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A B S T R A C T   

Research shows promising results of educational robots in language and STEM tasks. In language, 
more research is available, occasionally in view of individual differences in pupils’ educational 
ability levels, and learning seems to improve with more expressive robot behaviors. In STEM, 
variations in robots’ behaviors have been examined with inconclusive results and never while 
systematically investigating how differences in educational abilities match with different robot 
behaviors. We applied an autonomously tutoring robot (without tablet, partly WOz) in a 2 � 2 
experiment of social vs. neutral behavior in above-average vs. below-average schoolchildren (N 
¼ 86; age 8–10 years) while rehearsing the multiplication tables on a one-to-one basis. The 
standard school test showed that on average, pupils significantly improved their performance 
even after 3 occasions of 5-min exercises. Beyond-average pupils profited most from a robot tutor, 
whereas those below average in multiplication benefited more from a robot that showed neutral 
rather than more social behavior.   

1. Introduction 

For about a decade, social robots and teleconference robots have been successful in supporting teaching tasks. In various forms, 
humanoid robots have been potentially useful as teaching assistants in the classroom (e.g., Kennedy, Baxter, & Belpaeme, 2015; Conti, 
Di Nuovo, Buono, & Di Nuovo, 2017; Kory-Westlund & Breazeal, 2019). Provided that the educational task is limited, robots are 
capable of achieving learning outcomes and improving learning performance, up to the level of human educators - vide the 
meta-analysis by Belpaeme, Kennedy, Ramachandran, Scassellati, and Tanaka (2018a). In the affective domain as well, robots sur
prisingly achieve similar levels of appreciation as human teachers do Belpaeme et al. (2018a). These beneficial effects are not limited 
to country or culture and were acquired from different types of robots, educational methods, and content matter (Belpaeme et al., 
2018a. 

Most STEM-related artificial tutors are on-screen. For example, pedagogical agents were used to teach general science to middle 
school students in an immersive VR (Makransky, Wismer, & Mayer, 2019). Mathematics with a virtual agent successfully supported 
learning when it exhibited rapport behaviors (Kr€amer et al., 2016). An embodied agent helped to improve working memory and math 
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fluency (the speed to retrieve or calculate answers) while doing basic math operations (Arroyo, Royer, & Park Woolf, 2011). In all, 
studies with actual physical robots are scarce when it comes to teaching STEM. Challenges and successes in engaging students with 
general STEM through robots are reported (Gomoll et al., 2018) yet, not with robots as tutors but by learning how to build a robot. 

The advantage of physically present humanoid robots over other e-learning devices is their physical presence or embodiment. 
Research showed that people followed instructions more closely from an embodied robot than from a computer tablet with the same 
software and voice (e.g., Mann, MacDonald, Kuo, Li, & Broadbent, 2015). Significant learning gains were shown with robot tutoring 
compared to control groups without a robot or with a computer tablet (Brown, Kerwin, & Howard, 2013; VanLehn, 2011). The 
advantage of robots over human teachers is that they are patient in rehearsing, never annoyed, and address each pupil the same (i.e., 
unbiased). Their disadvantage lies in technical (maintenance) issues, not being an educational ‘all-rounder,’ quite limited in skills, and 
not capable of keeping discipline in the classroom. 

One of the best researched educational areas with robot tutors thus far is teaching (second) language. For example, Belpaeme et al. 
(2018b) conducted a range of studies into children acquiring a second language through robot tutoring (also Belpaeme et al., 2015; 
Kennedy, Baxter, Senft, & Belpaeme, 2016). From a viewpoint of developmental psychology, Belpaeme et al. (2018b) offer a number of 
design guidelines for second-language acquisition supported by robots, including the requirements on the technology. Kory-Westlund 
and co-workers did a range of studies with preschool children, learning language skills such as new vocabulary with toy-like story
telling robots, adapting the level of teaching to the child’s abilities (e.g., Kory-Westlund & Breazeal, 2015, 2019, 2014; Kory-Westlund 
et al., 2017). 

Another area of research into robot teaching is arithmetic and mathematics. For example, Highfield, Mulligan, and Hedberg (2008) 
studied children who were taught simple mathematics by exploring programmable robots. Janssen, Van der Wal, Neerincx, and Looije 
(2011) designed a game for long-term educational interaction in which a NAO robot taught pupils arithmetic by adapting the exercises 
according to the child’s performance. Huang and Hoorn (2018) administered an experiment in which a Hanson’s Einstein successfully 
taught simple mathematical equations to pupils of primary schools in the rural areas of mainland China. 

