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Handwritten digit recognition is a classic challenge in the field of 

computer vision and machine learning, and continues to be developed 

to achieve higher accuracy. This study proposes a hybrid method that 

combines Convolutional Neural Networks (CNN) and Bidirectional 

Long Short-Term Memory (BiLSTM) to enhance performance in 

handwritten digit classification using the MNIST dataset. CNNs are 

employed to extract spatial features from digit images, while 

BiLSTMs are used to capture the temporal patterns and sequential 

context from the extracted features. To address limitations in data var-

iation and improve the model’s generalization capabilities, the study 

also applies data augmentation techniques based on image transfor-

mations such as rotation, translation, scaling, and flipping. Experi-

mental results demonstrate that the hybrid CNN-BiLSTM model with 

data augmentation significantly improves classification accuracy 

compared to baseline approaches without augmentation or without 

BiLSTM. The model achieved the following accuracy on the MNIST 

test data: CNN Model Accuracy: Before Augmentation: 98.0%. After 

Augmentation: 98.5%; CNN-BiLSTM Model Accuracy: Before Aug-

mentation: 98.0%. After Augmentation: 98.7%. These results high-

light the effectiveness of the hybrid approach in enhancing handwrit-

ten digit recognition performance. This research contributes to the de-

velopment of more accurate and robust deep learning models for 

handwritten image processing. 

. 

   

. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

andwritten digit recognition is one of the important fields in digital image processing and artificial 

intelligence, particularly in the implementation of Optical Character Recognition (OCR) systems. One of 

the main challenges in handwritten digit recognition is the variation in shape, size, and writing style of 

each individual, which makes the data highly unstructured and complex. Therefore, there is a need for 

methods capable of recognizing patterns effectively and accurately, even under varied data conditions. 

The MNIST (Modified National Institute of Standards and Technology) dataset is the most commonly used 

benchmark in the development and evaluation of handwritten digit recognition models. Although various machine 

learning-based approaches have been applied to this dataset, improving accuracy remains a focus of research, 

particularly through the application of more complex deep learning architectures and advanced data processing 

techniques. 

Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs) have proven effective in extracting spatial features from images, but 

this architecture is not optimal in capturing temporal relationships or sequences in data. On the other hand, 

Bidirectional Long Short-Term Memory (BiLSTM) has the advantage of processing sequential information, as it 

can consider context from both directions (past and future). By combining these two architectures into a hybrid 

CNN-BiLSTM model, it is expected to improve digit recognition accuracy by leveraging the strengths of each 

model. Additionally, data augmentation techniques play a crucial role in enhancing model [1]. performance. By 

artificially adding data variation through image transformations such as rotation, translation, flipping, and scaling, 

the model can learn from a broader data distribution, thereby reducing overfitting and improving generalization 

ability. Based on this background, this study aims to implement the hybrid CNN-BiLSTM method combined with 
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data augmentation techniques to improve the accuracy of the handwritten digit recognition system on the MNIST 

dataset. This approach is expected to contribute to the development of more reliable and accurate OCR systems in 

the future. 

A number of studies have shown the success of integrating CNN, BiLSTM, and GANs in handwriting recogni-

tion. For example, [2] For example, using CNN for image feature extraction and BiLSTM for sequence pro-

cessing in handwritten digit recognition. Their research shows that this combination can significantly improve 

accuracy, even with limited training data. In addition, [3] It shows that the use of GANs for data augmentation in 

handwriting recognition based on CNN and LSTM results in a substantial performance improvement, especially 

on datasets with significant variation [4]. 

In another study, [5] integrated CNN, GAN, and BiLSTM into a medical prescription recognition system that 

includes handwriting recognition, demonstrating that data augmentation using GANs can significantly improve 

model accuracy. In another study, The paper titled "An Enhanced Hybrid Model Based on CNN and BiLSTM for 

Identifying Individuals via Handwriting Analysis" by [6]. presents a novel approach to personal identification using 

handwriting, specifically focusing on Bengali handwriting (BHW). This method aims to overcome limitations of 

traditional signature-based systems, which are vulnerable to forgery. 

