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In this issue of TechSAge News, we look back at the past year to highlight achievements and 
updates from the Center. Learn more about our featured projects and staff, and catch up on 
the latest events, publications, and study opportunities.   



YEAR IN REVIEW 
New Website  
The new and improved TechSAge website is live: www.TechSAgeRERC.org (same address, new 
content). Hosted by the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign, the new site is a dynamic hub for all 
things TechSAge. In addition to showcasing our current work, the website archives completed 
projects from the first 10 years of the RERC. There are several new features, including 'TechSAge 
Tips' (available on our Tools page) - a series of tip sheets to support people aging with disabilities 
informed by best practices for accessibility and findings from our own research. We also started a 
series called TechSAge Talks, which are Q&A interviews on aging, disability, & tech. We engage 
TechSAge researchers, other experts in the field, as well as individuals who are aging with 
disabilities. 

 
 
Advisory Board Meeting  

In May, we held our first Advisory Board meeting of the 
new grant cycle. This was a hybrid meeting where board 
members from around the U.S. joined virtually and team 
members gathered in-person at the McKechnie Family 
LIFE Home at Illinois. Investigators shared the latest 
updates on their projects and received advice from board 
members on challenges and opportunity areas. There was 
a lot of shared enthusiasm for the projects proposed in 
TechSAge 3 and the opportunity for us to continue our 
momentum in this center. We introduced our new Project 
Coordinator, Prasanna Vuyyuru, who recently completed a 
masterôs degree in public health at Illinois. 
 

The TechSAge Leadership team had the opportunity to tour Illinois' Disability Resources and 
Education Services (DRES). This included learning about the university's rich history of adaptive 
sports with Adam Bleakney - coach of the Wheelchair Track and Racing Head Coach and former 
Paralympian. The team also visited the (dis)ABILITY design studio, co-led by Deana McDonagh and 
Adam Bleakney and Susann Sears, and tested out a series of simulation tools designed to promote 
empathy for people with different types of impairments. 
 

http://www.techsagererc.org/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/tools/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/techsage-talks/
https://lifehome.ahs.illinois.edu/
https://lifehome.ahs.illinois.edu/
https://dres.illinois.edu/
https://dres.illinois.edu/
https://design-studio.illinois.edu/


  
 

Conferences  
TechSAge team members had the opportunity to present their work nationally and 
internationally.  Wendy Rogers, Jon Sanford, and Elena Remillard travelled to Frankfurt Germany for 
the ISG World Conference on Gerontechnology that convenes researchers from around the world 
focused on aging and technology innovation. Wendy gave a keynote lecture on "Designing Robots to 
Improve Quality of Life for Older Adults".  
 
Jon Sanford and Laura Rice were invited to participate in the National Council on Aging's Fall 
Prevention seminar. Another key event was the Assistive Technology Industry Association (ATiA), 
where the TechSAge leadership team presented a session on "Designing User-Centered 
Technologies to Support Aging with Disability" and Wendy Rogers served as the co-lead for the first 
ever Aging Strand. We are excited to support the organization's increased focus on aging and 
disability and are continuing efforts in 2025 with series of presentations and a pre-conference 
workshop (see flyer at end of newsletter). Check out the Presentations and Events section for 
additional conferences this year, including the Gerontological Society of America (GSA) and 
Paralyzed Veterans of America (PVA) Summit and Expo. 
 

  
 
 

 

https://www.isg2024.com/gb/


PROJECT SPOTLIGHT 

R&D of a Soft Robotic Shower Head for People Aging with Mobility Disabilities  
Many older adults with mobility disabilities, particularly those who use wheelchairs, face significant 
challenges in daily self-care activities, such as bathing. 
Maintaining hygiene is essential for independent living. 
Unfortunately, traditional shower equipment often fails to 
meet the specific needs of people with mobility disabilities 
and they must rely on others for assistance with this highly 
personal activity. To address these issues, TechSAge 
investigators are exploring how robotics can support 
bathing for this population. 
 
