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Abstract We propose a novel architecture for k-shot classification on the Omniglot dataset. Building on prototypical networks, we extend their architecture to what we call Gaussian prototypical
networks. Prototypical networks learn a map between images and embedding vectors, and use their
clustering for classification. In our model, a part of the encoder output is interpreted as a confidence
region estimate about the embedding point, and expressed as a Gaussian covariance matrix. Our
network then constructs a direction and class dependent distance metric on the embedding space,
using uncertainties of individual data points as weights. We show that Gaussian prototypical networks
are a preferred architecture over vanilla prototypical networks with an equivalent number of parameters. We report results consistent with state-of-the-art performance in 1-shot and 5-shot classification
both in 5-way and 20-way regime on the Omniglot dataset. We explore artificially down-sampling a
fraction of images in the training set, which improves our performance. Our experiments therefore
lead us to hypothesize that Gaussian prototypical networks might perform better in less homogeneous,
noisier datasets, which are commonplace in real world applications.
Introduction Humans are able to learn to recognize new object categories on a single or small
number of examples. This has been demonstrated in a wide range of activities from hand-written
character recognition [Lake et al., 2011], and motor control [Braun et al., 2009], to acquisition of high
level concepts [Lake et al., 2015]. Replicating this kind of behavior in machines is the motivation for
studying few-shot learning.
In general, deep learning models have a very high functional expressivity, and rely on being slowly,
iteratively trained in a supervised regime on large amounts of data. An influence of a particular
example within the training set is therefore small, as the training is designed to capture the general
structure of the dataset. This prevents rapid introduction of new classes after training. In contrast,
few-shot learning requires very fast adaptation to new data. In particular, k-shot classification refers
to a regime where classes unseen during training must be learned using k labeled examples.
In this paper, we develop a novel architecture we refer to as Gaussian prototypical network. We build
on prototypical networks from Snell et al. [2017], and matching networks from Vinyals et al. [2016].
Our contribution lies in allowing the network to express, handle and utilize confidence estimates
in individual data points, and therefore to deal with uncertainty. We show that our architecture is a
preferred way of using additional trainable parameters compared to vanilla prototypical networks. We
reach, to our knowledge, results consistent with state-of-the-art on the Omniglot dataset [Lake et al.,
2015]. We show that partially down-sampling our training set improves performance, as the network
learns to utilize confidence estimates better. We therefore hypothesize that Gaussian prototypical
networks might perform better in less homogeneous, noisier datasets. Such applications might include
facial recognition of a previously unknown person.
Methods Prototypical networks map images into embedding vectors in a high-dimensional space,
and use their clustering for classification. Our model maps an image into an embedding vector, and
an estimate of the image quality. Together with the embedding vector, a confidence region around it
is predicted, characterized by a Gaussian covariance matrix.
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We use a multi-layer convolutional neural network without an explicit, final fully connected layer.
The output of the encoder is a concatenation of an embedding vector ~x ∈ RD and the relevant
components of the covariance matrix Σ ∈ RD×D . Therefore


encoderGauss (W ) : I ∈ RH×W ×C → [~x, ~sraw ] ∈ RD , RDS ,
(1)
where DS is the dimensionality of the predicted components of the covariance matrix, and D is
the dimensionality of the embedding space. We explore two variants of the Gaussian prototypical
network: a) radius, in which a single number is predicted per image, and b) diagonal, where the
diagonal of the covariance matrix is predicted. The encoder consists of 4 convolutional blocks
described in Eq. 2 stacked together.
3 × 3 CNN → batch normalization → ReLU → 2 × 2 max pool

(2)