Handwritten digit recognition on the MNIST dataset is a 2D image classification task involving small and well-

structured objects. CNNs excel at capturing local spatial features such as lines and patterns, but since handwriting 

contains sequences and stroke patterns, a model capable of recognizing temporal dependencies is needed. BiLSTM 

can capture sequential context in both directions, thereby enriching the features extracted by the CNN. The 

combination of CNN and BiLSTM efficiently integrates the strengths of spatial feature extraction and sequence 

modeling. This model is simpler and easier to train compared to more complex architectures like Transformers or 

ResNets, especially considering the small and simple nature of the MNIST dataset. Transformers require large 

datasets and high computational resources, making them less suitable for MNIST, while ResNets tend to be overkill 

and are less optimal at capturing sequential context. 

Moreover, applying data augmentation helps increase data variability, reduce overfitting risk, and improve the 

generalization ability of the CNN-BiLSTM model. This approach enables the model to learn spatial features and 

sequence patterns more effectively, leading to improved accuracy in handwritten digit recognition. 

In another study, The paper titled "LSTM-ANN & BiLSTM-ANN: Hybrid Deep Learning Models for Enhanced 

Classification Accuracy" by [7]., published in Procedia Computer Science (2021), investigates the integration of 

Long Short-Term Memory (LSTM) and Bidirectional LSTM (BiLSTM) networks with Artificial Neural Networks 

(ANNs) to improve classification performance, particularly in the context of Bangla text classification. In another 

study,The paper titled "CNN-BiLSTM Model for English Handwriting Recognition: Comprehensive Evaluation 

on the IAM Dataset" by [8]presents a deep learning approach to offline English handwriting recognition using a 

CNN-BiLSTM architecture with a Connectionist Temporal Classification (CTC) layer [3]. 

Traditional CNN methods for handwritten digit recognition on the MNIST dataset typically achieve an accuracy 

of around 99.2%, but they are less capable of capturing stroke sequence patterns that are crucial for handwriting 

variations. Meanwhile, Transformers, which excel at handling global context, require large datasets and high 

computational resources, and tend to overfit on smaller datasets like MNIST, achieving around 98.5% accuracy 

without special tuning. ResNet can achieve accuracy above 99.3%, but it is less optimal at modeling sequential 

context and has higher computational complexity. 

Therefore, a hybrid approach combining CNN and BiLSTM is proposed to address these limitations by 

leveraging the strengths of spatial feature extraction and effective modeling of temporal dependencies. With the 

addition of data augmentation, this hybrid model is expected to improve accuracy and generalization while 

maintaining efficient training on the relatively small MNIST dataset, thus offering a more practical solution 

compared to more complex architectures. 

In another study, The paper titled "Text Recovery via Deep CNN-BiLSTM Recognition and Bayesian Inference" 

by [9], published in IEEE Access (2018), addresses the challenge of recovering missing characters in corrupted text 

instances within images [10]. 

Data augmentation is an important method for improving model generalization, especially in handwritten digit 

recognition where there is significant variation in shape and writing style. Traditional augmentation techniques 

such as rotation, translation, and zooming are commonly used to increase the diversity of training data and reduce 

the risk of overfitting, but these methods are limited in generating truly realistic new data variations. 

In recent years, the use of Generative Adversarial Networks (GAN) for data augmentation has shown great 

potential in producing high-quality synthetic data that better replicates the distribution of the original data. 

However, the application of GAN-based augmentation combined with a hybrid CNN-BiLSTM architecture for 

handwritten digit recognition remains very limited and underexplored in the literature. Most studies have focused 
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on using pure CNN or sequential models without thoroughly examining the potential synergy between GAN 

augmentation and the CNN-BiLSTM combination. 

This research aims to fill that gap by systematically evaluating the impact of GAN augmentation on the 

performance of the hybrid CNN-BiLSTM model. Experimental results demonstrate that synthetic data generated 

by GAN can enrich spatial feature variation while supporting the temporal context modeling by BiLSTM, thereby 

improving the accuracy and robustness of the model against uncommon handwriting variations. Thus, this study 

not only strengthens the evidence for the effectiveness of GAN-based augmentation but also highlights the 

advantages of the hybrid CNN-BiLSTM approach supported by synthetic data in handwritten digit recognition. 

These findings open opportunities for developing more robust and efficient handwritten digit recognition models 

and emphasize the importance of exploring adaptive and innovative augmentation methods, especially for small or 

limited datasets like MNIST. 

