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• Recurrent neural network: get state for a word 
position from neighboring position 

• Attention: compose a new state by choosing 
previous states (words) to combine 

• Major neural architecture for language 
• Originally: cross-attention for machine translation 

(seq2seq) 
• Self-attention (“Transformer”): for a single sentence 

• Neural LMs based on a Transformer architecture 
• BERT (next week) 
• GPT-2/3
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Sequence-to-sequence: the bottleneck problem

2/15/1848
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<START>   the      poor    don’t    have      any    moneyles    pauvres sont démunis

the      poor    don’t    have      any    money  <END>

Decoder RNN

Target sentence (output)

Encoding of the 
source sentence. 

This needs to capture all 
information about the 

source sentence.
Information bottleneck!
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“you can’t cram the meaning 
of a whole  %&@#&ing 
sentence into a single 

$*(&@ing vector!” 
— Ray Mooney (famous NLP professor at UT Austin)
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idea: what if we use multiple vectors?
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les pauvres sont démunis = 

les pauvres sont démunis = 
Let’s try:
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The solution: attention

• Attention mechanisms (Bahdanau et al., 
2015) allow the decoder to focus on a 
particular part of the source sequence at 
each time step 
• Conceptually similar to word alignments

7

G



How does it work?

• in general, we have a single query vector and 
multiple key vectors. We want to score each 
query-key pair
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Sequence-to-sequence with attention

2/15/1853
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Query 1:  
decoder, first time step

dot product with keys 
(encoder hidden states)

O OO O

BIBB



10

Sequence-to-sequence with attention
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Sequence-to-sequence with attention

2/15/1855

En
co

de
r 

RN
N

Source sentence (input)

<START>les    pauvres sont démunis

Decoder RNN
At

te
nt

io
n 

di
st

rib
ut

io
n

At
te

nt
io

n 
sc

or
es

Attention 
output

Use the attention distribution to take a 
weighted sum of the encoder hidden 
states.

The attention output mostly contains 
information the hidden states that 
received high attention.
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Sequence-to-sequence with attention
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Sequence-to-sequence with attention
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Attention is great

• Attention significantly improves NMT performance
• It’s very useful to allow decoder to focus on certain parts of the source

• Attention solves the bottleneck problem
• Attention allows decoder to look directly at source; bypass bottleneck

• Attention helps with vanishing gradient problem
• Provides shortcut to faraway states

• Attention provides some interpretability
• By inspecting attention distribution, we can see 

what the decoder was focusing on
• We get alignment for free!
• This is cool because we never explicitly trained

an alignment system
• The network just learned alignment by itself

2/15/1863

9/24/14 
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alignment 

Alignment as a vector 
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aj=i 
•  used in all IBM models 
•  a is vector of length J 
•  maps indexes j to indexes i 
•  each aj 
 {0, 1 … I} 
•  aj = 0 	 fj is �spurious� 
•  no one-to-many alignments 
•  no many-to-many alignments 
•  but provides foundation for 

phrase-based alignment 

IBM Model 1 generative story 
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Choose length J for French sentence 

For each j in 1 to J: 

–  Choose aj uniformly from 0, 1, … I 

–  Choose fj by translating eaj 

Given English sentence e1, e2, … eI 

We want to learn 
how to do this 

Want: P(f|e) 

IBM Model 1 parameters 
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Applying Model 1* 

As translation model 

As alignment model 

P(f, a | e) can be used as a translation model or an alignment model 

* Actually, any P(f, a | e), e.g., any IBM model 
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Many variants of attention
• Original formulation:  

• Bilinear product:  

• Dot product: 

• Scaled dot product:
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a(q, k) = wT
2 tanh(W1[q; k])

a(q, k) = qTWk

a(q, k) = qTk

a(q, k) = qTk
|k |

Luong et al., 2015

Luong et al., 2015

Vaswani et al., 2017

she



Hierarchical attention

• Yang et al., 2016: 
hierarchical attention 
for document 
classification
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Proceedings of NAACL-HLT 2016, pages 1480–1489,
San Diego, California, June 12-17, 2016. c�2016 Association for Computational Linguistics

