Building Knowledge and Skills Infrastructure:
Empowering Assistive Technology Success

Assistive technology (AT) has immense potential to serve as a tool for
disabled people to build the lives and experiences they want, but its
effectiveness depends on more than just the tools themselves. My
research with Leonard Cheshire and the University of Stirling reveals that
a resilient knowledge and skills infrastructure is critical for AT success.
This final foundational domain focuses on equipping both disabled
technology users and their supporters with the expertise needed to
integrate technology into everyday life.

The Need for a Knowledge Base

AT adoption often falters when people lack awareness of what
technology is available and how it can be used. My research participants
frequently shared that without adequate training, they didn't understand
the range of features or how these could enhance independence. One
user explained, “I didn't even know that kind of tech existed, let alone
how to use it.” This highlights the importance of creating opportunities
for both disabled people and their support staff to explore and learn
about available AT.

Training must also keep pace with the rapid evolution of technology. The
challenge lies not only in staying informed about new devices but also in
maintaining the skills needed to troubleshoot, adapt, and optimize them.
AT professionals in my focus groups emphasised the value of ongoing
learning, noting that static training materials often fail to address the
dynamic nature of technological advancements.

The Risks of Centralized Expertise

A common approach in care settings is to designate “tech champions”
who become the go-to experts for all AT-related tasks. While this can
streamline support, it also creates risks. If the champion is unavailable,
the knowledge and skills they possess may not be accessible, potentially
stalling progress. My research found that sites relying solely on individual
champions often struggled with continuity when those individuals were
absent.

Instead, a distributed approach to skills development ensures that
multiple staff members have the expertise to support technology use.
This redundancy fosters resilience, allowing organizations to maintain
consistent support even during staff transitions. An apt tagline for this
model seems to be ‘no one needs to know everything, but everyone
should know something [about technology]!
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Community of Practice: A Collaborative Solution

Building a robust skills infrastructure also involves creating a community
of practice. This concept, highlighted by AT professionals in my research,
involves connecting staff, users, and external experts to share knowledge,
solve problems, and learn collaboratively. Such networks can provide
invaluable backup resources and reduce the isolation often felt by
individuals tasked with managing AT alone.

Pathways to Success
To strengthen knowledge and skills infrastructure, organizations can:

= Provide tailored, role-specific training for staff at all levels (referred
to as a ‘tiered support model’ at Leonard Cheshire).

= Foster a culture of learning by integrating AT demonstrations into
daily routines.

= Develop communities of practice to share expertise and support
ongoing education.

= Ensure users and supporters have access to up-to-date resources
and troubleshooting tools.

My research with Leonard Cheshire demonstrates that organisations
investing in these strategies achieve more consistent and effective AT
outcomes. Empowering people with knowledge and skills transforms
technology from a novelty into a trusted, integral part of daily life.
Conclusion

The foundation of AT success lies not just in the technology itself but in
the people who use and support it. By building a resilient knowledge and
skills infrastructure, we can unlock the full potential of AT, enabling
disabled people and their supporters to thrive in an increasingly digital
world.
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