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 E D I T O  
As most research teams, TECFA communicates 
about its activities through academic channels. 
Hence, this information is spread over a variety 
of journals, books and proceedings. More over, 
there is usually an important delay between the 
production of information and its availability. 
Therefore, some of our partners expressed their 
wish to be informed more rapidly and more 
synthetically about the work going on at Tecfa. 
Therefore, we will publish this newsletter twice 
per year as a complement to the information 
available in our web site (tecfa.unige.ch). 
Prof. Patrick Mendelsohn, who co-founded 
Tecfa 11 years ago, has taken new duties in 
France. All TECFA members are grateful for his 
leadership and involvement. The evaluation 
report produced by the three international 
experts who assessed this decade of activities 
was extremely positive. Given Mendelsohn's 
departure, the Department of Education and 
Psychology has set up a committee that should 
in the near future come out with 
recommendations regarding to TECFA's future 
development. 
In the meanwhile, TECFA continues to be very 
active and prospective. Our size has now 
stabilized around 20 people. We have 
reorganized our teaching responsibilities for this 
transition phases and prepare a deeper 
reorganisation of our master degree in the 
future. As you will see in the next pages, TECFA 
members are involved in a large number of 
projects funded by the OFES (European Union 
projects), by the Swiss Science Foundation,  
the Swiss Virtual Campus programme, the 
AUPELF or by private companies. We organized 
this month a 3-days internal workshop, in 
which in invited a few international guests and 
some our local partners. This event will 
undoubtedly feed this new academic year with 
creative ideas. 
 
Keep in touch! 

Pierre Dillenbourg 
 

This is a brief account of the research activities 
currently carried out at Tecfa. 

If you want to receive regularily this Newsletter, 
send a mail to Veronique.Moreau@pse.unige.ch 

 

TECFA is an academic unit active in the field of 
educational technology.  
It belongs to the School of Psychology and 
Education of the University of Geneva
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Short News 

 
 

TECFA has been asked by the Swiss 
University Council to provide pedagogical 
support to half of the project going on 
within the Swiss Virtual Campus 
Framework. Jacques Viens, professor at 
Montreal, will join Tecfa for 3 years to 
fulfil this mission. He will be assisted by 
Nathalie Deschryver and work closely with 
Daniel Peraya.  
 

Tecfa is now involved in various initiatives 
that involved developing countries (see 
the projects DUTICE et UniverSanté in the 
following pages). The relevance of e-
Learning for these countries is one of the 
issue that will be discussed during 
TECFA's workshop 

 

Daniel Schneider participated in a 
research proposal on "Local Networks 
Against Diseases of Poverty" submitted to 
the Geneva International Academic 
Network. This applied research project is 
part of a UN initiative known as the 
Massive Effort Against Diseases of Poverty 
Campaign. 
The proposed research is seeking to build 
sustainable networks that actively engage 
local stakeholders in collaborative and 
collective learning, leading to healthier 
behaviour.  
TECFA, in particular, would develop a 
network of community collaboration and 
e-learning portals in selected localities 
worldwide. 

 

The demand for continued education is 
growing. The courses managed by the 
Service de Formation Continue had to be 
duplicated this year to be able to 
accommodate all participants. 
 

François Lombard has set-up a workshop 
in Sion to provide a framework to a team 
of teachers for introducing canton Valais’s 
schools to ICT’s.  
 

Piritta Salo (University of Oulu, Finland) is 
visiting Tecfa for 2 months.  
 
 

  

 

Master Degree STAF Anticipating Changes 

 

Some landmarks 
 
Established in 1994, the STAF diploma at 
TECFA was the first Swiss diploma in a 
field that is entirely dedicated to 
educational technologies. It is organized 
as a hybrid teaching mode that combines 
cycles of student presence at the faculty 
and distance learning. During the latter 
periods, the students were initially 
supported by an educational web site 
which then in 1997 was replaced by 
virtual campus developed at TECFA. 
 
The studies last two years and can be 
prolonged up to three years. They 
combine different courses on educational 
technologies and include an two-month 
internship outside the faculty as well as a 
thesis. Some 20 students are enrolled 
each year. The graduation rate of those 
students amount to 43% in average. 

