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ABSTRACT

The tasks that an agent will need to solve often aren’t known during training.
However, if the agent knows which properties of the environment are important,
then after learning how its actions affect those properties the agent may be able to
use this knowledge to solve complex tasks without training specifically for them.
Towards this end, we consider a setup in which an environment is augmented
with a set of user defined attributes that parameterize the features of interest. We
propose a method that learns a policy for transitioning between “nearby” sets of
attributes, and maintains a graph of possible transitions. Given a task at test time
that can be expressed in terms of a target set of attributes, and a current state,
our model infers the attributes of the current state and searches over paths through
attribute space to get a high level plan, and then uses its low level policy to execute
the plan. We show in grid-world games and 3D block stacking that our model is
able to generalize to longer, more complex tasks at test time even when it only
sees short, simple tasks at train time.

1 INTRODUCTION

Deep reinforcement learning has demonstrated impressive successes in building agents that can
solve difficult tasks, e.g. Mnih et al. (2015); Silver et al. (2016). However, these successes have
mostly been confined to situations where it is possible to train a large number of times on a single
known task or distribution of tasks. On the other hand, in some situations, the tasks of interest are not
known at training time or are too complex to be completed by uninformed exploration on a sparse
set of rewards. In these situations, it may be that the cost of the supervision required to identify the
important features of the environment, or to describe the space of possible tasks within it, is not so
onerous. Recently several papers have taken this approach, for example Reed & de Freitas (2015);
Andreas et al. (2017); Oh et al. (2017); Denil et al. (2017).

If we expect an agent to be able to solve many different kinds of tasks, the representation of the task
space is particularly important. In this paper, we impose structure on the task space through the use
of attribute sets, a high-level abstraction of the environment state. The form of these are chosen by
hand to capture task-relevant concepts, allowing both end goals as well as intermediate sub-tasks to
be succinctly represented. As in Reed & de Freitas (2015); Andreas et al. (2017); Oh et al. (2017),
we thus trade extra supervision for generalization.

The attributes yield a natural space in which to plan: instead of searching over possible sequences
of actions, we instead search over attribute sets. Once the agent learns how its actions affect the en-
vironment in terms of its relevant attributes, novel tasks can be solved compositionally by executing
a plan consisting of a sequence of transitions between abstract states defined by those attributes. In
the experiments below, we will show that in various environments, training only on simple tasks,
our agents are able to generalize to novel, more complex tasks.

2 MODEL

We consider an agent in a Markov environment, i.e. at each time the agent observes the state s
and takes action a, which uniquely determines the probability P (s, a, s′) of transitioning from s
to s′. We augment the environment with a map f : S → {ρ} from states to a set of user-defined
attributes ρ. We assume that either f is provided or a small set of hand-labeled (s, ρ) pairs are
provided in order to learning a mapping f̂ . Hence, the attributes are human defined and constitute a
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Figure 1: Solving complex tasks by planning in attribute
space. Each state is mapped to a set of binary attributes (or-
ange/purple dots). Our semi-parametric model comprises a
graph over sets of attributes (e.g. “there is a blue block left
of the red block”), with edge weightings according to the prob-
ability that a parametric policy network is able to transition be-
tween adjacent pairs. The attributes themselves are manually
specified, but inferred from the observation through a neural
network; and the graph structure and policy are learned during
training via random exploration of the environment. Given a
goal attribute set (green), we use the graph to find the short-
est path (red) to it in attribute space. The policy network then
executes the actions at each stage (gold arrows).

form of supervision. Here we consider attributes that are sets of binary vectors. These user-specified
attributes parameterize the set of goals that can be specified at test time.

The model has three parts:

1. a neural-net based attribute detector f̂ , which maps states s to a set of attributes ρ, i.e.
ρ = f(s).

2. a neural net-based policy π(s, ρg) which takes a pair of inputs: the current state s and
attributes of the goal state ρg . Its output is a distribution over actions.

3. a tabular transition function cπ(ρi, ρj) that scores the possibility of π(sρi , ρj) transiting
successfully from ρi to ρj in a small number of steps.

The transition table keeps track of the transitions seen in training, enabling a transition graphG to be
constructed that connects distant pairs of attributes. This high-level attribute graph is then searched
at test time to find a path to the goal, with the policy network performing the low-level actions to
transition between adjacent attributes.

Since our model uses attributes for planning, we desire a property that we will call “ignorability”
which says that the probability of being able to transition from ρi to ρj should only depend on the
attributes ρi, not the exact state; i.e. Pπ(f(st′) = ρj |f(st)) = Pπ(f(st′) = ρj |st) 1. To the
extent that this condition is violated, then transitions are aliased, and a planned transition may not
be achievable by the policy from the particular state s even though it’s achievable from other states
with the same properties, causing the model to fail to achieve its goal. Note that in the experiments
in 4.2, there will be nontrivial aliasing.

