	


Rehab facilities finding many uses for Wii Fit 
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When someone has positional vertigo, a condition that causes sudden sensations of dizziness, sending that person across a tight-rope may not seem like the best idea. 

But that's exactly the type of challenge presented to Ann Ross as she attempts to keep her balance. A crowd is cheering her on as she carefully manages her way across the rope, avoiding some kind of angry mechanical bear trap that's out to get her along the way. 

Ross, 58, of Mays Landing, isn't actually on a rope suspended between buildings. Instead, she's in a totally safe environment within the walls of Shore Memorial Hospital's Physical Therapy Department, and she's navigating a virtual tightrope via the Wii Fit's balance pad. 

When the Nintendo Wii came out in 2006, it was immediately recognized for it's unique controller design. The Wii's "nunchuck" takes away the traditional "push a bunch of buttons" approach to a video game controller and forces a player to get up and swing the remote control around to play games. 

On the basic Wii Sports program, players swing the remote to recreate games of bowling, tennis and baseball. Nursing homes and senior centers latched onto the gaming console almost immediately as it encouraged seniors to keep moving and stay active. 

The Wii Fit, released earlier this year, uses a balance pad. After measuring a player's weight, the pad can match the player's movements on the screen, from basic balance exercises in yoga to more advanced games like blocking soccer balls, rhythm boxing and jogging. 

While Nintendo stresses that the Wii and Wii Fit are not meant to replace normal exercise, the console and its games are starting to be investigated as a possible means for helping people with rehabilitation and physical therapy. 

Last year, the University of Medicine and Dentistry of New Jersey conducted a study on a patient with cerebral palsy, a movement disorder that can affect balance and coordination. They found that after four weeks of using the basic Wii system, the patient had better visual perception, posture and could actually stand for longer periods of time. 

Not only did the rehabilitation work, but when the patient played the Wii with a healthy player, he was able to quickly teach his body to mimic the other player's movements. This is quite a task for cerebral palsy patients, as they often have to find different ways of trying to walk and having control of their bodies over long periods of time. 

"It was really wild, because in the next game, he was using a whole new technique," said Judith E. Deutsch, the lead researcher on the study and professor and director of Research in Virtual Environments and Rehabilitation Sciences Lab in the Department of Rehabilitation and Movement Science at UMDNJ. 

It's just one case, but it's inspired the team to look at how other patients could benefit. This summer, they looked at patients who had suffered strokes who used the Wii Fit program. They were comparing how patients benefited from using Wii Fit as opposed to how they benefited from regular rehabilitation exercises. 

Though health benefits, including encouraging exercise and developing better hand-eye coordination, have been attributed to the Wii, Nintendo is not specifically asking hospitals to use their product for physical therapy. 

"While we knew there was a lot of potential to appeal to a very expanded audience, we did not intend or even imagine it would end up as a rehabilitation tool," said Amber McCollom, a spokeswoman for Nintendo of America, in an e-mail. 

Virtual reality equipment specifically tailored to rehabilitation might be a better fit, but making it available at the cost of the Wii is still at least a few years away, according to UMDNJ's Deutsch. Current equipment can cost thousands of dollars and has to remain in hospitals. By contrast, the Nintendo Wii retails for $250, and the Wii Fit for $90, and they can be used at home. 

The Nintendo Wii works well, but Deutsch said it's not for every rehab patient. 

"There's a certain amount of hand control required to operate it, and there's a lot of patients who don't have that (hand control)," Deutsch said. The Wii Fit doesn't require hands, but people do need to be able to stand and keep their balance. 

When it came to putting the Wii Fit into Shore Memorial, cost was not the issue. According to Jennifer Pesce, a physical therapist and director of rehabilitation services at Shore Memorial, the physical therapy team instead had the same problem that most people will have this holiday season. 

"One of the biggest holdups was actually finding one," Pesce said. Like other Wii-wannabes, the hospital had to sign up on a waiting list at a local GameStop and wait a few weeks before receiving their order. 

A normal rehabilitation routine for Ross involves spinning around on a chair - once with eyes closed, and again with eyes opened - to recreate the symptoms that bother Ross so she can naturally adjust to them. 

On the Wii Fit, Pesce stays close by as Ross balances her body in a series of different games and activities, from yoga to skiing. Ross starts at very basic levels so Pesce can see what exercises on the Wii Fit Ross can handle. 

"We can analyze their technique while they're doing it," Pesce said. "We can immediately change the parameters and see how it feels." 

On Ross' first try at tight rope, her virtual self plummets to an uncertain fate. The second time around, though, she carefully navigates her way across. 

"I'm upset with myself when I don't do well," Ross said. "But I think it takes time." 

Ross was diagnosed with Benign Paroxysmal Positional Vertigo, or BPPV, after feeling dizzy several times. In the ear, vestibular canals are home to hair-like sensors that monitor when a person's head rotates. 

Those hairs become dislodged in people with BPPV, and as a result, they're much more sensitive to changes in head position than normal. 

"I'm not getting dizzy from this," Ross said. "But I'm finding that I have to concentrate on how I'm balancing myself." 
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