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Abstract

Automatic machine learning-based (ML-based) medical
report generation systems for retinal images suffer from a rel-
ative lack of interpretability. Hence, such ML-based systems
are still not widely accepted. The main reason is that trust is
one of the important motivating aspects of interpretability
and humans do not trust blindly. Precise technical definitions
of interpretability still lack consensus. Hence, it is difficult
to make a human-comprehensible ML-based medical report
generation system. Heat maps/saliency maps, i.e., post-hoc
explanation approaches, are widely used to improve the in-
terpretability of ML-based medical systems. However, they
are well known to be problematic. From an ML-based medi-
cal model’s perspective, the highlighted areas of an image
are considered important for making a prediction. However,
from a doctor’s perspective, even the hottest regions of a heat
map contain both useful and non-useful information. Simply
localizing the region, therefore, does not reveal exactly what
it was in that area that the model considered useful. Hence,
the post-hoc explanation-based method relies on humans
who probably have a biased nature to decide what a given
heat map might mean. Interpretability boosters, in partic-
ular expert-defined keywords, are effective carriers of ex-
pert domain knowledge and they are human-comprehensible.
In this work, we propose to exploit such keywords and a
specialized attention-based strategy to build a more human-
comprehensible medical report generation system for retinal
images. Both keywords and the proposed strategy effec-
tively improve the interpretability. The proposed method
achieves state-of-the-art performance under commonly used
text evaluation metrics BLEU, ROUGE, CIDEr, and ME-
TEOR. Project website: https://github.com/Jhhuangkay/Expert-defined-

Keywords-Improve-Interpretability-of-Retinal-Image-Captioning.

1. Introduction
Automatic machine learning-based (ML-based) medical

systems, e.g., medical report generation for retinal images,
are still not widely accepted [7, 4]. The main reason is that
such ML-based systems suffer from a relative lack of explain-
ability/interpretability. Hence, it is hard for humans to un-
derstand or at least get an explanation for the machine-made

Original input retinal image.

Original input retinal image with a yellow sketch 
annotated by the ophthalmologist.

Predicted output class based on Resnet-152: 
Bilateral Macular Dystrophy.

Figure 1: A heat map based on CAM [53], i.e., a post-hoc
explanation method. Brighter colors (red) indicate regions
with higher levels of importance according to the deep neural
network, and darker colors (blue) indicate regions with lower
levels of importance. “Bilateral Macular Dystrophy” is the
predicted retinal disease by an ML-based model.

decision. As mentioned in [7], some high-level definitions
of interpretability have been proposed by various researchers
[6, 31]. For example, the authors of [4] define that inter-
pretability, e.g., in the form of attribute importance, conveys
a sense of causality to a system’s target group. This concept
of causality can only be grasped when the system points
out the underlying input-output causal effect relationship.
However, precise technical definitions of interpretability still
lack consensus. Hence, making a human-comprehensible
ML-based medical report generation system is challenging.

To improve the interpretability, methods [53, 42] based
on heat maps/saliency maps [35] are widely used to highlight
or explain how much each region of a medical image con-
tributed to a decision given by an ML-based medical system.
However, such methods are well known to be problematic
in the broader interpretability literature [1, 7]. Take the re-
sult based on CAM [53] in Figure 1 as an example. From
an ML-based medical model’s perspective, the highlighted
areas of the retinal image are deemed most important for the
diagnosis/classification of retinal disease. However, from
the perspective of ophthalmologists, even the hottest regions
(in red) of the heat map contain both non-useful and useful
information. Hence, simply localizing the region does not
reveal exactly what it was in that area that the ML-based
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model considered useful. That is to say, the ophthalmologist
cannot know if the ML-based model properly established
that the presence of the macular pattern was important in
the decision, if the vessels were the deciding factor, or if the
model had relied on an inhuman feature, such as a particular
texture or pixel value that might have more to do with the
image acquisition process than the underlying retinal disease.
This explainability gap of this widely used interpretability
approach, such as [53, 42], relies on humans to decide what
a given heat map, i.e., a given explanation, might mean. Un-
fortunately, human is biased and tends to ascribe a positive
interpretation [3, 7]. The same aforementioned issue also
happens to an ML-based medical report generation model.

