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SOMETHING INTERSTING ABOUT ME:
I first became interested in the idea of computers being able to speak and understand language from watching the Transformers cartoon on TV when I was growing up.  It wasn’t until I learned more about computational linguistics that I understood just how difficult it is to design computer software that can understand and produce human language that well.  I still have some of my old Transformers toys that I keep on a shelf in my office as a reminder of what first sparked my excitement about computers and technology.  Of course, I never saw the Transformers performing sign language!
MY RESEARCH:
I study how to design computer programs that can benefit people with disabilities, in particular people with difficulty reading English text.  One project at my lab focuses on how to design software that can automatically detect how difficult a website or news article would be for someone with an intellectual disability (low IQ) to read.  In another project at my lab, we study how to produce computer animations of a virtual human (like those in video games) that performs sign language. Sign language animations would be useful for people who are deaf because many of them have difficulty reading English text.  English and American Sign Language (ASL) are different languages; so, there are many deaf people who are fluent in ASL but find English text challenging to read.  My lab studies how to get all of the details of these animations correct so that they are understandable for people who are deaf.  If the timing isn’t quite right or the way in which the hands move doesn’t match how people usually move, then the animations can be difficult to understand.  At my lab, we use special equipment to record the 3D movements of people performing sign language, and we study the details of how humans move.  Next, we build mathematical equations that explain the movements of people, and then we use these equations to guide how our virtual human moves in our ASL animations.  We also conduct many experiments at the lab in which people who are deaf watch our ASL animations and evaluate their quality and understandability.

MY RESEARCH IN 140 CHARACTERS: 

Assistive technology for people with disabilities, computational linguistics, automatic readability detection, animations of American Sign Language.
