
This week, Dixie Russell’s 
5-year-old daughter, Sophia, 
will receive the loan of an 
iPad with a special communi-
cation app that will assist the 
child in communicating her 
wants and needs.

Sophia has Down Syn-
drome, and while she does 
have verbal communication 
skills, those not around her 
very often may have trouble 
understanding what she is 
trying to say. Sophia also 
signs and uses gestures.

The iPad will be equipped 
with an app called LAMP 
Words for Life, a tool that 
assists those who are nonver-
bal or who have communica-
tion challenges. The family is 
receiving the new tool as the 
result of a collaborative effort 
between several agencies, 
including ARC of Vigo Coun-
ty, United Cerebral Palsy of 
the Wabash Valley, Blumberg 
Center, Covered Bridge Spe-
cial Education District and 
Vigo County schools.

Four other Vigo County 
School Corp. students and 
families also will benefit. 
ARC funded the app while 
UCP funded the iPads and 
cases; the goal is to acquire 
more for other students with 
similar communication chal-
lenges. Children will use the 
specially equipped iPads both 
at home and school. 

Individuals using the 
LAMP approach learn to use 
words and build sentences to 
communicate their wants, 
needs and ideas by pressing 
buttons on a speech-generat-
ing device that is picture- and 
word-based.

“It’s neat to see her use it 
with someone who may have 
a hard time understanding 
her,” Russell said. “She hits a 
button and it says exactly 
what she wants —  if she 
wants to eat, drink or play. It 
definitely gives her another 
means of communication.”

On Tuesday, agencies 
involved with the collabora-
tive effort gathered at UCP 
offices to check out the new 
tools, which will be distribut-
ed this week. Some of the 
agencies provide training, 
others provide resources. 
UCP is loaning the iPads to 
families; it also is applying 
for another grant to get more 
of the devices to benefit even 

more students.
April Newton, a 

VCSC speech/language 
pathologist, demonstrated the 
technology.

“It benefits individuals 
who cannot speak traditional-
ly,” Newton said. “It also sup-
ports their families because 
these kids have a lot of frus-
trations, so we end up with a 
lot of behavior issues.” Some 
of the children are nonverbal.

When students can com-
municate better by using the 
tool, negative behaviors are 
reduced, she said. The app also 
can be used by adults with 
speech difficulties, including 
stroke patients, those who 
have cerebral palsy or those 

with head injuries.
With the app, everything is 

in the same place. “Kids who 
don’t communicate verbally 
usually have neurological prob-
lems, which has to do with their 
sequencing,” Newton said. 
Since everything is in the same 
place with the app, “They have 
much more success.”

The iPads will be used 
solely for communication. 
Those selected to benefit “are 
kids who have successfully 
used it (the app) but are wait-
ing for funding for their own 
personal devices,” Newton 
said. Once they have their 
own, the iPads with commu-
nication apps will be given 
back to UCP to loan to other 
students who need them.

The goal is for the chil-
dren to eventually develop 
their own speech, but some 
may not. “Chances are they 
will have to use some kind of 
device to support their com-
munication throughout their 
life,” Newton said.

The initiative developed 
out of training that occurred 
at Indiana State University’s 
Blumberg Center last fall.

Newton spoke highly of 
Words for Life. “It allows for 
words to be found in the 
exact same location every 
time, so for individuals with 
motor problems, that’s really 
important and will benefit 
them in such a variety of 
ways. It’s going to help them 
learn language, it’s going to 
help them develop social 
skills and be able to commu-
nicate with families. The list 
goes on and on.”

With the app, students can 
learn to create their own sen-
tences, versus programming 

in which they hit one button 
that generates a sentence.

In a demonstration, New-
ton touched several buttons, 
and the app read aloud, “I 
like to read the newspaper.”

Missy Schaumleffel says her 
9-year-old son, Coleman, 
already uses an iPad equipped 
with the app (he won’t be get-
ting one of the UCP iPads). He 
is nonverbal and has autism.

It’s made a huge differ-
ence, she said. He is able to 
communicate better through 
the app and his behavior is 
improving. “He has really 
taken off. It’s really starting to 
open a whole different realm 
we didn’t see in him before.” 
He can use the buttons, and 
the speech generating device, 
to communicate his wants 
and needs.

