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Abstract

We summarize the continuous thread of research we have
conducted over the past thirty years on human-computer col-
laboration. This research reflects many of the themes and is-
sues in operation in the greater field of Al over this period,
such as knowledge representation and reasoning, planning
and intent recognition, learning, and the interplay of human
theory and computer engineering.

Human-Computer Collaboration

Figure 1 illustrates our overall research methodology, which
has been to model human-computer collaboration on what
is known about human-human collaboration. Furthermore
we have focused almost exclusively on the special case of
two copresent collaborators, i.e., where each collaborator is
able both to communicate with and observe the actions of the
other. Examples of such collaborations include two mechan-
ics working on a car engine together or two computer users
working on a spreadsheet together. To a first approximation,
our approach has been simply to substitute a computer agent
for one of the human collaborators, keeping as much else the
same as possible.

Due to space limitations, we will not attempt to review
all research on human-computer collaboration, but limit our-
selves to viewing this topic through the lens of our own work
and that of our immediate collaborators. Consistent with
this, note that bibliography below contains only publications
by ourselves and our immediate collaborators.

Chronological Summary

The chronology of our research begins in 1976 with the pub-
lication of Rich and Shrobe’s joint M.S. thesis on the Pro-
grammer’s Apprentice [1,3]: “As compared to automatic
programming research, the programmer’s apprentice em-
phasizes a cooperative relationship between the computer
and the human programmer..” Shortly thereafter, Sidner
began work on modeling how natural language is used in
the context of pairs (and later groups) of people achieving
tasks together. Her first paper on this topic dealt with the in-
terpretation of discourse purposes in the Personal Assistant
Language Understanding Program [2].

Under the direction of Rich and Shrobe, and later Waters,
the Programmer’s Apprentice project [4,15,16] lived at the
MIT AI Lab from 1976 until Rich and Waters left MIT in
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Figure 1: Modeling human-computer collaboration
on human-human collaboration.

1991. Even though the concept of human-computer collab-
oration was the bedrock of the project, we never developed a
deep theoretical understanding of what collaboration meant.
Instead, most of the Programmer’s Apprentice research con-
centrated on how to represent and reason with the shared
knowledge necessary for successful human-computer col-
laboration in the domain of software engineering, including
requirements analysis [14], design, and implementation.

In retrospect, the choice of software engineering as a
domain, as compared to, for example, medical diagnosis
(which was another popular Al application domain at the
time) may have been unwise. We were initially attracted by
the fact that we already knew a lot about software engineer-
ing (as compared to having to spend the equivalent of a year
in medical school to learn enough to do research). How-
ever, it turned out that the knowledge underlying software
engineering is particularly hard to codify, in part because it
is difficult to separate from knowledge about the world in
which the software is intended to function.

Meanwhile, Grosz and Sidner [5,8,11,12,17,19,21] were
delving deeply into the nature of human collaboration, cul-
minating in the SharedPlan theory of collaborative dis-
course. By 1994, Rich and Sidner [22,23] had begun devel-
oping a practical application-independent tool, called Col-
lagen (for collaborative agent), which implemented parts of
this theory (see Figure 2). In a sense, Collagen was “the
Programmer’s Apprentice without the programming.”
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recognition algorithm [10,31,39] which is tractable by virtue
of exploiting distinguishing properties of the collaborative
setting: the focus of attention, the use of partially elaborated
hierarchical plans, and the possibility of asking for clarifica-
tion.

Intelligent Tutoring Systems

Collaboration is a very broad concept which, depending
on the relative knowledge and initiative of the participants,
spans interactions from helping to teaching; or to put it in
human-computer terms, from intelligent assistants to intel-
ligent tutoring systems. Rickel used Collagen to develop
PACO (Pedagogical Agent for COllagen) [34,43] for teach-
ing procedural tasks, and as the first step in building a bridge
between the intelligent tutoring and the collaborative dis-
course communities [36].

Learning

Learning is a hallmark of intelligence. The need for many
different forms of learning naturally arise in the process of
developing human-computer collaborative systems. One ob-
vious case we have pursued is learning hierarchical task
models from examples [40]. There is also “learning by be-
ing told,” which is not as simple as it sounds, since it may in-
volve negotiation about conflicting beliefs [21]. Other forms
of learning during collaboration, such adapting to interac-
tion style of the other participant(s), are still open research
problems, some being pursued by others.
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