A necessary evolution 
 
Many factors point towards the need to 
reform the current curriculum. Firstly, a 
recent augmentation of teaching staf 
bringing new know-how to the faculty is 
leading to an internal reorganization. And 
secondly, the typical student profile 
running for an enrolment has changed 
over time. While in the beginning, 
students in continuous formation from 
Switzerland as well as from abroad 
constituted the typical STAF audience, 
there are now mostly students graduated 
from our own University. This may be due 
to the fact that many curricula of this kind 
have established in Europe by now. The 
evolution of educational technologies 
enable a complete coverage of the vast 
teaching material. We therefore would 
like to open the curriculum STAF to those 
teaching fields which we are not able to 
cover by ourselves. The idea of sharing 
our own learning environment with 

partners has been 
strongly supported 
by many colleagues.  
Overall, there is a 
great demand for 

professionals in educational technologies 
which in return call for an appropriate 
formation of students in this field in order 
to satisfy this demand.  
 

The future of the 
diploma  
 
Hence, the contents and organization of 
the curriculum will be reshaped. We aim 
to share our teaching material with 
colleagues in Quebec, France, Belgium, 
The Netherlands, and England. So, 
students at TECFA could gain knowledge 
in the disciplines which are not offered at 
our faculty. It would permit a 
specialization also in related fields. In 
order to achieve this kind of formation, 
we will need to adapt our curriculum to 
the way of teaching performed by our 
partners, normally to enable students to 
follow entire courses at distance. 
 
 
 STAF STUDENTS: GRADUATES, FAILURES 

AND DROP OUTS (n=67)

Drop Outs 
and Failure 
During the 
First Year

39%
First Year 
Achieved

19%

Obtained 
Degrees

42%
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Research Projects 

DESS Uticef (ex Dutice) 
 
The project consisted, one year ago, in 
elaborating a diploma in new 
technologies and educational 
sciences. From September 2001 
onwards, the diploma is a DESS 
(Postgraduate Specialized 
Diploma) named UTICEF : 
Utilisation des Technologies de 
l’Information et de la 
Communication dans 
l’Enseignement et la Formation.  
 
Dutice Environment: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Each partner has designed a certain 
number of courses and assures part of 
the tutoring for these contents. The 
diploma is delivered on a 100% 
distance basis except for one presential 

week at the very 
beginning dedicated 
to introduce 
students to the 
platform used for the 
delivery of courses 

are t

institution. It is fo

(Acol@d).  
The public this 
diploma addresses 

eachers or 
professionals 

involved in a training 
process whose task 
is to introduce new 
technologies in their 

r instance possible for 
students who obtained the diploma to 
act as tutor within the diploma. 

 
Tecfa participants:  
Daniel Peraya & Barbara Class 
 
Partners:  
• AUF (Agence Universitaire de la 

Francophonie) 
• Université Louis Pasteur Strasbourg 
• Université de Mons Hainaut 
• Institut Supérieur de Documentation 

de Tunis 
• Ecole Nationale Supérieure de Dakar 
• Ecole Supérieure Polytechnique de 

l'Université Cheikh Anta DIOP 
 
Funding:  

• AUF 
 
URL:  
http://dessuticef.u-strasbg.fr/ 
http://acolad.u-strasbg.fr/ 
 

Swissling 
 
SWISSLING is a joint project aiming to 
develop an introductory course in 
linguistics targeted to university 
beginners in human sciences (linguistics; 
communication sciences; literature and 
languages).  
 
The project's goals include the following 
issues:  
(1) Common use of distributed 
resources, improving the educational 
program of individual universities.  
 

 
 
 
(2) Better presentation of complex 
material by using multimedia strategies. 
Dynamic educational display of know-
how and know-that training materials 
using multimedia tools.  
(3) Promoting co-operative learning.  
(4) Providing facilities for studying 
independently from both time and 
location; enabling self-paced individual 
and interactive learning and evaluation.  
(5) Co-ordination of the teaching of 
Linguistics in the three main language 
areas of Switzerland. 
 
 

The platform used to develop the course 
is Web-CT.  
 
