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Chapter 6

Transferring Advice into a
Connectionist

Reinforcement-Learning Agent

Once the teacher specifies advice for the reinforcement-learning agent, RATLE transfers the
advice into the agent. To do this, RATLE must translate the teacher’s instructions into a form
that the agent can use. In standard reinforcement learning (RL), the agent senses the current
world state, chooses an action to execute, and occasionally receives rewards and punishments.
Based on these reinforcements from the environment, the agent’s task is to improve its action-
choosing module so that the total amount of reinforcement it receives is increased. Since my
RL agent uses connectionist Q-learning (Lin, 1992; Sutton, 1988; Watkins, 1989), the agent’s
action-choosing module is a neural network. Therefore, to translate the advice of the teacher,
RATLE must make changes to the agent’s neural network that capture the meaning of the
advice. This is done by translating statements in the RATLE language into new network
units and links that correspond to the concepts represented by the statements.

Table 23 shows the main loop of an agent employing connectionist (Q-learning, augmented
(in italics) by my process for incorporating advice. The main difference between my approach
and standard connectionist Q-learning is that the agent continually checks if the teacher has
any recommendations to offer, and if so, incorporates those recommendations into its utility
function. In order to understand how statements from the RATLE language are transformed,
this chapter defines the steps of the subroutine IncorporateAdvice from Table 23. But first,
I will discuss the steps that must be taken before the agent can begin the process shown in
Table 23.

Recall that a connectionist Q-learner uses a neural network, where the input to the
network is a vector of features describing the current state, and the outputs of the network
are the predicted utilities for each of the agent’s possible actions. In RATLE, I assume that

the initial neural network is set up by a user (who need not be the teacher), referred to as
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Table 23: The cycle of a RATLE agent. My additions to the standard connectionist Q-learning
loop are Step 6 and the subroutine IncorporateAdvice (all shown in italics).

Agent’s Main Loop Incorporate Advice

1. Read sensors. 6a. Parse advice.

2. Stochastically choose an action, where the probability of 6b. Operationalize any
selecting an action is proportional to the log of its pre- fuzzy conditions.
dicted utility (i.e., its current QQ value). Retain the pre- 6c. Translate advice into
dicted utility of the action selected. neural-network

3. Perform selected action. components.

4. Measure reinforcement, if any. 6d. Insert translated ad-

5. Update utility function — use the current state, the current vice directly into RL
Q-function, and the actual reinforcement to obtain a new agent’s neural-network
estimate of the expected utility; use the difference between based utility function.
the new estimate of utility and the previous estimate as 6e. Return.

the error signal to propagate through the neural network.
6. Advice pending? If so, call Incorporate Advice.
7. Go to 1.

the initializer. As part of defining the agent’s inputs and actions, the initializer must also
provide names for each input feature using the language described in the previous chapter.
The initializer also defines the set of fuzzy terms the teacher may employ in giving advice
about the task the agent will be addressing. After the initializer finishes, he or she gives the
teacher a description of the input features, actions, and fuzzy terms. The agent then starts
the process shown in Table 23.

The routine IncorporateAdvice from Table 23 follows Hayes-Roth, Klahr, and Mostow’s
framework for advice-taking outlined in Chapter 4. Once the teacher gives a set of instruc-
tions, RATLE parses them using the standard Unix tools lex and yacc and the grammars
shown in Chapter 5. RATLE then operationalizes any fuzzy conditions in the advice. Fuzzy
conditions map to new units in the agent’s neural network that capture the appropriate
fuzzy membership function. After mapping fuzzy conditions, RATLE translates all remaining
parts of the teacher’s advice into new units and links. The resulting new units and links are
added to the agent’s neural network by RATLE and the agent then returns to connectionist
QQ-learning. The process of adding units and links to a neural network is accomplished by
simple extensions to a neural-network simulator. Thus, the key parts of Incorporate Advice
are: (6b) how fuzzy conditions are mapped to network units, and (6¢) how RATLE translates
the other constructs of the RATLE language into neural-network components.

In the following sections, I define how each of the constructs in the RATLE language is
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translated into corresponding neural-network components. My methods are based on the
KBANN algorithm (Towell et al., 1990) which is extended in the following ways: (1) advice
can contain multi-step plans, (2) it can contain loops, (3) it can suggest actions to avoid,
(4) it can contain fuzzy conditions, and (5) it can be given more than once. Details of these
extensions are shown as | discuss how RATLE translates each construct.

The process of translating language constructs into neural-network parts can be divided
into separate processes for translating the three basic language components of RATLE: state-
ments, conditions, and actions. A condition represents the teacher’s description of some state
of the world that must be met in order for an action or actions to be taken. To translate a
condition, RATLE creates a hidden unit that is highly active when the condition is true and
inactive when the condition is false. RATLE may also create new hidden units combining
conditions in order to translate certain types of statements. RATLE connects the resulting
units to the action or actions specified by the teacher. In the following sections I show how
RATLE combines conditions and actions to map statements, how RATLE turns conditions into

corresponding units, and how the units from statements are connected to actions.

6.1 Translating Statements

RATLE maps statements into neural-network components® by connecting the conditions and
actions of the statements in appropriate ways. Remember that RATLE maps a condition to a
unit that is highly active when the condition is true. To map statements, RATLE adds links
from the units representing conditions to the units representing actions as indicated in the
statements. As part of representing more complex statements, RATLE may introduce new

units that combine conditions.

'In demonstrating how RATLE represents the teacher’s instructions I often show diagrams containing the
construct being translated (on the left) and a corresponding neural-network diagram (on the right). In the
neural network part of each of these diagrams, all of the links and units shown are new links and units
introduced as part of mapping the construct, unless I specifically state otherwise. Links shown as solid lines
represent links with large, positive weights (i.e., as in KBANN’s highly weighted links). Straight, dashed
lines represent links with large, negative weights, and curved, dashed lines represent recurrent links RATLE
uses to connect state units. Arcs connecting links in the diagram indicate units that represent conjuncts,
units without arcs show disjuncts. Recall also that the flow of activation in my neural-network diagrams is
upwards, from the units at the bottom of the diagram to the units at the top.
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6.1.1 Translating the IF Statement

IF Condition THEN IfConclusion  ElseConclusion
[ INFER | REMEMBER ] IfConclusion ::s

[ ELSE

[ INFER | REMEMBER ] ElseConclusion ] ::“:

END Condition

The teacher uses an IF statement to indicate some conclusion that the agent should reach
when the unit for Condition is true. An ELSE condition can be used by the teacher to
recommend a conclusion the agent should reach when Condition is false. Recall the three
types of conclusions the teacher can suggest: an action the agent should take under that
condition, an intermediate term that is true under that condition, and a term to remember.
I will discuss the specifics of how these three conclusions are implemented in Section 6.3.1.

To map an IF statement, RATLE first creates a unit representing the condition of the IF
(as described in Section 6.2), and then connects this condition to IfConclusion. When there
is an ELSE part of the statement, RATLE creates a link from the unit representing Condition
with a negative weight and connects the link to ElseConclusion.

Recall that conditions in RATLE can be negated. When this is the case, RATLE negates
the weights of the links it constructs (i.e., the link to IfAction would have a negative weight
and the link to ElseAction would have a positive weight). This process is essentially the
mapping algorithm of KBANN, which was explicitly designed for IF-THEN rules.

6.1.2 Translating the REPEAT Statement

RepeatAction  ThenAction
State out

T
— /
7,

[ WHEN WhenCondition ]

REPEAT A
RepeatAction

UNTIL UntilCondition

[ THEN ThenAction ]

N

‘1
1 \
My

END WhenCondition UntilCondition s
RepeatAction Statejn "
Taken
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The teacher uses a REPEAT statement to indicate that the agent should execute RepeatAction
as long as UntilCondition is false. The statement may have an optional WhenCondition that
must be true for the agent to start the loop (i.e., to start executing RepeatAction). The
teacher may also include a ThenAction to be taken after the agent finishes the loop, should
UntilCondition be true.

In order to show how to map a REPEAT statement, | will assume that both a WHEN and
THEN structure are used in the REPEAT (the diagram shown above is for this case). RATLE
starts by constructing a unit (A) that is true if the loop should execute. It connects this
unit to RepeatAction.