Textual data, e.g., a sequence of expert-defined keywords,
is human-comprehensible. Hence, it is an effective carrier
of expert domain knowledge. As described in [23], ophthal-
mologists have usually written down a small set of keywords
denoting important information in the early diagnosis pro-
cess. Hence, they can be collected without much effort
[23, 20, 18, 19, 25, 33, 50]. In this work, we propose to
exploit interpretability boosters, in particular expert-defined
keywords, and a specialized attention-based strategy to build
a more human-comprehensible medical report generation
system for retinal images. Since the human-comprehensible
keywords carry the domain knowledge of ophthalmologists,
we exploit them to teach an ML-based model to generate
more explainable results. The proposed attention-based strat-
egy is to describe the salient combination of local features
that match with keywords in a certain modality, referring to
Section 3 for details. Both the expert-defined keywords and
the proposed strategy help improve the interpretability.
Contributions

i We propose a more explainable retinal image captioning
model based on interpretability boosters, in particular
expert-defined keywords.

ii A novel attention-based strategy in the transformer
decoder is proposed to match human-comprehensible
keywords with local image patches. The strategy effec-
tively reinforces the interpretability of the proposed
method.

iii According to the extensive experiments on the existing
large retinal image captioning dataset, when equipped
with the context-aware transformer decoder, perfor-
mance improvements on the baselines are witnessed
in all commonly used metrics. This demonstrates that
the semantic-grounded image representations are effec-
tive and can generalize to a wide range of models.

2. Related Work
2.1 Current Methods for Improving Interpretability

Typically, attempts to produce human-comprehensible
explanations for an ML-based model’s decision have been
mainly divided into two categories: inherent interpretabil-
ity and post-hoc interpretability [7]. A simple ML-based
method modeling input data usually has inherent explain-
ability. Take a linear regression model as an example where

a simple coefficient measures the direction and strength of
the relationship. However, in modern AI use cases, models
describing complex data distributions cannot be explained
by a simple relationship between inputs and outputs. In such
scenarios, many works focus on dissecting the ML-based
model’s decision-making process, i.e., post-hoc interpretabil-
ity [53, 42, 40, 43, 16, 17, 22, 10]. In [53], the authors
propose a class activation mapping (CAM) technique based
on the global average pooling layer proposed in [30]. The
proposed CAM builds a generic localizable deep represen-
tation that exposes the implicit attention of a convolutional
neural network (CNN) on an image. [42] propose a gradient-
weighted class activation mapping (Grad-CAM) technique
to exploit the gradients of any target concept flowing into
the final convolutional layer to generate a coarse localization
map, highlighting important image regions. Heat maps are
popular and widely used in medical imaging-related fields.
They provide a simple means of understanding some of the
limitations of post-hoc interpretability techniques [53, 42, 7].
Hence, they are illustrative. However, heat maps are well
known to be problematic in the broader interpretability lit-
erature [1]. The concerns also extend to other well known
post-hoc explanation approaches, e.g., locally interpretable
model-agnostic explanations (LIME) [40] and Shapley val-
ues (SHAP) [43].
Keywords are meant to represent the important image con-
tent while subtly alluding to its semantic relationship. Also,
they are effective expert domain knowledge carriers. Hence,
in this work, they are used to improve the interpretability
gap of the heat map-based explainability methods.

2.2 Natural Image Captioning
The encoder-decoder paradigm is a popular network ar-

chitecture for image captioning [47, 27], which leads to
promising results. A convolution neural network (CNN)
is first utilized to encode the image and a recurrent neural
network (RNN) is adopted to generate the output word se-
quence. In [48], a bidirectional LSTM-based approach is
proposed to create image descriptions. Both past and future
information are utilized at the same time to learn long-term
interactions between vision and language. In [39], an area-
based attention model is introduced for image captioning.
The area-based model predicts the next word and correspond-
ing regions of the image in each RNN time step for creating
image captions. The authors of [51] propose to exploit graph
convolutional networks (GCN) [41] and Long Short-Term
Memory (LSTM) [9] to build an encoder-decoder architec-
ture for image captioning. The graphs are built over the
detected objects in an image based on their spatial and se-
mantic connections. In [24], the authors propose an attention
on attention (AoA) module to determine the relevance be-
tween attention results and queries. The AoA module is
based on conventional attention mechanisms, both applied to
the encoder and the decoder of an image captioning model.
In [37], the authors introduce a unified attention block that
employs bilinear pooling to selectively capitalize on visual
information. The attention blocks are integrated into the im-
age encoder and sentence decoder to leverage higher-order
interactions of multi-modal features.



