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Autism and the iPad: 
Finding the Therapy 
in Consumer Tech  
The appeal of consumer technologies that can be 
used effectively for therapeutic purposes is clear: 
devices intended for a mass market are almost al-
ways cheaper and more accessible to users than as-
sistive devices that have been developed for a nar-
row, specialized market. The IPad, for instance, 
is the dominant tablet computer in the U.S., with 
sales of over 67 million.  Not surprisingly, the num-
ber of applications, or “apps” developed for the de-
vice number in the hundreds of thousands.  Among 
the apps are thousands that can help children with 
a range of disabilities strengthen communication, 
executive planning, learning, daily living and social 
functions.  With that type of market success, it is no 
wonder that families and the schools and organiza-
tions that serve them have been studying the thera-
peutic and educational possibilities of the iPad.

Located near Seattle, WA, the Lakeside Center 
for Autism (LCA), via its iLearn program (http://
lakesideautism.com/about-us/ilearn/), teaches par-
ents and children how to most effectively utilize 
the Apple device. Helping to administer the pro-
gram is speech-language pathologist Vina Sargent, a 
digital native who earned an undergraduate degree 

1 Autism and the iPad: Finding the 
Therapy in Consumer Tech  

3 The iPad and Autism: Learning 
Tool, Toy – or Both? 
Vina Sargent, MA, CCC-SLP, Speech-Language-
Pathologist, Lakeside Center for Autism (LCA)

8 Resources

12 Knowledge Network  
Members

http://lakesideautism.com/about-us/ilearn/
http://lakesideautism.com/about-us/ilearn/


 

 

2 FCTD Technology Voices 

from Western Washington University in 2008 and 
a Masters in 2010. According to Ms. Sargent, one of 
the salient tenets of the LCA iLearn program is iPad 
orientation. “We show families that simply owning 
an iPad is not enough to meet their child’s needs. 
Knowing what to access on the iPad – and how to 
access it — is what can make this technology suc-
cessful for a child.” The same holds true, she says, 
for iPad apps. “The goal is for children to learn how 
to use the iPad so that children are learning and in-
teracting with other children – not just interacting 
with the iPad but also with parents, siblings, peers, 
teachers and others. “

The iLearn program, she explains, came about “be-
cause families told us, ‘We’ve bought an iPad – but 
we don’t know what to do with it. We’ve down-
loaded some apps but we aren’t sure if they’re the 
right ones for our child.’ We saw the need immedi-
ately and designed iLearn to provide the technol-
ogy support – specifically regarding iPad use – that 
families said they needed.”

Vina Sargent, MA, CCC-SLP, Speaks
She grew up in Alaska in that state’s largest city, 
Anchorage, the daughter of two educators. She 
knew from age eight, she says, that she wanted to 
be a speech-language pathologist and work with 
children with autism.

“My mother provided care in the evenings to two 
brothers who had autism. I’d visit their house with 
her. I recall an instance when the boys’ SLP did a 
home visit. I was there for that visit and was pres-
ent when the younger brother uttered his first 
words. That was so cool!  Of course I was unaware 
of this woman’s role, so I asked her. She replied, 
‘I’m a speech-language pathologist.’ I made a men-
tal note of that.

When it came time to select a college she decided 

against attending the University of Alaska which 
lacked an SLP academic track. Instead, she traveled 
to the lower 48 for her studies, to Western Wash-
ington University, where she received her initial 
academic exposure to assistive technology in a grad 
school AAC class and gained her first practical ex-
posure to AT during her clinical practice. 

“In grad school I used low-tech [AT] such as lami-
nated pictures for exchange.” She also acquired ex-
perience with DynaVox and with Mercury, tablet 
AAC devices that were based on the Microsoft XP 
Home edition.  “At LCA, we embrace technology as 
part of the intervention process. This is where I’m 
honing my passion for technology, not only with 
the iPad but also with computers and the Kinect, a 
motion sensing device designed to be used with Mi-
crosoft’s XBOX 360 console.” LCA, she notes, “has 
been featured in local and national media with our 
use of the gaming device in our therapies.” 

LCA’s strong technology focus, she remarks, re-
flects a growing reality among SLPs and other 
therapists who work closely with children on the 
autism spectrum and their families: “Technology 
use and orientation have assumed pivotal roles here 
mainly because technology now plays a very signifi-
cant part in the personal lives of LCA professionals 
and families.  Streamlining technology into therapy, 
then, seems very natural. After all, kids are strongly 
motivated by technology.”
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The iPad and Autism: Learning 
Tool, Toy – or Both?

An interview Vina Sargent, MA, CCC-SLP, 
Speech-LanguagePathologist, Lakeside Center 

for Autism (LCA), Issaquah, WA.

Recently, SLP Vina Sargent, 
who helps administer the 
iLearn iPad orientation and 
support program at the Lake-
side Center for Autism (LCA) 
(http://lakesideautism.com/
about-us/ilearn/), overheard 
a fellow LCA therapist relate 
the following anecdote that 
illustrates one of the benefits 
of iPad use for children with 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD): its ability to moti-
vate them to tackle therapeutic tasks in order to earn 
game time. 

