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Abstract

Semi-supervised instance segmentation poses challenges
due to limited labeled data, causing difficulties in accu-
rately localizing distinct object instances. Current teacher-
student frameworks still suffer from performance con-
straints due to unreliable pseudo-label quality stemming
from limited labeled data. While the Segment Anything
Model (SAM) offers robust segmentation capabilities at var-
ious granularities, directly applying SAM to this task in-
troduces challenges such as class-agnostic predictions and
potential over-segmentation. To address these complexi-
ties, we carefully integrate SAM into the semi-supervised in-
stance segmentation framework, developing a novel distilla-
tion method that effectively captures the precise localization
capabilities of SAM without compromising semantic recog-
nition. Furthermore, we incorporate pseudo-label refine-
ment as well as a specialized data augmentation with the re-
fined pseudo-labels, resulting in superior performance. We
establish state-of-the-art performance, and provide com-
prehensive experiments and ablation studies to validate the
effectiveness of our proposed approach.

1. Introduction

Instance segmentation—simultaneously detecting objects
and delineating their pixel-level boundaries—is fundamen-
tal to applications such as autonomous driving and med-
ical imaging [62, 64]. Although fully-supervised meth-
ods [6, 7, 19, 24] have achieved impressive accuracy, their
dependence on extensive annotated datasets limits scalabil-
ity due to the labor-intensive nature of pixel-level labeling.

Consequently, recent work [3, 5, 16, 28, 54] has explored
semi-supervised learning (SSL) approaches that addition-
ally leverage unlabeled images. Typically, these methods
generate pseudo-labels using a teacher network trained on
a limited labeled dataset, which subsequently guides the

“These authors contributed equally.
T Corresponding author.

[ cA, Classification Accuracy

SQ, Segmentation Quality

100 !
1
1
1
75 ]
1
1
1
1
50 !
47.7 :
1
25 i
1
1
i
0 Class : Person, 99.4%
CA sQ

(a) Bottleneck analysis (b) Failure case

Figure 1. Analysis on pseudo-labels by the teacher in a teacher-
student framework for semi-supervised instance segmenta-
tion. (a) Bottleneck analysis revealing that the primary limitation
lies in mask quality rather than classification. Note that class ac-
curacy (CA) is computed on matched pairs with IoU > 0.5, and
segmentation quality (SQ) is measured by the standard segmenta-
tion quality metric from panoptic quality [32]. (b) Example failure
cases with correct, confident class prediction but inaccurate masks.

training of a student network. However, the restricted
availability of labeled data renders the pseudo-labels error-
prone, thereby reducing the benefits of incorporating unla-
beled images in the teacher-student framework.

To address this, recent studies have proposed several
strategies, including noise filtering [54], the use of auxiliary
information (e.g., depth maps [5]), and dedicated training
stages to stabilize the teacher—student framework [3, 16].
Despite these advances, the inherent limitations imposed
by the small-scale labeled data continue to produce pseudo-
labels with significant errors, ultimately impeding the per-
formance of the student network.

Recently, large-scale vision foundation models [20, 40,
42, 55], pretrained on web-scale datasets, have demon-
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strated exceptional performance across diverse tasks and
exhibit strong generalization without task-specific fine-
tuning [1, 2, 63]. In particular, the Segment Anything
Model (SAM) [33, 45] has gathered significant attention
as a prompt-driven segmentation foundation model, ca-
pable of predicting fine-grained masks at any granularity,
from whole objects to parts and sub-parts, using geometric
prompts such as points and bounding boxes. Trained on an
unprecedented scale of images, SAM demonstrates efficacy
and generalization across various domains [4, 29, 46] and
in diverse tasks [44, 57].

These advancements motivate our exploration of SAM
to enhance instance segmentation through knowledge distil-
lation, pseudo-label enhancement, and data augmentation,
which are fundamental elements in semi-supervised learn-
ing. However, it still faces challenges in directly apply-
ing SAM to instance segmentation due to its class-agnostic
design [33, 52]: instance segmentation inherently requires
both mask and class predictions, yet SAM is not designed
to generate class-conditioned masks.

