& frontiers | Frontiers in Physics

’ @ Check for updates

OPEN ACCESS

Junxin Chen,
Dalian University of Technology, China

Zhehui Wang,

Los Alamos National Laboratory (DOE),
United States

Yao Lu,

Sun Yat-sen University, China

Yun Chen,

Xiangtan University, China

Xiangyuan Ma,
maxiangyuan@stu.edu.cn

These authors have contributed equally
to this work

09 February 2023
15 May 2023
06 June 2023

Liang Z, Li S, Ma X, Li F and Peng L (2023),
High quality low-dose SPECT
reconstruction using CGAN-based
transformer network with geometric
tight framelet.

Front. Phys. 11:1162456.

doi: 10.3389/fphy.2023.1162456

© 2023 Liang, Li, Ma, Li and Peng. This is
an open-access article distributed under
the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution License (CC BY). The use,
distribution or reproduction in other
forums is permitted, provided the original
author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are
credited and that the original publication
in this journal is cited, in accordance with
accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted
which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Physics

Original Research
06 June 2023
10.3389/fphy.2023.1162456

High quality low-dose SPECT
reconstruction using
CGAN-based transformer
network with geometric tight
framelet

Zengguo Liang™, Si Li*", Xiangyuan Ma?*, Fenghuan Li* and
Limei Peng*

'School of Computer Science and Technology, Guangdong University of Technology, Guangzhou,
Guangdong, China, 2Department of Biomedical Engineering, College of Engineering, Shantou University,
Shantou, Guangdong, China

Single-photon emission computed tomography (SPECT) is a widely used diagnostic
tool, but radioactive radiation during imaging poses potential health risks to subjects.
Accurate low-dose single-photon emission computed tomography reconstruction is
crucial in clinical applications of single-photon emission computed tomography.
However, it remains a challenging problem due to the high noise and low spatial
resolution of the low-dose reconstructed single-photon emission computed
tomography images. The aim of the study is to develop a deep learning based
framework for high quality low-dose single-photon emission computed tomography
reconstruction. In the proposed framework, the conditional generative adversarial
network (CGAN) was used as backbone structure and a Residual Attention CSwin
Transformer (RACT) block was introduced as the basic building block for the
generator of conditional generative adversarial network. The proposed residual
attention CSwin transformer block has a dual-branch structure, which integrates
the local modeling capability of CNN and the global dependency modeling capability
of Transformer to improve the quality of single-photon emission computed
tomography reconstructed images. More importantly, a novel loss term based on
the geometric tight framelet (GTF) was designed to better suppress noise for the
single-photon emission computed tomography reconstructed image while
preserving the details of image to the greatest extent. Monte Carlo simulation
software SIMIND was used to produce low-dose single-photon emission
computed tomography images dataset to evaluate the performance of the
proposed method. The simulation results showed that the proposed method can
reduce more noise and preserve more details of various situations compared to
several recent methods. To further validate the performance of the proposed method,
we also verified the generalization ability of the proposed method, which is more
adaptable to different noise level scenarios than other methods. Our results indicated
that the proposed framework has the potential to reduce the tracer dose required for
single-photon emission computed tomography imaging without compromising the
quality of the reconstructed images.
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1 Introduction

Single-photon emission computed tomography (SPECT) is a
non-invasive projection-based imaging modality using gamma rays.
It has been widely used in clinical practice and research. However,
gamma ray from SPECT radiotracers poses a certain degree of threat
to human health and significantly increases the risk of cancer in
subjects later in life [1]. Therefore, the well-known ALARA (As Low
As Reasonably Achievable) principle is recommended in clinical
practice to minimize radiation exposure [2].

In the clinical practice of SPECT, decreasing the activity of the
administered radiotracer is a simple and cost-effective approach to
reduce the radiation dose. However, lower radioactive doses
inevitably lead to projection data with lower photon count rates.
Using conventional image reconstruction methods to reconstruct
projection data with low photon count rates usually yields images
with high Poisson noise, severe artifacts, and low spatial resolution,
which might compromise the diagnostic accuracy [3]. Therefore, it
is an important and promising research topic in SPECT
reconstruction to reduce radiation exposure while maintaining
high image quality.

To improve the quality of reconstructed images at low doses,
previous works can be mainly classified into two categories:
handcrafted and data-driven methods. The commonly-used
handcrafted methods consist of analytic reconstruction methods
[4, 5] and model-based iterative reconstruction (MBIR) methods
[6-14]. In particular, the MBIR methods tend to improve the quality
of reconstructed images by constructing a high-fidelity forward
model that contains the detailed physical acquisition process and
the mathematical formulation of measurement statistics. Therefore,
this category of methods has a solid mathematical foundation and
theoretical support. However, MBIR methods are computationally
intensive due to the huge number of operations required in the
forward- and backward-projection steps for each iteration.
Moreover, the empirically determined model parameters usually
have low generalizability to projection data at various noise levels.
These deficiencies limit their clinical application.

In recent years, with the development of deep learning
techniques in medical imaging, many data-driven based models
have been proposed to reconstruct images with convolution neural
networks (CNN) [15]. In contrast to MBIR, data-driven deep
learning methods can automatically learn discriminative features
directly from the training data without relying on hand-crafted
feature engineering. In the past few years, various deep learning-
based low-dose reconstruction methods have been proposed, which
can be roughly classified into three categories.

In the first category, end-to-end reconstruction methods take
projection data or k-space data as input and directly produce high-
quality reconstructed images. Among them, the deep learning
methods based on algorithm unrolling are one of the most
widely investigated approaches [16-18]. To be specific, each step
in the iterative reconstruction algorithm can be unrolled into one
layer/block of the network and concatenated to form a deep neural
network. These approaches combine deep networks with traditional
iterative algorithms and provide a way to design novel deep neural
network architectures. However, it usually makes the neural
networks overly complicated, which leads to high computational
costs. An alternative line of research for this category is to directly
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learn the mapping from raw projection data to reconstructed images
using a neural network [19-23]. These approaches have great
potential but are limited by their critical dependency on massive
data and expensive computational costs.

The second category is the method of pre-processing sinograms
with deep neural networks [24-30]. Specifically, these methods
mainly consist of two steps. The first step uses a neural network
to reduce noise on the sinogram domain, and the second step
reconstructs the image from the high-quality sinogram using
conventional algorithms such as iterative reconstruction. These
methods restrict the denoising problem to the sinogram domain,
but they often suffer the loss of partial original information while
denoising.