 “My client really wanted to play the new zombie app 
I’d loaded (http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/plants-
vs.-zombies-hd/id363282253?mt=8) so he crawled 
up the entire wall net and back down just so he could 
play.”  Ms. Sargent explains that LCA has a gross mo-
tor room with equipment used by kids to support 
their bodies. “This particular child does not enjoy en-
gaging in physically challenging activities. For him to 
climb a wall net and then descend so that he could 
have iPad time was very important. A strong motiva-
tion to gain access to an iPad was certainly evident.”

That motivation, Ms. Sargent declares, is a signifi-
cant reason why the iPad is beginning to be used so 
effectively by children with autism, their therapists 
and families as a learning and therapeutic device, and 
as a toy with learning and therapeutic attributes.  
“Not all kids – but many – respond well to the visual 
sensory experience that the iPad provides. Their use 

of the iPad is intuitive.” Children who are success-
ful with a device, she adds, are motivated to continue 
using it. “That’s what we’re finding with many of our 
kids at LCA. Because the iPad has so many available 
apps that are tailored to children’s interests, it’s very 
likely that an app can be found that will motivate a 
child to utilize the iPad not only for play but also for 
learning.”     

“The iPad Is a Tool, Not a Silver Bullet”
The iLearn program, she explains, emphasizes to 
families and therapists that merely possessing an 
iPad will not provide easy solutions to the needs of 
children with ASD. ”The iPad is a tool, not a silver 
bullet,” she cautions. To derive the most benefit from 
the iPad’s technology and applications, she says, chil-
dren and families must be carefully taught – and sup-
ported --during and sometimes long after the device 
orientation phase.  LCA, along with other similar fa-
cilities nationwide, offers such necessary support. 

“The support we provide is thorough and ongoing,” 
says Ms. Sargent. “In the orientation phase, we pro-
vide basic information and training on the device to 
our therapists and families. We point out the iPad’s 
cool features to kids and families: we teach them to 
toggle, create categories and access YouTube and 
Google, for example. We help them with hardware 
issues, such as how to decide which iPad case is best 
for them,” which becomes important when the fragile 
device is used in a classroom environment. 

iLearn family support often extends well beyond the 
initial phase of orientation and training.  “We work 
with the families to  provide as much support as 
[they] feel they need,” Ms. Sargent assures. “For chil-
dren who use the iPad for communication, it’s part of 
their therapy here. I see kids who bring their iPhones  
or iPod touches to their individual therapy sessions. 
We work on using the vocabulary that’s installed 
on their iPhones meaningfully, relevantly and inde-

Vina Sargent,  
MA, CCC-SLP

http://lakesideautism.com/about-us/ilearn/
http://lakesideautism.com/about-us/ilearn/
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/plants-vs.-zombies-hd/id363282253?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/plants-vs.-zombies-hd/id363282253?mt=8
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pendently and then steadily expand that foundation 
because as the child’s verbal language develops their 
communication skills are also developing.” 

Opportunities for Functional Play and 
Communication
LCA’s iLearn promotes 
iPad use by children that 
encourages functional 
play, in which children 
use materials in simple, 
repetitive and explor-
atory ways.  “Some of our 
kids prefer only to stack 
blocks and then knock 
them over and often don’t 
expand their concept of 
play beyond that. Yet 
there are hundreds, maybe thousands, of iPad apps 
that support functional play. We teach and interact 
with children and coach parents on what language to 
use and how to show and model the various kinds of 
play available, including play with other peers. The 
opportunities to expand play via the iPad are so in-
your-face that they are almost impossible for us to 
ignore.”   

“I can’t say enough about Toca Boca (http://tocab-
oca.com/),” a play studio that makes digital toys for 
children. Toca Boca apps, she remarks, “are simple, 
visually clean and open-ended so there’s a lot of ex-
ploring of functional play that can be done.” She rec-
ommends Scribblenauts (http://itunes.apple.com/
us/app/scribblenauts-remix/id444844790?mt=8), 
a problem-solving literacy app, and Art Maker, a 
build-your-own story app,  (http://itunes.apple.
c o m / u s / a p p / a r t - m a k e r - b y - a b c s - p l a y - s c h o o l /
id479763898?mt=8), “so there’s more opportunity to 
increase the level of challenge in pretend play.”  

There’s an App for That!
There are an increasing number of apps designed 
to support communication by non-verbal children, 
Ms. Sargent notes. The apps can turn consumer 
devices such as iPads and iPhones into augmenta-
tive and alternative communication (AAC) devices. 
She cites Proloquo2Go (http://itunes.apple.com/
us/app/proloquo2go/id308368164?mt=8), Touch-
Chat (http://www.silver-kite.com/touchChat), 
Sono Flex (http://www.tobii.com/assistive-tech-
nology/global/products/software/sono-flex/),  and 
Scene&Heard (http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/
scene-heard/id423528276?mt=8) as communication 
apps that have proven effective with children at LCA.  

