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BERTinchamps: Cost-Effective In-House
Training of Language Models in French

Amaury Fierens ⇤

UCLouvain
Sébastien Jodogne ⇤⇤

UCLouvain

Many in-house applications are envisioned for Language Models (LMs) across various fields.
In the medical domain, LMs could automate tasks such as summarizing the health condition
of a patient and codifying electronic health records. They also hold potential in the legal field
and in journalism. While training LMs directly inside an institution is desirable for leveraging
local data and addressing data privacy concerns, this process demands a costly and complex
computational infrastructure. This paper explores the recent Cramming approach as a cost-
effective way to locally train medium-sized LMs, in one day and using one graphics processing
unit (GPU). We show that the Cramming approach that was originally designed for the English
language can be transposed to French, that the resulting models can be fine-tuned to domain-
specific tasks in the French language, and that pre-training by including in-house data increases
the performance of the models for journalism data. This research opens the path to the creation
of medium-sized LMs that are tailored to the specific needs of institutions that handle sensitive
textual data in another language than English.

1. Introduction

The field of Natural Language Processing (NLP) is currently attracting significant inter-
est for in-house applications, notably in the context of healthcare (Li et al. 2024; Zhou et
al. 2022), law (Wang et al. 2023), or journalism (Cheng 2024). Specifically in the clinical
field, automating the codification of electronic health records (EHRs) could be highly
valuable for monitoring the quality of treatments (Pronovost, Cole, and Hughes 2022),
assisting with hospital payment reimbursements (Zhou et al. 2020), providing sum-
maries of the health condition of patients (Watzlaf et al. 2007), and detecting diseases
at an early stage by using clinical codes as biomarkers (Poongodi et al. 2021).

In particular, the recent major advances in the field of Language Models (LMs) are
opening great opportunities for NLP (Anil and others 2023; Khurana et al. 2023; OpenAI
2023; Touvron et al. 2023). A growing number of physicians are interested in leveraging
advanced tools such as the widely recognized ChatGPT chatbot to assist them in medi-
cal tasks (Biswas 2023; Li et al. 2024). At the time of writing, ChatGPT internally uses the
closed-source, proprietary LMs GPT-3.5 and GPT-4 (OpenAI 2023), which introduces a
strong dependency upon the proprietary infrastructure of the OpenAI platform. But,
in clinical settings specifically, the protection of health information prevents the direct
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use of proprietary LMs, primarily due to their cloud-based nature, while regulations
such as the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) in Europe forbid patient data
from leaving hospitals unless it has been at least pseudonymized. Similar difficulties are
encountered when a hospital seeks to exploit LMs in the context of clinical research.

This calls for the development of LMs that can be entirely self-hosted inside the
computational infrastructure of an institution, such as a hospital or a court. Self-hosting
is highly desirable for protecting sensitive information during the process of inference
on electronic health records (EHRs) in hospitals or on trial reports in courts. However, in
addition to inference, it is also crucial to have the capability to train LMs directly within
the institution. This allows for fine-tuning the LMs to the specific patient population of
a hospital or a particular clinical department of interest. Similar considerations apply
in legal contexts, where the characteristics of the population of one court can differ
significantly from another. Self-hosting can be notably achieved by taking advantage
of LMs whose architectures have been published as open-source code, and whose pre-
trained weights are available as open data. Early Language Models available as open-
source and open-data assets include BERT (Devlin et al. 2019) and GPT-2 (Radford et
al. 2019). More advanced models such as BLOOM (Scao and others 2023), Cerebras-
GPT (Dey et al. 2023), or LLaMA (Touvron et al. 2023) are now available.