The two most frequent forms of robot lecturing that are explored are robots as teachers and robots as tutors. The robot as a teacher 
is in front of the class, does group instruction, and more-or-less replaces the human teacher. For instance, Hashimoto, Kato, and 
Kobayashi (2011) used the SAYA life-like human-size robot as a replacement of a real teacher. The study by Huang and Hoorn (2018) 
also put the robot in front of a group to teach pupils mathematical equations (e.g., 2 ¼ 2y � 3). Edwards, Edwards, Spence, Harris, and 
Gambino (2016) compared a robot as teacher vs a teacher represented in a telepresence robot in a college classroom. Both types of 
robotics were perceived as credible but the telepresence form was seen as more credible and kinder with better learning results. 

The most frequently encountered form of robot teaching is the robot as a tutor, instructing the student individually (e.g., Ram
achandran, Sebo, & Scassellati, 2019). For instance, Janssen et al. (2011) found that personal benchmarks in performance worked 
better than setting a group target. In teaching vocabulary during a storytelling game to pre-schoolers, furry DragonBots that 
accommodated the child’s oral language skills had more success than robots that did not (Kory-Westlund & Breazeal, 2015). Pupils 
who received one-to-one tutoring significantly improved in learning outcomes compared to those in traditional classroom settings (on 
average two sigma’s above the mean; cf. Bloom, 1984; Leyzberg, Spaulding, & Scassellati, 2014). Meta-analyses reported significant 
improvements of one-to-one tutoring, including computerized tutoring, although closer to one than two sigma’s (VanLehn, 2011; 
Giannandrea; Sansoni, 2013). Baxter, Ashurst, Read, Kennedy, and Belpaeme (2017) did a longitudinal study into unsupervised 
personalized learning with a social robot. Positive results for new content matters radiated to performance on other topics. Acceptance 
also seemed higher compared to non-personalized interaction. Huang and Hoorn (2018) found that both boys and girls benefitted from 
robot instruction but that girls gained more from the robot than boys, who seemed to be more distracted by the technology. 

Clearly, different teachers behave differently and some are more effective than others. An important differential factor is the 
teacher’s behavior or communication style (Wayne & Youngs, 2003). Research shows that teachers who communicate in a more 
personalized and socially supportive way are more successful, which is generally supported for human teachers (VanLehn, 2011; 
Farrell, 2010; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). An important asset of robot tutors is that they can be programmed to communicate in 
different ways according to preferred styles. Therefore, this has been explored in research in robot tutoring on various aspects of 
behavior. For robots expressing different gestures, gazes, and behavioral expressions, mixed results were reported on learning out
comes (Leyzberg et al., 2014; Kennedy et al., 2015; Castellano et al., 2013; Kory-Westlund & Breazeal, 2014). For example, Saerbeck, 
Schut, Bartneck, and Janse (2010) and Kennedy et al. (2015) compared robots that behaved in more social versus neutral ways in a 
tutoring experiment but did not find the expected results. In all, mixed results have been obtained thus far regarding the social behavior 
of robot tutoring on learning outcomes (Belpaeme et al., 2018a). The current study aims to explain these mixed results by individual 
differences. 

Individual differences among learners largely influence their progress and a robot perhaps should level its teaching to match the 
child’s abilities (Kory-Westlund & Breazeal, 2015). A prominent predictor is that individuals differ in their educational or academic 
ability (e.g., Chamorro-Premuzic & Furhnam, 2006; Farrell, 2010) or in terms of attention deficits (e.g., ADHD, Rutter, 1978; Ferrara & 
Hill, 1980). For example, whereas pupils in general might benefit from socially supportive communication in human teachers, typi
cally and atypically developing children may differ in this respect. Research shows that children with attention deficits and hyper
activity disorders are at increased risk for poor school performance, including poor reading and poor math standardized test scores 
(Loe & Feldman, 2007). They achieved substantially lower results on various school tasks in a large-sale comparison study, inde
pendent of socioeconomic background factors (Jangmo, Stålhandske, Chang, et al., 2019). Among the various symptoms and problems 
in school are that such children have low levels of attention and are easily distracted (Loe & Feldman, 2007), for example, by un
expected behaviors, sounds, or competitive cues, especially under low task demands (Friedman-Hill, Wagman; Gex, Pine, Leibenluft, & 
Ungerleider, 2010). Therefore, we reasoned that children with attention deficits in particular and lower achievers in general might not 
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benefit from a socially behaving robot, following the research with human teachers, whereas they may benefit from the one-to-one 
tutoring with a robot which increases task demand. It is important to unravel how robot tutors might (not) support children 
differing in educational ability levels. 

