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Section I ς Thesis Proposal 

I. Thesis Statement 

AI systems have been viewed for their most part as intelligent problem solvers. Their design principles 
have been based on solving the problems of a given objective reality. However such a view of AI is 
bound to fail in terms of a ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ where a need exists to facilitate ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻcess 
and not necessarily present it with known solutions to problems or impart to it a set of specific skills. 
The need is then of designing AI systems which can provide a certain level of stimulus to the child for 
it to explore and interpret the physical world in terms of its internal universe of meaning given the 
ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǇƭŀȅŦǳƭ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅΦ Ln other words, providing the child with the basic building blocks 
(e.g. a visuo-tactile understanding of objects and their relationships) that allow for the development 
of its higher mental functions such as creativity and subjunctive thought. Such an approach 
necessarily demands that the focus ƻŦ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎ 
mechanisms of learning and not on adding to the complexity of intelligent problem solvers that are 
fitted within thŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ environment: an approach that subsequently will allow for a critical 
reflection on how AI systems have been viewed and their possible role as learning facilitators.   

 

II. The Problem 
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Chapters 

 

A. Child Facilitation Problem as approached by current AI research and toy manufacturers 

 

 

 

It is unquestionable that AI practitioners and toy manufacturers have been responsive to the child 

facilitation problem. However given the pressure to present results and serve market needs, they have 

ōŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƻƴ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΥ Iƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ǿŜ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎΚ ²Ƙŀǘ 

will be most appealing or fanciful toy that the child can be bought into? How many features can we pack 

into the toy that will please the child? How intelligent can the toy be made to behave? Can we pack a set 

of mathematical teaching skills with the microcontroller memory that we have?  

 

In order to answer these questions, they have utilized the problem solving approach of AI defining the 

child completely in terms of its categories of learning needs. The assumptions have been those of 

defining these needs in terms of problem spaces which if modeled correctly can have generic solutions 

that satisfy a certain target child population. What is disturbing is that they have objectified meaning 

itself in terms of the range of behaviors that are exhibited by the system. The central focus has been 

thus on making the system complex enough by packing as many features into it that are instantiated 

given the occurrence of certain environmental input into the system. At the heart of the system is thus a 



 
4 Thesis and Project Proposals ς Karan Kamdar | ACE 

ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎŜƴǘƭȅ ŀŘŀǇǘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ 

problem space. One can clearly see such a design philosophy iƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎƳŀǊǘ ǘƻȅǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘΦ ¢he trend has 

been one of selling lovable companions that exhibit an array of predefined socio-emotional behavior 

that appeal to a generic child population. Manufacturers of such smart toys focus on comparing toys in 

terms of microcontroller designs, battery life and cute looks. The best selling smart toy is one that is 

smarter and more aesthetically appealing than the rest and children are bought into it because they are 

socio-emotionally satisfied by having a smart companion. 

 

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƻƴ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ōȅ 

increasing the complexity of the system and packing a set of predefined features into it. In other words, 

the focus is on how well the system is able to adapt itself given a set of known and unknown variables. 

What happens in this case is that the child becomes a facilitator for the toy such that the toy begins to 

learn, speak or act by observing and interacting with the child which becomes a manifestation of how 

well the design team has managed to give the toy problem solving abilities.  

 

Within this design philosophy of focusing on the toy, is thus a very little regard to the internal 

mechanisms of learning in the child, as to what are those basic primitives that allow learning in a child to 

really take place. The theoretical considerations of the developmental stages of learning in the child are 

ǘƘǳǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƻǊ ǊŜƭŜƎŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ǘƻ ǎŀǘƛǎŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎΦ vǳƛǘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭƭȅΣ 

there has been a lot of internet debate as to whether these smart robotic companions are really making 

learning tick in a child.  

