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used by the user. The information is displayed on a generally
horizontal display surface to users who may be located at
different positions around the display surface. A different
totem is associated with each user. The identity and position
of'each totem on the display surface is determined in response
to a detected characteristic of the totem, such as a pattern of
infrared light reflected from the totem. Either the location of
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quadrant of the display surface near where the user is located,
oran orientation of the user’s totem on the display surface can
determine the orientation and location of the information
presented to the user on the display surface.
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ORIENTING INFORMATION PRESENTED TO
USERS LOCATED AT DIFFERENT SIDES OF
A DISPLAY SURFACE

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention generally pertains to a method and system
for controlling an orientation of information displayed to one
or more users, and more specifically for controlling the ori-
entation of information presented to users who may be
located at different sides of a generally horizontal display
surface.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Personal computers were designed for interactive use pri-
marily by only one person at a time. Accordingly, a typical
personal computer has but one monitor, a single user pointing
device such as a mouse, and one keyboard. Although some
games enable multiple input devices to be employed by two or
more users in playing on a single personal computer, a typical
multi-player game is played on a game computing device that
is specifically designed for multiple players, or over a net-
work, with each player using a different personal computer or
gaming computing device. Interactions between multiple per-
sonal computer users running the same software application
thus typically occur through communications over local area
networks (LLANSs) or via the Internet, and not on the same
personal computer.

Computing devices designed for multiple users can pro-
vide a significantly different level of interactivity between
users and will normally use a television monitor to provide
the larger display size to enable several people to readily view
the display at the same time. Multi-user applications provide
an opportunity for players to interact with each other while
playing a game and thus improve the level of enjoyment.
However, multi-user applications are not limited to electronic
games. A multi-user platform running a spreadsheet program
or a word processing program, for example, can enhance
productivity by enabling a plurality of users to collectively
collaborate more effectively on the same computing device in
regard to a document or file that is being created or edited.

One of the most significant issues in providing a multi-user
computing platform is ensuring that the display can readily be
viewed by all of the users. Although a conventional large
monitor or television screen might do for viewing graphic
images, or text that is enlarged, smaller graphic icons and
smaller font text will not readily be visible to a plurality of
users who must be several feet away from the monitor or
screen. One solution to this problem would be to use a pro-
jection display that is horizontal so that the users can be seated
or stand around the display and be sufficiently close to the
display screen on which images are projected to readily view
smaller icons and other images, and fonts. Although a rect-
angular or round display that is horizontal enables the users to
be positioned closely around the display at different sides, the
orientation of text and other information presented on the
display will be partially or wholly inverted for some of the
users located on one side of the display if presented in the
desired orientation for users on the other side of the display.

In software applications intended to interact with a plural-
ity of users at one time on a single computing device, infor-
mation will often be displayed that is intended to be viewed
only by a specific user at one time, but which need not be
oriented for others to view. Without means of identifying the
location of each user, an application simply can not display
information specifically for an intended user that is properly
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oriented to be viewed by that user, if the users are located at
different positions around the horizontal display. What is
clearly needed is a way to determine where each user is
located so that information intended to be presented to a
specific user can be oriented properly when displayed on a
horizontal display surface.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

To address the issues discussed above, the present inven-
tion automatically determines the orientation of information
intended for a specific user, such as text or graphic images and
other forms of graphic user interface materials, when the
information is presented on a display surface. The orientation
is determined so that the user can readily perceive the infor-
mation in a substantially right-side-up mode, rather than
inverted, since the user may be at any point around a generally
horizontal display surface on which the information is pre-
sented. When software applications are executed that may
involve multiple users who are distributed around the gener-
ally horizontal display surface, the present invention s able to
determine how information intended for a specific user inter-
acting with the software application should be appropriately
oriented on the display surface to accomplish this goal.

More specifically, the present invention is directed to a
method for determining the orientation of information pre-
sented on such a display surface, wherein the information can
be selectively oriented to face toward different sides of the
display surface. The method includes the step of determining
a location relative to the display surface, of a user for whom
the information is to be presented. Then, the information is
oriented when presented on the display surface, so that the
information faces toward the location of the user and is thus
readily viewable and perceivable by the user at the location
thus determined.

