
CHAPTER 5. MACHINE LEARNING BASICS

have more parameters than training examples. We have little chance of choosing
a solution that generalizes well when so many wildly different solutions exist. In
this example, the quadratic model is perfectly matched to the true structure of
the task so it generalizes well to new data.
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Figure 5.2: We fit three models to this example training set. The training data was
generated synthetically, by randomly sampling x values and choosing y deterministically
by evaluating a quadratic function. (Left)A linear function fit to the data suffers from
underfitting—it cannot capture the curvature that is present in the data. (Center)A
quadratic function fit to the data generalizes well to unseen points. It does not suffer from
a significant amount of overfitting or underfitting. (Right)A polynomial of degree 9 fit to
the data suffers from overfitting. Here we used the Moore-Penrose pseudoinverse to solve
the underdetermined normal equations. The solution passes through all of the training
points exactly, but we have not been lucky enough for it to extract the correct structure.
It now has a deep valley in between two training points that does not appear in the true
underlying function. It also increases sharply on the left side of the data, while the true
function decreases in this area.

So far we have described only one way of changing a model’s capacity: by
changing the number of input features it has, and simultaneously adding new
parameters associated with those features. There are in fact many ways of changing
a model’s capacity. Capacity is not determined only by the choice of model. The
model specifies which family of functions the learning algorithm can choose from
when varying the parameters in order to reduce a training objective. This is called
the representational capacity of the model. In many cases, finding the best
function within this family is a very difficult optimization problem. In practice,
the learning algorithm does not actually find the best function, but merely one
that significantly reduces the training error. These additional limitations, such as
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