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MLE helps students dance with butterflies

Wednesday, May 14 2003

by Matthew Clark

Dublin's Media Lab Europe has announced a plan that will see the research centre
move technology and equipment to Ireland's Central Remedial Clinic. 

On Wednesday, Media Lab Europe (MLE) unveiled the details of its Feileacan
Project, which aims to provide technology to let young people with disabilities
interact with other people in new ways. 


Youngsters involved in Feileacan -- which is the Irish word for butterfly -- will
gain access to technology and equipment that has been developed in Media Lab
Europe's Innovation Lab in Dublin. These technologies include interfaces that
will let students use animated characters, such as a butterfly, that can interact
on a screen with real world dancers and performers. 


A spokesperson for Media Lab Europe explained that the butterfly will be
controllable through a variety of means, such as keyboards, touch-sensitive pads
or mice.  But importantly, interaction with the butterfly will be visible to
other students around the world who are participating in the project, over the
Net. 


This mean that a butterfly's "dance," which involves its shape, movements and
colour, will be the result of commands given by multiple participants around the
world. In other instances, one person may be controlling the butterfly avatar,
while others simply watch over the Internet.  


Along with Ireland's Central Remedial Clinic, other institutes involved in the
project are Smart Lab (UK), the Rhodes Hospital (UK), the Montefiore Hospital
(New York) and New York University. UK and American authorities that focus on
helping young people with disabilities are also supporting the project. 


It is expected that this project, backed by Ireland's National Disability
Authority, will result in a global "networked" performance at the 7th European
Annual Disability Conference in Dublin in September this year. Media Lab Europe
said its researchers would benefit from Feileacan by gaining user feedback, which
will assist it in extending the technology's usability and accessibility.


Along with the dancing Feileacan, MLE said that a second aspect of the project is
based on a programme called "Still Life," which functions as a sort of video
game that rewards users for keeping as still as possible. It is thought that
Still Life could be of benefit to children who have disorders like cerebral
palsy, and who are trying to gain better muscle control.


"We are delighted to be in a position where our research can begin to influence
the lives of young people undergoing cognitive and physical rehabilitation," Ken
Haase, acting director of Media Lab Europe, said in a statement. 


Ger Craddock from the Central Remedial Clinic said that the institution was
"incredibly excited" about Feileacan and that he believed its legacy will be
"radical and far-reaching in terms of how people all over the world work with
people with disabilities." He continued, "We believe this project will allow
the young people involved to find their voices and express whatever it is they
wish." 

