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ABSTRACT

Bone age assessment (BAA) aims to determine whether a child’s growth and development are normal concerning
their chronological age. To predict bone age more accurately based on radiographs, and for the left-hand X-ray
images of different races model can have better adaptability, we propose a neural network in parallel with the
quantitative features from the left-hand bone measurements for BAA. In this study, a lightweight feature extractor
(LFE) is designed to obtain the feature maps from radiographs, and a module called attention eraser module (AEM)
is proposed to capture the fine-grained features. Meanwhile, the dimensional information of the metacarpal parts
in the radiographs is measured to enhance the model’s generalization capability across images from different races.
Our model is trained and validated on the RSNA, RHPE, and digital hand atlas datasets, which include images from
various racial groups. The model achieves a mean absolute error (MAE) of 4.42 months on the RSNA dataset and
15.98 months on the RHPE dataset. Compared to ResNet50, InceptionV3, and several state-of-the-art methods, our
proposed method shows statistically significant improvements (p < 0.05), with a reduction in MAE by 0.2 & 0.02
years across different racial datasets. Furthermore, ¢-tests on the features also confirm the statistical significance of
our approach (p < 0.05).
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1 Introduction

Bone age assessment (BAA) is crucial for diagnosing growth disorders and endocrine problems
[1]. Additionally, it can be used to predict a child’s eventual adult height [2]. In clinical practices, the
most commonly used standards for BAA in children are the Greulich and Pyle (G&P) standard [3] and
the Tanner-Whitehouse (TW3) standard [4]. In the G&P method, bone age is analyzed by comparing
X-ray images with annotated image sets, a process that can result in significant variabilities [5]. The
TW3 method identifies twenty specific regions of interest (ROIs) and assigns a score to each ROI
based on the analysis of structural features such as shape, intensity, and texture. These scores are then
combined to determine the final bone age.

With the development of medical image processing technology, various automated bone age
assessment methods based on machine learning have been proposed [6—8]. Nevertheless, these models
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are complex, and the identified key parts lack sufficient accuracy. Additionally, Tanner et al. [9-11]
have reported challenges in converting morphological features into quantitative measurements when
applying the G&P method. In recent years, several evaluation indicators for BAA have been proposed
[12], and these indicators show a strong correlation with bone age.

In this study, we use eight quantitative features, including the width and length of the second to
fifth metacarpal bones. We integrate the high-level semantic features extracted from the network with
these quantitative features to improve the accuracy of BAA. The main contributions of this study are
summarized as follows:

(1) Propose a feature fusion method based on the attention eraser module (AEM). This module
can locate key regions in an unsupervised manner. In addition, it utilizes an attention map
to erase parts of the original image and fuses the features extracted from the erased image to
obtain the final high-level semantic feature vector.

(2) To the best of our knowledge, it is the first time to fuse features extracted by the proposed
model and quantitative features from left-hand radiographs. The predicted result has a lower
mean absolute error (MAE) compared to models using only quantitative features.

(3) Validate the proposed method across different datasets and races. We conduct training and
testing on various datasets and races to demonstrate the effectiveness of the proposed method
and perform statistical tests and analyses. The results show the superiority of the proposed
framework over some state-of-the-art methods.

2 Related Works
2.1 Machine Learning and Deep Learning Methods

Existing algorithms for automated bone age assessment can be primarily categorized into two
types: traditional machine learning methods and deep learning methods. The traditional machine
learning methods typically follow a two-stage process, involving the extraction of image features
followed by the application of regression algorithms to predict bone age. However, the features used in
these methods are often predefined and rely heavily on subjective judgment. Kashif et al. [13] employed
SIFT, BRISK, and FREAK to extract and describe discriminative parts in hand bone images, achiev-
ing the best mean absolute error (MAE) of 0.605 years using dense SIFT. Davis et al. [14] combined
image processing and feature extraction algorithms to automate the TW3 method, extracting 25
geometric features associated with the phalanges, epiphyses, and metaphyses to assist clinicians in
achieving more accurate bone age assessments. In recent years, deep learning-based methods have also
been widely applied to automated bone age assessment [15,16]. By incorporating convolutional neural
networks (CNNs), these approaches can autonomously learn and extract features, thereby improving
prediction accuracy with richer semantic information. Chen et al. [17] developed a two-stage model
that utilizes attention mechanisms and age distribution learning. In the first stage, the model focuses
on locating and cropping Rols, and in the second stage, a regression network is designed to predict
bone age based on these Rols. Compared to these methods, our proposal does not require manual
intervention and can be trained together with the bone age prediction network as a one-stage model.
The attention eraser module, based on attention mechanisms, accurately locates regions of interest
without manual annotations, thereby extracting richer high-level semantic features.