Girish Krishnan and Ian Rice are leading efforts to develop 
a soft robotic shower head (SoRoSH) that combines 
automation and enhanced flexibility to empower people 
aging with mobility disabilities to bathe themselves as 
independently as possible. The design of the soft robotic 
shower head draws inspiration from nature and soft-bodied 
animals that can bend and adjust to different environments. Krishnan stated, "The system we 
envision operates like an elephant's trunk, capable of hanging from the ceiling or walls to reach every 
part of the user's body." This innovative shower head design is designed with flexible materials and 
adjustable water flow and angles to ensure thorough coverage of hard-to-reach areas.  
 

  
 
Employing a user-centered design approach, the research and development teams are working 
collaboratively. The research team, led by Rice, is conducting an in-depth investigation of user needs 
and preferences for bathing and design requirements for the device. Through secondary analyses, 
interviews, focus groups, and simulations with users and their caregivers, the team is gaining 
valuable insights about considerations for functional support, usability, safety, and comfort. ñAll along 
the way, Iôm gathering feedback from older adults with mobility disabilities and giving it to Girish to 
inform the design. In addition, weôre getting feedback from subject matter experts, caretakers, and 
people who are also involved in those bathing scenarios. The design will be continually iterated.ò 
 
The development team, led by Krishnan, is translating these findings into tangible designs. The 
current SoRoSH design features different operational modes tailored to diverse user needs. In the 
fully automatic mode, the device autonomously dispenses water and soap while utilizing brushes or 
towels to clean hard-to-reach areas, especially the back. The semi-automatic mode allows users to 
control the deviceôs positioning, water temperature, and speed via voice commands or gestures. For 
those who may find voice or gesture control challenging, a joystick is available for use. SoRoSH is 
being designed as a tool that can be retrofitted into existing home bathrooms for users in the 

https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/d3-soft-robotic-shower-head-sorosh/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/r3-r/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/d3-soft-robotic-shower-head-sorosh/


community. Krishnan noted, ñThe equipment must be designed for easy maintenance by qualified 
contractors, avoiding major renovations to existing bathroom structures to reduce costs and simplify 
installation.ò 

 
Visualization of the various modes for the soft robotic shower, including an autonomous mode, voice and gesture control mode, as well 
as user-guided mode 

At present, the team is working to develop visualizations that clearly demonstrate the functionalities of 
the showerhead. The objective is not only to help users visualize its current capabilities but also to 
encourage them to consider potential future improvements. They are exploring ways to facilitate 
easier access to hard-to-reach items in the shower, such as body wash and shampoo, without 
altering the bathroom's structure. Looking ahead, the team intends to refine a fully functional 
prototype and evaluate it with people aging with mobility disabilities. Ultimately, the goal is that the 
device could be a tool to facilitate independent bathing for this population, which could enhance 
confidence and quality of life. 
 
Story by Xingyi (Ella) Chen & Elena Remillard 

FEATURED ARTICLE  
Using Technology to Support the Everyday  Activities of People Aging with Long -
Term Disabilities  

 
A new TechSAge article published in the Certified Senior Advisor (CSA) Journal special issue on 
technology and aging highlights our centerôs approach of user-centered technology R&D to address 
the unique challenges of aging with disability. The article spotlights three TechSAge projects that 
used commercially-available products as exemplars of user-centered design for technology 
interventions: Telewellness Technologies, Monitoring and Managing Falls Among People Who Use 
Wheelchairs, and Voice-Activated Digital Assistants. These projects demonstrate the potential of 
technology to enhance social connection, wellness, safety, and activity performance among people 
aging with disability. Read the full article by Laura Rice, Elena Remillard, Emma Lachs, Tracy 
Mitzner, Jon Sanford, and Wendy Rogers. 

https://www.csa.us/resources/publications/csa-journal/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/r2/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/d1/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/d1/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/voice-activated-digital-assistants/
https://progressally6yogf8hc32ioroi.s3.amazonaws.com/list/Journal/96/J96_rice.pdf


2024 GRADUATES 

  

"I appreciated the opportunity to work with late-deafened adults as part of the ACCESS user needs 
study. I gained many insights about the unique needs of this population, which will help prepare me 
for my future as a speech-language pathologist." - Maya Dye 
 
"Being part of TechSAge has been an incredible opportunity to collaborate on innovative research 
and contribute to solutions that improve the lives of older adults with disabilities." - Haseeb Rehman 



 

AWARDS AND RECOGNITION S

 

Tracy Mitzner  was named a Fellow of the 
Gerontological Society of America (GSA) in 
Behavioral and Social Sciences. Fellow is the 
highest category of membership within the 
society and an acknowledgment of 
outstanding and continuing work in the 
field. Tracy was nominated by Wendy Rogers 
with endorsements from Jon Sanford and 
Sara Czaja. 