Several different approaches can be used for determining
the location of the user relative to the display surface. For
example, in one approach, a location of a totem associated
with the user on the display surface is determined. Since the
totem is disposed on the display surface adjacent to a side of
the display surface where the user is disposed, the location of
theuser is thereby indicated. While many different techniques
for determining the location of the totem might be used, such
as using a display surface that is sensitive to specific charac-
teristics of the totem (e.g., shape, color, an emitted radio
frequency signal, a magnetic or electromagnetic characteris-
tic, or a capacitance effect), a preferred embodiment senses
light reflected from the totem to identify the totem and its
location on the display surface. To properly orient the infor-
mation the method then determines a vector that extends from
a predefined point on the display surface (for example its
center) towards the totem associated with the user. The infor-
mation is then presented on the display surface oriented as
indicated by the vector.

Another way to ascertain the location of the user relative to
the display surface determines a region of the display surface
that is closest to the user. For example, the user may initially
indicate the side of the display surface adjacent to which the
user is located, so that the region adjacent to that side of the
display surface is then associated with the user. The region is
preferably a quadrant, although other shapes or portions of
the display surface may be allocated for each such region. The
information is then presented on the display surface so that it
is oriented toward the side of the region and of the display
surface adjacent to which the user is located.

Yet another approach for orienting the information pro-
vided for detecting an orientation and a location of the totem,
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when it is disposed on the display surface. A vector is con-
structed in the direction determined by the orientation of the
totem and extends from the location of the totem toward the
location of the user. The information is then presented on the
display surface adjacent to the location of the user and ori-
ented as indicated by the vector. Again, although some of the
other techniques relating to a characteristic of the totem that
were noted above might alternatively be used, a preferred
embodiment of the present invention senses light reflected
from the totem to detect an orientation of the totem and its
location on the display surface.

Clearly, although the method has thus far been described
for detecting the orientation of information display to a single
user, it will be apparent that these same steps can be used for
determining the orientation of information displayed to any
other user when the information specifically intended for the
other user is to be presented on the display surface.

Another aspect of the present invention is directed to a
memory medium having machine instructions for carrying
out steps that are generally consistent with the steps of the
method discussed above. Still another aspect of the invention
is a system for determining an orientation of information,
wherein the information can be selectively oriented to face in
different directions. The system includes a display surface on
which the information is presented, a sensor for detecting a
location of an object placed on the display surface, a proces-
sor in communication with the sensor, and a memory in
communication with the processor. The memory stores data
and machine instructions that cause the processor to carry out
a plurality of functions that are again generally consistent
with the steps of the method discussed above.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING
FIGURES

The foregoing aspects and many of the attendant advan-
tages of this invention will become more readily appreciated
as the same becomes better understood by reference to the
following detailed description, when taken in conjunction
with the accompanying drawings, wherein:

FIG. 11s a functional block diagram of a generally conven-
tional computing device or personal computer (PC) that is
suitable for image processing for the interactive display table
as used in practicing the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a cut-away view of the interior of the interactive
display table, showing hardware components that are
included therein, the paths followed by light within the inter-
active display table, and exemplary objects disposed on and
above the display surface of the interactive display table;

FIG. 3 is an isometric view of an embodiment in which an
interactive display table is coupled externally to the PC;

FIGS. 4A and 4B schematically represent plan views of a
rectangular horizontally disposed display surface, illustrating
orienting information specific to a user based upon a vector;

FIG. 4C schematically represents a plan view of a round
horizontally disposed display surface, illustrating orienting
information specific to a user based upon a vector;

FIGS. 5A and 5B schematically represent plan views of the
rectangular horizontally disposed display surface, illustrating
orienting information specific to a user based upon a quad-
rant;

FIGS. 6A, 6B, and 6C schematically represent plan views
of'the rectangular horizontally disposed display surface, illus-
trating orienting the information as a function of the orienta-
tion of a user piece; and
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FIG. 7 is a flow chart showing a process for information
orientation.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

Exemplary Computing System for Implementing Present
Invention

With reference to FIG. 1, an exemplary system suitable for
implementing various portions of the present invention is
shown. The system includes a general purpose computing
device in the form of a conventional PC 20, provided with a
processing unit 21, a system memory 22, and a system bus 23.
The system bus couples various system components includ-
ing the system memory to processing unit 21 and may be any
of'several types of bus structures, including a memory bus or
memory controller, a peripheral bus, and a local bus using any
of'avariety of bus architectures. The system memory includes
read only memory (ROM) 24 and random access memory
(RAM) 25. A basic input/output system 26 (BIOS), contain-
ing the basic routines that help to transfer information
between elements within the PC 20, such as during start up, is
stored in ROM 24. PC 20 further includes a hard disk drive 27
for reading from and writing to a hard disk (not shown), a
magnetic disk drive 28 for reading from or writing to a remov-
able magnetic disk 29, and an optical disk drive 30 for reading
from or writing to a removable optical disk 31, such as a
compact disk-read only memory (CD-ROM) or other optical
media. Hard disk drive 27, magnetic disk drive 28, and optical
disk drive 30 are connected to system bus 23 by a hard disk
drive interface 32, a magnetic disk drive interface 33, and an
optical disk drive interface 34, respectively. The drives and
their associated computer readable media provide nonvolatile
storage of computer readable machine instructions, data
structures, program modules, and other data for PC 20.
Although the exemplary environment described herein
employs a hard disk, removable magnetic disk 29, and remov-
able optical disk 31, it will be appreciated by those skilled in
the art that other types of computer readable media, which can
store data and machine instructions that are accessible by a
computer, such as magnetic cassettes, flash memory cards,
digital video disks (DVDs), Bernoulli cartridges, RAMs,
ROMs, and the like, may also be used in the exemplary
operating environment.

