Segmenting 2K-Videos at 36.5 FPS with 24.3 GFLOPs:
Accurate and Lightweight Realtime Semantic Segmentation Network

Abstract— We propose a fast and lightweight end-to-end
convolutional network architecture for real-time segmentation
of high resolution videos, NfS-SegNet, that can segement
2K-videos at 36.5 FPS with 24.3 GFLOPS. This speed and
computation-efficiency is due to following reasons: 1) The
encoder network, NfS-Net, is optimized for speed with simple building blocks without memory-heavy operations such
as depthwise convolutions, and outperforms state-of-the-art
lightweight CNN architectures such as SqueezeNet [2], MobileNet v1 [3] & v2 [4] and ShuffleNet v1 [5] & v2 [6] on
image classification with significantly higher speed. 2) The NfSSegNet has an asymmetric architecture with deeper encoder
and shallow decoder, whose design is based on our empirical
finding that the decoder is the main bottleneck in computation
with relatively small contribution to the final performance.
3) Our novel uncertainty-aware knowledge distillation method
guides the teacher model to focus its knowledge transfer on the
most difficult image regions. We validate the performance of
NfS-SegNet with the CITYSCAPE [1] benchmark, on which
it achieves state-of-the-art performance among lightweight
segementation models in terms of both accuracy and speed.

I. I NTRODUCTION
Recently, deep neural network architectures for visual
recognition have become deeper and wider [7], [8], [9]
compared to the deep network models in the past. Thanks
to the greatly enhanced learning capacity, these deep and
wide networks architectures have achieved remarkable improvements in prediction accuracies, even surpassing human
performance in various vision applications (e.g. visual object
categorization). Yet, since the focus of research in recent
years was mostly on improving the accuracy, the models
became heavier and require large memory and computations.
However, for many real-world applications of visual recognition such as environment understanding for autonomous
vehicles, evaluation speed is a crucial factor since they may
require real-time processing of the visual inputs and the
models should be often run on devices with limited memory
and comptuational power.
Let us now assume a more concrete real-world scenario
where we build a scene segmentation system for autonomous
vehicles. The first factor we should consider is the amount
of computation (operation per second). While conventional
deep learning models mostly run on powerful GPU servers,
due to security, speed, and network latency issues, remote
1
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Fig. 1: Accuracy (IoU) over speed of different models on
CITYSCAPES [1] leaderboard. NfS-SegNet achieves fastest speed
with significantly higher accuracy, compared to baseline real-time
semantic segmentation methods.

processing is not a viable option for autonomous driving,
and thus the models should run on embedded devices that
have significantly limited memory and computation power
compared to GPU clusters.
Second, speed is an important factor in autonomous
driving. However, a large portion of the systems on the
leaderboard of the CITYSCAPES [1] benchmark focus only
on the accuracy with very low frame per second (FPS)
and thus cannot be applied to such real-world autonomous
driving scenarios. An important caveat here is that reduction
of the computation do not always yield increased speed;
for instance, if an implementation reduced computations but
at the same time significantly increased memory-instensive
operations, this implementation may greatly slow down the
speed of the model although they may reduce the amount of
computation.
Finally, resolution of the video input is another important
factor that should be put into consideration when building
vision systems for autonomous vehicles. This is because
preventive actions such as Adaptive Cruise Control (ACC)
or Automatic Emergency Braking (AEB) are effective only
when they were done sufficiently early before the accident or
collision actually happens. Yet, with low-resolution videos,
early detection of objects may be difficult, and thus we need
at least Full-HD, or Quad-HD resolution videos as the input.
However, this significantly increases the computation cost of
the recognition models.
The last challenge is that even with all these difficulties,
the model should not compromise its accuracy as it is directly
related to safety. To summarize, a recognition model for
autonomous driving should process high-resolution videos at
high speed, with computing devices that have limited power,
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Fig. 2: System overview: Our network is composed of a fast encoder and has an asymmetric architecture, where the encoder is heavier than
the decoder, and is trained with uncertainty-aware knowledge distillation. The fast encoder network (NfS-Net) and real-time segmentation
network (NfS-SegNet) are described in Section III-A and Section III-B. Section IV-A and IV-C introduces our uncertainty-aware knowledge
distillation to utilize the knowledge of the larger teacher network (GD-Net) and unlabeled data from CITYSCAPES [1].
without loss of accuracy. How can we then build a model
that can meet such strict requirements?
To this end, we propose a fast and lightweight deep
network architecture that is trained with novel knowledge
distillation method that considers the uncertainty of the
model when transferring knowledge for real-time scene
segementation. The resulting model, NfS-SegNet, is able
to segment 2K-videos at 36.4 FPS with extremely low
computation, with significantly higher accuracy compared to
existing lightweight segmentation models. We validate NfSSegNet on the CITYSCAPES [1] challenge, whose results
show that our model achieves the fastest speed with accuracy
comparable to state-of-the-art systems.
The contribution of this paper is threefold:
• We propose a fast convolutional network architecture,
NfS-Net (quoted from Need-for-Speed), that is shallower and achieves significantly faster forward time than
state-of-the-art architectures.
• We propose a novel knowledge distillation method
called uncertainty-aware knowledge distillation (UKD), that considers the model uncertainty of the teacher
network when transferring knowledge to the student,
which significantly outperforms existing knowledge
transfer methods.
• We propose an end-to-end trainable architecture for
real-time scene segmentation (NfS-SegNet) that uses
NfS-Net as an encoder, which obtains the fastest speed
on the CITYSCAPES [1] challenge and significantly
outperforms state-of-the-art lightweight achitectures.
II. R ELATED W ORK
a) Fast and lightweight convolutional neural networks:
Whilst recent deep convolutional networks have achieved
significant improvements on accuracy over the past architectures, their sizes and inference time have been increased
proportionally as well. To tackle such increase in computational complexity and inference speed, researchers have
explored approaches to reduce the number of parameters