“We conduct an evaluation in combination with a 
speech or communication evaluation,” she explains, 
“to learn whether a child’s language would benefit 
by the use of an iPad communication app. We say to 
parents, ‘Let’s create some goals together. Let’s deter-
mine which app would fit your child best and what 
size the icon should be and which vocabulary words 
ought to be selected.’” Communication apps, she 
points out, often come with a default vocabulary that 
might not be appropriate for the child in question. 
“We then customize the vocabulary, individualizing 
those communication apps for children.”

Such customization, she notes, requires programming 
and collaboration with other therapists and parents. 
She cites the following scenario as an example: “Say 
there is a communication app that has 35 words on 
the page but the child only knows 5-10 words. We 
delete all the words that don’t matter, replace them 
with words that are pertinent so that the available 
vocabulary becomes motivating and relevant for the 
child. This makes the communication more useful for 
the child who can then begin to build a more sub-
stantial vocabulary.”

Another functional area of support is transition. 

http://tocaboca.com/
http://tocaboca.com/
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/scribblenauts-remix/id444844790?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/scribblenauts-remix/id444844790?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/art-maker-by-abcs-play-school/id479763898?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/art-maker-by-abcs-play-school/id479763898?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/art-maker-by-abcs-play-school/id479763898?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/proloquo2go/id308368164?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/proloquo2go/id308368164?mt=8
http://www.silver-kite.com/touchChat
http://www.tobii.com/assistive-technology/global/products/software/sono-flex/
http://www.tobii.com/assistive-technology/global/products/software/sono-flex/
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/scene-heard/id423528276?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/scene-heard/id423528276?mt=8


 

 

5 FCTD Technology Voices 

“Parents tell me, ‘My child has difficulty transition-
ing from one activity to the next.’” The iPad, she says, 
is useful as a transition support if a visual schedule 
is created by employing a tool such as the First-
Then visual schedule application (http://itunes.
apple .com/us/app/f i rst-then-visual-schedule/
id355527801?mt=8). That app, also available for An-
droid devices, enables caregivers to provide behavior 
support, a crucial ingredient for children with com-
munication needs and developmental delays who re-
quire a structured environment.  Parents or teachers 
who are struggling to cope with a child’s tantrum 
“can reach for their iPhone and explain to the child, 
‘This is a picture of what we’re going to do next; it’ll 
be OK. First we’re going to do this and then we’re go-
ing to take a break’ or ‘Then we will go home.’”  Ms. 
Sargent also recommends taking photos of locations 
to be visited by the family during a planned trip so 
that the child has a visual support and a measure of 
predictability for the trip ahead.  A free app, Kiddie 
countdown timer (http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/
kiddie-countdown-activity/id413243984?mt=8), 
has also proven to be effective in supporting transi-
tions, she says.

Among her favorite apps for families is Pictello 
(http://www.assistiveware.com/product/pictel-
lo), which enables users to create their own stories. 
“Pictello users insert their own pictures and write 
their own text. Users can record their own voices or 
opt for digitized speech. I use Pictello to create social 
stories for children about what to do in unpredict-
able situations, such as visiting the dentist. I’ve used 
it to teach activities of daily living, such as asking 
for a drink, and to help children express their feel-
ings.” She also employs the app to help children make 
friends. Pictello, she states, “is excellent for discrete 
teaching of skills that our kids sometimes don’t pick 
up on naturally and need visual support to help make 
learning more concrete. Pictello gives them context 
and is even more salient when teachers can use their 

iPad to take a photo of a child asking a friend to play, 
for example. Children will see themselves asking 
questions and realize that they can make that play 
request of a friend.”   

The LCA website (http://lakesideautism.com/
about-us/ilearn/ilearn-app-list/) features a compre-
hensive compilation of apps used by Center person-
nel, including physical, occupational and behavioral 
therapists. 

Free vs Paid Apps: Avoiding the Expendi-
ture of “a Chunk of Change”
While the explosion in 
applications for con-
sumer mobile devices is 
good news for families 
that have been dependent 
in the past on expensive 
AT devices developed for 
narrow markets, it poses 
the problem of “too much 
choice.” 

“Some families tell me,” reports Ms. Sargent, “‘We just 
looked up autism apps; there are hundreds of them 
and we don’t know which are best for our child so we 
downloaded all the free ones.’ Parents take their child 
through those apps one by one and the child just isn’t 
interested. Then the parents decide that although the 
apps they selected are free they aren’t useful for them 
or their child, so they get rid of the apps.”

iLearn program therapists, she explains, “educate 
families about how to determine what’s individual 
about their child based on their child’s interests and 
needs. The choice of apps is based on that determina-
tion.” For those apps that are more expensive, her ad-
vice to parents is, “Find out if there is a ‘lite’ version 
of the desired app that can be tried out before com-
mitting to a major app investment.” A lite version, she 

http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/first-then-visual-schedule/id355527801?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/first-then-visual-schedule/id355527801?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/first-then-visual-schedule/id355527801?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/kiddie-countdown-activity/id413243984?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/kiddie-countdown-activity/id413243984?mt=8
http://www.assistiveware.com/product/pictello
http://www.assistiveware.com/product/pictello
http://lakesideautism.com/about-us/ilearn/ilearn-app-list/
http://lakesideautism.com/about-us/ilearn/ilearn-app-list/
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explains, is an app that is free but does not have all of 
the features and functions of a full version. “The user 
might not be able to play as many levels, or make as 
many customizations, but enough features are avail-
able for parents to trial the app and see if they like it 
enough to buy the full version.”  She cautions parents 
to remember “that when purchasing apps a click here 
and click there can cost a chunk of change.” 

