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ABSTRACT

This study explores the transformative potential of assistive technologies (AT) in improving learning outcomes
for students with Down syndrome (DS). Rapid advancements in digital innovation—ranging from speech-
generating devices to adaptive educational applications—are creating more inclusive learning environments for
students with intellectual disabilities. This research integrates international experiences and local perspectives
from Azerbaijan to investigate the impact of AT on communication, cognitive engagement, and emotional
development. Drawing on the resources of the Down Syndrome Association of Greater St. Louis (DSAGSL, 2024),
the paper highlights practical examples of AT use in supporting literacy, numeracy, and self-expression. A
qualitative-descriptive methodology was used, involving interviews with teachers and parents, classroom
observations, and analysis of AT-supported interventions.

The findings suggest that tablet-based software, interactive whiteboards, and communication-focused apps such
as Speech Blubs, Proloquo2Go, and TouchChat HD significantly enhance students’ verbal skills, attention span,
and motivation. In addition, visual scheduling systems, audiobooks, and task-sequencing tools reduce behavioral
anxiety and support independent task completion. Teachers and parents reported that consistent AT usage
promotes greater inclusion, autonomy, and participation in daily educational routines. However, the study also
identified barriers such as limited training opportunities for educators, insufficient funding, and the lack of
localized Azerbaijani-language AT resources.

The paper concludes that assistive technologies can bridge the gap between students’ cognitive potential and
academic demands when implemented through a systemic approach that involves training, collaboration, and
policy support. To achieve sustainable inclusion, Azerbaijan’s education system must foster digital equity,
strengthen teacher competencies, and promote culturally adapted AT solutions tailored to students’ linguistic and
social contexts.
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INTRODUCTION

Down syndrome (DS) is a chromosomal condition—most commonly trisomy 21—associated with a distinctive
developmental profile that can influence learning, communication, and participation in school settings. Many
learners with DS experience difficulties in expressive language, sustained attention, and short-term or working
memory, while often demonstrating relative strengths in visual processing, imitation, and social motivation
(Kumin, 2019). This combination of challenges and strengths has important implications for instruction. In
particular, educational approaches that rely heavily on verbal explanation or dense written materials may not fully
match the learning needs of students with DS, whereas structured, visually supported and multisensory teaching
can leverage areas of relative strength and increase engagement (Kumin, 2019).

Within this landscape, assistive technology (AT) has become an increasingly central component of inclusive
education over the past two decades. AT refers to a broad continuum of tools and systems—ranging from low-
tech supports (e.g., picture cues, visual schedules, tactile learning materials) to high-tech applications (e.g., tablets,
text-to-speech software, speech-generating devices, and adaptive learning platforms)—designed to enhance
functional capabilities and reduce barriers to learning (Dell et al., 2017; McNaughton & Light, 2013). Importantly,
AT is not intended to replace human interaction or pedagogy; rather, it is most effective when integrated into
everyday teaching practices and when it expands the ways learners can access content, express understanding, and
participate in classroom routines (Alnahdi, 2014; Dell et al., 2017). In line with this view, the Down Syndrome
Association of Greater St. Louis (DSAGSL, 2024) describes assistive technology as any item, equipment, or
software system used to improve functional capabilities for individuals with disabilities. Conceptually, this
definition highlights an inclusion-oriented purpose: technology is framed as a practical mechanism for

www.tojned.net Copyright © The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education 54


mailto:gn.badalzade@adpu.edu.az

T ':QJ N E D The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education - January 2026 ~ Volume 16, Issue 1

THE ONLINE JOURMAL
OF NEW HORIZONS IN EDUCATION

participation and autonomy, enabling learners to communicate needs, engage with instruction, and build
independence across contexts (DSAGSL, 2024; World Health Organization [WHO], 2011).

International research increasingly links AT use not only to classroom performance but also to broader outcomes
relevant to long-term inclusion. In communication, AAC tools and speech-generating devices have been associated
with improved expressive language and reduced frustration, particularly for learners who are minimally verbal or
who benefit from consistent auditory-visual feedback (McNaughton & Light, 2013). In academic learning,
technology-supported materials can allow students to work at an individualized pace, receive immediate feedback,
and access multimodal explanations that may be more compatible with DS learning profiles (Dell et al., 2017).
Beyond these instructional benefits, AT is frequently discussed as a contributor to self-determination and
participation—outcomes that matter for both educational equity and later quality of life (Bandura, 1997; WHO,
2011). From a psychological perspective, when learners can successfully initiate communication, make choices,
and complete tasks with appropriate supports, they may develop stronger perceptions of competence and agency,
which are central to self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). While technology alone cannot produce such outcomes, it can
create conditions in which students experience repeated success and increasingly active roles in their learning
(Alnahdi, 2014; Dell et al., 2017).

A useful synthesis of this broader perspective is offered by Arriola et al. (2022), who report that assistive
technologies can contribute to educational participation while also supporting life skills relevant to independent
adulthood. Their review emphasizes that AT is most meaningful when understood within a wider inclusion
“ecosystem”: access to devices is necessary, but insufficient if the surrounding educational environment is not
prepared to implement them effectively (Arriola et al., 2022). In practice, this means that technology integration
depends on multiple interacting factors, including teacher knowledge and confidence, adaptation of pedagogy and
assessment practices, family involvement, and the availability of culturally and linguistically appropriate tools
(Alnahdi, 2014; Arriola et al., 2022). Framed in this way, AT becomes less about the presence of devices and more
about the capacity of a system to use technology purposefully—aligning tools with learner needs, enabling
participation across settings, and maintaining use over time through training, technical support, and sustainable
resourcing (Arriola et al., 2022; WHO, 2011).

