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One big science fair
for hundreds of Ph.D.s

BY BENJAMIN J. ROMANO
Seattle Times technology reporter

Microsoft researcher Christos Gkantsidis
was playing Xbox Live when an application on
another computer attached to his home net-
work started gobbling up bandwidth. The
game froze. Not OK.

“The network needs to solve its own prob-
lems itself,” he said.

He expects more people to face similar traf-
fic jams as home wireless networks become
crowded with computers, and family members
compete for limited bandwidth to stream
videos, make online phone calls and down-
load files.

Gkantsidis and colleagues at Microsoft Re-
search in Cambridge, England, set to werk on
HomeMaestro, an application that sets prioti-

ties on certain activities — such as games or
videos that need uninterrupted, high-speed
connections — and slows down others to opti-
mize the available bandwidth.

HomeMaestro isn't a Microsoft product yet.
But it could be on its way later this week, when
more than 6,000 employees tour the com-
pany’s annual internal science fair, TechFest.

Over the past 16 years, Microsoft has hired
many of the world’s best computer scientists
and told them to follow their curiosity with no
waorries about profits or deadlines. There are
now more than 800 Ph.D.s weorking at seven

> Brier Dudley on Microsoft’s
Warldwide Telescope.
seattletimes.com/brierdudley

BRAINSTORMS ON
pisPLAY | TechFest
gives Microsoft Research
a chance to show what
can result when curiosity
is allowed to roam free.

sites around the world.

The company wants to take best advantage
of their research to improve existing products
and invent new ores, But because of the size of
Microsoft Research (MSR) and the company
as a whole, pairing up research advances with
product groups can be challenging.

For the past seven years, MSR has sought to
bridge that gap with TechFest. Today and
Thursday, employees will visit exhibits on the
Redmond campus highlighting 150 research
projects.

The company opened a scaled-down version
of its TechFest to reporters and outside aca-
demics Tuesday.

Rick Rashid, the longtime head of Microsoft
Research, said he was skeptical when Tech-
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CURIOSITY PUT
TO CREATIVE USE

Fair connects
researchers to rest
of company

Fest was first proposed, but the
benefits were quickly appar-
ent. Not only did it open lines
of 'communication between
MSR and the rest of the com-
pany, the event had a positive
impact on morale.

“This made our employees
feel good about Microsoft,” Ra-
shid said. “It made them feel
proud of what we were doing,
and the long-term investments
that we were making.”

Rashid boasts one of the
largest basic-pesearch divisions
in the corporate world. Most, if
not all, Microsoft products
have at least some piece of
technology derived from his di-
vision, he said.

MSR also helps the company
identify emerging competitive
threats. :

“We're a great early-warning
system,” Rashid said. “We'll
say things like, ‘You know this
Internet search thing, it could
be big some day.’ People don’t
alwave listen to us.”

play in Redmond focus on In-
ternet search, an area where
Microsoft trails Google.

Geolife, a project from
Microsoft's lab in Beijing, uses
mobile devices and cameras en-
abled with global positiening
systems to automatically create
a log and multimedia presenta-
tion chronicling a person’s tra-
vels through a city. The log is
displayed on amap that could
be shared with a friend.

A tourist in Beijing, for ex-
ample, could select an area of
the city on the map and search
for information. Other people’s
travel logs from that area could
be returned as results.

The U.S. presidential elec-
tion inspired another effort.
Blews is a political news tool
that tracks stories generating
the strongest responses from
bloggers. The software tracks
whether responses come from

which would
manage usage of
multiple comput:

ers at home.
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and analyzes blog text to deter-
mine whether a story is firing
up the right or the left.

The idea is to help identify
stories drawing attention from
different parts of the political
Spectruil.

“It's very easy as an individ-
ual to get locked into reading
just one news source that al-
ways agrees with you,” said Su-
mit Basu, a Microsoft research-
er working on the project. “You
think you're getting a complete
picture, but you're not really.”

Microsoft also collaborates
on research that seems far re-
moved from its business inter-
ests, One that has drawn Jots of
attention is the WorldWide
Telescope, an application due
in spring that stitches together
images from telescopes around
the world to give the fullest
picture yet of the night sky.

Users will be able to zoom in
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" ering distant galaxies that on
astronomers see on a regularb

sis.

Actor Alan Alda, who hos
the PBS show “Scientil
American Frontiers,” said 1
was amazed by the technolog
One feature allows users
narrate their own tours of t
night sky. He listened to o
created by a 6-year-old bay.

“You hear this 6-year-c
voice with all this enthusias!
and the wonder of a chi
leading you through the w
verse in a knowledgeal
way,” Alda said in an onsta
discussion Tuesday.

“ .. Itwas a great moment |
cause you saw in that brief tc
a hint, a smell of what the 1
pact of something like this ¢
be in terms of education and
terms of the communication
science.”

Benjamin J. Romano: 206-464-21
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