A number of program modules may be stored on the hard
disk, magnetic disk 29, optical disk 31, ROM 24, or RAM 25,
including an operating system 35, one or more application
programs 36, other program modules 37, and program data
38. A user may enter commands and information in PC 20 and
provide control input through input devices, such as a key-
board 40 and a pointing device 42. Pointing device 42 may
include a mouse, stylus, wireless remote control, or other
pointer, but in connection with the present invention, such
conventional pointing devices may be omitted, since the user
can employ the interactive display for input and control. As
used hereinafter, the term “mouse” is intended to encompass
virtually any pointing device that is useful for controlling the
position of a cursor on the screen. Other input devices (not
shown) may include a microphone, joystick, haptic joystick,
yoke, foot pedals, game pad, satellite dish, scanner, or the
like. These and other input/output (I/0) devices are often
connected to processing unit 21 through an /O interface 46
that is coupled to the system bus 23. The term I/O interface is
intended to encompass each interface specifically used for a
serial port, a parallel port, a game port, akeyboard port, and/or
auniversal serial bus (USB). System bus 23 is also connected
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to a camera interface 59, which is coupled to an interactive
display 60 to receive signals from a digital video camera that
is included therein, as discussed below. The digital video
camera may be instead coupled to an appropriate serial 1/O
port, such as to a USB version 2.0 port. Optionally, a monitor
47 can be connected to system bus 23 via an appropriate
interface, such as a video adapter 48; however, the interactive
display table of the present invention can provide a much
richer display and interact with the user for input of informa-
tion and control of software applications and is therefore
preferably coupled to the video adaptor. It will be appreciated
that PCs are often coupled to other peripheral output devices
(not shown), such as speakers (through a sound card or other
audio interface—not shown) and printers.

The present invention may be practiced using a single
computing device, although PC 20 can also operate in a
networked environment using logical connections to one or
more remote computers, such as a remote computer 49.
Remote computer 49 may be another PC, a server (which is
typically generally configured much like PC 20), a router, a
network PC, a peer device, or a satellite or other common
network node, and typically includes many or all of the ele-
ments described above in connection with PC 20, although
only an external memory storage device 50 has been illus-
trated in FIG. 1. The logical connections depicted in FIG. 1
include a local area network (LAN) 51 and a wide area net-
work (WAN) 52. Such networking environments are common
in offices, enterprise wide computer networks, intranets, and
the Internet.

When used in a LAN networking environment, PC 20 is
connected to LAN 51 through a network interface or adapter
53. When used in a WAN networking environment, PC 20
typically includes a modem 54, or other means such as a cable
modem, Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) interface, or an Inte-
grated Service Digital Network (ISDN) interface for estab-
lishing communications over WAN 52, e.g., over the Internet.
Modem 54, which may be internal or external, is connected to
the system bus 23 or coupled to the bus via I/O device inter-
face 46, i.c., through a serial port. In a networked environ-
ment, program modules, or portions thereof, used by PC 20
may be stored in the remote memory storage device. It will be
appreciated that the network connections shown are exem-
plary, and other means of establishing a communications link
between the computers may be used, such as wireless com-
munication and wide band network links.

Exemplary Interactive Surface

In FIG. 2, an exemplary interactive display table 60 is
shown that includes PC 20 within a frame 62 and which serves
as both an optical input and video display device for the
computer. In this cut-away Figure of the interactive display
table, rays of light used for displaying text and graphic images
are generally illustrated using dotted lines, while rays of
infrared (IR) light used for sensing objects on or just above a
display surface 64a of the interactive display table are illus-
trated using dash lines. Display surface 64a is set within an
upper surface 64 of the interactive display table. The perim-
eter of the table surface is useful for supporting a user’s arms
orother objects, including objects that may be used to interact
with the graphic images or virtual environment being dis-
played on display surface 64a.

