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Howdoesacompanythatprovideswearable
computersolutionsforthemilitaryandcorpo-
rateheavyweightssuchas FederalExpress,
BellCanadaandLockheedMartintransition
intohelpingkidswithdisabilitiesimprovetheir
communicationandsocialskills?

IfyouareXybernaut,youmodifyyourtrade-
markdurable,droppablediminutiveboxinto
XyberKids,a productthatnotonlyhelpskids
interact,it helpsthemassimilate.

Basedona wearablecomputerthatwas
originallyhead-mountedandiscurrentlyworn
bymilitaryandcorporateclientsonaworkbelt
orvest,theproductwasadaptedto provide
improvedfunctionalityfor kidswith disabili-
ties.Whileit is nottheonlywearablecom-
puter,it maybetheonlyonegearedtoward
children.Thesystemconsistsof a backpack
thatholdstheCPU(measuringlessthan6X4X2
inchesand weighingapproximatelyone
pound).speakerandcabling,andanexternal
touch-screentablet.Technicallya "regular"
computer,it hasa 500MHzCeleronprocessor
withupto256MBRAM.a5GBharddrive(exter-
nallyexpandable)andWindows2000.

Applicationsforthiscomputerareasvaried
asitsusers.

Theproducthasbeenusedsuccessfullywith
autisticchildren,helpingto keeptheiratten-
tion.Autism,theresultofaneurologicaldisorder
thataffectsthefunctioningofthebrain,man-
ifestsindifficultywithverbalandnon-verbal
communicationandsocialinteraction.It is
estimatedthatasmanyas1.5millionAmericans
havesomeformof autismandthenumberis
increasingexponentially.

Whilea personwho
isnotautisticmaytireof
hearingthesamewords
orphrasesplayedrepeat-
edly,manyofthesechil-
drenlearnbyrepetition.
Thetext-to-speechfunctionalityprovidesthe
repetition,andwhenusedwithaheadsetcan
beexecutedwithoutdisturbingotherstudents
orfamilymembers.

Theissueofindependenceisalsoaddressed
bythewearablecomputer.Pre-installedsoft-
ware includesanon-screenkeyboardand
BoardMaker,a graphicsdatabasewith more
than3,000PictureCommunicationSymbols,
allowingtheusertomakecommunicationdis-
plays.Thecommunicationdisplays,orboards,
areusedto prompttext-to-speech.Additional
softwarecanbeaddedincludingscanningsoft-
wareandvoiceinput.

Becauseit is wornonthe bodyandhas
assistivetechnologythatspeaksfortheuser,a
child(oradult)canusetheproductasanaug-
mentativecommunicationdevice,havingcon-
versations,askingquestions,orderinghisor
herownmealatarestaurant.Beingattachedto
thescreenofferstheaddedadvantagethatthe
childcannotforgetthecomputer.

Theproductis durable,andhas been
droppedfromashighasthreefeetwithoutcon-
sequence.Thishasprovento bea benefit
whendealingwithkidswhoarefrustratedby
schoolandotherfactorsincludingnotbeing
understood.Oncetheyseehowthe product
canworkforthem,theystopthrowingit,andit
isstillfunctional.

RichardWalfish,XyberKidsmanager,was
partofateamthatcollaboratedontheproduct
to makeit easierforchildrentowear.Hehas
beenwith the companyfor five yearsand
althoughhehasworkedwithwell-knowncor-
porationshefindsit moregratifyingto work
with the kids."I amableto helpyoungkids
andmakethingsbetterfor them(byhelping
themcommunicate)."Heenjoysseeingthe
smilesonthefacesofthekidsandespecially
enjoysthereactionsoftheparents.

Accordingtothemanufacturer,asurprising
consequenceof thebackpackcomputerisan
increaseinacceptanceofdisabledchildrenby
theirnon-disabledcounterpartsin themain-
streamschoolenvironment.Walfishrelayeda
storyofayoungboywhosaid,"Lastyearthey
madefunofme.Now(becauseofthetechnol-
ogy)theywanttobemyfriend."

Anotherexampleprovidedbythemanufac-
turerwasofa childwithTourette'ssyndrome
whousedthecomputerto listentomusicthat
calmedhimwhenhewasnervous.Theresult
wasthathewasabletostoptakingmedicine.

Inthepastfewmonthsthecompanybegan
testingthe productwith seniorcitizensand
aphasicadultsandanalysisis underwayon
usabilityoftheproductwithvoiceinput.

Itappearsthatwhatstartedasastreamlined
computeralternativeformilitarypersonnelis
evolvingintoa newgenerationof assistive
technologyaimedat improvingthemodalities
bywhichchildrenliveandlearn.


