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The beginning of the present millennium witnessed a global transformation in the approaches to Rehabilitation of Persons with disabilities (PWD). It created a paradigm shift in the world from viewing rehabilitation as ‘Charity’ to acknowledging it as a ‘Right’ of person with disabilities. The objective of rehabilitation today is not to sustain Persons with disabilities on sympathy-based ‘welfare’ measures, but to improve their quality of life. Technology has opened the door to empower persons with disabilities.

Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) have the potential for making significant improvement in the lives of persons with disabilities. ICT offers the ability to individuals to compensate for physical or functional limitations, thus allowing them to enhance their social and economic integration in communities by enlarging the scope of activities available to them. For building inclusive society access to knowledge and information is of vital importance so that all persons are able to participate as creative and productive member of society. 

The latest Census figures on disabilities have shown an increase in the number of Persons with disabilities in the country with the figure rising from 21.9 million in 2001 to 26.8 million in 10 years which is an increase of about 22.4%.  There are 14.9 million men with disabilities as compared to 11.8 million women in the country with the total number of persons with disabilities over 18 million in the rural areas and just 8.1 million enumerated in the urban settings.  The percentage of men with disabilities is 2.41 as against 2.01 in women.  According to Census 2011, over two crores households had one or more person with disabilities in India.  These facts indicate that the number of Persons with disabilities in India is substantial and likely to grow.  

We have a challenge to provide an enabling environment for a free and independent living for Persons with disabilities and their families.  Because it is not the question of Persons with disabilities themselves but their families also undergo a pressure to provide an independent life to the family member having disabilities.  Every Person with Disability has different needs, aspirations, abilities and potentials, assistive devices to some extent can meet the needs of persons with disabilities.

Technology is one major factor which comes as a great support for the cause of independent living for persons with disabilities.  Assistive Technology is an umbrella term that includes assistive, adaptive and rehabilitative devices for people with disabilities and also includes the process used in selecting, locating, and using them.  Assistive technology promotes greater independence by enabling people to perform tasks that they were formerly unable to accomplish, or had great difficulty accomplishing, by providing enhancements to, or changing methods of interacting.

New advanced technologies can improve the effectiveness of rehabilitation services to persons with disabilities.  With the advancement in technologies, many new technological solutions have come into existence and with the implementation, functional capabilities of Persons with disabilities can be enhanced and in fact they can add to the nation’s economy.  The purpose of assistive technology is to reduce the physical and attitudinal barriers between people with and without disabilities.  But Persons with disabilities  may not have an access to all of the assistive devices/technologies available.  In many low-income and middle-income countries, only 5%-15% (WHO) of people who require assistive devices and technologies have access to them. 

The Article 4 (General Obligations: 1 (h) of United Nation’s Convention on the Rights of Persons with disabilities (2006), ratified by India as well makes it mandatory to provide accessible information to persons with disabilities about mobility aids, devices and assistive technologies, including new technologies, as well as other forms of assistance, support services and facilities. 
Lack of access to right and appropriate assistive technology play an important role in limiting the opportunities of disabled people for full participation in social and economic life whereas with the use of relevant technologies, the functional capabilities of persons with disabilities can be enhanced and in fact they can add to the nation’s economy.  The Convention on the Rights of Persons with disabilities (Articles 20 and 26), the World Health Assembly resolution WHA58.23 and the United Nations Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with disabilities all highlight the importance of assistive devices.  Assistive technologies, when appropriate to the user and the user’s environment, have been shown to be powerful tools to increase independence and improve participation. 

The Present Scenario 

The Availability of technology for all kind of disability is not an easy task in a country like India where 70% of the population lives in rural areas.  However with the advent of new technologies many assistive devices have been developed or adapted in India for providing equal opportunities to persons with disabilities.  Research and development initiatives by various government and non-government organizations have improved the quality of life of persons with various disabilities.  These organizations have not only developed and produced the technology for persons with disabilities but they have been able to adapt the technologies developed in other countries to suit the local needs.  These technological devices are available for persons with various disabilities at reasonable cost.  

Children with mental retardation find the use of computer very interesting and they are very keen to work with computers and if the software is suited to their slow pace they enjoy working with it Technology enhances their capacity for learning and successfully completing everyday tasks of self care, employment, mobility, communication etc.   The technology for instructions i.e. Drill and practice instructional games, tutorials simulations, demonstration, problem solving and discovery learning help them a lot. 