A difficulty with open, general-purpose LMs is that they have been primarily
trained on English datasets, without a specialization on the clinical, legal, or journal-
istic language. This has motivated researchers to train LMs using corpora contain-
ing specialized documents such as medical or legal texts. This is possible for En-
glish, for which corpora of sufficient size have emerged over the years. For instance,
BioBERT (Lee et al. 2019) was trained on a dataset made of PubMed abstracts, while
ClinicalBERT (Alsentzer et al. 2019) was trained on MIMIC-III (Johnson et al. 2016). In
the context of legal applications, Legal-BERT (Chalkidis et al. 2020) was trained on a
large corpus containing all EU legislation, UK legislation, and all publicly accessible
case reports from United States. Unfortunately, there is still a lack of large-scale medical
and legal corpora for most languages besides English. In particular, only a handful of
pre-trained LMs for the French clinical language are currently available. Those include
DrBERT that leverages the RoBERTa architecture (Liu et al. 2019) and that is trained
from scratch using the biomedical corpus NACHOS (Labrak et al. 2023), as well as the
CamemBERT-bio model (Touchent, Romary, and De La Clergerie 2023) that is based
on the CamemBERT architecture (Martin et al. 2020). The evaluation of such language-
specific models on real-world clinical tasks is still a work in progress. In the context
of the French legal language, two main pre-trained LMs are available: CamemBERT
Judiciaire (Mahmoudi et al. 2022) and JuriBERT (Douka et al. 2021), which are both
based on the CamemBERT architecture. Unfortunately, due to the lack of a publicly
available corpus, neither of these models could be trained on actual French-speaking
court reports.

An alternative to the use of LMs that are externally pre-trained for specialized appli-
cations would be to train the LMs internally, on the local computational infrastructure,
directly on the data privately hosted by the institution. This approach would have the
great advantage of training models that better reflect the local setup, while bringing
privacy by design. It is commonly considered that training a sufficiently expressive LM
from scratch is extremely demanding in terms of time and computational resources,
because standard training processes require dozens of days of computation on powerful
Graphics Processing Units (GPU) that come at a high budget. However, recent work has
shown that it is possible to drastically reduce the training time of medium-sized, BERT-
type LMs for the English language by slightly modifying the BERT architecture and
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the way datasets are preprocessed (Geiping and Goldstein 2023). This simplification is
referred to as “Cramming” and the resulting LMs are called “crammed BERT” models.
To the best of our knowledge, the Cramming recipe has only been studied in the context
of English and has not been applied to the medical field so far.

This paper investigates the applicability of the Cramming recipe to train medium-
sized LMs on specialized tasks in French. It consists of a revised, extended version
of an article presented at the 7th edition of the Workshop on Natural Language for
Artificial Intelligence (Bassignana et al. 2023; Fierens and Jodogne 2023). The original
results showed that our crammed BERT model, referred to as BERTinchamps, achieves
a performance that is close to that of CamemBERT, both on general-purpose and
healthcare-related tasks, while requiring only one single day of training. In addition to
this original material, this paper analyzes the possibility of training a BERTinchamps
model for journalism in-house using the RTBF corpus, a public dataset of 750,000
Belgian French news articles published between 2008 and 2021 (Escouflaire et al. 2023).
These new results indicate that the original BERTinchamps model, trained with 30GB of
text from the OSCAR dataset, achieves performance comparable to that of the state-of-
the-art CamemBERT model on specialized tasks related to journalism. Another BERT-
inchamps model, trained on 29GB of text from OSCAR and 1.6GB of text from the
RTBF corpus, achieves slightly better performance than the original BERTinchamps
model on journalism-related tasks, without any decline in performance on general
tasks. These contributions open the path to the training of medium-sized LMs for the
French language, directly inside institutions that generate sensitive textual data, notably
hospitals, at a reasonable cost, while preserving the privacy of data.

2. Related Work

The idea of optimizing LM architectures to reduce resource requirements during train-
ing has already been explored in the literature. In 2015, Knowledge Distillation was
introduced in neural networks to train smaller models from a bigger one, with little loss
in performance (Hinton, Vinyals, and Dean 2015). This approach was used to create dis-
tilled versions of well-known LMs, such as DistilBERT (Sanh et al. 2020) and DistilGPT-
2 (Li et al. 2021). Another technique consists in the quantization of the model (Fiesler,
Choudry, and Caulfield 1990). Since its introduction in 1990, quantization has been
widely applied to the Transformer-based architectures that underpin BERT, for instance
in BinaryConnect (Courbariaux, Bengio, and David 2015), in the paper that introduced
quantization for BERT (Bondarenko, Nagel, and Blankevoort 2021), in Q8BERT (Zafrir
et al. 2019), or in BinaryBERT (Bai et al. 2021). An even more recent paper has presented
QLoRA, an efficient fine-tuning method for quantized models (Dettmers et al. 2024).