Unit A is a disjunction of the two possible ways the loop may start: (1) if WhenCondition
is true, or (2) if the agent has just finished executing the loop and UntilCondition is false.
RATLE determines that condition (1) holds by constructing a unit for WhenCondition and
then creating a link from this condition to unit A. The second case requires a conjunction
(unit B). Unit B is active when the agent has just finished executing the loop (unit D) and
the UntilCondition is false.

In order to determine that the agent has just finished executing the loop (unit D), RATLE
must check: (1) that the REPEAT statement indicated the loop should have started in the last
step, and (2) that the agent actually took RepeatAction in the last step. RATLE knows the
statement indicated the loop should start in the last step if unit A was true in the last step.
Therefore, to know that the loop should have started in the last step, RATLE creates a state
unit that remembers the value of unit A from the previous step. To know that the agent
actually took RepeatAction in the last step, RATLE looks at the input features indicating the
agent’s last action. Unit D is the conjunction of the input feature indicating that action
RepeatAction was taken in the previous step and the state unit that remembers the previous
value of unit A.

Unit C' is constructed for the THEN part of the REPEAT. Unit C is a conjunction that
checks that the loop has just finished executing (by making a link to unit D) and that
UntilCondition is true. RATLE connects unit C' to ThenAction. This unit is omitted when
there is no THEN action.

If there is no WHEN part of the REPEAT statement, RATLE sets up unit A so that it is
always true. This is done by setting the bias of the unit to a large positive number. The
rest of the REPEAT statement is mapped as described above.

The action RepeatAction may be a multi-step plan in a REPEAT statement. If so, RATLE
determines that the agent has just finished executing the loop (unit D) by remembering the
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value of the unit that predicts the last step of the multi-step plan, rather than remembering
the value of unit A, which would predict the first step of the multi-step plan. For more

details and an example of how this works, see Section 6.3.4.

6.1.3 Translating the WHILE Statement

WhileAction  ThenAction
Stmeout

iy,

N

WHILE WhileCondition DO

E
WhileAction :
[ THEN ThenAction ]
END . o
WhileCondition 8
WhileAction Statejn'""

Taken

The teacher uses a WHILE statement to recommend that the agent take WhileAction as
long as WhileCondition holds. A WHILE statement may have an optional THEN part, which
specifies an action to take when the loop has been executing and WhileCondition is false.

A WHILE loop starts for two reasons: (1) WhileCondition is true, or (2) the agent has just
finished executing the action of the loop and WhileCondition is still true. This second case
is redundant, since the agent must start the loop when WhileCondition is true, regardless
of whether the agent has just finished executing the loop. Therefore, RATLE does not check
the second case. So, RATLE starts by creating a unit for the WhileCondition. A link is then
made by RATLE to unit ¥, which is true when the loop should start. RATLE connects unit £
to WhileAction.

If there is a THEN part of the WHILE loop (the diagram shows this case), RATLE creates
unit F', which recommends ThenAction. Unit F' is a conjunction that checks that WhileCon-
dition is false, and the agent just finished executing the loop (unit ). Unit G is similar to
unit D for the REPEAT statement. It is a conjunction that determines that the WhileAction
was the agent’s last action and whether the loop should have started at the last step. The
agent determines that the loop should have started in the last step by remembering the value

of unit £ with a state unit.
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6.2 Translating Conditions

RATLE represents a condition in a statement with a unit that is true (i.e., highly active) when
the condition is true, and false (i.e., inactive) when the condition is false. RATLE’s process
is the same as KBANN’s for mapping conditions, except that RATLE also supports fuzzy
conditions. Since fuzzy conditions involve fuzzy membership functions, RATLE creates a unit
that maps each fuzzy function — the more active the unit the better the fuzzy membership

criterion is met.

6.2.1 Translating Conditions: Term Names

When the condition of a statement in RATLE is the name of a Boolean input unit or an
intermediate term, RATLE represents this condition by simply using the unit that corresponds

to the term.

6.2.2 Translating Conditions: Logical Combinations

“(” Condition™)”

NOT Condition

Condition1 AND Condition2
Condition1 OR Condition2

RATLE uses the standard KBANN method to map conditions that use the logical operators
NOT, AND, and OR. Parentheses in the RATLE language are used by the teacher to indicate the
precedence of operators. The negation operator NOT is implemented in RATLE by recursively
calling the process for mapping conditions on the condition being negated. RATLE then
remembers that links from the negated condition should have negative weights. To translate
the AND and OR functions, RATLE maps conditions Conditionl and Condition2 to units and
then creates a new unit that is a conjunction (AND) or a disjunction (OR) of these units.
Note that RATLE also does some network compression when mapping logical conditions; if
several units are combined with ORs or ANDs, RATLE will construct a single large disjunctive
or conjunctive unit, rather than a series of binary units, up to the limits specified by Towell

(1991).
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6.2.3 Translating Fuzzy Conditions

To map fuzzy conditions, RATLE creates a hidden unit that captures the fuzzy membership
function specified. The set of possible fuzzy membership functions available to the teacher is
defined by the initializer before the instruction process begins. Recall the two types of fuzzy
conditions: the first type makes use of fuzzy terms that I call descriptors, and the second

type makes use of fuzzy terms that I call quantifiers and properties.

Translating Fuzzy Conditions: Descriptors

Object { 1S | ARE } SimpleDescriptor

Recall that to translate a fuzzy condition of this form, RATLE matches the string Sim-
pleDescriptor (and Object as well) to the set of predefined descriptors. An example of such

a fuzzy condition from the previous chapter is:
Treel IS CloserThanTree2

where CloserThanTree2 was defined by the descriptor:

DESCRIPTOR CloserThan?(Other) ::=
(DistTo?(0bject) - DistTo?(0ther)) < 0

Instantiating this descriptor (with 7(Object) =Treel) we get:
CloserThanTree2 ::= (DistToTreel - DistToTree2) < 0

RATLE translates this term into a unit that calculates the specified sum and uses the thresh-
old (0 in this case) as its bias.

To do this, RATLE uses an approach similar to Berenji and Khedkhar’s (1992). RATLE
uses the DESCRIPTOR function’s possible range of values, the descriptor’s operator, and the
descriptor’s threshold to determine the membership function. For example, assume that
DistToTreel and DistToTree2 are input variables that range from 0 to 100. The sum of
the calculation above (DistToTreel - DistToTree2) ranges from -100 to 100. Since the
threshold is 0, and the operator is <, [ want a unit that is true when the sum is from -100 up
to (but not including) 0. But, since the agent uses sigmoidal activation functions for its units,

I cannot get a unit with such a discontinuity in the activation value. Instead RATLE selects
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two threshold values. One value represents the point at which the function will produce high
activation and the other the point at which the function produces low activation.

For the above example, RATLE selects the value -0.5, below which the activation will be
high, and the value 0.5, above which the activation will be low. For the region between -0.5
and 0.5 the function is “fuzzy” — values in this range partially meet the fuzzy condition.
RATLE achieves this effect by weighting the input values being summed so as to calculate
the appropriate function. If we define high activation as 0.9 and low activation as 0.1, RATLE
would achieve the desired function by adding a link to DistToTreel with a weight of 4.39
and a link to DistToTree2 with a weight of -4.39. RATLE determines these weights using the
threshold values -0.5 and 0.5 and the expected activation values of 0.9 and 0.1 in Equation 3
in Chapter 2. Figure 26 shows a diagram of the resulting hidden unit.

The remaining question for RATLE is how to choose the values around which to base the
membership function (the values -0.5 and 0.5 in the above discussion). To do this I again
follow Berenji and Khedkhar’s (1992) approach. I first calculate the range of possible values.
Then I select a value up to which the membership function has low activity and a second
value where the membership function starts being highly active. I chose to set these values
one unit apart (unless the maximum range of the sum being calculated is less than 10, in
which case I use two values that are 10% of the maximum range apart). For the “> Number”
test, RATLE sets the low value to (Number — 0.5) and the high value to (Number + 0.5).
For the “>= Number” test, RATLE sets the low value to (Number — 1.0) and the high value
to Number. The range for >= insures that the value Number has a high activation, while
for > the value Number is only somewhat active. The < and <= operations work similarly

(with the obvious swaps of signs and high and low values). RATLE builds the = operation

Treel is CloserThanTree2
bias=0
l"'
4.39 %, ~4.39
O""

O
DistToTreel DistToTree?

