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ABSTRACT
Applications running on multi-touch tabletops are beginning to be
developed to enable children to collaborate on a variety of activi-
ties, from photo sharing to playing games. However, little is know
as to how children work together on such interactive surfaces. We
present a study that investigated groups of children’s use of a multi-
touch tabletop for a shared-space design task, requiring reasoning
and compromise. The OurSpace application was designed to al-
low children to arrange the desks in their classroom and allocate
students to seats around those desks. A number of findings are
reported, including a comparison of single versus multiple touch,
equity of participation, and an analysis of how a child’s tabletop
position affects where he or she touches. A main finding was that
children used all of the tabletop surface, but took more responsibil-
ity for the parts of the design closer to their relative position.

Categories and Subject Descriptors
H.5.3 [Group and Organization Interfaces]: Collaborative com-
puting

General Terms
Measurement, Design.

Keywords
Multi-touch, co-located collaboration, shareable interfaces, collab-
orative design, touch analysis, log-file analysis

1. INTRODUCTION
Multi-touch tabletops have been used to support a variety of col-
laborative activities, including playing games, photo sharing, de-
signing, and map navigation. A number of user studies have been
conducted to investigate how small groups work together and coor-
dinate their interactions when using these types of shareable com-
puting surfaces. A few have investigated how children collabo-
rate [18, 19, for example]. A key research question is whether a
multi-touch surface affords more equitable participation compared
with other kinds of single user displays [21]. An assumption often
made is that the touch display provides more equal opportunity for
all to contribute through allowing simultaneous interaction of digi-
tal content. Findings from adult studies of co-located groups have
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shown that, while very talkative people continue to dominate and
reticent members remain quiet, more equitable participation takes
place in terms of physical interaction with the digital information
[21]. However, it is unclear whether the same happens with chil-
dren. Does having concurrent access to a tabletop surface enable
children to participate on the digital task more equitably? Does a
child’s tabletop position affect how he or she collaborates?

Our research is concerned with how multi-touch interaction and
orientation affects participation. In particular, we are interested in
the correlation between where a child is positioned at a tabletop
and their contribution to a collaborative task. If they are at the
broad side of the tabletop, does their better access cause them to
interact with more of the design space than their partners at the
narrow sides? Moreover, how does this affect the nature of their
collaboration?

Compared with earlier single display groupware, where more than
one child can interact simultaneously with a shared display using
multiple mice [28], tabletop actions are highly visible and hence
observable by the others at the tabletop. Likewise, because of their
horizontal orientation, tabletops make it easier for children around
them to see each other when talking and interacting. However,
when on different sides of a tabletop, children do not share the same
orientation towards what is presented on the display [30]. While the
touch-based interface makes it easier to point to interface elements
than mouse input [32], arms and hands can block both the view and
access that others have. This, in turn, can be affected by where a
child is positioned.

To study how children collaborate around a multi-touch tabletop,
we developed the OurSpace application. Groups of three children
used OurSpace to design a seating plan for their classroom. Log-
file analysis was used to measure participation levels of each child’s
touches of the tabletop surface, namely when digital objects were
moved, where they were moved to, and who did the moving. Activ-
ity maps of the children’s interactions are presented and discussed
in relation to whether where participants are positioned in relation
to each other and the tabletop affects their participation in the de-
sign task.

2. BACKGROUND
Collaborative activity is generally beneficial to children’s learning
and development [2, 35]. Peer collaboration is now a significant
part of a child’s classroom experience. One potential use of multi-
touch tabletops is to support collaborative design, where children
work together to create an artifact. This kind of design activity
benefits from others evaluating the design [24] and is a valuable
method for learning about a domain [6, 11].

106 



IDC 2009 – Full Papers                                                                                                                                                3-5 June 2009 – Como, Italy

The issue of how space is used for tabletop interaction is an ac-
knowledged concern, with several studies previously reporting on
it. How users use the interactive space is a function of user group,
task type, and interface [17]. In particular, reach is an important
consideration [31]. If a tabletop is too large, a user cannot reach
every part of what is being presented via the display. Novel move-
ment methods, such as providing a small radar view of the entire
space where objects can be manipulated, can successfully extend
the reach of users; however, direct manipulation is generally pre-
ferred by users for its similarity to manipulating physical objects
[17].

One study that investigated how adults work together to create a
furniture layout plan for a library reading room using cardboard
materials when seated around a large circular table found the lim-
ited reach to influence use [25]. Participants used territoriality as
an organizing principle in the design task. Participants naturally,
without explicitly acknowledging it in dialogue, created personal,
group, and storage territories, each of which served a different pur-
pose in the design process.