While Knowledge Distillation and quantization are extremely useful to reduce the
size of an already existing LM, they are not designed to train LMs from scratch at a
decent cost. The Cramming recipe is a recent contribution to serve this purpose (Geiping
and Goldstein 2023). In this method, BERT-like models with 120 million of param-
eters are trained under extreme resource constraints, specifically limited to a single
GPU and within a one-day timeframe. This is achieved by modifying the architecture
of the model, by simplifying the data preprocessing pipeline, and by using highly
optimized training techniques. Despite these computational limitations, the resulting
models, known as “crammed BERT” models, demonstrate strong performance on com-
mon benchmarks, which proves that medium-sized Language Models can be trained
effectively with limited hardware. This is made possible by employing techniques such
as model simplifications, smaller batch sizes, mixed precision training, and efficient
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learning rate schedules. The Cramming recipe challenges the assumption that high-
performance models require massive computational resources, opening new perspec-
tives for training accessible and efficient Language Models.

The Cramming recipe is motivated by the scaling laws that apply in the low-
resource regime (Kaplan et al. 2020). These scaling laws suggest that it is not necessarily
useful to reduce the number of parameters of BERT-like architectures. Instead of re-
ducing the number of parameters, the Cramming recipe adjusts the training setup and
optimizes the model architecture, notably by disabling the QKV biases in the multi-
head attention block (Vaswani et al. 2017) and by adapting the embedding blocks.
The Cramming recipe also explores architectural enhancements that speed up the
computation of the gradients and proposes hyperparameters that are better suited for
pre-training crammed BERT models. Finally, careful selection and processing of the
training data is applied to extract well-suited tokens, enhancing the overall performance
of the crammed models. These contributions have been shown to bring significant
improvements, enabling the fast training of BERT-like models for English. However, the
application of the Cramming recipe to other languages and the fine-tuning of crammed
BERT models on domain-specific tasks is still largely unexplored. Our paper addresses
this gap by applying the Cramming approach to the French language and by examining
the performance of crammed BERT models on specialized tasks in French.

3. Methods

In this section, we describe our methodology and the parameters employed to mirror
the Cramming recipe for the French language. The resulting crammed BERT model is
referred to as BERTinchamps. The fine-tuning of BERTinchamps on selected healthcare-
related tasks is then discussed, followed by pre-training experiments in the context of
journalism using the RTBF corpus.

3.1 Initial Pre-Training

BERTinchamps was trained on the OSCAR dataset (Ortiz Suárez, Romary, and Sagot
2020). A subset of 30GB of the French part of the OSCAR dataset was randomly selected.
This choice of 30GB of data corresponds to the amount of data that can be processed
once within the limited time of 24 hours, as prescribed by the Cramming recipe. Tokens
were extracted using the WordPiece algorithm (Schuster and Nakajima 2012) with a
vocabulary size nvocab = 32768 = 215, as proposed in the Cramming paper. This value
is motivated by the claims of previous work indicating that choosing a total vocabulary
of around 32k word pieces achieves both good accuracy and fast decoding speed (Wu
et al. 2016). The cross-entropy loss was optimized, which is a standard practice in
training BERT models. However, to accelerate the training, the context was reduced
from a maximum sequence length of 512 tokens to 128 tokens, as recommended in the
Cramming paper. In the same vein, the training objective was kept as masked language
modeling, with the same masking proportions as in the original setup of BERT (Devlin
et al. 2019).

AdamW was used as the optimizer (Loshchilov and Hutter 2019), which is a mod-
ified version of the Adam optimizer (Kingma and Ba 2015) where weight decay is per-
formed after controlling the parameter-wise step size. The parameters of AdamW were
set as follows: Weight decay equals 0.01, �1 = 0.9, �2 = 0.98, and ✏ = 10�12. A gradient
clipping of 0.5 was also included. The learning rate was set to 10�3 and, contrary to
the original instructions of the Cramming recipe, a slanted triangular learning rate was
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(a)

(b)

Figure 1
Evolution of the Masked Language Model (MLM) loss during the training, as a function of (a)
the number of micro-batch steps, and (b) the number of tokens ingested by the model. Note that
plot (b) is on a semi-log scale, with the x�axis expressed in base 10. These plots show that the
loss decreases as either of those numbers increases, as expected.

used as the scheduler, with a base percentage of 25% and a falloff of 0.25 as parameters.
This adaptation was experimentally found to be more efficient for the French language.

