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Attention Mechanism 
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Bahdanau et al 2014 (2015)

10

https://lena-
voita.github.io/nlp_course/se
q2seq_and_attention.html



Attention Mechanism Improves Results

11

Published as a conference paper at ICLR 2015
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Figure 2: The BLEU scores
of the generated translations
on the test set with respect
to the lengths of the sen-
tences. The results are on
the full test set which in-
cludes sentences having un-
known words to the models.

2012 and news-test-2013 to make a development (validation) set, and evaluate the models on the test
set (news-test-2014) from WMT ’14, which consists of 3003 sentences not present in the training
data.

After a usual tokenization6, we use a shortlist of 30,000 most frequent words in each language to
train our models. Any word not included in the shortlist is mapped to a special token ([UNK]). We
do not apply any other special preprocessing, such as lowercasing or stemming, to the data.

4.2 MODELS

We train two types of models. The first one is an RNN Encoder–Decoder (RNNencdec, Cho et al.,
2014a), and the other is the proposed model, to which we refer as RNNsearch. We train each model
twice: first with the sentences of length up to 30 words (RNNencdec-30, RNNsearch-30) and then
with the sentences of length up to 50 word (RNNencdec-50, RNNsearch-50).

The encoder and decoder of the RNNencdec have 1000 hidden units each.7 The encoder of the
RNNsearch consists of forward and backward recurrent neural networks (RNN) each having 1000
hidden units. Its decoder has 1000 hidden units. In both cases, we use a multilayer network with a
single maxout (Goodfellow et al., 2013) hidden layer to compute the conditional probability of each
target word (Pascanu et al., 2014).

We use a minibatch stochastic gradient descent (SGD) algorithm together with Adadelta (Zeiler,
2012) to train each model. Each SGD update direction is computed using a minibatch of 80 sen-
tences. We trained each model for approximately 5 days.

Once a model is trained, we use a beam search to find a translation that approximately maximizes the
conditional probability (see, e.g., Graves, 2012; Boulanger-Lewandowski et al., 2013). Sutskever
et al. (2014) used this approach to generate translations from their neural machine translation model.

For more details on the architectures of the models and training procedure used in the experiments,
see Appendices A and B.

5 RESULTS

5.1 QUANTITATIVE RESULTS

In Table 1, we list the translation performances measured in BLEU score. It is clear from the table
that in all the cases, the proposed RNNsearch outperforms the conventional RNNencdec. More
importantly, the performance of the RNNsearch is as high as that of the conventional phrase-based
translation system (Moses), when only the sentences consisting of known words are considered.
This is a significant achievement, considering that Moses uses a separate monolingual corpus (418M
words) in addition to the parallel corpora we used to train the RNNsearch and RNNencdec.

6 We used the tokenization script from the open-source machine translation package, Moses.
7 In this paper, by a ’hidden unit’, we always mean the gated hidden unit (see Appendix A.1.1).
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Attention Mechanism Gives Insights
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Dzmitry Bahdanau, KyungHuyn Cho, and Yoshua Bengio. Neural Machine 
Translation by Jointly Learning to Translate and Align. ICLR’15.132

Learning both 
translation & alignment

Neural Machine Translation by Jointly Learning to Align and Translate, Bahdanau et al 2014
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• Attention -  A Recap
• Transformers
• Applications in NLP: Large language models
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Attention is All You Need

• Published by Vaswani et al 2017
• No recurrence, no convolutions
• Only attention mechanism
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Table 2: The Transformer achieves better BLEU scores than previous state-of-the-art models on the
English-to-German and English-to-French newstest2014 tests at a fraction of the training cost.

