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Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

Overview of the Assessment and Planning Process 

Penny Reed, Ph.D., 
Updated by Jill Gierach, MSE ATP 

This chapter provides an overview of the assistive technology consideration, assessment and planning 
process that has been implemented throughout Wisconsin and in hundreds of school districts across the 
country. The term “assessment” is being used rather than “evaluation,” except when specifically quoting 
IDEA. IDEA states that one of the assistive technology services that a school district must provide is an 
“assistive technology evaluation”. However, throughout this manual, we will use the term “assessment” 
rather than “evaluation”, unless directly quoting the law. This is based on the following definition from 
the Federal Register (July 10, 1993). 

Evaluation:  A group of activities conducted to determine a student’s 
eligibility for special education. 

Assessment:  A group of activities conducted to determine a student’s 
specific needs. (Italics added for emphasis.) 

We believe that assessment is a more accurate and descriptive term for what needs to occur. It has long 
been our philosophical belief that there is no “eligibility” criterion for assistive technology. IDEA ’97 
supported that philosophy with its requirement that each IEP team “consider” the student’s need for 
assistive technology. This language remains in IDEA ’04. 

The first page in this section contains the definition of Assistive Technology devices and Assistive 
Technology Services from IDEA. 

Following that is an explanation of the forms and process developed by the Wisconsin Assistive 
Technology Initiative for both “Consideration” and “Assessment”. There are descriptions of the steps for 
information gathering, decision-making, and trial use. In addition, there are directions on how to use the 
specific forms for each step of the process. 

All products mentioned in this chapter appear in a table at the end of the chapter along with the company 
that produces them. A list of products and companies is at the end of the each chapter of this manual. 
 

Each of the forms contained in this chapter are included in the appendix as reproducible forms. These 
may be copied for your use if you maintain the credits as they appear on each page.  

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 1 



                                  

   

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 
 

Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

Assistive Technology Laws Affecting School Districts 

As stated in 300.308, each school district is required to insure that assistive technology devices and 
services are provided if needed by a student in order to receive a free appropriate public education  
(FAPE). 

Definition of Assistive Technology 

300.308 Assistive Technology 
Each public agency shall ensure that assistive technology devices or assistive technology 
services or both, as those terms are defined in 300.5 - 300.6 are made available to a child with a 
disability if required as a part of the child’s 

(a) Special education under 300.17; 
(b) Related services under 300.16; or 
(c) Supplementary aids and services under 300.550(b)(2). 

Assistive technology devices and services 

300.5 Assistive technology device. 

Assistive technology device means any item, piece of equipment, or product system, whether 
acquired commercially off the shelf, modified, or customized, that is used to increase, maintain, 
or improve the functional capabilities of a child with a disability. The term does not include a 
medical device that is surgically implanted, or the replacement of such device.(Authority: 20 
U.S.C. 1401(1)) 

300.6 Assistive technology services  
Any service that directly assists a child with a disability in the selection, acquisition, or use of an 
assistive technology device. Such term includes: 

(A) the evaluation of needs including a functional evaluation, in the child’s customary 
environment; 

(B) purchasing, leasing or otherwise providing for the acquisition of assistive technology 
devices; 

(C) selecting, designing, fitting, customizing, adapting, applying, maintaining, repairing, or 
replacing of assistive technology devices; 

(D) coordinating and using other therapies, interventions, or services with assistive technology 
devices, such as those associated with existing education and rehabilitation plans and 
programs; 

(E) training or technical assistance for a child with disabilities, or where appropriate that 
child’s family; and 

(F) training or technical assistance for professionals (including individuals providing education 
and rehabilitation services), employers or others(s) who provide services to employ, or are 
otherwise, substantially involved in the major life functions of of that child.. [Authority: 20 
U.S.C. 1401(2)) 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 2 



                                  

   

 

 
 

  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
  

 

Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

The reauthorization of IDEA ’04 aligned with laws found in No Child Left Behind (NCLB). One such 
alignment was in the identification of the need to provide alternative text formats to students who had 
difficulty interacting with text found in standard core content text books. This law impacts assistive 
technology tool choice as well as the delivery of services. IEP teams must identify the text format that 
matches a student’s need. Additionally, they must select the compatible file format for the device the 
student will use and the service needed to support the student in accessing these correct files. 

300.172(a)(1) 
Adopt the National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard (NIMAS), published as 
appendix C to part 300, for the purposes of providing instructional materials to blind persons or 
other persons with print disabilities, in a timely manner after publication of the NIMAS in the 
Federal Register on July 19,2006 (71 FR 41084). 