2.1 MODEL TRAINING

2.1.1 ATTRIBUTE DETECTOR f̂

The first step of training consists of fitting the attribute detectors f̂ that map states s to attributes
ρ. As mentioned above, we assume that there is a set of labeled (state, attribute) examples we can
use for fitting this part of the model. Note that these examples are the only supervision given to the
model during the entire training procedure.

2.1.2 ATTRIBUTE TRANSITION MODELS c AND cπ

To construct c, the agent samples transitions from the environment, finding the sets of attributes
which actually occur in the environment (from the potentially large number of all possible attributes).
In the experiments below, we place the agent in a state at random with attributes ρi. It will then take
a random action, or short sequence of actions. These lead to a new state with attributes ρj , and
c(ρi, ρj) is incremented. This is repeated many times, building up statistics on possible transitions
within attribute space. The resulting table represents a transition graph G with vertices given by all

1Note that the particular sequence of actions that effects the transition from ρi to ρj may still be conditional
on the state.
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the ρ the agent has seen, and an edge between ρi and ρj counting the number of times the transition
between ρi and ρj has occurred.

This procedure produces the graph G, but the counts in the graph are not normalized probabilities
of transitioning from ρi to ρj (as we have never seen any negative samples). Therefore, given a
low-level policy π (see Sec. 2.1.3) we can optionally perform a second phase of training to learn
the probability that for each (ρi, ρj) in the graph, that if ρi = f(s) then π(s, ρi) will succeed at
transitioning to ρj . At a random state s with attributes ρi, we pick ρj from the set of goals for
which c(ρi, ρj) > 0 and see if π is able to achieve this goal. While doing this, we keep track of the
fraction of attempts for which the policy was successful at this transition and store this probability
in cπ(ρi, ρj).

2.1.3 LOW LEVEL POLICY π

Finally, we need to train a policy network π = π(s, ρg) to solve simple tasks, i.e. those that require
a few actions to move between nearby attribute sets. One way of training π is as an “inverse model”
in the style of Agrawal et al. (2016); Andrychowicz et al. (2017). In the first phase of training
the graph, suppose we sample each initial state s0 and an action sequence [a0, a1, ..., ak] from the
exploration policy, causing the agent to arrive at a new state with attributes ρ1. We then treat a0 as
the “correct” action for π(s0, ρ1) and update its parameters for this target. Alternatively, π can be
trained using reinforcement learning. After an initial graph c is constructed, tasks can be chosen by
sampling from states nearby the initial or current state properties.

2.2 EVALUATING THE MODEL

Once the model has been built we can use it for planning. That is, given an input state s and target
set of attributes ρT , we find a path [ρ0, ρ1, ..., ρm] on the graph G with ρ0 = f(s) and ρm = ρT
maximizing

m−1∑
i=0

log cπ(ρi, ρi+1). (1)

The optimal path can be found using Dijkstra’s algorithm with a distance metric of
− log(cπ(ρi, ρi+1)). The policy is then used to move along the resulting path between attribute set,
i.e. we take actions according to a = π(s, ρ1), then once f(s) = ρ1, we change to a = π(s, ρ2) and
so on. At each intermediate step, if the current attributes don’t match the attributes on the computed
path, then a new path is computed using the current attributes as a starting point (or, equivalently,
the whole path is recomputed at each step).

3 RELATED WORK

Hierarchical RL Many researchers have recognized the importance of methods that can divide a
MDP into subprocesses (Thrun & Schwartz, 1994; Parr & Russell, 1998; Sutton et al., 1999; Diet-
terich, 2000). Perhaps the most standard formalism today is the options framework of (Sutton et al.,
1999), which deals with multistep “macro-actions” in the setting of reinforcement learning. Recent
works, like Kulkarni et al. (2016), have shown how options can be used with function approximation
via deep learning.

Our work is also a hierarchical approach to controlling an agent in a Markovian environment. How-
ever, the paradigm we consider differs from reinforcement learning: we consider a setup where no
reward or supervision is provided other than the (s, ρ(s)) pairs, and show than an agent can learn
to decompose a transition between far away ρ, ρ′ into a sequence of short transitions. If we were
to frame the problem as HRL, considering each π(·, ρ) as a macro action2, in order for the agent
to learn to sequence the π(·, ρi), the environment would need to give reward for the completion of
complex tasks, not just simple ones.

2Note also that all the “macro actions’ in our examples in 4.2 are degenerate in the sense that they return
after one step, but we still are able to show generalization to long trajectories from (unsupervised) training only
on short ones
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As opposed to e.g. Kulkarni et al. (2016), where additional human supervision is used to allow ex-
ploration in the face of extremely sparse rewards, our goal is to show that adding human supervision
to parameterize the task space via attributes allows compositionality through planning.

