
A Coarse to Fine Skew Estimation Technique for Handwritten Words

A. Papandreou and B. Gatos  
Computational Intelligence Laboratory, 

Institute of Informatics and Telecommunications, 
National Research Center "Demokritos", 

153 10 Athens, Greece 
{alexpap,bgat}@iit.demokritos.gr 

Abstract— The estimation and correction of handwritten 
word skew is a difficult and challenging task since it has to be 
independent of the variations due to handwriting style and 
writing conditions.  In this paper, a coarse-to-fine technique that 
integrates core-region information is presented. At first, a rough 
estimation and correction of the skew is accomplished by cutting 
vertically the word in two overlapping parts, detecting the center 
of mass in each part and calculating the inclination of the line 
that connects the two centers of mass. Afterwards, the core-
region of the word is detected, the word is cut again in two 
overlapping parts and the centers of mass are calculated 
disregarding all the information outside the core-region 
(ascenders and descenders). The inclination of the line that 
connects the updated centers of mass corresponds to a finer 
estimation of the word skew. After correcting the detected skew 
the last step of core-region detection and skew correction is 
repeated iteratively in order to reach a finer word skew 
estimation that will contribute to a successful handwritten word 
recognition system. Extensive testing based on various test-sets 
has demonstrated that the proposed method outperforms the 
state-of-the-art algorithms concerning word skew estimation 
while it is more robust in variations of the writing style. 
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I.  INTRODUCTION 
One of the most important steps required for handwritten 

word recognition is that of detecting and correcting the word 
skew. Word skew is defined as the deviation of the baseline of 
the word from the horizontal direction. Some degree of word 
skew is unavoidable and it is introduced by handwriting styles 
of different writers or different writing conditions. The task of 
skew correction relates to the normalization of the handwritten 
word in terms of skew in order to reduce the word shape 
variability. By normalizing each handwritten word, the 
subsequent tasks of feature extraction and recognition are 
significantly facilitated. Previous research has indicated that 
the effect of word skew highly impact on the success of a 
handwriting recognition system [1]. 

In the literature, several methods have been proposed for 
handwritten word skew. Madhvanath et al. [2] have used the 
image contour to detect the word's minima and determine the 
baseline as the regression line through those minima. The 
inclination of the regression line is regarded to be the word 
skew. Morita et al. [3] have proposed a method based on 
mathematical morphology to obtain a pseudo-convex hull 
image. At a next step, the minima are detected on the pseudo-
convex image, a reference line is fit through those points and 
the inclination of this line is considered to be the word skew. 

The primary challenge in these two methods is the rejection of 
spurious minima. Furthermore, the regression-based methods 
do not work well on words of short length because of the lack 
of a sufficient number of minima points. Other approaches for 
handwritten word skew detection are based on density 
distribution. In [4], several histograms are computed for 
different vertical projections. Then, the entropy is calculated 
for each one of them. The histogram with the lowest entropy 
determines the word skew angle. In [5], Kavallieratou et al. 
calculate the Wigner-Ville distribution for several horizontal 
projection histograms. The word skew angle is selected by the 
Wigner-Ville distribution having the maximal intensity. The 
main problem for these projection based methods is the high 
computational cost since an image has to be rotated for each 
angle. Jian-xiong Dong et al. [1] have proposed to maximize a 
global measure which is defined by the Radon transform and 
calculate its gradient in order to estimate the word skew. 
Furthermore, Blumenstein et al. [6] identify the skew by 
detecting the center of mass in each half (right and left) of a 
word image. The skew angle is estimated by hypothesizing a 
line between the two centers and by measuring its angle with 
the x-axis. 

In this paper we present a novel coarse-to-fine handwritten 
word skew estimation method that is fast, has low 
computational cost, is accurate and doesn’t depend on the 
minima of the word. In that way, the proposed technique 
provides an accurate estimation of the word skew, even for 
words with spurious minima and small length. It is based on 
the detection of the core-region and the calculation of the 
centers of mass of the right and left part of the word image.  At 
first, a rough estimation and correction of the skew is made by 
cutting vertically the word in two equal overlapping parts, 
detecting the corresponding center of mass in each part and 
calculating the inclination of the line that connects them. This 
step is essential in order to have accurate core-region detection. 
Afterwards, we take advantage of the information inside the 
core-region in order to iteratively make a finer estimation of 
the skew.  

II. PROPOSED METHODOLOGY 
The proposed coarse-to-fine method is based on two steps 

as it is demonstrated in the flowchart of Fig.1. At first, (a) the 
word image is divided vertically into two equal overlapping 
parts, (b) the corresponding center of mass of the foreground 
pixels is detected in each part and (c) the inclination of the line 
that connects the two centers of mass is calculated. This leads 
to a first rough estimation of the skew angle and the 
corresponding correction is applied in the handwritten word 
image. Afterwards, at the next step, the core-region of the word 
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Skew angle: -5° 

  
Coarse estimation: -2.45° 1st iteration: -3.72°

  
2nd  iteration: -4.33° 3rd iteration: -4.95°

Fig. 7. Representative example of the iterative results of the proposed 
method for a word image 

IV. CONCLUSION 

In this paper, a novel skew estimation method for 
handwritten word images is presented. It’s a coarse-to-fine 
technique based on two steps in which the word image is 
divided vertically into two equal overlapping parts, the 
corresponding center of mass of the foreground pixels is 
detected in each part and the inclination of the line that 
connects them is calculated. After this first rough estimation 
of the skew, the corresponding correction is applied in the 
handwritten word image and the core-region of the word is 
detected. The word is divided again in two equal overlapping 
parts and the centers of mass are updated taking under 
consideration only information inside the core-region. The 
inclination of the line that connects the updated centers of 
mass is calculated and a new finer skew correction is made in 
the word image. After correcting the detected skew, the 
second step is repeated iteratively till the finest skew 
estimation is done.  

The proposed coarse-to-fine method uses a new way to 
divide the word image in overlapping parts which provide 
continuity in the information of the left and the right side and 
introduces the suitable way to calculate their centers of mass. 
Also, it integrates the core-region information of the word in 
the algorithm and in this way, the ascenders and descenders 
which have a major contribution in the vertical average 
deviation of the foreground pixels are excluded from the 
algorithm’s calculations providing a finer estimation of the 
skew. Repeating the correction of the word image and the 
update of the centers of mass iteratively, consequently the 
proposed method will reach to the finest skew estimation. 

Extensive testing based on various test-sets has 
demonstrated that the proposed method outperforms the state-
of-the-art algorithms concerning word skew estimation. 
Moreover, it is demonstrated that this coarse-to-fine technique 
is more robust in variations of the writing style while the 

contribution of each of the innovative elements proposed is 
experimentally proved. The proposed algorithm is not 
computationally expensive, it is more robust and accurate and 
it can perform well also with words of small length. 
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