On the other hand, she continues, “there are apps 
like the Kiddiew countdown timer, which is free and 
while it’s not everything we’d want in a countdown 
timer it works well and it doesn’t cost a cent.”

She recommends that parents in the market for apps 
look at Moms with Apps.com (http://momswith-
apps.com/) “a frequently updated blog where apps 
are reviewed with an emphasis on app features and 
the skills that are targeted, which is helpful in de-
termining whether or not an app trial is advisable.” 
This blog, she notes, “is an online community that 
promotes information sharing in which parents can 
not only learn from others but also provide informa-
tion on their own searches.” In addition, the site of-
fers many specials for parents. She counsels parents 
to seek out blogs and app lists, including iLearn’s, 
that describe and categorize apps based on function 
and features. 

Keeping the Device in Perspective
Although iLearn has enjoyed success in providing 
iPad support to families and employing the device in 
a therapeutic setting, LCA is not looking to develop 
a monitoring and data collection strategy focused 
on device use alone. “We don’t want to announce to 
parents, ‘Look how successful your child is using the 
iPad.’ Instead, we say, ‘See how successful your child 
is – and the iPad has helped her/him achieve that suc-
cess.’ That being said, we are embracing the use of 
mobile technology for our own data collection.”

LCA, she explains, is working with developers to 
create a data collection app which Ms. Sargent hopes 
will reduce the time and paper cost that have been 
borne traditionally by  clinicians when they write up 
their notes after therapy sessions. “Hopefully, this 
will enable us to better gather real-time data and dig-
itally store all the data we collect so that we can more 
easily gain a better grasp of our kids’ successes.” 

If a child is using a device – including an iPad – “I am 
going to write a communication goal for that child,” 
Ms. Sargent declares. “Whether the goal is achieved 
through words, gestures, signing or iPad, all methods 
are regarded as equally important.  My message to a 
child is: ‘Use your iPad or any device to communicate 
with me. If the iPad is easiest for you, I’ll help make 
it even easier.’  That’s how we incorporate the use 
of [the device] in our therapy. For us the iPad is the 
complement to the therapy; it does not supplant the 
therapy.” 

She regards the 
iPad as an effec-
tive companion 
to more tradi-
tional therapy 
tools. For ex-
ample, she says, 
“We use a very 
h i g h - i n t e r e s t 
app like Angry Birds (http://shop.angrybirds.com/) 
and play for a little while. Then we’ll go to the gross 
motor room where we’ll recreate Angry Birds. We’ll 
use blocks to set up the walls and a small stuffed ani-
mal as our pig. Then we’ll launch our birds. We use 
the app as inspiration at that point – but the children 
are engaged, playing, finding friends to play with, us-
ing language, and attending to others. The iPad has 
been an effective tool in facilitating those activities.” 

http://momswithapps.com/
http://momswithapps.com/
http://shop.angrybirds.com/
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Barriers to iPad Use Remain
Despite its value to children with ASD, barriers to 
iPad use remain. Technological complexity, she in-
sists, is one of the most significant barriers. “Some-
times it’s not easy for a child just to bring his/her 
iPad to school or to charge the battery. These tasks 
and others can be complicated for the children. In ad-
dition, children are occasionally engaged in activities 
so physically taxing that it’s not safe for them have 
their iPads with them.” 

Forgetfulness is another problem. “For example, 
when I’m engaged in an activity outside, I’ll some-
times just hang my iPad from a fence post. I know 
it’s not safe but thankfully I’ve always remembered 
where I put it. But many kids in school settings don’t 
remember where they’ve placed their iPad, whether 
or not they have autism.”

iPad use in social settings can also be “tricky,” she 
asserts. “We have a term here —  ‘iPad eyes’ – which 
refers to what occurs when a child is using an iPad 
and another child walks past and the iPad catches 
his/her attention.” The issue, she notes, “is one of so-
cial appropriateness – when is it time to use an iPad 
and when is not time? There is a time and a place for 
everything. For some kids who don’t need the device 
all the time but want to play with it constantly, a bal-
ance regarding iPad use needs to be struck.”

To protect the fragile iPads, she says, cases are pro-
vided by LCA and schedules are set for iPad use. “We 
schedule the children and are very clear with them 
about their parameters of use. In other words, we es-
tablish boundaries, just as we do with all activities. 
For kids who use the iPad all the time we support 
them by managing and holding the device, thereby 
maintaining physical control over it until the device 
is presented to the children at the appropriate time, 
or when they can show us they know when to use it 
independently and appropriately.”