IR light sources 66 preferably comprise a plurality of IR
light emitting diodes (LEDs) and are mounted on the interior
side of frame 62. The IR light that is produced by IR light
sources 66 is directed upwardly toward the underside of dis-
play surface 64a, as indicated by dash lines 784, 784, and 78c¢.
The IR light from IR light sources 66 is reflected from any
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objects that are atop or proximate to the display surface after
passing through a translucent layer 645 of the table, compris-
ing a sheet of vellum or other suitable translucent material
with light diffusing properties. Although only one IR source
66 is shown, it will be appreciated that a plurality of such IR
sources may be mounted at spaced-apart locations around the
interior sides of frame 62 to prove an even illumination of
display surface 64a. The infrared light produced by the IR
sources may:

exit through the table surface without illuminating any

objects, as indicated by dash line 78a;

illuminate objects on the table surface, as indicated by dash

line 78b; or

illuminate objects a short distance above the table surface

but not touching the table surface, as indicated by dash
line 78c.
Objects above display surface 64a include a “touch” object
76a that rests atop the display surface and a “hover” object
7654 that is close to but not in actual contact with the display
surface. As a result of using translucent layer 645 under the
display surface to diffuse the IR light passing through the
display surface, as an object approaches the top of display
surface 64a, the amount of IR light that is reflected by the
object increases to a maximum level that is achieved when the
object is actually in contact with the display surface.
A digital video camera 68 is mounted to frame 62 below
display surface 64a in a position appropriate to receive IR
light that is reflected from any touch object or hover object
disposed above display surface 64a. Digital video camera 68
is equipped with an IR pass filter 864 that transmits only IR
light and blocks ambient visible light traveling through dis-
play surface 64a along dotted line 84a. A baffle 79 is disposed
between IR source 66 and the digital video camera to prevent
IR light that is directly emitted from the IR source from
entering the digital video camera, since it is preferable that
this digital video camera should produce an output signal that
is only responsive to the IR light reflected from objects that
are a short distance above or in contact with display surface
64a and corresponds to an image of IR light reflected from
objects on or above the display surface. It will be apparent that
digital video camera 68 will also respond to any IR light
included in the ambient light that passes through display
surface 64a from above and into the interior of the interactive
display (e.g., ambient IR light that also travels along the path
indicated by dotted line 84a).
IR light reflected from objects on or above the table surface
may be:
reflected back through translucent layer 645, through IR
pass filter 86a and into the lens of digital video camera
68, as indicated by dash lines 80a and 805; or

reflected or absorbed by other interior surfaces within the
interactive display without entering the lens of digital
video camera 68, as indicated by dash line 80c.

Translucent layer 645 diffuses both incident and reflected
IR light. Thus, as explained above, “hover” objects that are
closer to display surface 64a will reflect more IR light back to
digital video camera 68 than objects of the same reflectivity
that are farther away from the display surface. Digital video
camera 68 senses the IR light reflected from “touch” and
“hover” objects within its imaging field and produces a digital
signal corresponding to images of the reflected IR light that is
input to PC 20 for processing to determine a location of each
such object, and optionally, the size, orientation, and shape of
the object. It should be noted that a portion of an object (such
as a user’s forearm) may be above the table while another
portion (such as the user’s finger) is in contact with the dis-
play surface. In addition, an object may include an IR light
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reflective pattern or coded identifier (e.g., a bar code) on its
bottom surface that is specific to that object or to a class of
related objects of which that object is a member. Accordingly,
the imaging signal from digital video camera 68 can also be
used for detecting each such specific object, as well as deter-
mining its orientation, based on the IR light reflected from its
reflective pattern, in accord with the present invention. The
logical steps implemented to carry out this function are
explained below.

PC 20 may be integral to interactive display table 60 as
shown in FIG. 2, or alternatively, may instead be external to
the interactive display table, as shown in the embodiment of
FIG. 3. In FIG. 3, an interactive display table 60' is connected
through a data cable 63 to an external PC 20 (which includes
optional monitor 47, as mentioned above). As also shown in
this Figure, a set of orthogonal X and Y axes are associated
with display surface 64a, as well as an origin indicated by “0.”
While not specifically shown, it will be appreciated that a
plurality of coordinate locations along each orthogonal axis
can be employed to indicate any location on display surface
64a.

