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1. The contribution of human sciences to the use of
Assistive Technology

Technology plays a significant role in all aspects of
children’s and youngsters’ life in Europe today, and this
role will only increase in the future. A wealthy debate
on the use of ICTs to support learning and participa-
tion has been initiated some years ago and is still alive,
giving human sciences (mainly pedagogy and psychol-
ogy) a new occasion to rethink and redesign their meth-
ods and practices so that they can fully answer to the
modern challenges of life. This aspect is an underlying
theme of the present issue of the journal.

Many researchers in the field stress that in the re-
newal of the processes of teaching and learning, tech-
nology is not a solution in itself. On the contrary, the
main accent should be put on the pedagogical impera-
tive (both in respect of the methodological and the rela-
tional), so that the educators and the field professionals
can consider technology only one of the possible tools
(indeed, a very powerful one) to do the work they are
prepared for.

2. The approach of human sciences to the use of
technology

A suitable pedagogical point of view can give the
educators the possibility of renewing their own teach-
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ing approach by using technology. The widespread
experiences of co-operative and collaborative learning
testify to this new trend: children are given the oppor-
tunity to participate as partners in the design of their
own products, while teachers and educators can make
use of a combination of evaluation, brainstorming and
traditional educational methods.

These considerations can also be applied to the field
of special education and learning for children and
youngsters with disabilities. While technology in this
case can play different and original roles (mainly, the
role of Assistive Technology), nevertheless, when it is
used as a means to learn, communicate, and participate
in everyday life, the importance of the choice of the
pedagogical and psychological approaches should not
be disregarded. Experiences and studies presented in
this issue are – we hope – a clear example of this point.

The ecological perspective in educational psychol-
ogy [3] has strongly stressed in recent years that all
children (with or without impairment) learn and grow
by being totally immersed in their life contexts and
by playing and communicating with adults and their
pairs. The Vygotskijan notion of the Zone of Proximal
Development [19] brought new vitality to the educa-
tional field in terms of methods, practices and above
all awareness about the role played by the adult when
living and/or working with the young.

These considerations give us new reasons to support
the international movement towards the inclusion of
children and youngsters with disabilities in the school-
of-all and in the life-of-all. Only these contexts can
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give them the chance to face a lot of different models
and opportunities, as well as the right motivation to try,
test, and experiment with their “different” abilities.

As stressed in this issue of the journal, in some cases
these children will need appropriate and sometimes
very complex technologies, such as robotics and com-
puters, to be able to participate; and in this, their ex-
periences will also need to be supported by the right
pedagogical approaches.

3. Contextualizing technology

Evidence from field research makes it clear that it is
not only a case of choosing the right technology. Many
studies underline that, for example, the object-related
play skills of pre-school children with developmental
concerns are enhanced through adequate intervention
strategies. Furthermore, the level and complexity of
children’s symbolic play depends on both play material
and the play context. Research results show that the
cultural context has a positive influence on children’s
quest for meaningful action. A child’s imagination is
not captured by an object itself, but by the story which
gives the object and the actions their meaning. When
adults play roles and dramatise a chain of events, they
open a door to a play world which the children can
enter.

In the case of children with severe impairment, a cor-
rect choice of toys, as well as a suitable planning of the
play and life situations are the real key to success; in
this respect, many studies also stress the importance of
the role played by their parents in transferring knowl-
edge about their child to the professionals, about what
his/her attitudes and preferences are, which solutions
they have already successfully and unsuccessfully ex-
perienced in the course of learning and participating.
On the other hand, the parents’ own needs and expec-
tations have great significance when planning peda-
gogical interventions. Only by involving them can the
professionals make a really significant impact.

Furthermore, play is strictly related to language and
communication development. In fact, certain aspects
of play are connected to the emerging linguistic skills,
and especially symbolic play is significantly correlated
with both expressive and receptive language.

By being able to play and communicate with the part-
ners in their environment, the young can acquire new
abilities, understand the world, interact with others, ex-
press and control emotions, develop symbolic capabili-
ties, attemp novel or challenging tasks, solve problems,

and practice skills. Abilities in problem-solving, cre-
ativity, language and social competence seem to grow
together.

4. The professional challenge

Suitable changes in the life contexts where children
and the young with disabilities develop should take
place, and professionals in the field should accomplish
a new pedagogical awareness.

The challenge professionals must now face is very
complex but also extraordinary: they should master
competence in the fields of technology, education and
rehabilitation; be able to act as “coachers” for the to-
be-developed abilities of the young; build and main-
tain supportive and co-operative relationships with the
group of young students; they should also plan, realize
and verify mainstream pedagogical projects in which
persons with disabilities can grow with their pairs in
spite of their impairments. To put it briefly, they should
look at the young with disabilities as a resource for the
teaching process.

This professional challenge also concerns research-
ers. More research, especially research based on par-
ticipatory and co-operative methods, is needed to study
the potential of technology for children and youngsters
with disabilities, as well as to develop models for plan-
ning and for practice. Furthermore, it is necessary to
develop instruments and methodologies that are suit-
able to assess the outcomes of the use of Assistive Tech-
nologies, and to investigate the impact of technology
in the case of young people, their life and their active
participation in the life of society.
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