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Free Computer Projects for Persons with Disabilities

During Fiscal Year Ending July 31, 2007

Financial support from private foundations and corporations allows NTR's Learning Through Technology (LTT) program to provide free computers to disadvantaged households. 

Free Computers for Persons with Disabilities

Since 1999, almost all LTT Free Computer projects have benefited school-age children, but this year for the first time foundation support provided free computers to 21 persons with disabilities, mostly adults. Another 18 will receive computers in the next few months, thanks to grants received late in the fiscal year.

Each computer recipient also received free, unlimited Internet dial-up access, thanks to Philadelphia FIGHT's Critical Path Internet Project.

Partner Organizations

Sponsors of Free Computer projects for persons with disabilities included:

Bucks County Community College Disability Services

Horizon House Education Plus Program

Liberty Resources Academy

National Multiple Sclerosis Society

Partnership for Community Supports

Penn Behavioral Health Outpatient Clinic

Philadelphia Health Management Corporation Resources for Children's Health Health Intervention Program

Written Request Policy

We asked that prospective computer recipients submit hand-written letters to a facilitator – a staff member from each partner organization – describing their circumstances and reasons for requesting a free computer. Facilitators forwarded request letters to us with a cover letter, stating that he or she had approved the requests.

Educational Programs

When we began a pilot project in 2005 to provide persons with disabilities with free computers, we aimed to include among our partners organizations that were already providing technical training and support to their clients.

One of the first organizations to begin working with us was Liberty Resources, a local organization run by people with disabilities, which serves people with disabilities of all types. For more than five years, this community-based organization has been providing vocational skills training, including computer classes, in its Liberty Resources Academy.

We wanted to know that our partners were committed to providing ongoing training and support. When we connected with Academy Instructor, Chris Hyson, we found just such a partner. Chris has selected individuals in need from among the students that he teaches. Chris also secured the enthusiastic support of his Director, who assured, "Individuals receiving machines through NTR will be able to take advantage of the Academy's offerings to further their computer knowledge after their initial introduction to the computer at NTR."

We placed free computers this year with ten Liberty Resources clients, and expect to serve seven more in the next few months. Most have been adults, and several were college students. 

First to receive a computer was a young woman who wrote (in part), "I really need a computer to help enhance my search for employment, to help me with my schooling, things such as projects, reports, research, etc. My goal is to attend Community College or possibly a school that specializes in physical therapy."

Mental Health Services

Another early partner was Horizon House's Education Plus Program, which "serves students who are diagnosed with a mental illness and are going to college as part of their recovery plan." We placed free computers this year with five Horizon House clients and expect to serve four more in the next few months. Several have been students at the Community College of Philadelphia.

One young woman wrote, "I'm a student of the Education Plus Program. I now attend Temple University School of Administration for Social Work and I don't have a computer. My courses are very demanding and the time I get in the computer labs and the library is limited."

Another wrote, "I am a college student who is majoring in Office Technology at Peirce College. I am in desperate need of a computer ... Since some of my classes are online courses it has become difficult to schedule time to use the computers in the lab."

Mental Retardation Services

We have recently connected with the Partnership for Community Supports (PFCS), which serves individuals with mental retardation. We placed free computers this year with one PFCS client, and expect to serve at least three more in the next few months, including teens and young adults.

The mother of one teen wrote, "I can't afford a computer for my special needs daughter, because I live from pay check to pay check. This is a computer world and my daughter is in a transitional position in her life. I hope to see her get a job in the future working on a computer. This also will help her to focus since she has ADD and autism."

Families with Special Needs Children

Another recent contact is the Health Intervention Program offered by Resources for Children's Health, which is an agency of the Philadelphia Health Management Corporation (PHMC), "serving families with special needs children," some with physical handicaps and many with mental handicaps, including severe learning disabilities, mental retardation and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. 

Health Intervention Program Team Leader Jane Prusso wrote, "All of our clients are in need of and could benefit from the stimulation and learning offered by your computer systems." We placed free computers this year with two PHMC clients, and expect to serve four more in the next few months.

Individual Contacts and New Partnerships

In this program, as in our programs for youth, we often hear from individuals seeking computers for their own households. Many of our most successful collaborations have begun when we asked these individuals to identify community resources – organizations, programs, teachers and leaders interested in securing access to technical training and support for community members.

When disabled individuals ask us for help, we ask them to introduce us to social workers, teachers and other service providers that might be willing to endorse their requests. One such request connected us with the Director of Disability Services at Bucks County Community College. With her support, we placed a free computer with one of her students, and we look forward to serving more Bucks County students.

We also provided free computers to one client of the National Multiple Sclerosis Society's Greater Delaware Valley Chapter, and one patient at the Penn Behavioral Health Outpatient Clinic. We expect to continue our work with these groups, and hope to begin working with several other organizations that we were unable to serve this year.

Benefactors

This year's free computer workshops were made possible by the many individuals and organizations that provided donations of cash and/or used computer equipment, the dozens of volunteers and interns who helped to refurbish computer equipment, and especially the private foundations, corporations and government agencies that provided major financial support.

The following foundations provided funding support specifically designated to benefit persons with disabilities:

Bray Family Foundation

The Newport Foundation

C.W. and Marjorie J. Schrenk Family Foundation

Richard W. Wetherill Foundation

Wurster Family Foundation

Persons with Disabilities at NTR

NTR's Computer Thrift Store, classroom and computer refurbishing facilities are wheelchair-accessible. For many years, students with mental retardation have been among our regular volunteers, with supervision provided by school staff. Staff-supervised teams of adult volunteers work at NTR every week, provided by agencies such as the Community Treatment Teams of PMHCC (formerly The Philadelphia Mental Health Care Corporation). Many of these volunteers have received free computers from NTR.

Looking Ahead

The demand for low-cost and no-cost computers remains strong among the low-income community that we serve. Our benefactors provided free computers this year to 320 schoolchildren and 21 persons with disabilities. 

The number of free computers distributed by NTR every year is just a drop in the bucket when compared to the need. But to the people served the impact is huge. This is true of the children that we serve, and we believe that it is especially true of the disabled people we serve, because of the unique challenges that they face. 

As the April 2003 Pew Internet study found, "38% of Americans with disabilities go online, compared to 58% of all Americans.... The Internet offers the promise of greater connection to others, greater access to information, and potentially greater 'mobility' through virtual space. But currently, the people with disabilities are less connected than many other groups of Americans.... While a disability may act as an obstacle for those wanting to go online, it can also be a motivation. The Internet ... can make the world more accessible for people with disabilities."

Next year we aim to continue the growth of our free computer program. In the coming year, in addition to serving more schoolchildren than ever, we hope to obtain funding to provide free computers to at least 80 persons with disabilities.
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