If the interactive display table is connected to an external
PC 20 (as in FIG. 3) or to some other type of external com-
puting device, such as a set top box, video game, laptop
computer, or media computer (none shown), then the inter-
active display table comprises an input/output device. Power
for the interactive display table is provided through a power
lead 61, which is coupled to a conventional alternating current
(AC) line source (not shown). Data cable 63, which connects
to interactive display table 60', can be coupled to a USB 2.0
port, an Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers
(IEEE) 1394 (or Firewire) port, or an Ethernet port on PC 20.
It is also contemplated that as the speed of wireless connec-
tions continues to improve, the interactive display table might
also be connected to a computing device such as PC 20 via
such a high speed wireless connection, or via some other
appropriate wired or wireless data communication link.
Whether included internally as an integral part of the interac-
tive display, or externally, PC 20 executes algorithms for
processing the digital images from digital video camera 68
and executes software applications that are designed to use
the more intuitive user interface functionality of interactive
display table 60 to good advantage, as well as executing other
software applications that are not specifically designed to
make use of such functionality, but can still make good use of
the input and output capability of the interactive display table.
As yet a further alternative, the interactive display can be
coupled to an external computing device, but include an inter-
nal computing device for doing image processing and other
tasks that would then not be done by the external PC.

An important and powerful feature of the interactive dis-
play table (i.e., of either embodiments discussed above) is its
ability to display graphic images or a virtual environment for
games or other software applications and to enable an inter-
action between the graphic image or virtual environment
visible ondisplay surface 64a and objects that are resting atop
the display surface, such as an object 76a, or are hovering just
above it, such as an object 765. It is the ability of the interac-
tive display table to visually detect such objects, as well as the
user’s finger or other object being moved by the user that
greatly facilities this rich interaction.

Again referring to FIG. 2, interactive display table 60
includes a video projector 70 that is used to display graphic
images, a virtual environment, or text information on display
surface 64a. The video projector is preferably of a liquid
crystal display (LCD) or digital light processor (DLP) type, or
a liquid crystal on silicon (LCoS) display type, with a reso-
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Iution of at least 640x480 pixels. An IR cut filter 866 is
mounted in front of the projector lens of video projector 70 to
prevent IR light emitted by the video projector from entering
the interior of the interactive display table where the IR light
might interfere with the IR light reflected from object(s) on or
above display surface 64a. A first mirror assembly 724 directs
projected light traveling from the projector lens along dotted
path 824 through a transparent opening 90« in frame 62, so
that the projected light is incident on a second mirror assem-
bly 72b6. Second mirror assembly 725 reflects the projected
light along a path 825 onto translucent layer 645, which is at
the focal point of the projector lens, so that the projected
image is visible and in focus on display surface 64a for
viewing.

Alignment devices 74a and 745 are provided and include
threaded rods and rotatable adjustment nuts 74¢ for adjusting
the angles of the first and second mirror assemblies to ensure
that the image projected onto the display surface is aligned
with the display surface. In addition to directing the projected
image in a desired direction, the use of these two mirror
assemblies provides a longer path between projector 70 and
translucent layer 645, and more importantly, helps in achiev-
ing a desired size and shape ofthe interactive display table, so
that the interactive display table is not too large and is sized
and shaped so as to enable the user to sit comfortably next to
it.

Orienting Displayed Information by Vector

For applications that require more than one user, the inter-
active table needs to identify individual users and orient infor-
mation to each user as appropriate for readability or to
enhance usability. For example, text that is displayed in an
orientation appearing to be upside down relative to the loca-
tion of a user located adjacent to the display will not be very
readable. Accordingly, the present invention enables the
interactive table to determine where the user is located who
needs to read and/or use the information to be displayed and
then displays that information in an orientation that is gener-
ally appropriate for the user to read and/or use. FIGS. 4A-4C
illustrate, in an exemplary manner, the use of totems for
orienting the information by vector for a rectangular display
surface (FIGS. 4A and 4B) and for a round display surface
(FIG. 40).

As shown in an example 400 of FIG. 4A, several users
402a, 4025, and 402¢ surround display surface 64a of the
interactive table. Each user has placed a totem 404a, 4045,
and 404c, respectively, in front of them, on and near the edge
of display surface 64a. Using the IR video camera, the soft-
ware application being executed by the interactive display
table senses a pattern or shape of IR light reflected from the
base of each totem to identify the totem. Because each user’s
totem is specifically associated with that user by the applica-
tion, information 406a, 4065, and 406¢ that is intended to be
read and/or used by each of the corresponding users is prop-
erly oriented appropriately for viewing by the user for which
the information is intended.