Size of tabletop and size of group have also been investigated.
Groups of two, three, or four adults worked together to assem-
ble a poem on a multi-touch tabletop [22]. The poem applica-
tion was created using the DiamondSpin [26] toolkit, which makes
interface elements face outwards radially from the center of the
display. Words rotated slowly around the tabletop; participants
dragged these onto a virtual piece of paper to compose a poem.
Activity maps of each participant’s touches in a group showed dif-
ferent patterns of interaction depending on number of participants
taking part. Specifically, a division of labor was found with the
larger groups where one person earmarked part of the poem assem-
bly task and concomitantly that part of the tabletop where it was
performed. More generally, people tended to interact with the part
of the tabletop they were sitting near, and often hesitated to move
into other people’s areas. Similarly, in another adult study, where
groups of three had to design a garden layout, participants often
carved off their part of the garden plan to work on at the start of
the task and then, towards the end, worked together on the whole
design [20].

In our recent research [16], we found that the number of inputs to
an interactive touch surface influences the equity of physical par-
ticipation in a task of adults creating a seating plan for the move of
an academic department to a new building. The multi-touch sur-
face was found to increase physical interaction equity and percep-
tions of dominance, but did not affect levels of verbal participation.
Dominant people still continued to talk the most, while quiet ones
remained quiet.

However, as is well known, children behave differently to adults
and so it is not possible to generalize from these findings. One dif-
ference is that children are often more focused on completing a task
rather than cooperating with others in their group. Hence, their ta-
bletop behavior is likely to be different. For example, while adults
might be expected to have well-developed protocols for working
in a group, young children might be expected to act more in their
own self interest. They are also physically different and their ma-
nipulation skills may still be developing, particularly with young
children. Young children (aged 8–9) may exhibit exaggerated ges-
tures to protect their work, such as shielding part of their design
using both their arms and upper torso and pushing other children
away [15]. Very young children (aged 3–4) have problems even
using standard tabletop interactions, such as drag-and-drop [14].

It appears, therefore, that the way groups interact with digital con-
tent, coordinate their actions, and share a tabletop display is af-
fected by a number of factors. A main goal of our research is to
investigate how children contribute to a collaborative design task
when using an interactive tabletop. A specific objective was to de-
termine whether their participation is affected by where they are po-
sitioned at the tabletop. To address these aims we designed a study
comparing groups of three children placed on different sides of a
tabletop for two conditions: single and multiple touch. Concurrent
access (i.e., multiple touch) is assumed to support collaboration by
allowing more equitable participation at the tabletop through al-
lowing everyone to touch the surface whenever they wanted [21].
Serial access (i.e., single touch) forces turn taking and in so doing
can increase awareness of what each group member is doing [10].
Comparing across the conditions allows us to investigate the value
of these interface methods.

3. EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN
3.1 The Tabletop
Two defining properties of interactive surfaces are whether multi-
ple touches register and whether the user of that touch can be iden-
tified. Most light-based multi-touch tables [4] allow for multiple
finger touches, but do not have a mechanism for identifying users.
In contrast, the DiamondTouch tabletop recognizes both multiple
touches and an individual participant’s interactions [3]. Because of
this flexibility, the software can be configured to support both sin-
gle and multi-touch. In single-touch mode, only one user’s touches
register at a time; touches by other users are ignored until the active
user ceases to touch. Comparing this mode to standard multiple-
touch mode, where everyone can interact simultaneously, allows us
to investigate the value of having concurrent users. We used the
smaller of the two standard DiamondTouch tabletops, measuring
65 x 49 cm, so that our young participants would have access to
every part of the design.

3.2 The Design Task
Tan et al. [29] have argued that standardized task types are nec-
essary in order to evaluate the effectiveness of the new generation
of devices for co-located collaboration across different user groups
and situations. We developed a design task that was shared (the
children collaborate on a single design) and stationary (the floor
plan stays in a fixed location as the children work on it). The task
requires groups of children to allocate where a class of students
should sit with respect to one another at shared desks. Who should
sit next to whom? Who should sit at the front, middle and back
of the class? This is a task a teacher normally does; here, we pro-
vided the opportunity for children themselves to explore how to
accomplish it. Hence, the task is both meaningful to the children
(since they have direct experiences of being allocated to sit next
to someone in a classroom) and challenging enough to require col-
laboration and compromise (since children must reason about the
criteria for placing desks and students).

Since the task requires actual children to move virtual represen-
tations of children, the wording can be confusing. To solve this
problem, from here on, we will use “students” to refer to the chil-
dren being placed on the classroom plan and “participants” to refer
to the children taking part in the study.