Hierarchical Attention Networks for Document Classification

Zichao Yang1, Diyi Yang1, Chris Dyer1, Xiaodong He2, Alex Smola1, Eduard Hovy1

1Carnegie Mellon University, 2Microsoft Research, Redmond
{zichaoy, diyiy, cdyer, hovy}@cs.cmu.edu
xiaohe@microsoft.com alex@smola.org

Abstract

We propose a hierarchical attention network
for document classification. Our model has
two distinctive characteristics: (i) it has a hier-
archical structure that mirrors the hierarchical
structure of documents; (ii) it has two levels
of attention mechanisms applied at the word-
and sentence-level, enabling it to attend dif-
ferentially to more and less important con-
tent when constructing the document repre-
sentation. Experiments conducted on six large
scale text classification tasks demonstrate that
the proposed architecture outperform previous
methods by a substantial margin. Visualiza-
tion of the attention layers illustrates that the
model selects qualitatively informative words
and sentences.

1 Introduction

Text classification is one of the fundamental task in
Natural Language Processing. The goal is to as-
sign labels to text. It has broad applications includ-
ing topic labeling (Wang and Manning, 2012), senti-
ment classification (Maas et al., 2011; Pang and Lee,
2008), and spam detection (Sahami et al., 1998).
Traditional approaches of text classification repre-
sent documents with sparse lexical features, such
as n-grams, and then use a linear model or kernel
methods on this representation (Wang and Manning,
2012; Joachims, 1998). More recent approaches
used deep learning, such as convolutional neural net-
works (Blunsom et al., 2014) and recurrent neural
networks based on long short-term memory (LSTM)
(Hochreiter and Schmidhuber, 1997) to learn text
representations.

pork belly = delicious . || scallops? || I don’t even

like scallops, and these were a-m-a-z-i-n-g . || fun

and tasty cocktails. || next time I in Phoenix, I will
go back here. || Highly recommend.

Figure 1: A simple example review from Yelp 2013 that con-
sists of five sentences, delimited by period, question mark. The
first and third sentence delivers stronger meaning and inside,
the word delicious, a-m-a-z-i-n-g contributes the most in defin-
ing sentiment of the two sentences.

Although neural-network–based approaches to
text classification have been quite effective (Kim,
2014; Zhang et al., 2015; Johnson and Zhang, 2014;
Tang et al., 2015), in this paper we test the hypoth-
esis that better representations can be obtained by
incorporating knowledge of document structure in
the model architecture. The intuition underlying our
model is that not all parts of a document are equally
relevant for answering a query and that determining
the relevant sections involves modeling the interac-
tions of the words, not just their presence in isola-
tion.

Our primary contribution is a new neural archi-
tecture (§2), the Hierarchical Attention Network
(HAN) that is designed to capture two basic insights
about document structure. First, since documents
have a hierarchical structure (words form sentences,
sentences form a document), we likewise construct a
document representation by first building represen-
tations of sentences and then aggregating those into
a document representation. Second, it is observed
that different words and sentences in a documents
are differentially informative. Moreover, the impor-
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Figure 2: (left) Scaled Dot-Product Attention. (right) Multi-Head Attention consists of several
attention layers running in parallel.

3.2.1 Scaled Dot-Product Attention

We call our particular attention "Scaled Dot-Product Attention" (Figure 2). The input consists of
queries and keys of dimension dk, and values of dimension dv . We compute the dot products of the
query with all keys, divide each by

p
dk, and apply a softmax function to obtain the weights on the

values.

In practice, we compute the attention function on a set of queries simultaneously, packed together
into a matrix Q. The keys and values are also packed together into matrices K and V . We compute
the matrix of outputs as:

Attention(Q,K, V ) = softmax(
QK

T

p
dk

)V (1)

The two most commonly used attention functions are additive attention [2], and dot-product (multi-
plicative) attention. Dot-product attention is identical to our algorithm, except for the scaling factor
of 1p

dk
. Additive attention computes the compatibility function using a feed-forward network with

a single hidden layer. While the two are similar in theoretical complexity, dot-product attention is
much faster and more space-efficient in practice, since it can be implemented using highly optimized
matrix multiplication code.

