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The power of assistive technology

What does research tell us about how different types of assistive technology
affect the language and literacy development of young children with disabilities?

ust how effective are speech-generating
devices and computer applications—assistive
technology—that are designed to improve
the language and literacy behavior of young
children with disabilities?

This question was addressed by researchers from
the Center for Early Literacy Learning (CELL),
who evaluated 19 assistive technology studies
that included 687 child participants ranging
from typically developing children to those with
severe and profound disabilities and delays.

While the term “assistive technology” includes
devices ranging from the simple to the very
complex—{rom adapted spoons to sophisticated
power wheelchairs—the CELL research
synthesis focused on material and equipment
specifically designed to affect literacy and
language abilities. Speech-generating devices
in the studies included but were not limited
to Tech/Speak, DynaVox, Minispeak, VOCA,
and MiniMo. A variety of computer software
with interfaces for promoting language and/or
literacy were also included in the studies.

to some degree, on failure to use appropriate

adult training methods to promote early use of
assistive technology.

The research findings showed that both

In a report of the CELL research synthesis on
speech-generating and computer technology

assistive technology, the authors recommend the
Tots 'n Tech Research Institute (www.tnt.asu.
edu) as one of the best resources for information
and ideas on using assistive technology with
young children with disabilities.

were effective in improving young children’s
communication and literacy-related outcomes.
They were similarly effective for children with
differing types and severities of disability.
Unfortunately, parents and practitioners often
fail to use assistive technology with young
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Acting on the Evidence messmssnmsgumssnnosnnsennoann

Download free, two-page CELLpractices guides in versions
for parents or practitioners at www.earlyliteracylearning.org

Staff of CELL have created a number of practice guides especially for parents and early childhood
practitioners to encourage putting this research evidence to use in home, community, and classroom
settings. All of the two-page practice guides listed below are available for free download on the CELL
project web site: www.earlyliteracylearning.org. At this web address you can also find interactive
posters called CELLpops and multimedia practice guides such as videos that illustrate practices
supported by this research.
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Especially for toddlers with disabilifies sessssumanmsnmm————

Speaking Without Words
N ————————Ta1king and Listening

Most toddlers use words fo.oet adulfsto give them1he things they want. Some fimes toddlers with
disabilfies are nof able fo use words 1o falk. This practice guids ineludes differant ways toddlers
can communicate with ofhers withaut specking.

What is the practice?

This practice guide ia about ways to help toddlors inforact with others and ask for things without
using spoken words, Thia is called alternative and augmentative communieation.

What does the practice look like?

Toddlers can communicate: in different, ways. A tod-
dior can hold up hor cup to say sho wants more milk
Atoddler can poiat down Lo ask his dad 16 help him
doven from his high chair. A twddler can show her dad
a pieture of 1 swing to “say” she wants to g outside to
swing. These non-speaking toddlers arc “asking” for
what they want without using spaceh. The main idea
is 10 encournge your (ddler 1o “talk” in the way that
works bisst for him

How do you do the practice?

Tere are some ways young children speak without

talking,

* Young taddlors who use fow words often communi-
eate by pointing 0 or showing the adult whal they
it For example, n child
wanting adrink or get aball when wanting toplay.

o sure to notico, say the word, and respond 1o theso requests whenever possiblo

© Young toddlers who are able to move their hands and fingers can use sign language & “talk” to
others. A child can learn ncw signs that increase the mumber of things he can “talk” about. To gct.
your toddlor to uso more “words,” uso signs for bis favorit aetivities, peoplo, and objeets. Ba sura
o sy the word when your child signs il

o Picturos of favorita foods, toys, and peaple make it possible for 2 young toddler to “talk” without
sweaking, Place o few picture cards in various parts of yor house, Let your child show or paint to
a picture to let.you know what she wants, When your child points to 4 picture, name what's in the
picture. Enconrage, but don't force, hor to say it too. Regularly add new pietures for her.

. that “say” ame or makeif easy fora child to"talk "
‘Words like “yes,” “no,” or names of favorito toye or poople, are a good way o start.

How do you know the practice worked?

« Is youe child nsking for things more oflen?

» s your child learning new “words™ to ask for what ha wants?

« Is your child using this way of “talking” to intcract with others?
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