Sharew

M You can bet g
Tike these softwi
Programs./aF

Sunday, June 23, 1995

The Kinesis ke
lefl, places the
twa wells,

Building
d Delter

pard

LY SIMSON GARFINKEL
peeitl 1 this Monairy Newes

0 your fingers hurt? Do your wrsts feel as
if they have been implanted with razcr-
sharp pieces of aluminum?
B If you pound your petind, slam.gunk
' ﬂn your spuce bar with your thumb end gener-
ally turn your exparience with your com-
puter into an werobie activily, then your
g painy are probably being caused by the
1 m m ml[m way you aro vigorously atlacking your seork.

But il ¥ou have a-comfortable chair and you have
trained Yoursell to type purposefully withont
peundng. the problem might be right at your fin

gers - - o Lud keybourd.
m“ “m “ In recent ycars, companjes ranging from smal
start-ups to some of the computer industry's mag:
players have tried o design better keybourds. In
stead of Arranging the keys in four straight rows
these Kevpoards curve or angle the keyes so tha
ml‘s they are vasier for £he fingers 1o strike. The resull
makers sdy, i an improved keyboard that's cosle
o use.

See KEVYBOARDS, Poge i

The Comtort Keynoard
Syatern, above, has
three keyhoard seg
menls Micrasoft s Mat-
ural Koyhoare. right,
kends the keys nig &
shallow ' V" shape,
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Fear of FDA keeps companies

firom making medic

B KEYBOARDS
from Page IF

“Isers find that the keyboard
increases comforr and reduces Ca-
tigue," says Peter Acly, a spokes-
man far Health Care Keybourd
Co., which makes a product
called the Comfort Keyboard Sys-
tem. Other medels come from
sich compunies us Lexmark, Mi-
erosoft and Kinesis.

Bul do these Keybourds actual-
ly help prevent kevboard-related
Ingurics, such as tendonitis, car-
pal tunnel syndrome, repetitive
strain injury or averuse syn-
drome? Companies won't sy —
and they have a reason for being
coy,

“For any preduct that is going
to clam g medical curative prop-
ertly, it heeds FDA (the 1L, Fond
and Drug Administration) certifi-
cation,” says Keith Kegley, Micro-
soft’s product marketing manager
for hardware products. “To qual-
ify a3 u medieg]l device is a
lengthy complicated procedure.”

No regulation

Fwven if Microsoft wanted to gn
through that procedure, i
couldn't, asserts Kegley: “That
procedure daoesn't even exist. The
FDA has not defined any kind of
protocel i address this kind of
disense.”

Sharon Sndder, an FDA spokes-
woman, says that the FDA does
not regulate ergonomic devices
such as keyboards or chairy de-
signed to promote betler posture,
And without regulatory approval
trom the FDA, she said, a compa-
ny may not make medical claims
abuul ils product.

Dut Snider disputed the claim
that her agency has no procedure
for companies that wants to go
through the rigor of FDA approv-
al for its keyboards

"Any preduct that claims to
treat or cure o discase is by defi-
nitien & medical device,” she said.
“If & manufacturer wanted te
miurket any medical device, with
any claims on it, they (would)
subimit an application to the FDA
and present dara to show that it
is fully effective lor its intonded
treatment.”

Lengthy process

The process approval takes at
least six months, Snider said, and
possibly mch longer. She said
that she was not aware of any
keyboards that had been given
such approval; she could not suy
if any companies were currently
having their keybourds evaluat-
cd, sinee the upproval process is
confidential.

Microsofi. funded a series of
tests by Dr. David Rempel at the
University of California, Sun
Franecisco., The resulls, recently
pregented at un ergonomics con-
ference in Seattle, showed thut
users have o more natural pos-
ture when using the Microsofl
Natural keyboard than when us-
ing w conventional keyboard. The
unstated claim is that this pos-
ture will produce less injuries.
DBut Microsoft's sales literalure
carefully avoids making any med-
ical ¢laims. Instead, the company
merely claims that many pedpie
will find its keyboard more com-
fartable to usc.

Does this approach make
sonsge?

What is moat comfortable?

“I've been in ergonomics for 30
years, if you tun make people
comfortable and get them to lis-
ten to the signals that are sent
oul by their body, the probubtlity
of getting so far that you have a
maodical claim will be reduced,”
says Dieter Jahns of Centertek
Associates, an ergonomics firm
based in Bellingham, Wash,

But which keyboard is the mast
comfortable? [mfortunately, that
question is a little ke asking
which car is the most comfort-
able, says Jahns,

I think that people should use
whatever they are the most com-
fortable with, and whatever they
believe in,"' he says.

al claims

T0 LEARN MORE

As you might expact, tha Internet
has lots of information about key-
boards, RS and relatad topics.
For example:

W Dan Wallach's Typing Injury Ar-
chive: hitp:dwww.cs. princa-
ton.edu:"dwallachitifagfarchive.
html — includes photegraphs
of many diffarent kinds of alter-
native kayhoards and other in-
put devices, as well as articles
on how 1o prevent ASI and
personal reports from ARSI pa-
tients.

B Payl Marxhausan's RSI Web
Page: http:/fwwww.engr.unl.ecu/
se/aeshopirsi.html — an infor-
mative site with diagrams and
phutographs of the correct and
wrong ways to use keyboards
Mary articlas, as wall as links
to other resources.

M The RSt Network Newsletter
— for informancn, sand an a-
mail massage “subscribe rsi”

o majordomoi@world.std.com.