An example 410 in FIG. 4B illustrates the underlying con-
cept for orienting the specific information intended for each
different user. Vectors 408a, 4085, and 408¢ extend out-
wardly from a display surface center 412 directed respec-
tively to totems 404a, 4045, and 404¢ and provide an appro-
priate orientation (based upon the direction of the vector) for
the information to be displayed near the edges of the display
surface to be viewed by the users respectively associated with
the totems, who will need to read and/or use the information.

In FIG. 4C, an example 420 shows a display surface 64a’',
which is round, but otherwise generally equivalent to display
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surface 64a of FIG. 4A. Just as in FIG. 4A, example 420 in
FIG. 4C includes totems 404a, 4045, and 404¢ disposed on
and adjacent to the outer edge of the display surface. Accord-
ingly, using the vector approach, software application dis-
plays information 406a, 4065, and 406¢ oriented appropri-
ately to respectively enable users 402a, 4025, and 402¢ to
read and/or use the information intended for each respective
user.

Orienting the Information by Quadrant

As shown in FIGS. 5A and 5B, when multiple users, for
example four users 504a, 5045, 504c¢, and 504d, are each
disposed next to a different one of the four sides of display
surface 64a, an alternate method of orienting information by
quadrant can be used. In an example 500 of FIG. 5A, display
surface 64a is divided into four triangular-shaped quadrants
502a, 5025, 502¢, and 502d. Note that delineation of the
quadrants on the display surface is for illustration only and
will normally not be shown on the display surface. Also,
although this example illustrates four users, it will be under-
stood that fewer than four users can be acconunodated with
this method, so long as each user is located next to a different
edge or side of display surface 64a.

In example 510, users 504a, 5045, 504c, and 5044 sur-
round the interactive table, and each user has respectively
placed a totem 506a, 5065, 506¢, and 5064 within a corre-
sponding quadrant, on and near the edge of the display sur-
face of the interactive table. Using reflected IR light sensed by
the IR video camera in the interactive table to detect and
identify each totem, the software application that is currently
executing has oriented information 508a, 5085, 508¢, and
508d in each respective quadrant 5024, 5025,502¢, and 5024,
near the edges of the display surface, so that the information
intended for each user can readily be read and/or used by the
user. Thus, user 5045 can readily read and/or use information
508b, although information 50854 appears inverted to user
504d. However, information 5084 is oriented appropriately to
be read and/or used by user 5044, although it appears inverted
to user 504b.

Orienting the Information by User Piece

For software applications that require moving a user’s
totem around to various positions on display surface 64a, an
alternate method of orienting information based upon the
orientation of the user’s totem can be used. The interactive
table can sense the orientation of a user’s totem by recogniz-
ing a IR code or pattern in the IR light reflected from the
totem, recognizing a unique object shape, color, or some other
identifying characteristic of the totem. FIGS. 6 A-6C illustrate
how the orientation of the user’s totem can be employed to
determine the for orientation of information presented to the
user.

In examples 600 and 610 of FIGS. 6A and 6B, a user 602
has placed a totem 604 so that it points toward the user. Since
the totem clearly has a defined orientation when placed on
display surface 64a and that orientation can be determined by
the interactive table, the phrase “points to toward the user” is
simply intended to mean that the totem is oriented by the user
to indicate the location of the user around display surface 64a,
i.e., to indicate the side or edge of the display surface next to
which the user is located. An arrow 612 shown on the top of
totem 604 in FIG. 6A indicated the orientation of the totem,
with its base directed toward user 602. The application has
sensed totem 604 and its orientations using the IR light
reflected from the base of the totem (or other suitable identi-
fying characteristic) and has oriented information 6064 near
the edge of the display surface and oriented to enable user 602
to readily read and/or use the information.
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If the user then moves totem 604 to the upper right corner
of display surface 64a, as shown in example 610 of FIG. 6B,
and changes the orientation of the totem so that its base is
generally directed towards the user, as indicated by an arrow
614, information 6065 is displayed in front of user 602 but at
an angle, based upon the orientation of the totem in this
example. The user controls the orientation of the information
presented on display surface 64a based upon the orientation
of the totem on the display surface. While only a single user
and a single totem are shown in FIGS. 6 A and 6B, it will be
understood that the same approach is usable for each totem of
each user that is placed on the display surface, to determine
the orientation of the information that will be presented for
the user associated with the totem. The user’s position at a
specific side of the display surface can be employed to deter-
mine the side of the display surface next to which the infor-
mation for that user will be presented, but the orientation of
the totem determines the orientation of the information pre-
sented.