The third category is post-processing methods that use the
reconstructed image under low doses as the input of a neural
network to restore high quality image. An advantage of these
methods is that they do not require access to proprietary data
from the scanning device, such as sinogram data. These methods
are more convenient to combine with current imaging systems, and
therefore more research works exist. For instance, [31] proposed the
RED-CNN model, which combined the encoder-decoder structure
with the residual mechanism, to improve the quality of low-dose
computed tomography (LDCT) images. Similarly, [32] proposed
of DenseNet and
deconvolution, which showed great potential for sparse-view CT

DD-Net by combining the advantages

image reconstruction. In addition, [33] proposed a PET image
denoising method that combines residual mechanism and U-Net
[34], which effectively improves the accuracy of treatment validation
and shortens the PET measurement time. On the other hand, the
method based on generative adversarial networks (GAN) [35] has
been proposed to improve the quality of the reconstructed image.
For example, [36] presented a novel CT image denoising technique
based on the GAN with Wasserstein distance and perceptual
similarity. [37] proposed a technique for generating synthetic
digital mammography (SDM) using a deep convolutional neural
network with gradient guided cGANs, which aims to reduce the
radiation dose for breast cancer screening. [38] proposed a 3D
attention least-square (LS) GAN to generate high-quality PET
These  methods
reconstruction performance. The advancements in deep network

images. achieved  encouraging  image
architectures and algorithms have contributed to the success of the
aforementioned methods. The decisive factor behind it is mainly
attributed to the image-specific inductive bias of CNNs in dealing
with scale invariance and modeling local visual structures. These
intrinsic properties improve the effectiveness of CNN-based models.
However, since CNNs are limited by fixed receptive fields, their
ability to model global contextual information or long-range spatial
dependencies has been impaired [39].

Transformer [40] gradually emerging as the solution to the
global contextual information impairment problem in recent years
due to its excellent remote dependency modeling capability. As a
novel attention-driven building block, the transformer was initially
designed for sequence modeling and machine translation tasks. [41]
proposed the Vision Transformer Model (ViT) to demonstrate that
transformers are also appropriate for computer vision tasks and
achieve superior performance. Subsequently, Shifted Window
(Swin) Transformer [42] and Cross-Shaped Window (CSwin)
Transformer [43] were proposed, which limit the self-attention
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computation to non-overlapping local windows to reduce the
computational cost.

In medical image tasks, the global context modeling capability of
the transformer can facilitate accurate encoding for the organs
spread over a large receptive field. To this end, [44] proposed
TransUNet, which combines the advantages of transformer and
U-Net, as a solid alternative to medical image segmentation. Later,
TransMed was proposed by [45] for multi-modal medical image
classification by combining the merits of transformer and CNN. For
the low-dose reconstruction task, there has been some work based
on transformer architecture. For instance, [46] proposed TransCT,
which applied the transformer for LDCT image enhancement with
high and low frequency decomposition. In the other study, [47]
proposed the Eformer, which combines a transformer architecture
with residual learning for CT image denoising. Furthermore, [48]
proposed a convolution-free T2T vision transformer-based
Encoder-decoder Dilation Network (TED-Net) for low-dose CT
denoising. We note that most current transformer-based work in
medical imaging uses hybrid architecture of transformer and CNN.
While pure Transformer is excellent at long-range dependencies
modeling, it exhibits limitations in capturing fine-grained details
due to the lack of inductive bias inherent in modeling local visual
features.

The hybrid architecture of transformer and CNN approaches
can combine the complementary strengths of transformers and
CNNs to facilitate more accurate image generation. In this study,
we proposed a deep learning framework combining the conditional
generative adversarial network (CGAN) and CSwin transformer for
high quality low-dose SPECT reconstruction. A novel loss term
based on the geometric tight framelet (GTF) was designed for this
framework to better suppress noise for the reconstructed image
while preserving the important details of image to the greatest
extent. The main contributions of this paper are listed as follows.

(1) We proposed a Residual Attention CSwin Transformer (RACT)
block to serve as the basic building block for the generator of
CGAN network. In particular, the proposed RACT block has a
dual-branch structure, which applies residual convolution block
and CSwin Transformer block to capture the local feature and
the long-range dependencies to improve the quality of SPECT
reconstructed images. It is worth mentioning that, in contrast to
previous research work [44, 46, 49], the proposed RACT block
can be regarded as a plug-and-play building block that can be
readily inserted into various backbone networks.

—~
58]
~

We proposed a novel loss term based on a geometric tight
framelet, namely, GTF loss. The GTF loss constrains the output
of generator by minimizing the high-order and multi-
orientational feature differences between the low-dose SPECT
reconstructed image and the corresponding normal-dose
reconstructed image. With the effect of GTF loss, the
generated reconstruction is able to preserve image details
while the noise is suppressed.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. In Section 2,
we describe in detail the SPECT reconstruction framework including
the design of the proposed RACT block and GTF loss. In Section 3,
we present training details and evaluation results, along with the
ablation studies to demonstrate the effectiveness of the proposed
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RACT block and GTF loss. Furthermore, we investigate the
robustness and convergence speed of proposed reconstruction
framework. Finally, Section 4 and Section 5 conclude this paper
with discussions and a brief summary.

2 Materials and methods

The proposed SPECT reconstruction framework consists of two
stages, as the flowchart illustrated in Figure 1A. In stage one, we
reconstruct the low-dose SPECT sinogram by the preconditioned
alternating projection algorithms (PAPA) [50], obtaining the initial
reconstructed image and restricting the image reconstruction
problem to the image domain. The PAPA algorithm can
preliminarily suppress the sinogram’s noise during the SPECT
reconstruction to improve the quality of initial reconstructed
image, which contributes to reducing the difficulty of post-
processing. In addition, the PAPA algorithm has the advantage
of lower computational effort than other traditional iterative
algorithms.

In this study, we focus on post-processing stage two. In this
stage, we design a deep learning based on CGAN model to improve
the quality of the low-dose SPECT reconstructed image by learning
the mapping between the low-dose and normal-dose reconstructed
image, as shown in Figure 1B. In particular, the proposed RACT
block and GTF loss served as the building block and loss function of
the CGAN model’s generator. The details of the proposed
reconstruction framework are described in the next section.

2.1 Adversarial training

In this study, the proposed model is based on the CGAN
architecture to improve the quality of low-dose reconstructed
images. The proposed model consists of an U-Net with proposed
RACT block as generator to generate candidate reconstructed
images and a PatchGAN [51] classifier as the discriminator to
evaluate the authenticity of the generated images.