3.3 The Physical Prototype
The design process started with iterations on a physical prototype.
This was done to test the viability of the seating allocation task and
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(c) Rotating a desk

(a) Four friends (b) Placing student icons

Figure 1. Various operations in OurSpace

to refine the specifics of that task. Research participants were re-
cruited from a year 4 classroom (aged 8–9) in the UK. Students
worked in groups of three, seated around three sides of a rectangu-
lar table. Participants were provided with a large stationary floor-
plan1 of their classroom and proportional cardboard cutouts of ex-
isting desks and cardboard icons to represent students; they were
asked to work together to position the desks and students.

Initially, the student icons were labeled with the names of the stu-
dents in the participating class, and colored blue or pink to indicate
gender. This scenario proved very engaging to the students, and
highlighted a number of factors which they considered important
in making a plan—for example who was friends with whom and
which children were likely to talk and be disruptive if paired with
particular other students. However, there were also some issues
with this design. For example gender had been made conspicuous
by the color coding of icons and was discussed a great deal pos-
sibly because of this; children tended to focus highly on their own
friendship groups and preferences at the expense of considering the
class in general; and certain individuals were often singled out for
various reasons and left to sit on their own in the classroom plan,
and there was concern this might encourage bullying.

Therefore, in a further iteration of paper prototyping, we set up the
scenario as participants creating a seating arrangement for the class
coming in next year. The class was fictitious, but we kept to the
same number of students and desks as the current class. As gen-
der is such an organizing property at that age [1], we did not want
the groups to fixate on that as a criteria for seating; therefore, we
labeled the students with gender-neutral names. Even though the
names were largely meaningless, the labels were useful for both
participants and researchers to refer to specific students. To make
the task more difficult, we added different characteristics to the stu-
dent icons, based on criteria that students mentioned when seat-
ing their own class (Figure 1a). Friendship groups were indicated
by icon color; to simplify, there were no overlapping friendship
groups. Talkative students had an open mouth and speech bubble.
Those with vision problems were shown with glasses. This final
cardboard design was run with several groups, both to confirm that
this setup was successful in getting participants to sufficiently ne-
gotiate a suitable solution and as a comparison basis for a future
software version.

3.4 The OurSpace Application
1The floor-plan was printed on paper the size of the interactive table
used in this study.

Figure 2. (School A, Year 3) How desks and students are currently
arranged

A bird’s eye virtual floor-plan of the classroom is placed in the
center of the tabletop so that all participants, regardless of their
position, have good access to it (see Figure 2). Participants use
their fingers to drag icons of students and desks onto the classroom
plan. When a student is dragged over an available desk seat, the seat
is highlighted and the student is oriented toward that seat position
(Figure 1b: Frame 1); when dropped, the student icon snaps to that
seat (Figure 1b: Frame 2). Once a student is in a desk seat, he or
she moves along with the desk; students can also be dragged out
of their seat to relocate them. To rotate desks, users drop them on
rotation areas at the bottom left and right of the screen (Figure 1c).
When on a rotation area, a desk rotates 15 degrees2 every 600 ms,
pausing for an extra cycle in vertical and horizontal positions since
these are most likely the wanted orientations. While there are more
sophisticated methods of combining rotation and translation in the
touch interface [5, for example], we did not want our participants
to fixate on rotation.

A trial of the OurSpace software was run to improve its usability.
This helped to refine the software in several ways. The timing of
the rotation area was adjusted until it was found to be slow enough
for participants to use, but fast enough not to seem tedious. In the
initial version of the software, the seating snaps were confined to
the desk itself (i.e., much smaller than those shown in Figure 1b:
Frame 1). Consequently, participants did not intuitively understand
that they were supposed to snap the students to the desks. Once told
of this feature, they were able to use the smaller snaps, but larger
snaps made this easier and more intuitive. To further emphasize the
need to place students into seats, students dropped in the room but
not in a seat show a red halo around them (Figure 1b: Frame 3).

3.5 Method
Thirty sessions were conducted with 15 groups of children, from
year 3 (aged 7–8) and year 4 (aged 8–9) at two schools (A and
B) in the UK (Table 1). A within-subjects design was used where
groups completed both the single- and multiple-touch conditions
of the task. Each mode was undertaken in a separate session ap-
proximately 2–3 days apart. To control for order effects, condi-
215 degrees is a convenient increment of rotation as it allows desks
to be easily rotated to 45 degrees (i.e., along a diagonal) and 60
degrees (useful for creating equilateral triangles and hexagons).
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# School Year Session 1 Session 2
3 A 3 Multiple Single
3 A 3 Single Multiple
2 B 3 Multiple Single
2 B 3 Single Multiple
3 B 4 Multiple Single
2 B 4 Single Multiple

Table 1. Number of groups per touch condition

tions were counterbalanced, where half the groups completed the
multiple-touch condition first and half completed the single-touch
condition first.

