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Using ICT with a child with Autism

Introduction

Christopher is 4 years old. He uses no expressive language and he does not display any understanding of language. He does not respond to his name and he has difficulty with social interaction and gives very little eye contact. He likes to play on his own and does not like people to invade his personal space. 

Mum is very good at trying new initiatives to support Christopher and she herself is doing a computer course so she can support him.
Recommendations
Hardware
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We introduced Christopher to the computer using a small Switch and he very quickly engaged with the equipment when asked to “press the switch” and he very quickly understood that he was in control when pressing the switch to make something happen on screen. It was also interesting to observe that he understood that I (the assessor) was getting the switch to work for him and choosing the software for him to play with and he took my hand so he was connected to what I was doing.  He normally has difficulty with social interaction and prefers to play on his own but he was very keen for me to play with him when using the computer.
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Following this positive response from Christopher I felt it was appropriate to introduce Christopher to using a BIGtrack rollerball device.
The large 3” ball has 2 large left and right mouse buttons that are located behind the trackball which really helps prevent unwanted clicks when using the ball.

The BIGtrack is designed for rough handling and can withstand the buttons being thumped and the ball being swiped. 

Christopher demonstrated that he was beginning to understand that he was controlling the cursor on screen by moving the trackball and if he had access to this device as well as access to a switch device it would enable him to progress his mouse skills.
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A really simple and fun way to help an individual to understand they are in control and using the rollerball to move the cursor around the screen, is to use a FREE utility called “mm follow” character. You have a choice of characters that attach to your cursor arrow so when you move the cursor the character moves with it around the screen.  I use this utility in a very simple way by asking the individual to move the character “up and down” and “side to side”. 
You can download “mm follow” from the following website link: http://www.fxc.btinternet.co.uk/assistive.htm
Software
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I demonstrated some of the free software that is available on various websites and particularly felt that Christopher really enjoyed using the Shiny Learning Balloon Bang! activity. The idea of this game is that firstly you can help the individual to choose the colour of the balloon and background and then they have to blow the balloon by pressing the switch until it reaches the pin and “pops” Each time you press the balloon you get the sound effect of the balloon filling with air, so very visual but also good auditory.

You can find this activity and more resources on the weblink below:

http://www.shinylearning.co.uk/freegames/index.shtml
We also have a factsheet available that lists various free resources

“Free Resources” – http://www.abilitynet.org.uk/play/uk
Christopher also had the opportunity to play with some software that you can buy. The one he particularly liked was the Big Bang software.

Big Bang
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This program has a range of simple images, stimulating movement and good sound effects on a clear uncluttered background. The activities are intended to maintain the user’s attention and to encourage interaction with the computer.  It helps particularly to develop visual skills associated with “finding something on the screen” and “following movement”.

This program can be used with a touch monitor, switch, mouse and keyboard.
Big Bang software is available from a company called Inclusive Technology.

http://www.inclusive.co.uk
Conclusion

Christopher engaged in the activities we were playing on the computer for the whole assessment, which lasted 45 minutes. It is important to hilight that he was willing to socially interact when using the computer too. During the assessment he responded to his name, followed instructions when asked to “press the Switch” or “your turn now”. Towards the end he was giving good eye contact and was laughing and really enjoying himself.  
Support

We always recommend that any ICT equipment and software provided for any child with additional needs is monitored by the Nursery and the Early Years team. For example, by producing SMART targets that you would hope that they could achieve within 3 months of using the ICT, is a really good way of seeing how they progress.  

The purpose of setting these targets is to ensure that any equipment and software provided for the child is appropriate and they continue to make measurable progress in using it.

The kind of targets set should also focus on the difference that the technology will make to their ability to function and their achievement, rather than on just becoming competent in using the technology. 
For example, In Christopher’s case whether the recommendations have helped to provide him with continued access to activities that engage him for set periods of time, and help to support his social interaction.
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