In this work, we integrate SAM into a semi-supervised
instance segmentation framework to address challenges
posed by limited labeled data. We first examine the defi-
ciencies of existing semi-supervised approaches [3] by visu-
alizing pseudo-labels generated by their teacher networks,
thereby establishing a basis for incorporating SAM. As il-
lustrated in Fig. 1, these networks reliably identify classes,
but often fail in precise localization by grouping multiple in-
stances into a single mask, resulting in under-segmentation.
Although it might appear straightforward to use SAM to
separate instances within these pseudo-labels, its class-
agnostic design frequently produces masks that capture
only fine-grained segments of an object rather than the ob-
ject as a whole, resulting in over-segmentation [49]. This
underscores the necessity for carefully balancing under- and
over-segmentation when integrating SAM into the semi-
supervised instance segmentation framework.

In this regard, we argue that it is crucial to identify what
and what not to learn from SAM for tackling the under- and
over-segmentation problem, and propose a novel framework
for distilling SAM to improve the teacher and student net-
works. In specific, we first improve the teacher network
trained on a small amount of label data by a novel knowl-
edge distillation objective, which can effectively acquire the
fine-grained localization capabilities of SAM while avoid-
ing over-segmentation or hindering semantic recognition.
We further enhance our framework by propagating the
strong segmentation capability of SAM through pseudo-
label refinement and an augmentation strategy designed for
instance segmentation.

Our framework for boosting Semi-Supervised Instance
Segmentation with SAM, or S%M, establishes state-of-the-
art performance in all benchmarks, demonstrating the ef-

fectiveness of our approach. We further provide detailed

ablations and analysis on our methodology, as well as qual-

itative comparison with baselines.
Our main contributions can be summarized as follows:

* We incorporate Segment Anything Model (SAM) into
the semi-supervised instance segmentation framework,
and present our explorations for improving the teacher-
student framework with SAM.

* We carefully design our framework to fully leverage SAM
through structural distillation, pseudo-label refinement
and data augmentation while avoiding potential draw-
backs of directly adopting SAM.

* We establish state-of-the-art performance across bench-
marks, and provide thorough ablations and analysis to
validate our approach.

2. Related Work

Semi-supervised instance segmentation. Dominant ap-
proaches to semi-supervised instance segmentation [3, 5,
16, 28, 53] have been based on student-teacher pseudo-
labeling, where teacher model generates pseudo-labels for
unlabeled images, which are then used by student model
for training. In this framework, applying weak and strong
data augmentations for generating and predicting pseudo-
labels, respectively, effectively utilizes unlabeled data, as
proposed in FixMatch [50]. The semi-supervised instance
segmentation task was first introduced by Noisy Bound-
aries [53], which proposed a noise-tolerant mask head to
filter noisy student predictions. Polite teacher [16] em-
ploys EMA teacher while filtering out pseudo-labels by
confidence thresholding. PAIS [28] introduced a dynami-
cally changing loss weight based on the quality of pseudo-
labels, improving the utilization of unlabeled data by re-
taining low-confidence labels. More recently, GuidedDis-
tillation [3] proposed an improved teacher-student distil-
lation with a guided burn-in stage and integrated a vision
transformer—based architecture into a semi-supervised in-
stance segmentation framework, achieving substantial per-
formance gains. Building on [3], Depth-Guided [5] inte-
grates a depth foundation model for depth-aware cues. Yet
both still struggle to produce noise-tolerant masks due to
scarce labels. Here, we present the first semi-supervised in-
stance segmentation framework to incorporate SAM, fully
leveraging its generalization power.

Segment Anything Model. SAM [33, 45] is a foundation
model for zero-shot image segmentation that generalizes
across domains without task-specific fine-tuning. Support-
ing interactive prompts—points, boxes, or masks—it en-
ables flexible, instance-aware segmentation in diverse sce-
narios. Building on this capability, several studies have
explored its use in semi- [37, 56, 61] or weakly [34] su-
pervised semantic segmentation. In this work, we present
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Figure 2. Overall pipeline of the proposed framework, S*M. We propose S*M, a semi-supervised instance segmentation framework
that leverages SAM knowledge via three key components. First, we enhance the teacher network with structural distillation to transfer
SAM’s spatial understanding. The student then learns from unlabeled data using SAM-refined pseudo-labels, further enhanced by aug-

mentation with refined pseudo-labels.

the first approach to integrate SAM into semi-supervised
instance segmentation through a carefully designed frame-
work that addresses its potential limitations.