Technology has opened a new horizon for persons with visual impairment.  They have embraced the technology and as a result have positioned themselves into very competitive front. There are many technologies available for mobility i.e.  sonic guide, laser cane, path sounder, mowat sensor etc The screen magnifier, large print computer, Screen readers Braille embossers etc.  help them in education. Apart from these talking diaries, talking address book ,talking calculators, talking ATMs ,talking alarm clock and other such devices help the persons with visual impairment in daily living activities.   

The Children with locomotor impairment and cerebral palsy do not require special education; they need the assistive devices which can help them in performing their daily routine work and communication etc. Electronic powered wheel chairs, computers, special switches, alternative and augmentative communication (AAC) system, adapted keyboard, pictorial communication software etc. help them in daily activities and mobility. 

One of the first technological devices designed for persons with hearing impairment is telephone.   Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone for helping his wife who had a hearing disability. Now a days the advance computer technology lead to the development of a vide range of modern assistive listening and telecommunication devices. Individual FM system, loop induction system, speech processing software, visual enforcement audiometry, computer assisted remote transcription, captioning and various types of alerting devices have helped the persons with hearing impairment in mainstreaming in the society and fulfilling their dreams.  

Children with autism do not develop enough natural speech to meet their everyday needs of communication. To enhance their communication skills use of technology is very beneficial.  The technological devices like computer, television, talk pad, language master, audio taping, BIG MACK etc.  help them to a great extent. 

The Future

Technology has brought a radical change in the life of persons with disabilities.  The change is so legendary that there has been a shift from integration to inclusion.  Because of the use of technology now people talk about the potentials of persons with disabilities and not about their limitations.  They are seen as productive partners and contributors not just beneficiaries.  Technology play pivotal role in creating inclusive society in which persons with disabilities get enough opportunities suitable to their abilities. 

The best way of inclusion is to initiate it at school.  Inclusive schools will invariably lead to inclusive society.  Efforts must be taken to incorporate the use of technology for all children in all classrooms irrespective of their disabilities.  There is a need for more innovations in technology and wherever the innovations are not possible the technologies developed in other countries may be adapted to suit the needs of persons with disabilities.  Instead of re-inventing the wheel the already developed technology from other countries may be adapted and localized as per the need of persons with disabilities. 

More emphasis needs to be given on Massive Online Open Courseware (MOOCS) that will be enable the persons with disabilities in learning at their own pace and place.  Gaming has emerged as a new and powerful tool for expression of self, persons with disabilities can be provided accessible gaming facilities for learning and leisure.  Personalized virtual teacher, automated assessment and evaluation and mobile technology are the future of ICT for persons with disabilities.      

Benefits of Technology for Inclusion

The use of ICT benefits the users to a great extent as it has the features like flexibility, convenience, effectiveness, and efficiency. Some of the benefits of ICT are:

· Increase independence at home, school, community and workplace.

· Promotion of equality.

· The communication is improves.

· The mobility and movement increases.

· Community participation is enhanced.

· Persons with disabilities have more independence and control over their own lives.

· The person with disabilities participates with their full potential in the activities at home, school and other places.

· Self-motivation is increased in persons with disabilities.

· Persons with disabilities feel more accountable.

· Persons with disabilities get more opportunities for interaction and communication with other people.

· Persons with disabilities get confidence and self-respect.

· Use of technology help in improving writing and organizational skills.

· Use of technology helps persons with disabilities in learning through their preferred mode i.e. visually or auditory etc.

· The performance of persons with disabilities is enhanced by the use of technology.

· Persons with disabilities have flexibility in learning. They can learn at their pace at the preferred time.

· Technology facilitates sharing of resources, expertise and learning material among the users.

· The accessibility is higher when technology is used.

Conclusion

The use of ICT for inclusion of persons with disabilities in the mainstream of society has a greater impact on the society. On one hand the use of ICT by an individual enhance their own learning and self-respect and on the other hand it gives them an opportunity to learn and interact with the other stakeholders. In both situations the persons with disabilities are at a great benefit and they learn from the experiences gained at individual as well as institutional level. This is the time where we need to concentrate our efforts to provide the cost effective technologies at the affordable rate so that persons with disabilities have easy access to ICT. The fear of common people in India towards technologies is not as much as it was earlier. Now the days we can see the common people using various gadgets easily. The persons with disabilities should not be excluded from this experience. UNCRPD has clearly mentioned the role of ICT for person with disabilities therefore the State Governments needs to take action for providing assistive technologies to persons with disabilities. As policy-makers and civil society members we need to realize the spirit of UNCRPD in its true sense. There is an urgent need to take the technology from lab to land and develop low cost robust technology for the use of persons with disabilities.
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