Our best-performing models have 128, 256, 512, and 512 3 × 3 filters in the 4 blocks respectively,
with the embedding space dimensionality of 512 for the radius case, and 256 for the diagonal case.
We explore three variants of the Gaussian prototypical network:
a) Radius covariance estimate. DS = 1 and only a single real number sraw ∈ R1 is generated
per image. As such the covariance matrix has the form Σ = diag (σ, σ, . . . , σ), where σ
is calculated from the raw encoder output sraw . The confidence estimate is therefore not
direction-sensitive.
b) Diagonal covariance estimate. DS = D and the dimension of the covariance estimate is
the same as of the embedding space. ~sraw ∈ RD is generated per image. Therefore the
covariance matrix has the form Σ = diag (~σ ), where ~σ is calculated from the raw encoder
output ~sraw . This allows the network to express direction-dependent confidence about a data
point.
c) Full covariance estimate. A full covariance matrix is output per data point. This method
proved to be needlessly complex for the tasks given and therefore was not explored further.
Table 1: The results of our experiments as compared to other papers. To our knowledge, our models
perform consistently with state-of-the-art in 1-shot and 5-shot classification both in 5-way and 20-way
regime on the Omniglot dataset.
20-way
Model
Matching networks [Vinyals et al., 2016]
Matching networks [Vinyals et al., 2016]
Neural statistician [Edwards and Storkey, 2016]
Prototypical network [Snell et al., 2017]
Finn et al. [2017]
Munkhdalai and Yu [2017]
TCML [Mishra et al., 2017]
Gauss (radius) (ours)
Gauss (radius) damage (ours)

1-shot
93.8%
93.5 %
93.2 %
96.0 %

5-shot
98.5%
98.7 %
98.1 %
98.9 %

97.64 ± 0.30%
97.02 ± 0.40%
96.94 ± 0.31%

99.36 ± 0.18%
99.16 ± 0.11%
99.29 ± 0.09%

5-way
1-shot
5-shot
98.1%
98.9%
97.9%
98.7%
98.1%
99.5%
98.8%
99.7%
98.7 ± 0.4%
99.9 ± 0.3%
98.9 %
98.96 ± 0.20%
99.75 ± 0.11%
99.02 ± 0.11%
99.66 ± 0.04%
99.07 ± 0.07% 99.73 ± 0.04%

A key component of the model is the episodic training regime described in Snell et al. [2017]. A
subset of classes is chosen from the total number of classes in the training set. For each of these,
support and query examples are chosen at random. The encoded embeddings of the support examples
are used to define the class prototype – the typical embedding vector for a given class. Confidence
estimates are used as weights. A total class covariance matrix is formed by combining covariance
matrices of individual data points belonging to it. It is then employed to construct a direction and
class dependent distance metric on the embedding space, and used to classify query images based
on proximity to clusters of support images. The distance dc (i) from a class prototype c to a query
point i is calculated as
T
d2c (i) = (~xi − p~c ) Sc (~xi − p~c ) ,
(3)
where the inverse of class covariance matrix Sc acts as a metric. A diagram of the network function
is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: A diagram of the function of the Gaussian prototypical network. An encoder maps an image
into a vector in the embedding space (dark circles), and covariance matrix (dark ellipses). Support
images are used to define the prototype (stars) and the covariance matrix (light ellipses) of a class.
Distances between prototypes and encoded query images (modified by the total covariance of a class)
are used to classify them.

Usage of covariance estimate In order to validate our assumption that the Gaussian prototypical network outperforms the vanilla version due to its ability to predict covariances of individual
embedded images and therefore the possibility to down-weight them, we studied the distribution
of predicted elements of covariance matrices for our best performing network for undamaged and
damaged test data. The network was trained on partially down-sampled training data.
For the undamaged test set, the vast majority of covariance estimates took the same value, indicating
that the network did not use its ability to down-weight data points. However, for a partially downsampled test set, the distribution of magnitudes of covariance estimates got significantly broader.
We interpret this as a confirmation that the network learned to put less emphasis on down-sampled
images. A comparison of both distributions is shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Predicted covariances for the original test set and a partially down-sampled version of
it. The Gaussian network learned to down-weight damaged examples by predicting a higher s, as
apparent from the heavier tail of the yellow distribution.

Results The comparison of our models to results from literature is presented in Table 1. We report,
to our knowledge, results consistent with state-of-the-art in 1-shot and 5-shot classification both in
5-way and 20-way regime on the Omniglot dataset. Especially for 5-way classification, our results are
very close to perfect performance. We managed to get better accuracies (in particular for (k > 1)-shot
classification) by artificially down-sampling fractions of our training dataset, encouraging the network
to fully utilize covariance estimates. We hypothesize that the ability to learn the embedding as well
as its uncertainty would be even more beneficial for poorer-quality datasets, which are commonplace
in real world applications. There, down-weighting some data points might be crucial for faithful
classification.
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