Knowledge distillation. Knowledge distillation (KD) is
a widely known technique for transferring knowledge
from a teacher to a student model [22]. Although con-
ventional approaches in KD aim to train the student to
mimic the teacher’s output, relational knowledge distillation
(RKD) [41] introduces an effective approach to distill struc-
tural relations among learned representations. In the do-
main of semantic segmentation, several studies [21, 31, 36]
investigated the effectiveness KD and RKD. In this work,
we explore transferring the generalized structural knowl-
edge embedded in the vision foundation model, SAM, into
an instance segmentation model through knowledge distil-
lation within a semi-supervised framework.

3. Preliminaries

Problem formulation. In semi-supervised instance seg-
mentation, we leverage a large set of unlabeled data Dy =
{z,} and a small labeled data set Dy, = {(xy, z;)}, where
each image € R***W hag a spatial resolution of height
H and width W. The ground truth z; = {(cf,mF)} for
labeled image z; consists of class labels & € {1,..., K}
and binary masks m* € {0, 1}#*W where k indexes each
instance in x;. The goal is to improve model performance
beyond what Dy, alone provides.

Our S*M is built on the widely adopted teacher-student

20228

framework with consistency regularization [3, 5] that for-
mulates the training pipeline into two stages [3, 5]. In the
first stage, we pre-train the teacher Fr on labeled data Dy,
with the objective L7 = Lj,. After obtaining the pre-
trained teacher network, we then train the student Fg uti-
lizing both labeled data Dy and unlabeled data Dy. At
the second stage, the teacher Fr processes weakly aug-
mented views weak(z,) to generate pseudo-labels 2, =
{(ek,mk)}, retaining predictions where class confidence
exceeds 7.. The student Fg then learns from strongly aug-
mented views strong(z,,) by matching its predictions to Z,,.
The total objective is defined as Lg = Lip + AupLulb-
The network is jointly optimized by a cross entropy loss
los for classification and a mask 1oss . consisted of
dice loss [38] and binary cross entropy. Consequently,
we define L1, = las(eF, cf) + Amasklmask (M, mF) and
Lup = 1015(557 éﬁ)—l—)\masklmask(mﬁ, T?LZ), where {(5, Th)}
are model predictions.
Baseline segmentation network. Our framework builds
on Mask2Former [7], a unified architecture for segmen-
tation that we adapt for instance segmentation, following
Guided Distillation [3]. The model comprises three core
components. An image encoder extracts low-resolution fea-
tures from the input image, and a pixel decoder progres-
sively upsamples and refines these features to construct a
multi-scale feature pyramid. A transformer decoder pro-
cesses N learnable query embeddings, where iteratively in-
teracting with with the multi-scale features to generate class
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Figure 3. Illustration of structural distillation with SAM for
training the teacher. We distill the self-similarity matrix ex-
tracted from the decoder feature of SAM to enhance the teacher
for addressing under-segmentation.

embeddings for each of the N segments. The binary masks
for each segment are generated by computing the dot prod-
uct between the segment embeddings and the per-pixel em-
beddings, followed by a sigmoid activation.

SAM. The SAM [45, 52] is architecturally structured
around three core components: an image encoder, a prompt
encoder, and a mask decoder. Image encoder utilizes ViT-
based backbone [15, 48] to extract image features and gen-
erate H' x W’ spatial embedding, where H' and W’ denote
the height and width of the feature map, respectively. The
prompt encoder captures interactive positional cues from in-
puts such as points, boxes, and masks, transforming them
into prompt embedding that inform the segmentation pro-
cess. The final mask decoder fuses image and prompt em-
bedding using a modified transformer block with bidirec-
tional self-attention and cross-attention. It then upsamples
the image embedding and applies an MLP-based dynamic
classifier to compute the mask’s foreground probability at
each location. Our approach utilizes two outputs from SAM
that contains its rich segmentation knowledge.

4. Method

In this section, we detail our approach for integrating SAM
into the semi-supervised instance segmentation framework.
First, we analyze the limitations of the pseudo-labels pro-
duced by existing teacher networks and introduce a struc-
tural distillation strategy—Ileveraging SAM as a meta-
teacher, to enhance teacher performance in Sec. 4.1. Next,
we describes our approach to fully integrate SAM into
the student network training via pseudo-label refinement in
Sec. 4.2 and augmentation in Sec. 4.3.