Model
BLEU Training Cost (FLOPs)

EN-DE EN-FR EN-DE EN-FR
ByteNet [18] 23.75
Deep-Att + PosUnk [39] 39.2 1.0 · 1020
GNMT + RL [38] 24.6 39.92 2.3 · 1019 1.4 · 1020
ConvS2S [9] 25.16 40.46 9.6 · 1018 1.5 · 1020
MoE [32] 26.03 40.56 2.0 · 1019 1.2 · 1020
Deep-Att + PosUnk Ensemble [39] 40.4 8.0 · 1020
GNMT + RL Ensemble [38] 26.30 41.16 1.8 · 1020 1.1 · 1021
ConvS2S Ensemble [9] 26.36 41.29 7.7 · 1019 1.2 · 1021
Transformer (base model) 27.3 38.1 3.3 · 1018

Transformer (big) 28.4 41.8 2.3 · 1019

Label Smoothing During training, we employed label smoothing of value ✏ls = 0.1 [36]. This
hurts perplexity, as the model learns to be more unsure, but improves accuracy and BLEU score.

6 Results

6.1 Machine Translation

On the WMT 2014 English-to-German translation task, the big transformer model (Transformer (big)
in Table 2) outperforms the best previously reported models (including ensembles) by more than 2.0

BLEU, establishing a new state-of-the-art BLEU score of 28.4. The configuration of this model is
listed in the bottom line of Table 3. Training took 3.5 days on 8 P100 GPUs. Even our base model
surpasses all previously published models and ensembles, at a fraction of the training cost of any of
the competitive models.

On the WMT 2014 English-to-French translation task, our big model achieves a BLEU score of 41.0,
outperforming all of the previously published single models, at less than 1/4 the training cost of the
previous state-of-the-art model. The Transformer (big) model trained for English-to-French used
dropout rate Pdrop = 0.1, instead of 0.3.

For the base models, we used a single model obtained by averaging the last 5 checkpoints, which
were written at 10-minute intervals. For the big models, we averaged the last 20 checkpoints. We
used beam search with a beam size of 4 and length penalty ↵ = 0.6 [38]. These hyperparameters
were chosen after experimentation on the development set. We set the maximum output length during
inference to input length + 50, but terminate early when possible [38].

Table 2 summarizes our results and compares our translation quality and training costs to other model
architectures from the literature. We estimate the number of floating point operations used to train a
model by multiplying the training time, the number of GPUs used, and an estimate of the sustained
single-precision floating-point capacity of each GPU 5.

6.2 Model Variations

To evaluate the importance of different components of the Transformer, we varied our base model
in different ways, measuring the change in performance on English-to-German translation on the
development set, newstest2013. We used beam search as described in the previous section, but no
checkpoint averaging. We present these results in Table 3.

In Table 3 rows (A), we vary the number of attention heads and the attention key and value dimensions,
keeping the amount of computation constant, as described in Section 3.2.2. While single-head
attention is 0.9 BLEU worse than the best setting, quality also drops off with too many heads.

5We used values of 2.8, 3.7, 6.0 and 9.5 TFLOPS for K80, K40, M40 and P100, respectively.
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Transformer
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Transformer  - Tokens Look At Each Others
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https://blog.research.google/2017/08/transformer-novel-neural-network.html



Self Attention – One Example
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• One example:
– When the model processes

the word it, self attention
allows resolving coreference
resolution

– In general, self attention
allows to look at clues
within a sentence to better
represent each word in a 
sentence http://jalammar.github.io/illustrated-transformer/
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Self Attention in Details

• Step 1: Create query, key and value for each word
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Self Attention in Details

• Step 1: Create query, key and value for each word
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trainable parameters



Self Attention in Details

• Step 1: Create query, key and value for each word
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𝑞! = 𝑥!×𝑊"