An example 620 in FIG. 6C illustrates the underlying con-
cept for orienting the information based upon the orientation
of'the totem. The orientation of the user’s totem provides the
directions for vectors 6084 and 6085, with the totem respec-
tively oriented as shown in FIGS. 6 A and 6B. In this Figure,
arrows 612 and 614 indicate the orientation of the totem,
which is not shown. The software application uses the vector
determined based upon the totem orientation for orienting
information presented near the edge of the display surface for
the user, in each of these examples.

Process for Information Orientation

FIG. 7 includes a flow chart 700 that illustrates, in an
exemplary manner, the steps of the process for determining
the appropriate orientation of information presented on the
display surface, in accord with the present invention. As indi-
cated in this flow chart, in a decision step 702, the processor
in the interactive table determines if a totem is already asso-
ciated with a user. The step of associating a totem with a user
can be accomplished prior to or during the execution of a
software application that will be displaying information to the
user. A totem can represent a specific user atall times (e.g., for
several different software applications) or can represent a
user during execution of only a specific software application.
The user may be enabled to select a totem that the user prefers
so that the selected totem will be associated with the user.

Ifatotem is not yet associated with the user in decision step
702, in a step 704, the user selects one and positions it on the
display surface, near the edge in front of the user. In a step
706, the interactive table recognizes the totem, e.g., based
upon a unique characteristic such as its reflected IR light
pattern, shape, color, etc. and stores the user location and
association with the totem in memory. Itis also contemplated
that a user can identify the totem in some other manner to
create the association, such as by entering text describing the
totem, or by making selections in a dialog (not shown) indi-
cating the color or shape of the totem to identify it, and by
further indicating the user’s location around the display sur-
face of the interactive table. Thereafter, or if the totem is
already associated with the user in decision step 702, the logic
proceeds to a step 707.

In step 707, a user places the totem on the display surface.
Depending upon the method being used by the software appli-
cation, the position of the totem on the display surface will
directly affect the orientation and location at which the infor-
mation for the user is presented on the display surface. In a
decision step 708, the logic determines if the information is to
be oriented based upon a vector directed to from the center of
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the display surface towards the position of the totem on the
display table (as shown and described in connection with
FIGS. 4A-4C). If the orientation of the information is to be
determined based upon the vector, the process continues at a
step 710, wherein the information is presented on and adja-
cent to the edge of the display surface, in the position deter-
mined using the vector created as discussed above.

Alternatively, if orientation is not to be done by vector, the
process continues at a decision step 712 wherein the logic
determines if the information is to be oriented based upon the
quadrant of the display surface adjacent to which the user is
located. If the information is to be oriented based upon this
quadrant, the process continues at a step 714 wherein the
information is presented near the edge of the display surface
and within a quadrant disposed next to the user, oriented as
described above in connection with FIGS. 5A and 5B.

Ifthe orientation of the information is not to be determined
based upon the quadrant method, the process continues at a
decision step 716, wherein the logic determines if the infor-
mation is to be oriented based upon a current position of the
totem associated with the user. If the information is to be
oriented based upon the orientation of the totem and in regard
to the side of the display surface adjacent to which the user is
located, the process continues at a step 716. In this step, the
information is presented near the edge of the display surface
closest to the user’s location, and the information is oriented
as determined by the orientation of the totem, along a vector
directed toward the user’s location, using the method
described above in connection with FIGS. 6 A-6C. The logic
continues with processing the software application after each
of steps 710, 714, and 718 and is repeated each time infor-
mation specific to a user is to be presented on the display
surface, or if there is a negative response to decision step 716.

Preferably, the location and orientation of the totem, as
described above, are determined based upon IR light that is
reflected from the totem when it is disposed on display sur-
face 64a. Clearly, many other alternative approaches can be
used to detect the location of the totem and its orientation,
depending upon the nature of the display surface that is used.
For example, the characteristic of the totem that is detected to
determine its position and orientation might be related to its
shape, color markings, visible bar code markings, radio fre-
quency emissions, electro-magnetic properties, capacitance
effects, and other such characteristics that might be sensed
when the totem is placed on the display surface.

Although the present invention has been described in con-
nection with the preferred form of practicing it and modifi-
cations thereto, those of ordinary skill in the art will under-
stand that many other modifications can be made to the
present invention within the scope of the claims that follow.
Accordingly, it is not intended that the scope of the invention
in any way be limited by the above description, but instead be
determined entirely by reference to the claims that follow.

