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ABSTRACT

Using conversational interactive computer agents to effectively communicate is critical in fields where the use of live humans is counter-indicated.  This paper describes providing vital and appealing technical personnel as mentors for high-school students who might be interested in such careers.  In a multi-year project, it was found that a major problem was an unanticipated lack of concern, knowledge, or strategy for career evaluation and selection within the target population.  Questions were often naïve, irrelevant, or simply absent.  Noting that the quality and focus of the questions varied, the researchers began to seek correlations that might help design an effective approach to mitigating this issue.  Anecdotally, some potential relationships between observable characteristics began to emerge.  Not content with casual observations, sets of more objective and quantifiable parameters were generated and an instrument was created to quantify the initial casual data.  As ethical issues often constrained the researchers’ indentifying individual subjects and tying them to their own survey data, some of the analysis was done by looking at group behaviors and demographics.  The groups of subjects were often quite homogenous, one group being the children of professionals, another set were students from very low income families, and a third were self-selected enrollees in an education enhancement program, seeking admission into elite universities.  This paper presents these observations and activities.  Then data is presented, not to prove or disprove a thesis, but as a foundation for enhancing and optimizing computer agents and interfaces to achieve the goal of improving the US workforce and warfighters by encouraging capable students to select technical careers.  Preliminary changes to the Natural Language Processing program and user interface are described.  The authors assert that this effort may be illuminating to other researchers and will be extensible into other virtual human and computer agent interfaces. 
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