In public schools, Ms. 
Sargent says, the major 
concern is that iPads 
will be lost, stolen or 
damaged. “Especially for 
schools, an iPad is yet 
another item to be re-
sponsible for.” To deal 
with that issue, some 
teachers, she says “are 
trying to acquire their 
own iPads for their class-
rooms, so that iPads are 
shared rather than used individually.” The resulting 
universal iPad usage, she insists, “lowers the profile 
of children bringing their iPads to school where the 
other students want to use the device.”  Once class-
rooms acquire their own iPads, she remarks, “my job 
is to collaborate with those classrooms and advise 
teachers about the ways iPads have been utilized suc-
cessfully in therapeutic and/or home environments in 
the hope that these experiences will apply for a class-
room environment.”  Conversely, “I often ask teach-
ers who are enjoying iPad success in their classrooms 
to share those experiences with me so that perhaps 
we at LCA can replicate those experiences in a thera-
peutic or home setting.”  

Another way to help lower iPad in-school barriers, 
she asserts, is to encourage children to carry smaller, 
more portable and less expensive devices. “Several of 
my kids use iPod Touches or iPhones that they wear 
around their neck or carry in their pocket. These de-
vices are accessible and have all the necessary features 
but are smaller and more mobile.”  For some children, 
she adds, “the smaller icons in these devices can be 
somewhat difficult to manipulate yet other kids ex-
perience no problems. I look at some of my children 
and am amazed that their little fingertips can ma-
nipulate the buttons, but they can and do. For many 
of these kids, their intuitive understanding of the 
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technology’s potential is stunning. It almost seems, 
she notes, that the iPad/iPhone/iTouch technology 
”matches the way these children like to learn.” In 
fact, she continues, “some of my kids approach their 
TVs and attempt to pinch and expand the screens, 
thinking that TVs are multi-touch as well.”
     
In and out of school, she declares, “the fact that iPad 
technology is becoming a part of our lives, including 
the lives of teachers and administrators, is encour-
aging schools to become more accustomed to these 
devices and more open to the devices’ potential edu-
cational, recreational and communication value.” The 
result, she adds, is that schools are becoming increas-
ingly adept at problem-solving their own barriers 
to classroom use. “They’re learning how to use this 
technology and to incorporate the devices into their 
teaching. I’ve been in classrooms that have Smart 
Boards now for their circle time (http://dictionary.
reference.com/browse/circle+time) and are fund-
raising for classroom iPads.” 

Yet another area in which Ms. Sargent sees great po-
tential for mobile consumer technology is in serving 
children and families in remote areas via telepractice. 
It has utility she says, in serving regions that are re-
mote, in situations in which families are on a long 
waiting list for therapy or when gasoline prices make 
it prohibitive for parents to drive to a clinic.

“The technology’s not perfect and continues to 
evolve,” says Ms. Sargent. “Sometimes the technology 
is inconvenient, but for the most part life with the 
iPad is considerably easier for kids with autism than 
without.”

   
§ §

RESOURCES

ARTICLES
Apps for Autism
CBS News 60 Minutes (2011)
This 2011 CBS 60 Minutes report, narrated by Les-
ley Stahl, investigates the use of iPad communica-
tion apps for children and youth with autism and 
Asperger’s Syndrome. Stahl notes the appeal of the 
device’s easy touch-and-swipe screens for children 
who have resisted, in many cases, working with tra-
ditional materials. The video includes interviews 
with teachers and parents who report the dramat-
ic impact of the apps on the ability of children to 
express their feelings and to interact with those 
around them.  http://www.fctd.info/resources/5274
 
iPad Apps Key to Unlocking Communication 
Barrier with Autistic Students
By Meg Baker
Fox News (May 17, 2012)
In this video Ms. Baker describes the use of the 
iPad in Public School 176X, a Bronx, NY elemen-
tary school attended by 700 students with autism.  
According to the school’s principal, Rima Ritholz, 
iPad use has helped lower communication barriers 
for children on the autism spectrum. “We started 
integrating the iPads into the classrooms two years 
ago, and feel that it is really revolutionizing the 
work that we do here.” The video is accompanied 
by a short print article and includes an informative 
interview with one of the teachers. http://www.
foxnews.com/scitech/2012/05/17/ipad-apps-key-
to-unlocking-communication-barrier-with-autis-
tic-students/

9th Planet Social Skills Learning Videos
9th Planet videos teach social and adaptive skills 
to young adults on the autism spectrum using both 
entertainment and direct instruction. The videos 
feature a fictional character from another planet - 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/circle+time
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/circle+time
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5274
http://www.foxnews.com/scitech/2012/05/17/ipad-apps-key-to-unlocking-communication-barrier-with-autistic-students/
http://www.foxnews.com/scitech/2012/05/17/ipad-apps-key-to-unlocking-communication-barrier-with-autistic-students/
http://www.foxnews.com/scitech/2012/05/17/ipad-apps-key-to-unlocking-communication-barrier-with-autistic-students/
http://www.foxnews.com/scitech/2012/05/17/ipad-apps-key-to-unlocking-communication-barrier-with-autistic-students/
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Tad Shy – who receives help from a computer named 
Bob as he learns to live independently and develop 
relationships with “neurotypicals.” The videos use 
elements of science fiction and strong visual images 
to engage users and invite repeat viewing. Skill-set 
packages include a users’ guide, follow-up activities 
and copies of video scripts. The key actor and video 
editor is a young adult with Asperger’s Syndrome.  
Cost: $30.00.
http://9thplanet.org/