in the network while maintaining the accuracy as much
as possible. SqueezeNet [2] replaces the majority of 3x3
convolution filters with 1x1 convolution filters, and placed
downsampling operations at the upper layer of the network.
MobileNet v1 & v2 [3], [4] separate convolution operations
into depth-wise and point-wise convolutions, which lead to
8- and 9-fold reduction in computation. Since the main
bottleneck in the CNN evaluation is the computation for
weights between adjacent layers, ShuffleNet v1 & v2 [5],
[6] perform group convolutions and channel shuffling to
reduce the computation overhead, which drastically reduces
computational complexity. A common limitation of these
approaches is that, even with large reduction in computational complexity, the actual runtime does not proportially
decrease as well, which is essential in real-time applications.
Contrarily, we propose a novel CNN architecture that does
not only reduce computational complexity, but also can
achieve actual runtime speedups.
b) Knowledge distillation: Knowledge distillation [10]
aims to improve the performance of a target network (student) with limited capacity or data, by transferring the knowledge of a pretrained network (teacher), possibly larger or
trained with more data. While Hinton et al. [10] proposed to
transfer soft labels (network outputs) of the teacher network
to the student network, Romeo et al. [11] proposed to perform knowledge transfer at intermediate layers as well, with
efficient convolutional regressors. Yim et at. [12] proposed
to distill the knowledge as flows between layers, calculated
by inner products between features at communicating layers.
We target the same problem of compressing the knowledge
of a larger network into a smaller one. However, we use uncertainty to let the student network focus knowledge transfer
to the regions that are deemed difficult by the teacher, and
thus obtain impressive performance improvements over the
base KD methods.
c) Uncertainty in deep learning: Gal et al. [20] has
shown that deep neural networks trained with dropout regularization is basically a variational approximation of the

III. N EED FOR S PEED : E ND - TO -E ND R EALTIME
S EMANTIC S EGMENTATION N ETWORK
To expedite the speed of the deep network for real-time
semantic segmentation, we need a fast encoder architecture.
A. NfS-Net: Fast Encoder
In this section, we propose a fast and lightweight convolutional network architecture for the encoder network. We
optimize the network for speed by using some of the known
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Complexity
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0.8
0.6

TABLE I: Comparison to shallow classification networks at 2K
input. Although NfS-Net has somewhat higher GFLOPs than the
lightest baselines, it is the fastest. Forward times are measured as
the average value of 1000 runs in GTX 1080Ti and E5-2620 CPUs
using a Caffe implementation, that leverages Cuda 10.0 and Cudnn
7.4.1 libraries.