Figure 26: Hidden unit that represents the fuzzy condition Treel IS CloserThanTree2. The
resulting unit is a sum of the distance to Treel minus the distance to Tree2. This unit is
neither a conjunction nor a disjunction, since the link weights and the bias are determined
by the fuzzy function being mapped. Note that RATLE only creates the unit for the fuzzy
condition and the weights leading into that unit; the other units are assumed to be input
units.
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as a conjunction of two operations: a >= and a <= operation. Similarly, RATLE builds a
I = as a disjunction of a < and a > operation.
If more than one fuzzy term matches the fuzzy condition, RATLE builds a unit for each

term that matches and constructs a disjunction of the resulting units.

Translating Fuzzy Conditions: Quantifiers

Quantifier Object { 1S | ARE } PropertyDescriptors

RATLE translates the other type of fuzzy condition similarly. There are two main differences
with this type of fuzzy condition: properties are used to select inputs that match those
properties; and the resulting function may be applied to each input that matches separately
or may be summed across all the inputs that match. When the teacher specifies a fuzzy
condition of this form, RATLE starts by looking for inputs of the appropriate type, and then
determines which inputs match the specified properties.

For example, when the fuzzy condition is:

Many Trees ARE (Tall AND Leafy)

RATLE would look for input features of type Trees and then determine how well each of
these inputs match the properties Tall and Leafy. For instance, if an input represents
Trees of heights 40 to 60 and Tall is defined by the initializer as being of height 50 to 80,
this input unit matches with a value 0.5 (since half of the range 40 to 60 is considered Tall).
When there is more than one property, RATLE multiplies the match values (e.g., in the above
example, if the input described above matched the property Leafy with a value 0.6, the total
match value of that unit is 0.3 = 0.5 * 0.6). Once RATLE determines how well each input
matches the properties in the teacher’s fuzzy condition, it calculates the appropriate weight
as described in the previous section, but it then multiplies the weight for each link by that
input’s match value.

The other difference for this type of fuzzy condition is that two different types of functions
can be calculated. In one function (when SUM is specified in the quantifier) RATLE calculates
the appropriate function by determining all of the input units that match and then calculating
the total input across all of the matching inputs. If SUM is not specified in the quantifier,
RATLE calculates the appropriate function with respect to each of the matching inputs, and

then creates a disjunction of each of these units. Figure 27 shows a sample interpretation of
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Many Trees ARE (Tall AND Leafy)

O

Trees Trees Trees Trees
Tall Match=0.5 Tall Match=0.5 Tall Match=0.5 Tall Match=1.0
Leafy Match=0.0 Leafy Match=1.0 Leafy Match=0.5 Leafy Match=0.75

Figure 27: Unit that represents the fuzzy condition Many Trees ARE (Tall AND Leafy),
assuming that Many is defined as a SUM quantifier. Note that the weights on the links from
the inputs are affected by how the the input matches the properties Tall and Leafy. This
unit totals the number of trees across the matching input units and then calculates the fuzzy
operator associated with Many.

Many Trees ARE (Tall AND Leafy)

O

Trees Trees Trees Trees
Tall Match=0.5 Tall Match=0.5 Tall Match=0.5 Tall Match=1.0
Leafy Match=0.0 Leafy Match=10 Leafy Match=0.5 Leafy Match=0.75

Figure 28: Unit that represents the fuzzy condition Many Trees ARE (Tall AND Leafy),
assuming that Many is not defined as a SUM quantifier. RATLE creates a unit for each
matching input unit to determine when individual input unit meets the condition, and then
creates a disjunction to determine if there at least one matching input unit.

the condition above assuming that Many is defined as a SUM across all the matching input
units. In this case, the resulting hidden unit totals how many Tall and Leafy Trees there are
across all the input features to determine whether there are Many Trees. Figure 28 shows the
same fuzzy condition should SUM not be specified in defining Many. Here, RATLE constructs
hidden units that determine whether any of the input features that match the properties
Tall and Leafy meet the criterion Many. The unit representing the fuzzy condition is the
disjunction of all these tests.

Quantifiers may also use the operation IN. RATLE calculates an IN function as a con-

junction of a >= and a <= operation.
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6.3 Translating Actions

The teacher uses statements to indicate actions that the agent should take under certain
conditions. As I have shown above, RATLE builds units to represent conditions that indicate
when the agent should take an action. In this section, I give details on how RATLE con-
nects conditions to the different types of actions: single actions, alternative actions, action

prohibitions, and multi-step actions.

6.3.1 Translating Actions: Single Actions

Single actions occur in statements where the teacher gives a single name as an action in that
statement. Recall that the teacher can also use an IF statement in two other ways, to create
or add to the definitions of intermediate terms (using the INFER keyword), and to create
and add to memory terms (using the REMEMBER keyword). So I will break down the set of
single actions to five cases: (1) creating a new intermediate term, (2) creating a new memory
term, (3) adding to the existing definition of an action, (4) adding to the definition of an
intermediate term, and (5) adding to the definition of a memory term. There is no case for
creating a new action since the set of possible actions is determined by the initializer before
the agent starts learning.

The case where the single action is the name of a new intermediate term is straight-
forward. RATLE first creates a unit corresponding to the condition leading to the action.
RATLE then attaches the name of the new intermediate term to this new unit. Figure 29
depicts a sample of this case. Note that should a condition correspond to a unit that already
has a name (e.g., a condition that is just the name of an input), RATLE creates a new unit
with a link to the condition. RATLE assigns the name of the intermediate term to this new

unit.

NotLarge
IF (Small OR Medium) THEN

INFER NotLarge

END
Small Medium

Figure 29: Translating a new intermediate term creates a new hidden unit that RATLE labels
with the new intermediate term name (in this case, NotLarge).
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When creating a new memory term, RATLE again constructs a unit representing the
condition, but RATLE then adds a state unit with a recurrent link from the unit representing
the condition. RATLE then gives the memory term name to this state unit. The unit labelled
NotLarge in the advice in Figure 30 will be active when the condition Small OR Medium was
active at the last step.

In the three remaining cases (adding a definition for an existing intermediate term, a
memory term, or an action), RATLE has to add to the definition of a unit that already exists.
For the first two cases (adding to an intermediate term or memory term) RATLE uses a
similar method, while it uses a much different approach for adding to the definition of an
action (see Figure 31).

For additional definitions of existing intermediate terms and memory terms, RATLE cre-
ates a new hidden unit. This new hidden unit is a disjunction of the old definition of the
intermediate or memory term and the new definition. For actions, RATLE uses a different ap-
proach: it connects the condition associated with an action directly to the unit representing
the action. I use this approach because the output units in a RL agent are not like units in a
traditional KBANN network — an output unit represents the utility that the agent expects to
receive by following the action associated with the output unit. Thus, creating a disjunction
of the old action unit with the new condition is not appropriate, since the old action unit
does not have a Boolean value.

For the units representing actions, RATLE must try to achieve the goal of the teacher.
Unfortunately, there are many possible interpretations for a teacher’s instruction. For ex-
ample, when a teacher suggests an action, she could be indicating that the action will have
a high utility. On the other hand, the teacher could be saying that the action is the best
thing to do under those conditions, but that the action is merely the best of a set of bad

choices — it may have a low expected utility even though it is the “best” action. A third

LRI
wih 11y
o 1,

IF (Small OR Medium) THEN 3
REMEMBER NotLarge
END

N
\
\
ZTTIIII

my

Small Medium NotLarge

Figure 30: Translating a memory term creates a new state unit that RATLE labels with the
new memory term name (e.g., NotLarge).
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Before Addition After Addition
Intermediate Intermediate
Term Term

On®
Memory
Term
Action Action

New Condition

Figure 31: Adding a new definition of an existing intermediate term, memory term, or
action changes the definition of an existing hidden unit in the agent’s network. RATLE adds
a definition to an existing intermediate term or memory unit by creating a unit that is a
disjunction of the old term and the condition specifying the new definition. For an action,
only a highly-weighted link from the condition to the action is added by RATLE.

interpretation is that RATLE should examine the network and reset the weights so that the
suggested action is always the best choice. This approach can be faulty if the action is
already considered the best of several bad choices. In this case, RATLE may conclude that
no further work needs to be done since the action is already preferred. But the teacher’s
advice may be indicating that the action is not only the best choice, but that the utility of
the action is high (i.e., the action is “good” in some sense). Therefore, simply determining
that the action is the “best” choice may not always capture the teacher’s intentions. This
approach also requires that RATLE find an appropriate set of weights to ensure that the
suggested action be selected first. Determining these weights appears to be equivalent to
solving a non-linear programming problem.

