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Deep Learning and Neural Networks

Deep Learning and Neural Networks

Deep learning is a subset of machine learning that uses neural networks with many layers to model and
solve complex problems. Neural networks are computational models inspired by the human brain's
structure and function. In this course, we will explore the key terms and vocabulary related to deep learning
and neural networks in the context of polymer science and engineering.

Artificial Neural Networks (ANNs)

Artificial Neural Networks (ANNs) are computational models composed of interconnected nodes or neurons
that process information. These neurons are organized in layers, including an input layer, one or more
hidden layers, and an output layer. Each neuron receives input signals, processes them using an activation
function, and passes the output to the next layer.

Activation Function

An activation function determines the output of a neuron given its input. Common activation functions
include the sigmoid function, tanh function, ReLU (Rectified Linear Unit), and softmax function. The choice
of activation function can impact the network's performance and training speed.

Backpropagation

Backpropagation is a key algorithm used to train neural networks. It calculates the gradient of the loss
function with respect to the network's weights and biases, allowing for adjustments to improve the model's
performance. Backpropagation involves propagating the error backward through the network to update the
weights using optimization techniques like gradient descent.

Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs)

Convolutional Neural Networks (CNNs) are deep learning models designed for tasks involving images and
spatial data. CNNs use convolutional layers to extract features from input data, followed by pooling layers
to reduce dimensionality. CNNs are widely used in image recognition, object detection, and image
segmentation tasks.

Recurrent Neural Networks (RNNs)

Recurrent Neural Networks (RNNs) are specialized neural networks for sequential data processing. RNNs

Read online: https://shortcourses.lsibonline.com/guides/3042417/
deep-learning-and-neural-networks

London School of International Business · 20 Jun 2026



G U I D E

have connections that form loops, allowing them to maintain a memory of past inputs. This memory
enables RNNs to handle tasks like time series prediction, natural language processing, and speech
recognition.

Long Short-Term Memory (LSTM)

LSTM is a type of RNN architecture designed to address the vanishing gradient problem that occurs in
traditional RNNs. LSTM networks have specialized cells that can remember information for long periods,
making them well-suited for tasks requiring modeling long-term dependencies, such as language
translation and sentiment analysis.

Autoencoders

Autoencoders are neural networks trained to reconstruct their input data, typically with a bottleneck layer
that forces the network to learn a compressed representation of the input. Autoencoders are used for data
denoising, dimensionality reduction, and anomaly detection in various domains, including polymer science
and engineering.

Generative Adversarial Networks (GANs)

Generative Adversarial Networks (GANs) are a class of neural networks that learn to generate synthetic data
by training two networks simultaneously: a generator and a discriminator. The generator creates fake data
samples, while the discriminator tries to distinguish between real and fake samples. GANs have been used
for image generation, data augmentation, and creating realistic polymer structures.

Transfer Learning

Transfer learning is a machine learning technique where a pre-trained model is used as a starting point for a
new task. By leveraging knowledge learned from a related task, transfer learning can improve model
performance and reduce training time. Transfer learning is beneficial when labeled data is limited or when
training deep learning models from scratch is computationally expensive.

Hyperparameters

Hyperparameters are configuration settings that control the learning process of a neural network, such as
the learning rate, batch size, and number of layers. Tuning hyperparameters is essential for optimizing
model performance and generalization to new data. Grid search, random search, and Bayesian optimization
are common techniques for hyperparameter tuning.

Overfitting and Underfitting

Overfitting occurs when a model learns the training data too well, capturing noise and irrelevant patterns
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that do not generalize to new data. Underfitting, on the other hand, happens when a model is too simple to
capture the underlying patterns in the data. Balancing the trade-off between overfitting and underfitting is
crucial for building robust and accurate neural network models.

Batch Normalization

Batch normalization is a technique used to improve the training of deep neural networks by normalizing the
input of each layer. By reducing internal covariate shift, batch normalization accelerates training
convergence, improves gradient flow, and enhances model generalization. Batch normalization is commonly
applied in CNNs and deep learning architectures.

Dropout

Dropout is a regularization technique that randomly deactivates a fraction of neurons during training to
prevent overfitting. By introducing noise and redundancy, dropout forces the network to learn more robust
features and reduces the reliance on specific neurons. Dropout is particularly effective in deep neural
networks with many parameters.

Gradient Descent

Gradient descent is an optimization algorithm used to update the weights of a neural network based on the
gradient of the loss function. By iteratively moving in the direction of the steepest descent, gradient descent
aims to find the global minimum of the loss function. Variants of gradient descent, such as stochastic
gradient descent (SGD) and Adam, offer improvements in convergence speed and stability.

Loss Function

A loss function quantifies the error between the predicted output of a neural network and the actual target
value. Common loss functions include mean squared error (MSE), cross-entropy loss, and hinge loss. The
choice of loss function depends on the task at hand, such as regression, classification, or generative
modeling.

Optimization Algorithms

Optimization algorithms are used to update the weights of a neural network during training. In addition to
gradient descent, popular optimization algorithms include Adam, RMSprop, and Adagrad. These algorithms
adjust the learning rate dynamically, handle sparse gradients efficiently, and improve convergence speed for
deep learning models.

Regularization

Regularization techniques are used to prevent overfitting in neural networks by adding constraints to the
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model during training. L1 and L2 regularization penalize large weight values, dropout introduces noise, and
early stopping halts training to prevent further learning. Regularization helps improve the generalization
ability of neural networks on unseen data.

Vanishing Gradient Problem

The vanishing gradient problem occurs in deep neural networks when gradients become extremely small
during backpropagation, hindering learning in early layers. This issue is more prevalent in RNNs and
traditional neural networks with sigmoid or tanh activation functions. Techniques like gradient clipping,
LSTM, and skip connections address the vanishing gradient problem.

Challenges in Deep Learning

Deep learning poses various challenges, including the need for large labeled datasets, computational
resources, hyperparameter tuning, and interpretability of complex models. Overfitting, vanishing gradients,
and training instabilities are common obstacles that researchers and practitioners face when developing
deep learning solutions for polymer science and engineering applications.

Applications in Polymer Science and Engineering

Deep learning and neural networks have numerous applications in polymer science and engineering,
including polymer property prediction, molecular design, process optimization, and materials
characterization. By leveraging deep learning techniques, researchers can accelerate materials discovery,
enhance product performance, and optimize manufacturing processes in the polymer industry.
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