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From the July 1, 2005 print edition

FedEx Institute's robot captivates visitors to 'Wired'

NextFest

Michael Sheffield
Staff writer

With the unveiling of a human-like robot that can interact with people and answer
questions, the partnership between the FedEx Institute of Technology's Institute for
Intelligent Systems and Texas-based Human Emulation Robotics wants to take a lead
role in the future of robotics.

The institute and HER
unveiled a robot based on
Phillip K. Dick, author of
Minority Report, and stories
that were the basis for movies
like "Total Recall" and "Blade
Runner" at Wired magazine's
NextFest in Chicago.

The robot, which was loaded
with information about the
author that allowed it to
answer questions ranging from
its name to information about
Dick's work, was one of the
most popular exhibits at the
convention.

Andrew Olney, senior
developer for AutoTutor, an
artificial intelligence program,
and writer of the robot's
software, says the project is a
combination of artificial
intelligence, speech

Find local business services by clicking on a
category

• Web Design
•  ERP / Accounting Software
• Commodities Brokers
• Email Marketing
•  Franchising / Franchise Businesses
•  Bankruptcy / Debt Settlement
• Online Data Backup
• Merchant Services
• Luxury Travel
• Factoring
•  Phone Systems & Services

More Services:

» Subscribe

» Book of
Lists

»
Advertising
Information

» Sales
Leads

Consultants &
Clients
Bringing the RIGHT
Clients and Consultants Together
• I AM A CONSULTANT
• I NEED A CONSULTANT

Consultants &
Clients
Bringing the RIGHT
Clients and Consultants Together

FedEx Institute's robot captivates visitors to 'Wire... https://umdrive.memphis.edu/aolney/public/press...

1 of 3 01/08/2016 07:07 PM



Latest News
» IP mulling move of corporate headquarters to Memphis

» Uptown Memphis apartments completed

» Northwest nixes binding arbitration

» Ophthalmologist Barrett Haik wins $110,000 grant

» IBC launches whole wheat Wonder Bread

More
» Companies in the News

» People in the News

recognition software and face
recognition software that
allows the robot to think,
speak, respond and recognize
faces.

Olney says the robot's
knowledge of Dick was
created by scanning in his
books and biography
information. The artificial
intelligence and software work

together to listen to questions, turn them into text the brain understands and generate
responses. Those responses are then translated from text to words and "spoken" by
the robot. The hardware then animates the responses by combining the facial
features and lip movement to create the words.

Olney says there are still limitations to the technology, but the robot performed better
than most expectations.

"There's still a little lead time with the responses and there's the time it takes for the
speech recognition to turn words into text," he says. "The more you ask it, the longer
it takes to answer, but with simple questions, it can answer instantly."

Olney says the recognition software can be programmed in advance to recognize
names and faces by simply scanning those faces and names into its memory.

While the robot's skills may fall well short of activities found in movies, the fact that
it can do as much as it can demonstrates how far the technology has come in a
relatively short time.

"Artificial intelligence has been around for 50 years and so many people have
oversold and overbought it because of movies that they expect too much," he says.
"The technology is nowhere near being able to take over for a human being, but you
can put any type of information in."

Eric Mathews, associate director of the institute, says the breakthroughs with the
robot bode well for the long term of social robotics, with the first consumer
applications most likely being entertainment or communications.

"We could see them at St. Jude escorting children and their families or serving as
companions for elderly people," Mathews says. "With this, we're now setting the
expectations for what future robots could and should be like."

Although this robot required about six months and $250,000 to create, Mathews says
the goal is to get the cost of the units down to $5,000. Olney says developing the
robot's brain, including software, can be done in as little as two weeks now.

"We could see it as a high-end toy for some people," Mathews says. "Now that we've
gotten around the learning curve, the production time and cost will only decrease
from here."

CONTACT staff writer Michael Sheffield at 259-1722 or msheffield@bizjournals.com
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