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CONCEPT


This module will familiarize the student with applying engineering principles to the needs of  people with severe disabilities.


OBJECTIVES


This module introduces the student to some of the ways technology can be applied to the daily needs of people with disabilities.


This module will sensitize the student to the needs of people with disabilities and demonstrate how engineering principles can be sued to address these needs by:


Participating in an off-campus demonstration of assisitive devices by a person who used the devices on a daily basis.


Completing a special project which addresses the needs of a person with disabilities.


INTRODUCTION


Assistive Technology:


Devices which give people with disabilities the ability to perform the normal tasks expected of people their age are referred to as Assistive Technology (AT).  Usually, devices are categorized as low-tech or high-tech.  Low-tech devices are things like:  


Keyguards:  a plastic cover over a computer keyboard which prevents two keys from being pressed simultaneously.


Magnifying glass:  for enlarging print.


Lever door handles:  which only require a downward motion for opening doors, instead of having to turn a door knob.


Shower supports:  which provide a support for entering and exiting the shower/bathtub.


Picture communication boards:  which allow people without speech to communicate wants and needs by pointing to pictures.


Examples of high-tech devices include:


Home Automation:  which can include electronic devices for turning on/off lights, opening doors, intercom systems, etc.


Accessible Computers:  which usually are “regular” computers which run special software which can dial the telephone, scan written documents and read them using a speech synthesizer, or help someone communicate.


Specialized Keyboards:  which allow people with limited physical skills to fully access computer.


Speech Output Devices:  which provide people without the ability to speak a method to communicate through a dedicated speech synthesizer.


These are just a few examples.  In nearly every aspect of daily living there are approaches to making people more independent through maximizing their abilities using AT.  Although there are many devices, there is also a tremendous amount of work to be done.  Nearly all of the above approaches have serious disadvantages which limit their usefulness.  It is up to people with disabilities. It is up to people with disabilities, the medical community, and engineers to continue to find better ways to meeting these needs.


ACTIVITIES


Off-Campus Demonstration


The first requirement to successfully address any problem is to have a background in what has already been accomplished.  Students should experiment with several assistive devices.  During this class several devices could be demonstrated including a voice-dialing telephone, specialized switches, alternate keyboards, accessible toys, and specialized computer software.


The next requirement is to meet the people you are trying to assist.  Students should visit with a person experienced in using assistive technology and see how well AT meets his/her daily needs.  [During this class we will meet with Doris Culver.]  This will be a great opportunity to judge how well AT works.


Special Projects


Next, we will select a project where we will address a particular need within your home school or classroom.  Solutions may be low-tech, high-tech, or a combination thereof.  Examples of possible topics include:


How could a particular class activity be made more accessible?


How could the classroom be arranged to allow access for everyone?


How might I maximize classroom participation for someone who cannot talk?


How could students without the ability to write take notes and exams?


How can other students within the class participate in making the class more accessible?
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