The participants were required to stand at the tabletop, as standing
greatly increases the radius of touch over sitting. The combination
of small tabletop size and standing posture enabled participants to
reach all parts of the interface, irrespective of their location around
the tabletop.

To avoid the problems in collaboration that often occur in mixed-
gender groups of that age [33, 34], participants were split into single-
gender groups. Each group used the floor-plan of their classroom,
the same number of desks, and the same number of students as
in their current classroom. At the beginning of a session, the re-
searchers explained the multi-touch tabletop, the OurSpace appli-
cation (how to move students and desks, how to attach students
to desks, how to rotate desks) and the scenario (create a desk and
seating arrangement for next year’s class). All sessions were video-
taped from two angles (one on the interactive surface, one on the
participants). In general, the researchers left the participants to
accomplish the task by themselves. Occasionally, the Diamond-
Touch did not properly register a child’s touches, because thick-
soled shoes can prevent the signal from reaching the receiving pads
on the floor; in that case, a researcher advised the child to take off
his or her shoes.

The coupling, relative positions of users around the tabletop, of the
groups was set up so that there was one participant at the left short
edge of the tabletop, one at the bottom long edge, and one at the
right short edge. Participants were allowed to switch positions be-
tween sessions. The tabletop setup was slightly different at each
school, as each school had different tables in the study room. In
School A, the room the study was carried out in had a rectangular
table (Figure 5a). In School B, the room allocated only had a cir-
cular conference table (Figure 5b); while the participants were able
to use this setup, it budged them closer to the bottom of the display
and closer together than in the rectangular setup.

4. FINDINGS
This paper presents the major findings of our log-file analysis of
this study, supplemented by observations from the video data. First,
we present our analysis on how the touch condition affects the time
participants spent completing the task, the rate at which the par-
ticipants made changes to the seating plan, and the equity of par-
ticipation within the groups. Second, we examine how user table-
top position affects where users touch and how much they touch.
These results complement our analysis of the verbal interactions
presented elsewhere [7].

4.1 Touch Condition

Condition Session 1 Session 2
All 15m 54s 12m 30s
Year 3 17m 46s 12m 36s
Year 4 12m 10s 12m 19s
Multiple 15m 11s 10m 24s
Single 15m 34s 14m 21s

Table 2. Average session time by condition

0.0

Single Multiple

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

M
ea

n
 I

n
eq

u
al

it
y

Figure 3. Inequity of participation, based on touch condition

Because the task could be more easily divided among group mem-
bers in the multiple-touch condition, we predicted that it would take
less time. The time spent in completing the task is shown by condi-
tion in Table 2. Times were compared with a mixed ANOVA with
time in the two touch conditions as a repeated measure and with
year and session order as between subjects factors. There was no
overall effect of touch condition on the time spent using the inter-
face. However, there was a significant interaction of touch con-
dition with session order, F (1, 11) = 1.036, p < 0.05. Simple
effects analysis found no difference between the scores in the first
session. However, the multiple-touch interface was used for signif-
icantly less time (p < 0.05) if it was used in the second session.

Based on previous findings with adult participants [10, 16], we
predicted that interaction would be denser and the equity of par-
ticipation would be higher in the multiple-touch condition. The
total number of touches by groups per minute were compared us-
ing a mixed ANOVA with touch condition as a repeated measure
and year as a between-subjects factor. As predicted, a signifi-
cant effect of touch condition was found with groups having a
higher rate of touches in the multiple-touch condition (93.0 touches
per minute) than in the single-touch condition (63.2 touches per
minute), F (1, 14) = 9.685, p < 0.01.

We then used Hiltz et al.’s [9] measure of participation inequality
I in the comparison of equity at the interface. A higher I score
signifies less equity of participation at the interface. While there
was a difference in the average (Figure 3), when inequality scores
were compared using a mixed ANOVA with input condition as a
repeated measure and with year and session number as between
subject factors, this difference was found not to be significant.
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4.2 Touch by User Tabletop Position
To plot out where participants were touching, we created activity
maps by user tabletop position. Figure 4 shows how participants
in the left, bottom, and right tabletop position touched each of the
OurSpace classroom layouts. To make the maps independent of a
specific design, Figure 4 combines all the touches for each of the
conditions. These plots lead us to three main observations:

First, most design work was conducted within the classroom layout
plan. Most of the touches in the border area can be attributed to the
participants picking up desks and student icons, which were located
there at the start of the task. Borders had been placed around the
classroom layout plan to provide the participants with a staging
area. While it was possible for participants to utilize this area to
attach students to a desk and then move that desk into the classroom
space, this was not commonly done.