The training procedure of the proposed model is illustrated in
Figure 1B. To be specific, given a low-dose reconstructed image x, a
generated image G (x) is obtained by putting x through the generator
G. Next, x and G (x) are concatenated and sent to the discriminator D
in order to learn the characteristics of generated reconstructed image.
Meanwhile, the normal-dose reconstructed image y and the image x
are concatenated and sent into the discriminator D to learn the
characteristics of normal-dose reconstructed image. In this
procedure, the prior information in image x serves as conditional
information to indirectly compel the generator to produce an image that
is consistent with the prior information. As training continues, the
performances of the generator and discriminator networks have been
improved until equilibrium is reached. Finally, the trained generator
learned the mapping from the low-dose reconstructed image to the
normal-dose image, which can be used to generate high-quality

reconstructed images alone.

2.1.1 Generator
In this study, the generator network of CGAN follows the U-Net
[34] architecture, as shown in Figure 2A. In the encoder path, we
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FIGURE 1

Schematic diagram of the SPECT reconstruction framework. (A) The flowchart of SPECT reconstruction framework. (B) The architecture of the

proposed CGAN-based network.

replaced the convolution block in the original U-Net with the
proposed RACT block in order to enhance the modeling
capability of the encoder for long- and short-range dependencies,
which facilitated high-quality SPECT image generation. Moreover,
in order to mitigate the loss of spatial feature information due to the
downsampling of the original U-Net, we employed the mixed-
pooling [52] operation instead of the maximum pooling.

The decoder path subsequently restores the spatial resolution of
the feature maps output by the encoder path. To compensate for the
lack of spatial information in the decoding operation, we retained
the skip connections of the original U-Net. The feature maps in the
encoder path were directly copied to the corresponding layer in the

Frontiers in Physics

decoder path. The decoder path in the original U-Net consists of a
We consider that the
convolution block of original U-Net might not be adequate for

series of stacked convolution blocks.

fusing high-level semantic information with low-level spatial feature
information. To this end, we continued using RACT blocks instead
of the convolution blocks in the decoder path. It improves the
performance of feature fusion and extraction, which ultimately
facilitates more accurate SPECT reconstructed image generation.
Finally, the feature maps from the previous layer were added to the
generated feature maps by residual and upsampling operations to
improve the stability of the training and speed up the network
convergence.
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FIGURE 2

The architecture of the proposed (A) generator and (B) discriminator networks.

2.1.2 Discriminator

We adopt the PatchGAN [51] classifier as the discriminator of the
proposed model since the PatchGAN can achieve comparable
performance to full-image discriminative networks while containing
fewer parameters. As depicted in Figure 2B, the adopted PatchGAN in
this study consists of five convolution layers. The convolution layer with
the stride of 2 is utilized to downsample the feature maps. Except for the
first and last convolution layers, the other convolution layers are
followed by a batch normalization layer and a LeakyReLU layer.

In our numerical simulations, the generated or normal-dose
reconstructed image was respectively concatenated with the
corresponding low-dose reconstructed image along the channel
dimension and served as the input of PatchGAN. The output of
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PatchGAN is a probability matrix of size 12 x 12. Each value in the
probability matrix represents the discriminative result for the
corresponding patches in the input images. Finally, the global
classification decision for the entire input image is obtained by
averaging over all patches.

2.2 RACT block

To improve the quality of low dose SPECT reconstructed images,
we design a residual attention CSwin Transformer (RACT) block that is
able to better capture the local feature and the long-range dependencies
simultaneously. As seen in Figure 3A, the RACT block consists of two
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(A) The overall architecture of the proposed RACT block, which has a structure of dual branches to extract global and local features in parallel. (B)

The architecture of RConv block. (C) The architecture of CBAM.

1 x 1 convolution layers, split and concatenation operations, and two
parallel feature extraction branches (i.e., global and local branches). The
local branch consists of two stacked Residual Convolution (RConv)
blocks and a Convolutional Block Attention Module (CBAM) [53]. The
global branch consists of CSwin Transformer (CSwinT) block [43]. To
be specific, suppose an arbitrary input feature maps F, it first passes
through a 1 x 1 convolution layer that changes the number of channels
to enhance the representation ability. Afterward, it is evenly divided into
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two groups of feature maps along the channel dimension, the first half
denoted as F; and the second half denoted as F,, respectively. The first
two processes can be described as follow:

[Fy, F,] = Split (Convl x 1(F)). (1)

After that, F; and F, are fed into two feature extraction
branches, respectively. For the local branch, F; is passed through
two RConv blocks in sequence for feature extraction. Following the
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residual operation, a CBAM block is applied for feature refinement.
The local branch process can be described as follow:

F\, = CBAM (RConv, (RConv, (F,)) + F,). (2)

On the other hand, F, passes through the global branch to
model long-range dependencies. The global branch can be described
as follow:

F, = CSwinT (F,). (3)

Finally, the feature maps F; and F, from two branches are
concatenated along the channel dimension, followed by a 1 x
1 convolution layer to fuse them. In this way, the concatenation
operation stacks two feature maps into a double-sized feature map,
and is abbreviated as Concat in Eq. 4. The final output of the RACT
block is given by:

Out put = Convl x I(Concat(F;, F;)) (4)

2.2.1 Local feature extraction branch

The local feature extraction branch consists of two residual
convolution blocks with the same structure, a residual operation,
and a CBAM [53] module. The residual convolution blocks were
used for feature extraction of the low-dose reconstructed images.
However, as a functional imaging modality, SPECT suffers from
the inherent problems of low resolution and sensitivity to noise.
The utilization of residual convolution blocks in local branches
alone might still not be achieved to extract critical feature
information from a large amount of noisy data. Inspired by
the attention mechanism, we attempted to mitigate this
problem by introducing the attention module by emphasizing
important feature information and suppressing irrelevant
information. In this study, we choose a lightweight CBAM
module and insert it into the end of the local branch to
improve the local feature extraction capability with negligible
computational overheads.

The design of residual structure can deepen the network while
simplifying the training difficulty of the network. As depicted in
Figure 3B, the residual convolution block in this study is
composed of the batch normalization layer, the activation
layer, and the convolution layer. In addition, the order of
different layers in the residual block leads to different results,
whereas the pre-activated arrangement enables the inputs to the
weight layers to constantly be normalized, thereby allowing the
residual blocks to achieve optimal performance [54]. Therefore,
we followed the pre-activation method to obtain better results
than the original residual blocks.