These issues are particularly relevant in contexts where inclusive education reforms are developing but not yet
fully institutionalized. In Azerbaijan, inclusive education has expanded gradually since the early 2010s, with pilot
initiatives and targeted efforts to improve access for learners with intellectual and developmental disabilities.
Nevertheless, the systematic integration of assistive technologies remains limited. Commonly reported constraints
in comparable contexts include uneven access to devices, insufficient professional training, limited technical
support, and a lack of local-language digital resources—factors that can restrict both quality and consistency of
implementation (Alnahdi, 2014; WHO, 2011). Where AT tools are available, their effectiveness often depends on
whether teachers and families can integrate them into daily routines and whether schools have clear guidance on
selection, use, and evaluation (Dell et al., 2017; Arriola et al., 2022). Therefore, examining AT implementation in
Azerbaijan is not only a question of “what technologies exist,” but also how educational stakeholders understand
and apply them within real classrooms and home environments.

Against this background, the present study explores how assistive technologies are currently used to support
students with Down syndrome in Azerbaijani educational settings and how key stakeholders—teachers and
parents—perceive their impact on learning and communication. By linking stakeholder experiences to
international evidence and inclusion frameworks such as Universal Design for Learning (UDL), the study aims to
identify both enabling conditions and barriers that shape AT integration (Alnahdi, 2014). Clarifying these factors
is important for policy and practice because it can inform training priorities, guide the development of localized
resources, and support more equitable implementation across schools. Ultimately, understanding AT within the
Azerbaijani context contributes to wider global discussions about digital inclusion and inclusive education, while
also offering practical insights for strengthening participation, autonomy, and educational opportunity for learners
with Down syndrome (WHO, 2011; UNICEF & WHO, 2023).

LITERATURE REVIEW

The expanding body of international scholarship clearly indicates that assistive technologies (AT) play a
significant and transformative role in supporting learners with intellectual disabilities, with particularly strong
evidence emerging for students with Down syndrome (DS). Across diverse educational systems, AT is no longer
conceptualized solely as an auxiliary support, but rather as a central mechanism for promoting educational equity,
meaningful participation, and learner autonomy. In the United States, this approach is institutionally reinforced
through the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which mandates that assistive technology be
systematically considered within every Individualized Education Program (IEP). This legal requirement has
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shaped inclusive education practices beyond national borders, encouraging schools worldwide to adopt
technology-based interventions that are responsive to the cognitive, communicative, and sensory characteristics
associated with DS (McNaughton & Light, 2013; Dell et al., 2017).

A substantial body of empirical research demonstrates that AT contributes positively to self-determination,
independent learning, and social participation among individuals with Down syndrome. McNaughton and Light
(2013) report that augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) systems—including speech-generating
devices (SGDs)—can substantially enhance expressive language abilities while reducing frustration linked to
communication breakdowns. Complementing this perspective, Dell et al. (2017) argue that assistive technologies
support learner autonomy by allowing students to engage with educational content at an individualized pace and
through modalities that align with their sensory and cognitive strengths, thereby fostering sustained engagement
and motivation.

Building on these empirical findings, professional organizations have sought to systematize the application of AT
for learners with DS. The Down Syndrome Association of Greater St. Louis (DSAGSL, 2024) categorizes assistive
technologies into four broad domains relevant to this population. These include communication tools (e.g.,
Proloquo2Go, TouchChat HD, and GoTalk NOW) designed to support expressive language and social interaction;
literacy and numeracy tools such as text-to-speech software, audiobooks, and adaptive mathematics platforms that
facilitate comprehension and cognitive engagement; executive function supports, including visual schedules, task
organizers, and reminder systems that help structure routines and sustain attention; and environmental control
systems, such as adaptive switches and smart classroom technologies that enhance mobility and physical
accessibility. Together, these categories illustrate the multifaceted ways in which AT can address both academic
and functional needs.

Further insight into the empowering potential of AT is provided by recent work from the Assistive Living Support
Organization (ALSO, 2024), which conceptualizes technology as a means of “unlocking potential through
personalized learning environments.” This perspective emphasizes that AT supports the development of self-
confidence and learner agency by enabling individuals to take ownership of their learning processes. Rather than
functioning as a corrective or compensatory aid, AT is framed as a medium that acknowledges neurodiversity,
allowing learners to demonstrate understanding through alternative pathways such as visual reasoning, auditory
feedback, and interactive storytelling. Such an approach aligns with broader inclusive education principles that
prioritize flexibility and learner-centered design.

At the international level, inclusive education models implemented in countries such as Finland, Italy, and Canada
offer illustrative examples of how AT can be meaningfully embedded within established pedagogical frameworks,
including Montessori and Reggio Emilia approaches. These models emphasize multisensory learning through
tactile, auditory, and visual experiences, principles that closely correspond with the Universal Design for Learning
(UDL) framework (Alnahdi, 2014). UDL advocates for multiple means of representation, engagement, and
expression, positioning technology not merely as a device, but as an integral component of a flexible and
responsive learning environment.

Empirical studies from these contexts further substantiate the benefits of such integration. Research conducted in
Finland indicates that early and systematic incorporation of AT is associated with improvements in joint attention,
memory recall, and peer communication among students with DS (O’Halloran et al., 2021). Similarly, studies from
Italy report that the use of interactive whiteboards and adaptive storytelling applications within Reggio-inspired
classrooms leads to measurable gains in language comprehension and socio-emotional development. Collectively,
these findings highlight the value of combining human-centered pedagogy with thoughtfully implemented
technological supports.