2.2 Quantitative Measures in BAA

In prior studies [1 2], features such as the length, width, and thickness of the 2nd to 5th metacarpal
bones and metacarpophalangeal joints have been utilized as quantitative features for bone age assess-
ment. Haghnegahdar et al. [18] employed 21 quantitative features, including chronological age, height,
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trunk height, weight, the length and width of the 2nd to 5th metacarpals and metacarpophalangeal
joints, to train a regression network for predicting bone age. Their experiments were conducted on
Asian children datasets, achieving the best results of 0.65 years for males and 0.83 years for females.
Khadilkar et al. [19] proposed using the distal phalanx of the left middle finger, the radius, and
the capitate for automated BAA. Compared to the G&P and the TW3 methods, this approach
demonstrated root mean square errors (RMSE) of 0.6, 0.7, and 0.6 years, along with mean differences
of 0.19, 0.49, and —0.14 years by utilizing a limited number of bones. Jung et al. [20] segmented the
hand bones into phalanges, metacarpals, and carpals, and they achieved a mean absolute error (MAE)
of 6.45 months when using the metacarpals. In contrast to these methods, we only use eight quantitative
features derived from the metacarpals, significantly reducing the cost of manual measurements. These
features are combined with high-level semantic features extracted from the deep learning network for
BAA, ensuring the performance of the model.

3 Materials and Methods

In this study, the proposed method is trained and validated on three datasets: (1) the Radiological
Society of North America (RSNA) dataset originates from the pediatric bone age challenge, including
12,611 training, 1425 validation, and 200 test hand X-ray images. Each image is labeled by multiple
experts, with bone ages ranging from 0 to 228 months (0-19 years). (2) The DHA dataset is derived
from the digital hand atlas database system, and includes 1103 left hand radiographs from four
different racial groups: Asian, African-American, Hispanic, and Caucasian. (3) The Radiological
Hand Pose Estimation (RHPE) dataset contains 6288 hand X-ray images [21]. The model trained
on the RSNA and RHPE dataset is transferred to different racial groups. Due to the variability in
X-ray images across different races, the quantitative features are introduced to assist the network in
effectively capturing the racial differences, improving the model’s prediction accuracy across various
racial groups. The primary framework structure in the feature training stage is shown in Fig. 1.
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Figure 1: Framework of feature extraction stage

As shown in Fig. 1, the proposed framework is composed of two branches. One branch processes
the original image through a feature extractor to obtain feature maps. The other branch pools the
image with three different pooling methods, and feeds the pooled images into the attention eraser
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module, subsequently fusing them with the feature maps obtained from the original image, which
ultimately get the bone age distribution and the bone age.

3.1 Feature Extractor

With the advancement of deep learning technology, highly effective feature extractors have been
developed that exhibit remarkable performance across various tasks. However, due to the differences
between radiographs and other datasets, existing feature extractors are unsuitable for the left hand X-
ray images. Therefore, a lightweight feature extractor (LFE) architecture is proposed, and the details
are illustrated in Fig. 2.

We assume the preprocessed image as I, € R, After M convolutional calculations:
I,= RELU (BN (Conv(I_))i=1,2,--- , M (1)

Here, Conv () represents a convolution layer with a kernel size 3 x 3. [; € Ry 5 e is denoted
as the feature map after each calculation. M and N represent the number of sub-structure, and C
represents the channel number. Then, the convolutional layers with kernel size 3 x 3 are employed to
capture diverse aspects of the image, respectively, such as color and texture, across different scales.
Concurrently, in the LFE module, an embedded Squeeze-and-Excitation mechanism is utilized to
amplify or dampen the feature representations within each channel through an adaptive approach.
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Figure 2: The proposed lightweight feature extractor (LFE)

3.2 Feature Fusion with Attention Eraser Module

The proposed feature fusion module is designed to capture comprehensive high-level semantic
information while extracting finer-grained features from the pooled images. The process of the
feature fusion is shown in Fig. 3. To effectively capture the global features in radiographs, the self-
attention mechanism dynamically refines the feature representation by computing similarity weights
among different positions in the input feature map. This approach facilitates the integration of global
information, thereby enhancing the model’s performance. The process for calculating the global
feature map is outlined as follows:

Mo = Flatten (Mo) € R™™, Ma = Flatten (Ma) € R™"™, Mo = [Mo, Ma] € R*"™ ()
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where Mo € R is denoted as the feature maps obtained from the feature extractor, and Ma € R™"
is denoted as the attention map of the images. The Ma plays a key role in extracting the global feature
information of the image. Three different linear transformations are used to project the feature maps
into the euclidean space the query M,, the key M,, and the value M,, respectively:

M, = W,Mo, M, = W .Mo, M, = W,Mo 3)

By performing dot-product calculations on the query and key to get a probability distribution 4,,
the feature map Mv is weighted by the values from A4,:

At = SOftmaX (MquT) = R(mxn)x(mxn) (4)
Mo = AtMV c Rc+1,mn (5)

We assign the last column of Mo as the attention map Ma: Ma = Mo[—1, : ]. A threshold is set
to generate a mask Ms from the attention map Ma, and the elements located 7, j in Ma is set to 1 when
the value overweights threshold and 0 if the value is less than threshold:

0 Ma,; < threshold
Msi; = { 1 Ma;; > threshold ©)

A novel approach is proposed to process the original image by combining different pooling
methods to obtain fine-grained features, which improves the feature representation through the fusion
of these diverse pieces of information. The fusion process is outlined in Algorithm 1. As can be seen in
Fig. 1, each channel of the original image is downsampled in three different paths: Global Maximum
Pooling (GMP), Global Average Pooling (GAP), and Cross Channel Pooling (CCP).

H w

| c
1 Coap = Hx W 2 Iijm Icgmp = max;; Iijm Iijc’ = Z I/Vcc’lijc (7
1 c=1

=1 j=

H and W represent the height and width of the input image, and C is the number of channels.
Ic,,, 1s denoted as the image with channel ¢ after global max pooling, /Ic,,, is denoted as the image
with channel ¢ after global average pooling, and 7, is denoted as the image with channel ¢ after cross-
channel pooling. The number C' represents the number of the output feature maps. Each channel
undergoes the same operation, and they are combined into a new image:

Igap = [Ilgaps Izgap5 e ICgap] 5 Igmp = [Ilgmpa Izgmpa et ICgmp] 5 Ia‘p = [11('('11’ Iz('('pa - IC ] (8)

cep

where C represents the number of channels. After obtaining all the pooled images, the attention map
is used to erase these images:

Iemxe = Ipool @ (1 — MS) c RC‘men (9)

where 1., represents the erased image, I, represents the images obtained from the three types of
pooling, and © represents the element-wise multiplication operation.
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Figure 3: Feature fusion module with the attention eraser mechanism

Algorithm 1: Feature fusion algorithm with pooled images

Input Igapiemxea Ign1p7€mxe; I ccp_erase
Output: Fusion Feature Vector F,

1. Obtain the feature maps of the image:
= F (Igapfemse) 9 Igmpierase = F (Igmpferase) aIccmese = F (Iscpferase)

I gap_erase

(Continued)
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Algorithm 1 (continued)

2. Cross-fertilization of feature expression: I, = Concat (Iga,,_e,.ase, Igmp_mse)

Lisionr = Concat (L wases Lyce erase) + Lisions = Concat (L oases Lce_erase)
3. Feature extraction of fused feature maps:

I/usionl =F (Ijusionl) > Iﬁm’an =F (I/i/sionZ)a I/usion} =F (Ifl¢sion3)
4. Perform SE feature processing of the fused features and expand them into feature vectors:
L., = Concat (Iﬁmanla Lisions Ijusion})) F, = Reshape (SE (Iﬁzsian))

Concat (-): Matrix Connection Operation
F (-): Conv (-) + Gelu (-) + BatchNorm (-) operation process
Reshape (-): Expand the matrix into a vector
SE (-): Squeeze-and-Equeeze attention operation

3.3 Effectiveness of Attention Eraser Module

The proposed attention eraser module is applied in the feature fusion process. It utilizes the
self-attention mechanism to calculate the model’s attention map, which is then used to generate a
binary mask that erases the attention regions in images at different pooling stages. The erased images
are subjected to feature extraction, and the resulting feature maps undergo cross-fusion to produce
a high-level semantic feature representation. The attention-erased semantic feature representation,
along with the feature vector obtained directly from the original image and the gender feature vector
derived through linear projection, are collectively used for bone age assessment. The introduction of
the attention eraser module enables the model to capture discriminative regions across different local
areas of the image. By extracting features from the images after erasing key regions, the model can more
accurately and comprehensively identify fine-grained features that are crucial for bone age assessment,
thereby enhancing the overall prediction accuracy.