The aforementioned methods are mainly based on natural
images to generate simple/rough image descriptions. Retinal
and natural images have very different characteristics, both
in objects’ sizes and details [23]. Hence, when those natural
image-based approaches are directly used to generate cap-
tions for retinal images, the quality of the generated medical
descriptions still needs improvement.
2.3 Retinal Image Captioning

Medical description generation for a given retinal image,
i.e., retinal image captioning, is a challenging computer vi-
sion task. In retinal image captioning, long and semantically
coherent medical descriptions for a given retinal image must
be generated algorithmically [46, 36, 23, 20, 18]. In [46],
the authors introduce an ML-based clinical decision support
system to assist ophthalmologists more effectively. The pro-
posed system is mainly based on an LSTM-based image
captioning model. In [36], an automatic medical description
generation model based on CNN and self-trained bidirec-
tional LSTM is proposed. In [23], the authors propose an
AI-based method to improve the traditional retinal disease
treatment procedure. The proposed model consists of a reti-
nal disease identifier, a clinical description generator, and a
CAM-based deep network visual explanation module. Also,
the authors propose a large-scale retinal image captioning
dataset DeepEyeNet to train and validate their method. The
authors of [20] propose a context-driven encoding network
to generate more accurate and meaningful medical reports
for retinal images. The proposed method is composed of a
multi-modal input encoder and a fused-feature decoder. In
[18], the authors propose an end-to-end transformer-based
model for retinal image description generation. The model is
mainly based on the non-local attention mechanism, feature
reinforcement module, and masked self-attention.
ML-based models have been proposed for retinal image
captioning. However, none of them is clearly interpretable.
To build a more human-comprehensible retinal image cap-
tioning system, we start from the encoder-decoder based
framework. Then, the expert-defined keywords and special-
ized attention-based strategy, referring to Section 3, are used
to reinforce the interpretability of the proposed method.

3. Methodology
In this section, we present the proposed explainable reti-

nal image captioning model as shown in Figure 2. The
proposed model is driven by interpretability boosters, i.e.,
expert-defined keywords. Overall, the model generates a
long and semantically coherent medical description from
a given retinal image and a list of corresponding expert-
defined keywords. In Section 3.1, a more general scenario
is also considered, i.e., without expert-defined keywords as
input. Given a retinal image, we use a CNN to learn visual
features from the image patches, which will be first fed into a
multi-label classifier to predict relevant keywords. Note that
the predicted keywords are considered as “pseudo” expert-
defined keywords. These keywords’ embedding vectors will
serve as semantic features for the retinal images. After the in-
formation extraction, the visual and semantic features are fed
to a contextual transformer decoder to sample output words

as medical descriptions sequentially. The contextual trans-
former decoder resembles a pervasive transformer decoder
[44] except the input for encoder-decoder attention module
is different. We introduce an image-keyword attention-based
encoder to fuse information both from images and keywords.
3.1 Interpretability Booster Prediction

According to [23, 20, 18], early in the diagnosis process,
ophthalmologists have usually written down a small set of
keywords denoting important information. Hence, expert-
defined keywords commonly exist in that case. However,
expert-defined keywords may not always commonly exist
in other fields, e.g., biology, chemistry, or physics. Hence,
besides directly using ground truth expert-defined keywords
for report generation, we also introduce a multi-label classi-
fier to predict these keywords beforehand of the given image.
Note that the correctness of keyword prediction affects the
model performance, referring to Section 5.1. Given an image
I , we extract its features v ∈ RN×HI with a CNN extrac-
tor ϕ(·) [8] and then feed them in a multi-layer perceptron
(MLP) classifier to predict one or more keywords from L
vocabulary with a distribution:

p(li = 1|v) ∝ e(W
MLP
i (v)), (1)

where l ∈ RL is a keyword vector, li denoting the presence
and absence of the i-th keyword. WMLP

i refers to the weight
of MLP classifier associated with i-th output. We select the
keywords with p(li = 1|v) > τ (confidence threshold) as
the used keywords to reinforce the decoding process.
3.2 Image & Interpretability Booster Fusion