Horde and descendants Our work is related to generalized value functions (Sutton et al., 2011)
in that we have policies parameterized by state and target attributes. In particular, if we used a
parameterized model for c, it would be similar to the factored state-goal representation in Schaul
et al. (2015). Recently, van Seijen et al. (2017) used human provided attributes as a general value
function (GVF) in Ms. Pacman, showing that using a weighted combination of these can lead to
higher scores than standard rewards. Although the representation used in that work is similar to
the one we use, the motivation in our work is to allow generalization to new tasks; and we use the
attributes to plan, rather than just as tools for building a reactive policy.

Factored MDP and Relational MDP Our approach is closely related to factored MDP (Boutilier
et al., 1995; 2000; Guestrin et al., 2003b). In these works, it is assumed that the environment can
be represented by discrete attributes, and that transitions between the attributes by an action can be
modeled as a Bayesian network. The value of each attribute after an action is postulated to depend
in a known way on attributes from before the action. The present work differs from these in that the
attributes do not determine the state and the dependency graph is not assumed to be known. More
importantly, the focus in this work is on organizing the space of tasks through the attributes rather
than being able to better plan a specific task; and in particular being able to generalize to new, more
complex tasks at test time.

Our approach is also related to Relational MDP and Object Oriented MDP (Hernandez-Gardiol &
Kaelbling, 2003; van Otterlo, 2005; Diuk et al., 2008; Abel et al., 2015), where states are described
as a set of objects, each of which is an instantiation of canonical classes, and each instantiated object
has a set of attributes. Our work is especially related to Guestrin et al. (2003a), where the aim is to
show that by using a relational representation of an MDP, a policy from one domain can generalize
to a new domain. However, in the current work, the attributes are taken directly as functions of the
state, as opposed to defined for object classes, and we do not have any explicit encoding of how
objects interact. The model is given some examples of various attributes, and builds a parameterized
model that maps into the attributes.

The Programmable Agents of Denil et al. (2017) put the notions of objects and attributes (as in
relational MDP) into an end-to-end differentiable neural architecture. Our work is similar to this
one in that it includes learned mappings from states to attributes (f̂ in our work, detectors in theirs;
although we do not learn these end-to-end), and experiments in the setting of manipulating blocks
in a physics simulator. On the other hand, our model uses explicit search instead of an end-to-end
neural architecture to reason over attributes. Moreover, in Denil et al. (2017), the agent is trained
and tested on similar tasks, but the object properties at test are novel; whereas our model is trained
on simple tasks but generalizes to complex ones.

Lifelong learning, multitask learning, and zero-shot learning

There is a large literature on quickly adapting to a new learning problem given a set or a history
of related learning problems. Our approach in this work shares ideas with the one in Isele et al.
(2016), where tasks are augmented with descriptors and featurized. Our attributes correspond to
these features. In that work, the coefficients of the task features in a sparse dictionary are used to
weight a set of vectors defining the model for the associated task. In our work, the low level actor
takes in the task features, but we learn how to transit between sets of features, and plan in that space.
Similarly, the task is specified by a feature as an input into a model in Lopez-Paz & Ranzato (2017),
again this corresponds to the way our low-level actor processes its goal.

Several recent deep reinforcement learning works have used modular architectures and hierarchy
to achieve generalization to new tasks. For example, Tessler et al. (2017) uses pre-trained skills
for transfer. Oh et al. (2017) uses a meta-controller that selects parameterized skills and analogical
supervision on outer-product structured tasks. Our assignments of attributes serves a similar purpose
to their analogical supervision, and we use parameterized skills as these works do. However, our
“meta-controller” is the search over attributes, rather than a reactive model.

In Andreas et al. (2017), generalization is achieved through supervision in the form of “policy
sketches”, which are symbolic representations of the high level steps necessary to complete a given

4



Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2018

task. The low level steps in executing modules in the sketches are composable. Our work is similar
in that high level annotation is used to enable generalization, but the mechanism in this work is
different. Note that the approaches in Andreas et al. (2017); Oh et al. (2017) are complementary to
the one described here; in future work we wish to explore combining them.

Semiparametric methods In this work we use an explicit memory of sets of attributes the model
has seen. Several previous works have used non-parametric memories for lowering the sample
complexity of learning, e.g. Blundell et al. (2016); Pritzel et al. (2017). Like these, we lean on
the fact that with a good representation of a state, it can be useful to memorize what to do in given
situation (having only done it a small number of times) and explicitly look it up. In our case, the
“good representation” is informed by the user-specified attributes.