Tecfa participants:  
Daniel Peraya & Barbara Class 
 
Partners:  
• Université de Lugano 
• Université de Bâle 
• Université de Lausanne 
• Uniersité de Zürich 
• Université de Genève 
 
Funding:  Swiss Virtual Campus  
 
URL: http://www.swissling.ch/ 
 

 

Socrates Learn-Nett 
 
LEARN-NETT is a collaborative learning 
network for trainers and teachers 
composed by eight Universities, one High 
School, one Research Center and one 
ODL (Open Distributed Learning) Public 
Service. The project aims to design, use 
and evaluate ways  for introducing and 
practicing ODL into and for teacher 
training at university level. Students are 
involved into a collaborative project 
linking through a virtual workspace 
developed into TECFA several pairs 
belonging to different universities. The 
management of each project is complex 
because pairs are forced to work on a 
collaborative way using the tools 
available into the workspace. The project 
focuses on the metacognitive dimension 
of the learning process, and provides the 
students with several tools specifically 
designed for this purpose. 

The project also focuses on the 
management of both pedagogical and 
technological innovations into educational 
systems. So it has developed several 
training tools such as a guide for the 
tutors, and the animators, a technical one 
for the students.  
Learn-Nett offers general framework for 
evaluating these kind of projects. 
A book reporting on the main aspects of 
the Learn Nett experience, results and 
benefits will be published soon. 
 
Tecfa 
participants : 
Daniel Peraya & 
Fabrice Joye 
 
Funding (1998-2000) : 

Office Fédéral de l'Education et de la 
Science (OFFES) 

• 

• 
• 

European Commission (SOCRATES - ODL) 
Since October 2000, this project is being 
financed by each partner on its own funds. 

 
URL : http://tecfa.unige.ch/proj/learnett/ 

Partners : 
• Facultés Universitaires Notre-dame De la 

Paix - Namur (FUNDP) 
Département Education et Technologie 
(DET) 

• Université Libre de Bruxelle (ULB) 
Centre des Technologies au service de 
l'Enseignement (Cte) 

• Université Catholique de Louvain (UCL) 
Institut de Pédagogie universitaire et des 
Multimédias (IPM) 

• Université de Liège (ULg) 
Service de Technologie de l'Education (STE) 

• Université de Mons-Hainault (UMH) 
Unité de Technologie de l'Education (UTE) 

• Université de Lancaster Center for Study of 
Education and Training (CSET) 

• Universitat de Barcelona (UB) 
Departement de Didactica i organitzacio 
Educativa 

• Service de l'Enseignement à Distance 
(SEAD) 

• Université Lumière - Lyon 2 & CNRS 
Groupe d'Analyse et de Théories 
Economiques (GATE)  

• Ecole de Commerce de Lyon (EM - Lyon) 
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Research Projects 

 
 

Minerva Recre@sup 
 
This research concerns the introduction 
of ICT in Higher Education institutions. 
It's also about the building of an 
exchange tool between the partners and 
the creation of an expert network (from 
Resources Centers essentially) on the 
use of ICT for teaching and learning in 
Higher Education. 

RECRE@SUP is a location for research, 
exchange, access to resources and a 
network. Our action-research work will 
be at different levels (based on 2 case 
studies by each   partner) : 

• 
• 

• 
• 

• 

technical; 
study of the uses of ICT; 

university teachers training; 
institutions : innovation and 
integration of ICT; 
economics point of view and quality 
management. 

 
Tecfa participants : 
Daniel Peraya & Fabrice Joye 

URL: http://tecfa.unige.ch/proj/recreasup 
 
Funding (2000-2002) : 
• Office Fédéral de l'Education et de la 

Science (OFFES) 
• European Commission (MINERVA - ODL) 

 
Partners : 
• Facultés Universitaires Notre-dame De la 

Paix - Namur (FUNDP) 
Département Education et Technologie 
(DET) 

• Université Libre de Bruxelle (ULB) 
Centre des Technologies au service de 
l'Enseignement (Cte) 

• Université Catholique de Louvain (UCL) 
Institut de Pédagogie universitaire et des 
Multimédias (IPM) 

• Université de Liège (ULg) 
Service de Technologie de l'Education 
(STE) 

• Université de Mons-Hainault (UMH) 
Unité de Technologie de l'Education (UTE) 

• Université de Lancaster  
Center for Study of Education and Training 
(CSET) 

• Universidad Autonóma de Madrid (UAM) 
Centro de Aprendizaje e Instrucción (CAi) 

• Université Lumière - Lyon 2 & CNRS 
Groupe d'Analyse et de Théories 
Economiques (GATE)  

• Ecole de Commerce de Lyon (EM - Lyon) 

 
 

Computers for health 
 
The project "Computers for health" is a 
government funded effort to develop, to 
co-ordinate and to teach the essential 
content and aspects of medical 
informatics.  
 
