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Introduction 

FreeStyler is a cooperative and interactive modeling tool which combines different graphical 

languages being used to structure the content with hand written input. Predefined shapes 

are provided representing different input types. They help to distinguish various elements in 

the elaboration and analysis of an issue. The plug-in concept allows for flexibly exchanging 

and extending the palettes.  
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Figure 1: The FreeStyler 
Application 

 



Pages are used to structure a FreeStyler document. This is particular helpful when using 

CǊŜŜ{ǘȅƭŜǊ ŦƻǊ άƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴέ όŜΦƎΦ ƛƴ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜǎύΦ The pages are either accessed via 

tabs on top of the workspace or by using the arrows to browse through them. When a new 

page is opened it gets a successive number, but it can also be named by the user. These 

names can also be used as an anchor for hyperlinks in the document offering a third way of 

navigation. Each page consists of layers in order to stratify different levels of input.  There 

are layers for hand-written input and for graphical elements. The layer sequence can be 

changed.  Together with the possibility to hide layers, also different levels of detail and 

different perspectives can be represented. 

FreeStyler can be used as a single user application as well as in collaborative scenarios with 

multiple users in synchronous work. Both aspects have been approved successfully in many 

national and EU-funded research projects (VIP-NET, Kaleidoscope, Coldex, SEED, SkyWatch, 

LMMP) as well as in everyday teaching at schools and universities. 

CǊŜŜ{ǘȅƭŜǊΩǎ continuous development has started around the year 2000. It has been slightly 

modified and extended to serve as one of the end user environments in the Argunaut 

context. 

Overview of the user interface 

 

Figure 2: FreeStyler Overview 
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Figure 2 shows a brief survey of the FreeStyler application. FreeStyler is mainly separated in 

three areas: The workspace with pages and page tabs in the center, the palettes panel on 

the right and the control panel at the bottom.  

Workspace 

The workspace contains pages, which can be easily accessed by the page tabs or the 

browsing arrows in the control panel at the bottom. The pages consist of different layers for 

graphical elements and for hand writing. The layers can be organized dynamically and are 

shown on demand by the layer control. 

The hand writing layer contains the hand written input in the form of strokes. Strokes can 

have different colors and strengths. They can be moved and deleted. The hand writing 

functionality enables the user to annotate her/his models in an intuitive way and also allows 

using FreeStyler as a digital white board application. 

Graph layers contain the elements of the visual languages. Users make use of them by 

dragging elements from the palette, and dropping them at the desired location on the page. 

They can also connect them through links. Depending on the visual language these links infer 

changes of the model. Such visual models offer simulations opportunities to the user. 

Furthermore elements of different visual languages can be mixed with each other (see 

FreeStyler figure above).  

Palettes 

As mentioned above, the FreeStyler supports different visual languages organized in plug-

ins. In FreeStyler these plug-ins are called palettes. A palette contains all graphical elements 

of a visual language. These elements are shown in the palette panel on the right side. It is 

Figure 3: Palette Loading Dialog 

 



possible to open several palettes at the same time. 

They are organized in tabs in the palette panel. Addition palettes can be loaded on demand. 

Figure 3 shows the palette loading dialog. Currently there are around 60 palettes for 

FreeStyler, which support a vast amount of scenarios.  

Petri nets, UML and QOC (άQuestions-Options-Criteriaέ) are just some well known visual 

representations for which palettes already exist. The strength of FreeStyler is that it does not 

only visualize the models, but it can also run simulations e.g. with the Petri nets palette. As 

you can see in Figure 2 ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƭǳŜ tŜǘǊƛ ƴŜǘ ƴƻŘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōǳǘǘƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀōŜƭ άCƛǊŜέΦ 

These nodes are called transitions. Transitions are connected to the round nodes called 

places. So if transitions fires, a token, the small white circle, will be added to the place and so 

on. This procedure can be simulated in FreeStyler by clicking the buttons and thus running 

the simulation. 

 

Collaboration Features 

In collaborative settings FreeStyler uses a collaboration server called MatchMaker. The 

MatchMaker server can hold several sessions at a time and synchronizes the content of the 

session among all users. Users can create new or join existing sessions with the FreeStyler 

connection dialogs. 

 

 

 
Figure 6: Joining a session on a MatchMaker server 

 

Figure 5: Creating a session on a MatchMaker server 

 



FreeStyler within the Argunaut System 

Besides Petri nets, UML diagrams, System Dynamics, 

Stochastics and other visual languages, FreeStyler supports 

graphical discussions in almost the same manner as Digalo. 

A special FreeStyler palette was developed to provide the 

Digalo discussion language (see Figure 6). 

A discussion is formed by contributions and links in 

between. Contributions are represented by graph nodes and 

links by graph edges. Participants of the discussion may add, 

edit, arrange, connect and delete theses discussion 

elements. 

The contributions have a title providing a short summary of 

the contribution, a text note for a longer description or 

other content and the creator of the node (see discussion 

figure below). The title of the contribution is always visible 

whereas the long description is only visible when the node 

has been expanded via the arrow. The content of the 

contribution can be edited in a contribution dialog 

appearing on double-click (see Figure 7).  

Furthermore the contributionΩs visual representation can be 

modified. This includes the background and border colors, 

the font type and the font size. The user can also change the 

type of the contribution, if he recognizes that he has not 

used the appropriate contribution type.  This is done by a 

pop-menu which can be accessed by a right-click on the 

contribution node. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7: Argunaut Discussion 
Palette 

Figure 8: Contribution Dialog 



A moderated FreeStyler session 

In the Argunaut project, FreeStyler is embedded into the Paseo framework (see at the top of 

Figure 8). It runs as an internal application. To achieve the goals of Argunaut, FreeStyler was 

extended to ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎǳŀƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘƻǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΣ such as annotations, 

highlighting, remote pointer, pop-up and text messages. Figure 8 shows almost all of these 

interventions and how they are presented to the end user. 

 Annotations are shown as yellow shapes that are connected to the elements 

currently being annotated. 

 Highlighted elements change their border to a thicker red border and back to their 

original state. 

 Pop-up messages are shown in a pop-up dialog. 

 A text box in the lower right corner shows text messages from the moderator. 

 The remote pointer is visualized as a second pointer inside FreeStyler (not shown in 

this figure). 

 

 

Highlighting 

Pop-Up 

Messag

e 

Text 

Message 

Annotation 

Figure 9: Moderators interventions in FreeStyler 

 