A micro-batch size of 128 and a batch size of 4096 were used, in accordance with
the assumption of the Cramming recipe that only one single GPU is available. This
policy is rescheduled by linearly increasing the average number of micro-batches over
the training time. The model was trained for 24 hours, as required by the Cramming
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recipe, on one NVIDIA A4500 GPU with 20GB VRAM. The resulting model is referred
to as BERTinchamps. Figure 1 depicts the evolution of the Masked Language Model
(MLM) loss during the training.

3.2 Fine-Tuning Experiments

In a first phase, three tasks in the FLUE benchmark were used to assess the overall
performance of BERTinchamps. FLUE is an equivalent of the well-known GLUE bench-
mark for the French language (Le et al. 2020). In a second phase, to determine whether
our crammed model was promising for specialized tasks related to the medical domain,
BERTinchamps was fine-tuned on the QUAEROFrenchMed benchmark, which is based
on two French datasets, namely EMEA and MEDLINE (Névéol et al. 2014). The use
of QUAEROFrenchMed enables the comparison of BERTinchamps against the general-
purpose CamemBERT model (Martin et al. 2020), as well as against two specialized
models: DrBERT, a LM for biomedical tasks in French (Labrak et al. 2023), and Erasmus-
run1, the best model originally built for the “Task 1b of the CLEF eHealth Evaluation Lab
2015” that introduced the QUAEROFrenchMed benchmark (Névéol et al. 2015).

3.2.1 Fine-Tuning on a General-Purpose Benchmark
The FLUE benchmark is widely used to evaluate general-purpose LMs for the French
language. It has notably been used to assess the performance of CamemBERT (Martin
et al. 2020) and FlauBERT (Le et al. 2020), two of the most powerful LMs for French
at the time of writing. BERTinchamps was evaluated on three tasks that are included
in the FLUE benchmark, namely the XNLI, CLS, and PAWS-X datasets. The remaining
tasks of the FLUE benchmark were not selected because their public repositories are
broken and no longer maintained. Each dataset included within the FLUE benchmark
assesses a specific capability of the LM. The XNLI dataset, a French subset of MNLI,
is related to the Natural Language Inference (NLI) task, which consists in identifying
logical relationships between premise and hypothesis sentences. The CLS dataset is
employed for text classification, using star-based labels to categorize reviews of books,
DVDs, and music from the Amazon online store. In this work, these three categories
are consolidated into a single category, which we assume will not significantly impact
classifier performance. The PAWS-X dataset targets paraphrasing identification, where
paired sentences are tagged as 1 if they are semantically equivalent and 0 otherwise.

Most of the FLUE tasks involve fine-tuning for sequence classification, for which the
approach described in the Cramming paper was used. Precisely, the AdamW optimizer
was employed, with parameters �1 = 0.9, �2 = 0.98, ✏ = 10�6, and a learning rate of
4 · 10�5. The cosine-decay scheduler was experimentally found to provide better perfor-
mance for the fine-tuning. The model was trained for 10 epochs on CLS and PAWS-X,
and for 5 epochs on XNLI. The training batch size was set to 16, while the testing batch
size was set to 128.

3.2.2 Fine-Tuning on a Healthcare-Related Benchmark
The QUAEROFrenchMed benchmark is a medical Named-Entity Recognition (NER)
task in the French language, whose purpose is to associate a clinical entity to each token
of a medical text. The QUAEROFrenchMed benchmark is made of two distinct datasets
encoded using the BRAT format, namely EMEA and MEDLINE, that share the same
clinical entities of interest. MEDLINE is composed of a lot of short sentences coming
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from MEDLINE article titles, while EMEA is composed of a few long text documents
coming from drug descriptions.

The QUAEROFrenchMed benchmark involves the classification of tokens, which
contrasts with the FLUE benchmark, for which sequence classification fine-tuning
was required. To this end, a linear layer was added at the end of the pre-trained
BERTinchamps model, with an output size equal to the number of clinical entities in
QUAEROFrenchMed. This linear layer was trained using cross-entropy loss. Moreover,
the original datasets had to be adapted to meet the requirements associated with the
classification task. For MEDLINE, the annotations were processed to extract all the
spans for entities that had multiple occurrences. For EMEA, the dataset was first ad-
justed to make it like MEDLINE by segmenting the long documents into individual
sentences. The annotations were then processed the same way as in MEDLINE. Each
word of both datasets was tokenized and each sentence of EMEA was identified using
the French blank model of the spaCy Python package along with its Sentencizer tool.
For both EMEA and MEDLINE, all the resulting words, along with their labels, were
stored as a JSON file for further processing.