This core curriculum consisting of eight 
modules will be compulsory for all 
medical students in Switzerland. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 That is the reason why the five medical 
faculties of Swiss universities in Basel, 
Bern, Geneva, Lausanne, and Zürich 
actively participate on this project.  
 
Dr. Pierre Dillenbourg and D. Wagener 
are responsible for the implementation 
of a state of the art learning 
environment with a coherent content 
management and based on solid 
pedagogical foundations.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The contents of the curriculum are 
defined and assembled into storyboards 
for each module. We designed an 
abstract pedagogical sequence which is 
instantiated in each chapter. This course 
will be used with e-learning platform 
ROMETEUS.  

 on the 
wiss Virtual Campus web site: 

P
 
More details on the project are
S
 
URL : 
http://www.virtualcampus.ch/display.php?lang=
1&bname=projects_detailed_1st_series&projid
=991024  
 

 
 
 

SEED 
 
Seed is a part of the 5th Framework 

nologies that 

ant part of the method will be 

activities and the generation of 

he project is actually in the beginning. 

ECFA will contribute to this project by 

(MUVE) (D. 

T

European IST programme. 
The goal is to develop tech
support authoring and scripting of 
learning activities, to develop methods 
for generating integrated communities of 
education researchers, teachers students 
and developers designing and 
implementing context-sensitive 
school-based and at the same 
time innovative activities, to 
develop methods for using the 
above experience, tools and 
infrastructure to proliferate 
innovative activity in the school 
system.  
An import
to develop a Center for Collaboration and 
Exchange enabling the propagation of 

educational communities.  
 
T
The first meeting has already taken 
place in Athens on May. TECFA 
participates under the supervision of D. 
Schneider.  
 
T
providing the specification of the CCE 
(Center for Collaboration and Exchange) 

and by incorporating as 
components to it the 

following: The 
Collaborative Studio and 
Argue & Graph (P. 

Dillenbourg), a Multi-user 
Virtual Environment 
Schneider), EVA_pm (D. 

Schneider & V. Synteta). 
Several communities will be supported: 
the EDUNE

• 
• 

• 

 and PANGEA communities 

will continue their previous experiences 
namely the Antartica activities and 
collaborate on the theme of sustainable 
development. 
 
Funding :  
Overall project: EC, 
TECFA’s part: OFES, Switzerland 
 
Duration : 1/04/
 

2001 – 31/04/2004 

 Technology Institute, Greece 

• 
• 

Partners :  
• Computer

University of Duisburg 
TECFA, University of Geneva (P. 
Dillenbourg, D. Schneider, V. Synteta) 
01 PLIROFORIKI S.A 
Learning Development, University of Hull 
The Educational Technology Lab, Univ. of 
Athens 

 
URL: 
An example of E-Slate (CTI’s contribution) can 
be found: http://e-slate.cti.gr/   
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Research Projects 
 

 

Projet Poschiavo 
 
The subproject focuses on the issue of 
educational communication mediated by 
technology. It proposes a 
communicational and  
semio-pragmatic 
approach to the study 
of two particular forms 
of mediated 
communication which 
tend to feature strongly 
in technology-based 
distance education 
programs: the 
electronic publication of educational 
materials (Line 1) and email interaction 
among the different participants (Line 
2). 

Its principal aims are: 
• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

to contribute to a better understanding 
of electronic media in educational 
applications, particularly in regard to 
their two communicational 
dimensions: semiotic and pragmatic; 

• 

to identify and test strategies for 
optimizing use of such media in open 
and flexible learning; 
and to monitor computer mediated 
communication and interactions. 
 