𝑘! = 𝑥!×𝑊#

𝑣! = 𝑥!×𝑊$

http://jalammar.github.io/illustrated-transformer/



Self Attention in Details

• Step 2: Calculate scores for each word with others

24
http://jalammar.github.io/illustrated-transformer/



Self Attention in Details

• Step 2: Calculate scores for each word with others
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scoring function

trick to have more stable gradients

normalization step

http://jalammar.github.io/illustrated-transformer/



Self Attention in Details

• Step 3: Compute the values and the output
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compute all the values

sum up the weighted value vectors



Self Attention – One Example

27

• One example:
– When the model processes

the word it, self attention
allows resolving coreference
resolution

– In general, self attention
allows to look at clues
within a sentence to better
represent each word in a 
sentence http://jalammar.github.io/illustrated-transformer/
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Positional Encoding

• Encode the relative position of words to each other
in a sequence
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Positional Encoding

• Encode the relative position of words to each other
in a sequence

30
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This could be either trainable or fixed



Positional Encoding

• Encode the relative position of words to each other
in a sequence
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Table 1: Maximum path lengths, per-layer complexity and minimum number of sequential operations
for different layer types. n is the sequence length, d is the representation dimension, k is the kernel
size of convolutions and r the size of the neighborhood in restricted self-attention.

Layer Type Complexity per Layer Sequential Maximum Path Length
Operations

Self-Attention O(n
2 · d) O(1) O(1)

Recurrent O(n · d2) O(n) O(n)

Convolutional O(k · n · d2) O(1) O(logk(n))

Self-Attention (restricted) O(r · n · d) O(1) O(n/r)

tokens in the sequence. To this end, we add "positional encodings" to the input embeddings at the
bottoms of the encoder and decoder stacks. The positional encodings have the same dimension dmodel
as the embeddings, so that the two can be summed. There are many choices of positional encodings,
learned and fixed [9].

In this work, we use sine and cosine functions of different frequencies:

PE(pos,2i) = sin(pos/10000
2i/dmodel)

PE(pos,2i+1) = cos(pos/10000
2i/dmodel)

where pos is the position and i is the dimension. That is, each dimension of the positional encoding
corresponds to a sinusoid. The wavelengths form a geometric progression from 2⇡ to 10000 · 2⇡. We
chose this function because we hypothesized it would allow the model to easily learn to attend by
relative positions, since for any fixed offset k, PEpos+k can be represented as a linear function of
PEpos.

We also experimented with using learned positional embeddings [9] instead, and found that the two
versions produced nearly identical results (see Table 3 row (E)). We chose the sinusoidal version
because it may allow the model to extrapolate to sequence lengths longer than the ones encountered
during training.

4 Why Self-Attention

In this section we compare various aspects of self-attention layers to the recurrent and convolu-
tional layers commonly used for mapping one variable-length sequence of symbol representations
(x1, ..., xn) to another sequence of equal length (z1, ..., zn), with xi, zi 2 Rd, such as a hidden
layer in a typical sequence transduction encoder or decoder. Motivating our use of self-attention we
consider three desiderata.

One is the total computational complexity per layer. Another is the amount of computation that can
be parallelized, as measured by the minimum number of sequential operations required.

The third is the path length between long-range dependencies in the network. Learning long-range
dependencies is a key challenge in many sequence transduction tasks. One key factor affecting the
ability to learn such dependencies is the length of the paths forward and backward signals have to
traverse in the network. The shorter these paths between any combination of positions in the input
and output sequences, the easier it is to learn long-range dependencies [12]. Hence we also compare
the maximum path length between any two input and output positions in networks composed of the
different layer types.

As noted in Table 1, a self-attention layer connects all positions with a constant number of sequentially
executed operations, whereas a recurrent layer requires O(n) sequential operations. In terms of
computational complexity, self-attention layers are faster than recurrent layers when the sequence
length n is smaller than the representation dimensionality d, which is most often the case with
sentence representations used by state-of-the-art models in machine translations, such as word-piece
[38] and byte-pair [31] representations. To improve computational performance for tasks involving
very long sequences, self-attention could be restricted to considering only a neighborhood of size r in

6

or position embeddings



Multi-head Attention
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Multi-head Attention
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Multi-head Attention
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Transformer: Advantages and Challenges
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Complexity per Layer

Table 1: Maximum path lengths, per-layer complexity and minimum number of sequential operations
for different layer types. n is the sequence length, d is the representation dimension, k is the kernel
size of convolutions and r the size of the neighborhood in restricted self-attention.

