recognition error
on a training validation set after the entire model has
been learned. Delayed validation helps compensate for
piecewise training with fixed segments.

Although piecewise training maximizes a lower bound
on the true likelihood, there is significant risk that the
scales of the energy functions learned in this fashion
are not commensurate. Therefore, we undertake a sim-
ple secondary training step for positive weights λ =(
λA, λB , λL, λG, λO

)
to adjust the scale of all five energy

components—appearance λA · UA, bigrams λB · UB ,
lexicon λL · UL, gap λG · UG and overlap λO · UO—by
using gradient descent to minimize the perceptron loss

E (λ) =
∑

i

min
s

U (s,yi,xi;λ,θ)−min
s′,y′

U (s′,y′,xi;λ,θ) ,

(19)
where U is the total energy of the probability model
(6) whose components are scaled by λ, yi is a ground
truth character labeling, and θ is fixed at the values
learned by piecewise training. E (λ) has a lower bound
at zero where the best interpretation y′ matches the
ground truth [55]. In practice, pre-training θ prevents
the perceptron functional from collapsing U to be zero
everywhere. Unlike the first piecewise training stage, we
minimize the perceptron loss (19) on contextual training
data that is like the testing data, where full segmentation
optimization is required.

a v a ila b l e P e r m a n e n tl y E n g i n e e r i n g m o n o x i d e

Fig. 10. ICDAR 2011 word recognition.

TABLE 4

Word recognition results on the ICDAR 2011 scenes

data (6393 characters, 1189 words, 255 images) [18].

Error (%)
Method Character/Word Character Word

Neumann et al. [18] 36.14 - 66.89
Lee et al. [18] 26.78 - 64.4

Yang et al. [18] 14.82 - 58.8
Appearance + Geometry 44.00 38.59 60.72

+ Bigram 40.00 34.21 54.50
+ Lexicon 36.24 29.36 42.30

7 EXPERIMENTS

We evaluate our system on three data sets that each
test slightly different and increasingly difficult prob-
lems: a small closed-vocabulary word spotting task, an
open-vocabulary word recognition task, and two open-
vocabulary word segmentation and recognition tasks,
one with noisy detections, giving complete end-to-end
performance.

7.1 Closed-vocabulary word spotting

Wang and Belongie’s Street View Text data set features
647 test words in 249 images, each with an associated
lexicon of about 50 words [19]. Annotated bounding
boxes are drawn from this small, closed vocabulary. The
evaluation is case insensitive and the lexicon is given
in all uppercase letters. To perform this word spotting
task, our recognition model simply ignores letter case,
prohibiting spaces and non-lexical parses. Table 3 shows
our method to be the state of the art.

7.2 Open-vocabulary word recognition

The 2011 ICDAR robust reading competition [18] fea-
tures 1189 word bounding boxes over 255 scene images,
including words from several languages. Though no
lexicon is given, it is such a strong source of information
that we create one (using SCOWL1, with British and
American English) including proper names, abbrevia-
tions, and contractions (with all punctuation removed).
Our case-sensitive model ignores word frequency, so we
only include words up to the 50th frequency percentile
and add uppercase and leading caps versions of all
words to the lexicon (along with the training words)
so that |L| = 244, 033 words, including 884 (74%) of
the test words. Table 4 compares results from the recent
competition. Character/word error is the average of
word edit distance divided by word length. The standard
character error divides the total edit distance (over all
words) by the total number of characters in the data.

1. http://wordlist.sourceforge.net, revision 6
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s a l o n P O STAL SER VIC E V i a  V i a

Fig. 11. VIDI word segmentation and recognition.

TABLE 5

Word segmentation and recognition results on the VIDI

data (1164 characters, 192 words, 86 images) [20].

Error (%)
Model Features Character Word

Appearance + Geometry 16.84 58.33
+ Bigrams 12.89 43.23
+ Lexicon 10.65 24.48

Case-sensitive evaluations (Table 4) show our method to
be the state of the art for this task as well.

7.3 Word segmentation and recognition

To test our model’s integrated word segmentation capa-
bilities, we first use a punctuation-free subset of the VIDI
data by Weinman et al. [20], which provides approximate
text baselines and a pre-normalized font size of 100px
for 1164 characters in 192 words from 86 images. Words
must be segmented automatically because the problem
input is a line of text. We measure word error (including
all stop words) with the ISRI OCR performance toolkit
program wordacc2, modified to include letter case sen-
sitivity and number strings, which the original ignores.
Table 5 shows quantitative results.

