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Computer Shopping Aid 

aid 1.0 and Jaid 2.0

Created by Chris Greco
Using Prolog, Java, and Amzi!


Introduction

The Computer Shopping Aid is a program consisting of an expert system with a guide. This guide leads the user through a series of questions that will help the user choose the right computer.  Questions ranging from what type of user, to the system’s use, and of course to the type of hardware needed.  After completion of all the questions, the user will have a list of exactly what they have chosen.  The program only recommends, so the user can still enter whatever they prefer.  There are two versions of this program.

     The first version of the Computer Shopping Aid (aid 1.0) was developed fully in   SWI-Prolog.  The program consists of a database and a series of questions.  For what it is, this version is a great example of how Prolog works as an expert system.  However, Prolog lacks an easy to use Graphical User Interface (GUI), which makes the inputting and outputting process very difficult for the user.  Enter Amzi! and Java, which makes the Prolog GUI environment possible.  The second version, Jaid 2.0, is the Java enhanced aid 2.0.  This version consists of a modified database and a series of recommendations.  Recommendations are used to query the database instead of questions, because they query the database in a more convenient manner.  Everything is a GUI, which allows for easy-to-use inputting and outputting, along with a pleasant series of windows.

     The idea in the beginning of this project was to create a “simple expert system for helping customers select the right personal computer for their needs” (Topic Selection).

In addition, there were intentions of using Java and Prolog together to make the user’s experience very convenient and easy-to-use.  The Computer Shopping Aid has become slightly more than what was planned.   It goes through a nice flow of questions, with an unbreakable Java front-end, and allows the user to get a recommendation from a Prolog database using the Amzi! Logic Server.  The second version of the Computer Shopping Aid, Jaid 2.0, has fulfilled all the expectations of what Amzi! could do with Java and Prolog.  Minor additions to questions and the database are all that need to be made to make this program useful outside of a classroom.
Idea and Concept behind the Computer Shopping Aid

The Computer Shopping Aid is an expert system with a guide.  Expert systems are one of the applications of Artificial Intelligence that are becoming increasingly popular in today’s technologically advanced world.  Expert systems, also known as knowledge-based systems, make the user’s life easier by answering questions and giving advice on specific subjects using predefined expert knowledge.  This is the concept behind the Aid program.  Using an expert knowledge database, the user’s choices and preferences are considered and advice is returned.  

     There are two main resources used in the making of this program:

Active Buyer’s Guide:


http://www.activebuyersguide.com/
Experienced Computer Salesman:
Scott T. Greco

(Resource information is available on the Resources Page)

The Active Buyer’s Guide is similar to the Aid program, but much more advanced and online.  It uses a database of choices, along with questions for the user.  The user can rate options and opinions.  Overall, this site offers many great questions and choices.  In addition, its setup is very easy to use and understand.  The idea behind the Computer Shopping Aid is influenced by the Active Buyer’s Guide, but the main concept was built off the idea of a computer doing the exact routine of an “expert” computer salesman.  Scott T. Greco offered his experience to the project by creating a flow of the common questions he would ask while on the sales floor.  He was also very helpful when deciding what choices to offer certain types of users.   The Computer Shopping Aid uses both these resources, and in doing so, it accomplishes the task of creating an expert system of computer requirements and questions.

Program Explanation and Instructions

(additional explanation in the comments of the code)


Computer Shopping Aid – aid 1.0 – Prolog version (aid.pl )

This is the original Aid program in Prolog form.  It has a database of information along with procedural questions.  These questions query the database and if the information exists there are certain settings that will trigger later events.  Using Prolog shortens the code necessary to make the Aid program, but also creates horrible input and output for the user.  The program is started by entering “aid([]).” at the SWI-Prolog  prompt.  This creates the empty list that will become the user’s list of choices.  The program then calls startAid(_), which starts to ask the user questions.  When each question is asked, the user’s input is recorded, then the user's input is checked in the database to make sure it exists.  If the input does not exist, the program simply re-asks the question. After the input is checked and does exist, the program will ask the next question, which may rely on input from a previous questions.

It continues asking questions until it calls output(…), which then prints a list of everything the user has chosen.  User may exit at any time by typing "exit".

