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Abstract. Authoring tools have been shown to decrease the amount of time and 
resources needed for the development of Intelligent Tutoring Systems (ITSs). 
Although collaborative learning has been shown to be beneficial to learning, 
most of the current authoring tools do not support the development of collabo-
rative ITSs. In this paper, we discuss an extension to the Cognitive Tutor Au-
thoring Tools to allow for development of collaborative ITSs through multiple 
synchronized tutor engines. Using this tool, an author can combine collabora-
tion with the type of problem solving support typically offered by an ITS. Dif-
ferent phases of collaboration scripts can be tied to particular problem states in 
a flexible, problem-specific way. We illustrate the tool’s capabilities by present-
ing examples of collaborative tutors used in recent studies that showed learning 
gains. The work is a step forward in blending computer-supported collaborative 
learning and ITS technologies in an effort to combine their strengths. 
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1 Introduction 

While most Intelligent Tutoring Systems (ITSs) are geared towards individuals, there 
has been some evidence that collaborative ITSs are also beneficial [5-6], [14]. ITSs 
take advantage of features, such as step-based guidance and hints, to support success-
ful learning [12] while Computer Supported Collaborative Learning (CSCL) envi-
ronments provide support for learning through collaboration scripts, which provide 
structure for tasks and interactions within a group, and help support the development 
of mutual understanding and explanation [3]. Despite these benefits, the combination 
of the two may not be more widely used because of a lack of effective and flexible 
authoring tools for creating collaborative learning opportunities within ITSs [8]. 
While there has been ongoing work to develop collaboration tools to make collabora-
tion scripts more accessible and easier to use across learning domains [1], [7], [11], 
[13], these tools often do not take advantage of beneficial ITS features. We have cre-



ated a tool that flexibly supports the use of collaboration scripts while also providing 
support for ITS features by extending an existing ITS authoring tool, the Cognitive 
Tutor Authoring Tools (CTAT) [2].  

To demonstrate the utility of the tool, we will present examples from experiments 
we have run where we have created learning opportunities based on collaboration 
scripts. According to Dillenbourg [3], a collaboration script consists of a set of phases 
where each phase has five attributes: the task, the group composition, the distribution 
of the task (this includes who gets what information and who does what, such as 
through roles), the mode of the interaction, and the order of the phases. Any of these 
attributes can change between phases, and to allow for flexibility in the scripts devel-
oped, an authoring tool needs to support each of these attributes independently so the 
script can dynamically change with the problem state. 

The enhancement to CTAT described in this paper supports the development of 
ITSs that contain these attributes. Authors can create collaborative ITSs by embed-
ding various problem-specific features that trigger dynamically, based on the problem 
state, to move students through different phases of the collaboration script, all without 
programming. In this paper, we provide examples of collaborative script phases (i.e. 
cognitive group awareness [4] and sharing unique information) developed using 
CTAT. These examples were used in two “pull-out studies,” run in three elementary 
schools, with a total of about 70 participating students in collaborative conditions and 
illustrate the flexibility of authoring collaborative tutors.  

2 Authoring Tool Extensions to Support Collaboration  

In this section, we describe how one type of ITS, a collaborative example-tracing 
tutor [2], can be authored with CTAT. Similar to how tutors for individual learners 
are developed, an author creates two key components: A user interface designed for 
the problem being tutored (in Flash) and a behavior graph (in the CTAT software), 
which stores all of the acceptable solution paths and commonly-occurring incorrect 
steps. Behaviorally, example-tracing tutors are similar to other types of ITSs, provid-
ing all the key functionality defined by VanLehn [12], and below we describe how the 
CTAT extension has allowed communication between tutors for collaboration. 

2.1 Authoring Collaborative Tutors 

To expand CTAT so it supports collaborative example-tracing tutors, we added the 
capability to run multiple synchronized tutor engines, one for each student in a col-
laborating group (see Figure 2). It is important to note that any number of tutor en-
gines can be run in synchronized fashion. Specifically, for any given problem in a 
collaborative tutor, there is a separate behavior graph file per collaborating student 
and a separate interface file. The collaborative version of CTAT allows authors to 
synchronize the tutors so that it can maintain a problem state that is in sync between 
tutor engines (and between collaborating students). When one of the collaborating 
students takes an action, this input is sent to both the student’s tutor engine and their 



partner’s tutor engine. By contrast, tutor output is only sent to the corresponding stu-
dent interface. One result of this input sharing is that student actions taken on one 
interface will be “mirrored” on the other interface in the corresponding interface 
component. Yet this set up also allows for differentiation in the tutor feedback pro-
vided to collaborating partners, for example by means of unique feedback, individual-
ized hints, information based on roles, and different sets of available actions at any 
given point in a problem. This set-up allows for great flexibility in authoring tutors 
with embedded collaboration scripts. In particular, the power of the approach comes 
from being able to craft tutors in which the collaborators have different views on the 
same problem and tasks are distributed across collaborators, so as to structure and 
support their different roles according to particular collaborative phases in a collabo-
ration script. There are many collaboration features, such as the cognitive group 
awareness and unique information described below, as well as other scripts such as 
the jigsaw and the tutee/tutor paradigm, where the benefit of the activity comes from 
the students having different roles and responsibilities in the problem-solving task. 
 