The CBAM consists of a sequentially combined channel and
spatial attention modules, as depicted in Figure 3C. In order to
compute channel attention, the spatial dimension of each feature
map is first compressed by the average-pooling and max-pooling
operations. The results are delivered to a multi-layer perceptron
(MLP) in order to model the correlation between channels and
obtain the channel attention maps. After element-wise addition for
two groups of channel attention maps, a sigmoid operation is
performed to produce the final channel attention map. The input
feature map is multiplied channel-by-channel with the computed
channel attention map to implement recalibration in the channel
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dimension. In a similar fashion, the spatial attention module uses
global average-pooling and global max-pooling operations to
aggregate the channel information of feature maps and obtain
two spatial feature maps. After the spatial feature maps have
been fused using the convolution layer, an activation function
(sigmoid) operation is performed to obtain the spatial attention
map. In the final step, the per channel component of the input
feature map is multiplied by the spatial attention map via element-
wise multiplication to obtain a spatially recalibrated feature
map. The CBAM block refines the input features in both channel
and spatial dimensions, emphasizing critical features while
suppressing unnecessary ones, enabling the network to restore
more precise SPECT image details.

2.2.2 Global feature extraction branch

In the global branch, we employed the CSwin Transformer block
[43] to extract global contextual information. The CSwin
Transformer can be used to capture potential long-range
dependencies in feature maps for enhancing the quality of low-
dose SPECT reconstruction while achieving a trade-off between
computational loads and modeling capability. As shown in
Figure 4A, the CSwin Transformer block consists of layer
(LN), (MLP),
connection operations, and cross-shaped window self-attention
(CSWA). The LN normalizes the features to accelerate model
convergence and stabilize the training procedure. The MLP is

normalization multi-layer  perceptron skip

composed of two neural layers with non-linearity Gaussian Error
Linear Units (GELU) [55] to record the learned relation coefficient.
In addition, the CSWA is utilized to compute the attention
relationships between pixels.

It is well known that the full-attention mechanism of the
original vision transformer [41] has powerful long-distance pixel
modeling capability, but it incurs a high computational cost.
Figure 4B depicts a specific instance of full-attention mechanism.
To obtain the contextual relationship of the red pixel in
Figure 4B, the full-attention mechanism must calculate its
attention relationship with the pixels of the whole image,
hence the computational complexity is square related to the
size of the feature map [42].

To solve the problem of high computational complexity, CSWA
splits a cross area of the feature map into two strip-shaped areas in
the horizontal and vertical directions and limits the calculation of
self-attention to these horizontal or vertical strip areas, as shown in
Figure 4C. To be specific, according to the multi-head attention
mechanism [40], a given feature map X € RUPMW*C will be first
linearly projected to K heads. In the design of CSWA, the K heads
were divided equally into two groups (each containing K/2 heads)
along channel dimension, and they were partitioned into non-
overlapping horizontal or vertical stripes of equal stripe width
sw. One group performs self-attention within horizontal stripes
areas, while the other group performs self-attention within vertical
stripes areas. Finally, the results of these two groups are
concatenated back together to generate cross-shaped attention
features. This process can be expressed as follows:

H-Attention; (X) k=1,...,K/2

headic =\ Astention, (X) k = K/2+1,...,K (5)
CSwin — Attention(X) = Concat (head,, . . ., heady).
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(A) The architecture of CSwin transformer block. (B) Full attention. (C) Cross-shaped window self-attention with SW representing the width of strip.

Here, H — Attention(-) and V — Attention(-) represent the
window self-attention calculation along the horizontal and
vertical directions for a given feature map X, respectively. The
strip width SW was set to 8 in this study to balance model
learning ability and computational cost.

2.3 Loss function

The loss function of our proposed model consists of two parts:
adversarial loss and GTF loss. In particular, the adversarial loss
forces the generator network to produce images closer to the training
data distribution. The GTF loss facilitates the generated images to
preserve more high frequency details while the noise is suppressed.
We employ a simple additive form for the joint loss function, which
is described as follows:

Ltotul = m‘g l’l’lGil'l mg.x Ladv (G) D) + A N LGTF (G)) (6)

where L,4, (G, D) and Lgrr (G) represent the adversarial loss and
the GTF loss, respectively. Notation A is the hyper-parameter term,
which is used to control the balance between adversarial loss and
GTF loss. In our numerical simulation, the best performance was
achieved when the value of 1 was set to 100.
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2.3.1 Adversarial loss

In image-to-image translation tasks, the objective of the
adversarial loss is to force the generator network to learn a
mapping between images in the source domain and those in the
target domain. In this study, we employed cross-entropy as the
adversarial loss function. It can be described as follows:

Loty (G, D) = E,, [logD(x, )] + E.[log(1 - D(x,G(x)))]. (7)

Here, x and y denote the low-dose and the normal-dose
reconstructed image, respectively. The symbols G(-) and D(-)
denote the generator and discriminator networks, respectively. In the
adversarial training process, the generator converts the image x to G (x)
and attempts to make it as similar to the corresponding image y as
possible. Meanwhile, the discriminator as a binary classifier aims to
distinguish the real image y and the generated image G (x). The
adversarial loss term penalizes the discriminator when the
determination is incorrect and penalizes the generator when the
determination is correct. Therefore, the generator strives to improve
its generated images by minimizing the classification accuracy of the
discriminator, while the discriminator strives to maximize its
classification accuracy. In the training process, the generator and
networks
improvements in the other until the equilibrium is reached.

discriminator compete and facilitate corresponding
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2.3.2 GTF loss

The edges and boundaries are the important high frequency
features of SPECT images, which play a vital role in
[56] applied the
geometric tight framelet (GTF) system [57] as an effective

distinguishing anatomical structures.
noise suppression regularizer to SPECT image denoising task
and showed that the GTF system could well preserve the edges
and boundaries of SPECT images. The GTF system has
significant advantages in detecting multi- orientational and
high-order variations of the images and thus can be used to
extract the edges and boundaries of SPECT images. Inspired by
the above works, we developed a loss function (the GTF loss) that
imposes similarity constraints on the edges and boundaries
features between generated and normal dose reconstructed
images while noise suppression. The GTF loss can be
described as follows:

Lore (G) = 5 Y|GTF(G () - GTE (), (8)
i1

where x;, y; € RN*N
reconstructed slice and the i-th input normal-dose reconstructed

represent the i-th input low-dose SPECT

slice in the training set, respectively. The notations GTF(-)
represents the GTF transform operator and G(:) represents the
generator network. # is the batch size. || - ||; represents the L1-norm
regularization, which is used to ensure the data sparsity in the
transform domain.

In this study, we utilized the GTF loss to measure the multi-
orientational and high-order differences between the generated and
normal dose reconstructed images in a high-level feature space
instead of the pixel space for better feature comparison. The
details of the GTF system are provided as follows.

The GTF transform ¥ that we constructed is a matrix with
18 row blocks ¥,j=0,1,...,17, as described in Eq. 9.