Parenting Autism: In the iPad and Internet Era
By Ellen Seidman
Parents. (April 2, 2012)
To mark Autism Awareness Month in April 2012 
Ms. Seidman, a blogger, turned her blog over to par-
ents of children with autism. This article was writ-
ten by Shannon Des Roches Rosa who describes 
herself as “a mother of three complicated kids.” Of 
her son Leo’s iPad use, Ms. Des Roches Rosa writes, 
“His iPad is the Wonka’s Magic Chewing Gum of 
devices – all his favorite music, videos, and an ev-
er-expanding selection of books plus learning and 
play activities are rolled into one slim tablet. [The 
iPad’s]… positive impact on Leo’s life, on many au-
tistic kids’ lives, has been mind-blowing. My son 
has always been smart, but his iPad’s intuitive, or-
ganized, voiceover- and visuals-heavy interface lets 
him easily demonstrate those smarts. And his iPad 
is a social lightning rod that makes other kids seek 
him out…”  Ms. Des Roches Rosa is the senior editor 
of Thinking Person’s Guide to Autism and author 
of the blog Squidalicious (http://www.fctd.info/re-
sources/5341) which includes many posts about her 
son’s iPad use. 
h t t p : / / w w w . p a r e n t s . c o m / b l o g s / t o - t h e -
max/2012/04/02/uncategorized/parenting-autism-
in-the-ipad-and-internet-era/

9 New Apps for Autism
By Techinspecialed
The Journal (April 11, 2012)
Guest curated by the website Techninspecialed.
com, this round-up article showcases the latest 
mobile apps for educators and students, with a spe-
cific focus on the newest apps for autism. 
http://thejournal.com/articles/2012/04/11/9-new-
apps-for-autism.aspx

Finding Good Apps for Children with Autism
By Pradnya Joshi
New York Times (November 29, 2011)
In this article, teachers, parents and therapists 
highlight the “profound difference” that apps for 
Apple and Android products have made in sup-
porting skill development among children with au-
tism.  One parent interviewed explains, “The iPad 
has lowered the cognitive base you have to have to 
interface with a computer. You touch it, and some-
thing happens.” The author notes that in addition 
to communication support, apps may “help chil-
dren learn to handle social situations that can be 
stressful, like crowds at malls. And many programs 
can help develop fine-motor skills, which promote 
functions like writing or manipulating small ob-
jects.” 
http://gadgetwise.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/11/29/
finding-good-apps-for-children-with-autism/
 

APPS
The Electric Company: Feel Electric!
Designed to aid users in expressing their feelings, 
this Parent’s Choice 2012-recommended Sesame 
Workshop iPhone and iPad app is compatible 
with iPhone 3GS, iPhone 4, iPhone 4S, iPod touch 
(third generation), iPod touch (fourth generation) 
and iPad and requires iOS 3.2 or later. The app is 
customizable and can accommodate users’ pic-
tures, songs and videos. The app was developed 

http://9thplanet.org/
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5341
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5341
http://www.parents.com/blogs/to-the-max/2012/04/02/uncategorized/parenting-autism-in-the-ipad-and-internet-era/
http://www.parents.com/blogs/to-the-max/2012/04/02/uncategorized/parenting-autism-in-the-ipad-and-internet-era/
http://www.parents.com/blogs/to-the-max/2012/04/02/uncategorized/parenting-autism-in-the-ipad-and-internet-era/
http://thejournal.com/articles/2012/04/11/9-new-apps-for-autism.aspx
http://thejournal.com/articles/2012/04/11/9-new-apps-for-autism.aspx
http://gadgetwise.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/11/29/finding-good-apps-for-children-with-autism/
http://gadgetwise.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/11/29/finding-good-apps-for-children-with-autism/
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with the cooperation of Military Families Near 
and Far, an organization that helps military fami-
lies to communicate and cope with the transi-
tions and issues related to military life. Cost: free.    
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5325

Unus Tactus
This application supports cellphone use by indi-
viduals with cognitive and motor problems. Users 
dial the phone by touching pictures from the pho-
to-based phone directory. A prominent on-screen 
help button is always visible and when depressed 
will connect via email or phone to an assistance 
source. The app’s Geofence (http://www.location-
labs.com/products/geofencing/) feature enables us-
ers with cognitive disabilities who have a history 
of wandering to create a 1-15-mile perimeter. If the 
user exceeds that perimeter the phone sends a mes-
sage to the user’s emergency contact, with a map 
showing the phone’s location. Available from the 
iTunes store, this app is compatible with iPhone 
3GS, iPhone 4, iPhone 4S, iPod touch (third genera-
tion) and iPod Touch (fourth generation) and iPad 
and requires iOS 4.2 or later. Cost:  $10.49. http://
www.fctd.info/resources/5326