I chose the simplest interpretation for the teacher’s recommendation of an action — RATLE
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MoveForward
IF NOT AtGoa THEN H
MoveForward -
END
O
AtGoal

Figure 32: A negated condition leading to an action causes RATLE to introduce a new
unit (H) that is true when the condition is false. RATLE then adds a positively weighted
link from unit H to the recommended action.

simply connects the new condition to the action with a highly weighted link. This has the
effect of increasing the predicted utility of the action under the conditions suggested by the
teacher (but does not guarantee that the resulting utility will be the highest). Through
empirical testing I found that weights of magnitude 2.0 are effective for these links.
Because of this approach for adding links to action units, RATLE may also have to intro-
duce an extra hidden unit when the link being connected to the action is negated. Consider
the IF statement shown in Figure 32. RATLE first maps the condition of the IF statement, rep-
resenting AtGoal with a unit. It also remembers that the condition is negated, and therefore
the weight from AtGoal should be negative. If RATLE then simply connected this negative
weight to MoveForward this would cause the advice to have the effect “when AtGoal is true,
do not move forward,” which obviously does not match the instruction’s intent. To avoid this
problem, RATLE introduces a new hidden unit (H) that checks the condition (NOT AtGoal)
— this unit is true when AtGoal is false. RATLE then creates a link from unit H to the unit
for MoveForward with a positive weight. This link captures the idea that when unit H is

true (which means that AtGoal is false) the utility of MoveForward should be increased.

6.3.2 Translating Actions: Alternative Actions

The teacher uses an alternative-action structure to indicate that more than one action could
be taken under a particular condition. In the IF statement in Figure 33, the teacher indicates
that both MoveNorth and MoveEast are appropriate when the condition GoalIsNorthAndEast
is true. RATLE creates a link from the unit representing GoalIsNorthAndEast to the unit
representing the action MoveNorth and another link from GoalIsNorthAndEast to MoveEast.

One link is created by RATLE for each alternative action.
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MoveNorth MoveEast
IF GoallsNorthAndEast THEN

(MoveNorth OR MoveEast)

END
GoallsNorthAndEast

Figure 33: When the teacher indicates more than one action is appropriate given a condition,
RATLE creates a link to each of the appropriate actions.

6.3.3 Translating Actions: Action Prohibitions

The teacher can indicate that the agent should not take an action. RATLE implements an
action prohibition by connecting a negatively-weighted link to the action being prohibited.
Note that, as with the case of single actions described above, RATLE may need to introduce
a new unit if the link it is trying to attach is already negative. Figure 34 shows an example
of such a piece of advice. The link from the condition AtGoal must be negated since the
condition is (NOT AtGoal). Should RATLE negate the weight of this link again to represent
the idea that the action is prohibited, connecting this link to ApplyBrake produces the
effect that AtGoal implies ApplyBrake, which may be true, but does not capture the advice.
RATLE solves this problem by creating a unit (/) to which it connects the negated link from
AtGoal — unit J is true in Figure 34 if AtGoal is false. RATLE then adds a negative link
from the unit J to ApplyBrake (this link reduces the utility of ApplyBrake when AtGoal is
false).

ApplyBrake
Q
IF NOT AtGoal THEN .
DO_NOT ApplyBrake Q
END
O
AtGoal

Figure 34: When the condition of an action prohibition is negated, RATLE creates a unit (/)
that is true when the condition is false, and then connects unit .J to the action with a
negatively weighted link.
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6.3.4 Translating Actions: Multi-Step Plans

Actionl Action2 Action3 e ",
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A MULTIACTION is used by the teacher to indicate a sequence of steps that the agent should
take. The teacher may use a MULTIACTION in any statement where an action is allowed.
In the diagram above, I show just the MULTIACTION part of the network (the condition
MultiCondition would be determined as part of mapping the rest of the statement).

RATLE translates a MULTIACTION using a set of state units to track the step of the plan.
It connects the MultiCondition that indicates the start of the plan to the first step of the plan
(i.e., Actionl), and creates a copy of this link that it connects to a new state unit (Statelyy:).
This state unit remembers that the condition MultiCondition was true at the previous time
step. RATLE then creates a unit (KA') that is the conjunction of the input value of Statel
plus a link to the input unit that indicates whether Action! was taken in the previous state.
A link is created by RATLE from unit K to Action2, since K indicates that the second step
of the plan should be taken. A copy of this link is connected to State2 — state unit State?2
remembers the value of unit K from the previous step. RATLE then repeats the process,
creating unit L which predicts Action3. Note that RATLE does not have to create a unit
that remembers whether Action3 was indicated, since for the MULTIACTION shown there is
no fourth action.

MULTIACTIONS require RATLE to generalize the translation of REPEAT and WHILE state-
ments presented earlier. This is needed because a loop does not end until the last action
of a MULTIACTION has been taken. When a REPEAT loop predicts a single action, RATLE
construct a state unit to remember the condition predicting that the first (and only) action
of the loop should be taken. But when a loop contains a MULTIACTION, RATLE uses a state
unit to remember the condition that predicts the last action of the multi-step plan. RATLE
would use this state unit to determine if the loop has just finished executing.

As an example, consider the second piece of advice from Table 19. Figure 35 shows
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Figure 35: RATLE’s translation of Table 19’s second piece of advice.

RATLE’s mapping of this piece of advice. This REPEAT statement contains a MULTIACTION
within the loop. If the REPEAT statement had specified a single action, RATLE would have
constructed a state unit to remember the value of unit M, the unit indicating that the first
(and only) action of the loop should be taken. But this loop contains a MULTIACTION, so
RATLE instead remembers the value of unit N with a state unit S2. Unit N recommends
the last action of the MULTIACTION. RATLE creates a unit P to determine if the last action
of the plan was recommended at the last step and that the agent actually took that action.
Unit P is a conjunction of the input value of S2 and the unit that indicates whether the
action MoveEast (the last action of the MULTIACTION) was taken in the last step. RATLE
uses unit P to indicate that the loop has just ended.

6.4 Limitations of the RATLE Implementation

In implementing the RATLE system, I made a number of design decisions that greatly influ-
ence the performance of the system. In this section I outline the reasons for some of these

decisions and discuss possible alternatives.
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6.4.1 Mapping Action Recommendations

One basic issue, which I have already discussed in detail (see Section 6.3.1), was my decision
to translate advice suggesting an action by simply increasing the utility of that action. There
are many possible interpretations for a piece of advice, and therefore there are many ways
to translate a piece of advice. My choice of increasing the utility by a fixed amount has
the advantage of being simple (as opposed to some of the more complex interpretations |
discussed previously). Besides using more complex mapping methods, I could also augment
the RATLE language to require the teacher to indicate exactly what is meant by specifying
an action (e.g., provide a keyword “BEST_ACTION” to indicate that the teacher thinks a
particular action is the best). The problem with this approach is that it makes the process
of building advice more difficult for the teacher.

6.4.2 Making Network Additions to Represent Advice

One possible problem with the current RATLE implementation is that each time the teacher
provides advice, RATLE adds new hidden units and links to the agent’s neural network.
As the agent’s neural network grows, the learning process becomes slower, since a larger
network requires more computation. Also, an overly large neural network can often produce
overfitting (Holder, 1991). One solution to this problem (see Chapter 2) introduces a penalty
term to prevent overfitting, such as weight decay (Hinton, 1986), which can cause the learner
to gradually remove unused links. A related approach periodically prunes the network (Le
Cun et al., 1990) to find and remove hidden units that are no longer being used. Utilizing
these approaches is a subject of future work. Other approaches to advice-taking that do not
suffer from this problem will be discussed in Chapter 8.