 

¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘƛǎ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƴ ŎƻƳōƛƴƛƴƎ ǎƳŀǊǘ ǘƻȅǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǘƻȅǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

impart a set of specific skills to the child such as spatial and logicomathematical skills. However, 

ŀŎǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ǎǳŎƘ ǎŜǘǎ ƻŦ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ƛǎ ǘƻƻ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ŀ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘŀƪŜ 

place.  LŦ ǘƻȅǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǿƛƴŘƻǿ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ǎƘƻuld be more on 

ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ōȅ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ōŀǎƛŎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ōƭƻŎƪǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ 

is able to create its own meaning of things.  

 

{ƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ immediate needs or teaching it a set of behaviors and skills will not make learning 

happen. In other words, ƻƴŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ !LΩǎ philosophy of fitting an adaptive problem solver 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ Lǘ ǿƛƭƭ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

to understand that the child is an artist, it does not need satisfaction of needs or specific skill sets ς 

what it really needs is a constant creative stimulus, a stimulus through which it is able to internalize 

the external objectivity of the real world in terms of his own universe of meaning and creatively apply 

his thought processes to generate alternative solutions to problems. That is where learning really 

happens. 

 

The reason why the simplicity of Lego blocks is so appealing to the child is because it gives the child the 

basic building blocks to create meaning from simple objects. By stacking a series of blocks together the 

child is able to see walls, houses, people, environments through which he constructs meaning of things 

and the world around him. It is through this process that the child then generates his problem solving 
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skills since he is equipped with a repertoire of generating alternative worlds. Although simple blocks are 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾŜǊȅ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ƛǎ given a certain sense 

of direction on how simple elements may be possibly connected. In other words, the child needs a 

learning facilitator, a facilitator that does not direct the child to create a given set of patterns or tell it 

how things should really be constructed, but provides it with a certain level of stimulus through which 

the child may begin to see meaningful possibilities as opposed to just involving itself in random 

constructions. 

 

Given the above considerations, a need then exists for AI systems to redirect their approach to the child 

facilitation problem. For this, design teams need to critically reflect on whether their systems are really 

ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻǊ Ƨǳǎǘ ǎƻƭǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΦ What is required is 

a change of perspectives, that of focusing on the child and not on the complexity of the system. One 

ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ŀ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ 

ǘƘƻǎŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ ƻŦ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ inner thought processes and how it creates meaning 

into the design philosophy, thus taking a broader view of what their systems are really doing. It is only 

after having such an understanding from a theoretical and philosophical standpoint that one will 

know if all that system complexity is really needed or is it just not making sense. 

 

.Φ /ƘƛƭŘ CŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅ 
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Given the discussion in the preceding chapter, the goal of this thesis is then to propose an alternative 

design philosophy to approach the AI child facilitation problem, one that places the child at the center 

of focus and then having critically reflected on its learning processes proposes a project that works 

towards practicing this philosophy. The followed design philosophy is then about changing perspectives, 

as opposed to analyzing the effectiveness of an experimental setup. 

 

The very first step in this approach is one of forwarding the idea that Child learning is not a problem to 

be solved. Since learning is so much a whole than a sum of parts, one cannot really define problem 

spaces that satisfy certain needs or impart specific skills and behaviors. Secondly, Learning is an active 

mental construction of the child that cannot be made available to the assumed modeled behavior of an 

AI system. One cannot really devise a set of behaviors that the system responds with depending on what 

flows into it for such a responsive set of behaviors makes assumptions about how these behaviors 

should be ideally viewed by the child. Thirdly, Learning is incomplete without imparting to the child an 

ability to view things differently, create alternative worlds and solutions, in other words his higher 

mental functions such as creativity and imagination. Fourthly, consider the Child as an artist and the 

creator of its own meaning.  

