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Robots have long been used to provide assistance to individual users through physical interaction,
typically by supporting direct physical rehabilitation or by providing a service such as retrieving
items or cleaning floors. Socially assistive robotics (SAR) is a comparatively new field of robotics
that focuses on developing robots capable of assisting users through social rather than physical interaction. Just as a good coach or teacher can provide motivation, guidance, and support without making physical contact with a student, socially assistive robots attempt to provide the appropriate emotional, cognitive, and social cues to encourage development, learning, or therapy for an individual.
In this talk, I will review some of the reasons why physical robots rather than virtual agents are
essential to this effort, highlight some of the major research issues within this area, and describe
some of our recent results building supportive robots for teaching social skills to children with autism spectrum disorder and for teaching nutrition to typically developing children.

Bio: Brian Scassellati is a Professor of Computer Science, Cognitive Science, and Mechanical Engineering at Yale University and Direc-

tor of the NSF Expedition on Socially Assistive Robotics. His research focuses on building embodied computational models of human
social behavior, especially the developmental progression of early social skills. Using computational modeling and socially interactive
robots, his research evaluates models of how infants acquire social skills and assists in the diagnosis and quantification of disorders of
social development (such as autism). His other interests include humanoid robots, human-robot interaction, artificial intelligence, machine perception, and social learning.
Dr. Scassellati received his Ph.D. in Computer Science from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 2001. His dissertation work
(Foundations for a Theory of Mind for a Humanoid Robot) with Rodney Brooks used models drawn from developmental psychology to
build a primitive system for allowing robots to understand people. His work at MIT focused mainly on two well-known humanoid robots
named Cog and Kismet. He also holds a Master of Engineering in Computer Science and Electrical Engineering (1995), and Bachelors
degrees in Computer Science and Electrical Engineering (1995) and Brain and Cognitive Science (1995), all from MIT.
Dr. Scassellati’s research in social robotics and assistive robotics has been recognized within the robotics community, the cognitive science community, and the broader scientific community. He was named an Alfred P. Sloan Fellow in 2007 and received an NSF
CAREER award in 2003. His work has been awarded five best-paper awards. He was the chairman of the IEEE Autonomous Mental
Development Technical Committee from 2006 to 2007, the program chair of the IEEE International Conference on Development and
Learning (ICDL) in both 2007 and 2008, and the program chair for the IEEE/ACM International Conference on Human-Robot Interaction (HRI) in 2009.
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