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Engaging in Play through 
Assistive Technology:

Closing Gaps in Research and Practice for 
Infants and Toddlers with Disabilities

ABSTRACT

The importance of play for all infants and toddlers should not be underestimated. However, owing to 
barriers and tensions in Assistive Technology (AT) in early intervention, opportunities are often limited 
for infants and toddlers with special needs to play, and where early intervention exists, it is slow to 
develop with AT. This chapter first discusses the importance of play and then draws attention to some 
issues and tensions that limit play and AT in early intervention for infants and toddlers with special 
needs. It then discusses how crucial it is to explore the potential of play for infants and toddlers with dis-
abilities and gives research and practice-based suggestions to enact the spirit of the law: the Individuals 
with Disabilities Act (IDEA): Part C – Early Intervention program for infants and toddlers using AT. 
It concludes with some thoughts for the future of AT through research, early intervention play-based 
practices, and on-going education and development of early intervention providers and parents of infants 
and toddlers with special needs.

INTRODUCTION

As early as infancy and toddlerhood, children may 
be identified as being at risk for cognitive, social-
emotional and physical difficulties. Some have 
inherited disabilities, and others may be born pre-
term leading to special needs such as intellectual 
disabilities, cerebral palsy, and hearing or vision 
loss. Such infants and toddlers may be slower in 

developing their functional and learning abilities 
and may be eligible for early intervention services 
in their natural environments: home and child care. 
In the U.S., the Individuals with Disabilities Act 
(IDEA): Part C – Early Intervention program for 
infants and toddlers, was designed to provide a 
broad array of services to children with special 
needs, from birth through three years of age, and 
their families. Anyone who has a concern about 
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an infant or toddler’s development may make a 
referral for Early Intervention services. A team, 
including parents, draw up an Individual Family 
Service Plan (IFSP) which is a document designed 
to identify supports and strategies for achieving 
outcomes that will enhance a child’s academic, 
communication, developmental and functional 
needs. The Department for Children and Fami-
lies Agency of Human Services in Vermont, for 
example, reported that in 2013, there were ap-
proximately 20,000 children from birth to three 
eligible for Early Intervention services statewide. 
Based on estimated prevalence, approximately 
3% (or 600 children) may be eligible for early 
intervention services. Of this population, approxi-
mately 400 infants and toddlers are receiving early 
intervention services statewide (2% of the birth 
to three population). Assistive technology (AT) 
provision is dependent on services and AT use is 
reported on IFSPs for only a small percentage of 
infants and toddlers which, as Wilcox, Guimond, 
Campbell, and Weintraub Moore (2006) suggest, 
means that services should improve. A compari-
son of the Office of Special Education Programs 
Annual Reports to Congress from 1998 to 2002 
indicated that AT is consistently listed as a service 
for only approximately 4% of infants and toddlers 
nationally (U.S. Department of Education, 2012). 
Additionally, there are infants and toddlers who 
have delays not severe enough to be eligible for 
early intervention services, yet would benefit from 
AT. Even if the AT device is used for only a brief 
period of time; it may give an infant or toddler the 
extra support they need to develop and use skills 
on their own which are essential to early childhood 
play. Regrettably, many infants and toddlers do 
not experience AT as an option.

The Purpose of this Chapter

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the im-
portance of play for infants and toddlers, including 
those with special needs. It discusses how AT 
can help those infants and toddlers with special 

needs experience the benefits of play by making 
important adaptations to the infant and toddler’s 
natural environment accessible; explains how to 
position an infant and toddler for play with the use 
of low- and high-tech AT adaptations in the home 
and preschool, and gives examples of adaptations 
for toys. It makes suggestions for some easily ap-
plied practical solutions for providers and parents 
to demystify AT use and discusses some of the 
tensions that currently limit the provision of AT 
and services for infants and toddlers. This chapter 
ends by explaining where efforts should be made 
to provide more opportunities for children with 
special needs to enjoy and learn through play in 
natural settings.

It is anticipated that this chapter will bring cur-
rent issues and tensions into focus and stimulate 
further research and debate. Most importantly 
though, it will contribute to the future of play 
for infants and toddlers with special needs by 
providing the impetus for those involved in early 
intervention to work toward enacting the spirit 
of the law in AT practice for infants and toddlers 
with special needs, especially for the development 
of pedagogical play-based practices.

BACKGROUND

The Importance of Play 
in Early Childhood

Play is the main preoccupation in early childhood 
(Parham & Primeau, 1997). Children explore 
their natural environment through play and as 
Rogers (2011) states, “there is a substantial well-
documented empirical and theoretical research 
literature to support the view that play is a highly 
significant activity in human experience and devel-
opment” (p. 9). As children interact with objects 
and materials, they start to establish relationships 
with an understanding of control and causality 
which means that they repeat and modify their 
actions. Children communicate as they explore 
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