 
Fig. 2. Diagram displaying the communication between two synchronous tutor engines. A 

student interface action is shown with the solid line and feedback is shown with the dotted line. 
Student 1 has entered a 5 into the interface, which has been distributed to both example-tracing 

engines, and each student has received individual feedback based on the result. 
 

To author a collaborative tutor, each of the steps to create an individual tutor is fol-
lowed for each member of the collaboration, typically, in interleaved fashion. First, an 
author creates an interface through drag-and-drop with Flash. Each interface can be 
identical or designed to match the student’s roles. Once an interface is created, an 
author creates a behavior graph by demonstrating problem-solving behavior on the 
interface. After the behavior graph is created through demonstration, the graph can be 
annotated with hints and error feedback messages. The hints and feedback provided 
can be the same for each student or can be customized for each student. To author 
collaborative tutors, CTAT allows multiple behavior graphs to be open simultaneous-
ly and to each connect to their own student interface. This allows authors to test the 
collaboration and synchronization of the tutor engines. 



3 Collaboration Examples Using CTAT for Collaboration  

Below we describe two examples of collaborative phases, which have been shown to 
be successful [4], to demonstrate the flexibility of CTAT in supporting different col-
laboration features. Specifically, building on our prior work on the Fractions Tutor 
[10], we created a collaborative tutoring system to help elementary students learn 
fractions. In three school studies, we have observed positive learning gains related to 
tutor usage [9]. As students use the tutor, they each sit at their own computer and 
communicate via Skype. The two examples illustrate the types of collaboration fea-
tures that can be implemented within a ITS using the collaborative version of CTAT.  

The first example demonstrates a task that supports cognitive group awareness, in 
which the students are learning conceptual knowledge about equivalent fractions. 
Cognitive group awareness refers to having information about group members’ 
knowledge, information, or opinions, and sharing of this information has been shown 
to help guide collaboration [4]. In this example, cognitive group awareness is com-
bine with step-by-step support for problem solving as follows: First, the collaborating 
partners each answer the same question separately; then, the tutor displays both part-
ners’ answers to promote discussion; and, finally, the partners provide a final answer 
endorsed by both (see Figure 1, panel A1). The students are not given feedback on 
their individual answer but are shown what their partner selected and are asked to 
select the correct answer as a pair. This allows each student to see their partner’s un-
derstanding of the question before discussing and choosing a group answer. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Example conceptual tutor problem. Panel A1 displays an example of support for cogni-

tive group awareness. Panel B displays an example of individual information. 

We also used the enhanced version of CTAT to implement a second collaboration 
script phase, in which students are provided with unique information to share with 
their partner. As in the previous example, the collaborative tutor provides a different 
view on the same problem for each collaborating partner. Specifically, we implement-



ed a script that distributes information between the partners and supports the sharing 
of this information. Students are either shown an example response about the fractions 
and asked to share with their partner, as indicated by the “share” icon, or are asked to 
listen to their partner’s information, as indicated by the “listen” icon (see Figure 1, 
panel B). After the first student shares their example response, the students then 
switch roles, with the second student receiving a different example to share. This 
activity provides each student with a different viewpoint that they can then use to start 
a discussion. Both example phases illustrate a range of collaborative tasks that can be 
supported using CTAT for collaboration by integrating the group formations (individ-
ual or dyadic tasks), the task distributions (roles and unique information), and the 
timing of the phase for the different tasks (ordering of the tasks) into a ITS environ-
ment that can provide feedback and hints to the student.  

4 Discussion and Conclusion 

CSCL has been shown to be an effective paradigm for knowledge acquisition [6], yet 
most authoring tools for ITSs do not support collaborative learning. We extended 
CTAT so it supports the authoring of collaborative tutors, allowing for scripts to be 
flexibly developed to align with the problem state and goals, while maintaining the 
typical ITS advantages. With this new version of CTAT, authors can develop collabo-
rative ITSs with embedded collaboration scripts, so that features that support effective 
collaboration can be intertwined with those that support problem solving and the sup-
port for collaboration and problem solving can unfold dynamically with the problem 
state and can be shared among collaborating students. Unlike many CSCL tools, the 
tutor follows along with the students and can provide personalized hints and feedback 
on domain knowledge.  

The extension to support collaborative authoring required a relatively small num-
ber of changes to CTAT, although these changes enable a wide range of collaborative 
tutoring interactions to be authored. First, we made it possible to use multiple tutor 
engines in synchronized fashion. Each tutor engine “serves” a single student in a 
group, but has access to the actions of the other students. This loose coupling makes it 
possible for the tutor engines to maintain a shared problem state yet respond different-
ly to each student. CTAT provides the flexibility to develop a wide range of scripts. 
Collaborative tutors built using the CTAT extension have been used successfully in 
two different studies [9]. 

ITS and CSCL work often proceed somewhat separately. The work reported here 
represents a step forward in blending certain ITS tools and CSCL tools, in an effort to 
combine their strengths. Authoring collaborative ITSs with CTAT works well for 
collaboration scripts closely tied to the problem state but does not support collabora-
tion scripts that are more independent of the problem, such as conversational agents. 
Cognitive group awareness and unique information were given as examples in this 
paper, but the design space is much larger and limits are still being determined. We 
look forward to continued use of our combined tool in the ITS and CSCL communi-
ties to explore the range of collaborative tutoring interactions it can support.  
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