3.4 Quantitative Features Measured from Radiograph

In this study, the width and length dimensions of the 2nd-5th metacarpal bones are selected
as the quantitative features. By integrating quantitative information, the model performs better in
automated BAA tasks across individuals from different racial groups. To measure the dimensions in
the X-ray images of the left hand bones, Adobe Photoshop CS5 is used as the image processing tool.
All radiographs are captured at a resolution of 1024 dpi (dots per inch), and all the measurements
are conducted in centimeters. The measurement scale is dynamically adjusted based on the image
resolution, with 250 pixels representing 25 mm. Additionally, the ruler tool is employed to measure
the length and width of the metacarpal bones. Length measurements are recorded based on the values
displayed after using the ruler tool to draw a line. When measuring the width of bones and joints, the
zoom level is set to 400% to facilitate precise observation and measurement of details. In contrast,
the zoom level is set to 100% to measure the length of bones, ensuring that the entire length is visible
within the field of view. By varying the zoom level, more accurate measurements at different scales are
achieved, minimizing errors associated with image resolution and enhancing the overall accuracy and
reliability of the measurements.

The methodology for measuring the metacarpals is illustrated in Fig. 4. A line is drawn parallel to
the long axis of the diaphysis, and the length indicated by this line is defined as the bone length. Each
bone’s width is measured at its thinnest part. Consequently, a total of eight features are extracted from
each sample.
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Figure 4: Quantitative feature measurements of the width and length in the metacarpal

4 Experiments and Results
4.1 Experiment Settings
In this study, we simultaneously train our model to learn both the age distribution and the single

age label for each X-ray image. Firstly, we assume that p € R**! represents the age distribution learned
by our model. We transform the true labels into an exponential shape distribution:

- Yi)2i|

> j=12,---,240 (10)

E =exp [—

Then, KL scatter is employed as a measurement of divergence between the two distributions:

240

=3 D lE) == >3 En (i
k i

k=1 i=1

MAE is used as a regression loss for bone age:
N 1< N
b = lly = Pl =~ > 1y = (12)
i=1

Finally, the sum of the two loss functions is used as the final loss function:

loss =1+ 1, (13)

In the training process, the total number of epochs is configured to 100, with a batch size of 32 and
an initial learning rate of 0.0001. To optimize the network’s performance, the learning rate is reduced
by half every 50 epochs. Within the lightweight feature extractor (LFE), the parameters M and N are
set to 4 and 40, respectively. Our proposed network is implemented using the PyTorch framework and
employs the Adam optimizer, with the entire training conducted on a workstation equipped with an
NVIDIA GTX 3060 GPU.
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4.2 Ablation Experiments

To evaluate the effectiveness of the attention eraser module, the ResNet50 and Inception V3
models are employed as feature extractors, with the attention eraser module integrated into each
architecture. The corresponding prediction results are detailed in Table 1. As shown in Table 1, the
inclusion of the attention eraser module significantly improved the performance of both the ResNet50
and Inception V3 models. Specifically, the mean absolute error (MAE) is reduced by 0.25 for the
ResNet50 model and by 0.20 for the Inception V3 model. When utilizing the lightweight feature
extractor (LFE), the resulting MAE is 4.42. In comparison to other feature extractors, the LFE exhibits
enhanced feature extraction capabilities. The proposed model architecture, LFE4+AEM, achieves
an MAE of 4.42 months, showing a decrease of 3.84 months compared to the ResNet50+AEM
model and a decrease of 2.20 months compared to the Inception V3+AEM model. This underscores
the LFE module’s suitability for feature extraction in RSNA images. Additionally, experiments are
conducted on the RHPE dataset, with the results presented in Table 2. The results demonstrate that the
incorporation of the AEM reduces the MAE of the ResNet50 model by an average of 5.86 months and
that of the Inception V3 model by an average of 2.27 months. When employing our proposed model
architecture, the MAE of the predictions decreases by 11.30 months compared to the ResNet50+AEM
model and by 7.89 months compared to the Inception V3+AEM model.