 

Laura Rice  was elected as an óIllinois 
Researcher to Knowô by the Illinois Science 
and Technology Coalition. Her research on 
falls among wheelchair and scooter users was 
also featured in an Illinois News Bureau 
article. 

 

 

The WheelSafe team  (Laura Rice, Gaby Trier, Becky Shamberg, Andie Tangonan, & Katie Moy) won 
2nd place in the Cozad New Venture Challenge - a competition that gives Illinois student start-up 
companies the opportunity to network with industry professionals, mentors, and investors. The team 
won $7,250 for their work on a fall detection and alert system for wheelchair users. 
  

https://www.geron.org/
https://www.istcoalition.org/data/researchers-to-know-2024/
https://www.istcoalition.org/data/researchers-to-know-2024/
https://news.illinois.edu/view/6367/628728905?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=ytshagrl&utm_source=storyemail
https://news.illinois.edu/view/6367/628728905?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=ytshagrl&utm_source=storyemail
https://tec.illinois.edu/programs/cozad


STAFF SPOTLIGHTS

 

Fatima Lara  Pantoja  is a sophomore at the 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
studying Community Health. Fatima is a 
research assistant on the R1 User Needs 
project investigating technology needs among 
people aging with long-term disabilities. As part 
of our efforts to expand the racial/ethnic 
diversity of our sample, she conducted 
background research on challenges and best 
practices for engaging older adults with 
disabilities from underrepresented groups. 
Fatimaôs research interests include technology 
accessibility and human-robot interactions. 
After graduation, she plans to attend medical 
school. Fun fact: Fatima is left-handed and 
enjoys creating digital art. 

 

Deana McDonagh  is a Professor of Industrial 
Design and Director of the (dis)Ability Design 
Studio, which she co-leads with Adam Bleakney 
and Susann Sears, at the Beckman Institute of 
Advanced Science and Technology at Illinois. 
She is an investigator focusing on empathic 
modeling through the pedagogy of discomfort, 
enabling participants to experience the 
challenges others with diverse abilities face with 
daily activities. This work fosters a deeper 
understanding of inclusivity in design among 
educators, students, and researchers. Deana 
helps lead TechSAge training activities and 
serves as the co-lead of our Outreach Core. Fun 
fact: Deana is a proud Mancunian from 
Manchester, UK, a city founded circa 79 AD.

PRESENTATIONS AND EVENTS 

 
Assistive Technology Industry Association 

(ATiA)  
Orlando, Florida 

¶ Everyday Technology Challenges 
among People Aging with Disability. 
(Elena Remillard & Tracy Mitzner) 

¶ Developing a Fall Detection System to 
Monitor and Manage Falls for People 
who use Wheelchairs (Laura Rice) 

¶ SmartBathroom Testbed: Study of 
Transfer Performance (Jon Sanford) 

 
Paralyzed Veterans of America (PVA) Summit 

+ Expo 2024  
Anaheim, California 

¶ Using digital home assistants 
and smart technologies for older adults 
with mobility disabilities (Jaewon Kang) 

 

https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/r1-2/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/r1-2/
https://design-studio.illinois.edu/
https://design-studio.illinois.edu/
https://beckman.illinois.edu/
https://beckman.illinois.edu/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/t1-2/
https://www.atia.org/atia-2024-registration/
https://www.atia.org/atia-2024-registration/
https://www.summitpva.org/
https://www.summitpva.org/


 

 

 
ISG World Conference on Gerontechnology 

Frankfurt, Germany 

¶ Designing Robots to Improve Quality of 
Life for Older Adults (Wendy Rogers) 

¶ Challenges with Safety, Security, and 
Emergency Preparedness for those 
Aging with Long-Term Disabilities: 
Technology Implications (Elena 
Remillard) 