The AdamW optimizer was again used to fine-tune BERTinchamps on the EMEA
and MEDLINE tasks. The default implementation of the AdamW trainer in the PyTorch
package was used (Paszke et al. 2019), with a learning rate of 10�4. The slanted triangu-
lar learning rate scheduler was used, as it provided better performance in this case. The
model was trained for 100 epochs, for both EMEA and MEDLINE. Both the training and
testing batch sizes were set to 8.

3.3 Pre-Training on a Domain-Specific Task

Section 3.1 explained how the “classic,” general-purpose version of BERTinchamps was
pre-trained on 30GB of data extracted from the OSCAR corpus alone. To assess the
possibility of pre-training a LM from scratch using in-house data, another version of
BERTinchamps was pre-trained on 29GB of data from the OSCAR corpus combined
with the entire RTBF corpus, which contains 1.6GB of data. The pre-training used the
same settings as in Section 3.1. The resulting LM is referred to as the “RTBF version” of
BERTinchamps, and is specialized on journalism-related tasks in the French language.
To assess the performance of such a domain-specific LM, two custom benchmarks were
defined on the RTBF corpus:

TOPIC benchmark. The RTBF corpus associates each newspaper article it contains
with a label describing its general topic (information, sports, radio, culture, . . . ).
The 5 labels that are the most frequent in the corpus were selected. For each
selected label, 2000 newspaper articles associated with this label and 2000 not
associated with this label were randomly selected. Each group of 2000 articles was
further divided into a training set of 1000 articles and a test set of 1000 articles.
This procedure allows defining the TOPIC benchmark as 5 binary classification
tasks, each determining whether a given newspaper article is associated with the
label of interest.

SIGNATURE benchmark. In addition to the label describing its general topic, each
newspaper article of the RTBF corpus is associated with its signing author. Similar
to the TOPIC benchmark, the 5 most frequent human authors were selected. For
each selected author, 2000 newspaper articles signed by this person and 2000 not
signed by this person were randomly selected. Each group of 2000 articles was
further divided into a training set of 1000 articles and a test set of 1000 articles.
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Table 1
Comparison of accuracy among three medium-sized LMs on the three tasks considered in the
FLUE benchmark. The percentage difference compared to CamemBERT is displayed next to each
score.

Model CLS PAWS-X XNLI
CamemBERT†

base 93.33⇤ 90.14 81.2
FlauBERT†

base 93.21⇤ (-0.12) 89.49 (-0.65) 80.6 (-0.6)
BERTinchamps 89.48 (-3.85) 86.47 (-3.67) 77.21 (-3.99)
†Results reported in FlauBERT paper (Le et al. 2020) .
⇤Results averaged from the 3 categories.

The SIGNATURE benchmark again corresponds to 5 binary classification tasks,
each determining whether a given newspaper article was signed by the author of
interest.

Because both the TOPIC and the SIGNATURE benchmarks consist of 5 binary clas-
sification tasks, CamemBERT, the “classic version” of BERTinchamps, and the “RTBF
version” of BERTinchamps were fine-tuned on the training set of each of those binary
classification tasks, using the same hyperparameters as in Section 3.2.2. This leads to
a total of 10 fine-tuned models for each of the 3 pre-trained LMs. The performance of
these fine-tuned models on the test sets will be assessed in the next sections.

4. Results

This section first presents the overall performance of the “classic version” of the BERTin-
champs model according to the FLUE benchmark. Secondly, the specific capabilities of
the model related to the medical language are tested on the QUAEROFrenchMed bench-
mark. Finally, the performance of the “RTBF version” of BERTinchamps is assessed on
the FLUE benchmark and on the two custom tasks defined on the RTBF corpus.

4.1 Performance on General-Purpose Benchmark

As explained in Section 3.2.1, the “classic version” of BERTinchamps was compared
to CamemBERT and FlauBERT, two state-of-the-art LMs for the French language,
on the CLS, PAWS-X, and XNLI tasks of the FLUE benchmark. Because BERTin-
champs is a crammed BERT model with 120 million parameters, versions of Camem-
BERT and FlauBERT with a comparable number of parameters were considered (i.e.,
CamemBERTbase and FlauBERTbase that respectively contain 110 and 138 million pa-
rameters). Table 1 reports the final accuracy of each model on each task. The results
show a difference of less than 4% in performance between the crammed BERTinchamps
model and the state-of-the-art models.