In contrast, the integration of assistive technologies within the Azerbaijani education system remains at an early
stage of development. Since 2018, the Ministry of Education has introduced a number of pilot inclusive schools
aimed at adapting learning environments for students with intellectual and developmental disabilities.
Nevertheless, significant challenges persist. These include limited access to specialized digital tools, a shortage of
educators trained in AT integration, and the absence of Azerbaijani-language assistive software. In addition,
collaboration between educational institutions and technology developers remains underdeveloped, limiting the
production of culturally and linguistically relevant resources.

Despite these constraints, increasing awareness of inclusive education and digital equity in Azerbaijan presents a
valuable opportunity to draw on international experience. By critically engaging with global research findings and
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established models of AT integration, Azerbaijan’s inclusive education framework can progress toward a more
systematic and sustainable adoption of assistive technologies. Such an approach has the potential not only to
enhance access to education, but also to ensure that students with Down syndrome are actively empowered to
participate, learn, and succeed within both academic and social domains.

METHODOLOGY
This study employed a qualitative descriptive research design to explore how assistive technologies (AT) influence

learning, communication, and classroom engagement among students with Down syndrome (DS) in Azerbaijan.
A qualitative approach was deemed most appropriate, as it allows for an in-depth and context-sensitive
examination of teachers’ and parents’ lived experiences, perceptions, and everyday practices related to the
integration of technology within inclusive education settings. Rather than aiming to test hypotheses or quantify
outcomes, the study sought to describe and interpret how assistive technologies are used, understood, and
experienced in real educational environments supporting children with DS.

The research was guided by an interpretive perspective that recognizes educational practices as socially and
contextually situated. In line with this approach, particular attention was paid to how meanings around AT use are
constructed by key stakeholders—teachers and parents—within their institutional, cultural, and resource-related
contexts. The researcher’s professional background in inclusive education informed sensitivity to classroom
dynamics and participant perspectives; to mitigate potential bias, reflexivity was maintained throughout the
research process through ongoing analytic reflection and careful grounding of interpretations in the data.

The study focused on inclusive and special education settings located in Baku, reflecting the current concentration
of pilot inclusion initiatives and access to assistive technologies within Azerbaijan. This geographic scope
represents a limitation, as the findings cannot be generalized to rural regions or to all educational contexts
nationally. However, by concentrating on schools with emerging experience in AT use, the study provides an in-
depth insight into early-stage implementation processes, challenges, and perceived impacts. Such contextualized
understanding is valuable for informing future policy development, teacher training, and the scalable integration
of assistive technologies within Azerbaijan’s inclusive education system.

Participants And Setting

The study involved a total of 25 participants, comprising 15 teachers and 10 parents, recruited from three inclusive
schools and two special education schools located in Baku, Azerbaijan. Teachers represented a range of
professional backgrounds, including special education, speech and language therapy, and general primary
education, with teaching experience ranging from 3 to 18 years. This diversity allowed for the inclusion of
perspectives informed by varying levels of pedagogical training and professional practice in relation to students
with Down syndrome (DS).

Parents were selected using purposive sampling to ensure representation of children with differing cognitive and
communicative profiles, primarily within the mild to moderate range of intellectual disability. This sampling
strategy was intended to capture variability in assistive technology (AT) use and perceived impact across home
environments, while maintaining relevance to inclusive and special education contexts. The inclusion of both
teachers and parents enabled a more comprehensive understanding of AT implementation, encompassing formal
classroom practices as well as informal, home-based use.

All participating schools had previously been involved in small-scale inclusive education pilot initiatives launched
by the Ministry of Education of the Republic of Azerbaijan. These schools were selected because they had limited
yet established exposure to digital and assistive learning tools, such as interactive whiteboards, tablets, and visual
communication supports. Focusing on schools with emerging experience in AT integration allowed the study to
examine early-stage implementation processes, including both enabling conditions and practical constraints.

The concentration on schools within Baku reflects the current distribution of inclusive education pilots and access
to technological resources in Azerbaijan. While this urban focus limits the generalizability of findings to rural or
less-resourced regions, it provides a detailed and contextually grounded account of how assistive technologies are
being introduced and utilized within the country’s developing inclusive education framework.
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Data Collection Tools And Procedures

Data collection was conducted over a three-month period between March and May 2024. To enhance the credibility
and trustworthiness of the findings, three complementary qualitative methods were employed, allowing for
methodological triangulation across data sources and participant groups.

First, semi-structured interviews were carried out with all participating teachers and parents. The interview format
provided sufficient structure to ensure consistency across participants, while also allowing flexibility to explore
individual experiences in depth. Teachers were asked to reflect on their use of assistive technologies (AT) within
classroom settings, including strategies for integration, student responses, and perceived effects on learning and
communication. Parents were invited to discuss AT use in home environments, with particular attention to changes
in communication, motivation, and daily functioning observed in their children.

Second, focus group discussions were organized to facilitate collective reflection and interaction among
participants. Two focus group sessions were conducted with teachers and one with parents. This method enabled
participants to share experiences, compare practices, and collaboratively identify challenges, successful strategies,
and professional development needs related to AT implementation. The group format encouraged dialogue and
the emergence of shared perspectives that may not have been captured through individual interviews alone.

Third, systematic classroom observations were undertaken on a weekly basis to document the naturalistic use of
assistive technologies during instructional activities. Observations were guided by a structured observation
protocol designed to capture (a) the frequency of AT use, (b) the type of device or application employed, and (c)
patterns of student participation and engagement. This approach allowed the researcher to examine how AT was
enacted in practice and how teachers facilitated its use within everyday classroom routines.