4.1. Improving teacher with structural distillation

Recent works [3, 16] have shown that a robust teacher net-
work is essential for effective semi-supervised learning. We
observe that teacher networks in existing methods tend to
suffer from under-segmentation, which is mainly caused by

the scarcity of labeled data and results in difficulty differen-
tiating multiple instances, as illustrated in Fig. 1. Inspired
by the strong localization capabilities of SAM, we propose a
knowledge distillation strategy in which SAM functions as a
meta-teacher, guiding the teacher network Fr toward finer
localization. Since the teacher network is initially trained
on limited labeled data, the rich representations from SAM
are particularly valuable in this label-scarce regime.

A major challenge in this approach is to avoid inheriting
undesirable properties from the meta-teacher, such as over-
segmentation. Although SAM effectively captures fine-
grained regions, its limited semantic understanding stem-
ming from training with geometric prompts rather than se-
mantic labels [52] can lead to over-segmentation and sub-
optimal classification performance [51, 52]. Since instance
segmentation requires both accurate segmentation and ro-
bust classification, we refrain from directly minimizing the
feature distance [47] between SAM and the teacher.

Instead, we design a distillation loss that focuses on im-
itating the structural layout of the image, which can be rep-
resented as a self-similarity matrix [8—10, 23-27] of the fea-
ture map. One important aspect is identifying where to dis-
till from, in order to ensure that the self-similarity we learn
from accurately captures the localized structure of the im-
age, while avoiding over- and under-segmentation. In this
regard, we further propose distilling the feature structures
obtained from the decoder features of SAM, instead of en-
coder features [52]. Consequently, we randomly sample P
points, yielding ¢ € {1, ..., P} and prompt the decoder with
the sampled point to obtain more localized features, as il-
lustrated in Fig. 3.

Following this, we first extract the feature map from both
SAM and the teacher model. The feature map extracted
from the teacher model is interpolated to match the spatial
dimensions of SAM, producing Fsam, Fr € RE'xW'xd
Using the sampled prompt locations, we then extract the
spatially corresponding embeddings from both, resulting in
Flaps Fp € RP*4. Finally, we compute the cosine sim-
ilarity within the features, yielding self-similarity matrices
CSAM7 Cr e RPXH/W/.

Formally, this is defined as:

_ Fp - Fr
£ [ £l
(1

Fgan - Fsam Cr

C p—
S HFéAMH HFSAM ’

We define structural distillation (SD) loss as:
1 . .
Lsp = Z p(Csam(i) — Cr(i)), 2

where p is the Huber function [30], and i € {1, ..., HW'}
is the index along the first dimension representing the query,
updating the objective for the teacher as L7 = Ly, + Lsp.
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4.2. Refining pseudo-labels with SAM

In addition to improving the teacher network, we propose
to further boost the semi-supervised instance segmentation
framework by refining the pseudo-label with SAM for min-
imizing the remaining error to mitigate error propagation
stemming from noisy labels and to maximize the potential
of the unlabeled data. Given a pseudo-label generated from
the teacher, we can obtain geometric prompts to obtain re-
fined labels from SAM. However, we find that naive meth-
ods, such as selecting the center point of the mask [33] or
obtaining the bounding box is prone to error and often re-
sults in over-segmentation or degenerate masks. To prevent
this, we introduce a simple trick by stochastically sampling
multiple points as prompts to SAM.

Given a pseudo-label mask m* € {0,117V we
can also access the per-pixel probability of the mask
mF € [0,1)7*W before applying threshold to obtain bi-
nary masks. We then can obtain a probability distribution
by normalizing the following:

ﬁlﬁ, if mv]j(aa b) =1,
pla,b) = {0, if ik = 0, )

where a, b represents the spatial locations. Consequently,
we obtain refined pseudo-labels by prompting SAM with
K points sampled from the distribution p(a, b) = Zp ;“(f’)b),
where we set K = 3 in our method. As shown in Fig. 4, we
can observe that SAM can effectively refine noisy pseudo-
labels as high quality pseudo-labels. We note that although
the refined pseudo-label may not always outperform the
original due to stochasticity, the student network still bene-
fits from improved samples and shows consistent gains.