Second, participants made touches all the way across the tabletop,
with many of the touches extending past the center of the classroom
plan. Since the desks and students carried no indication of owner-
ship, participants felt free to select and grab them as needed, even
if that meant reaching across the entire tabletop interface. To do
this, participants often moved their arms under or over each others’
arms, an action seldom seen with adults.

Third, there is a noticeable drop-off of touches that occurs about
two-thirds of the way across the classroom plan, with participants
mostly populating desks with student icons in the classroom space
nearest to them. This can be partially explained by a participant’s
reach, since this roughly matches the transition from comfortable
to uncomfortable reach [31]. At that transition, further reach re-
quires a different posture and weight distribution. Alternatively,
the participants may implicitly have taken more responsibility for
the design space near them.

To further investigate how the participant’s position at the tabletop
affected the spatial location of their tabletop touches, we conducted
a regional analysis. By this, we mean an analysis of touches in
terms of their region on the classroom layout plan. Each classroom
was split into a 3-by-3 grid to determine the percentage of touches
in each.3 Figure 5 shows how many of the touches (signified by
circle area) were in each region by user tabletop position and class-
room.4

In order to assess whether user tabletop position (left, bottom, right)
affected the region of touch, we conducted a multivariate analysis
of variance (MANOVA), entering the percentage of touches made
in each of the nine regions as the dependent variables. In total we
had nine dependent variables and controlling for Type 1 error we
used Bonferroni’s correction, where α = 0.006. We conducted
separate analysis for the two sessions, as participants were free to
choose their position at the tabletop and this sometimes differed
between sessions. Results from the multivariate analysis (Wilks
Lambda) suggest that position at the tabletop did have an overall ef-
fect on percentage of touches per region in Session 1 (F (16, 72) =
6.22, p < 0.001) and in Session 2 (F (16, 72) = 5.02, p < 0.001).
The univariate test results showed that the only regions in which
percentage of touches was not affected by position at the tabletop
was the top center and middle center for Session 1 and top center,

3We chose 3-by-3, since this separated areas into near, neutral, and
far for all participants.
4As we were interested in the effect on the final design, we re-
stricted our analysis to placing students or desks.

(a) School A, Year 3

(b) School B, Year 3

(c) School B, Year 4

Figure 5. Left, bottom, and right touches by region
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(a) Left, bottom, and right touches for 12 sessions from School A, Year 3

(b) Left, bottom, and right touches for 8 sessions from School B, Year 3

(c) Left, bottom, and right touches for 10 sessions from School B, Year 4

Figure 4. Activity maps showing combined touches by user tabletop position
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Condition Distance Left Bottom Right
All Sessions Near 52.1% 41.2% 45.7%

Neutral 36.5% 44.3% 40.4%
Far 11.4% 14.5% 13.8%

School A, Year 3 Near 50.7% 41.1% 46.2%
Neutral 38.2% 44.7% 43.8%
Far 11.1% 14.2% 10.1%

School B, Year 3 Near 56.5% 47.5% 44.1%
Neutral 34.5% 39.4% 37.1%
Far 9.1% 13.1% 18.8%

School B, Year 4 Near 50.4% 36.5% 46.5%
Neutral 36.1% 47.7% 39.1%
Far 13.5% 15.8% 14.4%

Table 3. Distance bias by user tabletop position

middle center, and bottom center for Session 2; note that these are
the regions that are closest to being equidistant for all participants.
Percentage of touches in all other regions differed significantly in
both sessions (ps < 0.005), where the nearer to a region a partici-
pant was positioned the higher the number of touches they made in
that region.

As the setup of the tabletop was different between schools, we con-
ducted the same analysis with school (A or B) entered as a fixed
factor. Multivariate analysis revealed no overall difference in re-
gion of touches as a function of school, nor any interaction between
school and position for either session. This suggests that children’s
touches are based on relative rather than absolute physical location.

For all three classrooms plans, we found that the participant on the
left of the tabletop touched the center region less than the partic-
ipant on the right. One explanation for this anomalous pattern is
that it is based on handedness. If the left user is right-handed (as
is common), touching the middle would block the person in the
middle more than a right-handed right-positioned user touching the
middle. Arms getting in the way of others can be a problem with
tabletop interfaces since the display is also the interaction mech-
anism [8]. This suggests that handedness is a consideration that
future studies should consider.

To simplify this analysis, Table 3 combines three regions for each
position to examine near and far relations. Multivariate analysis re-
veals no significant overall effect of user tabletop position or class-
room layout on the difference in these values. That is, the pattern of
near, neutral, and far touches are statistically indistinguishable by
position and classroom. In each case, the near and neutral regions
significantly exceed the number of touches in the far region. This
finding furthers the explanation that touch is a function of relative
proximity to the user (i.e., which regions are closer to the user). If
touch were merely a function of reach (i.e., absolute proximity),
we would expect there to be a significant difference between the
bottom user and the others, since the bottom user has comfortable
access to the entire classroom.