Thus, in the current study, we examined how social behavior of a robot tutor versus neutral behavior would (not) support children 
differing in their level of education thus far. We tested our assumptions in an experiment as research design to assess causal and 
possible interaction effects of the variations in robot behaviors in view of children’s educational ability levels. The setting, however, 
was not a traditional lab but the experiment took place in a regular school where children could rehearse with the robot tutor in their 
own environment (cf. remedial teaching). A school large enough for the number of same-aged pupils needed, willingly and fully 
cooperated as further detailed below. 

For various reasons, we chose tutoring the multiplication tables to elementary school children as the study’s educational focus 
because: 1) Robots are particularly suited for repetitive tasks such as rehearsing multiplication tables at the primary school level and, 
to our knowledge, this is the first study focusing on robot tutoring of multiplication tables; 2) Individual differences among elementary 
school children in math and mastery of the times tables are clearly pronounced, with longer lasting implications, and can unequiv
ocally be assessed through objective tests (Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 1994); 3) Speech recognition in humanoid robots is still 
limited, in particular for certain national languages. With rehearsing the times tables not much verbal language is needed and the task 
is relatively simple in interaction with a social robot. This allows actual one-to-one tutoring whereas most language tutoring with 
robots depend on accompanying tablets which seriously limits interaction (Van den Berghe et al., 2019; Belpaeme et al., 2018a); Thus, 
4) to create optimal study conditions in view of our aim, we considered it important that the child would interact on a one-to-one basis 
and autonomously with the robot (i.e., without an additional tablet). 

2. Method 

2.1. Participants, design, and measures 

Participants were primary school pupils aged 8–10 years old (N ¼ 86; Mage ¼ 8.76, SD ¼ 0.87; 45 boys), who participated 
voluntarily after having received active consent from their parents. Pupils were randomly assigned in a mixed factorial design with the 
robot’s social behavior (social vs. neutral) as a between factor and task performance as a within factor (i.e. pre-vs posttest learning 
outcome in terms of the test score). Regarding the individual educational ability differences, which was a second between factor, we 
used the pre-test scores (cf. Kory-Westlund & Breazeal, 2014) to indicate half of the participants as generally below average (i.e., below 
average on test scores) vs. ‘advanced’ or beyond average in their achievements calculating multiplication times tables. 

Task performance was measured through the school’s standard tests, the so-called tempo-test in the classroom which was done by 
the teachers as a normal test in the classroom, both a pre- and posttest. The tempo-test comprised of completing 140 multiplications, 
randomly chosen from tab 1–10, within 4 min with the actual number of correct answers as result. The pre-test took place approxi
mately one week before the actual tutoring started and the post-test was administered in the week after the final tutoring with the robot 
(i.e., depending on the day the child interacted with the robot, the class-wise post-test was a few days to max a week later for the 
individual child). Over the course of three weeks, each child interacted three times, once a week, with the robot in a similar way, based 
on its condition (i.e. either a social or neutral robot). From the test scores, we calculated the mean difference score as the post-test score 
minus the pre-test score to assess task performance level as the dependent variable in the statistical analyses. 

2.2. Materials and procedure 

We used a NAO robot, which children generally experience as a smart, non-threatening educational support (Nalin, Bergamini, 
Giusti, Baroni, & Sanna, 2011; Shamsuddin et al., 2012). NAO is a 58 cm tall humanoid (Gouaillier et al., 2009) with two MT9M114 
video cameras of the type SOC Image Sensor in its forehead, offering up to 1280 � 960 output resolution at 30fps with 2.24V/Lux-sec 
(550 nm) responsivity. The top camera was used to identify the children’s faces in the visual field of view (72.6�DFOV (60.9�HFOV, 
47.6�VFOV), 30 cm ~ infinity). Face detection was conducted with ALFaceDetection, NAO’s vision module, providing face position 
based on the angular coordinates of facial features such as eyes, eyebrows, nose, and mouth (~45–~160 pixels in a QVGA image), 
working sufficiently well with standard office lighting (100–500 lux). 