After generating corresponding keywords, to exploit in-
teractions between the keywords and image, we embed key-
word sequences with image content and draw different at-
tention weights on every individual keyword with a self-
attention mechanism. To be more specific, for a given set of
keywords {ki}Ki=1, K is the number of keywords, we first
preprocess them by adding a special token “[SEP]” between
each keyword to form a complete sequence. We adopt a
glove embedding layer We to obtain the keyword embedded
vector k ∈ RK×He , where He is the embedding size. Then,
we introduce an attention feature mapping f(v,k), referring
to Equation (5). It could be interpreted as mapping an image
query Q from image I and a set of keyword key-value pairs
K,V from keywords k to an output Z. Here we leverage
the dot-product mechanism for much faster and more space-
efficient in exploring the keyword and image relationship.
The positional encoding trick is skipped since we do not wish
to include redundant sequential information with keywords’
unordered nature.

Q = Wqϕ(I) + bq (2)
K = Wkk+ bk (3)
V = Wvk+ bv (4)
Z = Attention(Q,K, V )

= softmax(
QKT

√
dk

)V (5)
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Figure 2: This figure shows the flowchart of the proposed method. It contains an image/keyword fuser and a contextual
transformer decoder for medical description generation. Visual and semantic features are respectively retrieved from a CNN
extractor and a multi-label classifier. These two features will be fused within a transformer block to weight patch importance.
Then the context features will serve as an encoder output for a transformer decoder to generate adequate medical descriptions.
“Image & Keyword” deontes “Image & Interpretability Booster”

Similarly, we also employ a residual connection, followed by
layer normalization and position-wise feed-forward layers
to enhance the model performance.

ZNorm = LayerNorm(Q+ Z) (6)

kfinal = max(0,W1ZNorm + b1)W2 + b2 (7)

During the matrix multiplication QKT , the image query Q
is respectively interacted (multiplied) with every keyword
embedded vector denoted as every key K. Therefore, we
could obtain every keyword weights on the image vector.
After scaled and softmax operation, we could get probability-
like weights for each keyword interpreted as their attention
or relationship with the current image. Finally, we multiply
the weights back with the corresponding value V to denote
their hybrid importance for providing attention-weighted
image-keyword information.
3.3 Contextual Transformer Decoder

Transformer is one of the state-of-the-art approaches in
sequence modeling and transduction problems [44]. Its at-
tention mechanism allows language modeling of global de-
pendencies between input and output, preventing the mem-
ory constraint limits of conventional recurrent models. In-
spired by the transformer’s architecture and in view of its
parallelization for attention-weighted positions, its nature is

deployed for our main output decoder. A contextual trans-
former decoder cell could be expressed in Figure 2. It com-
prises a masked self-attention unit, an encoder-decoder atten-
tion unit, and a final feed-forward layer, similar to a conven-
tional counterpart. We similarly exploit the encoder-decoder
structure [44] where the encoder follows the attention func-
tion f(v,k) directly. We can then illustrate the decoding
process as the following:

x = WeS (8)
C1 = x+ PE(x) (9)

C ′
l−1 = MultiHeadAtt([Cl−1, Cl−1, Cl−1]) (10)

Cl = FCN(MultiHeadAtt([kfinal, kfinal, C
′
l−1]))

(11)

In Equation (8), we denote a true sentence describing the
image as S = (S0, ..., ST ) and map the bag-of-word ids into
word vectors x ∈ RT×He with the same glove embedding
layer We. Then, we add positional embedding in equation
(9) on top of x to introduce sequential information. The se-
mantic vector will then repeatedly visit the multiple attention
layer block. For each layer of the decoder, we feed the input
into a self-attention layer and an encoder-decoder layer to
further attend on image-keyword fusion contexts. We also
use the dropout technique to alleviate the effect of noises and



overfitting. Finally, we send the output of the final layer CL

into a fully connected layer to obtain the joint distribution of
decoding words.

PL = WvCL (12)
L(P |S, I,K) = ES∼PI

[logPL(S, I,K)] (13)

If we denote PI as the true medical descriptions for I pro-
vided in the training set and PL(S, I,K) as the final proba-
bility distribution after one fully-connected layer and soft-
max function, we could have the overall likelihood function
L(P |S, I,K) depending on our medical descriptions and
the given image shown in Equation (13). Finally, we could
minimize the total loss calculated as the sum of the negative
log-likelihood at each time step. For inference, for each
step we perform “Greedy Search” where we sample the
words based on the maximum likelihood of each word out-
put Pt on a predicted distribution Pt+1 until Pt+1 = special
end-of-sentence token.