¶ Universal Design as an Approach to 
Sustainable Gerontechnology (Jon 
Sanford) 

 

 

 

Gerontological Society of America (GSA) 
Annual Meeting 2024 
Seattle, Washington 

¶ Understanding Challenges & Adaptive 
Strategies for Bathing & Showering 
Among Adults with Mobility Disabilities 
(Pallabi Bhowmick) 

¶ Navigating and Enhancing Healthcare 
Communication: Challenges and 
Strategies for Late-Deafened Older 
Adults (Gianna Kohl)  

¶ Deploying Telewellness Programs in the 
Community: Barriers, Facilitators, & 
Potential (Tracy Mitzner) 

¶ Barriers and Solutions to Volunteering 
for Older Adults with Disabilities (Megan 
Nickrent) 

PARTICIPANT SPOTLIGHT  

Nancy Winter  
Nancy is a survivor of childhood Polio. Unaware of what post-
polio syndrome was for many years, she began experiencing 
muscle weakness and mobility limitations in her 40ôs. For 
Nancy, peer support and assistive technology have been 
essential for her to cope with these challenges over the years. 
She continues to be active in the post-polio community, both 
locally and nationally, and regularly participates in Zoom-
based events around the world. 
 
As an avid technology adopter, Nancy is passionate about 
technology research and development for people with 
disabilities. Nancy has been an enthusiastic TechSAge 
research participant and regularly spreads the word about 
study opportunities with her network.  She shared, 
ñparticipating in research is just plain funé You guys have 
come up with so much cool stuff and I think it's so exciting.ò  
 
She participated in the TechSAge Tele Tai Chi study and shared how the program helped her 
improve her physical condition and body awareness. She reflected, ñEven just after two lessons, I 
became so much more aware of any movements that I made. Weôre always used to pre-planning our 
steps when we have injuries, weôre afraid of fallingé but Iôve learned to be more aware, mindful.ò She 
emphasized the importance of technology developers and designers learning from people with 

https://www.isg2024.com/gb/
https://www.gsa2024.org/
https://www.gsa2024.org/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/gerontological-society-of-americagsa-2024-annual-meeting/
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/r2/


https://www.atlantapostpolio.com/
https://redcap.healthinstitute.illinois.edu/surveys/?s=79F8WAX4LT
https://redcap.healthinstitute.illinois.edu/surveys/?s=79F8WAX4LT


https://www.smilepolitely.com/culture/researcher-at-u-of-i-improving-quality-of-life-for-individuals-aging-with-disabilities/
https://www.smilepolitely.com/culture/researcher-at-u-of-i-improving-quality-of-life-for-individuals-aging-with-disabilities/
https://mailchi.mp/tchi/dr-paul-lam-tai-chi-for-health-newsletter-nov-2024?e=f1d2eb4db9
https://mailchi.mp/tchi/dr-paul-lam-tai-chi-for-health-newsletter-nov-2024?e=f1d2eb4db9
https://news.illinois.edu/view/6367/628728905?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=ytshagrl&utm_source=storyemail 
https://news.illinois.edu/view/6367/628728905?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=ytshagrl&utm_source=storyemail 
https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnad169
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apmr.2023.09.006
https://doi.org/10.4017/gt.2023.22.2.blo.08
https://doi.org/10.1080/10400435.2023.2177775
mailto:techsage@illinois.edu


https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/files/2024/12/Music-Based-Home-Training_2024-June86.pdf
mailto:ychen102@gsu.edu
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/files/2024/12/Flyer_GSU-MS-Falls.pdf
mailto:movement@gsu.edu
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/files/2024/12/SmartBathroom_Technologies_StudyFlyer_SB_2024.pdf
mailto:sbhattacharjya@gsu.edu


mailto:dpqol-lab@illinois.edu
https://techsage.ahs.illinois.edu/d2/
https://www.hfes.org/Events/Healthcare-Symposium/Healthcare-Symposium-Home
https://www.atia.org/conference/


http://www.techsagererc.org/
https://twitter.com/TechSAgeRERC
https://www.linkedin.com/company/techsage-rerc
https://www.facebook.com/techsageRERC/
https://www.instagram.com/techsagererc
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