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Participants in the multiple-touch condition touched the interface
nearly 50% more than participants in the single-touch condition.
While that difference was statistically significant, it is far less than
the one-to-three ratio of participants that could simultaneously in-

teract in each condition. This suggests that participants were not
continually working on their designs but also working together in
the multiple-touch condition.

In terms of equity of participation, there was no significant differ-
ence between the touch conditions. This contrasts with our adult
studies where equity of physical interaction was increased when in
multiple-touch mode [16, 21]. However, in that study, the single-
touch mode was defined through hardware: Only one conductive
pad was connected to the DiamondTouch tabletop and users had
to switch places to switch control. In the OurSpace system, the
single-touch condition was implemented in software: As soon as
the active user stops touching the interface, another user can take
control. Thus, the overhead of switching from one user to another
is largely removed.

Adults, particularly in a work situation, are much more civil about
respecting each others’ contributions and taking turns than chil-
dren. Adult participants in the single-touch condition were often
satisfied by engaging the task verbally and letting one user control
the interface. The children, in contrast, were all keen to contribute
by moving objects in the interface. As a result, in the single-touch
condition, children spent a significant amount of time on turn taking
dialogue [7]. One single-touch session had to be briefly suspended,
as one participant was crying over a fight about whose turn it was.
So, it is remarkable that there was no significant difference in eq-
uity of participation between the two conditions. If anything, we
would have expected the higher frequency of touch and interest in
using the interface to have exacerbated equity problems. This indi-
cates that the ease of transition from one user to another is critical
to the use of a single-touch system, in terms of equity of physical
participation. If we consider a pen-based whiteboard where only
one pen registers at a time, we would expect interaction to be more
equitable if each child was given a pen than if they had to share a
common pen.

When observing the videos of the groups, it was noted how the
children developed certain strategies in the single-touch condition
to get control of the tabletop from another child. For example, one
girl worked out that if she kept her finger on a student icon and
waited for the other girls to move their fingers from the tabletop, she
could swiftly move hers to a seat at a desk and complete it whilst the
others were not looking. Children often repeatedly stroked the desk
and student icons to move them without realizing that someone else
was in control. When they felt that it was their turn, they exclaimed
“it’s my go” or even physically moved the current user’s arm out of
the way. The ’sneak a go’ tactic was most notable among the girls,
while the explication “it’s my go” was more notable amongst the
boys [7].

Another main finding was the extent to which a child’s position at
the tabletop affected where he or she touched. The activity maps
reveal that the children, irrespective of position, touched all of the
tabletop. Yet, there is a sharp decline of touches in the far regions of
the design space. This decline can be partially attributed to reach,
as the transition from high use to low use roughly matches the tran-
sition from comfortable to uncomfortable reach for the left and
right users. However, remarkably, the same pattern occurred for
the bottom user, who has comfortable reach access to the entire de-
sign. This suggests that reach is not the primary factor. Participants
seem to (implicitly) take responsibility for the design space closer
to their relative tabletop position. When working on a joint trac-
ing task, adult users often used their relative position as an implicit
guide for splitting up the task [32]. Our findings suggest that this
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proximity-based way of splitting responsibilities for a visual task
applies to a wide range of tasks.

The design-a-library-reading-room study demonstrated the value of
providing a private space where users can work on their own part of
a task before integrating it with the shared representation [25]. In
that study, adults created separate territories for different purposes
(e.g., a personal territory immediately in front of a person, a group
territory midway between two people). In contrast, our child partic-
ipants did not create separate territories. Children worked inside the
classroom layout, rather than the border region. While this is partly
attributable to a streamlined task, it does suggest that children are
less into planning the task beforehand than adults. Furthermore, the
children had no compunction about reaching over and selecting the
icons from the piles directly in front of the other two children. They
freely moved their arms across the others, sometimes even bashing
into one another [15]. This clash of arms contrasts with our adult
study where they rarely occurred. It suggests that children might
be less aware of others’ intentions and, if they do infer them, do not
see the need to back off when seeing another’s arm approach theirs.
While adults are hesitant to simultaneously touch the tabletop and
against touching each other [23], children appear to have no such
reticence.

The software design also affects how different groups partition the
work and, in turn, touch distribution. The OurSpace application
was designed to be fixed in one location, whereas other studies
have used designs that can be zoomed or moved around the sur-
face. When the background or interface elements move in these
ways, it appears that people tend to restrict their interaction to the
area nearest where they are located [22]. For example, in the poem
software, the words on the near side of the tabletop face the user,
giving better access and implying ownership to the near user; there-
fore, participants seldom touched past the center of that interface.
In sum, our study has shown that children do not hesitate to use the
entire tabletop surface in a shared space design task but will work
mostly in the region of the tabletop nearest to their relative tabletop
position.