Tecfa participants :D. Peraya & D. Ott 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Partners : 

Université de Neuchâtel - Séminaire de 
Psychologie 
Instituto Swizzero di Pedagogia per la 
Formazione Professionale (ISPFP – 
Lugano) 
Université de Fribourg 
Université de Bologne 

 
Contacts : 

Université Louis Lumière 
Pr. S. Laine-Cruzel (RECODOC - Lyon) 

 
Funding (1997-2000) : 

Swiss National Science Foundation (SNF) 
 
URL : 
http://tecfa.unige.ch/tecfa/research/poschiavo/ 
http://www.progetto-poschiavo.ch 

 

DLROCH 
 
DLROCH is a bilateral project having as 
main objective an educational software 
platform assisting researchers, 
professors and students in their 
educational interactivity for theological 
learning - the case of distance learning 
for the History of Romanian Orthodox 
Church. 
The project has the following tasks: (1) 
A survey of main IT tools used at faculty 
level in Europe, Switzerland and 
Romania; (2) An analysis of existing 
methods for teaching, learning, training 
for theology in Romania; (3) Designing a 
distance learning system for the 
Theology Faculty of University of Iasi; 
(4) Pilot application of a platform for the 
Romanian Orthodox Church History 
(ROCH) discipline; (5) Demonstrators of 
the pilot application in English, French, 
German and Italian; (6) Evaluation, 

exploitation and dissemination via virtual 
environment and books about the 
research results to be included in the 
educational process for the theological 
learning.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Tecfa participants:  
Daniel Peraya 
 
Partners:  

ICI - National Institute for Research and 
Development in Informatics (Laboratory - 
Informatic Instruments for Education, 
Economy and Environment) - Bucharest 

• 

• 

• 

UAIC - University Alexandru Ioan Cuza - 
Iasi (Faculty of Orthodox Theology) 

 
Funding:  

Swiss National Science Foundation  -  
Scientific Co-operation between Eastern 
Europe and Switzerland (SCOPES 2000 – 
2003) 

 
URL:  
http://nt2g.ici.ro/dlroch 
 

 
 

 
 

TecFast : Evolution of 
TECFA virtual campus 

 
The goal of this project is to redesign the 
original Virtual Campus developed from 
1998 to nowadays. 
 
We have come to the 
limits of this prototype 
which is becoming too 
heavy to maintain : too 
much uncommented code made in a 
hurry, information 

disseminated in several places 
(databases, files, etc.), constraint of 
the campus structure on course design... 
 
TecFast aims to provide a very light 
virtual campus environment 
(disappearing campus) with minimal 

interface and tools. These 
tools will 
be made available through 
the campus interface and 
through API for 

programmers (authentification, access 
control, calendar, student 

management...). At the moment, we 
only plan to provide a PhP API. 
 
Tecfa participant:  
Olivier Clavel 
 
URL : 
http://tecfa.unige.ch/campus/infospace/ (old 
campus) 
http://tecfa.unige.ch/campus/tecfast/ (new draft 
project) 
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Research Projects 

Universanté 
 
Universanté aims to develop 
collaborative learning activities in a 
public health course. The pedagogical 
approach exploits cultural differences 
between the students involved in Beiruth 
(Lebanon), Monastir (Tunisia), Yaounde 
(Cameroun) and Geneva. We developed 
an environment in which students 
compare the ways to diagnose, treat and 
prevent specific medical cases. This 
cases illustrates the main publish health 
issues such as aids, malaria, diabetes, 
drugs, ...  
We support argumentation by playing 
with the differences between cases, 
between diseases and, overall between 

countries. The difference between the 
way the same medical problem is treated 
in different countries is central to the 
understanding of public health. The 
environment has been used this year 
and we are currently analysing the 
results of its evaluation 
 
TECFA participants: Anouk Berger & 
Pierre Dillenbourg 
 
URL: www.universanté.org 
 
 
Partners: 

 Unité de Développement et de 
Recherche en Education 
Médicale, Université de Genève  

 Institut de Médecine Sociale et 
Préventive , Université de 
Genève  

 Faculté de Médecine, Université 
St Joseph, Beyrouth – Liban  

 Département de Médecine 
Communautaire , Université du 
Centre, Monastir, Tunisie  

 Faculté de Médecine et des 
Sciences Médicales, Université 
de Yaoundé I,Yaoundé - 
Cameroun 

TECFA Master Thesis 

 
 