Speak for Yourself
This software application is a comprehensive, re-
search-based AAC app for the iPad iOS. Developed 
by two SLPs who work exclusively with individu-
als who are functionally non-verbal, the app pro-
vides core vocabulary words for daily activities and 
has the capacity for expansion and personalization 
without duplication. The app holds up to 13,000 
words and does not require complex screen naviga-
tion or scanning. Vocabulary is based on research 
of the most commonly used words across age, gen-
der, language, settings and situations. Cost: $299.  
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5300

WEBSITES
SNApps4Kids
This site posts reviews of assistive technology apps 
for iPhone, iPad, iPod Touch and Android devices. 
The reviews are contributed by parents and teach-
ers. Site visitors can use the “Find an App” and 
“App Search” options in the Applications menu 
and can contribute their own app reviews to the 
SNapps4Kids database. SNapps4Kids offers news-
letters as well as Facebook and Twitter contacts.  
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5302

AppsHappy!
Authored by Maria Kowch, the mother of two 
children with disabilities, this website introduces 
readers to emerging iPad applications, including 
hands-free, motion-controlled apps and those con-
trolled by eye gaze. For example, the site highlights 
Fuego’s River Adventure by Crimson Apps ($1.99) 
(http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/fuegos-river-ad-
venture/id478994144?mt=8) and  MoveYourBody 
(MYB ) games, created by Visionhacker, a group 
of software programmers dedicated to making the 
iPad responsive to body and head movement.  Their 
combined efforts have produced a free iPad app, 
Crows Coming (http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/
crows-coming/id452523144?mt=8). 
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5284

OTs with Apps
Created by Carol Leynse-Harpold, OTR/L, ATP, this 
blog features information about apps appropriate 
for occupational therapists, including those related 
to fine motor, perceptual motor, sensory process-
ing/regulation and self-care skills. The focus is pri-
marily on apps for K-12 students, and includes both 
Apple and Android devices. Free apps are featured 
each Friday. Entries include information about iPod 
and iPad accessories including positioning devices 
and styluses. http://www.fctd.info/resources/5297

http://www.fctd.info/resources/5325
http://www.locationlabs.com/products/geofencing/
http://www.locationlabs.com/products/geofencing/
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5326
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5326
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5300
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5302
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/fuegos-river-adventure/id478994144?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/fuegos-river-adventure/id478994144?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/crows-coming/id452523144?mt=8
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/crows-coming/id452523144?mt=8
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5284
http://www.fctd.info/resources/5297
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SWITCH HARDWARE
Switchamajig
The Switchamajig controller allows iPad users to 
control anything that is switch-adapted, includ-
ing remote-controlled toys. It can replace up to six 
switches.  A free app must be downloaded to the 
iPad prior to use. The product’s website includes 
tips on how to adapt toys and provides a link to a 
Youtube video that demonstrates the process. Cost: 
$279. http://www.fctd.info/resources/5301

§ §

KNOWLEDGE NETWORK 
MEMBERS

Yale Child Study Center (YCSC)
Housed at the 
Yale University 
School of Medi-
cine, YCSC re-
searches child 
development as well as social, behavioral and emo-
tional adjustment and psychiatric disorders on be-
half of children and families. The center employs an 
inter-disciplinary, integrative approach in its re-
search. Recently YCSC director Dr. Fred Volkmar 
commented on the iPad: “The nice thing is that the 
iPad is high-tech, but it’s relatively low-cost,” Dr. 
Volkmar said in the interview. “Some of the devices 
that have been out there to help children can cost 
$4,000 to $5,000, and if you’re dealing with a per-
son who has trouble with impulse control and an-
ger, they can be throwing stuff across the room.” 
In his book, “A Practical Guide to Autism: What 
Every Parent Needs to Know (John Wiley & Sons, 
Inc. 2009), Dr. Volkmar wrote: “The idea of visu-
al stimulation builds upon a whole body of work 
on autism that didn’t originally use the iPad, but 
looked at other not so high-tech devices that do 
similar things.” The iPad, he says, provides visual 
stimulation with the added benefit of customiza-
tion: parents can make an iPad personal by putting 
in alarms or adding the child’s picture.  

For more information, contact:
Yale Child Study Center
Yale University School of Medicine
230 South Frontage Rd.
New Haven, CT 06519
Phone: (203) 785.2540
http://childstudycenter.yale.edu/index.aspx

2012 FCTD 
AT Resources CD-Rom

The Family Center on Technology and Disability’s 
2012 Assistive Technology CD is a valuable  

resource for parent workshops and conferences, 
professional development events, pre-service 

education classes, and many other venues.  
From 2-page fact sheets to in-depth guides,  
our annual CD has something for everyone  

interested in the use of technology to help chil-
dren and youth with disabilities participate 

fully at home, in school and in the community.