4. Experiments
In this section, we describe the commonly used retinal

image captioning dataset and evaluation metrics. Summaries
of baseline models and experimental setup are provided.
4.1 Dataset

DeepEyeNet [23] is a commonly used benchmark for
retinal image captioning. The total amount of retinal images
is 15, 709. Each retinal image has two corresponding labels,
i.e., expert-defined keywords and clinical description. The
word length is mainly between 5 and 10 words. The labels
are annotated by experienced retinal specialists based on
retinal image analysis and conversation with patients. In this
work, we extend the DeepEyeNet dataset with 3, 145 expert-
annotated retinal images based on the same data collection
method as DeepEyeNet [23]. Hence, the size of the used
dataset for experiments is 18, 854. We separate the whole
dataset into 80%/10%/10%, i.e., 15, 083/1, 885/1, 886, for
training/validation/testing, respectively.
4.2 Performance Evaluation Metrics

In the experiments, we exploit the commonly used text
evaluation metrics, [38, 29, 45, 2, 14, 15, 12, 13, 11, 5], used
in retinal image captioning field, [28], to evaluate the gener-
ated medical descriptions for retinal images. Although these
automatic evaluation metrics are popular in natural and reti-
nal image captioning tasks, these metrics’ innate properties
[38, 29, 45, 2, 23, 21] make them more suitable for natural
image captioning not retinal image captioning. Hence, in
this work, we also conduct a human expert evaluation for the
proposed method, referring to Section 5.3.
4.3 Baseline Models

We compare the proposed method with several competi-
tive image captioning models.

• LSTM [48] builds on a deep CNN and BiLSTM struc-
ture for image captioning.

• Show and tell [49] adopts the attention mechanism
on several patches of the original image to focus on
particular area when generating descriptions.

• Semantic Att [52] predicts a list of visual attributes
which are attended with hidden states both at inputs and
outputs in a RNN caption generator.

• CoAtt[26] adopts co-attention mechanism to produce
joint context vectors for generating medical descrip-
tions based on topics.

• H-CoAtt[34] proposes a co-attention model for visual
question answering tasks which hierarchically reasons
the questions based on visual features.

• ContexGPT [18] adopts a non-local attention mecha-
nism, masked self-attention, and feature reinforcement
module to build a retinal image captioning network.

• DeepContex [20] proposes a context-driven encoding
network for retinal image captioning.

• MIA[32] presents a mutual iterative attention to jointly
consider interactions between images and keywords for
image captioning and visual question answering.

4.4 Experimental Setup
ResNet50 [8], pre-trained on ImageNet, is used as our

retinal image feature extractor ϕ. We first resize the image to
the appropriate size to feed in the model. The layer before the
last fully-connected layer is adopted for embedding visual
features. To process the annotations and keywords in the
dataset, non-alphabet characters are removed, all remaining
characters are converted to lower-case, and all the words that
appear only once are replaced by a special token ⟨UNK⟩.
As a result, our vocabulary size is 3, 524. All sentences are
truncated or padded with a max length 50. For keyword
prediction, we set the threshold τ = 0.5. For the word
embedding layer, we use an embedding size He = 300
to encode words. We use two transformer blocks with 8
attention heads, 2, 048 hidden size of the fully connected
layer, and 64 hidden size. Finally, we set the mini-batch size
to 64 and the learning rate to 1e-4 to train all the models
with 10 epochs.

5. Results and Discussion
5.1 Quantitative Analysis
With expert-defined keywords. We first report the results of
medical description generation by providing retinal images
and corresponding expert-defined keywords, i.e., ground
truth keywords, jointly, referring Table 1. It is clear that
vanilla LSTM decoder performs much worse than other mod-
els with attention mechanisms, which is non-surprising for
its deficiency in capturing image dependencies. By intro-
ducing expert-defined keywords in the generation process,
keyword-driven models starting from Semantic Att [52] ren-
der a large increase in every metric which validates the bene-
fits of keywords that guide the model for accurate predictions.
The expert-defined keywords are human-comprehensible
and hence provide improved interpretability, referring to
Section 5.3 for human expert evaluation. Improvements in
the co-attention mechanism between images and keywords



Table 1: This table shows the evaluation results of the proposed model compared with several competitive baselines by using
expert-defined keywords, i.e., ground truth keywords. “BLEU-avg” denotes the average score of BLEU-1, BLEU-2, BLEU-3,
and BLEU-4. All the keyword-driven models are superior to the non-keyword-driven models.