EVA_pm 
 

EVA_pm is a method and an online 
environment that 
has been 
conceived by 
Daniel Schneider 
for the course 
STAF-18 and has 
been developed 
by Vivian 
Synteta. It is a 
project that 
dates already 3 
years and is evolving through time. 
Recently has been presented as the 
master thesis of Vivian Synteta and will 

be improved in order to be used by the 
project SEED. 
The study is centered on the design and 
development of a scaffolding 
environment for students’ projects. It’s a 

constructivist environment 
that aims to scaffold Project-
Based Learning (PBL) 
strategies to improve their 
effectiveness and serve as a 
reflection tool to help 
students develop meta-
cognitive skills. It leverages 
XML (eXtended Markup 
Language) and suggests a 
vocabulary (DTD) that 

describes students projects 
(assessments, theses, etc.) as a 
prompting tool.  

The vocabulary is well accompanied with 
the proposal of an appropriate XML 
editor to diminish the cognitive load of 
editing and also with an online toolset 
(“commNcontrol” and “Virtual Book”) to 
scaffold communication, visualization, 
peering, and progress tracking. 
 
Keywords: project, education, XML, 
thinking tools, scaffolding, Project-Based 
Learning (PBL), reflection, 
constructivism, and cognitive tools. 
 
TECFA participants: Vivian Synteta 
 
URL:  
Access: 
http://tecfa.unige.ch/tecfa/teaching/staf18/files-
g/commNcontrol.html 

 
 

Task and Interaction 
Regulation in 

Controlling a Traffic 
Simulation 

 
When we solve a problem with someone 
else, we 
usually 
discuss a 
plan before 
starting to 
act and 
make up 
new plans as 
the activity 
goes on. 
These plans 
might not only define the actions to be 
performed, but might also define the 
roles of each participant.  

In this project we examine the 
conditions in which determining  what to 
do  is accompanied 
by a reflection on  
who does what. In 
other terms, we 
examine when task 
regulation co-occurs 
with interaction 
regulation.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Our experimental treatment 
aims at observing the 
effects of interaction meters 

on the accuracy of subjects  estimation 
of their participation and on the task and 
interaction regulation mechanisms. 

Interaction meters are visualization tools 
that dynamically represent the number 

of contribution 
related to the 
discussion and to 
the implementation 
of the solution.  
 
 
First results show 
that co-occurrence 
of task and 

interaction 
regulation allow 
quicker solving of 
the problem, thus 
better performance.  

 
 
 
Tecfa participant: 
Patrick Jermann, Pierre Dillenbourg 
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GIL Activities 

 

The Geneva Interaction Lab (GIL) is a subset of TECFA that investigates 
e-learning issues as well as human-computer interaction. The GIL started in 
January 2001 and is directed by Pierre Dillenbourg. 
 
It is funded by Viviance New Education AG and Pictet & Cie. 

 
 
 

Vidéo & Interaction 
 
Laure Carles has conducted a large 
review of empirical research on video-
based communication. This very detailed 
report (70 pages) is now available. The 
key findings are listed here.  
Despite technical advances, video 
communication remains expensive in 
terms of infrastructure. Is it worth it?  
The general assumption is that the more 
electronic communication will be similar 
to face-to-face interactions, the more 
effective it will be. Laure’ survey does 
not support this assumption. In most 
cases, video-based communication was 
not proved to be more effective than 
audio-only communication.  Video only 
over-performs audio when the 
communication per se is visual (e.g., 
when gestures constitute critical 
information). However, a majority of 
users prefer video-based communication 
to other modes of communication. Why 
is it that this preference does not 
increase performance? It may be due to 
a methodological bias: Most experiments 
are run on a short-term basis, while the 
impact of user satisfaction on task 
performance may 
only appear after 
some time. Long-
term experiments 
might provide us with 
different results. 
Therefore, the 
conclusion of this 
review is not to 
abandon video 
projects. 
 