Another method to deal with the problem of an ever-growing network would be to in-
troduce a mechanism for the teacher to remove advice that is no longer in use. The teacher
could give “FORGET” commands that would indicate antecedents or intermediate terms that
RATLE should remove from the agent’s neural network. One reason this approach is unsatis-
factory is that it expects the teacher to better understand the internal workings of the agent
so that the teacher can monitor when the agent’s neural network has become unwieldy. I
would prefer to reserve this method as a supplementary approach, allowing the teacher to

suggest terms to remove, but not requiring that the teacher provide this type of advice.
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6.4.3 Decaying State-Unit Activations

The activation of the state units in RATLE disappears after one time step. For example,
when an agent is executing a multi-step plan, the agent must execute each step of the plan
consecutively or the plan will no longer be active. This approach limits the ability of the
agent to pause while executing a multi-step plan to perform opportunistic actions. In order
to produce such a pause, the agent would have to use its Q-learning and experiences to learn
that it is advantageous to pause, and refine the advice to reflect this understanding.

An alternative method would be to have the activation value of state units decay over a
number of steps, so that the agent could resume a plan even after several intervening actions.
While this approach is appealing for certain situations, in other situations the teacher may
be indicating that the agent does indeed need to perform all of the steps of the plan in order,
in which case having state units that decay would be undesirable. Another implementation
problem of this approach is that we really want only the state unit corresponding to the
current action in a multi-step plan to be active. If state units for previous actions are
still partially active, the agent might take the action again, which would not capture the

sequential aspect of the plan.

6.4.4 Adding “Extra” Hidden Units when Representing States

The reader may have noted that when I create state units I always add a hidden unit
that records the value of the unit to be remembered, and then connect that hidden unit
to an input with a recurrent link. I could simply connect the unit whose value is being
remembered directly to the new input unit with a recurrent link. For example, in the
diagram for translating a MULTIACTION in Section 6.3.4, I could leave out the unit Statel,,;
and simply connect MultiCondition to Statel;, directly. I chose not to implement states this
way because in certain cases a state input could not be changed. If MultiCondition in the
diagram in Section 6.3.4 was the name of input unit, and I made a direct connection from
this input unit to Statel,,, the activation value of this state would always be the same as the
previous input unit value, since no learning occurs along the recurrent links. By introducing
Statel ,yy, I allow the agent to alter this state value, since the weight on the link between

the unit representing MultiCondition and Statel,,; can change.
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6.4.5 Mapping Fuzzy Membership Functions with Sigmoidal Ac-

tivation Functions

Another choice I made was to use sigmoidal activation functions to implement RATLE’s
fuzzy membership functions. 1 chose sigmoidal activation functions mostly for simplicity,
since | was already using sigmoidal units for mapping other constructs. Other activation
functions might make more sense for capturing fuzzy functions, especially radial basis func-
tions (Moody & Darken, 1988, 1989). A unit using a radial basis function is defined by a
prototype point in input space. The unit is more active the closer the current input vector
is to the prototype (a second parameter determines how dispersed the activation function
is). For a fuzzy function this would make sense, since the fuzzy membership function could
be captured by selecting a point that is the “center” of the membership function and the
dispersion parameter would depend on how much of the range of possible input values are
to be considered part of the membership function. Choosing this type of activation function

might simplify representing other types of fuzzy functions.

6.5 Summary

RATLE translates the teacher’s statements in the RATLE language into additions to the
agent’s current neural network. It is important to remember that the resulting parts of the
neural network do not have to be correct — the agent can adjust the advice, including fuzzy
conditions, given its subsequent experiences.

To translate advice, RATLE works like the KBANN algorithm. RATLE converts the con-
dition of a statement to a corresponding unit that is true when the condition is true (i.e.,
highly active) and false (i.e., inactive) otherwise. The resulting unit, which may be combined
with other units as part of mapping a complex statement, leads to an increase in the the
expected utility of the action suggested by the teacher.

RATLE extends the KBANN algorithm in a number of ways. One, advice in the RATLE
language can contain multi-step plans that not only indicate the current action to take, but
also subsequent actions to take. Two, RATLE uses state units to implement these plans in
a way that is transparent to the teacher. Three, loops in the form of REPEAT and WHILE
statements may also appear in the teacher’s instructions — RATLE maps these statements
using state units that remember the state of the loop from the previous step.

A teacher may also give advice about actions to avoid. RATLE uses weighted links to
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lower the utility of the prohibited action under the appropriate circumstances. The teacher
can also make use of fuzzy terms in her statements. These fuzzy terms (which are generally
problem-specific) are defined prior to the start of the instruction process. RATLE uses these
fuzzy terms to build fuzzy membership functions that can then be adjusted during subsequent
learning.

Once RATLE completes the process of translating the teacher’s instructions, it performs
KBANN’s final process: RATLE adds connections between units at adjacent levels of the
network that are not already connected (see Section 2.2 for more details). These connections
allow RATLE to refine the teacher’s recommendations by adding new antecedents to the
conditions the teacher has specified.

Since advice is represented with differentiable sigmoidal units, the agent can refine the
connections mapping the advice, including the connections defining fuzzy terms, using back-
propagation learning. Thus the agent is able to evaluate and alter the teacher’s advice
through its experiences performing the task.

Finally, RATLE implements the advice translation process as a series of additions to the
agent’s network. This means that the teacher may instruct the agent any number of times,

with each new set of advice introducing new units and links to the agent’s network.
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Chapter 7

Experimental Study of RATLE

In this chapter, 1 present experiments to evaluate the RATLE system described in Chap-
ters 4, 5, and 6. The primary goal of these experiments is to explore the basic question of
this thesis: does a technique for refining procedural domain theories show the same benefits
(reviewed below) that techniques for refining non-procedural domain theories show? A sec-
ondary focus of my experiments is to exercise the features of RATLE, both to demonstrate
their use, and to evaluate their effectiveness. 1 performed my experiments on two simulated
environments: (1) an environment similar to the Pengo video game, and (2) a Soccer envi-
ronment. Below I outline my hypotheses for the experiments and then discuss the important
characteristics of these testbeds.

We generally expect to see two benefits from a theory-refinement technique: (1) instruc-
tion should provide a “head-start” for the inductive learner, and (2) the refined domain
theory should be more accurate than the original theory. By “head-start” 1 mean that a
student employing advice should see a gain in performance (i.e., cumulative reward) that
a student without instruction would only achieve after seeing more task examples (e.g., a
student who has driving explained to him should learn faster than a student who has to
learn to drive without any instruction). Note that we cannot expect that the student with
instruction will forever outperform the student without instruction. Since both students are
able to learn, and there is generally a limit to how well one can perform a task, it is possible
that both students will eventually achieve the same performance.

I use my testbeds to demonstrate that RATLE produces the two effects discussed above:
(1) the RATLE agent shows a gain in performance after receiving advice that a standard RL
agent would only achieve through lengthy exploration, and (2) the RATLE agent outperforms
an agent that is unable to refine the advice (i.e. an agent that assumes that the advice
is always correct in any situation where it applies). I will also analyze the results to show
that RATLE agents produce effects that are consistent with the goals of the advice. Other
experiments demonstrate that the effects of advice are independent of when the teacher

presents the advice, that the agent can overcome the effects of “bad” advice, and that the
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agent is able to make use of a subsequent piece of advice (i.e., a piece of advice presented
after the agent has received an initial piece of advice and returned to reinforcement learning).

In the next section of this chapter I present the extensive experiments I performed on the
Pengo testbed. I will outline the important aspects of the task environment, the methodology
I use in my experiments, and the results, then present some discussion of those results.

Following that, I present supporting results on the Soccer testbed.

7.1 Experiments on the Pengo Testbed

I used the Pengo testbed to evaluate the hypotheses I present above. This testbed is similar
to those explored by Agre and Chapman (1987) and Lin (1992). Using a similar testbed
allows me to build on this previous work. In particular, I can make use of parameter settings
empirically determined by Lin.