B. NfS-SegNet: Real-time Semantic Segmentation
For ADAS and autonomous driving, input videos need to
have high resolutions to detect objects as early as possible,
in order to have sufficient time to react to unexpected
events or avoid collisions. To this end, we propose an
architecture that can process 2K-videos in real-time. We
start by adding a new encoder with a stride at the end of
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techniques. Specifically, we perform all convolutions without
bias terms and aggressively downsample in early stage. and
promote reuse of the features as much as possible by using
the DenseNet [21] structure. We use only four types of layers
(convolution, parametric relu, pooling and concatenation).
We minimize memory access which is the main bottleneck
of the inference. Ma et al. [6] also suggests that excessive
group convolution increases memory access cost and network
fragmentation reduces degree of parallelism. Fig 3 shows the
runtime of NfS-Net at each feature map resolution, against
that of well-known fast encoders. We see that NfS-Net does
not have any distinctive bottleneck, while MobileNet or
ShuffleNet has bottleneck at either the lower layer or upper
layer of the network. MobileNet’s bottleneck is on use of
depthwise convolution that requires heavy memory access,
and ShuffleNet is inherently deep in its architecture.
Table I shows that NfS-Net achieves high accuracy
despite of its fast forward time, when compared with baseline
networks.

Inference Time (mSec)

posterior of a deep GP, and showed that a dropout-regularized
network can output uncertainty by applying dropout at test
time. Kendall et al. [19] proposed to capture uncertainty in
both the model and the data using MC-dropout and inputdependent variance modeling, and applied it to semantic
segmentation and depth estimation. Similarly to Kendall et
al., we obtain uncertainty on the teacher network. However,
we use uncertainty to measure which features to focus on
when transferring knowledge to the student network, which
to our knowledge is a novel attempt in utilizing uncertainty
in knowledge distillation.
d) Real-Time Semantic Segmentation: Recently, there
has been rising interest in building small and efficient neural
networks for scene segmentation [15], [51], [16], [17] for
real-time segmentation on devices with limited memory and
computation power. ENet [15] has a lightweight architecture
that is designed from scratch with efficiency in mind, and
delivers extremely high speed. ICNet [51] uses the image
cascade to speed up the semantic segmentation method.
ESPNet [16], [17] is based on a unique convolutional module
referred to as efficient spatial pyramid (ESP), which factorizes standard convolution to group point-wise and depth-wise
“dilated” separable convolutions instead of expensive pointwise and dilated convolutions. BiSeNet [18] outperformed
all previous models in terms of efficiency and accuracy
by demonstrating that two types of specific CNN modules
(attention refinement and feature fusion module) can perform
well, even when the output of network is low resolution.
These previous studies on real-time semantic segmentation
has focused on decreasing the computational compexity and
reducing the network parameters. However, these models
are optimized for indirect metrics [6] rather than the actual
speed, which can be affected by other factors such as memory
swapping cost. We, on the other hand, focus on improving
actual inference speed.
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Fig. 3: Comparison of the runtime at each network layer against
that of MobileNet v2 and ShffleNet v2 on 2K-input images.

Fig. 4: Time and GFLOPs profile at each network layer for NfSSeg and its variant. Each legend denotes the filter shape at the last
network layer.

NfS-Net, where the input video resolutions are reduced at
each step, to obtain a feature map that is as small as 1/256
of the original image. This allows us to lower the amount
of computation while dramatically increasing the resolution
of the videos. As for the decoder, we made it lightweight,
and made it to simply double the result of the decoder.
Thus our network architecture is highly asymmetric with
most of the computations and parameters allocated for the
encoder, with a very shallow decoder. This is in contrast to
existing encoder-decoder segmentation architectures, such as
UNet [27], which is mostly symmetric. This design choice is
based on our empirical findings. First, the encoder has a short
runtime even with high computation cost. Figure 4 shows
that while the encoder takes up most of the comptuations,
the actual runtime is marginal compared to the decoder.
Secondly, the increase in the decoder complexity does not
contribute much to the performance. Figure 5 shows that
increasing the complexity of the decoder results in large
reduction in the speed (36.4 FPS → 27.5) while obtaining
diminishing return on the accuracy (IoU 73.1 → 73.4). Based
on these findings, we made the encoder relatively heavier
while slimming down the decoder.
Our resulting network, NfS-SegNet achieves 36 FPS for
2K video frames in the same condition with Table I. As
shown in Table III and Fig 1, NfS-SegNet is significantly
faster than the baseline models with remarkably low amount
of computation.
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Fig. 5: In the experiment in Fig 4, it can be seen that the simpler
the decoder structure, the greater the speed improvement compared
to the accuracy reduction.