¥ (W ] ©

The matrices W; are represented in terms of the matrices
W; e RNN for i=0,1,2 (W; has the same dimension as the
reconstructed SPECT slice)

11 1 0 V2 V2
2 4 4 4 4
11 V2 0 V2
4 2 4 4
Wo=| o fws
11 V2 0 V2
2 4 4 4
LI v V2
4 42 e -
11 1
2 4 "1
11 1
42 4
W, = oo
11
402 4
1 11
4 )

Then, we define W;;: =W; ® W; with i, j = 0,1,2, where ®

denotes the Kronecker product. We note the {W,; j} i,j=0 provides a
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tight framelet system that is a generalization of the total variation.
Finally, we let

V2 V2
Yo =Wy V= TWO,I ¥, = TWI,O
1 1 V7
¥ = 2 (Wor+Wio) ¥y:= 5 (Wio-Wo1) ¥s= ?WU
1 1 1
Y = §W0,2 ¥, = §W2,0 Yy = 3 (W1,1 + Wi+ Wz,o)
1 2
\Fg = g (W02 + WZ,O - Wl,l) \FIO = T (WO,Z - WZ,O)
Y = Wz,l
1 V2
Yo=W,, Y¥5;5:= ng,z Wiy = 3 (Wop +Wa3)
V2 V2
\PIS = T (WO,Z - WZ,Z) \P16 = T (WO,Z + W2>2)
V2
Y= —- (Wao = W,)

3 Performance evaluation and results
3.1 Datasets

The simulation data in this study were obtained by the SIMIND
Monte Carlo simulation program [58], which is well established for
SPECT with low-energy photons. It simulates a SIEMENS E.CAM
gamma camera with a low energy high resolution (LEHR) collimated
beam collimator based on a Monte Carlo simulation method.

To generate the dataset for this study, we simulated three digital
phantoms using SIMIND, including an anatomical whole-body model
from XCAT [59] library (WB), an anatomical head and torso model for
ECT bone imaging (ECT), and a digital geometric phantom (geometric).
The ECT and WB phantoms consist mainly of bones, and the geometric
phantom consists of activity gradients and uniform cylinders. Figure 5
shows projection data for three phantoms at two specific view angles.

For each phantom, we simulated the normal dose projection data
with 1.61 x 10° photon histories in each projection view. The total
number of detected photon counts in the projection data of ECT, WB,
and geometric phantoms is 1.3 x 10%, 4.3 x 107, and 2.1 x 107,
respectively. The detector orbit was set to be circular and covers 360°,
with a radius of rotation of 15 cm. The simulation used 120 projection
views from a 128-dimensional detector array with 2.2-mm detector
elements to generate parallel-collimated SPECT projection data. In
addition, we applied an 18% main energy window centered at
141 keV. The gamma photons that fall within this energy window
were regarded as primary or first-order scattered photons.

Low dose projection data for each phantom used in this study
contained two levels, which were simulated with 1/50 and 1/100
photon number histories of the normal dose, respectively. We
reconstructed a total of 1,294 valid images from the projection
data of all the three phantoms using the PAPA algorithm. The
reconstructed images were partitioned into the training set and the
testing set with a ratio of 4:1. Indeed, the training set consists of
1,035 reconstructed images, while the testing set consists of
259 reconstructed images. To enlarge the training set and avoid
overfitting, three data augmentation methods were utilized,
including horizontal flip, vertical flip, and rotation (45 degrees).
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FIGURE 5
The projection data at coronal (left panel) and sagittal (right panel) view angles of (A) ECT, (B) WB, and (C) geometric phantoms, respectively.

For a fair comparison, we applied a 5-fold cross-validation scheme
for all the competing learning-based methods. It is noticed that any
pair of neighboring slices exhibit obvious disparity. Based on this
observation, we found that the above training and testing sets exhibit
different data distributions, which makes the training process
reasonable.

Furthermore, to investigate the robustness of the proposed
reconstruction framework, we simulated the viscera of the heart,
kidney, liver, and small bowel in ECT phantom under different noise
levels using SIMIND. The projection data were simulated using the
aforementioned SIMIND configuration, and the total number of
detected photon counts in the normal dose projection data is
1.5x 10%. The low dose projection data employed photon
number histories with 1/500, 1/50, 1/25, 1/10, and 1/5 of the
normal dose. We designated 243 low-dose reconstructed images
with 1/500 photon number history of the normal dose for testing
and the remaining 972 reconstructed images were used for training.
This dataset was referred to as ECT-viscera for distinction. Similarly,
the data augmentation strategy mentioned above was adopted to
enlarge the training set.

3.2 Implementation details

3.2.1 Training parameters

In this study, the weights of all deep learning-based models were
optimized using the Adam algorithm [60]. For the proposed model,
the momentum parameters of Adam were set to 3, = 0.5 and
B, =0.999. The learning rate of the discriminator was set to
4 x 1073, while the learning rate of the generator was set to
4 x 107°, following two time-scale update rules (TTUR) [61] to
improve training stability and facilitate the model convergence. We
applied a learning rate decay strategy, where the learning rate
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linearly decayed from its initial value to 0 after half of the
training epochs. This strategy avoids excessive oscillation during
training and facilitates the convergence of the objective function to
the saddle point. The total number of training epochs was 1500, and
the mini-batch size was 16. During training, we followed the typical
approach for GAN training, where the generator and discriminator
were optimized alternately. The proposed model was implemented
using the PyTorch library and computationally accelerated using an
NVIDIA 3090 TI GPU. The training time was nearly 7.5 hours.

3.2.2 Baseline methods

We compared the proposed method to the other four
reconstruction methods, including TV-PAPA, RED-CNN, U-Net,
CGAN and SPECTnet. All methods were well-tuned to achieve the
best performance and they are described in detail as follows.

(1) TV-PAPA is a traditional iterative reconstruction method with
TV regularization [50]. In this study, TV-PAPA achieved the
best noise suppression performance for ECT, WB and geometric
phantom when the TV regularization term was set to 1.2,
0.2 and 0.15, respectively. The number of iterations of TV-
PAPA was set to 100 in order to balance performance and
computation.

The RED-CNN is a method based on the residual encoder-decoder
structure proposed by [31]. and applied for low-dose CT denoising.
We consider that the SPECT reconstructed images have a lower
resolution compared to CT, and the original RED-CNN model
might not be adequate for the SPECT image denoising task.
Therefore, we modified the original RED-CNN model to
enhance its denoising capability. These modifications mainly
include increasing the codec depth from 11 to 22 layers and
increasing the number of channels in each convolution and
deconvolution layer from 96 to 128.
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(3) The U-Net was implemented with reference to the article [34].
U-Net,
convolutional layers with batch normalization and rectified

Compared to the original we employed two
linear unit activation function as the basic building block of
the U-Net model to improve the performance of network. In
addition, all convolutional layers have padding operations that
equalize the size of the feature maps on the encoder and decoder
of the corresponding layers, which facilitates feature fusion
more than the original U-Net. The U-Net was trained with
Adam optimizer and L1 loss function.

