
Self-teaching robots
00.03–00.34 Everybody knows robots are built to do what they’re told. Only science fiction has robots that can think and learn like a human. Until now. Step forward the real-world general problem solver.

Researchers at the Japan’s Tokyo Institute of Technology have developed the RW-GPS to teach itself how to perform a new task by scouring the Internet and finding the information that it needs. Heading the project is Dr Osamu Hasegawa.

00.35–00.49 Dr Osamu Hasegawa Most of the existing robots are good at processing and programming – the tasks they’re pre-programmed to do. But they know little about the real world where we humans live. So our project is an attempt to build a bridge between robots and the real world.

00.50–01.22 On this occasion, the robot was given the task of serving a cold drink. Just like a human baby, the robot does not have prior knowledge of what a cup looks like or what it’s used for. So the RW-GPS analyses images of cups and drinks collected from the Internet, applies filters for better accuracy and successfully pours liquid and puts an ice cube, made of plastic in this experiment, into what it recognises as a cup.

01.23–01.31 Researcher We did not teach this robot what a cup or a bottle looks like, or how to fetch those items. That kind of information was not programmed into him.

01.32–01.52 At the core of this robot’s self-learning mechanism is a new computer system called the SOINN. The system allows the robot to gather information on the Internet and helps it filter out irrelevant or less accurate information so it can make the best educated guess and act accordingly.

01.53–02.08 Dr Osamu Hasegawa This robot can learn by itself. There’s a huge amount of information available on the Internet, but at present only humans are making use of it. This robot can connect its brain directly to the Internet.

02.09–end For example, even if the robot had no prior knowledge of human items like a wristwatch or a keyboard, it can Google their images and find out what they are in a matter of seconds. Hasegawa and his team hope that the robot could eventually be used to help care for the elderly, a situation where the ability to learn could be invaluable.

The engineers say the next challenge for this robot is to learn moral values, which would help it to decide what is right or wrong.
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