Like Agre and Chapman’s work, my Pengo testbed is based on the Pengo video game.
One major difference between my task and theirs is that my agent has only a limited sensor
array — the agent is unable to see through objects in its maze-like world, it only receives
agent-centered information about objects in direct line-of-sight. In Agre and Chapman’s
task the agent has an “aerial view” of the entire environment (i.e., the view of a player of
this video game). I chose to provide limited sensor information to my agent so that the
results would be applicable to real-world robot agents that have similarly limited sensors.

My Pengo testbed is also similar to Lin’s in that he also uses a limited set of sensors,
though his sensors are not constrained by line-of-sight limitations. My task differs from Lin’s
in that I have a more complex set of reinforcement signals. In Lin’s task the agent focuses
only on evading capture by enemies. In my task the agent receives reinforcements in three
situations: when it is captured by an enemy, when it picks up food, and when it eliminates an
enemy. This more complex set of reinforcement signals makes the Pengo task more difficult

to learn, since the agent must learn to balance the different reinforcement signals.

7.1.1 The Pengo Environment

Figure 36a illustrates the Pengo environment. The agent in Pengo can perform nine actions:
moving and pushing in each of the directions East, North, West and South; and doing nothing.
Pushing moves the obstacles in the environment. A moving obstacle will destroy the food

and enemies it hits, and will continue to slide until it encounters another obstacle or the
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Figure 36: The Pengo environment: (a) sample configuration, (b) sample division of the
environment into sectors, (c) distances to the nearest occluding object along a fixed set of
arcs (measured from the agent), (d) a neural network that computes the utility of actions.
(See text for further explanation.)

edge of the board. If the obstacle is unable to move (there is an obstacle or wall behind it),
the obstacle disintegrates when pushed. Food is eaten when the agent or an enemy touches
it.

Each enemy follows a fixed policy. It moves randomly unless the agent is in sight, in
which case it moves toward the agent. Enemies may move off the board (they appear again
after a random interval), but the agent is constrained to remain on the board. Enemies do
not push obstacles.

The initial mazes are generated randomly using a maze-creation program that randomly
lays out lines of obstacles and then creates connections between “rooms.” The percentage

of the total board covered by obstacles is controlled by a parameter, as are the number
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of enemies and food. The agent, enemies, and food are randomly deposited on the initial
board, with the caveat that the enemies are required to be at least a fixed distance (another
parameter) away from the agent at the start. More details on these processes appear in
Appendix A.

The agent receives reinforcement signals when: (1) an enemy eliminates the agent by
touching the agent (-1.0), (2) the agent collects one of the food objects ( 0.7), and (3) the
agent destroys an enemy by pushing an obstacle into it ( 0.9). I chose these values em-
pirically during my initial experimentation with the baseline learning agents (i.e., agents
without advice).

As mentioned above, I do not assume a global view of the environment, but instead use
an agent-centered sensor model. It is based on partitioning the world into a set of sectors
around the agent (see Figure 36b). I define each sector by a minimum and maximum distance
from the agent, and a minimum and maximum angle with respect to the direction the agent
is facing. The agent calculates the percentage of each sector that is occupied by each type
of object — food, enemy, obstacle, or wall. To calculate the sector occupancy, I assume the
agent is able to measure the distance to the nearest occluding object along a fixed set of
angles around the agent (see Figure 36¢). This means that the agent is only able to represent
the objects in direct line-of-sight from the agent (for example, the enemy to the south of the
agent is out of sight). The percentage of each object type in a sector is just the number of
sensing arcs that end in that sector by reflecting off an object of the given type, divided by
the maximum number of arcs that could end in the sector. So for example, given Figure 36b,
the agent’s percentage for “obstacle” would be high for the sector to its right. The agent
also calculates how much of each sector is empty and how much is occluded. The agent also
records as input which action the agent took in the previous state. Appendix A presents the
definitions of the input and and fuzzy terms used in these experiments.

The sector percentages and previous action features discussed above constitute the input
to the agent’s neural network (see Figure 36d). The agent’s sensors for these experiments
measure objects in 32 sectors (four “rings” divided into eight equal “wedges”, where a ring is
defined by a minimum and maximum distance and a wedge is defined by a a minimum and
maximum angle). In each sector I count the percentage taken up by each of the six objects.

There are nine output units for the network representing the nine possible actions.
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7.1.2 Methodology

[ train the RL agents for a fixed number of episodes for each experiment. An episode consists
of placing the agent into a randomly generated, initial Pengo environment, and then allowing
it to explore until it is captured or a threshold of 500 steps is reached. I report my results
by training episodes rather than number of training actions because I believe episodes are
a more useful measure of “meaningful” training done — an agent having collected all the
food and eliminated all the enemies could spend a large amount of time in useless wandering
(while receiving no reinforcements). Thus, counting actions might penalize such an agent
since it gets to experience fewer reinforcement signals. In any case, for all of my results the
results appear qualitatively similar when graphed by the number of training actions (i.e.,
the agents take a similar number of actions per episode during training).

Each Pengo environment contains a 7x7 grid with approximately 15 obstacles, 3 enemy
agents, and 10 food items. I use three randomly generated sequences of initial environments
as a basis for the training episodes. I train 10 randomly initialized networks on each of the
three sequences of environments; hence, I report the averaged results of 30 neural networks.
I estimate the average total reinforcement (the average sum of the reinforcements received
by the agent) by “freezing” the network and measuring the average reinforcement on a
testset of 100 randomly-generated environments. This same set of 100 environments is used
for all of the test results reported in the next section.

I chose parameters for the Q-learning algorithm that are similar to those investigated
by Lin (1992). The learning rate for the network is 0.15, with a discount factor of 0.9. To
establish a baseline system, I experimented with various numbers of hidden units, settling
on 15 since that number resulted in the best average reinforcement for the baseline system.
I also experimented with giving the system recurrent units (recall that RATLE uses recurrent
units to represent multi-step plan and loop statements), but these units did not lead to
improved performance for the baseline system and, hence, my baseline results are for a
system without recurrent links. I further experimented by giving the baseline network extra
hidden units after initial training (to simulate the effect of adding units to the network when

advice is given), but these extra hidden units did not produce gains in performance, so my




106

baseline system does not receive extra hidden units during training.

After choosing an initial network topology, I then spent time acting as a teacher in RATLE,
observing the behavior of the agent at various times. Based on these observations, I wrote
several collections of advice. For use in my experiments, I chose four sets of advice, two that
use multi-step plan and loop plans (referred to as lim nemies and urrounded), and two
that do not ( impleMoves and  on ocalMoves). Figures 37, 38, 39 and 40 pictorially depict

these four sets of instructions.  Appendix A shows the advice as RATLE statements, as well

@ »—-o

Figure 37:  impleMoves advice for the Pengo agent. This advice suggests the agent move
towards any near to the agent. The advice also suggests the agent move anyway from
any near to the agent.
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Figure 38:  on ocalMoves advice for the Pengo agent. This advice suggests running away
if there are many in one direction, but it also suggests moving towards even
if there is an in that direction (as long as the are distant).

® - uﬁj‘zx
>3

Figure 39:  lim nemies advice for the Pengo agent. This advice gives a three-step plan
for eliminating involving moving behind convenient and pushing them
towards the chosen
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Figure 40:  wurrounded advice for the Pengo agent. This advice uses a loop and a two-
step plan for escaping when the agent is surrounded by and . The plan
involves pushing the nearest out of the way and moving into the vacated spot until
the agent is no longer surrounded.

as the input and fuzzy terms used in these statements.

The advice impleMowves provides advice about short-term reinforcement situations: when
the agent is near to a food item or an enemy. on ocalMoves gives advice about more strate-
gic situations: moving away from groups of enemies and collecting food as long as the food
is not too closely guarded. Eliminating enemies is extremely difficult since the agent is
unable to see through obstacles to determine when there is an enemy behind the obstacle;
the advice lim nemies provides a multi-step plan to overcome this difficulty. wurrounded
provides advice in the form of a multi-step plan within a loop that applies to environments

where the agent is trapped; the advice indicates how to get out of this trap.