Across observed sessions, the most frequently utilized technologies included tablet-based applications such
as Speech Blubs and Bitsboard, interactive whiteboards used to support visual learning, and low-technology aids
such as pictorial cue cards and tactile alphabet materials. The inclusion of both digital and low-tech supports
reflects the adaptive strategies employed by educators in response to resource availability and student need

Data Analysis

The qualitative data generated through interviews, focus group discussions, and classroom observations were
analyzed using thematic analysis, following the six-phase framework outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). This
analytic approach was selected because it allows for the systematic identification, interpretation, and reporting of
patterns of meaning across diverse qualitative data sources, while remaining flexible enough to capture context-
specific experiences.

The analysis began with a familiarization phase, during which all interview and focus group transcripts, as well as
observation field notes, were read and re-read to gain an overall understanding of the dataset. Initial codes were
then generated inductively, focusing on recurrent ideas, practices, and perceptions related to the use of assistive
technologies (AT). Coding was conducted across the entire dataset to ensure that both convergent and divergent
perspectives were captured.

Subsequently, codes with conceptual similarity were collated into broader categories, which were iteratively
reviewed and refined to develop candidate themes. During this stage, attention was paid to the internal coherence
of each theme and to distinctions between themes, ensuring that each captured a meaningful and analytically
distinct aspect of participants’ experiences. Themes were further refined by examining their relevance to the
research questions and their prevalence across data sources.

The final phase involved defining and naming the themes and constructing an analytic narrative that linked
empirical findings to the study’s aims and research questions. Through this process, three overarching themes were
identified: (1) Access and Usage of Assistive Technology, encompassing device availability, frequency of use,
and teacher confidence; (2) Perceived Effectiveness, reflecting observed changes in communication, attention,
and motivation; and (3) Barriers to Implementation, including limitations related to technical infrastructure,
professional training, and financial resources.
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To enhance the trustworthiness of the analysis, data triangulation was employed by systematically comparing
insights derived from interviews, classroom observations, and focus group discussions. Reflexivity was maintained
throughout the analytic process with a researcher diary, which documented analytic decisions, emerging
interpretations, and reflections on the researcher’s positionality. This reflexive practice supported transparency
and helped ensure that interpretations were grounded in the data rather than in pre-existing assumptions.

Trustworthiness And Rigour

To ensure methodological rigour and trustworthiness, the study adhered to established criteria for qualitative
research quality, including credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability. These criteria guided data
collection, analysis, and interpretation throughout the research process.

Credibility was strengthened through methodological triangulation by integrating data from multiple sources,
including semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, and classroom observations. Comparing
perspectives across teachers and parents, as well as across data collection methods, enabled the identification of
consistent patterns while also capturing divergent experiences. Prolonged engagement in the field over a three-
month period further enhanced the depth and authenticity of the findings.

Dependability was supported by maintaining a transparent and systematic analytic process. The use of a clearly
defined thematic analysis framework, following the six-phase approach outlined by Using thematic analysis in
psychology, ensured consistency in coding and theme development. Detailed documentation of analytic steps and
decisions allows the research process to be traceable and, in principle, replicable.

Confirmability was addressed through reflexive practice. The researcher maintained a reflexive diary throughout
data analysis, recording analytic decisions, emerging interpretations, and reflections on positionality. This practice
helped minimize the influence of personal assumptions and ensured that interpretations were grounded in
participants’ accounts rather than researcher expectations.

Transferability was supported by providing rich, contextualized descriptions of participants, settings, and
educational practices. While the study is limited to inclusive and special schools in Baku and does not aim for
statistical generalization, the detailed contextual information enables readers to assess the relevance of the findings
to similar educational contexts, particularly in settings with developing inclusive education systems.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for this study was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee of the Azerbaijan State
Pedagogical University prior to the commencement of data collection. All participants were fully informed about
the aims and procedures of the study and provided written informed consent before participation. Participants were
assured that their involvement was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any stage without any
negative consequences.

Confidentiality was maintained through the anonymization of all data, with participants identified using coded
labels in transcripts and field notes. During classroom observations, particular care was taken to minimize
disruption to teaching activities and to respect the dignity, privacy, and wellbeing of students with disabilities. No
identifying information related to students was recorded.

Overall, the ethical procedures adopted in this study ensured that the research was conducted in a respectful,
responsible, and ethically sound manner, providing a secure foundation for exploring how assistive technologies
are applied in inclusive and special education settings in Azerbaijan and how stakeholders perceive their impact
on learning and communication outcomes.

Ethical approval was granted by the Research Ethics Committee of the Azerbaijan State Pedagogical
University, and all procedures were conducted in accordance with established ethical standards for qualitative
research involving human participants.
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RESULTS

The findings of this qualitative descriptive study are organized around three overarching themes that emerged from
the thematic analysis: (1) access and usage of assistive technology (AT), (2) perceived effectiveness in learning
and communication, and (3) barriers to implementation. Each theme integrates evidence drawn from teacher
interviews, parental accounts, and systematic classroom observations conducted across five inclusive and special
education schools in Baku.

Access And Usage Of Assistive Technology

Overall, both teachers and parents expressed positive attitudes toward the use of assistive technology in supporting
students with Down syndrome. Nevertheless, the extent, consistency, and depth of AT use varied substantially
across settings, largely influenced by resource availability and teachers’ familiarity with specific tools.

Teachers identified tablet-based applications—most notably Speech Blubs, Bitsboard, and Proloquo2Go—as the
most accessible and frequently used technologies. These tools were primarily employed to support vocabulary
acquisition, sentence construction, and pronunciation practice. In addition, visual supports such as interactive
whiteboards, pictorial cue cards, and tactile alphabet materials were commonly integrated into group activities to
sustain attention and participation.