II. METHOD 

 

Figure 1. Hybrid CNN-BiLSTM Method Diagram 

The model consists of three consecutive convolutional layers configured as follows: the first layer has 32 filters 

with a 3x3 kernel size, the second layer is equipped with 64 filters of the same 3x3 size, and the third layer uses 

128 filters with the same kernel dimensions. Each convolutional layer is followed by a ReLU activation and a 2x2 

max pooling operation to reduce spatial dimensions while preserving important features. After the spatial feature 

extraction, the output from the convolutional layers is flattened into a one-dimensional vector and fed into a 

BiLSTM layer comprising 128 units in the forward direction and 128 units in the backward direction, totaling 256 

units capable of modeling bidirectional temporal context. The BiLSTM layer is then connected to a fully connected 

layer with 256 neurons and ReLU activation, before reaching the softmax output layer with 10 neurons 

corresponding to the number of digit classes in the MNIST dataset. This architectural design aims to balance 

effective feature extraction with training efficiency, particularly for relatively small datasets such as MNIST. 

 

1. Dataset: Using the EMNIST (or MNIST) Dataset  

This study uses the EMNIST (Extended MNIST) or MNIST dataset as the primary dataset for handwritten digit 

recognition. The EMNIST dataset is an extension of the MNIST dataset, which is larger and includes 814,255 

handwritten images across various categories, including handwritten digits and letter characters. The MNIST da-

taset itself is a standard dataset used in handwriting recognition, consisting of 60,000 images for training and 10,000 

images for testing, each containing digits from 0 to 9 [11]. 

a. Dataset Downloading and Preparation Process. 
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The EMNIST or MNIST dataset can be downloaded through the TensorFlow or Keras libraries. Before being used 

for training, the dataset must be processed to prepare the data. The preprocessing steps include normalizing the 

images by dividing each pixel value by 255 (so that they fall within the range [0, 1]), and reshaping the images to 

have dimensions that are suitable for input into the CNN model [12]. This can be observed in the Figure 2 below. 

 

Figure 2. EMNIST or MNIST Dataset 

b. Splitting the Data into Training and Testing Data 

The dataset will be divided into two main parts: the training set and the test set. The training data is used to train 

the model, while the test data is used to evaluate the model's performance after training.[13]. 

2. Model GANs: 

a) Design of the Generator and Discriminator Model to Generate Synthetic Handwritten Images 

In this study, Generative Adversarial Networks (GANs) are used to generate synthetic handwritten images that 

resemble the original data. GANs consist of two main components: the generator and the discriminator. The gen-

erator is responsible for creating synthetic images based on random input, while the discriminator's task is to assess 

whether the generated images are realistic or not [14]. This can be observed in the Figure 3 below. 

 

Figure 3. Generative Adversarial Networks (GANs) 

b) Training GANs to Generate New Images that Resemble Original Handwritten Images 

After defining the generator and discriminator models, the GAN is trained to generate images that resemble the 

original handwritten images. The generator creates images from random input, while the discriminator evaluates 

the images. This process involves the use of a loss function, such as binary cross-entropy, to assess the success of 

the generator and discriminator [15]. This can be observed in the Figure 4 below. 
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Figure 4. Training GANs 

3. Hybrid CNN-BiLSTM: 

a. Design and Implementation of the CNN Model for Image Feature Extraction 

The CNN model is used to extract important features from handwritten images. CNNs are excellent at identifying 

local patterns in images, such as lines and shapes, which are useful in handwritten digit recognition [16][17]. This 

can be observed in the Figure 5below. 

 

Figure 5. Design and Implementation of the CNN Model for Image Feature Extraction 

 

b. Application of BiLSTM for Processing Data Sequences and Classifying the Results 

After the features are extracted by the CNN, the BiLSTM model is applied to process the sequence of characters 

in the handwritten text. BiLSTM allows the model to understand the data sequence both forward and backward, 

which is useful for capturing relationships between characters in handwritten digits [4] [18] . This can be observed 

in the Figure 6 below. 
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Figure 6. Application of BiLSTM for Processing Data Sequences and Classifying the Results 

 

4. Training Procedure: 

a.    GANs Training Process 

The GAN training process involves training the generator and discriminator alternately. The generator is 

trained to produce increasingly realistic images, while the discriminator is trained to distinguish between real 

images and those generated by the generator [19]. This can be observed in the Figure 7 below. 

 

Figure 7. GANs Training Process 

 

b.   CNN-BiLSTM Training Process Using Augmented Data 

The CNN-BiLSTM model is trained using data augmented by GAN. This training process enables the 

model to better recognize handwritten digits, as the training data becomes more varied and rich [20][21]. 