7.1.3 Results

In my first experiment, I evaluate the hypothesis that a RATLE agent can in fact make use of
advice. After 1000 episodes of initial learning, I judge the value of (independently) providing
each of the four sets of advice to my agent via RATLE. I train the system for 2000 more
episodes after adding the advice, then measure the average cumulative reinforcement on the

testset. (The baseline is also trained for 3000 episodes.) Table 24 reports the averaged testset
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Table 24: Testset results for the baseline and the four different types of advice. Each of the
four gains over the baseline is statistically significant.

Advice Added | Average Total Reinforcement
None (baseline) 1.32

tmpleMoves 1.91

on ocalMoves 2.01

lim nemies 1.87

urrounded 1.72

Table 25: Mean number of enemies captured, food collected, and number of actions taken
for the experiments summarized in Table 24.

Advice Added | Enemies | Food | Survival Time
None (baseline) 0.15 3.09 32.7
imple Moves 0.31 3.74 40.8
on ocalMoves 0.26 3.95 39.1
lim nemies 0.44 3.50 38.3
urrounded 0.30 3.48 46.2

reinforcement; all gains over the baseline system are statistically significant . Note that the
gain is higher for the simpler pieces of advice, impleMoves and on ocalMoves, which do
not incorporate MULTIACTION or loop constructs. This suggests the need for further work
on taking complex advice; however the multi-step advice may simply be less useful.

Each of my pieces of advice to the agent addresses specific subtasks: collecting food ( im
pleMoves and  on ocalMoves); eliminating enemies ( lim nemies); and avoiding enemies,
thus surviving longer ( impleMoves, on ocalMoves, and urrounded). Hence, it is natural
to ask how well each piece of advice meets its intent. Table 25 reports statistics on the
components of the reward. These statistics show that the pieces of advice do indeed lead to
the expected improvements. For example, the [im nemies advice leads to a much larger

number of enemies eliminated than the baseline or any of the other pieces of advice.

In my second experiment I investigate the hypothesis that the observer can beneficially

provide advice at any time during training. To test this, | insert the four sets of advice at
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Figure 41: Average total reinforcement for my four sample pieces of advice as a function of
amount of training and point of insertion of the advice.

different points in training (after 0, 1000, and 2000 episodes). Figure 41 contains the results
for the four pieces of advice. They indicate the learner does indeed converge to approximately

the same expected reward no matter when the advice is presented.

In my third experiment, I investigate an approach for using advice where the advice is
not refined. This simple strawman algorithm exactly follows the observer’s advice when it
applies; otherwise it uses a “traditional” connectionist Q-learner to choose its actions. When
evaluated on the test set, the strawman employs a loop similar to that shown in Table 23,
with the following differences: Step 6 (incorporating advice) is left out; and Step 2 (selecting

an action) is replaced by the following:
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Table 26: Average testset reinforcement using the strawman approach of literally following
advice compared to the RATLE method of refining advice based on subsequent experience.

Advice TRAWMAN | RATLE
tmpleMoves 1.63 1.91
on ocalMoves 1.46 2.01
lim nemies 1.28 1.87
urrounded 1.21 1.72

The performance of this strawman is reported in Table 26. In all cases, RATLE performs
statistically significantly better than the strawman on cumulative reinforcement received. In
fact, in two of the cases, lim nemies and urrounded, the resulting method for selecting
actions is actually worse than simply using the baseline network (whose average performance

is 1.32).

In my fourth experiment, I investigate the hypothesis that subsequent advice (i.e., advice
provided after the agent has already incorporated and refined an initial piece of advice) will
lead to further gains in performance. To test this hypothesis, I supplied each of my four pieces
of advice to an agent after 1000 episodes (as in my first experiment), supplied one of the
remaining three pieces of advice after another 1000 episodes, and then trained the resulting
agent for 2000 more episodes. These results are averaged over 60 neural networks instead of
the 30 networks used in the other experiments in order to get statistically significant results.
Table 27 shows the results of this experiment.

In all cases, adding a second piece of advice leads to improved performance. However, the
resulting gains when adding the second piece of advice are not as large as the original gains
over the baseline system. I suspect this occurs due to a combination of factors: (1) there is
an upper limit to how well the agents can do — though it is difficult to estimate this upper
bound; (2) the pieces of advice interact — they may suggest different actions in different
situations, and in the process of resolving these conflicts, the agent may use one piece of
advice less often than it would if there was only one piece of advice; and (3) the advice
pieces are related, so that one piece may cover situations that the other already covers.
Also interesting to note is that the order of presentation affects the level of performance
achieved in some cases (e.g., presenting on ocalMoves followed by impleMoves achieves

higher performance than impleMoves followed by on ocalMoves).
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Table 27: Average testset reinforcement for each of the possible pairs of my four sets of
advice. The first piece of advice is added after 1000 episodes, the second piece of advice
after an additional 1000 episodes, and then trained for 2000 more episodes (for total of
4000 training episodes). Shown in parentheses next to the first pieces of advice are the
performance results from my first experiment where only a single piece of advice was added.
All of the resulting agents show statistically significant gains in performance over the agent
receives just the first piece of advice.

In my fifth experiment, I investigate the effect that “bad” advice has on a RATLE agent.
To form the advice used in these experiments I altered the advice impleMoves. 1 produced
one set of bad advice, ot impleMoves, that is similar to impleMoves, except that when-
ever tmpleMoves suggests an action, ot impleMoves suggests that the agent should not
take that action (using the O_NOT construct). My second set of bad advice, pposite

impleMowes, is also similar to impleMoves, except that whenever impleMoves suggests
an action, pposite tmpleMoves suggests that the action in the opposite compass direction
(e.g., when impleMoves suggests the agent should , pposite impleMoves suggest
the agent should ). The actual constructs used to define all three pieces of advice
appear in Appendix A.

I tested these two pieces of “bad” advice by separately adding each after 1000 training
episodes and then training the agent for 3000 more training episodes. Figure 42 presents the
results of these experiments. These results demonstrate that while bad advice does in fact
cause an initial immediate drop in performance, the agent is quickly able to refine the advice
to return to reasonable behavior. It is also interesting to note that, over time, the agent
may actually produce gains in performance from the “bad” advice (compared to learning
without advice). After 4000 training episodes, the advice pposite impleMoves produces a
statistically significant gain in performance over the agents with no advice, but produces
significantly worse performance than the original mpleMoves advice. The advice ot im

pleMoves does not produce a significant gain over not receiving advice after 4000 training
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Figure 42: Average total reinforcement for the baseline as well as agents with the advice
impleMoves, ot impleMoves, and  pposite impleMouves.

episodes. The improvements over the no advice case are likely due to the fact that, while I
changed the predicted actions of impleMoves to produce the bad advice, the intermediate
terms constructed in forming the bad advice (i.e., the hidden units that trigger the actions)
are the same in all three sets of advice; the agent can take advantage of these intermediate

inferences to learn the correct actions to take.

In my final experiment, I evaluate the usefulness of combining my advice-giving approach
with Lin’s “replay” technique (1992). Lin introduced the replay method as a means to make
use of “good” sequences of actions provided by a teacher. In replay, the agent trains on the
teacher-provided sequences frequently to bias its utility function towards these good actions.
Thrun (1994) reports that replay can be used even when the remembered sequences are not
teacher-provided sequences — in effect, by training multiple times on each state-action pair
the agent is “leveraging” more value out of each example. Hence, my experiment addressed
two related questions: (1) does the advice provide any benefit over simply reusing the agent’s
experiences multiple times?; and (2) could my approach benefit from replay, for example, by
needing fewer training episodes to achieve a given level of performance? My hypothesis was
that the answer to both questions is “yes.”

To test my hypothesis, I implemented two approaches to replay in RATLE and evaluated
them using the on ocalMoves advice. In one approach, which I will call ction epla |
I simply keep the last state-action pairs that the agent encountered, and on each step

train with all of the saved state-action pairs in a random order. A second approach (similar
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Table 28: Average total reinforcement results for the advice on ocalMoves using two forms
of replay. The advice is inserted and then the network is trained for 1000 episodes. Replay
results are the est results achieved on 1000 episodes of training (at 600 episodes for Action
Replay and 500 episodes for Sequence Replay). Results for the RATLE approach without
replay are also shown; these results are for 1000 training episodes.