Our approach is also related to Machado et al. (2017), which builds up a multiscale representation
of an MDP using Eigenvectors of the transition matrix of the MDP, in the sense that we collect data
on possible transitions between attributes in a first phase of training, and then use this knowledge at
test time.

Attributes in vision Farhadi et al. (2009) and Lampert et al. (2009) explore visual attributes as
a natural intermediate representation for object recognition tasks, demonstrating their effective-
ness in one/low-shot settings. Subsequent work has applied the concept to fine-grained recogni-
tion (Duan et al., 2012), people’s appearance/clothing (Zhang et al., 2014) and relative judgements
(Parikh & Grauman, 2011). However, all these are static I.I.D settings, in contrast to dynamic
agent/environment that this work explores.

4 EXPERIMENTS

We evaluate our approach (Attribute Planner, abbreviated to AP) in three different environments.
The first two are randomly generated grid-worlds, and the third is a simulation of stacking blocks.
In each environment, the goal of the model is to be able to generalize to testing on complex tasks
from training on simpler tasks.

We compare against baseline policies trained in several ways. These baseline policies take the state
and goal as inputs, and use the same neural network architecture as the policy used for the Attribute
Planner.

1. Reinforcement Learning: Policies trained via reinforcement learning with A3C (Mnih
et al., 2016) or Reinforce. We consider three variants of training: (i) training only with
nearby goals (one attribute transition for grid-world; single actions for block stacking); (ii)
training on the evaluation tasks; and (iii) training on a curriculum that transitions from
nearby goals to evaluation tasks. Policies (ii) and (iii) are trained on full sequences, thus
have an inherent advantage over our model, which only sees short sequences during train-
ing.

2. Inverse: An inverse model trained in a “supervised” fashion on a dataset of observed
trajectories to predict the next action given the state and goal. We train on nearby goals and
on longer multi-step tasks.

4.1 2-D WORLDS

We implemented two types of small 2-D environments in Mazebase (Sukhbaatar et al., 2015), where
the worlds are randomly generated for each episode. The action space for each consists of move-
ments in the four cardinal directions, and additional environment specific actions.

Colored Switches The first environment consists of four switches, each with four possible colors.
An extra toggle action cycles the color of a switch if the agent is standing on it. The attributes
for this environment are the states of the switches; and the tasks are to change the switches into
a specified configuration, as shown in Fig. 2(right). The locations and colors of the switches are
randomly initialized for each episode.

Crafting In the second environment, similar to the one used in Andreas et al. (2017) an agent
needs to collect resources and combine them to form items. In addition to moving in the cardinal
directions, the agent has a “grab” action that allows it to pick up a resource from the current location
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and add it to its inventory. If there is no item where the agent is standing, this action does nothing.
The agent also has a “craft” action that combines a set of items to create a new item if the agent
has the prerequisite items in its inventory and the agent is standing on a special square (a “crafting
table”) corresponding to the item to be crafted. If these two conditions are not both met, the “craft”
action does nothing. The attributes for this environment are the items in the inventory, and task is
to add a specified item to the inventory. In the environment, there are three types of resources and
three types of products (see Fig. 2(left)). The episodes are initialized randomly by removing some
resources, and adding some items to the inventory.
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Figure 2: Left: Crafting mazebase game. Right: Colored switches game. See text for details.

The observation is given as a bag of words in both environments, where the words correspond to
(feature, location). Features consist of item types, names, and their other properties. The locations
include position relative to the agent in the maze, and also a few special slots for inventory, current,
and target attributes.

The first phase building the high level transitions as in Section 2.1.2 is done by running a random
agent in the environment from a random state until one or more attributes change. Then this change
of attribute is recorded as an edge in graph G. The low level policy is trained concurrently with the
second phase of Section 2.1.2. We use the current edge estimates in the graph to propose a target
set of attributes, and the low level policy is trained with the Reinforce algorithm (Williams, 1992)
to reach that set of attributes from the current state. These training episodes terminate when the task
completes or after 80 steps; and a reward of -0.1 is given at every step to encourage the agent to
complete the task quickly. The policy network is a fully connected network with two hidden layers
of 100 units. We run each experiment three times with different random seeds, and report the mean
success rate.

In the switches environment, multi-step (test) tasks are generated by setting a random attribute as
target, which can require up to 12 attribute transitions. In the crafting environment, multi-step (test)
tasks are generated by randomly selecting an item as a target. Since we do not care about other items
in the inventory, the target state is underspecified. Some tasks are pre-solved because the randomly
chosen target item can already be in the inventory. However, such tasks have no effect on training
and are also removed during testing.

In curriculum training which we use as a baseline, we gradually increase the upper bound on the
difficulty of tasks. In the switches environment, the difficulty corresponds to the number of toggles
necessary for solving the task. The craft environment has two levels of difficulty: tasks can be
completed by a single grab or craft action, and tasks that require multiple such actions.