The best way to choose a key-
hoard is (o get a loaner kevbuoard
from the manufacturer and try it
out, Jahns adds: "It is & tool that
needs o be worked with before
you decide whether to dish out
the money."

Thal's easy for comparics that
buy luts of keyhoards. Consumers
shopping for an alternative key-
baard sheuld make sure they can
return it for a refund if they don’t
like it.

Blofeedback

In Qakland, an organization
calleg SHARE (short for Spine
Hand Arm Rehabllitation Ergo-
nomaies), uses binfeedback to help
people declde which keyboard is
right. for them. People who are
referred to SHARE can try out
different keyboards while they
are wired up with a variety of
monitors that sense pain and
siress,

“Because there are so many
different kinds (of alternative
keyboards), you really need to
match the parson and their body
type and their size to the key-
board that is going to help them
the most,” says Kathy Bender, a
biofecdback therapist at the clin-
ic

But while she's ston hundreds
of people helped by the alterna-
tive keyboards — many have had
good resulls with the Kinesls
model, she suys — Bender be-
lieves it™s more important for pen-
ple ta adopt good working habits
thun to have & high-tech, ergo-
nomie Keyboard.

“We teach people Lo key differ-
ently — to lighten their Key-
stroke and reduce movement of
their wrists while keying, and 1o
leL their upper budy relax and
Improve their posture,” she says.
“Most people slamn the space bar
with the right thumhb, and most
people hold their little finger up
in the air.”” habits that can lead to
problems.

Good instruction

Experts say it's more important
for employess to reeeive geod in-
struction in hew o use normal
keyboards than fer employers tn
rush out and pmrchase expensive
ergonemic devices. That ap-
proach can also e much cheaper.

For instance, onc common key-
board problem in corporate
America is the height of the desk.
Whereas most desks in the work-
place are 29 or 30 inches high, the
American National Standards In-
stitute recommends that key-
boards should be placed on sur-
faces that are 24 inches high,
says Microsoft’s Kegley

What's keeping desks half a
foot. too high? " A combination of
tradition, lack of knowledge - . .
and skepticism that desk height is
i rigk factor, says Microsoft's
Kegley.

Choicas

Professional ergonomic
that no single keybourd is bust for

ALTERNATIVE
i KEYBOARDS

All of the alternatlve keyboards
on sale in the United States work

i with |BM-compatible computers,
hut some companies offer adapt-
ars lor Apple Macintogh comput-
ors,

| B Apple Adjustable Keyboard.

Appie Computar Inc. $89 (Mac

anly) Nate: No longer manufac-

! turedin United Statas, must be
spaglal-ordared, typicaily
through any retailer.

B Comfort Keyborrd System.
Health Care Keyboard Co.
1414} 536-2180. $795 {FC. Mac.
Sun and others)

M FlexPro. Keytronic {800)
262-6006. $198{PC)

B Kinesis Kayboard. Kinesis.
800) 454-6374; {205) 402-B100. |

90 (PC): $490 (Mac)

W Salect-Easa. Lexmark. (800)
A58-5835; (606) 232-2000. $17¢

[

B Microsch Natural Keyboard.

| Microsolt. $99 (PC) An adaptor

for Mae somputers can b pur-

chasad througn retailers.

all users. [t's important, they say,
for users to try a range of differ-

ent keyboards and see which one |-

suits them best,

Here are a few models:

W At $705, Heaith Care Key-
board Co.'s Comfort Keyboard
System consists of three key-
board segments — a left-hand
section, a right-hand section and
a numeric keypad -— each mount-
ed on universal joints, which let
the sections be tilted or swiveled
to any possible angle. A second
adjustrment or the Comfore Key-
borrd allows the user (o move the
segments closer together cr far-
ther apart, in order 0 accommo-
date users with different shoul-
der widths.

B For reughly half the price of
the Comfort System, you can pur-
chese the Kinesis keyhourd. This
keyboard takes a different ap-
proach, by doing away with rows
ef keys altogether. Insteed, Kine-
sis places the keys in two wells in
which you can rest your fingers.
But unlike the Comfort Keyboard,
the Kinesis is not adjustable; one
size fits all.

@ With e street price of under
$100, the Microsoft Natural Key-
board simply bends the keys for
the left hand and the keys for the
right hand inte a shallow “v"
shepe. The keyhoard's sale ad-
justment ailows the user to
change the keyboard's height and
vertical angle. According to the
company, “The Microsoft Natural
Keyboard features o carefully re-
searched, atrractive design that
proevides a more comfortable al-
ternative io standard key-
boards, '’

B Lexmark takes a slightly sim-
pler approach, Its keyboards
huve a hinge in the middle, mak-
ing it possible to change the angle
belween the keys used for the
right and the left hands.

All of the alternative key-
boards on sale in the United
States work with IBM-compatible
computers, but some ¢ompanies
offer adapters for Apple Mucin-
tesh computers.

B Although Apple sells 115 own
Apple Adjustable Keyboard for
the Macintosh, the pragduet has
been all but withdrawn from the .
U.S. market. " The status with the
Adjustable Keyboard ia that we
are no longer manufacturing it in
the U8, says Lynn Lawler, n
spokeswoman for the company.
Although the Adjustable Key-
board is made In Europe, it is not
carried by Apple dealers and
must be specially ordered.

Apple has moved production of
the Adjustable Keyvboard from
the nited States to Europe. Ace
cording to Apple, the keyboards
are readily avzilable there. How-
ever, in the United States, they
are not carried any longer by Ap-
ple dealers, and must be specially
ordered,