Consideration 
IDEA ’97 added the requirement that each IEP Team consider the need for assistive technology as part 
of the Consideration of Special Factors. 

300.346 (a)(2) Consideration of Special Factors. 
The IEP Team shall.... 
(v) consider whether the child requires assistive technology devices and services. 

Lack of Guidelines 
Neither the law nor the regulations provided guidelines for school districts in the implementation of 
these requirements. This may be part of the reason that school districts still struggle to comply with the 
laws relating to assistive technology. One systematic approach to providing effective assistive 
technology services is Education Tech Points (Bowser & Reed, 1998). This approach uses key questions 
to help school district staff appropriately address assistive technology throughout the delivery of special 
education services. Education Tech Points provides questions about assistive technology to be addressed 
during: Initial Referral, Evaluation for Eligibility for Special Education, Extended Assessment, Plan 
Development, Implementation, and Periodic Review. This manual is available as a free download from 
the www.wati.org website. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 3 
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Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

Assistive Technology Roles and Responsibilities 

Although school districts have been required since 1990 to specifically provide assistive technology 
devices and services, we continue to find a range of situations across school districts from: 

• No one responsible for AT. 
• One person responsible for AT struggling to find time because he or she has little or no 

reduction in other responsibilities. 
• One person responsible for AT with some reduction in other responsibilities. 
• A small team (often an SLP, an OT, and a teacher) at the district level responsible for AT 

with some reduction in other responsibilities. 
• A larger, more complete team (usually adds vision and hearing as well at PT and sometimes 

different types of special education teachers) at district level with some building 
representation established. 

• Well trained AT teams in each building with back up from a district level AT Resource team. 

Looking at that list as a continuum, it is easy to understand that educators would struggle to comply with 
the law in those situations described first. It is nearly impossible to be in compliance in school districts 
where little or no effort has been made to assign responsibility, honor that responsibility by providing 
time to carry out duties, and provide training to all who require it.  

However, even in the districts where effort has been made to assign responsibility and provide training, 
there can still be difficulties. What we really must have in every school district is: 

A knowledgeable, supportive network of people working together to help every IEP Team choose 
and provide appropriate AT devices and services. 

What does that mean?  It means: 

1. Every school district employee who works with students with disabilities (including general education 
teachers) has at least awareness-level knowledge about what assistive technology is and what it does. 

2. Every employee who works with students with disabilities and has contact with parents of those 
students, knows the law about assistive technology, knows district procedures for obtaining assistive 
technology and assistive technology evaluations, and how to initiate those procedures. 

3. All administrators understand and comply with the laws related to assistive technology. They expect 
assistive technology options to be available in all classrooms. 

4. Specific individuals at both the building and district level have been designated with specific 
responsibilities related to assistive technology and provided the necessary training, resources, and 
support to carry out those responsibilities. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 4 



                                  

   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

Even in a small school district, it is possible to identify and train at least one individual in each building 
to have basic knowledge about assistive technology. That individual can then participate in a network 
within the district so that he or she is aware of others who have knowledge. It also allows that network 
of people to collaborate to insure that someone develops greater expertise in specific areas (e.g., 
augmentative communication, voice recognition, or adapted computer access) and that all know who 
those individuals are and how to contact them for assistance. 

Because IDEA ’04 specifically requires each IEP Team to consider the student’s need for assistive 
technology, each IEP Team must have at least one member with sufficient knowledge to appropriately 
consider that need. In addition to knowing about the assistive technology devices, that individual must 
also know where to turn for greater expertise when difficult questions arise. This can only happen when 
there is a district wide effort to create knowledgeable people who are interconnected with each other. 

Action Steps 
School districts that have not yet done so, must: 

1. Provide awareness level training to all employees who work with students with disabilities in any 
capacity with an expectation of implementation. 

2. Provide training on the law to all administrators and monitor their compliance. 
3. Designate individuals at the central office and building level to work together to gain more in-depth 

knowledge. 
4. Create learning communities where general education, special education, curriculum, and 

instructional technology staff continually support efforts to include all students in instruction. 
4. Provide resources to keep staff knowledgeable including access to readily available equipment and 

software. Provide print supports as well as online resources and access to training. 
5. Designate specific responsibilities as needed so that everyone clearly understands their role. 