During the second phase of training, we simultaneously compute the transition function cπ(ρi, ρj)
using an exponentially decaying average of success rates of the low level policy π:

cπ(ρi, ρj) =

∑T
t=1 γ

T−tM t
π(ρi, ρj)∑T

t=1 γ
T−tN t

π(ρi, ρj)
,

where T is the number of training epochs, N t
π is the number of task (ρi, ρj) during epoch t, and M t

π
is the number of successful episodes among them. A decay rate of γ = 0.9 is used.

Table 1 compares our Attribute Planner (AP) model to a Reinforce baseline on the Crafting and
Colored Switches tasks. In all cases, the baseline performs poorly, while the AP model has a high
success rate. The importance of the graph is apparent: when it is removed (Reinforce method) the
performance drops significantly on multi-step tasks.
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Method Training data Switches Crafting
single multi single multi

Reinforce multi-step 0.0% 0.0% 45.7% 28.6%
Reinforce multi-step + curriculum 33.6% 33.3% 94.9% 83.9%
Reinforce one-step 99.0% 15.4% 98.7% 49.0%
AP one-step 99.0% 83.1% 98.7% 96.2%

Table 1: Task success rate on Mazebase environments. Our Attribute Planner (AP) approach per-
forms much better than the reactive policies trained with Reinforce. The addition of the attribute
graph (over Reinforce only model) is crucial for multi-step evaluation tasks.

4.2 STACKING BLOCKS

We consider a 3D block stacking task in the Mujoco environment Todorov et al. (2012). There are
4 blocks of different colors, and actions consist of dropping a block in a 3 × 3 grid of positions,
resulting in 36 total actions. A block cannot be moved when it is underneath another block, so some
actions have no effect. The input to the model is the observed image, and there are a total of 36
binary properties corresponding to the relative x and y positions of the blocks and whether blocks
are stacked on one another. For example, one property corresponds to “blue is on top of yellow”.
Each training episode is initiated from a random initial state and lasts only one step, i.e. dropping a
single block in a new location.

The policy network takes (i) a 128 × 128 image, which is featurized by a CNN with five convolu-
tional layers and one fully connected (fc) layer to produce a 128d vector; and (ii) goal properties
expressed as a 48d binary vector, which are transformed to a 128d vector. The two 128d vectors are
concatenated and combined by two fc layers followed by softmax to produce an output distribution
over actions. We use an exponential linear nonlinearity after each layer.

Table 2 compares the performance of different models on several block stacking tasks. In the one-
step task, a goal is chosen that is the result of taking a single random action. In the multi-step task,
the goal is chosen as the properties of a new random initialization. These tasks typically require
3 − 8 steps to complete. In the 4-stack task, the goal is a vertical stack of blocks in the order
red, green, blue, yellow. We compare the performance of our model to reactive policy baselines
trained on single-step tasks, complex multi-step tasks or with a curriculum of both. We perform
each evaluation task 1000 times.

The single-step reactive policies perform well on single step tasks (which are what it sees at train
time), but perform much worse compared to the AP model when transferred to multi-step tasks.
The AP model without the second step of training that learns cπ also performs substantially worse
on multi-step tasks, demonstrating the importance of properly normalized transition probabilities to
avoid aliased states.

The rightmost two columns of Table 2 consider underspecified goals, where only a subset of the
attributes are provided. These are identical to their fully-specified counterparts, except that each
attribute is left unspecified with probability 30%. The AP model handles these naturally by finding
the shorted path to any satisfactory attribute set. We consider reactive baselines that are trained on
the same distribution of underspecified attribute sets. Despite this, we observe that reactive policy
performance degrades when goals are underspecified, while our AP model does not.

The attribute detector f̂ predicts the full attribute set with < 0.1% error when trained on the full
dataset of 1 million examples. If trained on only 10,000 examples, the attribute detector has an error
rate of 1.4%. Training the AP model with this less-accurate attribute detector degrades multi-step
performance by only 0.9%.

Property Aliasing: The “ignorability” assumption we made in Section 2 is violated in the block
stacking task. To see why, consider a transition from “red left of blue and yellow” to “red right
of blue and yellow”. This can typically be accomplished in one step, but if blue and yellow are
already on the far right, it cannot. Thus, states where this transition are possible and impossible are
aliased with the same properties. This is the dominant source of errors on the multi-step task when
trained on large sample sizes (in fact, it is the only source of errors as the policy approaches 100%
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Model Training one-step multi-step 4-stack one-step multi-step
Data underspecified