This can be observed in the Figure 8 below. 
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Figure 8. CNN-BiLSTM Training Process 

 

This research method combines advanced techniques in deep learning to improve the accuracy of handwritten digit 

recognition by relying on GANs for data augmentation, as well as the Hybrid CNN-BiLSTM model for feature 

extraction and data sequence processing. The structured training process allows the model to learn from more varied 

data, thereby enhancing its performance in handwriting recognition. 

In this study, hyperparameter tuning was conducted to determine the most effective training configuration. The 

main parameters optimized included learning rate, number of epochs, and batch size. The search process was 

performed using a grid search method that systematically tested various potential value combinations. The learning 

rate was evaluated within the range 0.001, 0.0005, 0.0001, the number of epochs ranged from 20 to 50, and batch 

sizes tested were 32, 64, and 128. The best configuration was selected based on model performance on the 

validation data, measured by accuracy and loss metrics. This approach aimed to produce a model that not only 

achieves high accuracy but also remains stable and avoids overfitting during training. 

The model validation process was carried out by dividing the MNIST dataset into three parts: training, validation, 

and testing. Approximately 80% of the data was allocated for training, while 10% each was used for validation and 

testing. The validation data was utilized during training to periodically monitor the model’s performance, 

implement early stopping mechanisms, and assist in selecting the best hyperparameters to prevent overfitting. By 

employing a separate validation subset, the model’s performance evaluation becomes more reliable, and its 

generalization ability to unseen data can be measured more accurately. 

 

III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

1. Experiment Description 

This experiment aims to explore the use of Generative Adversarial Networks (GAN) in generating handwritten 

images and evaluate its impact on the accuracy of Convolutional Neural Network (CNN) and CNN-Bidirectional 

Long Short-Term Memory (BiLSTM) models in character recognition. The dataset used is MNIST, which consists 

of 60,000 images for training and 10,000 images for testing. 

 

2. Model Architecture 

a. The generator model is designed to produce handwritten images from a noise vector. It consists of Dense 

layers, Batch Normalization, Leaky ReLU activation, and Conv2DTranspose layers, which work together to 

transform the noise vector into realistic synthetic handwritten images. 

b. The discriminator model is designed to distinguish between real and generated images. It consists of Conv2D 

layers, Leaky ReLU activation, Dropout layers, and Dense layers, which work in tandem to classify the 

authenticity of the input images. 

3. Training Parameters 

a. Batch Size: 256 

b. Epochs: 50 for GAN, 10 for CNN and CNN-BiLSTM 

c. Optimizer: Adam (learning rate 1e-4) 

d. Loss Function: Binary Crossentropy for GAN, Sparse Categorical Crossentropy for CNN and CNN-

BiLSTM. 

 

4. Visualization of Results from the GANs Model 

After training, the generator model produces a variety of handwritten images. These images are visualized to 

demonstrate the model's ability to reproduce characters that resemble the original data. This can be observed in the 

Figure 9 below. 
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Figure 9. Generator Model at Epoch 50 

 

5. Evaluation of the CNN-BiLSTM Model on Augmented Data 

The dataset is augmented by combining both the original and generated images. The CNN and CNN-BiLSTM 

models are trained using this augmented dataset. This can be observed in the Figure 10 below. 

 

Figure 10. Evaluation of the CNN-BiLSTM Model 

 

a. Training Results of the CNN Model 
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Figure 11. Training Results of the CNN Model 

 

Before Augmentation: 98.0% 

After Augmentation: 98.5%  

 
b. Training Results of the CNN-BiLSTM Model 

Before Augmentation: 98.0%. 

After Augmentation: 98.7% 

 
 

Accuracy Test Results and Performance Analysis 

The increase in accuracy indicates that data augmentation with images generated by GAN is effective in improving 

the model's performance. 

c. Table of Precision, Recall, F1 Score, and Accuracy Results 

TABLE I.   
PRECISION, RECALL, F1 SCORE, AND ACCURACY RESULTS 

Metode Metode Precision (%) Recall (%) F1-Score 

(%) 
Accuracy (%) 

CNN MNIST Digit 84.6 86.5 92.1 92.8 

CNN-BiLSTM MNIST Digit 93.8 89.1 96.9 96.6 

Based on the evaluation results, the CNN-BiLSTM model demonstrates a significant performance improvement 

compared to the conventional CNN model in recognizing digits on the MNIST dataset. The CNN-BiLSTM model 

achieves a precision of 93.8%, higher than the CNN's 84.6%, indicating that CNN-BiLSTM is more accurate in 

correctly identifying digits with fewer false positives. In terms of recall, CNN-BiLSTM also outperforms with a 

value of 89.1%, compared to CNN’s 86.5%, reflecting the hybrid model's better ability to capture the majority of 

true digits. The F1-score, which is the harmonic mean of precision and recall, is also higher for CNN-BiLSTM at 

96.9% versus 92.1% for CNN, indicating a better balance between precision and sensitivity. The overall accuracy 
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of the CNN-BiLSTM model reaches 96.6%, a significant increase from CNN’s 92.8%, reinforcing the superiority 

of this hybrid model in classifying handwritten digits more accurately and reliably. 

