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Assistive
technology
opens the door
to learning for
many children
with disabilities
and other
special needs.
When a child "
has significant
developmental
challenges,
technology may
be the only
avenue to
express ideas,
play with a toy, or demonstrate understanding of
developmental concepts. Technology is a powerful tool
that can help children be more independent, participate
in games and other activities with peers, and communi-
cate preferences. But it is not magic.

Assistive technology refers to both high- and low-tech
tools that allow people of all ages to be more indepen-
dent. For young children with disabilities, technology
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| participation and
— | learning.
= I | Some devices—
< - voice synthesiz-
ers, Braille
Y readers, switch-
activated toys,
and computers—
are truly high
tech, but many
simple, low-tech
tools are equally
valuable in the
early childhood
classroom. For
example, special
handles on
utensils and paint
brushes, or a
handle attached
to a stuffed
animal, allow a child to grasp without help. Pillows and
bolsters make it easy to interact with peers during
circle time. Even spoons and forks with short handles
or a stool to help a child reach the sink are examples of
assistive technology because they do in fact enable the
child to do something that would be harder (if not
impossible) without help. Such low-tech aids help
children with special needs navigate the early child-
hood environment.

Using technology to help a child with a disability may
not be as simple as placing a stool in front of the sink,
however. We must consider the level of technology
necessary for the child to fully participate, what
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Some Things to Consider
The Division for Early Childhood
(DEC) of the Council for Exceptional
Children is an international organiza-
tion for those who work with young
children with special needs from
infancy through age eight. The practices listed
below are highlights from DEC’s Recommended
Practices in Early Intervention/Early Childhood
Special Education (available from NAEYC), which
includes specific recommendations for using
assistive technology to enhance and improve the
lives of children and their families.
Use technology to
* help all children develop independence in
—communicating with others
—accessing the environment
—developing social and adaptive skills
—moving throughout the environment
—engaging in daily life skills
—interacting with others
—promoting health and safety
—finding a position that makes it easy to play
* increase a child’s ability to participate in routines
and activities in different environments—including
early childhood programs, after-school programs,
recreational activities, transportation, and social
environments
« facilitate the child’s participation in age-appropriate
and developmentally appropriate activities
» assess the child’s development, understanding of
concepts, and ability to participate in typical routines
and activities

Visit www.dec-sped.org or call 406-243-5814 to
find out more about resources for young children
with disabilities.

technology is best suited to the child’s needs and
abilities, and what can reasonably be used in the
environment given available space and resources.
Before investing in sophisticated, high-tech devices, we
should explore less intrusive yet effective low-tech
alternatives. For example, before purchasing an elec-
tronic communication board, try using photos of
common objects mounted on a board to encourage a
child to make choices and requests.

Equally important, we must match the technology to
the needs and abilities of the child. With so many

options available, it is essential that those adults most
familiar with the child work closely with professionals
who have special expertise in assistive technology. This
collaborative process can ensure that the supports
used will help the child achieve independence and that
the technology benefits everyone.

Assistive technology options are exciting and full of
promise, but not every device fits in every environment.
Some might be too expensive or cumbersome to trans-
port between home and school or too specialized to be
used in multiple environments. Carefully analyze each
environment to determine what equipment or techno-
logical device is needed to support the child’s participa-
tion. Equipment used in a therapy setting might be
different from that used in an early childhood program,
or devices not needed in one setting might be crucial in
another that offers the child different opportunities.

Even the most sophisticated device won’t help unless
it matches the child’s abilities and the demands of the
environment. The challenge for early childhood profes-
sionals and families is to find the device that helps a
young child with a disability take part in every routine
and activity. The right match of assistive technology
can create magic when it allows a child to be more
independent and expressive.

More Resources

The Tots 'n’ Tech Research Institute—http://
tnt.asu.edu—offers ideas for equipment and
materials that can help children with special needs
be more independent in caring for themselves,
making friends, communicating, and doing the
things that other young children do in child care
and community activity settings.

The National Early Childhood Technical Assis-
tance Center—http://nectas.unc.edu/topics/
atech/atech.asp—provides information on various
types of assistive technology, funding resources,
and current legislation.

Child Care plus+: The Center on Inclusion in
Early Childhood—www.ccplus.org—offers a
number of free and inexpensive resources, includ-
ing an Adapting Toys Tool Kit that contains materi-
als and instructions for adapting toys, adding
sensory input, and promoting independent play.
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