While for small values of dk the two mechanisms perform similarly, additive attention outperforms
dot product attention without scaling for larger values of dk [3]. We suspect that for large values of
dk, the dot products grow large in magnitude, pushing the softmax function into regions where it has
extremely small gradients 4. To counteract this effect, we scale the dot products by 1p

dk
.

3.2.2 Multi-Head Attention

Instead of performing a single attention function with dmodel-dimensional keys, values and queries,
we found it beneficial to linearly project the queries, keys and values h times with different, learned
linear projections to dk, dk and dv dimensions, respectively. On each of these projected versions of
queries, keys and values we then perform the attention function in parallel, yielding dv-dimensional
output values. These are concatenated and once again projected, resulting in the final values, as
depicted in Figure 2.

4To illustrate why the dot products get large, assume that the components of q and k are independent random
variables with mean 0 and variance 1. Then their dot product, q · k =

Pdk
i=1 qiki, has mean 0 and variance dk.

4

ooo

I



Self-attention

22

Layer p

Q
K
V

committee awards Strickland advanced opticswhoNobel

Scaled Dot-Product Attention Multi-Head Attention

Figure 2: (left) Scaled Dot-Product Attention. (right) Multi-Head Attention consists of several
attention layers running in parallel.

3.2.1 Scaled Dot-Product Attention

We call our particular attention "Scaled Dot-Product Attention" (Figure 2). The input consists of
queries and keys of dimension dk, and values of dimension dv . We compute the dot products of the
query with all keys, divide each by

p
dk, and apply a softmax function to obtain the weights on the

values.

In practice, we compute the attention function on a set of queries simultaneously, packed together
into a matrix Q. The keys and values are also packed together into matrices K and V . We compute
the matrix of outputs as:

Attention(Q,K, V ) = softmax(
QK

T

p
dk

)V (1)

The two most commonly used attention functions are additive attention [2], and dot-product (multi-
plicative) attention. Dot-product attention is identical to our algorithm, except for the scaling factor
of 1p

dk
. Additive attention computes the compatibility function using a feed-forward network with

a single hidden layer. While the two are similar in theoretical complexity, dot-product attention is
much faster and more space-efficient in practice, since it can be implemented using highly optimized
matrix multiplication code.

While for small values of dk the two mechanisms perform similarly, additive attention outperforms
dot product attention without scaling for larger values of dk [3]. We suspect that for large values of
dk, the dot products grow large in magnitude, pushing the softmax function into regions where it has
extremely small gradients 4. To counteract this effect, we scale the dot products by 1p

dk
.

3.2.2 Multi-Head Attention

Instead of performing a single attention function with dmodel-dimensional keys, values and queries,
we found it beneficial to linearly project the queries, keys and values h times with different, learned
linear projections to dk, dk and dv dimensions, respectively. On each of these projected versions of
queries, keys and values we then perform the attention function in parallel, yielding dv-dimensional
output values. These are concatenated and once again projected, resulting in the final values, as
depicted in Figure 2.

4To illustrate why the dot products get large, assume that the components of q and k are independent random
variables with mean 0 and variance 1. Then their dot product, q · k =

Pdk
i=1 qiki, has mean 0 and variance dk.
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Figure 2: (left) Scaled Dot-Product Attention. (right) Multi-Head Attention consists of several
attention layers running in parallel.

3.2.1 Scaled Dot-Product Attention

We call our particular attention "Scaled Dot-Product Attention" (Figure 2). The input consists of
queries and keys of dimension dk, and values of dimension dv . We compute the dot products of the
query with all keys, divide each by

p
dk, and apply a softmax function to obtain the weights on the

values.