(4

~

The implementation of CGAN refers to the work of Isola et al.
[51], and its generator adopts the same structure and parameters
as U-Net and uses PatchGAN as the discriminator.

The implementation of SPECTnet is based on the work of [23].
The SPECTnet is an end-to-end SPECT reconstruction method
that utilizes a two-step network training strategy.

3.3 Evaluation metrics

To evaluate the global reconstruction performance of the
reconstructed images, three global image quality metrics were
employed, including peak signal to noise ratio (PSNR), structural
similarity index measure (SSIM), root mean square error (RMSE). In
addition, two local image quality metrics were used to assess the
quality of local recovery of the reconstructed images, including
coefficient of variation (CV) and mean lesion contrast (MLC).
These performance evaluation metrics are described in detail as
follows.

In this study, reconstructed images of ECT and WB phantoms
were used for the evaluation of global image quality. For the local
image quality evaluation, the geometric phantom was used because
it has a good geometric structure and can be conveniently used for
evaluating the local image quality metrics.

3.3.1 Global image quality metrics

PSNR is a traditional image quality metric for evaluating image
restoration, and its formula is shown in Eq. 10. The reconstructed
image has higher quality if higher PSNR values are obtained.

MAX(X,)
" Xr - Xg ”2 ’

where X, and X, represent the reconstructed image and ground-

PSNR =20 - logw( (10)

truth, respectively. MAX (X) is the maximum pixel intensity of the
ground-truth.

SSIM is an index that evaluates the similarity of two images
based on brightness, contrast, and structure. It can be formulated as
Eq. 11. As a similarity measure, a higher value of SSIM means a
better match of structural information.

(Zynug + Cl)(Za,g + Cz)

SSIM= (yf + o+ Cl)(af +0, + Cz)’

(11)

where 41, and 1 denotes pixel sample mean of reconstructed image
and ground-truth, respectively. Notation o, and o, are the standard
deviation of all pixels in two windows, and their covariance is
denoted as o,4. C; = (K; x L)*> and C, = (K, x L)* are two
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coefficients to stabilize the division with a weak denominator. L
is the dynamic range of pixel values, typically set to 255. In addition,
the values of K; and K, are small constants, which are set to 0.01 and
0.03, respectively.

As a global image metric, RMSE is used to measure the error
between images. It is defined as follows:

RMSE — /ZZI (fi- 9:‘)2)
N

where f; and g; denotes the pixel intensity of generated image and

(12)

the ground-truth respectively, N is the number of all pixels in the
image.

3.3.2 Local image quality metrics

Coefficient of variation (CV) is used as a noise indicator,
reflecting the pixel-to-pixel variability in the image. It is defined
as follows:

CV = —,

" (13)

where o and p in Eq. 13 denote the standard deviation and mean of
ROI region for the reconstructed image, respectively.

Mean lesion contrast (MLC) is a local quality metric used to
evaluate the quality of contrast restoration in lesions. It is calculated
by means of the 2D ROI on the largest cross-section through the
center of the hot sphere. The background ROIs are maintained at the
same shape and size as the target. The MLC is then defined as:

C,=<|T -B|>, (14)

where T in Eq. 14 is the mean radioactivity in the target ROI of
reconstructed image, B is the mean radioactivity over 5 surrounding
circular background ROIs for the same realization, notation < - >

represents the average of multiple independent sampling results.

3.4 Visual results

To visually evaluate the performance of the proposed method, a
representative chest slice from the ECT phantom was chosen. The
results with different methods are shown in Figures 6A-F and
Figures 7A-F. It can be observed that TV-PAPA roughly
restored the overall contour of the bone but lost many image
details. In contrast, the deep learning-based methods both
restored the overall structure of the image while recovering the
image details. As a reference, we present the PSNR (the first value in
the bracket) and SSIM (the second value in the bracket) metrics of
the slice obtained with different methods in the caption of Figure 6.

To further examine the performance of image detail
reconstruction with different methods, we chose two ROIs for
comparison. Comparing the results with different methods in
ROI I marked in Figure 6F, it can be observed that the proposed
method outperforms other methods in maintaining the bone
structure and restoring image contrast. The ROI II for different
methods is zoomed in and displayed in Figure 7. As indicated by
the red and blue arrows in Figure 7, the proposed method gave
more accurate image reconstruction results than the other
methods.
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The comparison of chest image in ECT phantom reconstructed by different methods: (A) TV-PAPA (24.2632,0.8310), (B) RED-CNN (31.5704,
0.9561), (C) U-Net (36.8849, 0.9826), (D) CGAN (37.7868, 0.9824), (E) Ours (40.9380, 0.9927), and (F) the normal-dose reconstructed image.
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The zoomed-in images of ROI Il in Figure 6: (A) TV-PAPA, (B) RED-CNN, (C) U-Net, (D) CGAN, (E) Ours, and (F) the normal-dose reconstructed

image.

To provide a more quantitative comparison, we draw the line
profile along the straight red line in Figure 6F. The comparison
results are shown in Figure 8. It was observed that the proposed
method has the
reconstructed image than the other methods.

a smallest deviation from normal-dose

3.5 Quantitative results

3.5.1 Global metrics

Table 1 shows the global metrics quantitative results of different
methods on the 5-fold cross-validation in terms of means + SDs
(average scores + standard deviations). It can be seen that the
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traditional iteration-based TV-PAPA performs worse than the deep
learning-based methods. The proposed method achieves the best
performance among competing methods and increases PSNR by
294 dB compared to CGAN. The evaluation results demonstrated
the proposed method achieves better reconstruction performance
compared to other methods in this study.

3.5.2 Local metrics

The average coefficient of variation (CV) was used to evaluate the
local image performance of the proposed method. As marked by the
yellow box in Figure 9, the ROIs with the same position and size were
chosen for calculating the average CV in the geometric phantom images
reconstructed with different methods. The results (mean + SDs) are
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The line profiles indicated by the red line in Figure 6F for different methods: (A) RED-CNN, (B) U-Net, (C) CGAN, and (D) Ours

TABLE 1 The global metrics quantitative results (mean * std) of different

methods.
TV-PAPA 29.1996 + 2.5919
RED-CNN 37.5136 + 3.4859
SPECTnet 42.1567 + 3.6007
U-Net 42.5387 + 3.7279
CGAN 43.0136 + 3.5791
Ours 46.0077 + 4.3462

0.9125 + 0.0352 10.4150 + 3.1253

0.9733 £ 0.0153 4.5377 + 1.7249

0.9893 + 0.0082 2.5906 + 1.2170

0.9925 + 0.0066 2.3905 + 1.0965

0.9895 + 0.0078 2.3193 + 1.1535

0.9946 + 0.0080 1.8567 + 1.3325

listed in Table 2 and indicated that the proposed method has better
noise suppression performance than competing methods.