Model BLEU-1 BLEU-2 BLEU-3 BLEU-4 B-avg ROUGE CIDEr METEOR
LSTM [48] 0.2273 0.1650 0.1224 0.1017 0.1541 0.2533 0.1102 0.2437
Show and tell [49] 0.4234 0.3583 0.3002 0.2757 0.3394 0.4463 0.3029 0.4335
Semantic Att [52] 0.5904 0.5100 0.4360 0.3969 0.4833 0.6228 0.4460 0.6056
ContexGPT [18] 0.6254 0.5500 0.4758 0.4344 0.5214 0.6602 0.4951 0.6390
CoAtt [26] 0.6712 0.5950 0.5211 0.4817 0.5673 0.6988 0.5419 0.6798
H-CoAtt [34] 0.6718 0.5956 0.5201 0.4829 0.5676 0.7045 0.5417 0.6864
DeepContex [20] 0.6749 0.6036 0.5307 0.4890 0.5745 0.7020 0.5496 0.6835
MIA [32] 0.6877 0.6138 0.5421 0.5000 0.5859 0.7195 0.5596 0.7006
Ours 0.6969 0.6195 0.5496 0.5008 0.5892 0.7252 0.5650 0.7044

Table 2: This table shows the evaluation results of the proposed model compared with several competitive baselines by using
predicted keywords, i.e., pseudo expert-defined keywords. “BLEU-avg” denotes the average score of BLEU-1, BLEU-2,
BLEU-3, and BLEU-4. All the keyword-driven models are superior to the non-keyword-driven models.

Model BLEU-1 BLEU-2 BLEU-3 BLEU-4 B-avg ROUGE CIDEr METEOR
LSTM [48] 0.2273 0.1650 0.1224 0.1017 0.1541 0.2533 0.1102 0.2437
Show and tell [49] 0.4234 0.3583 0.3002 0.2757 0.3394 0.4463 0.3029 0.4335
H-CoAtt [34] 0.4465 0.3822 0.3285 0.2969 0.3636 0.4788 0.3409 0.4564
ContexGPT [18] 0.4493 0.3744 0.3109 0.2800 0.3536 0.4771 0.3171 0.4588
Semantic Att [52] 0.4541 0.3771 0.3117 0.2777 0.3552 0.4785 0.3118 0.4610
CoAtt [26] 0.4647 0.4038 0.3479 0.3162 0.3831 0.4906 0.3563 0.4759
DeepContex [20] 0.4683 0.3966 0.3302 0.2969 0.3730 0.4941 0.3341 0.4803
MIA [32] 0.5077 0.4446 0.3861 0.3514 0.4224 0.5326 0.3897 0.5163
Ours 0.5268 0.4600 0.3915 0.3634 0.4354 0.5482 0.4105 0.5316

further strengthen our belief that models pay large attention
to integrated representation collections from both the visual
and semantic concepts. By leveraging the mutual attention
weights from image and keywords, our model with the trans-
former decoder replacing the LSTM decoder outperforms all
other baselines, where previous tokens and fusion concepts
could be fully referenced to generate the next token. Over-
all, we see an increase of 74% in BLEU average, 63% in
ROUGE, 87% in CIDEr, and 63% in METEOR, compared
with non-keyword-driven attention models [49].
Keyword prediction. To simulate a more general setting, we
also report the experimental results by predicted keywords,
i.e., pseudo expert-defined keywords, using our pre-trained
multi-label classifier in Table 2 and Table 3. We can see
the benefit of keyword fusion is degraded due to some erro-
neously predicted keywords. This is particularly challenging
in the medical description generation task since there are
3, 465 keyword options in the DeepEyeNet dataset where the
number of keywords to select is undetermined for a given
image. But still, we can observe an overall improvement
in all metrics by inducing the predicted keyword contexts.
Our approach especially outperforms several co-attention
based approaches, which intrinsically overfit the training
data resulting from their model complexity. The single cross
attention embedded in our transformer decoder between the
visual and semantic concepts could be more robust to the
keyword noise during the several layer transitions.
Co-attention between image and keywords. According
to Table 4, we find that the performance of “Image only”

