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6.811: 
Principles and Practice 
of Assistive Technology 

Monday, 2 December 2013 
William Li, wpli@mit.edu 

 

Today: Assistive Technology after PPAT 
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Roadmap 

PPAT 

•  Proof of concept 
•  # Users: 1 

Taking 
Projects 

Beyond PPAT 

•  Second-
generation 
prototypes 

•  # Users: 1-10 
•  Competitions, 

conferences, and 
research 

Successful 
AT Products 
and Services 

•  Mass 
production? 

•  # Users: 100+? 
•  Variety of 

business models 
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Questions for Discussion 

Why were commercial off-the-shelf assistive 
devices unsuitable for your client? 

 

Will your prototype address the need for 
every person with the same disability? Why 
or why not? 
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Taking Projects Beyond PPAT 
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Taking Projects Beyond PPAT 

MIT IDEAS Global 
Challenge 

External design and 
research 
competitions 

Successful AT 
funding models 
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MIT IDEAS Global Challenge 

http://globalchallenge.mit.edu 

1. A well-articulated need 

2. A feasible approach  

3. A team with the skills to solve the problem 

4. A partner organization  
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MIT IDEAS Global Challenge:  
Past AT Winners 

Leveraged Freedom Chair 
(2008) 

 

6dot Braille Labeler (2009) 

 

Smartphone Universal 
Access Hub (2011) 
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MIT IDEAS Global Challenge 
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MIT IDEAS Global Challenge: 
Process 

http://globalchallenge.mit.edu/competition/how-to-enter 

1.  Scope Statement and Development Grant (up to $1000): End of 
January 2014 

2.  Receive feedback from Public Service Center and alumni volunteers 

3.  Formal Proposal, Judging and Awards (April 2014) 

4.  Winners Retreat (June 2014) 

5.  Implementation (June 2014-May 2015) 

Awards: $5,000-$10,000 per team  
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MIT Assistive Technology Club 

Contacts: Grace Teo and Cheryl Cui 
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Taking Projects Beyond PPAT 

MIT IDEAS Global 
Challenge 

External design and 
research 
competitions 

Successful AT 
funding models 
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Assistive Technology Research 
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Design/Research Competitions 

•  SIGACCESS Student Research Competition 

•  Deadline: June 27, 2014 

•  http://assets14.sigaccess.org/src.html 

•  RESNA Student Design Competition 

•  Registration: December 5, 2013 

•  Deadline: April 16, 2014 

•  http://aac-rerc.psu.edu/wordpressmu/RESNA-SDC/ 
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Design/Research Competitions 

From ACM ASSETS 2011/2012 
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Taking Projects Beyond PPAT 

MIT IDEAS Global 
Challenge 

External design and 
research 
competitions 

Successful AT 
funding models 
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Challenges of AT 
Product Development 

•  Small market sizes (compared to mainstream 
consumer products) 

•  Significant technical challenges 

•  Evolving user needs 

•  Limited knowledge/access to marketplace 

•  Cost of assistive technology 
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Questions for Teams 

What was the most important commercially 
available assistive device that your client 
used? 

 

Why has it been successful in the 
marketplace? 
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Kickstarter 
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Takeaways 

•  Find the support system/model that 
works for your goals: 
-  Community projects 
-  Research and design competitions 
-  Entrepreneurship 

•  MIT assistive technology mailing list: 
http://bit.ly/atmit  

•  William Li, wpli@mit.edu 22	  
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More Ways to Make an Impact 
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Volunteer Organizations 

•  Groups of technically skilled 
volunteers who build customized 
assistive devices 

•  MIT Assistive Technology Club    

(http://bit.ly/atmit) 
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Social Enterprise 

•  Benetech  

– Problem: less than 5% of print materials 
are accessible to people with visual/
reading disabilities 

– Mix of staff and volunteers scan, upload, 
and proofread books and make them 
accessible 

– Free for students; $50/year otherwise 
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Other Design Frameworks 

•  Universal design: 

•  Curb cuts, low-floor buses, slider-top 
resealable bags 

•  Open source software/hardware 

•  “Do-it-yourself” approaches 

•  Design for “situational impairments”: 

•  Typing on a phone while walking 
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Legislation and Policy 
•  1990 Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)  

•  1983 Orphan Drug Act 

-  Subsidies/patent incentives for drugs for 
diseases that affect fewer than 200,000 
Americans 
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Takeaways 
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