 

One can clearly see that the basis of this design philosophy is thus on the child and not the system. What 

is then considered is a perspective when the complex behavior of the system gives way to focusing on 

how the child best learns and creates meaning. When one considers much of the literature in 

developmental learning, one begins to see how affording the child with simple learning primitives can 

have a significant impact on the way that it begins to learn. I consider in this design philosophy the 

power of simple imitative gestures that lead to the generation of sensorimotor primitives. When one 

thinks about imitation, one immediately renders it as a dumb mimetic action of copying the other 

person. However imitation is one of the pillars of child learning. Child learning theorists such as Jean 

Piaget and Lev Vygotsky have made significant contributions to forwarding this view. Much of the recent 

scientific evidences such as the works of Meltzoff and Moore and that of mirror neurons have shown 

that imitation is inherently an intrinsic human endowment that allows for the sensorimotor learning of 

the child so that it is able to acquire an internal representation of the external world. It is from these 

sensorimotor primitives afforded by imitation that the child knows what patterns of motor programs to 

execute depending on a given situation. In other words, simple imitation inducing gestures should be a 

part of the design philosophy. These gestures when incorporated in the play of the child will allow it to 

learn from observing the movements of the system, internalize these movement primitives and 

subsequently access and apply them in different situations to create new patterns and meaning.  

 

One can parallel these concepts of learning in imitation with much of what has been discussed in the 

literature on embodied cognition. It is within this view of the importance of being present in the physical 

ǿƻǊƭŘ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎŜƴǎƻǊƛƳƻǘƻǊ ŦŀŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ 

the need for an AI facilitator that is embodied in the world of the child and interacts with it as opposed 

to virtual systems which would only allow for learning to take place in terms of abstract mental 

representations of objects and events thereby forwarding the importance of mind over the body. 
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I also consider in this design philosophy the power of simple object and symbolic play through which the 

child is able to acquire a visual, textural, auditory, olfactory or other sensory information of objects 

in terms of its own representation, an ability that is important for ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŘƛǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

symbol from the symbolized, allowing it to subsequently manipulate these symbols in terms of 

hierarchies, categories and relationships with other symbols. Symbolic play thus allows for the 

generation of the creative abilities of the child and his ability to generate alternative solutions. 

 

Given the citings from developmental literature, this design philosophy also considers the fact that the 

child has a greater tendency to anthropomorphize things and a basic level of structural design that 

incorporates anthropomorphic features should suffice in being able to allow the child to map the 

behavior of an AI facilitator to its own bodily movements, a solution to the problem which is also known 

as the correspondence problem in imitation. Imitation literature suggests that joint attention and goal 

directed behavior are more important considerations than a one-to-one mapping of bodily features. This 

consideration should allow for a reflection on the structural aspects of the AI system. 

 

Finally this design philosophy that focuses on the child as the creator of its own meaning necessitates a 

philosophical discussion on constructivism, an epistemological framework in the theory of learning. 

Constructivism values developmentally-appropriate facilitator-supported learning that is initiated and 

directed by the learner, a path through which educators (facilitators) have begun to approach students 

in constructing meaning of new concepts. Jean Piaget articulated mechanisms by which knowledge is 

internalized by learners. He suggested that through processes of accommodation and assimilation, 

individuals construct new knowledge from their experiences. Piaget has argued that these processes are 

facilitated through imitation and play. Constructivist theories view learning as an active, social process 

involving a dynamic interaction between the task, facilitator and learner. They place importance on the 

fact that knowledge should not be divided into different subjects or compartments, but should be 

discovered as an integrated whole and that learners should constantly be challenged with tasks, also 

known as the zone of proximal development in Vygotskian literature (i.e. the distance between the 

actual and potential developmental level of the child). 

 

I have argued in the preceding two chapters that the design philosophy that goes into the construction 

of the current state of AI facilitators ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ hƴŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘŜ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

process by focusing on the complexity of a smart system that is fitted as an adaptive problem solver 

within the problem space of a child. In order to then design systems that really facilitate learning one 

has to focus on the child and its basic mechanisms of learning. A renewed design philosophy that 

incorporates a theoretical understanding of what makes learning really happen in a child and allowing 

the child to be the creator of its meaning, allows one to critically reflect on the impact of the elementary 

forms of learning and the way that design teams should approach constructions of AI systems if they are 

ǘǊǳƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ The most compelling reason however to critically 

argue on the need of such a philosophy is that with the right approach AI can in fact not be all that 

useless and can have an impact outside of its objective universe, thereby forwarding the view of AI 

systems as more than just sophisticated problem solvers.    
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III. Project Implementation based on Design Philosophy 

 

 

Fig  1.1 

Based on the considerations of a child focused design philosophy, the project implementation then 

involves the construction of an anthropomorphic learning facilitator in a shared interaction environment 

with the child where the focus is on the minimally complex design of the facilitator that provides a 

creative stimulus to the child to facilitate its learning. This stimulus is based on the theoretical 

understanding of imitative behavior and symbolic play in their developmental role in learning.  