Layer Type Complexity per Layer Sequential Maximum Path Length
Operations

Self-Attention O(n
2 · d) O(1) O(1)

Recurrent O(n · d2) O(n) O(n)

Convolutional O(k · n · d2) O(1) O(logk(n))

Self-Attention (restricted) O(r · n · d) O(1) O(n/r)

tokens in the sequence. To this end, we add "positional encodings" to the input embeddings at the
bottoms of the encoder and decoder stacks. The positional encodings have the same dimension dmodel
as the embeddings, so that the two can be summed. There are many choices of positional encodings,
learned and fixed [9].

In this work, we use sine and cosine functions of different frequencies:

PE(pos,2i) = sin(pos/10000
2i/dmodel)

PE(pos,2i+1) = cos(pos/10000
2i/dmodel)

where pos is the position and i is the dimension. That is, each dimension of the positional encoding
corresponds to a sinusoid. The wavelengths form a geometric progression from 2⇡ to 10000 · 2⇡. We
chose this function because we hypothesized it would allow the model to easily learn to attend by
relative positions, since for any fixed offset k, PEpos+k can be represented as a linear function of
PEpos.

We also experimented with using learned positional embeddings [9] instead, and found that the two
versions produced nearly identical results (see Table 3 row (E)). We chose the sinusoidal version
because it may allow the model to extrapolate to sequence lengths longer than the ones encountered
during training.

4 Why Self-Attention

In this section we compare various aspects of self-attention layers to the recurrent and convolu-
tional layers commonly used for mapping one variable-length sequence of symbol representations
(x1, ..., xn) to another sequence of equal length (z1, ..., zn), with xi, zi 2 Rd, such as a hidden
layer in a typical sequence transduction encoder or decoder. Motivating our use of self-attention we
consider three desiderata.

One is the total computational complexity per layer. Another is the amount of computation that can
be parallelized, as measured by the minimum number of sequential operations required.

The third is the path length between long-range dependencies in the network. Learning long-range
dependencies is a key challenge in many sequence transduction tasks. One key factor affecting the
ability to learn such dependencies is the length of the paths forward and backward signals have to
traverse in the network. The shorter these paths between any combination of positions in the input
and output sequences, the easier it is to learn long-range dependencies [12]. Hence we also compare
the maximum path length between any two input and output positions in networks composed of the
different layer types.

As noted in Table 1, a self-attention layer connects all positions with a constant number of sequentially
executed operations, whereas a recurrent layer requires O(n) sequential operations. In terms of
computational complexity, self-attention layers are faster than recurrent layers when the sequence
length n is smaller than the representation dimensionality d, which is most often the case with
sentence representations used by state-of-the-art models in machine translations, such as word-piece
[38] and byte-pair [31] representations. To improve computational performance for tasks involving
very long sequences, self-attention could be restricted to considering only a neighborhood of size r in

6

37



Parallelization

Table 1: Maximum path lengths, per-layer complexity and minimum number of sequential operations
for different layer types. n is the sequence length, d is the representation dimension, k is the kernel
size of convolutions and r the size of the neighborhood in restricted self-attention.

Layer Type Complexity per Layer Sequential Maximum Path Length
Operations

Self-Attention O(n
2 · d) O(1) O(1)

Recurrent O(n · d2) O(n) O(n)

Convolutional O(k · n · d2) O(1) O(logk(n))

Self-Attention (restricted) O(r · n · d) O(1) O(n/r)

tokens in the sequence. To this end, we add "positional encodings" to the input embeddings at the
bottoms of the encoder and decoder stacks. The positional encodings have the same dimension dmodel
as the embeddings, so that the two can be summed. There are many choices of positional encodings,
learned and fixed [9].