4.3. Augmenting images with refined pseudo-labels

The motivation for leveraging weak-to-strong consis-
tency [50] in semi-supervised learning is to enforce consis-
tent predictions under challenging conditions using strong
augmentations [12, 14, 58, 59]. This method has signif-
icantly improved tasks like semantic segmentation by uti-
lizing techniques such as [39, 58], which boost robust-
ness and generalizability. However, compared to semi-
supervised semantic segmentation, instance segmentation
has been less explored, often relying solely on photomet-
ric augmentations. Here, we introduce Augmentation with
Refined Pseudo-label (ARP), an augmentation strategy in-
spired by prior work [17], addressing unreliable pseudo-
labels through refinement to more effectively enhance per-
formance. As illustrated in Figure 2, ARP generates
synthetic images on the fly by leveraging pseudo-labels
from a teacher network. Let z4,xp5 € Dy denote a ran-
domly sampled pair of weakly augmented images from a
training batch. Their refined pseudo-masks, {725}~ and

Figure 4. Visualization of pseudo-labels before and after re-
finement. We visualize pseudo-labels from the teacher network
before (left) and after (right) refinement. With SAM, we can

refine pseudo-labels with under-segmentation, often containing
noisy parts of nearby instances, into high-quality pseudo-labels.

{m’fg}ivjl, are aggregated into binary masks M4 and Mp,
where N4 and Np denote the number of pseudo-label in-
stances for x 4 and x g, respectively. These masks are then
used to bidirectionally paste detected instances between x 4
and z g, generating synthetic images x 45, xp 4 as follows:

2ap — MpOap+ (1—Mg)©xa,

4)
A MsOza+(1—Ma)Ozp.

Here, ® denotes the element-wise product between the bi-
nary mask and the image. The corresponding pseudo-labels
zZ4 and Zp are also augmented accordingly into Z4p and
Zpa. Subsequently, the student network Fg is trained on
the photometric augmented z45 and zp4. By placing
instances from paired images into each other’s contexts,
the method introduces diverse spatial variations, including
novel scenes and potential occlusions. These transforma-
tions encourage consistent training under challenging con-
ditions, enhancing robustness and generalization.

5. Experiments

5.1. Experimental setup

Datasets and evaluation metric. We conducted our ex-
periments on two datasets. The Cityscapes dataset [11]
contains 1024 x 2048 resolution driving scene images, com-
prising 2975 training images and 500 validation images,
with pixel-level annotations for 8 semantic instance cate-
gories. For the semi-supervised setup, subsets comprising
5%, 10%, and 20% of the training images were sampled
and used in our experiments. The COCO dataset [35] is
a large-scale benchmark containing 118,287 images with
instance segmentation annotations and is widely used in
the field. For our experiments, we train on 1%, 2%, and
5% subsets of the training data and evaluate the perfor-
mance on the 5000-image validation set. Following pre-
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Figure 5. Qualitative comparison on the Cityscapes dataset [11] using 10% labeled data, comparing the baseline semi-supervised
method GuidedDistillation [53] (top), and our approach (bottom). Compared to supervised training and the baseline method, our approach
not only detects and segments instances more accurately but also exhibits higher discriminability between instances of the same class.

Cityscapes
5% 10% 20% 30%

DataDistillation [43] 13.7 192 246 274
NoisyBoundaries [54] 17.1 221 29.0 324

Methods

PAIS [28] 180 229 292 328
Guided Distillation [3] | 23.0 30.8 33.1 35.6
Depth-Guided [5] 232 309 341 367
S4M (Ours) 301 333 373 378

Table 1. Quantitative comparison on Cityscapes. We provide
comparison of Average Precision (AP) on Cityscapes under differ-
ent label ratios with state-of-the-art methods. Results for DataDis-
tillation is obtained from [54].

vious works [3, 5, 19, 54], our results are evaluated using
the mask-AP metric.

Implementation details. We implemented our approach
based on the GuidedDistillation [3] codebase, using
Mask2Former [7] with a ResNet-50 [ 18] backbone as the in-
stance segmentation model. For the Cityscapes dataset, we
trained the model with a batch size of 16 for 90K iterations
on an RTX 3090 GPU with 24GB of RAM, while for the
COCO dataset, the model was trained with a batch size of
12 for 368K iterations on an RTX A6000 GPU with 48GB
of RAM. The models were optimized using the AdamW
optimizer with a learning rate of 10~%, a weight decay of
0.05, and a multiplier of 0.1 applied to backbone updates.
The thresholds for pseudo labels were set to 0.7 for class
confidence and 5 for instance size. Additionally, the EMA
weight decay rate o was set to 0.9996, and the unsupervised
loss weight )\, was set to 2. For pseudo-label refinement,
we utilized Segment Anything Model2 [45] with the Hiera-
L [48] backbone. In our main experiments, this model was
used without any additional fine-tuning on the datasets. The
code will be made available upon acceptance.