Table 1: MAE (months) on RSNA dataset with different model structure

Structure Metrics Male Female Average
ResNet50 MAE 7.65 8.65 8.15
RMSE 10.43 10.81 10.62
R? 0.62 0.62 0.62
Inception V3 MAE 6.51 7.13 6.82
RMSE 7.92 9.16 8.54
R? 0.78 0.78 0.78
ResNet50+AEM MAE 7.55 8.25 7.90
RMSE 10.09 10.70 10.40
R? 0.83 0.83 0.83
Inception V3+AEM MAE 6.31 6.93 6.62
RMSE 7.77 8.92 8.34
R? 0.92 0.92 0.92
Our proposed MAE 4.02 4.82 4.42
RMSE 5.36 5.92 5.64
R? 0.97 0.97 0.97

Table 2: MAE (months) on RHPE dataset with different model structure

Structure Metrics Male Female Average
ResNet50 MAE 32.24 34.04 33.14
RMSE 40.32 42.43 41.37

(Continued)
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Table 2 (continued)

Structure Metrics Male Female Average
Inception V3 MAE 25.26 27.02 26.14
RMSE 34,85 36.81 35.83
ResNet50+AEM MAE 26.34 28.22 27.28
RMSE 36.62 39.10 37.86
Inception V3+AEM MAE 22.14 23.71 23.87
RMSE 32.53 33.34 33.91
Our proposed MAE 13.12 18.84 15.98
RMSE 23.32 26.48 24.90

Table 3: Paired #-test results between the different model

Structure 1 Structure 2 p-value
ResNet50 ResNet50+AEM 0.0003
Inception V3 Inception V3+AEM 0.0002
ResNet50 InceptionV3 0.0001
ResNetS0+AEM Inception V3+AEM 0.0001
LFE Our Proposed 0.0000

As shown in Tables 2 and 3, it can be observed that the MAE of the model on the RSNA dataset
is smaller than that on the RHPE dataset. Fig. 5 presents the heatmaps of the proposed model on
the RSNA and RHPE datasets, respectively. It is evident from Fig. 5 that both datasets contain
a significant amount of background noise. Notably, the model accurately identifies the phalanges,
metacarpal bones, and carpal bones in the radiographs of the RSNA dataset. However, on the RHPE
dataset, the model primarily identifies the metacarpal region, with a lower recognition rate for the
phalanges. This discrepancy is attributed to the RHPE dataset’s lack of high-level semantic features
that are strongly correlated with the metacarpal bones, leading to a higher MAE on the RHPE dataset.

original
image

attention [
map

Figure 5: The visualization of the proposed method on the RSNA and RHPE datasets. (a) The visual
results on the RSNA dataset. (b) The visual results on the RHPE dataset
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Figure 7: Statistical results of the proposed methods for BAA. (a) The relationship between predicted
age and actual age on the RSNA test dataset. (b) The relationship between predicted age and actual
age on the RHPE test dataset

In the experiments, different models are trained with 10 independent repetitions on the RSNA
training dataset to assess the validity of the results, as shown in Fig. 6. To provide an intuitive view
of the model’s performance, Fig. 7 shows the relationship between the predicted and the actual bone
age for the RSNA and RHPE test datasets, indicating a strong correlation between the predicted and
actual bone ages. Furthermore, a statistical significance test is conducted to assess the reliability of the
observations, with the null hypothesis H, positing that there is no statistically significant difference
in bone age predictions between models using the same feature extractor, with and without the
AEM module. The test determines whether there is sufficient evidence to reject H,. A paired ¢-test
is employed, and the results are presented in Table 3. The H, is rejected when the p-value is less
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than 0.05. As shown in Table 3, for models using the same feature extractor, the p-values for both
configurations, with the AEM module and without it, are consistently below 0.05. Additionally, the
p-values from comparisons between models using different feature extractors are also below 0.05,
indicating that integrating the AEM module significantly improves performance and highlights the
statistical significance of the observed differences.

