Robotic Rehab 700000 PEOPLE in the United States have strokes each year; and almost a third
of those who survive lose the ability to walk on their own. The good news is that physical
therapy can help many regain lost abilities and even walk again. The bad news is that governm
ent and private insurers have recently cut support for therapy. From 1994 to 2001, the duration of
rehabilitation stays for stroke survivors decreased by a third- and Joel Stein, chief medical off
icer of Boston's Spaulding Rehabilitation Hospital, says this trend continues. A prototype robot
built by Evanston, IL,

startup Chicago PT play speed up patients' progress, allowing more of the

m to walk before the window for recovery closes. The robot was designed to help therapists resol
ve a conundrum. A therapist's first priority is safety. but especially in the case of reteaching a p
atient to walk, safety can get in the way of progress. Walking requires throwing yourself off balance
with one leg and catching yourself with the other; making mistakes in the process and adapting
to them is an important part. of encouraging a stroke victim's brain to rewire itself around its
injury. But such mistakes can he dangerous for some stroke survivors. According to Chicago PT cofo
under Dave Brown, a physical therapist and professor at Northwestern University, since therapists
don't want their patients to get. hurt arid don't want to injure themselves in attempts t
o catch them-they err on the side of ensuring that patients don't. fa11. Chicago PT's robo
t allows patients to make mistakes safely. The wheeled machine uses arms and a harness to
give patients different degrees of support and guidance as their ability to walk improves
. At first the. robot might support all of a patient's weight and slowly move straight forwa
rd, while the therapist rides along in a wheeled guiding the patient's legs through walking
motions. Freed from having to support patients, therapists can "be really intelligent with thei
r hands rather than being just. a clamp to keep a person front falling over;" according to Br
own. As patients get stronger and more coordinated, a therapist can program the robot to bear
more weight and move more freely in different directions, walking, kicking a ball, or even l
unging to the side to catch one. The robot can follow the patient's lead as effortlessly as
a ball room dancer, its presence nearly undetectable until it senses the patient starting
to drop and quickly slops a fall. In the later stages of physical therapy, the ro
bot can nudge patients off balance to help them learn to recover. Brown and Michael Peshkin and Ed

