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T h i s n o t e o u t l i n e s r e s e a r c h o n n a t u r a l 

language commun ica t i on between two p a r t i e s 
« 

cooperat ing to accomplish a task. Our goal is to 

formal ize the knowledge needed to understand task-

or ien ted d ia logs and to develop techniques for 

represent ing and coord inat ing t h i s knowledge in a 

computer system that can p a r t i c i p a t e in the d i a l o g . 

Encoding general process knowledge and the dynamics 

of spec i f i c tasks in a manner that is usefu l for 

the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and generat ion of utterances in 

a d ia log is a cen t ra l issue in t h i s research. 

A task o r i e n t a t i o n provides a framework for 

studying the in f luence of context on language. Our 

previous analyses of several task-or ien ted d ia logs 

( e . g . , Deutsch, 1974 ind ica te 

(1) The context of an utterance includes 
at least three d iscernable f ac to r s : the 
preceding utterances in the d i a l o g , the s ta te 
of the task , and the phys ica l environment of 
the d i a l og . 

( 2 ) T a s k - o r i e n t e d d i a l o g s have a 
s t r u c t u r e t h a t r e f l e c t s t h e s t r u c t u r e o f t h e 
t a s k . 

The s e t o f o b j e c t s and a c t i o n s t h a t a r e most 

r e l e v a n t t o t h e c o n v e r s a t i o n , and hence i n t h e 

f ocus o f a t t e n t i o n o f t h e d i a l o g p a r t i c i p a n t s , 

changes as t h e t a s k p r o g r e s s e s . To f o l l o w such 

s h i f t s in f o c u s , a c o m p u t a t i o n a l sys tem needs a 

model o f t h e t a s k b e i n g p e r f o r m e d . 

To meet t h i s need , we have deve loped a 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n scheme f o r e n c o d i n g p rocess 

knowledge and a r e u s i n g i t t o encode da ta about 

s p e c i f i c t a s k s . T h i s scheme i s used b o t h t o answer 

p a r t i c u l a r q u e s t i o n s abou t t h e t a s k and t o g u i d e 

l i n g u i s t i c p r o c e s s i n g . The r e p r e s e n t a t i o n combines 

f e a t u r e s o f t h e p a r t i t i o n e d seman t i c n e t w o r k s o f 

H e n d r i x ( 1 9 7 5 ) , t h e p r o c e d u r a l ne two rks o f 
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S a c e r d o t i ( 1 9 7 5 ) , and the focus ( i . e . , c o n t e x t ) 

mechanisms o f Grosz (1977a , 1977b) . O f p a r t i c u l a r 

i n t e r e s t i s t h e f a c t t h a t t hose o b j e c t s t h a t a r e i n 

f ocus a t a g i v e n t ime a r e c l e a r l y d e l i n e a t e d . 

We a r e c u r r e n t l y d e v e l o p i n g a l g o r i t h m s t h a t 

use t h i s r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t a s k knowledge t o expand 

t h e use o f c o n t e x t i n t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f i n p u t s 

and t h e g e n e r a t i o n o f r e s p o n s e s , i n s t r u c t i o n s , and 

r e q u e s t s . These a l g o r i t h m s i n c l u d e mechanisms t h a t 

f o l l o w t h e s h i f t o f f ocus w i t h t h e p r o g r e s s o f t h e 

t a s k . 
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