4.3 Influence of Pooling Methods

In the proposed method, attention erasure is applied to images processed with different pooling
operations. To investigate the impact of various pooling operations on model performance, the LEM
feature extractor is utilized, and combinations of three different pooling methods—Global Maximum
Pooling (GMP), Global Average Pooling (GAP), and Cross Channel Pooling (CCP) are tested. A total
of seven combinations are evaluated: GMP, GAP, CCP, GMP+GAP, GMP+CCP, GAP+CCP, and
GMP+GAP+CCP. The model is trained on both the RSNA and RHPE datasets, and the experimental
results are shown in Fig. 8. Fig. 8a presents the test results on the RSNA, while Fig. 8b presents the
test results on the RHPE dataset.
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Figure 8: Results on the RSNA and RHPE datasets using different pooling methods. (a) Prediction
results on the RSNA dataset. (b) Prediction results on the RHPE dataset

As shown in Fig. 8, Global Max Pooling (GMP) demonstrates superior performance among the
individual pooling methods. In the RSNA dataset, the average MAE achieved with GMP pooling
is 0.4 months lower than that obtained with Global Average Pooling (GAP). It is also 0.25 months
lower than that with Channel-wise Context Pooling (CCP). In contrast, for the RHPE dataset, the
average MAE with CCP pooling is 2.86 months lower than the average MAE with GAP pooling. It
is also 0.71 months lower than the average MAE with GMP pooling. Notably, the combination of
pooling methods results in a lower MAE than any single method, with the most effective predictive
performance attained through the integration of GMP, GAP, and CCP.

4.4 Dataset Migration Experiment

The objectives of migration learning are twofold: (1) the model trained on the RSNA dataset is
capable of accurately identifying discriminative regions, such as the metacarpals and phalangeal joints
in hand bone images. By incorporating quantitative information, such as the width and length of
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these key areas, the model’s performance can be further improved. (2) The RSNA dataset includes
individuals from diverse ethnic backgrounds, there are notable differences in the detailed features
of hand bone images across these populations. By introducing quantitative features, the model can
effectively complete the migration learning process with fewer samples, thereby improving its predictive
performance across different racial groups.

In this research, we test four different races of datasets separately during the experimental process
and use the feature vectors extracted by the feature extraction network and the quantitative features
of the images to combine with each other for the final prediction of the bone age. The related results
are shown in Table 4. As can be observed from Table 4, F1 is denoted as the original feature vectors
obtained from the feature extraction network, F2 represents the width features of the metacarpal
bones, including measurements from the 2nd to the Sth metacarpal bones, and F3 represents the length
features of the metacarpal bones, including measurements from the 2nd to the 5th metacarpal bones.
When the feature combination F1 + F2 + F3 is utilized, the model’s heatmap is shown in Fig. 9. Fig. 10
demonstrates the relationship between the predicted bone age and actual bone age across different race
datasets.

Table 4: MAE (years) of the model using different features across various races

Feature Races

Asian Caucasian African Hispanic
F1 0.88 0.92 0.84 0.76
F1 4 F2 0.76 0.84 0.72 0.68
F1+F3 0.78 0.86 0.74 0.66
F1+ F2+ F3 0.68 0.74 0.62 0.58
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Figure 9: Visualization of the proposed method on the DHA datasets: (a) Asian group, (b) Caucasian
group, (c) African group, and (d) Hispanic group
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Figure 10: Statistical results of the proposed methods for BAA. (a) Actual age and predicted age in the
Asian group. (b) Actual age and predicted age in the Caucasian group. (c) Actual age and predicted
age in the African group. (d) Actual age and predicted age in the Hispanic group

To further investigate the performance of the original feature vectors and the quantitative features
of images, this study introduces a hyperparameter A to allocate the weight between the two feature
vectors: F; = AF; + (1 — i) F,, where F; represents the original feature vectors, F, represents the
quantitative features, and F, represents the final feature vector used for bone age prediction. Fig. 11
presents the results across different racial datasets with varying values of 1. As shown in Fig. 11, the
optimal value of A varies across races. For instance, the best predictive performance for Asian datasets
is achieved with A = 0.6, while for Caucasian and Hispanic datasets, the optimal performance is
observed with A = 0.7. For African datasets, the best results occur at A = 0.4. When A = 0, only
feature vector F; is used; when A = 1, only feature vector F), is used. The figure shows that using both
F; and F), together results in better model performance than using either individually. By adjusting the
value of A, the model can be optimized for different racial groups.
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Figure 11: The model’s performance across various racial datasets under different values of the A