     The questions are procedural and the only AI involved is the use of Prolog’s database and the information that each question queries from it.  This makes different choices available for the user.  Based on what the user has chosen, the Aid program will list different choices for certain questions.  The main problem with this version of the Computer Shopping Aid is that it is ugly.  Remember when using this version that all syntax must be correct or it may fail.  Every input must start with a lower-case letter and must have a ‘.’ at the end, such as “mb_128.”.  This is why Jaid 2.0 was developed.

Computer Shopping Aid – Jaid 2.0 – Java and Prolog with Amzi! version   

(main two files: Jaid2.java, aid2.xpl) 

This is the Aid program in Java and Prolog form.  This is made possible by the Amzi! Logic Server.  The Logic Server is able to translate Java to Prolog communication as well as Prolog to Java communication.  In this version of the Computer Shopping Aid, Java creates a GUI for the user, which fixes the problem of Prolog’s hideous looks.  Java then uses the imported Amzi! LogicServer class to call upon Prolog’s database.  The questions are the same as the first version, but Prolog does not query the database from the questions anymore.  The questions are now located in the Java code, so Java simply calls for a Prolog recommendation which queries the database.  This is better because now the user has more control over the program, and with the addition of a GUI, this program is very easy-to-use.

     This version requires you to be able to compile/run Java with the necessary Amzi! library files in your PATH or your directory of execution.  Amzi! is free for student purposes from www.amzi.com, but not for commercial purposes.  This version of the Computer Shopping Aid requires 7 files:


Jaid2.java
- main Java source code


xPopup.java
- code for the splash screen


// aid2.pro
- same as a “.pl” file, but for Amzi! – not needed with “.xlp”


aid2.xpl
- compiled and linked “.pro” file needed for the Logic Server


amzi.dll
- Amzi! library file


amziini.dll
- Amzi! library file


amzi\ls\.*
- Amzi! Java LogicServer.class and LSException.class


Jsplash.jpg
- splash screen picture

This program does work, but setting it up might give user a tough time.  With a little setup effort, this program should work no problem (was always compiled and tested in Forte 4 Java CE).

Thoughts and Conclusions

The Computer Shopping Aid I have created is by far one of my best creations up to this date.  In this project, I wanted to use Java with Prolog, and I accomplished that goal.  I also wanted to make sure that Prolog was being used for something more than procedural questioning.  It is used as the knowledge base, which is great especially in Jaid 2.0.  The creation of my recommendation button is what I was envisioning before I started this project.  This program has to offer advice and not force the user into anything.  In addition, it had to be user friendly.  

     The Computer Shopping Aid, Jaid 2.0, is all of this and more.  It has an expert knowledge base, flowing questions, great recommendation system, and a nice Java GUI.

I believe with a little more time and effort, this program could be made into a respectable and usable program.  However, because of the amount of work and the little time I have, this is program will remain what it is, a great learning experience. 

Resources
Amzi! Prolog Logic Server:    http://www.amzi.com/
This is what makes the Shopping Aid program (Java Version) work.  The Java to Prolog and Prolog to Java communication is done with the use of Amzi!'s Java LogicServer class.  Really allows a much nicer looking program with the hideous Prolog background.  Amzi! is not just limited to Java Logic Serving, there are many things that Amzi! can do.

The other versions of the Shopping Aid program can be launched in Amzi!'s development environment.  Amzi! recognizes ".pro" files instead of ".pl" as with         SWI-Prolog, but they are both just text files so they can be renamed.



 Active Buyer's Guide:    http://www.activebuyersguide.com/                

This site has a great layout and offers many choices.  In addition, it's easy to use and very thorough, so the user has no problem choosing their own computer.    Using a scale system the user is able to rate each option and choice.    The user is asked questions ranging from the normal system requirements to their opinion of certain companies.    Then the last step is a series of trade offs, where the user has to pick one out of two systems.     This narrows down the systems until the user has their specific computer.    Then the site asks for personal information, then you have your results.
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User Ratings





 User Opinions
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User Tradeoffs
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Actual, experienced retail Computer Salesman:    Scott Greco  
Worked as a Computer Salesman at a nationwide electronics store for the last 5 years.   Also, possesses great knowledge of computers, and how to build or sell computers.
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