
Independent design: At UPMC’s Assist+
program, custom solutions help restore

autonomy to many
The assistive technology center allows patients to try

devices and learn what exists

 
ROBERTA BURKHART

Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

rburkhart@post-gazette.com





 JAN 4, 2026  4:00 AM

For more than three decades, Matthew Massaro has been rebuilding a life
interrupted at age 15.

Shot in the heart at a friend’s house in 1991, Matthew spent six months in a
coma, doctors unsure if he would survive.

When he woke, he was blind and had significant mobility limitations.
Recovery was slow and uncertain — first speech, then school, then, years
later, a psychology degree from Duquesne University, earned while
graduating in the top 20 of his class.

Getting there took persistence — and advocacy.

Matthew’s father, Anthony Massaro, 73, of Glassport, remembers the uphill
battle to reintegrate his son into school after the injury. Administrators
questioned whether Matthew could return at all. His father pushed back
and Matthew persisted. Teachers adapted. Tests were given verbally. The
school installed a handicap bathroom — uncommon at the time. 

Matthew finished high school in the South Allegheny School District near
the top of his class, then attended community college before transferring to
Duquesne, where he earned a bachelor’s degree in psychology.

Yet even decades after the injury, independence remained elusive. Simple
daily tasks — reading mail, flipping through a book, revisiting a favorite
subject — often required another person’s help.
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That’s where Mitch Bell and UPMC’s Assist+ program came in.

Bell runs the assistive technology center that helps patients explore, test
and customize tools that can restore independence — not just medically,
but practically and personally.

The space, which opened in 2024 inside UPMC’s Mercy Pavilion in
Uptown, visually resembles an Apple Store showroom, but its mission is
less about sleek gadgets than quality of life.

“People want to do what they want,” Bell said. “And they want to do it
independently.”

Bell’s path into assistive technology is personal. Born prematurely with a
hand difference, he grew up constantly adapting — from playground
equipment to sports gear. Hockey, in particular, posed a challenge.

When standard goalie gloves didn’t work, his grandfather, a longtime
garage tinkerer, designed and built custom ones so Bell could play.

“I was always building in his garage when I was growing up,” Bell said.
“That stuck with me.”

During his early semesters at the University of Pittsburgh, Bell explored the
possibility of pursuing physical therapy or emergency medicine, but then
he discovered assistive technology — a field that blends health care,
engineering and problem-solving.

He went on to earn a master’s degree in rehabilitation technology at Pitt
and eventually joined UPMC, working first with wheelchairs and telehealth
before helping shape Assist+ from the ground up.

One gap quickly became clear.

“During patient appointments, they ask about these products they see
online,” Bell said. “‘Is there anything to help me with gaming or with

Matthew Massaro of Glassport uses a modified OrCam reading device to listen to his favorite
books.

(Anthony Massaro)



gardening?’ And since that stuff’s not covered by insurance, it’s not really
talked about much during appointments.”

Assist+ was designed to fill that gap as a place where patients can try
devices before buying them, learn what exists and sometimes get help
finding funding through nonprofits and grants. The center is open to the
public and free to visit.

Gaming is one of the program’s most visible entry points.

Adaptive controllers — some costing hundreds of dollars — can be tested
on-site. Bell also works closely with AbleGamers, a national nonprofit that
purchases equipment for people with disabilities once they’ve found what
works. 

But Assist+ goes far beyond gaming. The space includes adaptive clothing
with magnetic closures, backpacks designed for wheelchair users, spill-
resistant mugs, one-handed keyboarding devices, Braille learning kits,
smart home devices and emerging technologies like AI-powered glasses for
people with low vision.

With his finger on the pulse of assistive tech, Bell can often connect people
with devices they never even dreamed existed. Some of the items are so
new and so niche that there might only be one guy designing it on his home
PC and 3D printing it himself for a buddy he knows.

“If you don’t know it exists, you don’t even know to search for it,” Bell said.

For Matthew Massaro, now 49, the goal was reading, especially for
pleasure.

After talking with Massaro and his father, Bell quickly realized that the
most promising tool was the OrCam, a small camera device that sits above
a page, takes a photo and reads text aloud. But the OrCam requires either
pressing a small button or issuing voice commands, neither of which
worked for Massaro, who has limited motor control and cannot see the
button.

“Typically, if you have two different ways to control it, that covers almost
everything,” Bell said. “But with Matthew, he couldn’t use either.”

So Bell started building.
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He experimented with prototypes, motors and smart-home devices,
eventually modifying a commercially available “switch bot” — a device
normally used to press buttons for smart lights — and rewiring it so it could
be activated by a large, accessible switch Massaro could press himself.

“I probably spent close to 40 hours just playing around with stuff,” Bell
said.

Bell then designed and 3D-printed a custom holder to precisely position the
OrCam and the motorized switch. The final setup allows Massaro to start
and stop reading independently with a single press.

“His dad said the main way he was thinking about using it was when he
starts cooking dinner,” Bell said. Ideally, Massaro would be sitting at the
kitchen table so his dad can turn pages without interrupting the flow of
meal prep.

It’s a small moment, yet a profound one.

Some might ask why Massaro doesn’t just listen to audiobooks. But his
interests are specific, such as collecting gemstones. He reads niche material
that doesn’t exist in audio form. Like anyone else, he wants to choose what
he reads, Anthony Massaro said. “[T]his reader will open up a whole new
world for him.”

Matthew Massaro’s vision is functionally very limited and even passive
activities like watching television require intense effort as he tries to
visually process what’s happening — leading to fatigue, explained William
D. Smith, the director of Low Vision/Vision Rehabilitation Services at
UPMC, who has worked with Massaro. 

While optical devices could technically help to enhance Massaro’s vision,
they would be too labor-intensive and time-consuming, making assistive
technology the more practical choice, Smith said.

Assistive technology, Bell emphasized, isn’t about medical necessity alone.

“It’s life-necessary,” he said.

Mitch Bell, a rehab innovation specialist at UPMC, demonstrates the housing and button
modifications he designed for the OrCam used by Matthew Massaro.
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That philosophy also drives community adaptive gaming events hosted by
Assist+, friendly competitions that launched with a two-year grant from the
California-based Craig H. Neilsen Foundation. Held monthly and open to
the public, the events bring together people with and without disabilities to
play side by side — using modified controllers, including mouth-operated
sip-and-puff devices, switches, controller gloves and more.

“It’s not, ‘You have to have a disability to do this,’” Bell said. “Everyone’s
gaming together.”

For Bell, stories like Massaro’s — and those of kids discovering gaming for
the first time after spinal cord injuries or muscular dystrophy — reveal
something bigger.

“Find the right thing, or build the right thing,” he said, “and people can do
what they want — go back to work, go back to school, go back to life.”
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