For interaction purposes, NAO was installed with Zorabots QBMT’s Zora software3 and programmed to tutor the times tables 
autonomously in direct one-to-one interaction with the child. A research assistant followed the tutoring through a webcam from an 
adjacent room, and interrupted through WOz when needed, for example, in case of speech recognition issues. 

Based on a random assignment procedure, a detailed data collection scheme was developed when to ask which child out of the 
classroom. Each child was individually invited to sit with the robot alone for a 5-min session rehearsing the times tables with the robot, 
repeated three times over the course of three weeks (i.e., one time a week). Pupils only trained the difficult tables 6–9 with the robot on 
a one-to-one basis (i.e., one pupil-to-robot) and in random order to optimize the training time. In that sense, our set up resembled 
remedial teaching rather than instruction on a new topic. 

The NAO-robot had been introduced in class beforehand to get the children used to it and to allow them to ask any question they 

3 A NAO robot (Aldebaran/Softbank) is named Zora as it is equipped with Zora-software, programmed by Zorabots/QBMT, Belgium: https:// 
www.ald.softbankrobotics.com/en/zora-bots. 
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had. Furthermore, we could check for children who might not feel comfortable with a robot. The individual meetings with the robot 
took place in a separate small room at school. During their daily teaching program, the pupils were picked up one by one from the 
classroom to take part in the one-to-one tutoring session with the robot. A desk and a chair were placed in the test room. The robot was 
on the desk (Fig. 1). The pupils were asked to sit in the chair or stand in front of the robot. After the task was explained and understood 
by the pupil, the research assistant left the room and closed the door. Then, the one-to-one tutoring session with the robot started. 

In the more social condition (n ¼ 45), the robot tutor showed behavior that is indicated as socially supportive in the literature such 
as verbal encouragement (Brown & Howard, 2014), personalized speech and appropriate gestures (Kennedy et al., 2015), and 
expression of enthusiasm (Saerbeck et al., 2010). Therefore, the robot greeted the pupil by saying the pupil’s name. From the first 
moment on, it made eye contact and followed the gaze. In addition, its eyes blinked. During the whole session, the robot gestured while 
talking. In the case of a correct answer, it clapped his hands at times, cheered “Fantastic” or “Well done.” In the case of an incorrect 
answer from the pupil, its feedback was “That is not correct, we will try again” or “Too bad, that is wrong, let’s try again.” At the end of 
the session, the robot thanked the student and applauded. 

In the less-social, neutral condition (n ¼ 41), the robot tutor did not show the aforementioned socially supportive behavior. It did 
not greet the student in the beginning and just started with “We are going to practice several multiplication tables.” It did not follow the 
pupil’s face and its eyes did not blink. During the session, the robot did not make hand gestures and the body was in a fixed position. In 
the case of a correct answer by the student, it replied with “correct” or “right” as feedback, and some variations thereof, and in the case 
of an incorrect answer variations of “wrong” or “incorrect.” At the end of the session the robot said “That was it for today. Bye,” 
indicating that the session was over. 

Each pupil participated in three one-to-one tutoring sessions with the robot. During each of these sessions, the robot randomly 
asked the pupil 20 multiplications from the tables of 6, 7, 8 and 9. For each multiplication, the pupil was given two chances for a good 
answer. After two failed attempts, the robot gave the correct answer. Pupils were also allowed to say “I do not know” (or push the 
button on the robot’s right foot). Then, the robot gave the correct answer and continued to the next multiplication. After all 20 
multiplications were done, the robot repeated the number of multiplications the pupil had answered correctly. 

Thus, the robot’s social behavior included personalized greeting, eye gaze, eye blinking, gestures, and behaviors when (in)correct 
answers were given. The neutral communication style avoided such behaviors and kept communication limited and strictly focused on 
the task at hand (e.g., “We will now rehearse times tabs 6 and 7”; “Correct”; “Try again”). Feedback delay was about 1 s in both 
conditions. The research assistant observed the pupils through a webcam. 