IV. I MPROVING M ODEL ACCURACY WITH KD
While our lightweight scene segmenation network is fast,
it inevitably suffers from performance degeneration when
compared to larger networks. To tackle this issue, we use
knowledge distillation (KD) [10] with larger teacher networks. For the main experiments, we used a large segmentation network that leverages GoogLeNet-v2 [31] as encoder
and DeconvNet [35] as the decoder, which we refer to as GDNet. For verification of the method with various teachers, we
also used ENet [15] (lighter than GDNet) and PSPNet [23]
(heavier than GDNet) (See Fig 9). The main student model
is NfS-SegNet, with GD10, GD25, GD50 and GD75 used to
see the KD performance with different compression rates in
Section V-B and V-C.
A. Conventional Knowledge Distillation
We first use the conventional knowledge distillation proposed by Hinton et al. [10]. The top left box of Fig . 2 shows

category
GT-fine
GT-coarse

# of images
group
# of images
2,975
seen
178,500
19,998
155,527
unlabeled
45,764
unseen
45,794
TABLE II: Trainable dataset for K.D. except validation and test
sequence in CITYSCAPES [1]. group is defined for incremental
learning scenario of Ch V-B

the example of two types of ground truth provided by the
CITYSCAPES. With the labeling quality of GT-Fine, it is expensive to produce labeled data in large quantities, and thus
CITYSCAPES only provides 2, 975 training data for GT-Fine
subset. For GT-Coarse, however, they provide 19, 998 images
since such coarse-level annotations are inexpensive to collect.
The teacher prediction of GDNet trained with the union
set of GT-Fine and GT-Coarse (2, 975+19, 998) is shown at
the bottom right box of Fig 2. While the quality of the
predicted segmentation is not as accurate as the ground-truth
annotations of GT-Fine, it shows significantly better quality
compared to ground-truth annotations from GT-Coarse.
With this approach, we can create as much as 224, 294
labeled images. Table III reports the public benchmark
performance of the standard KD. Despite the 10% performance improvement (IoU 59.2 → 69.2), there is still a large
performance gap when compared to the performance of the
teacher network. To address this problem, in the following
two paragraphs, we introduce improved KD methods, namely
joint and auxiliary knowledge distillation and uncertaintyaware knowledge distillation.
B. Joint and Auxiliary Knowledge Distillation
The knowledge distillation approach of Hinton et al. [10]
only transfers knowledge as soft labels, which in our case
is the pixel-wise class predictions at the final layer of
the decoder. However, as done in FitNet [11], we could
perform knowledge transfer at intermediate layers to transfer
knowledge at different resolutions and abstraction levels, and
thus we use a similar scheme but with a different loss.
Our auxiliary knowledge distillation loss for the intermediate
layers l is defined as follows:
LJA (pi , p̂i ) =

N
X
[p̂i log pi + α · smoothL1 (pi − p̂i )]
i=1

(1)

in which
(
smoothL1 (x) =

0.5x2
|x| − 0.5

if |x| < 1
otherwise

(2)

where pi and p̂i is the predicted probability logit of the
student and teacher network repsectively, α is the hyperparameter that balances between the cross entropy and the
regression term (we use α = 0.5), and N is the number of
classes.
The main difference of our work from [11] is that we use
both the hard and soft transfer by using both the cross entropy
loss and the smooth L1 loss, instead of the soft L2 loss used
in [11]. We empirically found that this joint training loss
made the model to converge faster and converge at higher