As the task to be 
shared is very often 
running on a 
computer, video-
communication does 
not necessarily 
requires a camera. 
Hence Thomas 
Wehrle implemented 
a virtual screen camera that is a video 
capture window that the user moves on 
his screen as he would move a camera. 
This project is presented in the section 
on contextualising communication. The 
same idea is present in the Magic Cube 
implemented by Jeremy Goslin in which 

images of the partner captured by a 
camera. 
 

the data to be shared are added on the 

he main 

preliminary contacts with Nokia, because 

n this research, the main 

communication

lin is exploring 

 

T
implication of 
Laure’s report is 
that video per se 
has no effect, it 
depends on how it 
is integrated into 
an environment 
for collaboration 
or tutoring. While 
video is often 
used as an 
enhanced phone, 
an interesting 
track is to 
investigate how 
video may 
capture the kind 
of contextual cues 
that a colleague 
collects when 
entering into your 
office (how busy 
you are, what’s 
on your desk, …).  
While video-
conferencing 
remains very formal, we explore the 

potential of permanent 
contextual and informal 
communication. A 
challenge is to develop and 
test video uses that are 
closer to the interactions 
conducted in a lift or in a 
corridor than to the 
interactions conducted 
during a meeting.  These 
informal interactions are 
part of what a team lacks 
when it is distributed over 
different geographical 
locations.  In September 
2001, GIL will set up a 
workshop on this issue.   
 
Some of the cues provided 
by video could actually be 
provided by lighter 

technologies. For instance, a web cam 
could tell you whether or not your 
partner is in his office, whether he looks 
busy or nervous, whether he is talking to 
someone, etc. We abandoned our project 
to capture body positions by using 
BlueTooth technology, despite our 

this technology itself is questioned. But 
actually some of these cues could be 

provided by capturing 
directly (part of) the user 
activities on his computer. 
This inspired the work of 
David Ott (see next page) 
on visualizing on-line 
communities. 
 
I
bottleneck is not 
bandwidth, but privacy! As 
soon as one mentions 
cameras, users express 
their fear to be 
permanently monitored by 
somebody else. It is 
interesting to note that TV 
shows are based exactly 
on this fear.  To cope with 
the very legitimate users 
concern of privacy, 
researchers explore 
several ways to maintain 
privacy in video-based 

: symmetry 
(A can only see B if B can 
see A), blurring (removing 
details from the image), 

In this track, Jeremy Gos

Does video enhance computer-
mediated interactions? 

 
Finding 1 : Adding video to audio is 
more appropriate for group 
communication than one-to-one 
(121) communication. 
 
Finding 2 : Adding video to audio is 
more effective for tasks involving 
strong personal relationships and 
having an affective content.  It does 
not always improve the quality of the 
outcome but it often improves the 
satisfaction of the partners.  
 
Finding 3 : Although professional 
uses of video mostly deal with formal 
communication (due to technical 
limitations), video is also promising 
for informal communication. 
 
Finding 4 : Using video to show the 
faces of the partners while talking is 
less effective than using it for sharing 
the data the partners are talking 
about.   

mobile cameras: the hypothesis is that a 
camera would be more acceptable if it 
enters your office as a colleague would 
do (after knocking), or it is performs 
some kind of movement that might 
acquire a similar social connotation. 
 

 

Tecfa Newsletter – October  2001  7 



GIL Activities 

 
 

Visualising on-line 
communities 

 
Our previous work in 
TECFA’s Virtual Campus 
revealed the effect of 
group representations: 
when you show a group a 
representation of itself, 
this creates strong 
dynamics in the group 
and increases the 
involvement in the next 
learning activities. The 
representation of 
students’ pedagogical style in Figure 3, 
despite being è extremely simple, still 

generates productiv
learners. 
David Ott is explo
more general way. 
tools for visualizing the 
activity of a group of users 

working in a 
virtual 

environment.  
 have 

ready in Tecfa 
about 15 
colleagues and 
15 students 
permanently in a MOO world, 
we have chosen it to make 
early experiments. However, 
the visualisation tool is 

independent from the MOO environment: 
the visualizing tool reads data from a 

ivity information is 
. The visualisation 

 used with other 

This 
prototype is 

rently 
being tested 
wi

e interactions among 

ring this approach in a 
David is developing 

Since we
al

database where act
stored from the MOO
tool can hence be
environments. 

cur

th 20 users 
and has 

seve

 
Contextualized 

C

been 
modified 

ral times 
according to 
their input. 