We are now analysing the videotaped interactive sessions in more
detail, to investigate the styles of verbal interaction between single-
and multiple-touch conditions, between younger and older users,
and between boys and girls. In particular, a key feature of collab-
oration is which partners build on each other’s ideas in the process
of reasoning and problem solving [12]. One aspect is to examine
the ’I did it!’ bias [27] by touch condition. The ’I did it!’ bias is a
memory bias which is evident in children after successful episodes
of joint activity. When children are asked to recall who was re-
sponsible for actions during a previous period of joint activity, they
often misattribute the actions of their social partner to themselves.
It is argued that this represents an internalisation or appropriation
of shared interactions and therefore occurs as a consequence of suc-
cessful collaborative interaction [13]. Hence, while multiple-touch
supports children interacting together, the extent to which children
do so and remember how much they contributed and how the others
participated may not match up.

6. ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The work is part of the ShareIT project funded by the EPSRC, grant
number EP/F017324/1. We would like to thank our other collabo-
rators in that project: (alphabetically) Victoria Bonnett, Sheep Dal-
ton, William Farr, Samantha Holt, Eva Hornecker, Richard Morris,
and Nadia Pantidi. We thank MERL for loaning us the Diamond-
Touch.

7. REFERENCES
[1] S. L. Bem. Gender schema theory: A cognitive account of sex

typing. Psychological Review, 88:354–64, 1981.

[2] E. G. Cohen. Restructuring the classroom: Conditions for
productive small groups. Review of Educational Research,
64(1):1–35, 1994.

[3] P. Dietz and D. Leigh. DiamondTouch: A multi-user touch
technology. In Proceedings of UIST ’01, pages 219–226, New
York, 2001. ACM Press.

[4] J. Y. Han. Low-cost multi-touch sensing through frustrated
total internal reflection. In Proceedings of UIST ’05, pages
115–118, New York, 2005. ACM Press.

[5] M. S. Hancock, F. D. Vernier, D. Wigdor, S. Carpendale, and
C. Shen. Rotation and translation mechanisms for tabletop
interaction. In Proceedings of TABLETOP ’06, pages 79–88,
Washington, DC, 2006. IEEE Computer Society.

[6] I. Harel and S. Papert. Constructionism. Ablex, New York,
1991.

[7] A. Harris, J. Rick, V. Bonnett, N. Yuill, R. Fleck, P. Marshall,
and Y. Rogers. Around the table: Are multiple-touch surfaces
better than single-touch for children’s collaborative
interactions? In Proceedings of CSCL ’09, Mahwah, NJ,
2009. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

[8] K. Hawkey, M. Kellar, D. Reilly, T. Whalen, and K. M.
Inkpen. The proximity factor: impact of distance on
co-located collaboration. In Proceedings of GROUP ’05,
pages 31–40, New York, 2005. ACM Press.

[9] S. R. Hiltz, M. Turoff, and K. Johnson. Experiments in group
decision making, 3: Disinhibition, deindividuation, and group
process in pen name and real name computer conferences.
Journal of Decision Support Systems, 5:217–232, 1989.

[10] E. Hornecker, P. Marshall, N. Dalton, and Y. Rogers.
Collaboration and interference: Awareness with mice or touch
input. In Proceedings of CSCW ’08, New York, 2008. ACM
Press.

[11] J. L. Kolodner, P. J. Camp, D. Crismond, B. Fasse, J. Gray,
J. Holbrook, S. Puntambekar, and M. Ryan. Problem-based
learning meets case-based reasoning in the middle-school
science classroom: Putting Learning by DesignTMinto
practice. The Journal of the Learning Sciences,
12(4):495–547, 2003.

[12] A. C. Kruger and M. Tomasello. Transactive discussions
with peers and adults. Developmental Psychology,
22(5):681–685, 1986.

[13] S. N. Lobao and R. Ford. Shared intentionality and the ’I did
it!’ bias in 3- to 5-year old children. Presented at BPS
Developmental Conference, 2006.

[14] E. I. Mansor, A. De Angeli, and O. De Bruijn. Little fingers
on the tabletop: A usability evaluation in the kindergarten. In
Proceedings of TABLETOP ’08, pages 99–102, Los Alamitos,
CA, 2008. IEEE.

[15] P. Marshall, R. Fleck, A. Harris, J. Rick, E. Hornecker,
Y. Rogers, N. Yuill, and N. S. Dalton. Fighting for control:
Children’s embodied interactions when using physical and
digital representations. In Proceedings of CHI 2009, New
York, 2009. ACM Press.

