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Beaumont College’s ICT Gives People With Communication Difficulties a Voice
Summary

Beaumont College of Further Education’s Wheeltop Project is using ICT to support the learning and development of physically disabled students.
The Innovation

In 2003 Natalie Sides began her studies at Lancaster’s Beaumont College, which is run by the disability charity Scope.  To help her overcome her complex physical and communication difficulties, staff attached a tablet PC to her wheelchair, and used Sensory Software’s specialised application to enable Natalie to operate it with her right knee. With the subsequent addition of a phone card and MP3 player, Natalie was able to speak via voice output technology, and access a range of other applications including e-mail, SMS, word and processing, media player software, and the internet. 

Natalie commented that “Being able to communicate is a basic human right and having a communication aid has changed my life.” Encouraged by this success, the College has secured funding from BT and is working in partnership with the organisation (as part of its BT Better World Campaign which aims to give every young people a voice) to develop the system further in the ‘Wheeltop Project’. This also uses the Sensory Software application, together with the specialist Motion tablet PC produced by their sister company, Smartbox. 3 Beaumont students have received specialised ‘wheelchair PCs’ to date, and a further 12-15 - both in the College, and in specialist feeder schools - will over the next two years.

Participating students receive systems which are customized to provide the applications they want. They also receive an appropriate interface according to their physical and cognitive abilities, and are taught how to use these systems effectively and as independently as possible. For example a wheeltop device enables students to control a mobile phone independently via Bluetooth, which for some was not previously possible.  

The project is also acting as a ‘test bed’ for products and applications aimed at people with communication difficulties, and supports Scope’s No Voice No Choice campaign for greater support for people who have a communication impairment. 
Benefits

Inclusion and enhanced learning – students with additional support needs can now communicate more easily, and access applications such as multi media and word processing which were previously unattainable. 

Innovation – by demonstrating what can be achieved, and by providing a demonstration facility for hardware and software providers, the project is assisting the development of better assistive technologies. 

Increased profile - the project will help raise the profile of inclusive design and access to IT for disabled people, and help to build skills and awareness more widely.

Lessons 
ICT can transform the lives of those who are excluded by disability, especially when it is accompanied by close contact with users.
Further Information

Contact Liz Howarth, College Technologist: Howarthl(at)beaumontcollege.org or Julie Burley, Press Officer, Scope at Julie.burley(at)scope.org.uk.
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