In this work, we use sine and cosine functions of different frequencies:

PE(pos,2i) = sin(pos/10000
2i/dmodel)

PE(pos,2i+1) = cos(pos/10000
2i/dmodel)

where pos is the position and i is the dimension. That is, each dimension of the positional encoding
corresponds to a sinusoid. The wavelengths form a geometric progression from 2⇡ to 10000 · 2⇡. We
chose this function because we hypothesized it would allow the model to easily learn to attend by
relative positions, since for any fixed offset k, PEpos+k can be represented as a linear function of
PEpos.

We also experimented with using learned positional embeddings [9] instead, and found that the two
versions produced nearly identical results (see Table 3 row (E)). We chose the sinusoidal version
because it may allow the model to extrapolate to sequence lengths longer than the ones encountered
during training.

4 Why Self-Attention

In this section we compare various aspects of self-attention layers to the recurrent and convolu-
tional layers commonly used for mapping one variable-length sequence of symbol representations
(x1, ..., xn) to another sequence of equal length (z1, ..., zn), with xi, zi 2 Rd, such as a hidden
layer in a typical sequence transduction encoder or decoder. Motivating our use of self-attention we
consider three desiderata.

One is the total computational complexity per layer. Another is the amount of computation that can
be parallelized, as measured by the minimum number of sequential operations required.

The third is the path length between long-range dependencies in the network. Learning long-range
dependencies is a key challenge in many sequence transduction tasks. One key factor affecting the
ability to learn such dependencies is the length of the paths forward and backward signals have to
traverse in the network. The shorter these paths between any combination of positions in the input
and output sequences, the easier it is to learn long-range dependencies [12]. Hence we also compare
the maximum path length between any two input and output positions in networks composed of the
different layer types.

As noted in Table 1, a self-attention layer connects all positions with a constant number of sequentially
executed operations, whereas a recurrent layer requires O(n) sequential operations. In terms of
computational complexity, self-attention layers are faster than recurrent layers when the sequence
length n is smaller than the representation dimensionality d, which is most often the case with
sentence representations used by state-of-the-art models in machine translations, such as word-piece
[38] and byte-pair [31] representations. To improve computational performance for tasks involving
very long sequences, self-attention could be restricted to considering only a neighborhood of size r in

6
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Handling Long-range Dependencies

• Learning long-range dependencies is a key
challenge in many sequence to sequence tasks

• The length of the path between any combination of
positions in the input and output is one key factor

39

Table 1: Maximum path lengths, per-layer complexity and minimum number of sequential operations
for different layer types. n is the sequence length, d is the representation dimension, k is the kernel
size of convolutions and r the size of the neighborhood in restricted self-attention.

Layer Type Complexity per Layer Sequential Maximum Path Length
Operations

Self-Attention O(n
2 · d) O(1) O(1)

Recurrent O(n · d2) O(n) O(n)

Convolutional O(k · n · d2) O(1) O(logk(n))

Self-Attention (restricted) O(r · n · d) O(1) O(n/r)

tokens in the sequence. To this end, we add "positional encodings" to the input embeddings at the
bottoms of the encoder and decoder stacks. The positional encodings have the same dimension dmodel
as the embeddings, so that the two can be summed. There are many choices of positional encodings,
learned and fixed [9].

In this work, we use sine and cosine functions of different frequencies:

PE(pos,2i) = sin(pos/10000
2i/dmodel)

PE(pos,2i+1) = cos(pos/10000
2i/dmodel)

where pos is the position and i is the dimension. That is, each dimension of the positional encoding
corresponds to a sinusoid. The wavelengths form a geometric progression from 2⇡ to 10000 · 2⇡. We
chose this function because we hypothesized it would allow the model to easily learn to attend by
relative positions, since for any fixed offset k, PEpos+k can be represented as a linear function of
PEpos.