A3C one-step 98.5% 8.1% 1.9% 65.7% 6.6%
A3C multi-step 2.6% 0% 0% 5.3% 0%
A3C curriculum 98.2% 17% 2.9% 8.2% 0.2%
Inverse one-step 100% 9.1% 0.5% 98.8% 18.8%
Inverse multi-step 94.1% 13.7% 4.6% 71.2% 9.6%
AP (no cπ) one-step 74.5% 29.7% 62.2% 81.8% 28.1%
AP one-step 98.8% 66.7% 98.5% 97.8% 63.5%

Table 2: Model comparison on block stacking task accuracy. Baselines marked ‘multi-step’ or ‘cur-
riculum‘ get to see complex multi-step tasks at train time. The Attribute Planner (AP) generalizes
from one-step training to multi-step and underspecified tasks with high accuracy, while reinforce-
ment learning and inverse model training do not. AP outperforms A3C even with a curriculum of
tasks. Ablating the normalized graph transition table cπ degrades AP performance substantially on
multi-step tasks due to aliasing. Inverse one-step model was trained on 2 million examples, in-
verse multi-step and AP models were trained on 1 million examples, A3C models were trained to
convergence.

# of Training Inverse AP
Examples one-step multi-step one-step multi-step

10,000 35.5% 1.6% 50.0% 3.0%
100,000 99.9% 7.8% 89.0% 47.0%
1,000,000 100% 9.1% 98.9% 66.7%
10,000,000 100% 8.5% 96.5% 70.7%

Table 3: Effect of the number of (one-step) training examples on one-step and multi-step perfor-
mance, for an inverse model and the Attribute Planner model. The inverse models are trained on 2x
the samples, including the samples generated from learning cπ in our AP method.

accuracy and the graph becomes complete). Figure 4 shows an example plan that becomes stuck
due to aliasing.

The second step of training, that computes the probability of π transitioning on each edge, is impor-
tant for mitigating the effects of aliasing in the block stacking task. The graph search finds the path
with the highest probability of success (i.e. the product of probabilities on each edge), so it avoids
edges that have high aliasing. In the AP model trained on one million samples, the second step of
training improves multi-step performance from 29.7% to 66.7%, as shown in Table 2.

5 DISCUSSION

Our results show that structuring the space of tasks with high level attributes allows an agent to
compose policies for the solutions of simple tasks into solutions of more complex tasks. The agent
plans a path to the final goal at the level of the attributes, and executes the steps in this path with a
reactive policy. Thus, supervision of an agent by labeling attributes can lead to generalization from
simple tasks at train time to more complex tasks at test time. Nevertheless, there are many fronts for
further work:

Sample complexity of the planning module: In Table 5 we can see both the benefits and the
liabilities of the explicit non-parametric form for c. By 10K samples, the parametric lower level
policy is already able to have a reasonable success rate. However, because in this environment,
there are roughly 200K edges in the graph, most of the edges have not been seen, and without any
weight-sharing, our model cannot estimate these transition probabilities. On the other hand, by 100K
samples the model has seen enough of the graph to make nontrivial plans; and the non-parametric
form of the graph makes planning straightforward. In future work, we hope to combine parametric
models for c with search to increase the sample efficiency of the planning module. Alternatively,
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Figure 3: Two examples of block stacking evaluation tasks. The initial/target states are shown in the
first/last columns. Successful completions of our Attribute Planner model are shown in rows 1 and
3. By contrast, the A3C baseline is unable to perform the tasks (rows 2 and 4).

Figure 4: Plans become stuck when states with different transitions map to the same properties. In
frame 4 of this example, the policy is directed to place the green block in front of the red and blue
blocks, but this is impossible because the blue and red are already in the frontmost position.

we might hope to make progress on dynamic abstraction (projecting out some of the attributes)
depending on the current state and goal, which would make the effective number of edges of the
graph smaller.

Exploration Although we discuss an agent in an environment, we have elided many of the diffi-
cult problems of reinforcement learning. In particular, the environments considered in this work
allow sampling low level transitions by starting at random states and following random policies, and
these are sufficient to cover the state space, although we note that the method for training the model
described in Section 2.1 allows for more sophisticated exploration policies. Thus we sidestep the
exploration problem, one of the key difficulties of reinforcement learning. Nevertheless, building
composable models even in this setting is nontrivial, and our view is that it is important to demon-
strate success here (and decouple issues of exploration and composability) before moving on to the
full RL problem.

We believe that the attributes ρ and c, in addition to their usefulness for planning, provide a frame-
work for incentivizing exploration. The agent can be rewarded for finding unseen (or rarely-seen)
high level transitions, or for validating or falsifying hypotheses about the existence of entries of c.

Learning the attributes: Discovering the attributes automatically would remove much of the need
for human supervision. Recent work, such as Thomas et al. (2017), demonstrates how this could be
done. Another avenue for discovering attributes is to use a few “seed” attributes; and use aliasing as
a signal that some attributes need to be refined.