To order the CD, please visit
http://www.fctd.info/show/order_form.

http://www.fctd.info/resources/5301
http://childstudycenter.yale.edu/index.aspx
http://www.fctd.info/show/order_form
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Reach for the Apps
This web-based orga-
nization was founded 
by Nancy and Marc 
Reiser in recognition 
of the progress made 
by their nephew, who has autism, in improving 
his verbal skills as a result of iPad use with apps 
selected for him by his therapist. He was unable 
to use his iPad in a classroom environment be-
cause his school lacked the funds to provide the 
device to all students. The organization’s objec-
tive is to provide equipment and applications to 
schools with special needs students, while creat-
ing awareness of the benefits of the technology.   
http://www.reachfortheapps.org/

Steele Children’s Research Center (SCRC)
Housed at the 
University of 
Arizona Col-
lege of Medicine, 
SCRC recently 
secured a grant from an Arizona community orga-
nization to study the ways in which children with 
autism utilize iPad technology.  The study will in-
volve a group of at least 20 children with autism. 
According to an SCRC announcement of the re-
search project (http://medicine.arizona.edu/news/
ua-steele-children%E2%80%99s-research-center-
receives-grant-study-how-children-autism-uti-
lize-ipads,) “iPads are commonly available and fre-
quently used by children who have autism, but it 
is not clear if the devices are being used strictly for 
communication or if more time is spent for enter-
tainment or distraction. Families and children will 
report how the iPad is used with an individualized 
application placed on each iPad.”  

For additional information, contact:
Steele Children’s Research Center

College of Medicine/University of Arizona
1501 N. Campbell Avenue, Suite 3301 
PO Box 245073
Tucson, Arizona 85724
Phone: (520) 626-2221
http://www.steelecenter.arizona.edu/

National Foundation for Autism Research 
(NFAR)
Founded in 2003, NFAR 
hosts workshops offer-
ing educators and par-
ents opportunities to 
network and to learn successful classroom strat-
egies for students with autism.  Each year, NFAR 
assists teachers and other professionals in San Di-
ego County (CA) with funding of educational tools 
and materials applicable for students with autism. 
In October 2011, San Diego area special education 
teacher Jesseca Collins was awarded a NFAR Au-
tism Teachers Grant to study the benefits of iPad 
use by students with autism. A presenter at NFAR’s 
Spring Education Workshop, Ms. Collins reported 
on her research and provided specific examples 
of the software and applications she uses with 
her students.  Overall, Ms. Collins found the iPad 
and its applications could make an immediate and 
meaningful impact in a classroom setting. Learning 
to use the device and researching the appropriate 
apps required only a small investment of time, she 
added. 

For further information on NFAR, contact:
National Foundation for Autism Research 
PO Box 502177
San Diego, CA 92150 
Phone: (858) 679-8800
http://www.nfar.org/

http://www.reachfortheapps.org/
http://medicine.arizona.edu/news/ua-steele-children%E2%80%99s-research-center-receives-grant-study-how-children-autism-utilize-ipads
http://medicine.arizona.edu/news/ua-steele-children%E2%80%99s-research-center-receives-grant-study-how-children-autism-utilize-ipads
http://medicine.arizona.edu/news/ua-steele-children%E2%80%99s-research-center-receives-grant-study-how-children-autism-utilize-ipads
http://medicine.arizona.edu/news/ua-steele-children%E2%80%99s-research-center-receives-grant-study-how-children-autism-utilize-ipads
http://www.steelecenter.arizona.edu/
http://www.nfar.org/
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Mailman Segal Center for Human Development 
(MSC)
Affiliated with Nova 
Southeastern University 
and housed at NSU’s Jim 
and Jan Moran Family 
Center in Ft. Lauderdale, MSC is a comprehensive 
early childhood demonstration and training facility.  
MSC also maintains a community outreach satellite 
facility in Tampa. In January 2011 MSC initiated a 
program aimed at providing iPads to children at the 
university’s on-campus pre-school school for chil-
dren with autism spectrum disorders.  Researchers 
will study the impact of iPad use on the children’s 
communication and other skills. 
For further information, contact:
Mailman Segal Center for Human Development
Nova Southeastern University
3301 College Avenue
 Fort Lauderdale-Davie, Florida 33314-7796
Phone: (800) 541-6682
http://www.nova.edu/humandevelopment/index.
html 

§ §

Times of transition are exciting!
…and a bit scary

…and require extra attention.
FCTD’s Family Information Guide to Assistive 
Technology and Transition Planning provides 

valuable guidance to families, therapists, teachers 
and others who support children during

important periods of transition. 

The guide is available in both HTML and PDF
in both English and Spanish

http://www.fctd.info/show/fig_summary

Upcoming evaluation of the  
Family Center on Technology  

and Disability 

This summer, the Center on Disability at the 
Public Health Institute will contact selected 

FTCD newsletter recipients by email to get your 
feedback on FCTD.  Later in the summer, they 

will also invite all newsletter readers to complete 
an annual evaluation survey.  We hope you will 

participate in these evaluation activities.  
Your opinions count!

http://www.nova.edu/humandevelopment/index.html
http://www.nova.edu/humandevelopment/index.html
http://www.fctd.info/show/fig_summary