Preliminary comments ask for more 
information on what the community 
members will do, rather than have done. 
David Ott and Yvan Bourquin will explore 
this avenue. 
 

ommunication  
 

utual understanding requires that the 

s Wehrle has implemented a 

tutorial dialogues, especially 

ampl

ion 

is

Reciprocally, Tom would not resolve the 
ambiguity of Blandine’s answer “Third” 
without this shared context. Blandine 

may further refine the context by 

tual screen 

 tool is a synchronous 
mode in order t

When the student or the tutor posts a 
comment on the document, he or she 
has to specify who may view this 

comment: all users (public comments), 

, there 

l could be used in addition 
 Ott’s work in order to create a palette 

f tools for expert communities. Now, 
whether users will effectively argue with 
such a tool is the purpose of on-going 
experiments. 
 

M
people who interact build and maintain a 
(roughly) shared context. In face-to-face 
dialogues, we implicitly rely on this 
context to disambiguate utterances. In 
computer-mediated communication, the 
context has often to be made explicit. 
Either, we do explicit it which increases 
the costs of communication, or we don’t 
which in consequence produces 
communication breakdowns (with long 
painful repairs!). We investigate 
contextualized communication in two 
ways. 
Thoma
context-elicitation tool for enhancing 
one-to-one 
for learning 
complex software 
applications. In 
the ex
below, student 
Tom has to apply 
two-dimens
analysis of 
variance 
(statistics) on 
data and to 
interpret result
His chat with the 
tutor 
associated with a 
virtual camera 
that Tom moves 
to indicate to tutor Blandine what he is 
referring to. Blandine, the tutor, sees the 
image that Tom is sending. She could 
not understand Tom’s “yellow one” 
utterance without the camera narrowing 
down the conversational context.  

pointing with her ‘laser pointer’ to 
elements within Tom’s vir
camera window. Such contextual 
references are easy to interpret in a 
synchronous 
mode. 
However, 
synchronous 
tutoring is very 
expensive and 
often 
impossible to 
set up. How 
could these 
contextual 
mechanisms be 
translated in an 
asynchronous tutoring environment? We 
therefore will investigate how students 
and tutors use this

e 

s. 

 

o translate findings into 
asynchronous tutorial 
dialogues. 
In this approach, we 
build on the technical 
possibilities to store the 
context with the 
message. A reciprocal 
approach consists in 
storing the message in 
the context. This is 
being explored by Diego 
Corti who developed a 
tool for group 
interactions. A group of 
students have to 
comment and discuss a 
document. Instead of 

juxtaposing a discussion forum to the 
document, the argumentation occurs in 
the document itself. The context of a 
comment is defined by the place where 
this comment is inserted. General 
comments are inserted at the end of the 
document.  

group members (multiple groups can be 
defined) or just the user (private 
comments). The document can be any 
web file. To avoid broken links, when a 

user adds a 
document that he 
or she finds on the 
web, the document 
is not just linked to 
but copied into the 
system. With these 
functionalities, this 
tool becomes more 
that a text 
discussion tool. It 
has been designed 
to help a small 

group of users to build common grounds 
along the following scenario: Let’s 
imagine that, within a company
are nine people specialized on 
pharmaceutics.  These people are spread 
over different offices in the same 
building or in different cities worldwide 
and they don’t meet frequently.  
The challenge is to turn nine remote 
people into a knowledge community. The 
technology will of course not create the 
individual’s commitment to the 
community. But, it may support 
knowledge building: When group 
members encounter interesting 
information on the web, they duplicate 
the page into the system and integrate 
comments that are relevant for their 
small community. Others may view and 
react on these comments. The effort of 
monitoring the market is hence 
distributed over nine people, which is 
supposed to be better coordinated, less 
time consuming, and leaving fewer gaps. 
Hence, this too
to
o
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Mixed Reality 
 
It is commonly expected that the future 
of computing is broader than computers, 
it will involve a variety of physical 
artefacts for interacting with digital 
worlds and, conversely, for the 
integration of digital information 
into the physical world.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Jeremy Goslin is exploring this area. He 
adapted a technology called “magic 

book” to create an 
environment in which 
the user may explore 
a multi-dimensional 
information space by 
manipulating  a cube.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
The user manipulates a cube (bottom 
left picture) which features a unique 
identifying pattern on each face. A 
simple camera recognizes the patterns 
on the cube (bottom right picture) so 
that it’s position can be calculated in 3D 
space. The cube can then be used as a 
six dimensional control and display 
device to enrich the real world images 
with digital information (top picture). 
 
 

 
 

Tecfa Newsletter – October  2001  9 