and “Keyword only” baselines are worse than the “Im-
age+Keywords” methods. It implies that the interaction
between keywords and image is crucial for medical report
generation. To further demonstrate the benefits of attention
mechanisms, we provide another baseline where image and
keyword features are concatenated without further fusion.
We can see a large performance degradation without using
attention mechanisms.
5.2 Qualitative Results and Analysis
Comparison with the classic attention model. We present
some qualitative results generated by three medical genera-
tion models including ours and [49, 18] in Figure 3. Show
and tell [49] does not apply any keywords and ContexGPT
[18] serves as a keyword-oriented baseline. In the first two
images, by semantically attending to the correct predicted
keywords, both ContexGPT and our model generate descrip-
tions related to keywords. But our model matches the ground
truth identically. Show and tell model [49] without explicit
textual attributes seem to diverge from accurate symptom
names and detailed illustrations. ContexGPT also loses track
of accurate semantic information besides the keyword guid-
ance. It substantiates the need for our pre-trained keyword
predictor to first coarsely tag a given retinal image then ex-
tend the details, which is more imperative and intuitive in
medical fields compared with common domains.

For the third image, we can observe the keywords are
not explicitly involved in the ground truth, intead symptom
illustration. Both two baselines provide irrelevant image
descriptions, while our model provides more details of il-



Table 3: The table is to show the performance drop when expert-defined keywords are not available, i.e., the case “With
predicted keywords”.

Model BLEU-1 BLEU-2 BLEU-3 BLEU-4 B-avg ROUGE CIDEr METEOR
With predicted keywords 0.5268 0.4600 0.3915 0.3634 0.4354 0.5482 0.4105 0.5316
With expert-defined keywords 0.6969 0.6195 0.5496 0.5008 0.5892 0.7252 0.5650 0.7044

Table 4: The table is to demonstrate the ablation study of the proposed model structure. “Image only” and “Keywords only”
refer to input either feature only into our model. “Image+Keywords (concat)” indicates we only concatenate image and
keyword vectors and send them into the transformer decoder. “Image+Keywords (coatt)” is the complete structure of the
proposed method.

Input BLEU-1 BLEU-2 BLEU-3 BLEU-4 B-avg ROUGE CIDEr METEOR
Image only 0.4357 0.3651 0.3041 0.2773 0.3455 0.4608 0.3067 0.4454
Keywords only 0.5568 0.4970 0.4322 0.3971 0.4708 0.6110 0.4618 0.5881
Image+Keywords (concat) 0.6527 0.5752 0.4984 0.4626 0.5472 0.6783 0.5166 0.6643
Image+Keywords (coatt) 0.6969 0.6195 0.5496 0.5008 0.5892 0.7252 0.5650 0.7044

Retinal Image Keywords Ground Truth Show and Tell ContexGPT Our Method
pigment 
epithelial 

detachment 
(ped)

62 year old male armd with 
ped partly organized.

13 year old patient dusn / 
optic papillitis.

Pigment epithelial lesions. 62 year old male armd with ped
partly organized.

presumed 
ocular 

histoplasmosis 
syndrome 

32 year old woman with 
presumed ocular 
histoplasmosis syndrome with 
choroidal neovascular 
membrane.

23 year old white female 
pseudo pohs / mewds.

Presumed ocular histoplasmosis 
syndrome with large subretinal 
new vessel membrane in the 
fovea.

32 year old woman with 
presumed ocular histoplasmosis 
syndrome with choroidal 
neovascular membrane.

papilledema Os optic nerve with frank 
swelling.

29 year old female pohs with 
cnvm.

No history. Os with subtle central pigment 
epithelial changes presumably 
presumed ocular histoplasmosis 
syndrome.

sub-arachnoid 
hemorrhage

60 year old white female was 
found unconscious in her 
home she was rushed to the 
hospital where a cat scan of 
her head revealed a large sub 
arachnoid hemorrhage a 
carotid angiogram showed a 
ruptured aneurysm of the 
posterior communicating 
artery on the right side the 
next day.