It is not so important that a district follow a certain model, but rather that they undertake a systematic 
course of action, designed to meet the needs of their students with disabilities. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 5 



                                  

   

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

Considering the Need for Assistive Technology 

Every IEP Team is required to “consider” the student’s need for assistive technology. When the team 
“considers” assistive technology, that process should involve some discussion and examination of 
potential assistive technology. It should not be ignored or skipped over. It should not be someone 
saying, “Assistive technology? No, he doesn’t need that.” without real discussion. Consideration is 
defined in the American Heritage Dictionary as “to think carefully about, to form an opinion about, or to 
look at thoughtfully.” We believe that Congress did not choose that word by accident, but clearly 
intended that there would be some thought about whether a student might need assistive technology. 

This “thoughtful look” should certainly include at least a brief discussion of which assistive technology 
might be useful and whether it is needed. In order to do that, someone on the IEP team will need to be 
sufficiently knowledgeable about assistive technology to help lead the discussion. That person may 
bring along specific resource information about assistive technology to help all team members focus on 
what assistive technology exists for the tasks that are challenging to the student. That information might 
be books, catalogs, printouts from a website, or actual hardware or software. Whether resources are 
brought along or not, there should be a brief discussion of assistive technology during which at least one 
person displays some knowledge about relevant assistive technology.  

Because this discussion should be brief, it should last at least a minute or two, but no more than 15 to 20 
minutes. Congress intended that we could do this within the confines of an IEP meeting, so it should not 
add appreciably to the length of that meeting. If understanding and agreement cannot be reached in 
twenty minutes, then it is possible that there are questions that need to be addressed in another forum 
such as an assistive technology assessment. 

In addition to talking about the assistive technology itself, there should be a discussion about assistive 
technology services. School districts are required to provide both the devices and the services, and the 
“consideration” requirement also includes assistive technology services. Specific assistive technology 
services may include: an evaluation of the student’s need for assistive technology; training of the 
student, members of the family or staff on how to use the assistive technology; technical assistance 
about its operation or use; modification or customization of the assistive technology; and other supports 
to the school personnel that might be necessary for the assistive technology to be appropriately used. 
What these other supports might be is not specified in the law. It could include anything that is needed— 
for example, training on how to add new vocabulary to an augmentative communication device or scan 
new materials into a software program that reads the text, or time for planning about how and when 
these things will happen and who is responsible. 

The Consideration Guide may be a helpful tool for building consultation teams as they consider 
what instructional approaches and tools to target to support unidentified students who require 
interventions at the universal and selected levels. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 6 



                                  

   

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

Using the AT Consideration Guide 

♦ Consideration is a brief process, one that can take place within every IEP meeting without unduly 
extending it. 

♦ It is more than someone saying, “Oh, that doesn’t apply to my students.”   
♦ At least one person on the IEP Team must have some knowledge about assistive technology, because 

you cannot “consider” something about which you know nothing.  
♦ In order to think about whether assistive technology would be helpful or not, the IEP team would 

have to have already developed the bulk of the IEP in order for them to know what it is they expect 
the student to be able to do twelve months from now.  

♦ The annual goals that the student is expected to accomplish will be the focus of the discussion about 
what assistive technology, if any, might assist or allow the student to accomplish them. 

Some of the problems that a student might experience which would lead the IEP team to consider 
assistive technology as a solution include, but are not limited to: 

 Print size is too small. 
 A student is unable to hear all that is being said. 
 Difficulty aligning math equations. 
 The student often needs text read to him in order to complete an assignment. 
 Handwriting is so illegible that the meaning is impossible to decipher. 
 The effort of writing is so slow or so exhausting that it is counterproductive. 
 The student has difficulty finding key points on web pages. 
 Current modifications are not working. 
 The effort of decoding reading assignments is so difficult that the student loses track of the meaning. 
 Student cannot organize assignments in a way that brings them to completion. 
 The student is “stuck”. 

When considering a student’s need for assistive technology, there are only four general types of 
conclusions that can be reached:   

1. The first is that current interventions (whatever they may be) are working and nothing new is needed, 
including assistive technology. This might be true if the student’s progress in the curriculum seems 
to commensurate with his abilities. 

2. The second possibility is that assistive technology is already being used either permanently or as part 
of a trial to determine applicability, so that we know that it does work. In that case the IEP Team 
should write the specific assistive technology into the IEP if it is being used permanently, and 
document what AT is being explored or trialed, to insure that it continues to be available for the 
student. 