To validate the effectiveness of the introduced quantitative features, 10 independent experiments
are conducted for each dataset. Statistical tests are then performed to determine whether the null
hypothesis H;, which states that there is no significant difference in bone age prediction results when
using different features across various datasets, can be rejected. Table 5 presents the p-values obtained
from paired z-tests, where F1 represents features extracted from radiographic images, and F2 and F3
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denote the width and length features of the 2nd to the 5th metacarpals, respectively. The results indicate
that for datasets from different ethnicities, the p-values for all feature combinations are below 0.05,
suggesting that the results obtained from different feature combinations are significantly different.
Therefore, the quantitative features of metacarpal bones can enhance the model’s performance across
datasets of different races.

Table 5: Paired ¢-test results of the model using different features

Feature Races
Featurel Feature2 Asian Caucasian African Hispanic
F1 F1 +F2 0.002 0.004 0.001 0.002
F1 F1 +F3 0.005 0.003 0.002 0.001
F1 F1 + F2+ F3 0.001 0.001 0.0005 0.001

5 Discussion and Conclusion
5.1 Discussion

Some recent studies showed various methods to extract rich semantic features from radiographs
for bone age assessment [16-18,22] and introduced additional objective indicators for bone age
assessment [12,18]. For instance, Ji et al. [16] designed a part selection module to identify important
parts and a part relation module for BAA, achieving an MAE of 4.49 months. Similarly, Chen et al. [22
developed a complex network that includes feature extraction, identification of informative regions,
and an assessment subnet for BAA, using ResNet50 as the feature extractor, and reported an MAE
of 6.65 months on the RSNA test set. Palkar et al. [23] applied the pre-trained Xception model to
the RSNA dataset using transfer learning, achieving a mean absolute error (MAE) of 9.24 months.
Prasanna et al. [24] compared the performance of various deep learning-based bone age assessment
methods using hand X-rays, obtaining an MAE of 25.73 months with the ResNet50 model and
17.46 months with the VGG19 model. These methods employing baselines like ResNet50 and
InceptionV3 are directly trained on the RSNA dataset. The feature extraction capabilities of these
models alone are relatively poor, leading to higher MAE. The introduction of the AEM module
enhances the model’s predictive performance, achieving an optimal MAE of 4.42 months on the RSNA
test dataset. Haghnegahdar et al. [18] employed 21 quantitative features to train a neural network for
predicting bone age. Their experiments were conducted exclusively on Asian children and achieved
prediction results of 0.65 years for males and 0.83 years for females. However, this study utilized only
8 quantitative features, combining them with feature vectors extracted by a deep learning network
for BAA. The method is tested across four different racial groups, achieving an optimal MAE of
0.58 years on the Hispanic dataset.

Due to the use of quantitative features of hand bones in this study, it required manual measurement
of the length and width of the second to fifth metacarpal bones, which is labor-intensive and subjective.
The limited number of quantitative features introduced in this study means that the model’s final
prediction relies more heavily on the feature vectors extracted by the deep learning network.

The proposed model can capture subtle, fine-grained details in radiographs that might be missed
by conventional assessment techniques, which is significant in assisting physicians in making more
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accurate and consistent diagnoses. In a clinical setting, this could translate to more precise evaluations
of a child’s growth and development, enabling earlier detection of growth disorders such as growth
hormone deficiencies or precocious puberty. Additionally, the model’s ability to quantify bone
development with a high degree of accuracy could also aid in monitoring the effectiveness of treatments
over time, providing physicians with a valuable tool for tracking patient progress and adjusting
treatment plans as needed.

5.2 Conclusion

In this paper, a novel framework for automated bone age assessment is proposed, which can obtain
fine-grained features by erasing background information in the images based on the attention feature
map. Experimental results on the RSNA and RHPE datasets have demonstrated the effectiveness
of the method. To further improve the performance across different racial groups, quantitative
information regarding the width and length of metacarpal bones in radiographs is incorporated.
Experimental results on the DHA dataset indicate a remarkable improvement in prediction accuracy.
Additionally, statistical tests reveal significant differences across various methodologies, highlighting
the effectiveness of the proposed method. In the future, more feature selection strategies will be
proposed, and additional datasets will be used for model training. We will explore more optimized
feature selection algorithms. Furthermore, we will introduce other quantitative features that are
strongly correlated with bone age to enhance the model’s generalization ability and robustness.
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