4.2 Performance on Healthcare-Related Tasks

The capabilities of the “classic version” of BERTinchamps on healthcare-related tasks
in the French language were evaluated on EMEA and MEDLINE, the two datasets
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Table 2
Top: Comparison of accuracy between the three LMs on the two parts of QUAEROFrenchMed
benchmark (EMEA and MEDLINE). Bottom: Comparison of F1-score between the “classic
version” of BERTinchamps and the best model at the time QUAEROFrenchMed was introduced.

Metrics Model MEDLINE EMEA
Accuracy CamemBERTbase 80.60 90.54

DrBERT7GB 80.10 90.34
BERTinchamps 80.18 90.06

F1-score Erasmus-run1† 66.5 75.6
BERTinchamps 79.95 89.58

†Results reported in CLEF eHealth paper (Névéol et al. 2015).

Table 3
Label-level F1-scores for DrBERT and the “classic version” of BERTinchamps on EMEA and
MEDLINE, along with the support in terms of token appearances.

MEDLINE EMEA
Label DrBERT BERTinchamps DrBERT BERTinchamps

F1 support F1 support F1 support F1 support

0 88.5 10006 88.9 8881 94.9 10785 94.8 9648
ANAT 53.2 622 52.6 763 59.5 119 58.2 135
CHEM 70 786 73.9 959 85.2 1874 89.6 2501
DEVI 6.4 85 30 81 26.6 191 57.4 245
DISO 73.5 2421 77.4 2940 77.3 624 77.7 835
GEOG 35.2 109 66.2 73 78.3 28 87.2 22
LIVB 66.8 603 73.9 605 80.7 315 81.6 322
OBJC 6.4 57 31.2 53 2.1 70 8.6 59
PHEN 14.4 78 20.6 77 17.01 39 13.9 36
PHYS 35.3 264 36.8 267 48.5 118 50.2 150
PROC 66 1084 65.6 1227 64.8 345 57.4 380

of the QUAEROFrenchMed benchmark. To this end, BERTinchamps was compared
to DrBERT, CamemBERT, and Erasmus-run1. At the time QUAEROFrenchMed was
introduced, the latter model provided the best F1-score on the benchmark (Névéol et al.
2015). The three LMs were fine-tuned on QUAEROFrenchMed for the classification of
tokens, using the experimental setup described in Section 3.2.2. The results for the three
LMs are reported in Table 2. As can be seen in this table, the accuracy of BERTinchamps
is close to DrBERT and CamemBERT on the investigated tasks, with differences of
less than 1%. This is an interesting finding, as BERTinchamps was trained using far
less computational resources, and exclusively on the general-purpose OSCAR dataset,
which only provides BERTinchamps with sparse information about the structure of
the French medical language. The F1-score comparison between BERTinchamps and
Erasmus-run1 shows that the former outperforms any of the models originally designed
for the benchmark by at least 13%.
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Table 4
Comparison of accuracy between the CamemBERT model, the “classic version” of
BERTinchamps, and the “RTBF version” of BERTinchamps on the three considered tasks of the
FLUE benchmark. The two first lines correspond to an excerpt of Table 1. The difference in
percentage versus CamemBERT is displayed next to each score.

Model CLS PAWS-X XNLI
CamemBERT†

base 93.33⇤ 90.14 81.2
BERTinchampsclassic 89.48 (-3.85) 86.47 (-3.67) 77.21 (-3.99)
BERTinchampsrtbf 89.95 (-3.38) 87.58 (-2.56) 78.03 (-3.17)
⇤Results averaged from the 3 categories.

Table 3 contains the results for BERTinchamps and DrBERT at the level of the
individual labels. The F1-score is reported together with the support for each label.
The mismatch in support counts is due to the use of different tokenizers in the two
models, as the labels are applied to the individual tokens that make up each word. This
table shows that BERTinchamps outperforms DrBERT on 9 out of the 11 labels in the
MEDLINE dataset and on 7 out of 11 labels in the EMEA dataset. This suggests that
BERTinchamps slightly surpasses DrBERT on the considered tasks.

4.3 Impact of Pre-Training on a Journalism-Related Corpus

As discussed in the previous section, the fine-tuning of BERTinchamps on healthcare-
related tasks yields surprisingly good performance that is in line with the state-of-the-
art DrBERT model, despite BERTinchamps not being specifically trained on medical
texts. Consequently, it would be highly valuable to pre-train a BERTinchamps model on
a French clinical corpus, similarly to the way DrBERT was trained, to determine whether
this improves the performance of the model in the context of healthcare. Unfortunately,
there is currently a lack of publicly available datasets containing medical texts in French,
which prevented a direct exploration of this question in this research work.