3. The third possibility is that the IEP Team may conclude that new assistive technology should be tried. 
In that case, the IEP Team will need to describe in the IEP the type of assistive technology to be 
tried, including the features they think may help, such as “having the computer speak the text as the 
student writes”. The IEP Team may not know at this point a specific brand or model, and should not 
attempt to include a product by name, since they do not know if it will perform as expected. 
Describing the features is the key step for the IEP Team in this situation. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 7 



                                  

   

 

 

 

 
 
   
 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

4. Finally, the last possibility is that the IEP Team will find that they simply do not know enough to 
make a decision. In this case, they will need to gather more information. That could be a simple 
process of calling someone for help, or going to get some print, digital storage device, or online 
resources to help them better “consider” what AT might be useful. It could also be an indication that 
they need to schedule (or refer for) an evaluation or assessment of the student’s need for assistive 
technology. 

Many state education agencies have developed a worksheet or form to help IEP Teams insure that they 
address all of the Special Factors during the IEP meeting. This Special Factors worksheet or form 
requires the IEP Team to respond to a series of questions, including this one about assistive technology:  

Does the student need assistive technology services or devices?  � Yes � No 
If yes, specify particular device(s) that were considered. 

Because some IEP teams need more guidance than that single question provides, the Wisconsin 
Assistive Technology Initiative (WATI) has also developed a tool to further guide the IEP Team at this 
point. It is called the AT Consideration Guide. The AT Consideration Guide leads the IEP Team through 
a series of questions designed to help them determine whether the student does or does not “need” 
assistive technology devices or services. Those questions are: 

1. What task is it that we want this student to do, that s/he is unable to do at a level that reflects 
his/her skills/abilities  (writing, reading, communicating, seeing, hearing)? On the AT 
Consideration Guide, check each relevant task. Tasks that are not relevant to the student’s IEP are left 
blank. 

2. Is the student currently able to complete tasks with special strategies or accommodations? If the 
answer is yes, strategies and accommodations are described in column A for each checked task. 

3. Is there currently assistive technology (devices, tools, hardware, or software) used to address 
this task?  (If none are known, review WATI’s AT Checklist.) If any assistive technology tools are 
currently being used (or were tried in the past, including recent assessment), they are described in 
column B. 

4. Would the use of assistive technology help the student perform this skill more easily or 
efficiently, in the least restrictive environment, or perform successfully with less personal 
assistance?  If yes, column C is completed. 

Column C can also be used to explain briefly why something is not going to be tried, even though it is 
being considered. For instance, the student may recently have begun receiving new direct intervention 
and the IEP team wants to wait and see what the outcome is or the student has made recent 
improvements and they feel nothing different is needed. Documenting what was discussed and why it is 
not being implemented is often important here for review in the future, if someone does not remember 
clearly what was “considered.” 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 8 



                                  

   

 

 
 

 

Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

If it is decided to try assistive technology that has not previously been used by the student, column C 
provides the place to describe what will be tried. It is important here to plan one or more formal trials. 
Only a well-designed trial will actually determine what assistive technology will work for a specific 
student. Only after successful trial use, should the permanent use of assistive technology be written into 
the IEP. 

As noted earlier, one of the outcomes of “consideration” may be the determination that some kind of 
assessment or evaluation of the student’s need for assistive technology is needed. 

The Assistive Technology Consideration Guide can be used to document each of these situations for 
future reference. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 9 
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WATI Assistive Technology Consideration Guide 
Student’s Name: 
School: 
1. What task does this student to do, that he or she is unable to do at a level that reflects his or her skills/abilities (writing,

reading, communicating, seeing, hearing)? Check each relevant task below. Please leave blank any tasks that are
not relevant to the student’s IEP.

2. Is the student currently using special strategies or accommodations to complete tasks? If yes, describe in Column A
for each checked task.

3. Is there available AT (e.g., devices, tools, software, apps) that could be used to address this task? (If none are known,
review WATI’s AT Checklist.) If any AT tools are currently being used, describe in Column B.

4. Would the use of AT help the student perform this skill more easily or efficiently, in the least restrictive environment, or
perform successfully with less personal assistance? If yes, complete Column C.

Task A. If uses special
strategies and / or 
accommodations, 
describe: 

B. If currently uses AT
tools, describe: 

C. Describe new or
additional AT to be tried: 

Seating, Positioning, or 
Mobility 

Communication 

Computer and Device 
Access 

Motor Aspects of Writing 

Composing Written Work 

Reading 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 



 

         
 

     
  

 
 

     
  

    
     

                    

                    

                      

                    

                    

                    

 
                  

                    
           

 
       

       
 

Task A. If uses special
strategies and / or 
accommodations, 
describe: 

B. If currently uses AT
tools, describe: 

C. Describe new or
additional AT to be tried: 

Mathematics 

Organization 

Recreation and Leisure 

Vision 

Hearing 

Other 

5. Are there AT services (more specific evaluation of need for AT, adapting or modifying the AT, technical assistance on
its operation or use, or training of student, staff, or family) that this student needs? If yes, describe what will be
provided, the initiation and duration.