Ccoco
1% 2% 5% 10%

DataDistillation [43] 3.8 11.8 204 242
NoisyBoundaries [54] 77 163 249 292

Methods

PAIS [28] 21.1 - 293 31.0
Guided Distillation [3] | 21.5 253 299 35.0
Depth-Guided [5] 223 263 315 351
S*M (Ours) 242 281 321 346

Table 2. Quantitative comparison on COCO . We provide com-
parison of Average Precision (AP) on COCO under different label
ratios with state-of-the-art methods. Results for DataDistillation is
obtained from [54].

5.2. Main results

Quantitative results. Table 1 presents the quantitative
comparison results of our method with several existing
works. We report the performance of models trained on
the labeled data splits for the two datasets, Cityscapes and
COCO, using their respective validation sets. The results
demonstrate that our model outperforms previous methods,
achieving state-of-the-art performance. On the Cityscapes
dataset, our method achieves performance improvements of
6.9, 2.4, 3.2 and 1.1 points AP over the previous state-of-
the-art methods for 5%, 10%, 20% and 30% labeled sub-
sets, respectively. Compared to the teacher network, our
method achieves improvements of 12.9, 10.8, 7.7, and 5.8
points AP for the same partitions. These results demonstrate
the effectiveness of our proposed methods in achieving sub-
stantial performance gains even with a limited amount of
labeled data. Notably, the results under the most challeng-
ing setting, 5%, are particularly remarkable. On the COCO
dataset, S*M achieves state-of-the-art performance across
the 1%, 2%, and 5% splits. In particular, it achieves im-
provements of 1.9 and 1.8 points AP over the previous best
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Figure 6. Qualitative comparison on the COCO dataset [35] using 2% labeled data, comparing the baseline semi-supervised method

GuidedDistillation [53] (top), and our approach (bottom).

methods for the 1% and 2% splits. We observe a slight drop
in the 10% split, where we find that the stochasticity in the
pseudo-label refinement could cause the drop given that the
pseudo-labels are already in high-quality from having more
labeled data. While could potentially address by adjusting
K or calibrating p in the refinement, we highlight the sub-
stantial gains in lower label ratio splits, which aligning with
the principle of semi-supervised learning for enhancing the
framework with only small amount of labeled data.

Qualitative results. We provide qualitative examples for
both Cityscapes and COCO in Figure 5 and Figure 6. When
comparing the results of our method to those from com-
parative baseline, GuidedDistillation, we observe that our
model is trained to align more closely with the goals of
instance segmentation. In the case of GuidedDistillation,
both datasets exhibit instances where multiple objects of
the same semantic class are not properly separated, leading
to the inclusion of multiple instances in a single mask pro-
posal. In contrast, our model not only demonstrates higher
performance in accurately distinguishing between instances
but also achieves improved segmentation accuracy. We
contribute our gains particularly to the careful adoption of
SAM, effectively addressing under- and over-segmentation
seen in compared baseline. We provide further qualitative
results in the supplementary materials.

5.3. Ablation studies

We provide ablation studies for validating our approach and
our design choices. All experiments were performed with
the Mask2Former model with ResNet-50 backbone, consis-
tent with the setup used in the main experiments. We report
the results of the best model obtained over 45K training it-
erations from Cityscapes dataset using the 10% partition of
the labeled data if not specificed.

Cityscapes COoCo

SD‘S% 10% 20% 30% | 1% 2% 5% 10%

X | 149 190 276 299 | 135 195 258 30.1
v | 172 225 296 32.0 | 151 203 26.1 303

Table 3. Effects of the structural distillation (SD) loss for pre-
training the teacher. We compare our improved teacher with the
structural distillation loss to the baseline teacher reproduced from
[3], which is trained only with L.