test accuracy. Table III shows that the student model trained
using knowledge distillation with our proposed auxiliary loss
(JA-KD) significantly outperforms the base KD from Hinton
et al. [10].
C. Uncertainty-aware Knowledge Distillation
We now propose our novel knowledge distillation approach that considers amount of the uncertainty in the
pixel-wise prediction when transferring knowledge from the
teacher network to the student network. Based on Kendall et
al. [19], uncertainty in prediction can be categorized into 1)
aleatoric uncertainty, that comes from inherent ambiguity in
data, and 2) epistemic uncertainty, that comes from the model
due to lack of data. The aleatoric uncertainty in semantic
segementation mostly comes from labeling noise due to
annotators’ mistakes or variations among annotators. The
epistemic uncertainty comes from either confusing classes
(e.g. rider and person of Fig 6) or unspecified classes (e.g.
backpack of the cyclist in the left image of Fig 6). For
more examples, see Fig 6; darker pixels shows pixelwise
predictions with high uncertainty.
Since we are mostly interested in distilling the knowledge
of the teacher network, we use the epistemic uncertainty
for our uncertainty-aware knowledge distillation. Epistemic
uncertainty can be obtained by dropout variational inference [20], where we obtain the predictive distribution for
each test sample by applying random dropout K-times
and aggregating the results. After obtaining the pixelwise
uncertainty, we use it as an attention mask to guide which
area to focus on, when performing knowledge transfer. The
proposed pixelwise loss is defined as follows:

Model

FPS

GFLOPs

PSPNet [23]
Deeplab v3+[24]
SegNet [19]
ERFNet [25]
ENet [15]
ESPNet v1 [16]
ICNet [51]
ESPNet v2 [17]
GDNet (ensemble)
NfS-SegNet (GT)
NfS-SegNet (KD)
NfS-SegNet (JA-KD)
NfS-SegNet (U-KD)

1.3
1.5
1.6
11.4
21.7
23.3
30.3
35.4
3.0

1093
1530
37.3
141.6

36.4

24.3

TABLE III: CITYSCAPES benchmark leaderboard. GT: using
only given ground truth, KD: (conventional) knowledge distillation,
JA-KD: KD w/ proposed joint & auxiliary loss, U-KD: JA-KD
w/ uncertainty-aware loss. The performance of NfS-SegNet is very
close to GDNet through the accumulation of the proposed methods,
and the final result is better than other real-time segmentations

using MC-dropout with 5 minibatch. The 1% distortion
is applied at six layers, which have the most compressed
features with low resolution. This formulation may seem
counterintuitive, since it guides the knowledge transfer to
mostly happen on those regions where the teacher is most
uncertain about. However, since the two networks deal with
the same input, and those regions with high uncertainty could
be also confusing to the student network as well, it is actually
beneficial for the teacher to focus on uncertain regions. Fig 6
shows that the uncertain regions are mostly object boundaries
which are crucial in achieving high accuracy for semantic
segmentation, while the certain regions are mostly inside of
the objects that are easy to predict.

mc
LU (pi , p̄mc
i , ūi ) =
N
X

Performance
class
category
IoU iIoU IoU iIoU
82.1 62.4 92.0 81.9
81.2 59.6 91.2 79.2
56.1 34.2 79.8 66.4
69.7 44.1 87.3 72.7
63.1 34.1 83.6 63.1
60.3 31.8 82.2 63.1
70.0
54.7 28.0 78.7 59.5
75.7 49.1 88.8 72.9
59.2 28.7 80.8 59.3
69.2 40.3 85.8 67.5
71.0 41.6 86.6 69.4
73.1 44.4 87.5 70.1

V. E XPERIMENTAL R ESULTS

mc
ūmc
· [p̄mc
i
i log pi + α · smoothL1 (pi − p̄i )]

(3)

i=1

where p̄mc
is mean of the predictive distribution from the
i
teacher model and ūmc
is the binarized uncertainty for the
i
ith pixel obtained by median-thresholding on the pixelwise
variance, where both the mean and the variance is obtained

Input

Input

Now we validate our fast, lightweight semantic segmentation network, NfS-SegNet on real-time video segmentation of
first-person dashcam videos, as well as perform experiments
to analyze each of its part (fast CNN encoder, uncertaintyaware knowledge distillation).
A. CITYSCAPES benchmark
We report the performance of NfS-SegNet, on
CITYSCAPES [1] Pixel-wise Segmentation Benchmark
challenge. Since on the leaderboard for runtime speed, there
are many teams that inaccurately report the forward time
by excluding the time for I/O, and not reporting the actual
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Fig. 6: The model shows high uncertainty on object boundaries
and on regions that are difficult to classify, and our U-KD focus on
those challenging image regions to perform knowledge transfer.
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Fig. 8: Experiments at different compression rates. Results with 10, 25, 50, 75% compressed versions of the teacher as the student.