 

Accordingly, the behavior of the AI facilitator then involves the constant provision of this stimulus 

through a simple movement repertoire that involves action and play directed behavior. In the former, 

the facilitator uses its robotic arms and mobility base to create meaningful gestures such as clap, dance, 

rotate, embrace and tries to make simple creative modifications of these movements through 

manipulating the inverse kinematic variables. In the latter, the facilitator involves itself in object play 

with the child such that it uses its vision system to pickup blocks of objects and arrange them to create 

different patterns. The goal of the facilitator is thus to show the child a world of creative possibilities 

by providing the child with a mix of random, goal-directed and playful stimuli such that they induce 

forms of learning in the child as opposed to providing it with fixed solutions to problems, while 

providing a sensorimotor exploration of its environment. The aim of the thesis and project is thus to 

allow for a critical reflection on the view of AI in the child facilitation problem through formulation of an 

alternative child-centered design philosophy. 
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Section II - Project Proposal 

 

I. Design Considerations 

 

 
 

Starting a new project is always a challenging undertaking. The reasons are too many but as I have learnt 

from the previous project, one has to minimize the number of unknown variables. During the 

construction of the omniwheel base assembly, the unknowns were mainly that of being able to interface 

a wireless system for a mobility platform and the precise construction of the base for a custom grid 

traversal, the latter of which took the maximum time since code was written completely from scratch 

for interfacing with an autonomous base. With this new project, I intend to use all the project assets 

from the previous one and build a simple and interactive structural construction on top of the 

omniwheel platform. The task defined is then of building an anthropomorphic robotic structure that is 

not too time consuming to build and is guaranteed to work. The task is also one of providing this entity 

with vision and manipulators to make it convincing enough on theoretical lines to attempt a robotic 

construction in the first place. The solutions that I have then found as shown above are to utilize 

existent open source libraries for vision and visual servoing tasks that have already defined solutions to 

problems pertaining to this project while implementing simple structural and hardware designs. 



 
11 Thesis and Project Proposals ς Karan Kamdar | ACE 

 

II. Robot Structural and Component Configuration 

 

Fig  1.2 

The structural and component configuration of the robot will build on top of the existent omniwheel 

base design from The Human Game Machine. Starting with the design consideration of providing the 

robot with the most flexible movement repertoire for imitation inducing and play movements while 

keeping practical design consideration in mind, a certain minimal number of degrees of freedom will be 

incorporated by implementing a combination of high and low torque servos. The aim will be to achieve a 

very simple structural design that allows the creation of an anthropomorphic form and functionality for 

of a mobile robot that navigates its environment and interact with the child. The mobility will be 

provided by the already built omniwheel assembly while interactivity and functionality will be achieved 

primarily by two robotic arms made out of custom and off-the shelf components such as grippers that 

are detailed in the next section. The already built custom ATMEGA-168 circuit that is RF enabled and 

extended for up to 24 servos will be used so that no significant basic electronic design changes occur. 

The only electronic component that will need interfacing is the vision system of the robot that will use 

the open source architecture of the CMUcam3 to build on its wireless mote functionality that can be 

interfaced directly with the XBee radio for wireless vision functionality. Since the ViSP platform provides 

for both eye-in-hand and eye-to-hand based configurations of a vision system, the camera can be 

incorporated both in an off the shelf Pan and Tilt Camera Turret or it can be mounted on the wrist. The 

structural base will either be metal or the light and strong Lexan 9034 polycarbonate material. 