As one teacher (T3) explained:

“When we use picture-based apps or sound boards, the children are more focused. They point, repeat, and smile
when they hear their own voice played back. It keeps them involved much longer than paper worksheets.”

Parental perspectives reinforced these observations. Parents who incorporated similar tools at home reported
increased interest in learning-related activities and more spontaneous communication during daily routines.
Several parents described how speech-generating applications enabled their children to express needs more clearly,
leading to reduced frustration and emotional distress.

Despite these positive experiences, access to modern AT devices was reported to be uneven. Participants noted
that such resources were often limited to schools supported by donor-funded inclusion initiatives. Many teachers
reported sharing a single tablet among several students, and in some cases devices were outdated or lacked
Azerbaijani-language functionality, restricting consistent use.

Perceived Effectiveness In Learning And Communication

Teachers consistently reported observable improvements in students’ attention, task persistence, and
communication attempts when AT was integrated into lessons. Classroom observations suggested that
approximately 70% of students demonstrated longer engagement during activities that incorporated visual and
auditory technologies compared to sessions delivered without technological support.

Speech-generating devices (SGDs) were described as particularly beneficial for non-verbal or minimally verbal
students. Teachers emphasized that the immediate auditory feedback provided by these tools reinforced language
learning and encouraged repeated communication attempts. The “press-and-hear” function of SGDs was reported
to support phonological awareness and recall of target vocabulary.

In addition, visual scheduling applications and digital timers were widely perceived as effective tools for
supporting transitions between activities. One teacher (T8) reflected:

“When I use a visual timer or schedule on the smartboard, transitions are smoother. The students know what’s
next, and they feel less anxious.”
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Parents similarly reported behavioral and emotional improvements, describing their children as more confident
and less reliant on continuous adult prompting. Several parents highlighted emerging independence, reflected in
expressions such as “I can do it myself,” which they associated with consistent engagement with AT.

Collaborative use of AT also appeared to foster peer interaction. Group activities involving touchscreens and
sound-matching games encouraged turn-taking and cooperative engagement—skills that are often challenging for
students with Down syndrome. These qualitative observations align with international research suggesting that AT
can support both academic learning and socio-emotional development.

Barriers To Implementation

Despite the reported benefits, participants identified multiple systemic barriers that limited the full potential of AT
integration in both inclusive and special education settings.

Limited teacher training.

Most teachers reported having received no formal training in assistive technology. Knowledge was primarily
acquired through self-directed exploration or informal peer exchange. As one participant (T5) noted:

“We try to learn by exploring the apps ourselves. There is no structured guidance or training from the Ministry, so
we experiment and see what works.”

Insufficient funding and outdated equipment.

Financial constraints were frequently cited as a major barrier. Schools often lacked sufficient devices, and some
teachers reported using personal tablets for classroom demonstrations. This resulted in uneven access, with better-
resourced urban schools having greater opportunities for AT use.

Lack of localized content.

Nearly all teachers highlighted the absence of Azerbaijani-language AT applications as a significant challenge.
Most available tools were in English or Turkish, requiring teachers to translate instructions manually or simplify
content, thereby reducing efficiency and accessibility.

Inconsistent policy and institutional support.

Participants observed that, although inclusive education reforms have begun, there are no clear national standards
governing the selection, implementation, or evaluation of assistive technologies. In the absence of centralized
guidance and technical support, schools relied largely on informal and fragmented initiatives.

Despite these constraints, both teachers and parents expressed cautious optimism. They emphasized that even
limited exposure to AT had already contributed to improved engagement and independence among students,
suggesting substantial untapped potential.

Summary Of Findings

Taken together, the findings indicate that assistive technologies function as powerful mediators of learning and
participation for students with Down syndrome. When appropriately implemented, AT supports active
engagement, enhances communication, and fosters confidence and autonomy. However, these benefits are
unevenly distributed due to systemic, infrastructural, and linguistic barriers.

Aligning assistive technology adoption with structured teacher training, localized content development, and
coherent inclusive education policy emerges as a critical step for moving from isolated initiatives toward
sustainable, technology-supported inclusion within Azerbaijan’s education system.
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DISCUSSION

The findings of this study demonstrate that assistive technologies (AT) can substantially enhance the educational
experiences of students with Down syndrome (DS) by supporting communication, attention, and autonomy. These
outcomes are broadly consistent with international research indicating that technology can act as a bridge between
learner potential and educational participation (McNaughton & Light, 2013; Dell et al., 2017; Assistive Living
Support Organization [ALSO], 2024). At the same time, the Azerbaijani context reveals a combination of
encouraging practices and persistent structural constraints, highlighting the importance of situating AT
implementation within its specific institutional and policy environment.

Interpreting Findings In The Context Of Inclusive Education

The positive effects observed in this study—such as increased task persistence, improved expressive
communication, and reduced behavioral anxiety—suggest that AT supports functional inclusion rather than mere
physical placement in mainstream classrooms. Teachers’ accounts illustrated how students with DS became more
engaged and communicative when using tools such as Speech Blubs and Proloquo2Go. Through multisensory
input and immediate feedback, these tools appeared to shift students from passive recipients of instruction to more
active participants in learning activities.

These findings align closely with the principles of the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework, which
advocates for multiple means of engagement, representation, and expression within learning environments
(Alnahdi, 2014). Assistive technologies operationalize these principles by enabling students to access and process
information through visual and auditory channels, rather than relying solely on verbal or text-based instruction.
Given that learners with DS often experience challenges in auditory processing alongside relative strengths in
visual recognition, such multimodal approaches are particularly well suited to their learning profiles.