In practice, we compute the attention function on a set of queries simultaneously, packed together
into a matrix Q. The keys and values are also packed together into matrices K and V . We compute
the matrix of outputs as:

Attention(Q,K, V ) = softmax(
QK

T

p
dk

)V (1)

The two most commonly used attention functions are additive attention [2], and dot-product (multi-
plicative) attention. Dot-product attention is identical to our algorithm, except for the scaling factor
of 1p

dk
. Additive attention computes the compatibility function using a feed-forward network with

a single hidden layer. While the two are similar in theoretical complexity, dot-product attention is
much faster and more space-efficient in practice, since it can be implemented using highly optimized
matrix multiplication code.

While for small values of dk the two mechanisms perform similarly, additive attention outperforms
dot product attention without scaling for larger values of dk [3]. We suspect that for large values of
dk, the dot products grow large in magnitude, pushing the softmax function into regions where it has
extremely small gradients 4. To counteract this effect, we scale the dot products by 1p

dk
.

3.2.2 Multi-Head Attention

Instead of performing a single attention function with dmodel-dimensional keys, values and queries,
we found it beneficial to linearly project the queries, keys and values h times with different, learned
linear projections to dk, dk and dv dimensions, respectively. On each of these projected versions of
queries, keys and values we then perform the attention function in parallel, yielding dv-dimensional
output values. These are concatenated and once again projected, resulting in the final values, as
depicted in Figure 2.

4To illustrate why the dot products get large, assume that the components of q and k are independent random
variables with mean 0 and variance 1. Then their dot product, q · k =

Pdk
i=1 qiki, has mean 0 and variance dk.
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Figure 2: (left) Scaled Dot-Product Attention. (right) Multi-Head Attention consists of several
attention layers running in parallel.

3.2.1 Scaled Dot-Product Attention

We call our particular attention "Scaled Dot-Product Attention" (Figure 2). The input consists of
queries and keys of dimension dk, and values of dimension dv . We compute the dot products of the
query with all keys, divide each by

p
dk, and apply a softmax function to obtain the weights on the

values.

In practice, we compute the attention function on a set of queries simultaneously, packed together
into a matrix Q. The keys and values are also packed together into matrices K and V . We compute
the matrix of outputs as:

Attention(Q,K, V ) = softmax(
QK

T

p
dk

)V (1)

The two most commonly used attention functions are additive attention [2], and dot-product (multi-
plicative) attention. Dot-product attention is identical to our algorithm, except for the scaling factor
of 1p

dk
. Additive attention computes the compatibility function using a feed-forward network with

a single hidden layer. While the two are similar in theoretical complexity, dot-product attention is
much faster and more space-efficient in practice, since it can be implemented using highly optimized
matrix multiplication code.

While for small values of dk the two mechanisms perform similarly, additive attention outperforms
dot product attention without scaling for larger values of dk [3]. We suspect that for large values of
dk, the dot products grow large in magnitude, pushing the softmax function into regions where it has
extremely small gradients 4. To counteract this effect, we scale the dot products by 1p

dk
.

3.2.2 Multi-Head Attention

Instead of performing a single attention function with dmodel-dimensional keys, values and queries,
we found it beneficial to linearly project the queries, keys and values h times with different, learned
linear projections to dk, dk and dv dimensions, respectively. On each of these projected versions of
queries, keys and values we then perform the attention function in parallel, yielding dv-dimensional
output values. These are concatenated and once again projected, resulting in the final values, as
depicted in Figure 2.

4To illustrate why the dot products get large, assume that the components of q and k are independent random
variables with mean 0 and variance 1. Then their dot product, q · k =

Pdk
i=1 qiki, has mean 0 and variance dk.
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Figure 2: (left) Scaled Dot-Product Attention. (right) Multi-Head Attention consists of several
attention layers running in parallel.

3.2.1 Scaled Dot-Product Attention

We call our particular attention "Scaled Dot-Product Attention" (Figure 2). The input consists of
queries and keys of dimension dk, and values of dimension dv . We compute the dot products of the
query with all keys, divide each by

p
dk, and apply a softmax function to obtain the weights on the

values.

