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Youth Voice: Working with Technology in Supporting People with Disabilities

By Mikelle Learned and Katherine Carol

To be honest, I thought it would be different by now. I thought people who wanted to work could be doing so. I thought we would have come so far in our understanding of disabilities that we would open more gates to opportunity, not close them.

How could it be that often the very programs designed to help people with disabilities become the gatekeepers? Wasn’t that who they were…the often nameless and faceless employers and community members historically saying “no” to hiring people with disabilities? Oh, I know we have our successes; there are those 150, 000 businesses that have opened their doors and made good hiring decisions. But where are the big numbers?

Two steps forward, one step back

By some strange twist, the field of human services has taken one step back after taking two steps forward. As a result, they often have become the gatekeepers to the newest form of segregation—21st Century segregation—that is, placing people with disabilities on the wrong side of the economy and mainstream community.

It doesn’t have to be that way. We live at a time when technology can eliminate many of the physical and mental barriers that have segregated people with significant disabilities. Isn’t it odd to be born in a time of such abundance and yet so many live a life of scarcity?

Without realizing it, we have relegated people with disabilities to doing work from the neck down while future prosperity calls for doing work from the neck up. Our economy continues to be transformed from a “doing” economy to a “thinking” or knowledge economy. Knowledge workers come in all sizes and shapes; technology and the Internet have become the great equalizers. 

Yet most people in the field of human services lag behind the mainstream culture in understanding how the workforce is changing and offering new opportunities for people with significant disabilities. While human resources personnel carry on doing so much of what has been done in the past, the world continues to get more connected. Being disconnected from technology in our culture can be the ticket to isolation. This will only increase as the Digital Divide widens. 

How Technology Has Worked for Me

A few years ago, I graduated Outstanding Senior at East High School and recently, I went back to East as a presenter and mentor to young people with disabilities.  Using my Dynavox (my augmentative communication device) and my power wheelchair, of course the color of red—our school colors, I spoke to students with disabilities about life after graduation and how I used both mainstream technology and my assistive technology to work, develop friendships outside of school and now, live on my own.  I have significant cerebral palsy and use my assistive technology (AT) to help me achieve my dreams and my goals.

Communication is so important and when you can’t talk you need something to help you connect with people.  People wondered what someone with cerebral palsy can do and usually don’t have high expectations for them.  But, I let people know what I want and I tell them—An Exceptional Life.  

In high school and now as adult, I use my technology to guide my planning meetings and manage my support.  Friends are very important to me and my AT allows me the opportunity to go into a coffee house and make friends and just hang out.  My cell phone and my Dynavox work well together and I am able to make appointments to meet friends and make sure the people that assist me know what I want and what I need.  It also assures that if people are late I can find out if they are coming or not and let someone know that I need help.

While I was still in high school, I had three paid work experiences and all of them paid well above minimum wage.  My best paying job, even though it was a contract job, paid $100 per hour.  It was my acting debut.  I was a professional actor working with non-disabled actors on a training video on supported employment.  I was able to demonstrate how to conduct an interview using an augmentative communication device.  My acting ability would never have been tested if I did not have my technology.  Now, using my technology, I am presenting around the country showing people how to achieve more independence and freedom.  I show and tell them in my power point presentations how to set goals and realize them.  My next personal goal is to own my own home, which incidentally, I am well on my way to achieving.   

How can we push for change?

It is possible providers of assistive technology will help by donating funding and training on these devices. I believe it is a matter of doing preliminary research, picking up the phone, and getting on the Internet to find out the right people to approach. Just by asking, we can open up unbelievable opportunities for young adults with disabilities.

Here are more ways to move ahead:

1. Be willing to explore.

2. Designate someone or some time to do research in your community and on the Internet to see what is available.

3. Contact your state’s assistive technology project. Get on the right mailing lists. Participate in available training. Better yet, ask for training to be brought onsite.

4. Contact local providers of assistive technology to conduct onsite demonstrations of their devices.

5. Develop and maintain your ability to use mainstream technology. 

6. Help match the technology with the person. Not all devices are right for all people. Do a technology profile and plan similar to a vocational profile and job development plan. 

7. Educate yourself on the future of work.

With greater use of technology for EVERYONE, our society can break this newest segregation barrier and keep the momentum of changing moving forward, not backward.

##

Resources to check out

ACETS-Augmentative Communication Employment and Training Supports:

 215-204-1356, www.aac-rerc.com. 

A research project of the conducted by Temple University and funded by NIDRR. Features a 10-day intensive training program with one year of follow-up services and support related to employment for persons with disabilities.

AbleLink Technologies: 

719-592-0347, www.ablelink.com
Makers of the Pocket Coach, Virtual Assistant, Money Coach, Web Trak and various devices designed for people with cognitive disabilities.

Alternatively Speaking:

 408-649-3050. 

A quarterly publication featuring articles for those who use augmentative communication.

Visions for the Future:

888-755-5484, www.TheVisionsSystem.com
Makers of in-home computer prompting systems that significantly reduce the need for residential support.

Dynavox Systems:

888-697-7332, www.dynavoxsys.com 

Designers and manufacturers of augmentative communication systems including the Dynamite and Dynavox.

Prentke Roemick: 

330-262-1984 www.prentrom.com
Designers and manufacturers of augmentative communication systems including the Pathfinder and Liberator.

Alliance for Technology Access (ATA):

www.ataccess.org

Info on projects, centers, vendors, questions and stories about assistive technology. 

Communication Aid Manufactures Association (CAMA):

 www.accproducts.org
Offers workshops, catalogs, and addresses for companies that make communication aids.

Assistive Technology Funding and Systems Change Projects: 

 www.ucpa.org/index.cfm
Information on funding of assistive technology through schools, Medicaid, insurance and vocational rehabilitation.

NIDRR: State Technology Assistance Projects
www.NCD.gov/
Information on technology training, technical assistance, and services; supports research dissemination and advocacy.

For more information on NCLD-Youth and the work that we do, please contact


Rebecca Hare, Project Coordinator


NCLD-Youth


IEL


4455 Connecticut Ave, NW Suite 310


Washington, DC 20008


202-822-8405 x127


harer@iel.org 


Check out our website for new products and exciting updates! 


http://www.ncld-youth.info
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