9



Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2018

REFERENCES

David Abel, D. Ellis Hershkowitz, Gabriel Barth-Maron, Stephen Brawner, Kevin O’Farrell, James
MacGlashan, and Stefanie Tellex. Goal-based action priors. In ICAPS, pp. 306–314. AAAI Press,
2015.

Pulkit Agrawal, Ashvin V Nair, Pieter Abbeel, Jitendra Malik, and Sergey Levine. Learning to poke
by poking: Experiential learning of intuitive physics. In D. D. Lee, M. Sugiyama, U. V. Luxburg,
I. Guyon, and R. Garnett (eds.), Advances in Neural Information Processing Systems 29,
pp. 5074–5082. Curran Associates, Inc., 2016. URL http://papers.nips.cc/paper/
6113-learning-to-poke-by-poking-experiential-learning-of-intuitive-physics.
pdf.

Jacob Andreas, Dan Klein, and Sergey Levine. Modular multitask reinforcement learning with
policy sketches. In ICML, volume 70 of Proceedings of Machine Learning Research, pp. 166–
175. PMLR, 2017.

Marcin Andrychowicz, Filip Wolski, Alex Ray, Jonas Schneider, Rachel Fong, Peter Welinder, Bob
McGrew, Josh Tobin, Pieter Abbeel, and Wojciech Zaremba. Hindsight experience replay. CoRR,
abs/1707.01495, 2017.

Charles Blundell, Benigno Uria, Alexander Pritzel, Yazhe Li, Avraham Ruderman, Joel Z.
Leibo, Jack Rae, Daan Wierstra, and Demis Hassabis. Model-free episodic control. CoRR,
abs/1606.04460, 2016.

Craig Boutilier, Richard Dearden, and Moises Goldszmidt. Exploiting structure in policy construc-
tion. In Proceedings of the 14th International Joint Conference on Artificial Intelligence - Volume
2, IJCAI’95, pp. 1104–1111, San Francisco, CA, USA, 1995. Morgan Kaufmann Publishers Inc.

Craig Boutilier, Richard Dearden, and Moisés Goldszmidt. Stochastic dynamic programming with
factored representations. Artif. Intell., 121(1-2):49–107, 2000.

Misha Denil, Sergio Gomez Colmenarejo, Serkan Cabi, David Saxton, and Nando de Freitas. Pro-
grammable agents. CoRR, abs/1706.06383, 2017.

Thomas G. Dietterich. Hierarchical reinforcement learning with the maxq value function decompo-
sition. J. Artif. Int. Res., 13(1):227–303, November 2000. ISSN 1076-9757.

Carlos Diuk, Andre Cohen, and Michael L. Littman. An object-oriented representation for efficient
reinforcement learning. In ICML, volume 307 of ACM International Conference Proceeding
Series, pp. 240–247. ACM, 2008.

Kun Duan, Devi Parikh, David Crandall, and Kristen Grauman. Discovering localized attributes
for fine-grained recognition. In IEEE Conference on Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition
(CVPR), 2012.

Ali Farhadi, Ian Endres, Derek Hoiem, and David Forsyth. Describing objects by their attributes.
In Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition, 2009. CVPR 2009. IEEE Conference on, pp. 1778–
1785. IEEE, 2009.

Carlos Guestrin, Daphne Koller, Chris Gearhart, and Neal Kanodia. Generalizing plans to new
environments in relational mdps. In Proceedings of the 18th International Joint Conference on
Artificial Intelligence, IJCAI’03, pp. 1003–1010, 2003a.

Carlos Guestrin, Daphne Koller, Ronald Parr, and Shobha Venkataraman. Efficient solution algo-
rithms for factored mdps. J. Artif. Intell. Res., 19:399–468, 2003b.

Natalia Hernandez-Gardiol and Leslie Pack Kaelbling. Envelope-based planning in relational mdps.
In NIPS, pp. 783–790. MIT Press, 2003.

David Isele, Mohammad Rostami, and Eric Eaton. Using task features for zero-shot knowledge
transfer in lifelong learning. In IJCAI, pp. 1620–1626. IJCAI/AAAI Press, 2016.

10

http://papers.nips.cc/paper/6113-learning-to-poke-by-poking-experiential-learning-of-intuitive-physics.pdf
http://papers.nips.cc/paper/6113-learning-to-poke-by-poking-experiential-learning-of-intuitive-physics.pdf
http://papers.nips.cc/paper/6113-learning-to-poke-by-poking-experiential-learning-of-intuitive-physics.pdf


Under review as a conference paper at ICLR 2018

Tejas D. Kulkarni, Karthik Narasimhan, Ardavan Saeedi, and Josh Tenenbaum. Hierarchical deep
reinforcement learning: Integrating temporal abstraction and intrinsic motivation. In NIPS, pp.
3675–3683, 2016.