In practice, we compute the attention function on a set of queries simultaneously, packed together
into a matrix Q. The keys and values are also packed together into matrices K and V . We compute
the matrix of outputs as:

Attention(Q,K, V ) = softmax(
QK

T

p
dk

)V (1)

The two most commonly used attention functions are additive attention [2], and dot-product (multi-
plicative) attention. Dot-product attention is identical to our algorithm, except for the scaling factor
of 1p

dk
. Additive attention computes the compatibility function using a feed-forward network with

a single hidden layer. While the two are similar in theoretical complexity, dot-product attention is
much faster and more space-efficient in practice, since it can be implemented using highly optimized
matrix multiplication code.

While for small values of dk the two mechanisms perform similarly, additive attention outperforms
dot product attention without scaling for larger values of dk [3]. We suspect that for large values of
dk, the dot products grow large in magnitude, pushing the softmax function into regions where it has
extremely small gradients 4. To counteract this effect, we scale the dot products by 1p

dk
.

3.2.2 Multi-Head Attention

Instead of performing a single attention function with dmodel-dimensional keys, values and queries,
we found it beneficial to linearly project the queries, keys and values h times with different, learned
linear projections to dk, dk and dv dimensions, respectively. On each of these projected versions of
queries, keys and values we then perform the attention function in parallel, yielding dv-dimensional
output values. These are concatenated and once again projected, resulting in the final values, as
depicted in Figure 2.

4To illustrate why the dot products get large, assume that the components of q and k are independent random
variables with mean 0 and variance 1. Then their dot product, q · k =

Pdk
i=1 qiki, has mean 0 and variance dk.
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Scaled Dot-Product Attention Multi-Head Attention

Figure 2: (left) Scaled Dot-Product Attention. (right) Multi-Head Attention consists of several
attention layers running in parallel.

3.2.1 Scaled Dot-Product Attention

We call our particular attention "Scaled Dot-Product Attention" (Figure 2). The input consists of
queries and keys of dimension dk, and values of dimension dv . We compute the dot products of the
query with all keys, divide each by

p
dk, and apply a softmax function to obtain the weights on the

values.

In practice, we compute the attention function on a set of queries simultaneously, packed together
into a matrix Q. The keys and values are also packed together into matrices K and V . We compute
the matrix of outputs as:

Attention(Q,K, V ) = softmax(
QK

T

p
dk

)V (1)

The two most commonly used attention functions are additive attention [2], and dot-product (multi-
plicative) attention. Dot-product attention is identical to our algorithm, except for the scaling factor
of 1p

dk
. Additive attention computes the compatibility function using a feed-forward network with

a single hidden layer. While the two are similar in theoretical complexity, dot-product attention is
much faster and more space-efficient in practice, since it can be implemented using highly optimized
matrix multiplication code.

While for small values of dk the two mechanisms perform similarly, additive attention outperforms
dot product attention without scaling for larger values of dk [3]. We suspect that for large values of
dk, the dot products grow large in magnitude, pushing the softmax function into regions where it has
extremely small gradients 4. To counteract this effect, we scale the dot products by 1p

dk
.

3.2.2 Multi-Head Attention

Instead of performing a single attention function with dmodel-dimensional keys, values and queries,
we found it beneficial to linearly project the queries, keys and values h times with different, learned
linear projections to dk, dk and dv dimensions, respectively. On each of these projected versions of
queries, keys and values we then perform the attention function in parallel, yielding dv-dimensional
output values. These are concatenated and once again projected, resulting in the final values, as
depicted in Figure 2.

4To illustrate why the dot products get large, assume that the components of q and k are independent random
variables with mean 0 and variance 1. Then their dot product, q · k =

Pdk
i=1 qiki, has mean 0 and variance dk.
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Figure 2: (left) Scaled Dot-Product Attention. (right) Multi-Head Attention consists of several
attention layers running in parallel.