As a fallback investigation, this section evaluates a version of the BERTinchamps
model pre-trained from scratch on a domain for which a public dataset is available.
Specifically, the model is pre-trained on journalism data, by leveraging the RTBF corpus.
The primary goal is to ensure that incorporating in-house data alongside the state-of-
the-art OSCAR corpus does not degrade performance by introducing some sort of noise.
More precisely, both the “classic version” of BERTinchamps introduced in Section 3.1
and the “RTBF version” of BERTinchamps introduced in Section 3.3 are compared with
CamemBERT on the general-purpose FLUE benchmark. This comparison with Camem-
BERT is motivated by its status as the most efficient state-of-the-art model for FLUE at
the time of writing. In addition, the performance of these three LMs is investigated on
the TOPIC and SIGNATURE benchmarks that were defined on the RTBF corpus and
that are specific to the domain of French journalism.

Table 4 compares the three considered LMs on the FLUE benchmark in terms of
accuracy. Two interesting facts can be drawn from this table. Firstly, the difference
in accuracy between the “classic” and “RTBF” versions of BERTinchamps stays in a
range of 1%. This implies that the loss of information on the structure of the French
language due to the removal of part of the OSCAR dataset has been compensated for
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Table 5
Comparison of accuracy between CamemBERT and both versions of BERTinchamps on the 5
most frequent topics of the RTBF corpus.

Model MONDE RÉGIONS FOOTBALL SOCIÉTÉ BELGIQUE
CamemBERTbase 99.5 92.2 99.6 86.9 98.7
BERTinchampsclassic 99.35 89.55 99.45 86.8 98.1
BERTinchampsrtbf 99.5 92.85 99.75 88.5 98.65

Table 6
Comparison of accuracy between CamemBERT and both versions of BERTinchamps on the 5
most frequent human authors of the RTBF corpus.

Model OPPENS ROUQUET BIOURGE WEYNANTS DELPARTURE
CamemBERTbase 92.45 95.85 84.15 99.4 79.55
BERTinchampsclassic 89.7 95.05 81.25 98.5 82.8
BERTinchampsrtbf 90.75 95.6 81.7 99.0 83.7

by the content of the RTBF corpus, and makes it perform even better. Secondly, the
“RTBF version” of BERTinchamps has an accuracy that stays in a range of 3% from
CamemBERT, which is in line with the “classic version” of BERTinchamps. In summary,
Table 4 indicates that the version of BERTinchamps that is pre-trained for the journalism
domain maintains its performance on a general-purpose benchmark.

The performance of the three considered LMs is now investigated on the
journalism-specific benchmarks TOPIC and SIGNATURE that were introduced in Sec-
tion 3.3. Table 5 reports the results on the TOPIC benchmark. It shows that the difference
in accuracy between CamemBERT and the two versions of BERTinchamps lies in a
range of 3%. The BERTinchampsrtbf model outperforms or matches the performance
of CamemBERT on every topic of the benchmark, while BERTinchampsclassic is outper-
formed on every topic. For the SIGNATURE benchmark, Table 6 shows that the differ-
ence in accuracy between CamemBERT and the two BERTinchamps models is also in a
range of 3%. Both BERTinchamps models are slightly less accurate than CamemBERT on
4 authors out of 5. BERTinchampsrtbf outperforms BERTinchampsclassic on every author.
An interesting outlier is the author DELPARTURE, for which both BERTinchamps models
perform better than CamemBERT. Taken together, these findings indicate that replacing
a part of the OSCAR corpus with the RTBF corpus increases its performance on tasks
specific to journalism.

141



Italian Journal of Computational Linguistics Volume 10, Number 2

5. Discussion

The results of Section 4.1 on the FLUE benchmark provide evidence that the Cramming
recipe can be transposed to the French language, even though it was originally designed
for English. The crammed BERTinchamps model performs well compared to state-of-
the-art, medium-sized LMs on general-purpose tasks, even though it has only been
trained on a single NVIDIA A4500 GPU for 24 hours, which amounts to 0.61 exaFLOPs.
In comparison, CamemBERT has been trained on 256 NVIDIA V100 GPUs for 24 hours,
for a total of 110 exaFLOPs, while FlauBERT has been trained on 32 NVIDIA V100 GPUs
for 410 hours, for a total of 230 exaFLOPs. This implies that the pre-training of a BERT-
inchamps model only requires 0.55% (resp. 0.26%) of the computational resources that
are required for the pre-training of CamemBERT (resp. FlauBERT). This opens the path
to the in-house pre-training of LMs directly on confidential data, using computational
resources that are within the reach of many institutions.