Christoph H Lampert, Hannes Nickisch, and Stefan Harmeling. Learning to detect unseen object
classes by between-class attribute transfer. In Computer Vision and Pattern Recognition, 2009.
CVPR 2009. IEEE Conference on, pp. 951–958. IEEE, 2009.

David Lopez-Paz and Marc’Aurelio Ranzato. Gradient episodic memory for continuum learning.
CoRR, abs/1706.08840, 2017.

Marlos C. Machado, Marc G. Bellemare, and Michael H. Bowling. A laplacian framework for option
discovery in reinforcement learning. In ICML, volume 70 of Proceedings of Machine Learning
Research, pp. 2295–2304. PMLR, 2017.

Volodymyr Mnih, Koray Kavukcuoglu, David Silver, Andrei A. Rusu, Joel Veness, Marc G. Belle-
mare, Alex Graves, Martin Riedmiller, Andreas K. Fidjeland, Georg Ostrovski, Stig Petersen,
Charles Beattie, Amir Sadik, Ioannis Antonoglou, Helen King, Dharshan Kumaran, Daan Wier-
stra, Shane Legg, and Demis Hassabis. Human-level control through deep reinforcement learning.
Nature, 518(7540):529–533, February 2015.

Volodymyr Mnih, Adria Puigdomenech Badia, Mehdi Mirza, Alex Graves, Timothy Lillicrap, Tim
Harley, David Silver, and Koray Kavukcuoglu. Asynchronous methods for deep reinforcement
learning. In International Conference on Machine Learning, pp. 1928–1937, 2016.

Junhyuk Oh, Satinder P. Singh, Honglak Lee, and Pushmeet Kohli. Zero-shot task generalization
with multi-task deep reinforcement learning. In ICML, volume 70 of Proceedings of Machine
Learning Research, pp. 2661–2670. PMLR, 2017.

Devi Parikh and Kristen Grauman. Relative attributes. In Computer Vision (ICCV), 2011 IEEE
International Conference on, pp. 503–510. IEEE, 2011.

Ronald Parr and Stuart Russell. Reinforcement learning with hierarchies of machines. In Proceed-
ings of the 1997 Conference on Advances in Neural Information Processing Systems 10, NIPS
’97, pp. 1043–1049, Cambridge, MA, USA, 1998. MIT Press. ISBN 0-262-10076-2.

Alexander Pritzel, Benigno Uria, Sriram Srinivasan, Adrià Puigdomènech Badia, Oriol Vinyals,
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A ADDING EXPLORATION

We also look into the use of exploration and learn a policy to promote exploration of undiscovered
edges in our planning graph. We give a negative reward proportional to t√

n
where n is the number

of times that edge has been encountered before and t the time episode. We compare this with a
baseline method of single random start and random action selection over N and the method used in
the main paper, with N random starts and single rollouts.

A.1 MAZEBASE RESULTS

Our Mazebase environments in Section 4.1 are designed so that all edges can be discovered without
much exploration. So to better test the benefit of exploration, we modified the craft environment to
make discovering all edges harder. First, we added 4 new “super” products that can be crafted by
combining one normal product with another resource, or three resources. Second, the environment
always starts with only 3 resources and an empty inventory. Therefore, it is much harder to discover
a super product because it requires agent to craft a product out of two resources, and then pick
another resource and craft.

In this hard crafting environment, a random agent discovered 18.6 edges on average, while an agent
with the exploration reward discovered all 25 edges of the environment. We used this complete
graph to train our AP model and other baselines. Training on one-step tasks require episodes to start
from different nodes of the graph, but the environment always initializes at the same node. A simple
solution was not to reset the environment between episodes if the previous episode was successful.
Thus the next episodes will start from a different node. Table 4 shows the success rates on multi-step
tasks, where our AP model clearly outperforms the other baselines.

Method Training data Hard Crafting (multi-step)

Reinforce multi-step + curriculum 51.5%
Reinforce one-step 26.0%
AP one-step 99.8%

Table 4: Task success rate on multi-step task in the hard crafting environment. Our Attribute Planner
clearly outperforms other baseline approaches.

A.2 STACKING BLOCKS RESULTS
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# of Training Policy Random Main Method
Examples edges accuracy edges accuracy edges accuracy

100,000 44k 49.4% 49k 49.7% 38k 47.0%
1,000,000 120k 67.5% 130k 69.8% 114k 66.7%
10,000,000 139k 80.6% 138k 83.1% 218k 70.7%

Table 5: Effect of the number of (one-step) training examples on one-step and multi-step perfor-
mance, for an inverse model and the Attribute Planner model. The inverse models are trained on 2x
the samples, including the samples generated from learning cπ in our AP method.
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