3.2.1 Scaled Dot-Product Attention
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queries and keys of dimension dk, and values of dimension dv . We compute the dot products of the
query with all keys, divide each by
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values.
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plicative) attention. Dot-product attention is identical to our algorithm, except for the scaling factor
of 1p

dk
. Additive attention computes the compatibility function using a feed-forward network with

a single hidden layer. While the two are similar in theoretical complexity, dot-product attention is
much faster and more space-efficient in practice, since it can be implemented using highly optimized
matrix multiplication code.

While for small values of dk the two mechanisms perform similarly, additive attention outperforms
dot product attention without scaling for larger values of dk [3]. We suspect that for large values of
dk, the dot products grow large in magnitude, pushing the softmax function into regions where it has
extremely small gradients 4. To counteract this effect, we scale the dot products by 1p
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.

3.2.2 Multi-Head Attention

Instead of performing a single attention function with dmodel-dimensional keys, values and queries,
we found it beneficial to linearly project the queries, keys and values h times with different, learned
linear projections to dk, dk and dv dimensions, respectively. On each of these projected versions of
queries, keys and values we then perform the attention function in parallel, yielding dv-dimensional
output values. These are concatenated and once again projected, resulting in the final values, as
depicted in Figure 2.

4To illustrate why the dot products get large, assume that the components of q and k are independent random
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Figure 2: (left) Scaled Dot-Product Attention. (right) Multi-Head Attention consists of several
attention layers running in parallel.

3.2.1 Scaled Dot-Product Attention

We call our particular attention "Scaled Dot-Product Attention" (Figure 2). The input consists of
queries and keys of dimension dk, and values of dimension dv . We compute the dot products of the
query with all keys, divide each by

p
dk, and apply a softmax function to obtain the weights on the

values.

In practice, we compute the attention function on a set of queries simultaneously, packed together
into a matrix Q. The keys and values are also packed together into matrices K and V . We compute
the matrix of outputs as:

Attention(Q,K, V ) = softmax(
QK

T

p
dk

)V (1)

The two most commonly used attention functions are additive attention [2], and dot-product (multi-
plicative) attention. Dot-product attention is identical to our algorithm, except for the scaling factor
of 1p

dk
. Additive attention computes the compatibility function using a feed-forward network with

a single hidden layer. While the two are similar in theoretical complexity, dot-product attention is
much faster and more space-efficient in practice, since it can be implemented using highly optimized
matrix multiplication code.

While for small values of dk the two mechanisms perform similarly, additive attention outperforms
dot product attention without scaling for larger values of dk [3]. We suspect that for large values of
dk, the dot products grow large in magnitude, pushing the softmax function into regions where it has
extremely small gradients 4. To counteract this effect, we scale the dot products by 1p

dk
.

3.2.2 Multi-Head Attention

Instead of performing a single attention function with dmodel-dimensional keys, values and queries,
we found it beneficial to linearly project the queries, keys and values h times with different, learned
linear projections to dk, dk and dv dimensions, respectively. On each of these projected versions of
queries, keys and values we then perform the attention function in parallel, yielding dv-dimensional
output values. These are concatenated and once again projected, resulting in the final values, as
depicted in Figure 2.

4To illustrate why the dot products get large, assume that the components of q and k are independent random
variables with mean 0 and variance 1. Then their dot product, q · k =

Pdk
i=1 qiki, has mean 0 and variance dk.
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Multi-head self-attention + feed forward

Multi-head self-attention + feed forward
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residual 

connections
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Positional encoding

0



Why this function???
“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.” 



Hacks to get it to work:



N



I went to class and took ___

0      0         1        0         0
cats TV notes took sofa

0.025   0.025        0.9     0.025     0.025
with label smoothing



Get penalized for 
overconfidence!

Loss

Target word confidence



• Training instability is a notorious issue 
• Esp. with many layers, >10 or >20 

• Yet something is going right. Not clear why! 
• Next week: BERT 

• Like ELMO, but with self-attention: pretrained 
LM intended for downstream tasks 

• Extensive analysis has been done it; why it's 
good is still not totally understood?
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Byte pair encoding (BPE)
• Deal with rare words / large vocabulary by instead 

using subword tokenization

Sennrich et al., ACL 2016