“I see it helping him so so 
much in the future,” Schaum-
leffel said. “It will open many 
more doors for kids with 

autism.”
Susie Thompson, UCP 

executive director, is excited 
about the initiative.

“The app really enhances 
communication and language 
development” for those who 
are nonverbal or with serious 
communication challenges, 
she said. For those who bene-
fit, “They have communica-
tion in a world where they 
haven’t had it before.”

With the grant application, 
the goal is to reach even more 
parents and children, Thomp-
son said.

Other partners include the 
Vigo County Education Foun-
dation and ISU Rowe Center 
for Communication Disor-
ders. 
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The Vigo County School 
Corp. has been awarded a 
$303,125 state grant for its 
new robotics program, Indi-
ana Gov. Mike Pence’s office 
announced Tuesday.

The funds will go toward 
“a groundbreaking new 
advanced robotics partner-
ship with Motoman North 
America,” according to a 
news release.

Funds will be used to buy 
industry robots, “and we are 
going to have our own 
MERIT instructor housed in 
the Vigo County School 
Corp.,” said Doug Dillion, 
VCSC director of career-tech-
nical education. MERIT 
stands for Motoman Endorsed 
Robotic Instructor Training. A 
Vigo County School Corp. 
teacher will be trained by 
Motoman to offer two types 
of industry certification: level 
1 operator certification and 
level 2 basic programming.

The grant requires indus-
try matching funds, and Dil-
lion said there will be an 
announcement at a later date 
related to those matching 
funds, which total $243,253. 
The matching funds will be 
used for such things as sup-
plies and a trailer to transport 
robots from school to school.

Other partners in the 
robotics initiative include Ivy 
Tech Community College and 
the Workforce Investment 
Board. 

According to a state news 
release, Vigo is one of eight 
school and business partner-
ships benefiting from the sec-
ond round of Innovative 
Career and Technical Train-

ing grants, which will help to 
make available to Indiana 
high school students new, 
work-based learning opportu-
nities in advanced robotics, 
agriculture and precision 
machining technologies.

In this round, the state is 
awarding about $1 Million in 
CTE Innovative Grants.

“Indiana’s Regional Works 
Councils are leading the 
charge when it comes to 
ensuring our young people 
are on a pathway to success 
in the workforce or in 
post-secondary studies,” 
Pence said in a news release. 
“Members of the Councils 
have been working with 
industry partners, high school 
counselors, teachers, parents 
and students to bolster CTE 
opportunities, align and grow 
critical sector partnerships, 
and collaborate on curricu-
lum improvements and 
design, and I applaud their 
efforts.”

The grants, the second 
round provided by the Indi-
ana General Assembly, are 
designed to target new learn-
ing opportunities at the 
regional level, with collabora-
tions between local business 
and education partners. Driv-
en by the Indiana Regional 
Works Councils, which were 
unanimously created by the 
General Assembly in 2013, 
the grants provide meaning-
ful work-to-learn opportuni-
ties in combination with stu-
dents earning dual credits 
and industry certifications in 
key regional employment 
sectors. The grants require a 
3:1 public to private dollar 
match in funding and/or ser-
vices.

The Innovative Curricu-

lum grants support key sec-
tors of Indiana’s state and 
regional economies, includ-
ing agriculture, advanced 
manufacturing, energy, auto-
motive, construction, preci-
sion machining, robotics and 
welding

Dillion said the school dis-
trict has been working on the 
robotics initiative for several 
years, and he is “relieved” to 
finally receive the state grant. 
“I would never have dreamed 
it would take this long to get 
to this point,” he said. The 
Vigo County School Board 
and Superintendent Danny 
Tanoos “were committed to 
move forward.”

Landing the grant “makes 
it a lot easier,” Dillion said. 
“It’s going to give us more 
and better resources.”

Sue Loughlin can be 
reached at 812-231-4235 or 
at sue.loughlin@tribstar.
com. Follow Sue on Twitter 
@TribStarSue.
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Vigo schools get $300K for robotics program
By Sue Loughlin
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Words for Life aids students with verbal challenges
By Sue Loughlin

Tribune-Star
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New communication method: April Newton, Vigo County 
School Corp. speech/language pathologist, demonstrates use of 
new iPads equipped with a special communication app that 
assists children who are nonverbal or who have severe communi-
cation issues. ARC of Vigo County funded the apps, and United 
Cerebral Palsey funded the iPads. Five VCSC students will benefit.