3. Results 

Mean difference scores were calculated from the correctly answered multiplications. Results of a paired-samples t-test showed that 
the pupils’ performance on the multiplication tables significantly increased in their mean difference score (post-test minus pre-test 
scores), t(85) ¼ 2.76, p < .007, from M ¼ 55.73 (SD ¼ 31.80) on the pre-test to M ¼ 62.12 (SD ¼ 36.4) on the post-test, for the 
group as a whole regardless of conditions. Mean difference score was ΔM ¼ 6.40, SD ¼ 21.44. In an independent samples t-test, the 

Fig. 1. Experiment-room layout.  
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effect of Gender on the difference score (learning gain) was not significant: t(84) ¼ � 0.22, p ¼ .825. 
Results of a 2 (robot behavior) � 2 (individual ability) ANOVA did not show significant differences in the mean difference score 

(post-test minus pre-test) between the more social and the neutral behavior of the robot, F(1,82) ¼ 0.03, p ¼ .87. We found no significant 
difference between individual ability levels, F(1,82) ¼ 1.91, p > .17, and no significant interaction, F(1,82) ¼ 0.09, p > .77. 

Based on the difference scores, we additionally created four groups for level of advancement: ΔM < above average <ΔMþ1SD (n ¼
19), ΔM > below average > ΔM–1SD (n ¼ 46), advanced > ΔMþ1SD (n ¼ 12), and challenged < ΔM–1SD (n ¼ 9). Then we ran a 2 
(robot behavior) � 4 (advancement) ANOVA on the mean difference scores but the interaction was not significant: F(3,78) ¼ 2.55, p >
.05. The significant effect of level of advancement was a trivial finding, obviously. 

Detailed inspection of data and further analyses showed that overall, from pre-test to post-test, the advanced pupils (as indicated 
beforehand based on the tempo-test scores) profited most from tutoring with a robot, t(44) ¼ � 2.53, p¼ .015. Separate analyses within 
the factor robot behavior further showed a significant improvement for the neutral robot overall, t(40) ¼ 2.15, p¼ .038. However, a 
separate analysis within educational ability level showed that the lower ability pupils profited more from a robot tutoring in a neutral 
way than from a more socially acting robot, t(25) ¼ � 2.81, p¼ .010 (see Table 1 for details and Fig. 2 for visual illustration). 

4. Discussion 

In this study, we wanted to see if robots are capable of sorting a positive learning effect and so they did. A social robot performed a 
remedial teaching task by autonomously tutoring school children hard-to-remember multiplication tables without the support of a 
tablet. Inspired by language-related studies (e.g., Kory-Westlund et al., 2017), we wondered if a robot’s more social behavior adds to 
learning a STEM-oriented task such as rehearsing multiplications, which it did not. Note that we were not teasing out a relationship per 
se but simply looked if increasing the number of social cues was helpful in remembering the multiplications. 

In line with previous research, our results support the idea of a humanoid robot tutor as an effective support tool in education. The 
current study assessed the robot’s either social or neutral (i.e. less social) behavior in coalescence with the educational ability level of 
its pupils. In contrast to expectations from the pedagogical literature on human teachers, the neutral robot seemed more effective 
overall. On average, the more advanced pupils tended to benefit most from robot tutoring, the under-averaged pupils tended to gain 
most from tutoring with a neutral, not specifically socially behaving robot. Perhaps, the robot’s social behavior was distracting for 
them. 

In a systematic literature review, expressive robots were beneficial for learning vocabulary and oral language skills (Hein & 
Nathan-Roberts, 2018). Expressive robots seemed to be better suited for communicative tasks than technical skills such as learning 
grammar (Hein & Nathan-Roberts, 2018) although expressive robots might enhance a pupil’s interest in and motivation for learning 
language (Hein & Nathan-Roberts, 2018). Perhaps this is why for technical skills such as maths and arithmetic, less expressive robots 
function just as well. For instance, a robot that taught basic maths to school children introduced itself, welcomed the child, and gave 
compliments such as “You’re doing great!” and “You’re the best!” (Hindriks & Liebens, 2019). Yet, this kind of feedback did not exert 
any learning or motivational effects on task performance, affect, or interaction in maths (Hindriks & Liebens, 2019). 