In addition, we calculated the mean lesion contrast (MLC), which is
obtained by calculating and averaging the given ROIs over different

reconstructed images. The MLC metric was used to evaluate the

contrast recovery quality at lesions in reconstructed images. In this

study, we selected four 2D ROIs on the thermosphere cross-section of

the geometric phantom, as highlighted in Figure 9 by the red circles. We
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FIGURE 9
Schematic illustration of a reconstructed slice of the geometric

phantom under normal-dose acquisition. The yellow rectangular ROI
was used for CV calculation and the four red circular ROIs were used
for MLC calculation
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TABLE 2 The CV values (mean = std) of different reconstruction methods.

Method cv

TV-PAPA 12.14% + 1.63%
RED-CNN 5.91% + 0.26%
U-Net 3.89% + 0.20%
CGAN 3.82% + 0.33%
SPECTnet 3.78% + 0.67%
Ours 3.37% + 0.10%

plotted the MLC results of different deep-learning methods in
Figure 10 to evaluate their local restoration ability. It can be
observed that the proposed method provides the optimal mean
lesion contrast across the four ROIs compared to other methods.
The evaluation results imply that the proposed method can
effectively improve the lesion contrast in reconstructed images
compared to other methods in this study.

3.6 Noise suppression capacity of different
methods

In addition, a representative reconstructed image of the
geometric phantom was chosen to further evaluate the noise
suppression capacity of the different methods. The images
reconstructed with different methods are shown in the first
column of Figure 11. The surface and contour plots of the red
rectangle ROI are displayed in the second and third columns of
Figure 11, respectively. In general, the surface map is smoother and

10.3389/fphy.2023.1162456

the contour map has fewer closed loops, corresponding to less noise
and artifacts in the reconstructed image.

It can be observed that the surface plots of all the methods exhibit
approximately linear variation. In regions of high intensity, the result of
the RED-CNN exhibited a degree of oscillation, while the contour plots
display a degree of distortion. In contrast, the surface map with U-Net is
smoother and slightly better than the one of RED-CNN. The surface
plot of the reconstructed image with CGAN has some degree of tiny
oscillations, but it has fewer closed loops in the contour plot than the
U-Net. The proposed method outperforms the others in the sense that it
can better preserve the linearly varying contours along the vertical
direction while avoiding closed contour lines that indicate local
oscillations. The evaluation results suggest that the proposed method
may have superior noise suppression capacity.

3.7 Robustness of proposed method

In our numerical simulations, the Poisson noise of the reconstructed
images in both the training and testing sets was maintained at an
equivalent level. However, different noise levels exist in clinical
applications of SPECT. A clinically meaningful SPECT reconstruction
method should have strong robustness to adapt to situations where the
actual data may have a higher noise level than the training data.
Therefore, we evaluated the robustness of the proposed method on
the ECT-viscera dataset. The three competing methods based on deep
learning were applied to the same dataset for comparison.

Two representative reconstructed images of the chest (the
first row) and abdomen (the second row) in the testing set were
chosen to visually compare the performance of different
methods, as shown in Figure 12. Comparing the first row in
Figure 12, it can be observed that the proposed method provides a

Mean lesion contrast of detailed ROIs
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The MLC results of four circular ROIs for different methods. The x-axis represents the ROl number, and the y-axis represents the value of the MLC.
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FIGURE 11
The reconstructed images (the first column), the surface plots (the second column), and the contour plots (the third column) of the red rectangular
ROI for different methods: (A) RED-CNN, (B) U-Net, (C) CGAN, and (D) Ours

clearer and more accurate structure of the heart wall, as pointed
out by the red arrows in zoomed box. Comparing the second row
in Figure 12, it can be observed that the proposed method better
maintains the cross-sectional shape of the kidney, as exhibited by
the green zoomed box.

We further used the PSNR, SSIM and RMSE to evaluate
different methods quantitatively. The results are reported in
Table 3. It can be observed that the proposed method achieved
the best performance. The evaluation showed that the proposed
method has better robustness than other methods.
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3.8 Ablation study

3.8.1 Effectiveness of RACT block and GTF loss

In this section, we conducted an ablation study to investigate the
effectiveness of the proposed RACT block and GTF loss. For
comparison purposes, we applied CGAN as the baseline network.
To ensure the results are valid, we performed the 5-fold cross-
validation to evaluate the performance of each model.

The results (mean) are presented in the module ablation section
in Table 4, which indicates the proposed model obtains the best
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FIGURE 12

The comparison of the chest (first row) and abdominal (second row) images in ECT-viscera phantom reconstructed by different methods: (A) RED-
CNN, (B) U-Net, (C) CGAN, (D) Ours, and (E) the nomal-dose reconstructed images

TABLE 3 The quantitative results (mean * std) of different methods on the ECT-
viscera dataset.

Method Evaluation metrics

PSNR SSIM RMSE

RED-CNN 27.0066 + 2.4197 0.8887 + 0.0425 11.7941 £ 2.9240
U-Net 30.6860 + 3.4683 0.9367 + 0.0347 7.9998 + 2.7939
CGAN 32,9589 + 3.4130 0.9565 + 0.0257 6.1590 + 2.2466
SPECTnet 33.8563 + 3.5963 0.9589 + 0.0275 5.6217 + 2.2954
Ours 34.3368 + 3.3884 0.9685 + 0.0254 5.2855 + 2.2362

performance and verify the effectiveness of the proposed RACT
block and GTF loss. For the convenience of discussion, we focus
mainly on the PSNR metric. It is seen that after adding the GTF loss
to the baseline network, the PSNR increased by 0.66 dB compared to
the baseline. Additionally, when the standard convolution block of
the baseline network was replaced with the RACT block, the PSNR
increased by 1.67 dB compared to the baseline. When the GTF and
RACT blocks were applied at the same time, the PSNR increased by
2.99dB compared to the baseline. The evaluation results
demonstrate that both the GTF loss and the RACT block can
effectively contribute to the network performance and hence
enhance image quality.

