
April 2019: New strategy champions assistive tech in schools, IKEA unveils 3-D
printed products for disabled people and wheelchair providers urged to diversify
product ranges.
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Public policy, legislation and campaigns

EdTech strategy champions assistive technology in
schools
The Department for Education has pledged to promote the use
of assistive technology to help children with special needs get
on in school in its new strategy on education technology.

Wheelchair providers urged to realise the potential of
personal wheelchair budgets
The Chief Executive of Whizz-Kidz, Ruth Owen MBE, has urged
wheelchair dealers to see the recent introduction of personal
wheelchair budgets as an opportunity to increase their focus on
consumer needs and diversify their product ranges.

European capital of smart tourism awards launched
The European Union has launched the 2020 edition of the
European Capital of Smart Tourism Awards, which sees cities
compete to be recognised as the most welcoming destination for
tourists.

Social care software suppliers form new association
Companies involved in the provision of software to the social
care sector have come together to form the Care Software
Providers Association (CASPA) to promote the growth of digital
technologies in social care.

Technological developments and innovations

IKEA unveils 3-D printed range of accessible add-ons
IKEA has launched a new range of add-on products that aim to
make the company’s existing furniture and products more
accessible for disabled people.

Livescribe releases new smartpen
The smartpen manufacturer Livescribe has released a new
affordable product which retails from $99.95.  Smartpens are
able to record and speak back pieces of writing, which can be
useful for people with reading and writing difficulties. 

All-terrain wheelchairs aim at riders with limited upper body
mobility
The Mountain Trike Company has launched two new all-terrain
manual wheelchairs designed to allow wheelchair users to enjoy
freedom and independence on any outdoor service.

Wireless gyroscopic mouse helps physically disabled
people operate a computer 

Useful Events

Creating an
Accessible and
Adoption Focused
Workplace

Wednesday 1 May

The Gherkin, London

This Microsoft co-hosted
breakfast briefing will
explore best practice
around accessible inclusive
technology in the
workplace.
Find out more

The Tes SEN Show
North

Friday 10 and Saturday 11
May

Manchester Central

The inaugural Tes SEN
Show North will bring
together professionals from
across the UK to showcase
the latest in special needs
education products and
services.
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devices for disabled people has designed a wireless gyroscopic
mouse for people with limited hand function.

Funding news

Family Action Grants Programmes
Family Action supports people who are experiencing poverty,
disadvantage and social isolation across the UK.  It offers two
small grant programmes for people on low incomes or in receipt
of benefits.  The Welfare Grant Programme helps to fund
essential and personal household needs while the Educational
Grants Programme helps learners aged 14 years and older.

Find out more

Communication
Works 2019

Thursday 23 May

Charlton Park Academy,
London

An annual assistive
technology event exploring
new and emerging
technologies for
communication, access and
inclusion.
Find out more

Closing comments from Clive

Assistive technology deserves to have its own place on the school curriculum

UK classrooms are humming with digital potential. That is the premise behind the government’s
new strategy on education technologies (known as EdTech for short) which seeks to revamp
England’s education system to reduce the administrative burden on teachers, update teaching and
assessment practices, enhance continuing professional development among staff and encourage
life-long learning for the rest of us. 

Accounting for 4% of all digital businesses; the education technology sector is one of the UK’s
emerging success stories. UK schools spend a total of almost £900 million on EdTech each year,
creating 1,200 companies and generating sector-wide annual growth of 22%. These growth spurts
have been made possible by improvements in wireless infrastructure which has matured to the
extent that administrators can entrust critical IT systems to the cloud, allowing teachers and
learners to reap the rewards. 

From EdTech to AT Ed

The strategy has been warmly welcomed by the assistive technology sector for recognising the role
tech can play in promoting inclusion. The document not only makes inclusion one of its key
strands, but also illustrates the impact assistive technology can have on student outcomes, with a
handful of case studies in special schools as well as mainstream settings. It also challenges the
country’s research community to identify the technologies that are most effective at levelling the
playing field for disabled learners by 2021.

For the strategy to succeed in improving outcomes for disabled children, the government needs to
promote an expansive approach to assistive technology that seeks to cultivate pupil's sense of
independence and identity, as well as raising academic standards.

Although the research literature is surprisingly sparse, there is robust evidence that assistive
technology can increase levels of academic attainment. For example, studies show that sound field
amplification can significantly improve achievement scores for children with hearing impairments in
mainstream schools, while allowing pupils with physical disabilities to use word processing and
prediction software can enhance sentence length, spelling and legibility. 

Assistive technology is more than just a pedagogical tool. Technological literacy is a vital skill for all
children in the 21st century. But the way in which assistive technology mediates the most basic
human functions, needs and wants means that assistive technology education should be viewed as
its own sub-discipline. Disabled children must be encouraged to discover how technology fits within
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the context of their own lives through a combination of guided instruction and self-directed
exploration.

This second dimension of assistive technology's relationship with the classroom needs to become
a more prominent feature of the debate as it strikes at the heart of society's expectations for
disabled people.

Back to school

Unfortunately, nuanced discussion of assistive technology education is usually snuffed out before it
has a chance to get going. The reality is schools are often ill-equipped to support assistive
technology users. Teachers may not have sufficient training to be able to identify where pupils
might benefit from specialist equipment. Even when they are in a position to determine students’
requirements, schools may struggle to access the funding and resources to invest in assistive
technology and the training and support that goes with it. 

These problems are symptomatic of challenges that afflict assistive technology provision more
broadly. A more coordinated effort from schools and government is required to overcome them.
Under the most recent statutory guidelines in England for supporting children with special needs,
heath, social care and education, professionals are expected to include assistive technology and
specialist requirements in joint assessments and commissioning.  Creating more integrated inter-
agency funding streams across localities and regions would improve the flow of funds destined for
disabled children and allow the money to go where it's most needed.

Initial teacher training and continuing professional development programmes tend to overlook
assistive technology. Teachers must be provided with a firmer grounding in assistive technology
assessment and use and have opportunities to replenish their knowledge throughout their careers.
Schools need to be more proactive in identifying the gaps in their expertise and develop strategies
to close them. 

The government's focus on inclusion in its EdTech strategy represents a tantalising first step to re-
imagining the place of assistive technology in special needs education. Unpicking the knotty
problems that stand in the way of its fruition will require system-wide reform.

Clive Gilbert
dispATches editor
LinkedIn - Twitter - Facebook
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