Our findings also are in line with the literature regarding poor school performance in children with attention deficits (Fried
man-Hill et al., 2010; Jangmo et al., 2019; Loe and Feldman, 2007). Likewise, Kennedy et al. (2015) did not find the expected effects of 
a socially behaving robot and discussed, but did not study, that it might have been distracting for the pupils in general. Our results add 
to that and may explain the thus far mixed results found for socially behaving robots in education (Belpaeme et al., 2018a). Our results 
suggest that the robot’s social behavior seemed distracting in particular for the subsample of under-averaged pupils. Thus, children 
with attention deficits and those with under-average school performance who are easily distracted may benefit from a more neutral, 
task-focused communication style. 

Thus far, many studies with educational robots focused on storytelling and language acquisition, primarily in toddlers and pre
schoolers, often with ‘toy-like’ robots in combination with tablets (Kennedy et al., 2016; Kory-Westlund et al., 2017; Kory-Westlund & 
Breazeal, 2014; Fridin, 2014). Importantly, the robot is then often accompanied by a tablet to compensate for limited speech tech
nology in current humanoid robots (Van den Berghe, Verhagen, Oudgenoeg-Paz, Van der Ven, & Leseman, 2019). It is concluded that 
the tablet may actually distract from interacting with the robot itself and undermine its possible potential (Konijn, Smakman, & Van 

Table 1 
Mean difference scores on multiplication test per condition.  

Robot behavior Pupil’s ability level M SD N 

Neutral Beyond average 9.52 22.83 25 
Below average 4.38 22.09 16 
Total 7.51 22.41 41 

Social Beyond average 10.17 25.53 18 
Below average 2.18 16.54 27 
Total 5.38 20.72 45 

Total Beyond average 9.79 23.70 43 
Below average 3.00 18.57 43 
Total 6.40 21.44 86 

Note. M ¼ mean difference scores, SD ¼ standard deviation. Groups organized by robot’s behavior (social vs. neutral) and individual educational 
ability levels (beyond average vs below average). 
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den Berghe, 2020). 
With regards to STEM teaching, studies commonly employ virtual on-screen tutors (e.g., Makransky, Wismer, & Mayer, 2019) but 

for teaching mathematics or basic arithmetic, few studies are available (notable exceptions are Kr€amer et al., 2016 and Arroyo et al., 
2011). Studies that use physically present robots to teach mathematics are even scarcer. 

Our study looked into robot tutoring in primary school children rehearsing the times tables and systematically compared individual 
educational ability differences in view of different communication styles of a humanlike robot tutor, interacting largely autonomously 
on a one-to-one basis. Results showed a significant improvement of learning outcomes with only very little training with the robot 
tutor. Noting that the training consisted of merely 3 one-weekly sessions of 5 min each, the significant improvement on the standard 
multiplication ‘tempo-test’ is remarkable, both among the ‘advanced’ pupils and those who were below average. In all, these findings 
support largely that receiving one-to-one tutoring significantly improves learning outcomes (Bloom, 1984), even with a robot. This is 
in line with previous research comparing various robot- and avatar-tutoring contexts (Leyzberg et al., 2014; Giannandrea; Sansoni, 
2013; VanLehn, 2011). Our results add that it matters to match the pupil’s proficiency to improve learning outcomes. For future 
research, it is important to make a distinction between different types of tasks such as acquisition of new materials or, as in the current 
study, improvement of tasks that are already known but not yet fully mastered. 

The current study showed the effectiveness of social robots as autonomous tutors in one-to-one instruction, rehearsing the times 
tables while varying their communication styles with differences in educational ability. Although pupils in general appear to benefit 
from socially supportive behavior in learning from humans, when it comes to robot tutors communicating in a socially supportive way 
(e.g., speech supportive gestures, eye gaze, personalized greeting), thus far, mixed results were found on learning outcomes (Leyzberg 
et al., 2014; Castellano et al., 2013; Kennedy et al., 2015; Kory-Westlund & Breazeal, 2014). In our case, one might even wonder if 
continuously following the child’s face was socially appropriate. 

Our findings present a possible explanation in that the more advanced pupils seem to benefit from instruction that is more varied. 
They welcome some ‘distraction’ while repetitively rehearsing something that is not difficult to them. Thus, studies finding positive 
results of a socially behaving robot tutor might have sampled advanced or higher ability pupils or applied tasks that were relatively 
easy to them. 