113



IDC 2009 – Full Papers                                                                                                                                               3-5 June 2009 – Como, Italy

[16] P. Marshall, E. Hornecker, R. Morris, S. Dalton, and
Y. Rogers. When the fingers do the talking: A study of group
participation for different kinds of shareable surfaces. In
Proceedings of TABLETOP ’08, Washington, DC, 2008. IEEE
Computer Society.

[17] M. A. Nacenta, D. Pinelle, D. Stuckel, and C. Gutwin. The
effects of interaction technique on coordination in tabletop
groupware. In GI ’07: Proceedings of Graphics Interface
2007, pages 191–198, New York, 2007. ACM Press.

[18] A. M. Piper, E. O’Brien, M. R. Morris, and T. Winograd.
SIDES: A cooperative tabletop computer game for social
skills development. In Proceedings of CSCW ’06, pages 1–10,
New York, 2006. ACM Press.

[19] J. Rick, Y. Rogers, C. Haig, and N. Yuill. Learning by doing
with shareable interfaces. Children, Youth & Environments,
19(1), 2009.

[20] Y. Rogers, Y.-K. Lim, and W. R. Hazlewood. Extending
tabletops to support flexible collaborative interactions. In
Proceedings of TABLETOP ’06, pages 71–78, Washington,
DC, 2006. IEEE Computer Society.

[21] Y. Rogers, Y.-K. Lim, W. R. Hazlewood, and P. Marshall.
Equal opportunities: Do shareable interfaces promote more
group participation than single users displays?
Human-Computer Interaction, to appear, 2009.

[22] K. Ryall, C. Forlines, C. Shen, and M. R. Morris. Exploring
the effects of group size and table size on interactions with
tabletop shared-display groupware. In Proceedings of CSCW
’04, pages 284–293, New York, 2004. ACM Press.

[23] K. Ryall, M. R. Morris, K. Everitt, C. Forlines, and C. Shen.
Experiences with and observations of direct-touch tabletops.
In Proceedings of TABLETOP ’06, pages 89–96, Washington,
DC, 2006. IEEE Computer Society.

[24] D. A. Schön. Educating the Reflective Practitioner.
Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, 1987.

[25] S. D. Scott, M. Sheelagh, T. Carpendale, and K. M. Inkpen.
Territoriality in collaborative tabletop workspaces. In
Proceedings of CSCW ’04, pages 294–303, New York, 2004.
ACM Press.

[26] C. Shen, F. D. Vernier, C. Forlines, and M. Ringel.
DiamondSpin: An extensible toolkit for around-the-table
interaction. In Proceedings of CHI ’04, pages 167–174, New
York, 2004. ACM Press.

[27] J. A. Sommerville and A. J. Hammond. Treating another’s
actions as one’s own: Children’s memory of and learning
from joint activity. Developmental Psychology,
43(4):1003–18, 2007.

[28] J. Stewart, B. B. Bederson, and A. Druin. Single display
groupware: A model for co-present collaboration. In
Proceedings of CHI ’99, pages 286–293, New York, 1999.
ACM Press.

[29] D. S. Tan, D. Gergle, R. Mandryk, K. Inkpen, M. Kellar,
K. Hawkey, and M. Czerwinski. Using job-shop scheduling
tasks for evaluating collocated collaboration. Journal of
Personal and Ubiquitous Computing, 12(3):255–267, 2008.

[30] A. Tang, M. Tory, B. Po, P. Neumann, and S. Carpendale.
Collaborative coupling over tabletop displays. In Proceedings
of CHI 2006, New York, 2006. ACM Press.

[31] A. Toney and B. H. Thomas. Applying reach in direct
manipulation user interfaces. In Proceedings of OZCHI ’06,
pages 393–396, New York, 2006. ACM Press.

[32] E. Tse, J. Histon, S. D. Scott, and S. Greenberg. Avoiding
interference: How people use spatial separation and
partitioning in SDG workspaces. In Proceedings of CSCW
’04, pages 252–261, New York, 2004. ACM Press.

[33] G. Underwood and N. Jindal. Gender differences and effects
of co-operation in a computer-based language task.
Educational Research, 36(1):63–74, 1994.

[34] J. Underwood, G. Underwood, and D. Wood. When does
gender matter?: Interactions during computer-based problem
solving. Learning and Instruction, 10(5):447–462, 2000.

[35] N. M. Webb and A. S. Palincsar. Group processes in the
classroom. In D. C. Berliner and R. C. Calfee, editors,
Handbook of Educational Psychology, pages 841–873. Simon
& Schuster, 1996.

114