We also experimented with using learned positional embeddings [9] instead, and found that the two
versions produced nearly identical results (see Table 3 row (E)). We chose the sinusoidal version
because it may allow the model to extrapolate to sequence lengths longer than the ones encountered
during training.

4 Why Self-Attention

In this section we compare various aspects of self-attention layers to the recurrent and convolu-
tional layers commonly used for mapping one variable-length sequence of symbol representations
(x1, ..., xn) to another sequence of equal length (z1, ..., zn), with xi, zi 2 Rd, such as a hidden
layer in a typical sequence transduction encoder or decoder. Motivating our use of self-attention we
consider three desiderata.

One is the total computational complexity per layer. Another is the amount of computation that can
be parallelized, as measured by the minimum number of sequential operations required.

The third is the path length between long-range dependencies in the network. Learning long-range
dependencies is a key challenge in many sequence transduction tasks. One key factor affecting the
ability to learn such dependencies is the length of the paths forward and backward signals have to
traverse in the network. The shorter these paths between any combination of positions in the input
and output sequences, the easier it is to learn long-range dependencies [12]. Hence we also compare
the maximum path length between any two input and output positions in networks composed of the
different layer types.

As noted in Table 1, a self-attention layer connects all positions with a constant number of sequentially
executed operations, whereas a recurrent layer requires O(n) sequential operations. In terms of
computational complexity, self-attention layers are faster than recurrent layers when the sequence
length n is smaller than the representation dimensionality d, which is most often the case with
sentence representations used by state-of-the-art models in machine translations, such as word-piece
[38] and byte-pair [31] representations. To improve computational performance for tasks involving
very long sequences, self-attention could be restricted to considering only a neighborhood of size r in
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More Interpretable Models
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• More in https://github.com/jessevig/bertviz

http://jalammar.github.io/illustrated-transformer/



Outline

• Attention – A Recap
• Transformers
• Applications in NLP: BERT
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Text Classification

• Problem settings:

• Some examples in a sentiment analysis task:
– This movie is great           positive
– There are many meaningless points in the 

documentary film          negative
• Modern NLP methods:
– Leverage word embeddings (word       vectors)
– Input text         matrices

NLP SystemInput: a piece of text, 
e.g. sentences Output: a label



Word Embeddings

• Word2vec - proposed by T. Mikolov 2013
• https://code.google.com/p/word2vec/ 
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Word Embeddings

• Words have multiple senses, e.g.
– She keeps all her money in a bank
– She prefers to just sit on a bank and relax ..

• i.e. one word : one vector is not a good approach
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Contextual Embeddings

• Instead of saving for each word a vector, save a 
model that can dynamically generate for each word 
a vector depending on its context 

• Deep contextualized word representations
Peters et al 2018
– The authors named their model - ELMO

45



ELMO - BiLSTM
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xt xt+1 xt+2 xt+3

xt+1 xt+2 xt+3

Forward LSTM



ELMO - BiLSTM
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xt+1 xt+2 xt+3

xt+2xt+1xt

Backward LSTM



ELMO - BiLSTM
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xt xt+1 xt+2 xt+3

xt xt+1 xt+2 xt+3

concatenation of the hidden states contextualized embeddings



BERT

• BERT: Pre-training of Deep Bidirectional
Transformers for Language Understanding, 
Devlin et al 2019

49



Contextual Embedding - BERT

• Replace the BiLSTM layers with a Transformer
• Two crucial changes in the objectives:
– Masked language model
• Randomly mask some percentages of tokens, e.g. 15%

– Next sentence prediction task

• Pretrain it with a very large amount of training data 
and save the pre-trained model for further apps

• Pretrained BERT can be seen as a powerful feature 
extractor

50



Fine-tuning BERT – Some Applications
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Fine-tuning BERT – Some Results

• Some results on GLUE benchmark dataset

• Many NLP systems are based on pretrained BERT 
– It works pretty well on a wide range of domains
– It requires less training data then training a system from 

scratch
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Thanks for listening!
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