Training Method Average Total Reinforcement
Standard RATLE (no replay) 1.74
Action Replay Method 1.48
Sequence Replay Method 1.45

to Lin’s), which I will call e uence epla , is more complicated. Here, I keep the last

se uences of actions that ended when the agent received a non-zero reinforcement. Once a
sequence completes, | train on all of the saved sequences, again in a random order. To train
the network with a sequence, I first train the network on the state where the reinforcement
was received, then the state one step before that state, then two steps before that state,
etc., on the theory that the utility of states nearest reinforcements are best estimated by the
network. Results for keeping 250 state-action pairs and 250 sequences appear in Table 28.
Due to time constraints, I trained these agents for only 1000 episodes. Note that for replay
this represents much more training than the standard system receives, since after each actions
or episodes the agent is trained with multiple actions or multiple episodes. For example, with
the Action Replay approach, each state-action pair is used in training 250 times, so there is
250 times as much network training for this approach.

Surprisingly, replay did not help in this testbed. After examining networks during replay
training, I hypothesize this occurred because I am using a single network to predict all of the
Q values for a state. During training, to determine a target vector for the network, I first
calculate the new () value for the action the agent actually performed. I then activate the
network, and set the target output vector for the network to be equal to the actual output
vector, except that I use the new prediction for the action taken. For example, assume the
agent takes action two (of three actions) and calculates that the Q value for action two
should be 0.7. To create a target vector, the agent activates the network on the current
state (assume that the resulting output vector is 0.4,0.5,0.3 ), and then creates a target

vector that is the same as the output vector except for the new Q value for the action taken
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(i.e., 0.4, ,0.3). This causes the network to have error at only one output unit (the one
associated with the action taken). For replay this is a problem because I will be activating
the network for a state a number of times, but only trying to correctly predict one output
unit (the other outputs are essentially allowed to take on any value), and since the output
units share hidden units, changes made to predict one output unit may affect others. If I
repeat this training a number of times, the () values for other actions in a state may become
greatly distorted. One possible solution to this problem is to use separate networks for each
action, but this means the actions will not be able to share concepts learned at the hidden
units. I plan to further investigate this topic, since replay intuitively seems to be a valuable
technique for reducing the amount of experimentation on the external world that an RL

agent has to perform.

7.1.4 Discussion o the Pengo Experiments

My experiments demonstrate that: (1) advice can in fact improve the performance of an
agent, (2) advice produces approximately the same resulting performance no matter when
it is added, (3) it is important for the agent to be able to refine advice based on subsequent
experience, (4) a second piece of advice can produce further gains, (5) “bad” advice can
produce an initial drop in performance that the agent can overcome with learning, and (6) a
straightforward approach to replay does not produce significant benefits. One key question
that might arise from the results presented is why the baseline agent does not eventually
achieve the same results that the system with advice achieves? To answer this question, I
will address a more general question — what effect do I expect advice to have on the agent?

A connectionist Q-learner uses gradient-based learning to select a function that minimizes

the error between the predicted and estimated ) values:
( a) ( a) (13)

where  is the estimate obtained by actually taking an action and looking at the predicted
utility for all of the actions in the resulting state, and  is the current QQ value predicted by
the learner’s Q function, and  and a are the state and action chosen in example e. One
problem with this approach is that the learner may select a minimum through gradient-based
learning that is “good,” but sub-optimal with respect to the optimal Q function (represented

by a Q table). For example, assume that for the vast majority of the states and actions that



115

the reward is zero, and that, as a consequence, most of the () values are zero. In this
case it may be advantageous to the network to always predict zero, since the total error for
predicting zero all the time would be relatively small. One hopes that the network will be
able to find features of those states that have non-zero () values that distinguish those states,
but if these states are very similar to other states with zero () values this may not occur.
Clearly, it is possible for a connectionist () learner to settle on a  function that is less than
optimal.

When [ introduce “good” advice into an agent, I expect it to have one or more of several
possible effects. One possible effect is that the advice will change the network’s predictions
of some of the () values to ones that are closer to the desired “optimal” values. By reducing
the overall error the agent may be able to converge more quickly towards the optimal Q
function. A second related effect is that by increasing (or decreasing) certain ) values the
advice changes which states are explored by the agent. In this case, good advice will cause
the agent to explore states that are useful in finding the optimal plan (or ignoring states
that are detrimental). Focusing on the states that are important to the optimal solution
may lead to the agent converging more quickly. A third possible effect is that the addition
of advice alters the weight space of possible solutions that the learner is exploring. This
occurs because the new weights and hidden units locally change the space that the learner
is in. For example, the advice may construct an intermediate term (represented by a hidden
unit) with very large weights that could not have been found by gradient-based search. In
the resulting altered weight space, the learner may be able to explore functions that were
unreachable before the advice is added (and these functions may be closer to the optimal).

iven these possible effects of good advice, I conclude that advice can both cause the
agent to converge more quickly to a solution, and that advice may cause the agent to find
a better solution than it may have otherwise found. For my experiments, I see the effect of
speeded convergence in the graphs of Figure 41, where the advice, generally after a small
amount of training, leads the agent to achieve a high level of performance quickly. These
graphs also demonstrate the effect of convergence to a better solution. Note that these effects
are a result of what I would call “good” advice. It is possible that “bad” advice could have
equally deleterious effects. So, a related question is how do I determine whether advice is
“good” or not?

Unfortunately, determining the “goodness” of advice appears to be a fairly tricky prob-
lem, since even apparently useful advice can lead to poor performance in certain cases.

Consider, for example, the simple problem shown in Figure 43. This example demonstrates
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Figure 43: A sample problem where advice can fail to enhance performance. Assume the
goal of the agent is to go from Work to Home, and that the agent receives a large reward
for taking Nakoma Road, and a medium-sized reward for taking University Avenue followed
by Midvale Boulevard. If the agent receives advice that University followed by Midvale is
a good plan, the agent, when confronted with the problem of going from Work to Home
will likely follow this plan (even during training, since actions are selected proportional to
their likelihood of achieving reward). Thus it may take a long time for the learner to try
Nakoma Road often enough to learn it is a better route, since every time the learner follows
the advice it will not learn much. A learner without advice might try both routes equally
often and quickly learn the best route.

a case where advice, though providing useful information, could in fact cause the agent to
take longer to converge to an optimal policy. This example suggests that I may want to re-
think the stochastic mechanism I use to select actions, but other mechanisms seem to suffer
from similar problems. In any case, it thus appears that defining the properties of “good”
advice is a topic for future work. As a first (and admittedly vague) approximation, I would
expect advice to be “good” when it causes one of the effects mentioned above: (1) it reduces
the overall error in the agent’s predicted () values, (2) it causes the agent to pick actions
that lead to states that are important in finding a solution, or (3) it transforms the network’s
weight space so that the agent is able to perform gradient-based learning to find a better

solution.

7. Exp rim n s on So r sbd

I chose to experiment on a Soccer testbed to confirm the results I obtained in the Pengo
testbed. In designing the Soccer testbed, I deliberately set out to build a task that was
significantly different from the Pengo environment. Below I discuss the differences between

these tasks. Using this testbed, I will show that an agent receiving advice outperforms
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an agent that does not receive advice. 1 also discuss why the agent refining the advice
outperforms an agent that does not refine the advice.

One major difference between the Pengo and Soccer testbeds is that the agent in the
Soccer task receives complete information; no objects are occluded in the Soccer environment.
The agent’s sensors are also different. The agent in Pengo received information about the
occupancy of various sectors around the agent; the agent in Soccer receives a set of measures
indicating the distance and direction to all of the other objects in the environment. The tasks
also differ in that Soccer has cooperating agents in addition to competing agents. Finally,
the reinforcement signals are more sparse in the Soccer environment; the agent receives a
positive signal when it scores and a negative signal when the other agent’s score. These
signals are made more difficult to interpret by the agent because there is more than one
agent per team and the positive reinforcement for a goal is received by all of the agents on
the scoring team (similarly, the negative reinforcement for allowing a goal is received by all

the players on a team).

7.2.1 The Soccer Environment

Figure 44 shows the basic Soccer environment. Fach player can perform eleven actions: the

agent may move in each of the directions Forward, Back, Left, and Right; the agent may
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