Effects of the SD loss for the teacher. Tab 3 presents
the performance of the teacher network enhanced with
the proposed SD loss across varying label ratios on the
Cityscapes and COCO datasets. The baseline refers to a
Mask2Former [7] trained with L£;;, for different label ratios,
following GuidedDistillation [3]. On Cityscapes with 5%
labeled data, the SD loss yields an improvement of +2.3 AP
over the baseline, with consistent gains of +3.5 AP, +2.0 AP,
and +2.1 AP observed at 10%, 20%, and 30% label ratios,
respectively. Similarly, on COCO, the SD loss achieves a
notable gain of +1.6 AP under the 1% label setting, with
improvements maintained across higher label ratios. These
results indicate that incorporating the SD loss effectively
enhances the pre-training process across all splits with espe-
cially higher gains for lower label ratio splits, demonstrating
its efficacy in label-scarce settings.

Ablation of SD loss in different training stages. Table 4
presents an ablation study on the application of the SD loss,
specifically examining the effect of employing the structural
distillation loss, Lgp, at different training stages. When
Lsp is applied exclusively during teacher training or solely
during student training, both configurations yield improve-
ments. However, the teacher-only configuration delivers a
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Lsp distill.
teacher student AP Foam loss AP
30.1 - - 19.0
v X 32.8 encoder  feature 21.1
v 30.7 encoder structural | 21.4
v v 29.4 decoder structural | 22.4

Table 4. Ablation on Lsp in  Table 5. Ablation on Fsan and
different training stages. distillation loss.
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Figure 7. Visualization of self-similarity matrices C. Given an
image (a), we visualize C'sam with encoder (b) and decoder (c)
features for Fsan. We also visualize Ct for baseline teacher(d)
, as well as the corresponding teachers trained with Lsp with

Csawm from encoder (e) and decoder (f).

substantially higher overall gain, underscoring the critical
importance of a robust teacher network. Surprisingly, ap-
plying Lsp to both the teacher and student stages results in
a performance drop after the burn-in iterations [3], suggest-
ing that the burn-in stage to be problematic.

Ablation on design choices for SD loss. In Table 5, we
present ablations investigating the design choices of our SD
loss by comparing different strategies for applying the struc-
tural distillation loss Lsp in the teacher network. When
using feature distillation [47], we minimize the Euclidean
distance between Fsan and Frp. Although all configura-
tions yield noticeable improvements compared to the base-
line without it, we observe that employing structural distil-
lation leads to better teacher performance than feature dis-
tillation. Moreover, utilizing decoder-derived features for
Fganm results in an additional gain, verifying our choices.
Figure 7 provides visualizations of Csan and C'p in the
context of the structural distillation loss. As shown in (b-
¢), the Csan obtained from the decoder demonstrates im-
proved localization and maintains high similarity within the

SD PR ARP | AP

) 28.4
am v 292
(1) v | 278
aw v v 32.3
V) v v | 310
v v v v/ | R8

Table 6. Component analysis. We conduct ablation study on our
key components structural distillation (SD), pseudo-label refine-
ment (PR), and augmentation (ARP).

target instance at an appropriate level of granularity. Ad-
ditionally, panels (e-f) illustrate the corresponding teacher
self-similarity matrix Cr from a teacher trained with Lgp,
which, when compared to the baseline in panel (d) (i.e.,
without Lgp), clearly distinguishes the similarity across dif-
ferent instances within the same class.

Component analysis. We conduct ablation experiments
to evaluate the effectiveness of the main components of
our method: structural distillation loss (SD), pseudo-label
refinement (PR) and the proposed augmentation strategy,
ARP. As shown in Table 6, the performance improvement
of the teacher model trained with Lgp loss positively con-
tributes to the learning of the student network (II). Further-
more, applying pseudo-label refinement leads to a signifi-
cant performance boost (IV), demonstrating the effective-
ness of incorporating SAM into a semi-supervised instance
segmentation framework. While ARP alone can negatively
affect student training (III)—likely due to noise from unre-
fined pseudo-labels—its combination with a teacher trained
under SD still yields performance gains (V), suggesting
improved pseudo-label generation. Moreover, combining
ARP with pseudo-label refinement achieves the best perfor-
mance (VI), indicating that these two methods work syner-
gistically to enhance learning.

6. Conclusion

In this work, we propose S*M, a novel semi-supervised
instance segmentation framework that integrates the SAM
through structured distillation, pseudo-label refinement,
and data augmentation. By selectively leveraging pre-
cise localization capability of SAM while mitigating its
over-segmentation tendency, our approach significantly
improves the teacher-student framework. Extensive ex-
periments demonstrate state-of-the-art performance across
benchmarks, highlighting the effectiveness of our method
in enhancing semi-supervised instance segmentation.
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