For a complete end-to-end test including detection,
normalization, word segmentation, and recognition, we
use text detection results of Yi and Tian [56] as submitted
to the 2011 ICDAR detection competition [18], where it
placed second. Fig. 12 shows some examples, while Table
6 reports detection results with the 2011 competition
methodology [18] and recognition results using the case-
sensitive methodology of Lucas et al. [7]. Many spurious
detections give only one-character words, so we report
results where these are dropped from the system output;
ground truth is unaltered.

7.4 Discussion

We eliminate nearly 18% of errors on the SVT word
spotting task. The task is greatly simplified by the small
lexicon, and these results illustrate the relative difficulty
of the remaining incorrect words. In the open-vocabulary
word recognition setting, we significantly improve state
of the art ICDAR 2011 results. We note word recognition
error rises 8% when regions are not grouped into lines
for guide fitting, indicating this pre-processing step gives
a significant performance boost.

The comparatively high character/word error on the
ICDAR data indicates many failures happen earlier in

2. http://code.google.com/p/isri-ocr-evaluation-tools

Hag Except for access 

and buses

Please wait here until 

acashieris available

STAR WART 

EPISODE Is ATTACK OF THE CLONES

plTTh Essex County Concedes

Colchester Library

jim CASUAL PLUS

First Eastern Naiora Bus

Fig. 12. End-to-end examples: input detections (by

Yi and Tian [56]) shown in magenta, correctly seg-

mented/recognized words in green, and incorrect regions

in dashed red. Incorrect words printed in bold, with incor-

rect characters in italicized red.

TABLE 6

Average end-to-end results for ICDAR 2011 scenes.

Method and Task Prec. Recall F1

Neumann & Matas [6] Detection 73.1 64.7 68.7
Neumann & Matas [6] Recognition 37.1 37.2 36.5

Yi & Tian [56] Detection 67.22 58.09 62.32
Proposed Method Recognition 41.10 36.45 33.71
Omitting One-Character Words 46.60 36.27 36.40

the recognition pipeline, leaving little hope of recogniz-
ing even a portion of the word. Our model must also
infer whether the top guide is the mean or capline. If
the objectively better interpretation were chosen (that
with lesser error), the overall character error would be
reduced by nearly a third and the word error by 14%.
Resolving more of these common error cases correctly
would bring modest improvement.

In the open vocabulary VIDI data, we demonstrate the
utility of joint word segmentation and recognition. Note
the large intra-word gaps and small inter-word spaces
correctly identified in Fig. 11. Overall error rates are
lower than for ICDAR and SVT because the guidelines
are given; yet some fonts and complex backgrounds
make the remaining errors challenging.

On the end-to-end task, top-down word segmentation
resolves cases where the bottom-up detector cannot re-
liably segment words. Despite using lower quality text
detections as input, we achieve results at par with the
state of the art. A better initial text detection score would
likely yield even better overall results (cf. 7.2).

The lexicon notably reduces word recognition errors,
by 22% on the ICDAR word recognition task and 43%
on the VIDI task, which includes word segmentation.
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However, it can be a double-edged sword. A mosaicing
error (Fig. 9, right) requires hallucinating the “I” char-
acter for word spotting, a strategy that can backfire in
an open vocabulary setting (Fig. 10, right).

8 CONCLUSION

We have presented a system that handles many stages
of scene text reading in a probabilistic fashion, from
binarization to appearance normalization to character
segmentation and recognition. We do not rely on in-
dividual character detections, which are prone to false
negatives. Only a coarse binarization is necessary for
detecting guidelines that allow us to handle curved
and rotated text. Our model uses a hybrid open/closed
vocabulary approach to balance bottom-up signals with
top-down priors. Most importantly, it fully integrates
segmentation and recognition.

While these latter two stages are integrated, partially
in training and and fully in testing, we should like
for the entire system to be even more integrated, in
learning first [26], but more so that later pipeline stages
can provide feedback to earlier modules that may refine
grouping, binarization, or guideline hypotheses in an it-
erative fashion, as in human information processing [57].
Given the difficulty of bottom-up processing, further
opportunities for passing multiple hypotheses from one
stage to the next are worthy of exploration, though
care must be taken to avoid a combinatorial rise in
complexity.

The binarization, guideline fitting, and character clas-
sification modules remain somewhat rudimentary. It is
the integration of these stages and evaluating multiple
hypotheses that makes the system perform well. How-
ever, further refinements to these key modules could
bring even better performance.

Scene text recognition is difficult—the world’s vivid
colors, uncontrolled lighting, and unpredictable perspec-
tives conspire to make general machine reading a “grand
challenge”-worthy task. Like other recent challenges,
with additional concentrated engineering and scientific
efforts, we believe STR can be solved.
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