Heather Metcalf 

AAAI Conference Experience Summary


I am very grateful for having been given the opportunity to travel to the AAAI Conference in Edmonton, Alberta for numerous reasons.  The conference opened my eyes to the broad field of artificial intelligence and its many applications, allowed me to meet and get advice from a large variety of computer scientists, and most importantly, it gave me the chance to learn and have fun at the same time.  
I am doing my undergraduate work at a very small state college in Pennsylvania that does not have an AI program.  We have one AI course, which I will be taking in the spring of 2003; so you can imagine what little experience I have had in AI.  Most of my experience came from working at an internship at the University of Minnesota this summer.  The project I worked on with Paul Rybski and Devon Skyllingstad was exhibited at this conference and it was nice to see our hard work being admired and critiqued by a helpful audience.  The exhibition setting taught me what can go wrong when faced with a different environment.  Many people ran into the wireless problem with their robots, but we didn’t because Paul knew that wireless communications would not work.  Instead, we used implicit communications between our robots.  I really enjoyed seeing the other projects that students and teams were working on at all different age levels.  I thought that the robotics workshop on Thursday was interesting, because it allowed me to see how the teams came up with and implemented their ideas. Many people have the opinion that computer scientists aren’t creative, but if they had seen some of the ideas floating around the conference, their opinion would change.  I also liked learning about the programs, like BotBall and RoboCup, that focus on getting children involved.  I think that there should be more programs targeted at increasing female participation as well.  
 I, like many other undergraduate students, am trying to find my career passion.  I am majoring in Applied Mathematics and Computer Science while minoring in English Writing and have found it incredibly difficult to find my “calling” when it comes to choosing my job path.  I also like to help people because it makes me feel as if I am giving something back.  Many things that I saw at this conference showed me how all of these interests can be overlapped.  I attended two tutorials that showed me examples of how my three fields of study can be integrated.  Obviously, math and computer science are strongly intertwined, but it is very hard to find English and writing being integrated as well.  The first tutorial was The State of the Art in Language Modeling (SA1).  This tutorial showed how statistics, probability, computer science, and AI come together to help make language models.  Standard English grammatical rules are key in language modeling.   The second tutorial I attended was Rational Action in Autonomous Agents (MP2).  This tutorial was hard to hear, so I found myself getting lost.  There was a lot of math involved, which was fine by me because it was on the slides, but when I couldn’t hear the speaker, I got frustrated.   I think that, for a person like me who hasn’t done detailed research into AI, the tutorials may have been a bit lengthy.  I found myself zoning out sometimes, not because I was disinterested, but because I was tired of sitting there for so long.  For others who have done or are conducting research in the tutorial’s field, the length may have been fine. 
I went to several invited talks, but found Robin Murphy’s talk to be the most inspiring to me because she not only showed how robotics can be used to do humanitarian tasks, but she did it in a way that showed the flaws in the system.  Some presenters wanted their projects to seem perfect, but there are always bugs to be worked out.  She was a speaker that inspired listeners to want to help work out the kinks.  I also enjoyed the invited panel because it let me see what possible paths the future conventions might move in.  
The reception on Monday was a lot of fun.  I met many people and talked about their interests in AI and got advice about what areas of AI I should look into according to my interests.  Fort Edmonton Park was a great setting for the reception.  After being in the Conference Center all day, it was refreshing to be outside looking around the historical setting.  The pizza party was also a good opportunity to meet some other indecisive undergraduates like myself.  I also attended the poster presentations on Tuesday.  It was nice to be able to discuss projects in a smaller group with their designers in a relaxed setting.  Except for the noise in the room, it was almost as good as a one-on-one chat because I could stop at the projects that intrigued me the most and ask as many questions as I needed to.   

Overall, the conference was a very valuable experience for me.  It definitely peaked my interest in AI and helped me learn a great deal, while meeting lots of people and having a great time.  
