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Abstract.

BACKGROUND: Chest computed tomography (CT) plays an important role in the diagnosis and assessment of coronavirus
disease 2019 (COVID-19).

OBJECTIVE: To evaluate the value of an artificial intelligence (AI) scoring system for radiologically assessing the severity of
COVID-19.

MATERIALS AND METHODS: Chest CT images of 81 patients (61 of normal type and 20 of severe type) with confirmed
COVID-19 were used. The test data were anonymized. The scores achieved by four methods (junior radiologists; Al scoring
system; human-Al segmentation system; human-Al scoring system) were compared with that by two experienced radiologists
(reference score). The mean absolute errors (MAEs) between the four methods and experienced radiologists were calculated
separately. The Wilcoxon test is used to predict the significance of the severity of COVID-19. Then use Spearman correlation
analysis ROC analysis was used to evaluate the performance of different scores.

RESULTS: The Al score had a relatively low MAE (1.67-2.21). Score of human-AlI scoring system had the lowest MAE (1.67),
a diagnostic value almost equal to reference score (r = 0.97), and a strongest correlation with clinical severity (r = 0.59, p <
0.001). The AUCSs of reference score, score of junior radiologists, Al score, score of human-Al segmentation system, and score
of human-AlI scoring system were 0.874, 0.841, 0.852, 0.857 and 0.865, respectively.

CONCLUSION: The human-Al scoring system can help radiologists to improve the accuracy of COVID-19 severity assessment.
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1. Introduction

Chest computed tomography (CT) plays an important role in the diagnosis and assessment of coron-
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avirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) [1]. Compared with nucleic acid testing, chest CT can provide quicker
diagnosis of COVID-19, which is of great importance for clinical treatment establishment.

As the number of affected patients is still on rapid rise, severity assessment based on manual chest
CT has become time-consuming and laborious. New methods are in urgent need. Recently, artificial
intelligence (AI) has been widely used in imaging technologies, but no studies have investigated the
usefulness of Al-supported CT in the diagnosis of COVID-19 [2-6].

Including 81 COVID-19 patients, this study was designed to compare the diagnostic values of scores
(common and severe disease types) made by junior radiologists, Al scoring system, human-Al segmenta-
tion system, and human-Al scoring system.

2. Materials and methods

This was a retrospective study. Our institutional review board waived written informed consent because
only de-identified data were evaluated and no potential risks were brought to patients.

2.1. Chest CT images

The study was conducted at the First Affiliated Hospital of University of Science and Technology
of China. Between January 20 and February 20, 2020, 81 patients with confirmed COVID-19 were
included (age 45.37 + 15.63 years, 47 males and 34 females). Excluded were patients who had no
obvious lung CT abnormalities or had pneumonia caused by other common bacterial or viral pathogens.
All CT examinations were performed with a 128-slice CT detector (NeuViz128) without contrast agent.
The scanning parameters were as follows: tube voltage, 120 kVp; tube current, 150 mA; rotation time,
0.8 s; pitch, 1.2; slice thickness, 5 mm; slice interval, 5 mm; reconstruction thickness, 1.25 mm; slice
interval, 1.25 mm; matrix, 512 x 512; and breath holding when fully aspirated. Images were acquired
from our hospital’s picture archiving and communication systems according to the procedure detailed in
Fig. 1.

2.2. Clinical conditions of COVID-19

According to the 2019-nCoV (trial version 7) guideline [7], 81 patients were enrolled, including 61
common and 20 severe patients.

2.3. Development of the Al scoring system

We proposed an Al scoring system that comprised a coarse-to-fine infection region segmentation
module and a severity scoring module (Fig. 2). CT images were isotopically resampled and normalized
before being sent to the system.

2.3.1. Segmentation of lesions

Segmentation of the lobes was first performed based on V-Net [8], with down-sampled images by one
of four factors in each dimension. However, down sampling was not suitable for lesions segmentation,
because some extremely small lesions in mild or early COVID-19 CT images may be missed. In the
meantime, the original images with a high resolution could decrease the radiologists’ efficiency. To
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Fig. 1. Flowchart of the evaluation process of different scoring methods for severity assessment of COVID-19. PACS: picture
archiving and communication systems.

address this issue, we proposed a two-stage segmentation: coarse stage segmentation and a fine stage
segmentation. Concretely, high-resolution CT images were first cropped to small patches of size 96 x
96 x 96 and then sent to the coarse stage segmentation through a lightweight U-Net model [9]. This
segmentation was used to filter out easily discriminated negative patches. Then, the remaining deeper
negative patches were further reduced by a fine stage segmentation. This two-stage segmentation of
infection regions largely eased the following severity assessment, while its efficiency remained high.