The invention in which an exclusive right is claimed is
defined by the following:

1. A method for determining an orientation of information
presented on a generally horizontal display surface, wherein
the information can be selectively oriented to face toward
different sides of the display surface, comprising the steps of:

receiving light that is reflected from a totem that is disposed

on the display surface of a horizontal display table, the
received light indicating the location on the display sur-
face of the totem, and wherein the totem is associated
with a particular user;

detecting identifying information from the received light,

wherein the identifying information identifies the par-
ticular user of the horizontal display table;
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determining a location relative to the display surface of'the
particular user based on the location of the totem;

based on the identifying information that identifies the
particular user, selecting information that corresponds to
the particular user and that is to be displayed to the
particular user; and

displaying the selected information such that the selected
information is oriented on the display surface as to face
toward the location of the particular user.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the totem is disposed on
the display surface adjacent to a side of the display surface
where the user is disposed.

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the step of displaying
the selected information such that the selected information is
oriented on the display surface as to face toward the location
of the particular user comprises:

determining a vector that extends from the center of the
display surface towards the location of the totem; and

displaying the selected information on the display surface
such that the selected information is oriented as indi-
cated by the vector.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of determining
the location relative to the display surface of the particular
user comprises detecting from the received light an orienta-
tion of the totem such that the orientation indicates the loca-
tion relative to the display surface where the particular user is
disposed and wherein the step of displaying the selected
information comprises the steps of:

determining a vector that extends from the location of the
totem in the direction as indicated by the orientation of
the totem; and

displaying the selected information on the display surface
such that the selected information is oriented as indi-
cated by the vector.

5. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

receiving light that is reflected from a second totem that is
disposed on the display surface of the horizontal display
table, the received light indicating the location on the
display surface of the second totem;

detecting identifying information from the received light,
wherein the identifying information identifies a second
user of the horizontal display table;

determining a location relative to the display surface of'the
second user based on the location of the totem;

based on the identifying information that identifies the
second user, selecting second information that corre-
sponds to the second user and that is to be displayed to
the second user; and

displaying the second information such that the second
information is oriented on the display surface as to face
toward the location of the second user.

6. A memory medium having machine instructions for

carrying out the steps of claim 1.

7. A system for determining an orientation of information
presented on a generally horizontal display surface of a hori-
zontal display table, wherein the information can be selec-
tively oriented to face in different directions, comprising:

a display surface on which information is displayed and on
which totems for identifying users of the horizontal dis-
play table may be placed;

a sensor for detecting the location of totems that are placed
on the display surface;

a processor that communicates with the sensor; and

memory in communication with the processor, the memory
storing data and machine instructions that cause the
processor to perform steps comprising:
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receiving light at the sensor that is reflected from a totem
that is disposed on the display surface, the received
light indicating the location on the display surface of
the totem, and wherein the totem is associated with a
particular user;

detecting identifying information from the received
light, wherein the identifying information identifies
the particular user of the horizontal display table;

determining a location relative to the display surface of
the particular user based on the location of the totem;

based on the identifying information that identifies the
particular user, selecting information that corre-
sponds to the particular user and that is to be displayed
to the particular user; and

displaying the selected information such that the
selected information is oriented on the display surface
as to face toward the location of the particular user.
8. The system of claim 7, wherein the totem is disposed on
the display surface adjacent to a side of the display surface
where the user is disposed.
9. The system of claim 8, wherein the step of displaying the
selected information such that the selected information is
oriented on the display surface as to face toward the location
of the particular user comprises:
determining a vector that extends from the center of the
display surface towards the location of the totem; and

displaying the selected information on the display surface
such that the selected information is oriented as indi-
cated by the vector.
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10. The system of claim 7 wherein determining the location
relative to the display surface of the particular user comprises
detecting from the received light an orientation of the totem
such that the orientation indicates the location relative to the
display surface where the particular user is disposed and
wherein displaying the selected information comprises:

determining a vector that extends from the location of the

totem in the direction as indicated by the orientation of
the totem; and

displaying the selected information on the display surface

such that the selected information is oriented as indi-
cated by the vector.

11. The system of claim 7, wherein the steps further com-
prise:

receiving light that is reflected from a second totem that is

disposed on the display surface of the horizontal display
table, the received light indicating the location on the
display surface of the second totem;

detecting identifying information from the received light,

wherein the identifying information identifies a second
user of the horizontal display table;

determining a location relative to the display surface of'the

second user based on the location of the totem;

based on the identifying information that identifies the

second user, selecting second information that is to be
displayed to the second user; and

displaying the second information such that the second

information is oriented on the display surface as to face
toward the location of the second user.

#* #* #* #* #*
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