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When it comes to education, it seems that everyone has an opinion and feels that they know what’s best.  The federal government, the state government, the local government, the school administration, parents, teachers and students all feel that they know what is best.  Therefore, when considering what should be the purpose of assistive technology in educational programs, it can be difficult.  In researching the answer to the purpose of assistive technology in the education programs, I found that according to The Schwab Foundation for Learning’s article on, Assistive Technology for Children with Learning Difficulties, “The purpose of assistive technology is to work around specific deficits, rather than fixing them” (Schwab, 2000, p.4).   In addition, it is supposed to help “people with learning differences reach their full potential and live satisfying, rewarding lives” (Schwab, 2000, p.4). But what does any of this really mean?

As a teacher, I have always been taught that if you can fix a problem or make it better, you should.  And although I understand that learning disabilities are not fixable, there are some persons with disabilities that can work without assistive technology but do not choose too because without the technology, the work is more difficult.  However, who should decide how much a student should rely on assistive technology if they are capable of working without it?  Is it appropriate for a teacher to let a student with a learning disability do things in ways that may not require them to practice and struggle some times and not let the students without learning disabilities do the same?  
For example, a student that has a speech impediment may not want to read aloud but unless they practice using reading techniques, they won’t get any better.  Should the teacher not have this student practice reading aloud?  And if a student with disabilities can speak but doesn’t want too, because they would rather use their automated keyboard device, should the teacher not have this student practice speaking to get better?  Would teachers be doing their students any favors by letting them rely on assistive technology solely if it makes the student more comfortable? If we don’t have our students with disabilities do uncomfortable things once in a while, are we setting them up for failure later? Are we helping them to “reach their full potential and live satisfying, rewarding lives?” (Schwab, 2000, p.4).

Amanda Baggs, is an adult with autism, who relies on assistive technology.  When she was born, she didn’t cry but did have more speech in her early years.  She rarely ever spoke and thus lost most of her speech; so assistive technology is a large and important part of Amanda’s life.  In the article, Autism, Speech, and Assistive Technology, Amanda explains that with her assistive technology, she is freer than she ever was because she is “no longer dependent or reliant on a voice that works sporadically and often painfully” (Baggs, 2000,¶ 6).  For her, not using speech is a problem for those in the world around her; not her.  And she feels that her assistive technology is a part of her; so that when autism experts tell her that they can help her to get rid of or operate without her keyboard, they are trying to take away her freedom.  To her, the keyboard allows her to be the person she wants to be; someone that can carry on a normal conversation with others without having to struggle with speech and language. 
Furthermore, Amanda feels that she has “a right to communicate in whatever means is possible” (Baggs, 2000, ¶ 12) and that she has “the right to choose what means of communication is appropriate for her” (Baggs, 2000, ¶ 12). This however has presented some road blocks for Amanda along the way.  For example, when she went to her university seeking help with problems, she ended up not attending because of the way that the university was set-up; she would not have been able to live with her assistive technology.  And because Amanda “lacks speech” and the university lacked the appropriate assistive technology that Amanda needed to be successful, she felt that attendance wasn’t an option.  But the question must be asked, would she have ever lost most of her speech had she practiced speaking?  And has she limited her own opportunities by not making an effort to work on her speech?
I don’t know that anyone could ever answer these questions.  But what I do know is that Amanda and others like her, face these questions everyday and so do their teachers.  According to the article, Information for Persons With A Disability Going To College or About To Go, “Experts say the very support systems set up to help students with disabilities in grade school may also hurt them.  Under the individuals with Disabilities Education Act, students with disabilities from kindergarten through high school are entitled to an individualized education plan created by a pit crew of teachers and specialists” (WSANA, p.2-3). The article goes on to state that “Still others discover tools that helped them learn in grade school don’t work in college” (WSANA, p.3).  It is due to these facts that the presenters of the article try to deliver information that will assist persons with disabilities in being successful as they go to college; by telling them where to go for help because unlike the K-12 school system, college students are responsible for alerting the appropriate office of their condition and needs.  But what about before they go to college?
Perhaps the answer to what should be the purpose of assistive technology in education programs lies somewhere in between having students with disabilities that can work without assistive technology, do it sometimes and allowing them to rely on it.  Or maybe the answer is to use assistive technology for the benefit of the entire class; not just those with disabilities.  Such is the belief expressed in the article, Assistive Technology Benefits All Students: An Interview with Assistive Technology Developer Steve Timmer.  This article doesn’t focus on the purpose of assistive technology but it examines the role that assistive technology can play in the general classroom.  
In the article, Mr. Timmer explains how assistive technology can be used in the classroom for everyone.  He begins by telling us that he began developing assistive technology because he was losing his eyesight due to Macular Degeneration and found that there were not a lot of inexpensive pieces of assistive technology.  Then he found out that his son was learning disabled and he began to develop even more assistive technology products.  Steve goes on to relate several examples of assistive technology being used in the classroom and how it ended up being to the benefit of all of the students.
One example that Steve Timmer gives of assistive technology benefiting everyone in the classroom is when the teacher uses a microphone; the magnification helps all students to get information with more clarity while assisting those with hearing difficulties.  Another example is using software that will look up the meaning of a word, even if it is misspelled and pronounce and define it for the student.  This helps all students to build vocabulary and spelling skills while assisting those for which English is a second language.  In both instances, anyone can see that the focus is taken off of the students with disabilities and their assistive technology; by turning technology into something that everyone can use.  Being able to turn assistive technology into something that everyone can use requires that teachers keep up with the different types of assistive technology as much as possible.  And make it as important as any other element in their classrooms.
As a teacher, I think that Steve’s idea is the most productive and heartfelt.  It is hard enough for anyone to do things that we deem hard and difficult.  And although I feel that there is nothing wrong with struggling once in a while, when the lessons become more about the struggle than the subject matter, no one benefits.  It is the subject matter, in addition to life skills that I am responsible for delivering to all of my students; and I feel that Steve’s idea will help myself, as well as, other teachers be more successful at doing just that. 
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