In addition, the reported benefits of visual schedules, timers, and interactive boards point to the role of AT in
supporting executive functioning. Structured visual cues helped students anticipate transitions and regulate
behavior, contributing to reduced anxiety and smoother classroom routines. This observation is consistent with
findings by O’Halloran et al. (2021), who emphasize the importance of predictable, visually guided learning
environments for students with developmental disabilities.

The Role Of Assistive Technology In Empowerment And Independence

Beyond academic engagement, the study highlights the role of AT in fostering emotional resilience, self-
determination, and emerging independence among learners with DS. Parents described how communication
applications enabled their children to express needs, preferences, and choices more independently, contributing to
a growing sense of agency. This aligns with the social model of disability, which conceptualizes technology as a
means of reducing environmental barriers rather than compensating for individual deficits.

Consistent with guidance from the Down Syndrome Association of Greater St. Louis (DSAGSL, 2024), assistive
technologies in this study appeared to transform patterns of dependency into opportunities for participation.
Behavioral changes reported by parents—such as increased confidence and reduced frustration—suggest that AT
may support the development of self-efficacy, a psychological construct strongly associated with long-term
learning and adaptation (Bandura, 1997). These findings are also in line with Arriola et al. (2022), who report that
sustained AT use can enhance independent life skills, decision-making, and social inclusion for individuals with
Down syndrome. In this sense, AT extends beyond instructional efficiency to support dignity, identity, and
belonging.

Barriers And Systemic Gaps

Despite these benefits, the study identifies several systemic barriers that constrain the full realization of AT’s
potential in Azerbaijan. The most prominent challenges include limited teacher training, restricted access to
modern devices, and the absence of Azerbaijani-language digital materials. These findings mirror international
evidence suggesting that the success of assistive technology depends as much on educator competence and
institutional support as on the availability of tools themselves (Alnahdi, 2014).
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Teachers expressed strong motivation to integrate AT into their practice but also frustration at the lack of structured
training and clear policy guidance. As a result, implementation often relied on self-directed learning and informal
peer support, leading to variability in quality and consistency. Without a national framework defining standards
for AT selection, funding, and evaluation, schools tended to operate in isolation rather than within a coordinated
system.

Language and cultural barriers further compounded these challenges. Most available AT platforms were designed
for English-speaking contexts, requiring Azerbaijani educators to adapt content manually. As also emphasized by
ALSO (2024), the localization of assistive technologies is essential for ensuring accessibility, relevance, and
sustained use in diverse educational contexts.

Toward Sustainable Implementation

For assistive technology to move from sporadic use toward systemic inclusion, a coordinated, multi-level approach
is required. Teacher education programs should incorporate AT-focused modules addressing practical classroom
integration, ethical considerations, and individualized instruction. At the institutional level, partnerships between
universities, technology developers, and the Ministry of Education could facilitate the development and
localization of digital tools aligned with national curricula. In parallel, sustainable funding mechanisms are
necessary to ensure equitable access to devices and digital infrastructure across schools.

The findings also suggest that collaboration between families and educators amplifies the impact of AT. When
parents are supported to use assistive tools at home, continuity between school and home environments is
strengthened, reinforcing communication and learning across contexts. Ultimately, AT should be understood not
as an optional supplement but as a core component of inclusive education policy. International evidence indicates
that when embedded within curricula and supported by professional training, assistive technologies can enable
levels of engagement and independence previously considered unattainable for students with DS (McNaughton &
Light, 2013; ALSO, 2024).

Summary of Discussion

Overall, the discussion underscores that assistive technology functions as a catalyst for inclusive transformation,
enabling students with Down syndrome to learn, communicate, and participate in ways that align with their
strengths. In Azerbaijan, early inclusive education initiatives demonstrate considerable promise but require
strategic expansion. To fully realize the potential of AT, stakeholders must prioritize capacity building, policy
coherence, and the development of culturally and linguistically adapted resources. By embracing AT as both a
pedagogical and social instrument, the Azerbaijani education system can move closer to the principle of education
for all—one that recognizes and values neurodiversity while empowering every learner.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings and discussion presented above, a set of recommendations is proposed to support the
effective and equitable integration of assistive technologies (AT) for students with Down syndrome (DS) within
Azerbaijan’s inclusive education system. These recommendations address interrelated dimensions of educational
policy, pedagogical practice, professional capacity building, technological infrastructure, and family engagement,
with the aim of moving from isolated initiatives toward a sustainable and system-wide approach to inclusive,
technology-supported education.

Policy And Strategic Framework

National Assistive Technology Strategy. The Ministry of Education should develop a comprehensive National
Strategy on Assistive Technologies in Education to establish clear standards for device selection, usage protocols,
and evaluation indicators. Such a framework would promote consistency across regions and reduce inequalities in
access between urban and rural schools.

Integration into Inclusive Education Policy. Assistive technologies should be explicitly embedded within
Azerbaijan’s inclusive education reforms and national curriculum standards. This integration would ensure that
AT is recognized as an essential educational resource rather than an optional or supplementary support.
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Sustainable Funding Mechanisms. A long-term funding model should be established through a combination of
public investment, public—private partnerships, grant schemes, and collaboration with non-governmental
organizations. Sustainable financing is critical for acquiring modern AT devices, maintaining equipment, and
supporting ongoing implementation.

6.2 TEACHER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Specialized AT Training. Pre-service and in-service teacher education programs should include compulsory
modules on the pedagogical use of assistive technologies, digital literacy, and Universal Design for Learning
(UDL). These modules should emphasize practical classroom application alongside ethical and inclusive teaching
principles.