4 M. Liu et al. / A new method for CT-based assessment of COVID-19 severity

- : = | MLP |m | Score2 |7

Su
Su
Infection Region " J
e Quantification ®5u - | Scorel
Localization - :l
®5.
L

oL N L S LT P e W R e o O B o TS L L e e R e IS P eSO

| Cosrst e ine
| Infection Region
|  Segmentation

I
kel Crop patch

Fig. 2. Overall model architecture of the deep learning-based CT scoring system.

2.3.2. Severity score assessment

The severity scoring module started to work after the accomplishment of segmentation [1]. However,
the Al-given scores typically lacked interpretability. Hence, we employed texture and intensity, two
conventional image parameters, to increase the model’s accuracy. An independent multilayer perceptron-
based regression model was trained for each lobe’s texture and intensity to obtain an additional severity
score. The two scores were averaged as the final severity score.

2.4. Performance comparison between Al and radiologists

To compare Al’s performance with that of radiologists, the data were anonymized and independently
scored by (A) four junior radiologists with 1-3 years of experience, (B) Al scoring system (This system
identified lesions and calculated the severity score automatically), (C) human-Al segmentation system
(Four junior radiologists scored the images with the assistance of the Al segmentation system), and (D)
human-AlI scoring system (Four junior radiologists scored images with the help of the Al scoring system).
Scores from these four methods were compared with (E) the reference score, which was the averaged
score of those made by two experienced radiologists with 15-20 years independently.

2.5. Statistical analysis

The mean absolute error (MAE) of infection scores achieved by methods A—E were calculated sep-
arately. Wilcoxon test was used to assess methods A—E for determining clinical severity. Spearman
correlation analysis was applied to assess the clinical severity and each score. ROC curves analysis was
applied to evaluate the performance of different infection scores. Statistical analyses were conducted with
R software, version 3.5.1.
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Table 1
Mean absolute error between experimental groups and controls
Experimental group Control group ~ Mean absolute error (MAE)
A (Junior) Reference score 2.51
B (AD Reference score 2.21
C (Human-AlI segmentation system) Reference score 2.04
D (Human-AlI scoring system) Reference score 1.67
Radiologist1 Radiologist 2 2.11

3. Results

Eighty-one patients with confirmed COVID-19 were included in this study: 47 (58%) males and 34
(42%) females, 20 (25%) with severe and 61 (75%) with common COVID-19. Their mean age was
45.37 4+ 15.63 years. The most common symptoms were fever (86.4%) and cough (77.8%). The main
CT feature was ground glass opacity (GGO) in common cases and GGO combined with fine grid or
consolidation in severe cases.

Five-fold cross-validation was performed for Al assessment. The data of all cases were combined.
The average scores of two experienced radiologists with more than 15 years’ experience were set as
reference scores. The annotation proceeded in a double-blind manner. Then, we conducted four rounds of
assessment for the data of the same case.

First, the data were scored by junior radiologists individually (method A) and Al scoring system
(method B). We showed the MAEs of methods A and B according to reference score (Table 1):

1 N
MAE = N Z |score’y — scores|,
i=1

N is the number of cases while score 4 and scorep are the scores achieved by methods A and E,
respectively.

The Al scoring systems (methods B, C, and D) achieved scores close to reference score and lower
MAEs (p < 0.001) than method A, which means that the Al scoring were more accurate. We further
showed the error accumulation curves in Fig. 3, which illustrated that the Al scoring system was more
stable, with a maximal error of 7 lower than that of junior radiologists (Fig. 4).

However, the diagnostic performance of Al scoring system was inferior to that of senior radiologists,
suggesting that the Al scoring system’s result could not be regarded as the final diagnosis. Thus, we
explored the performance of human-Al. Two modes of human-Al systems were established.

The first was human-Al segmentation system, a human-made scoring system assisted by Al segmenta-
tion for COVID-19 infection regions. With this method, both MAEs (Table 1) and the error accumulation
curves (Fig. 3) were improved. The second mode was human-Al scoring system, which integrated the
human-made and Al-made scores. We observed that the MAE between the two senior radiologists’ results
was approximately 2, so we considered 2 as the subjective error. As shown in Fig. 3, after the subjective
error was excluded, the two human-Al systems had performance comparable to that of senior radiologists.