This eight year old white 
female who was in perfect 
health complaining of a visual 
disturbance in the left eye the 
right eye was completely 
normal the left eye had a 
exudative detachment of the 
macula.

The patient a 29 year old white 
female developed idiopathic 
thrombocytopenis purpura itp in 
1964.

A 60 year old white female was 
found unconscious in her home 
she was rushed to the hospital 
where a cat scan of her head 
revealed a large sub arachnoid 
hemorrhage a carotid angiogram 
showed a ruptured aneurysm of 
the posterior communicating 
artery on the right side the next 
day.

Figure 3: Illustration of descriptions generated by the proposed model and two baseline models [49, 18].

lustrating phenomenon related to the symptoms. We further
demonstrate the robustness of our model to generate long
descriptions based on the context fusion in the last image,
compared to less structured expressions from other baselines.

Does our model fully understand the fused concepts? To
better understand how our model utilizes the fused visual
and semantic concepts for token sampling, we visualize the
attention weights on the input image at each time step, re-
ferring to Figure 4. Each image consists 64 patches and
each patch has a weight of the current word and correspond-
ing keyword-fused image patch. We can see our model is
less sensitive (showing minor saliency on overall regions)
to words specifying number (i.e. 29, 55) or color (in white)
by solely relying on the input image and keywords. But our

model heavily depends on some specific image regions to
predict a medical keyword. We can see a trend of similar
saliency between consecutive words which our model diag-
noses to be the abnormality of the particular image. These
highlighted regions allude some promising interpretability
of how our model understands keywords and image patches
to generate an adequate sequence.

5.3 Evaluations with Retinal Specialists
We use 5-level report quality evaluation, i.e., from 1 to 5,

the higher the better. Since our research resource is limited,
we are only able to randomly select 100 samples from our
model-generated reports and the corresponding ground-truth
report. We ask five different retinal specialists to score the
quality of the model-generated report and the correspond-



Example 1:
Ground truth: The patient a 29 year old white female developed idiopathic thrombocytopenis purpura itp in 1964.
Keywords: Idiopathic thrombocytopenis purpura (itp)

Example 2:
Ground truth: 55 year old with background diabetic retinopathy that developed renal cell carcinoma underwent 

radiation to left orbit.
Keywords: radiation maculopathy

Figure 4: Visualization of image attention propagating through the text generation. Each example consists of an input image,
ground truth descriptions, and predicted keywords. Each predicted word is shown on top of image attention at each time step.

ing ground-truth report, respectively. Note that these five
retinal specialists do not know whether a report is model-
generated or expert-generated. Finally, we get an average
score of 4.0/5.0 for our model-generated reports and an av-
erage score of 4.3/5.0 for the ground-truth reports. Since
the ground-truth reports are defined by ophthalmologists,
the above results show that the proposed method obtains
competitive performance against the human expert baseline.
We use the same above setup to conduct interpretability eval-
uation. The first case is presenting 100 generated reports
without corresponding keywords to the five retinal special-
ists. The second case is presenting the same 100 generated
reports with corresponding keywords. In the first case, the
interpretability evaluation score is 4.0/5.0. In the second
case, the interpretability evaluation score is 4.6/5.0. Hence,
the interpretability is improved by keywords.
5.4 Main Limitation of the Proposed Approach

If the expert-defined keywords are not available in some
domains, then the performance of the proposed model will
decrease. Also, the keywords probably cannot be always
generated accurately by the proposed method. The reason is
that one of the main purposes of expert-defined keywords is
to teach a model to predict correct keywords.

6. Conclusion and Future Work
To sum up, an explainable medical report generation

method for retinal images is proposed based on expert-

defined keywords and a novel attention-based strategy. The
proposed method is capable of predicting required techni-
cal keywords and fusing them for advanced word sampling.
The experiments show that the proposed model can gen-
erate more accurate and meaningful descriptions for reti-
nal images, and the performance increases about 74% in
BLEU average, 63% in ROUGE, 87% in CIDEr, and 63%
in METEOR compared with non-keyword attention-based
baselines. Attention visualization denotes some intriguing
patterns of potential symptoms in specific image regions. To
help our research community develop a more explainable
ML-based model for retinal image captioning, proposing an
automatic metric to measure explainability is an interesting
future direction.
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