3.8.2 Effectiveness of sub-modules in RACT block

As described in Section 2, the dual branch of the RACT block is
specifically composed of the residual convolution block (RConv), the
feature refinement module (CBAM), and the CSwin Transformer block
(CSTB). We further conducted an ablation study to investigate the
performance and necessity of these components. The CGAN with GTF
loss was applied to as baseline network, referred to as G-CGAN (Model
A) for short.
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The results (mean) are listed in the sub-module ablation section in
Table 4, which proves the effectiveness of the RACT block we proposed.
To verify the effectiveness of local branch in RACT block, we replaced
the building blocks of model A with RACT blocks that have only local
branches and referred to as model B. Compared with model A, the result
of model B increases the PSNR by 039 dB and demonstrates the
effectiveness of local branch in RACT block. Model D was designed
to verify the effectiveness of the global branch, and model D further
enabled the global branch in the RACT block based on model B.
Compared with model B, the result of model D increases the PSNR
by 1.94 dB and demonstrates the effectiveness of global branch in RACT
block. In addition, we designed model C to verify the effectiveness of
CBAM in RACT block. In model C, the CBAM module of the RACT
block was removed while retaining the other sub-modules. It can be
observed that the result of model C decreases the PSNR by 0.68 dB
compared to model D. The evaluation results verified the effectiveness of
the sub-modules in the RACT block.

3.9 Convergence of different models

In this section, we investigated the convergence speed of the
proposed model. Several different deep learning-based models were
trained and tested on the same datasets in different epochs for
performance comparison. To ensure the validity of results, we
conducted 5-fold cross-validation for each model. The average
PSNR, SSIM, and RMSE results obtained during the network
testing were recorded and plotted as the convergence curves
shown in Figures 13A-C. It can be seen that the proposed model
reaches the convergence state within 400 training epochs, as shown
in Figure 13A. Furthermore, it is worth noting that in the early stages
of model training (e.g., 200 epochs), the PSNR value of the proposed
model is higher than the PSNR value of other models at the final
convergence state, as indicated by the black dashed line in
Figure 13A. The evaluation results indicated that the proposed
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TABLE 4 The ablation study for the proposed modules and sub-

in the prop

d RACT block.

Modules Evaluation metrics (mean)
GTF loss PSNR SSIM RMSE
CGAN 43.0136 0.9895 23193
CGAN + GTF v 43.6762 0.9922 2.2987
CGAN + RACT v 44,6855 0.9926 1.8689
CGAN + GTF + RACT v v 46.0077 0.9946 1.8567

Sub-modules

CBAM
A: G-CGAN 43.6762 0.9922 2.2987
B: G-CGAN + RConv + CBAM v 4 44.0667 0.9937 2.1666
C: G-CGAN + RConv + CSTB v v 45.3221 0.9939 2.0190
D: G-CGAN + RConv + CBAM + CSTB v v v 46.0077 0.9946 1.8567

model has a faster convergence speed and achieves better
performance compared to competing models.

4 Discussion

Lowering the radioactive dose during SPECT imaging is significant,
but it will compromise the quality of reconstructed images. In this paper,
we propose a SPECT reconstruction framework aimed at providing high
quality reconstructed images from low-dose projection data. The
proposed framework uses the CGAN as backbone, which combines
the U-Net with proposed RACT blocks as the generator and PatchGAN
as the discriminator. The RACT block consists of a local feature
extraction branch and a global feature extraction branch to model
and fuses the potential short-range and long-range dependencies in
the feature maps. In addition, we design a novel GTF loss function based
on a geometric tight framelet to suppress the noise while preserving the
image details to the maximum. The evaluations show that the proposed
SPECT reconstruction framework has advantages over some existing
deep learning methods.

We selected representative reconstructed slices from the ECT
dataset for visual comparison. It can be observed that the results of
the proposed reconstruction framework are closer to the normal-dose
reconstructed image than other methods, whether it is the restoration of
contrast or the preservation of bone structure. We attribute that some
organs (e.g., bones) cover a large receptive field in the reconstructed
images, and therefore image reconstruction using the Transformer that
is excellent at modeling remote dependencies is superior to traditional
CNNs. Meanwhile, we performed cross-validation and calculated
PNSR, SSIM, and RMSE for reconstructed images from ECT and
WB phantoms. The proposed framework achieved the best
performance in the metrics relative to other methods, which is
consistent with the performance of visual effects.

A slice from the geometric phantom was used to compare the noise
suppression performance of different methods. The proposed
framework exhibits fewer closed loops and oscillations for processing
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linearly smooth slopes, which shows that the proposed framework has
superior noise suppression capacity. We further used the CV and MLC
metrics to verify the local image reconstruction quality with different
methods using the geometric phantom. The evaluation results show
that the proposed framework achieve the best performance compared
to competing methods. We consider that the long-range dependence
might still be useful to improve the quality of reconstruction in regions
with smaller receptive fields.

The ablation study results showed that the proposed GTF loss
function and the RACT block contribute to improving the
reconstructed  performance.  Furthermore, we verified the
effectiveness of the submodules of the RACT block. We found that
the refinement of local features is still essential even after the long-range
dependent modeling was introduced. Specifically, when the feature
refinement module (CBAM) in the local branch was removed, the
quality of the reconstruction decreased. We consider that the best
reconstruction performance is achieved when meaningful local features
and global features are combined.

Furthermore, we utilized the ECT-viscera phantom to generate
datasets with more details in reconstruction image and multiple noise
levels. The evaluation results showed that the proposed reconstruction
framework has better robust performance compared to other methods.
Due to radiation dose limitations, patients cannot be scanned repeatedly
in the hospital to acquire data on multiple noise levels. We believe that
the stronger robustness allows the model to retain a degree of image
reconstruction capability, despite the lack of training for specific noise
levels. It has great significance for clinical application. Finally, we
investigated the convergence speed of the proposed framework and
found that the proposed framework had achieved high reconstruction
quality in the early stage of training compared to other methods.

Although the proposed framework can effectively improve the
quality of low-dose reconstructed images, it still needs improvement
in our future work. In the future, we intend to conduct more in-
depth studies of the proposed SPECT reconstruction framework
using clinical data while applying the reconstruction framework to
more medical imaging modalities.
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FIGURE 13

The curves of convergence speed in terms of (A) PSNR, (B) SSIM and (C) RMSE for different models.

5 Conclusion

In this paper, we proposed SPECT reconstruction framework to
improve the quality of low-dose reconstructed image. The proposed
framework effectively extracts and models the long-range and short-
range dependencies in the feature map by the proposed RACT block,
while utilizing the proposed GTF loss function to constrain the
generator network to preserve image details maximum while
denoising. The evaluation results showed that the proposed
framework has the potential to reduce the tracer dose required
for SPECT imaging without compromising the quality of the
reconstructed images.
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