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The paper presents a yearlong journey of 7 Victorians with complex communication needs. “Out of the box – Using Technology to Follow Your Dreams” is a joint initiative of Scope and Yooralla.  It supports people with little or no speech to be leaders, through the use of technology.   The project’s seed was initially sown in Brazil in 2004 at the ISAAC Conference.  It was here that Melinda Smith, the project’s founder, met with Diane Bryen.  They discussed establishing a course for people with complex communication needs in Australia based on the ACES program that Diane founded in Philadelphia.  On returning to Australia, Mel was determined to keep the planted seed alive.  Like any good gardener, Mel knows what any seed needs, perseverance, hope, dedication and passion.   The team Mel gathered around her lacked none of these.   In 2008, 7 participants completed the first course.  This paper describes that yearlong journey.
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This project embodies a unique concept in developing leadership and communication skills for people with little or no speech.  “Out of the box – Using Technology to Follow Your Dreams” was initially inspired by a project, Augmentative Communication Empowerment Support (ACES) run in the US by Prof. Diane Bryan.   It continues to be inspired and fuelled by Melinda Smith, the founder of this Australian based program. 

In 2006 seven participants were selected from around Victoria. The first seminar was a day of daring to Dream with Diane Bryan in March 2007.   Each participant went home with a plan and a first step to achieving their dream.  The next few months participants worked on their dreams and prepared for a further 3 day live in seminar.  

The Daring to use Technology workshop was held at a hotel in central Melbourne.  Participants stayed at the hotel for two nights. The weekend focused on breaking down barriers accessing technology such as computers, telecommunications and the Internet.   Assistive Technology like eye gaze and infrared-pointing systems opened the doors to technology for many.   Participants also spent time learning about the National relay service’s new Internet based system E-mail addresses were established, and the program’s Online community was explored.   Diane Bryan skyped from the US motivating us to continue our learning journeys.   We used Bryen & Williams’ Digital Independence Scale (ACES 2006) with some adaptations for Australian use to ascertain participants’ digital independence.   The document we have developed is called  “The Australian Digital Independence Scale:” 
On returning from the Daring to Use Technology workshop all of the participants delivered powerful presentations to their local supporters to explain their goals and experiences and their desire to make changes in their lives.  These have been very important in recruiting support.   The program recognizes that this kind of community support is a crucial factor in people reaching their goals.

The final seminar was held over 4 days once again in a hotel in Melbourne.   It was titled “Daring to Communicate”.  It focused on communication, leadership and advocacy.   A high tech expo of communication devices launched the 4 days.   The remaining time focused on communication, telecommunications, leadership and relationships.   The course was not confined to the ‘classroom’ however.  One can not underestimate the power of ordering a beer for the first time and being understood!   Participants embarked on ‘a treasure hunt’ in the city allowing them to embrace the city with all its wonder and surprises.   A trip to the Housing Resource Centre provided information on living options which was high on everyone's agenda. 

It is difficult to express with words how it felt to say goodbye.   Communication takes many different forms.  The smiles, the tears, the applause, the hugs said it all.   There was a genuine feeling from all involved that people’s dreams will live on, as will the Out of the Box community.  We have all been touched by the experience of Out of the Box in some way.  Friendships have been forged.  Dreams have been sown.  Although the future of this community is unknown, we are all looking forward to the next chapter.

At the time of writing Melinda Smith is at the 2008 ACES course in Philadelphia.   She has been invited to participate in the program as a mentor and teacher.   While there, she will be presented with the ‘ACES Free Speech Award’.  She will then travel north to Montreal for the ISAAC conference where she will present several papers and workshops.  Libby Price is supporting Mel on her trip.  We are all looking forward to their return which we are confident will provide us with the inspiration and motivation to move onto yet another exciting phase of ‘Out of the Box – Using Technology to Follow Your Dreams’.
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