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Using ICT with a child with complex difficulties
Sam is 3 ½ years old and has a condition called Harlequin Ichthyosis. This condition has resulted in him having physical difficulties including missing digits on his hands. He is also visually impaired and has Nystagmus, photophobia and recently had a cataract operation.  He also suffers from ear infections that result in poor hearing and has some learning difficulties which include cognitive and perceptual difficulties.

It had been identified by his local VI Specialist Support Service that ICT would be the main tool for Sam when he started school and they were very keen to get him used to using and understanding a computer by using it for fun learning activities.

The assessment would mainly be to look at technology to offer Sam access to a computer and to look at a selection of leisure activities that also incorporated some learning.  

Recommendations

SCREEN

We suggested that a 17” screen or larger would be very beneficial to Sam as it would enlarge his access when looking at images on the screen.  Because Sam was visually impaired we explained how CRT monitors produce a flicker so we would recommend, if possible that he has access to a TFT flat screen monitor.

SWITCH ACCESS

Because of Sam’s age and condition he was unable to understand the concept of using a mouse and had no understanding of written text and therefore a keyboard would not be suitable. We looked at an alternative method for scanning and controlling the movement on screen that he would be able to quickly grasp and begin to understand.

We trialled a Big Switch with Sam and encouraged him to hit the target correctly by putting a Teddy Bear sticker on the switch with a bump-on (a tactile self adhesive dot) so he could feel where the centre of the switch was.  This worked really well and he was able to press the target area very well. 

Sam was slightly distracted by the buttons around the computer screen and wanted to press them as any inquisitive 3 ½ year old would, so we suggested that the buttons should be covered up with some card so that he could concentrate on the task in hand.  

SOFTWARE

We looked at fun learning software that would help Sam with hand eye co-ordination, tracking images across the screen and to help him understand that when he pressed the switch at the correct time he got a reward in the context of something happening on the screen – “cause and effect”.

Big Bang

Sam responded well to using this software. At first he did press the switch continuously but with encouragement and praise from everyone at the time of the assessment and with further encouragement with his support worker he began to think about what he was doing and started to press the switch only when required. 

Switch Skills 1

This software because of its bright, clear graphics and lots of sound and music, means that it is also very suitable for children with visual impairment who rely on auditory clues and therefore it was particularly suitable for Sam.

SwitchIt! Maker

We discussed using this software with Sam as it would allow his support service and family to use photographs to build their own activities and allowed them to create talking books, for example.  It was also agreed that this software would also be beneficial to Sam as he would be able to access any activities that were created using his switch, and activities would be created to help him with his understanding of language and the world around him.

With more one to one work he would start to use the programs more effectively.  The recommended programs would also continue to work for Sam when he began to experiment in using a mouse to control the computer, once he was able to understand the concept of using a switch.  Because he would be familiar with the activities set up in the programs using his switch that would be an easier transition to develop his skills in using a new access tool.

Monitoring

Working with the support team who attended the assessment, we identified 3 SMART targets to monitor Sam’s development over 3 months once he had access to the equipment and software.

1. To press a large switch effectively with verbal prompts using activities within Big Bang software.

2. To press a large switch effectively with a physical prompt using Big Bang and introducing activities within Switch Skills1.

3. To press a large switch effectively with no prompts, using activities within Big Bang and Switch Skills 1, and creating new activities for him to try using SwitchIT Maker2.
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