Continuous Professional Support. The establishment of regional Assistive Technology Resource Centers would
provide ongoing professional development, technical assistance, and coaching for teachers, therapists, and school
staff. Such centers could serve as hubs for expertise and innovation.

Collaborative Learning Networks. Peer-mentorship and school-to-school collaboration should be encouraged,
enabling institutions with experience in AT integration to support those at earlier stages of adoption. These
networks would foster a sustainable community of practice within the education sector.

6.3 LOCALIZATION AND RESEARCH

Cultural and Linguistic Adaptation. Partnerships between universities, technology developers, and educational
authorities should prioritize the development of Azerbaijani-language assistive technology software. This includes
communication applications, literacy and numeracy tools, and adaptive learning platforms aligned with national
curricula and cultural contexts.

Evidence-Based Monitoring. Longitudinal research should be conducted to evaluate the cognitive, linguistic, and
socio-emotional outcomes associated with AT use among students with Down syndrome. Findings from such
studies should directly inform policy decisions, resource allocation, and future program development.

Research—Practice Partnerships. Collaboration between Azerbaijan State Pedagogical University, inclusive
schools, and private technology developers should be strengthened to co-design and test locally relevant digital
learning ecosystems that bridge research and classroom practice.

6.4 FAMILY AND COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT

Parent Education Programs. Structured training workshops should be developed to support families in using
assistive technologies at home. Strengthening parental competence promotes continuity between school and home
environments and reinforces children’s communication and learning.

Awareness and Advocacy Campaigns. Public awareness initiatives are needed to reduce stigma surrounding
disability and to promote understanding that assistive technologies enhance—rather than replace—human
interaction, learning, and social inclusion.

Community-Based Pilot Projects. Local pilot initiatives, implemented in collaboration with municipalities and
community organizations, can test innovative AT approaches and provide scalable models for national
implementation.

6.5 INFRASTRUCTURE AND ACCESSIBILITY

Digital Inclusion Investments. Targeted investment is required to improve internet connectivity and digital

infrastructure across schools, particularly in rural and under-resourced regions, to ensure equitable access to
assistive technologies.

www.tojned.net Copyright © The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education 64



T ':QJ N E D The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education - January 2026 ~ Volume 16, Issue 1

THE ONLINE JOURMAL
OF NEW HORIZONS IN EDUCATION

Maintenance and Technical Support. Regular maintenance, software updates, and technical support should be
institutionalized, as outdated or malfunctioning equipment can undermine teacher confidence and student
engagement.

Universal Access Design. All digital and physical learning environments should comply with accessibility
standards to ensure usability for students with diverse abilities and learning needs.

Concluding Note on Implementation

Implementing these recommendations requires coordinated, intersectoral collaboration among educators,
policymakers, healthcare professionals, non-governmental organizations, and technology developers. Only
through a coherent, inclusive, and data-driven approach can Azerbaijan establish a sustainable assistive technology
ecosystem that enables learners with Down syndrome to participate fully and thrive within inclusive education
settings.

CONCLUSION

This study adds to the growing body of evidence demonstrating that assistive technologies are not merely
instructional tools but key enablers of empowerment, inclusion, and human development. For students with Down
syndrome, assistive technology helps bridge the gap between individual learning profiles and the expectations of
formal education by supporting communication, autonomy, and meaningful social participation.

The findings indicate that even within resource-constrained contexts such as Azerbaijan, the purposeful integration
of assistive technologies—when supported by committed educators and active family involvement—can lead to
notable improvements in learning engagement and emotional well-being. At the same time, the study highlights
that isolated or project-based initiatives are insufficient for long-term impact. Systematic, national-level
approaches are required to ensure sustainability and equity.

From a theoretical standpoint, the results reinforce the relevance of the Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
framework and the social model of disability, both of which emphasize adapting educational environments to
learner diversity rather than expecting learners to conform to rigid instructional norms. Within this perspective,
assistive technology functions as a catalyst for transforming inclusion from a policy aspiration into a lived
educational practice.

At a practical level, the study underscores that effective inclusion depends on more than teacher motivation alone.
It requires coherent policy direction, professional training, culturally and linguistically appropriate resources, and
reliable technological infrastructure. Without these structural supports, the potential of assistive technology cannot
be fully realized.

Looking forward, Azerbaijan’s education system is positioned at a critical juncture. By prioritizing digital
inclusion and investing in assistive technologies as an integral component of inclusive education reform, the
country can align more closely with international commitments to equity, accessibility, and neurodiversity. The
insights generated by this study offer a foundational framework for scaling up assistive technology initiatives and
strengthening cross-sector collaboration among education, technology, and health services.

Ultimately, integrating assistive technologies for learners with Down syndrome is not simply a matter of
introducing devices. It involves creating sustainable pathways to participation, confidence, and independence—
ensuring that every learner could learn, communicate, and fully thrive of their abilities.

REFERENCES

Alnahdi, G. H. (2014). Assistive technology in special education and the universal design for learning. The Turkish
Online Journal of Educational Technology, 13(2), 18-23.

Bandura, A. (1997). Self-efficacy: The exercise of control. W. H. Freeman.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2),
77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706gp0630a

Dell, A. G., Newton, D. A., & Petroff, J. G. (2017). Assistive technology in the classroom: Enhancing the school
experiences of students with disabilities (3rd ed.). Pearson.

www.tojned.net Copyright © The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education 65


https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

T ':QJ N E D The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education - January 2026 ~ Volume 16, Issue 1

THE ONLINE JOURMNAL
OF NEW HORIZONS IN EDUCATION

Down Syndrome Association of Greater St. Louis. (2024). Assistive technology and Down
syndrome. https://dsagsl.org/assistive-technology/

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. (n.d.). U.S. Department of Education. https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-
policy/individuals-disabilities/idea

Kumin, L. (2019). Communication skills in children with Down syndrome: A guide for parents and
professionals (3rd ed.). Woodbine House.