The Wilcoxon test was used to assess the significance of the reference score for determining clinical
severity. Methods A-E all showed significant diagnostic differences (p < 0.001) between the common
and severe groups (Fig. 5). Spearman correlation analysis for each score and clinical severity. The score
of human-Al scoring system showed the strongest correlation with the reference score (r = 0.97). All
five scores showed moderate correlations with clinical severity (r = 0.4-0.69, p < 0.001), and the score
of human-Al scoring system showed the strongest correlation with clinical severity (r = 0.59, p < 0.001;
Fig. 6).
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Fig. 3. Error accumulation curves of different experimental groups. The horizontal axis shows the absolute error and the vertical
axis the proportion of samples with greater absolute error than x.

Fig. 4. A woman aged 47 years presented with a 7-day history of fever, cough, and sputum. CT imaging revealed scattered
pure ground glass opacities (GGOs) and GGOs with fine grid in the bilateral lobes. Some small GGOs were missed by junior
radiologists but were detected by the Al scoring system (b).
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Fig. 5. Scatterplot show the five scores’ distributions in terms of patients” COVID-19 severity.

As shown in Fig. 7, all the methods showed good performances, with AUCs > 0.80. Delong.test showed
no significant diagnostic difference between reference score and scores of other four methods.

4. Discussion

In this study, we described an Al-assisted method for assessing disease severity. To our knowledge, the
Al-based scoring system has not yet been applied to assess the severity of COVID-19. Our Al-assisted CT
scoring system comprised a coarse-to-fine infection region segmentation module and a severity scoring
module. To compare the performance of Al system and radiologists, the imaging data of 81 COVID-19
cases were anonymized and scored using four methods. Method A (junior radiologists) exhibited the
highest MAE, but this MAE dropped with the help of the Al system. Method D (human-Al scoring
system) demonstrated the lowest MAE. Spearman correlation analysis showed that the score achieved by
method D had the strongest correlation with reference score (r = 0.97) and clinical severity (r = 0.59,
p < 0.001). This study showed that with Al system could correct the misdiagnosis and misjudgment
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Fig. 6. Correlations between scores and clinical severity of COVID-19. Deeper colors represent stronger correlations between
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mad by junior radiologists, with an accuracy almost equal to that of experienced radiologists. Thus,
human-AI scoring system can help radiologists to improve the efficiency and accuracy of COVID-19
severity assessment.

The reverse transcription-polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR) test serves as the gold standard of
confirming COVID-19 [11]. However, medical materials are often insufficient to carry out large-scale
RT-PCR assays in countries heavily hit, especially during the early outbreak of COVID-19. The RT-PCR
is also restricted for it high false-negative rates due to interferences from sample preparation and quality
control [1,12]. In clinical practice, chest CT plays a critical role in confirming and countering COVID-19
epidemic. However, chest CT image series contain hundreds of slices, the interpretation of which is time-
consuming. Furthermore, COVID-19 is a new disease that has similar but non-identical manifestations,
compared to other types of pneumonia; therefore, experience is critical for radiologists to make diagnosis.
In this light, AI may has its implications. Al has been used in COVID-19 related imaging, lung and
infection region segmentation, clinical assessment and diagnosis, and pioneering basic and clinical
research. Furthermore, various studies have proposed to implement Al-assisted-CT [13-16]. However,
Al-derived features typically lack interpretability. Hence, our study introduced some conventional features
to boost the performance of Al In this study, an independent multilayer perceptron-based regression
model was trained on each lobe’s texture and intensity to optimize the Al score.

This study has several limitations. First, this was a single-center retrospective study, and the sample
size was small, especially that of the severe group, which had only 20 cases. Second, clinical context was
not modeled into the Al system, but disease diagnosis should be based on both clinical and imaging data.
Finally, the current Al system could not identify whether the infection was caused by COVID-19 or other
factors, such as bacteria.

5. Conclusion

Conventional CT features are still indispensable for Al-assisted diagnosis. The AI’s performance
exceeded that of junior radiologists, and Al-scored values showed moderate correlations with clinical
severity and strong correlations with the reference value. The score of the human-AlI scoring system had
the strongest correlation with clinical severity and the reference score. Thus, the Al system can help
radiologists to diagnose COVID-19.
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