 

d. Table of Model Training Accuracy Results 
TABLE II.  

MODEL TRAINING ACCURACY RESULTS 

Metode Dataset Before Augmentation (%) After Augmentation (%) 

CNN MNIST Digit 98,0 % 98,5 % 

CNN-BiLSTM MNIST Digit 98,0 % 98,7 % 

 

The model’s misclassification analysis indicates that certain digits exhibit higher error rates compared to others. 

Specifically, digits '5' and '3' are often confused due to the similarity in stroke patterns found in inconsistent 

handwriting variations. Similarly, digit '4' is occasionally misidentified as '9' because of partial resemblance in 

stroke patterns. These errors predominantly occur in digits with complex shapes and significant variations in writing 

style. 

The primary cause of these misclassifications lies in the model’s limited ability to capture fine-grained stroke 

sequence details, despite employing a hybrid CNN-BiLSTM architecture to model temporal context. Additionally, 

inconsistent handwriting styles and noise present in the input images also affect the model’s performance. These 

findings highlight opportunities for further improvement, such as enhancing data preprocessing and integrating 

attention mechanisms, to improve accuracy particularly for digits prone to misclassification. 

This study demonstrates that the application of a hybrid CNN-BiLSTM model combined with GAN-based data 

augmentation significantly improves the accuracy of handwritten digit recognition on the MNIST dataset, 

achieving up to 96.6%, compared to 92.8% with a conventional CNN model. These findings align with those 

reported by [22], who showed that combining CNN with sequential models enhances performance in capturing 

temporal patterns in handwriting. The primary contribution of this study lies in the integration of GAN as an 

augmentation technique, supported by [23]who highlighted the effectiveness of GANs in enriching data diversity 

and improving model generalization on small-scale datasets. 

Compared to the Transformer architecture—known for its strength in modeling global context but requiring large 

datasets and substantial computational resources [24]—the CNN-BiLSTM approach is more efficient and better 

suited for simple datasets such as MNIST. This is further supported by Kim and Park (2019), who emphasized the 

limitations of Transformers on smaller datasets. 

Furthermore, misclassification analysis reveals that visually similar digits, such as '3' and '5' or '4' and '9', are 

frequently confused. This issue is also noted by [25], who observed similar classification challenges with complex 

digit shapes. Consequently, future work may benefit from incorporating attention mechanisms, as proposed by 

[19], to enhance recognition accuracy for commonly misclassified digits. 

In conclusion, this research extends the literature by offering an efficient and effective approach to handwritten 

digit recognition—especially for limited datasets like MNIST—through the combination of hybrid architectures 

and GAN-based augmentation. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

The use of GANs to generate additional data helps the model learn better and improves generalization. The 

generated images provide the necessary variation to train the model, thereby enhancing its pattern recognition 

capabilities. This experiment demonstrates the potential of using GANs for data augmentation to boost the 

performance of handwritten character recognition models, opening opportunities for further research in machine 

learning applications. Experimental results on the MNIST dataset show that data augmentation with GANs 

successfully increased the model's accuracy in handwritten digit recognition. Specifically, the results obtained are 

as follows: CNN Model Accuracy: Before Augmentation: 98.0%. After Augmentation: 98.5%; CNN-BiLSTM 

Model Accuracy: Before Augmentation: 98.0%. After Augmentation: 98.7%. 

From these results, it can be concluded that data augmentation using GANs successfully improves model 

performance in recognizing handwritten digits. The difference in accuracy before and after augmentation shows 

that more varied additional data provides benefits during training, allowing the model to better generalize and 

recognize more complex handwriting patterns. Overall, this study demonstrates that the Hybrid CNN-BiLSTM 

method combined with data augmentation using GANs is an effective approach for improving the accuracy of 

handwritten digit recognition. It also opens up opportunities for further research in handwritten character 

recognition and other machine learning applications.  
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