In contrast, the lower ability pupils may need stricter tutoring without too much of a distraction (i.e., a neutral robot just rehearsing 
the exercises). This aligns with the psychological and pedagogical literature discussing poor school performance in children with 
attention deficits (Friedman-Hill et al., 2010; Jangmo et al., 2019; Loe & Feldman, 2007). A key strength of robots is that they can 
adapt to the individual child in ways that is hard to ask from human teachers, specifically when it comes to behavioral and facial 
expressions. Clearly, this hypothesis needs to be further substantiated in future research. 

In a similar vein, Huang and Hoorn (2018) found that boys were distracted by the robot and performed even better without. Note, 
however, that the reported studies addressed different arithmetical and mathematical topics (i.e. learning prime numbers, multipli
cation, solving equations). Perhaps that learning languages is a more socially oriented effort. In all, both content of robot tutoring and 
individual differences need to be taken into account in future research. 

Fig. 2. Pupils’ mean difference scores on the multiplication test per condition, indicating post-test improvements, organized by the robot’s behavior 
(left: neutral; right: social). Filling of bars indicate pupils’ educational ability level, according to their test scores (dark fill: ‘above average’; light fill: 
‘below average’). 

E.A. Konijn and J.F. Hoorn                                                                                                                                                                                          



Computers & Education 157 (2020) 103970

7

4.1. Limitations 

The sample size for this type of research was relatively large, in particular in view of related robot tutoring research. Nevertheless, a 
limitation to the study is noted in view of the relatively large variations among the pupils (i.e. large SDs), which makes it difficult for 
statistical testing. In this regard, subsamples were too small to reach solid conclusions regarding a possible match between the social 
behavior of the robot and individual ability levels. Additional data collection is needed and in longer term perspectives. For future 
research, testing a lower grade where the children are just beginning with the multiplication tables and so start at a lower level might 
further our insights in a robot tutor for arithmetic tasks. Furthermore, the robot should have more technical sophistication to create a 
clearer distinction between a more social (e.g., speech supportive behavior) and less social or neutral robot (cf. O’Keefe, 2003). In 
addition, it is recommendable to add a no-robot baseline condition, take measures to deal with potential test threat, and examine 
possible mediating states such as improved social support, trust, credibility, or distraction to validate that children in the social 
condition had better rapport with the robot or, as suggested, might have been distracted. 

To avoid bias in test results and increase ecologically validity, we used the standardized tempo test as common in the Dutch primary 
school system. This test assesses the total performance on all tables 1–10 and not solely the improvement in the 6–9 tables that were 
trained with the robot. Therefore, strictly speaking, children could have improved in the 1–5 and 10 tables and not so in the 6–9 tables. 
Although we believe that any improvement in multiplication should be welcomed, and the pre- and post-test was the same, we cannot 
conclude that precisely the difficult tables had improved the children’s performance. However, if training the difficult tables did not 
matter, pupils should have shown about the same scores before-and-after robot tutoring as based on the tables they already did well. 
With the robot training of the difficult tables alone, overall performance improved, which is useful in its own right. For future research, 
it might be an interesting suggestion to look more closely into the improvements on the single tables that have been specifically 
trained. On that note, it may also be worthwhile to let the robot rehearse tables 6 and 8 to a random subset of children and 7 and 9 to 
another random subset and see where the robot tutoring was most effective. 

While in general, robots seem to be effective teaching supports, what are the pedagogical and societal implications if a robot is 
actually integrated in educational practice? Questions arise about the profession of the teacher (Reich-Stiebert, Eyssel, 2016) as well as 
how introducing robots in the classroom may affect the public debate and classroom dynamics. The prevalent adagio of robots as 
surrogates (cf. Reich-Stiebert, Eyssel, 2016) seems to become gradually replaced by enthusiasm for robots – at least by the children. 
This instigates the societal debate on how to implement robots in education best, to design them in responsible ways and to define the 
social role the robot will take in the educational system. What teaching role will work best for which tasks: tutor, tutee, peer (Chen, 
Park Hae, & Breazeal, 2020)? How could the robot be employed in peer-learning (e.g., Kory-Westlund & Breazeal, 2019), 
learning-by-teaching, or as collaborative learning companion? 

The physical embodiment of robots adds to their value compared to other technologies. Importantly, we also have to look at the 
disadvantages. For example, Smakman and Konijn (2019) review the moral and ethical considerations that come with the imple
mentation of robot tutors in education. In all, many parties and varying perspectives are at stake and should be taken into account to 
best define the social role a robot may take in the educational system. 
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