McNaughton, D., & Light, J. (2013). The iPad and mobile technology revolution: Benefits and challenges for
individuals who require augmentative and alternative communication. Augmentative and Alternative
Communication, 29(2), 107-116. https://doi.org/10.3109/07434618.2013.784930

O’Halloran, R., Oates, J., & Worrall, L. (2021). Assistive technologies for children with Down syndrome: A
systematic review. Developmental Neurorehabilitation, 24(4), 271-
283. https://doi.org/10.1080/17518423.2020.1837491

United Nations Children’s Fund, & World Health Organization. (2023). Global report on children with
developmental disabilities. From the margins to the
mainstream. https://www.unicef.org/media/145016/file/Global-report-on-children-with-developmental-
disabilities-2023.pdf

World Health Organization. (2011). World report on
disability. https://documents].worldbank.org/curated/en/665131468331271288/pdf/627830WPOWorld00
PUBLIC00BOX361491B0.pdf

World Health Organization. (2023, March 7). Disability and health. https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-
sheets/detail/disability-and-health

www.tojned.net Copyright © The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education 66


https://dsagsl.org/assistive-technology/
https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/individuals-disabilities/idea
https://www.ed.gov/laws-and-policy/individuals-disabilities/idea
https://doi.org/10.3109/07434618.2013.784930
https://doi.org/10.1080/17518423.2020.1837491
https://www.unicef.org/media/145016/file/Global-report-on-children-with-developmental-disabilities-2023.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/145016/file/Global-report-on-children-with-developmental-disabilities-2023.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/665131468331271288/pdf/627830WP0World00PUBLIC00BOX361491B0.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/665131468331271288/pdf/627830WP0World00PUBLIC00BOX361491B0.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/disability-and-health
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/disability-and-health

T ':QJ N E D The Online Journal of New Horizons in Education - January 2026 ~ Volume 16, Issue 1

THE ONLINE JOURMAL
OF NEW HORIZONS IN EDUCATION

Appendix A

Semi-Structured Interview Guide for Teachers

The following semi-structured interview guide was used to explore teachers’ experiences, perceptions, and
practices related to the use of assistive technologies (AT) in inclusive and special education settings for students
with Down syndrome.

1. Can you describe your professional role and teaching experience with students who have Down
syndrome?

2. What types of assistive technologies are currently available in your classroom or school?

3. How do you typically integrate assistive technologies into daily teaching activities?

4. Which assistive technology tools do you find most effective for supporting communication and learning,
and why?

5. Have you observed any changes in students’ attention, motivation, or participation since introducing AT?
6. How do students respond emotionally and behaviorally to the use of assistive technologies?

7. What challenges do you face when using assistive technologies in the classroom?

8. Have you received any formal training in assistive technology use? If yes, please describe it.

9. What kind of support or resources would help you use assistive technologies more effectively?

10. In your opinion, how could assistive technologies be better integrated into Azerbaijan’s inclusive

education system?

Appendix B

Semi-Structured Interview Guide for Parents

This interview guide was designed to capture parents’ perspectives on the use of assistive technologies at home
and their perceived impact on their children’s communication, learning, and independence.

l. Can you describe your child’s learning and communication needs?

2. Does your child use any assistive technologies at home? If yes, which ones?

3. How did you first learn about assistive technologies for your child?

4. Have you noticed any changes in your child’s communication skills since using AT?

5. How does your child respond emotionally to assistive technology use?

6. Do assistive technologies help your child become more independent in daily activities? Please provide
examples.

7. What difficulties do you experience when using assistive technologies at home?

8. Have you received guidance or training from teachers or professionals on using AT?

9. How well do school-based and home-based uses of assistive technologies align?

10. What kind of support would you like to receive to improve your child’s use of assistive technologies?
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Appendix C

Classroom Observation Protocol

Classroom observations were conducted to document naturalistic use of assistive technologies and student
engagement during instructional activities. Observations followed a structured protocol focusing on the following

dimensions:

. Contextual Information
Type of school (inclusive or special)

1
[ ]
° Class size
° Lesson subject
[ ]

Duration of observation

. Assistive Technology Usage

Frequency of AT use during the lesson

2
. Type of AT used (e.g., tablet applications, interactive whiteboards, low-tech visual aids)
L]
L]

Individual or group-based use

. Teacher Facilitation

e o o W

4. Student Engagement

Instructional strategies used with AT
Level of teacher guidance and scaffolding
Adaptation of tasks for individual student needs

. Attention and focus during AT-supported activities

. Communication attempts (verbal or non-verbal)

. Peer interaction and turn-taking

. Emotional responses (e.g., enthusiasm, frustration, confidence)

5. Transitions and Classroom Management

. Use of visual schedules or timers
. Student responses during transitions
. Behavioral regulation

Field notes were recorded immediately after each observation to capture contextual details and emerging patterns.

Appendix D

Summary of Coding Framework

Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The following coding framework illustrates the main
categories and examples of initial codes used in the analysis.

Theme Description Sample Codes

Access and Usage of | Availability and patterns of technology | Limited devices, shared tablets, visual
AT use supports

Perceived Observed learning and communication | Increased attention, improved speech,
Effectiveness outcomes motivation

Barriers to | Structural and practical challenges Lack of training, funding constraints,
Implementation language barriers

This framework guided the development of themes presented in the Results section.
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