Section 4.2 indicates that the BERTinchamps model is promising for medical tasks,
competing with the specialized DrBERT LM on an experimental setup derived from the
QUAEROFrenchMed benchmark. Also note that DrBERT was trained on the biomedical
corpus NACHOS with 128 NVIDIA V100 GPUs for 20 hours, for a total of 44 exaFLOPs.
Therefore, the training of BERTinchamps only requires 1.38% of the training of DrBERT.
This raises the interesting research question of whether the performance of BERTin-
champs can be further improved by pre-training it on the same corpus as DrBERT. This
will be explored in future work, thanks to the recent announcement that the NACHOS
dataset will be made available for academic research only.

Finally, the results of Section 4.3 show that pre-training a BERTinchamps model
from scratch by replacing a part of the OSCAR dataset by the RTBF corpus does not
degrade the performance with respect to a BERTinchamps model that is fully trained
on the OSCAR dataset. A slight performance increase is even observed. In summary,
both the “classic version” and the “RTBF version” of the BERTinchamps model share
the same range of accuracy compared to CamemBERT on the general-purpose FLUE
benchmark, as well as on the journalism-specific TOPIC and SIGNATURE benchmarks.
This suggests that crammed BERTinchamps models could be trained on private datasets
while maintaining good performance compared to state-of-the-art models that were
pre-trained on public datasets, which will be explored in future work.

6. Conclusion

This paper contains three significant findings. Firstly, the Cramming recipe that was
originally designed for English can be applied to the French language, with comparable
effectiveness, resulting in the BERTinchamps model. This finding also suggests that
Cramming is likely to be useful in other languages. Secondly, BERTinchamps can be
fine-tuned on tasks related to the French medical language, achieving performance
comparable to state-of-the-art models on the QUAEROFrenchMed benchmark. Further
improvements in BERTinchamps models are likely achievable by leveraging a medical
dataset of significant size during their pre-training. Taken together, these two first
findings suggest that the self-hosted training of medium-sized LMs from scratch could
possibly be within the reach of French-speaking institutions handling sensitive data,
which includes hospitals. Indeed, by accelerating the training of LMs by two orders
of magnitude, the Cramming recipe has the potential to strongly reduce the cost and
complexity of the infrastructure to pre-train LMs. This could notably allow the creation
of specialized, in-house medium-sized LMs that are tailored to the very specific needs
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of the institutions where they are deployed. As a last finding, the BERTinchamps model
can be trained by replacing a portion of the OSCAR training dataset by a domain-
specific dataset, without compromising its performance on both general-purpose and
domain-specific benchmarks, even improving it marginally.

Future work will involve the pre-training of crammed BERTinchamps models using
biomedical data, leveraging the NACHOS dataset (Labrak et al. 2023) which will help
determining whether the addition of in-house biomedical data can enhance perfor-
mance in medical use cases. The NACHOS dataset, previously used to train DrBERT
in a private setup, has indeed very recently become available upon request exclusively
for academic research. At the time of writing, NACHOS stands as the sole large-scale
corpus of medical texts in French that is available for research purposes. The next step
would be to explore the pre-training of a BERTinchamps model that is specialized for
the population of a hospital, by incorporating patient data from the local electronic
health records alongside the OSCAR and NACHOS datasets. This pre-trained model
could in turn be fine-tuned to help with real-world clinical tasks such as the automated
codification of the clinical documents managed by the hospital. Another promising
research path will consist in leveraging federated learning for the collaborative training
of one crammed BERTinchamps model that is shared by a coalition of hospitals, while
avoiding the communication of protected health information.

Reproducibility Statement

The pre-trained models BERTinchampsclassic and BERTinchampsrtbf , together with
their pretraining corpora, are available at: https://doi.org/10.14428/DVN/
0OJU5N. The source code of BERTinchamps is released at: https://github.com/
amauryfierens/BERTinchamps.
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