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WSU Team Gleason trying to tackle ALS

By Anthony Kuipers, Daily News staff writer | Posted: Thursday, May 15, 2014 1:00 am

A small group of Washington State University students will spend the summer trying to help people

type faster using only their eyes.

WSU Team Gleason began last summer to research and develop technology for people with

amyotrophic lateral sclerosis, also known as Lou Gehrig's Disease. The group is named after former

WSU football and baseball player Steve Gleason, who was diagnosed with ALS in 2011. It's a disease

in which patients lose almost all of their muscle control. Before he was diagnosed, Gleason spent

eight years playing professional football for the New Orleans Saints.

Computer science professor David Bakken co-supervises the team of a handful of students.

On Wednesday, they held a meeting on campus to discuss projects they are working on to make ALS

equipment cheaper, faster and more user-friendly. Gleason's mother, Gail Gleason, attended the

meeting.

ALS strips patients of their physical ability to communicate. Eventually they can't use most of their

body, save for their eyes.

"They're still very intelligent but they need ways of being able to express that," Gail Gleason said.

That's why organizations are developing eye-tracking technology, such as the equipment Steve

Gleason already uses. This allows those with ALS to operate a computer using only the movements of

their eyes. Using the computer, they can talk, text and email.

The problem is cost. Steve Gleason's device costs around $20,000, Bakken said. Less advanced

technology still costs around $4,000.

Plus, communication is slow even with these advances. A sentence can take 30 seconds to a minute to

complete for those using eye-tracking technology.

At Wednesday's meeting, the group showed off two eye-tracking tools that they plan to research and

improve.

Peter Cramer, who graduated last weekend, presented eye-tracking glasses the team bought and is

experimenting with. The glass are equipped with a camera that tracks the pupil, and another that

focuses on the computer screen. It costs around $150 and can be printed with a 3-D printer, Bakken

said.

Senior Forest Clay brought with him the Eye Tribe, a tool that attaches to a computer or tablet and

uses infrared to track eye movement.
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They will experiment with both to see which works best.

They will also test out software for sentence prediction to help patients communicate more

efficiently like a smartphone predicts words while texting. They hope to develop technology that

predicts what the person is trying to say based on what they've already typed, emailed or searched

online. It's hoped this will allow them to communicate faster, Bakken said.

A long-term goal is to develop software that can be used on any operating system and be simple

enough that anyone can install it on their computer. That type of platform does not exist yet, Bakken

said.

While the team is tinkering with the technology, Gail Gleason provides them information she's

gathered from talking to ALS patients around the country. Since the team is still learning about

disease, her knowledge can help them address problems they might not have thought of otherwise,

Bakken said.

For example, Gleason said ALS medication can cause the pupils to open up in such a way that it makes

eye-tracking difficult. She also heard a story of a man who tipped over in his wheelchair and wasn't

able to communicate with paramedics that he had ALS.

Gleason has been involved in WSU Team Gleason since it began last summer. Gleason expressed

great gratitude toward the team, and said she was overwhelmed that her son's alma mater is making a

great effort to help one of its own.

"We have a saying: 'Once a Coug, always a Coug,' " she said.

In addition to WSU Team Gleason, there is also a national organization called Team Gleason helping

to raise awareness and provide ALS patients with access to this technology. Visit at teamgleason.org

to learn more.

Anthony Kuipers can be reached at (208) 883-4630, or by email to akuipers@dnews.com.
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