B. Incremental Learning with U-KD
Assume that we have an autonomous vehicle running in a
city or environment that was never seen during training; then
it would be good for the autonomous vehicle to continuously
learn from the incoming video inputs. Thus we simulate this
on-device learning scenario by experimenting with our UKD in an incremental learning scenario. We first divide the
training data into the seen and unseen groups (See Table II).
seen is the domain that consists of video frames collected
from the same city that the training data was collected.The
unseen is a set of video frames collected from cities other
than ones that were used in training. In Fig 7, the yellow
and blue curve represents the accuracy improvements on the
already seen domain, and the red and green curves include
situations that have not yet been experienced. The results
show that uncertainty-aware K.D enhance the performance
on its own by concentrating on the patterns that have not
been shown during the original training stage. The proposed
uncertainty has high value on the out-of-distribution visual
patterns, on which our uncertainty-aware knowledge distillation allocate higher weights to consider learning features
on those regions more. Fig 7 shows that our U-KD model
significantly outperforms base KD, both on seen and on the
entire domain. Specifically, U-KD applied to seen domain
performed similarly to KD applied to both seen and unseen
domains, although it uses much less data. The red curve of
Fig 7 achieved an additional improvement of 1.1% over the
converged model in the test submit of CITYSCAPES.
C. Additional Experiments
Effect of compression rate on the performance of
knowledge distillation We have created new GDNet variants
by reducing the number of channels of all convolution layers
to 75%, 50%, 25%, and 10% of the full network. We
performed knowledge distillation experiments with the full
GDNet as a teacher and the network with reduced sizes
as students. Fig 8 shows the results of this experiment.
We observe that the models compressed with knowledge
distillation perform quite well, achieving almost similar or
even better performance when using as much as 25%-50%
of the full network, and that our U-KD achieves significantly

higher accuracy compared to the one trained with base
knowledge distillation at any compression rates.
Using different teacher network architectures To show
that U-KD can be used with different types of teacher network architectures, we experiment with two different teacher
network architectures: 1) PSPNet [23], which is heavier than
GDNet with higher performance, and ENet [15] that is lighter
than GDNet but achives lower performance. Please refer
to Fig 1 for the accuracy and the speed of the two base
networks. Fig 9 shows the segmentation performance of our
NfS-SegNet using the two network architectures as teachers.
We observe that with PSPNet as teachers, NfS-SegNet does
not perform as well since the target network is significantly
smaller (0.022 times of the teacher network). However, UKD significantly outperforms base KD. When using ENet
(37.3 GFLOPS) as the teacher, the student NfS-SegNet (24.3
GFLOPS) achieves higher accuracy over the teacher network,
while requiring significantly less computation.
60

Validation IoU (%)

inference time, we reproduced the models and report the
actual inference speed of each model. As shown in Fig 1
and Table III, our NfS-SegNet achives the fastest speed
and smallest amount of computation among the compared
models, while also achieving very high accuracy.
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Fig. 9: Experiments with different teacher networks teacher:
ENet and PSPNet, student: NfS-SegNet. With ENet as teachers,
lighter students outperform the heavier teachers.

VI. C ONCLUSION
We proposed a fast and lightweight end-to-end CNN architecture for real-time scene segmentation of high-resolution
videos. Our model, NfS-SegNet, is composed of a very
fast encoder (NfS-Net), and is designed asymmetrically to
allocate the parameters and computation more on the encoder
that can be computed fast, with less focus on the decoder
which is the bottleneck in inference. We further proposed a
novel uncertainty-aware knowledge distillation method, that
focuses more on the difficult part of the image when distilling
knowledge of the teacher network, and significantly improved the accuracy of our network. We validate our method
on CITYSCAPES benchmark, on which it outperforms all
other lightweight real-time semantic segmentation models in
both the accuracy and the speed.
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