Persons Present: 
Date: 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 



 

  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

   
 
  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Chapter 1 - Assistive Technology Assessment 

Assistive Technology Assessment 

Since the 1990 reauthorization of IDEA with its definition of assistive technology services, which 
included “the evaluation of needs including a functional evaluation, in the student’s customary 
environment;” there has been a nationwide trend to identify and train staff within each school district 
to be more knowledgeable about assistive technology. This trend incorporates the following 
components: 

• A change in the view of assistive technology assessment: from a one shot, separate event to an
ongoing, continual part of educational planning.

• A change in who conducts the assistive technology assessment: from an expert based at a center
to the local team in the natural setting.

• Change in the scheduling of an assistive technology assessment: from an isolated, one time event
to an ongoing, continual process, which includes trials with potential assistive technology.

• As a result, there are changes in support and follow-through: from limited support and poor
follow-through to meaningful follow-through involving all team members.

These changes are significant because the research on abandonment of assistive technology indicates 
that student’s feelings about the assistive technology and the support of family, peers, and teachers 
are critical factors that determine successful use versus abandonment. Other factors that affect 
abandonment include having the training necessary to use the devices, being able to use it with little 
or no pain, fatigue, discomfort, or stress, and having it compatible with other tools and technologies 
used by the student (American Medical Association, 1996). 

This change has created a tremendous need for staff development training for service providers in 
local school districts across the nation. The changes in the 1997 reauthorization of IDEA which 
require every IEP team to “consider” the need for assistive technology, has created an even greater 
need for training, so that all IEP teams will have the needed expertise. 

What is the difference between “Consideration” and “Assessment”? 
The most obvious differences between Consideration and Assessment are those of depth and 
duration. Consideration is a short discussion that takes place during the IEP meeting using known 
information and results in the decision to continue something already being used or to try or not to try 
assistive technology. Assessment goes into much more detail, looking closely at the students abilities 
and difficulties and the demands of the environments and tasks. Assessment also includes the 
acquisition of new information. 

We believe that assessment has three parts:  
• Information Gathering
• Decision Making
• Trial Use
Information gathering may require specific tests to determine a student’s functional level on a given
task, observation in customary environments to document performance as well as environmental
demands, and careful review of what has already been tried. The decision-making requires the use of
a clearly defined decision making process understood by everyone. If assistive technology appears to
be a viable tool, trials to determine exactly what will work are needed.

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 12 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
  
  
 

 

 

 

  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

Chapter 1 - Assistive Technology Assessment 

Who Provides an Assistive Technology Assessment? 

When there is a specific request for an assistive technology assessment or the IEP Team determines that 
one is needed, an assessment of the student’s need for assistive technology must be completed. While 
school districts may vary in their specific procedures, it is essential that a team of people be involved in 
any AT assessment. 

There are five basic components that must be represented on every team making decisions about 
assistive technology. They are: 

♦ A person knowledgeable about the student. That may be the student and/or parents or other family 
members. 

♦ A person knowledgeable in the area of curriculum, usually a Special Education Teacher. 
♦ A person knowledgeable in the area of language, usually a Speech/Language Pathologist. 
♦ A person knowledgeable in the area of motor, often an Occupational or Physical Therapist. 
♦ A person who can commit the district’s resources, not only for purchase of devices, but to authorize 

staff training and guarantee implementation in various educational settings, usually an 
administrator. 

There can be any number of additional team members from such backgrounds as: 

Audiologist Technology Coordinator 
Counselor Early Intervention Specialist 
Instructional Assistant Nurse 
Physician Rehabilitation Engineer 
Social Worker Teacher of Hearing Impaired 
Teacher of Visually Impaired Vocational Counselor 

This is not an exhaustive list. Each student’s team should be unique, customized to reflect the student’s 
unique needs. Anyone who has the potential to contribute to the decision-making or 
implementation can be invited to participate on the team. 

Procedures Required 
Each school district must have in place a procedure for providing assistive technology assessment. This 
procedure should include the identification of team members to provide the needed expertise to make an 
informed decision about assistive technology to meet the student’s identified needs. 

On the following pages information will be provided about the three-step process of Information 
Gathering, Decision Making, and Trial Use that comprise the AT Assessment process developed by the 
Wisconsin Assistive Technology Initiative. 

The need for an assistive technology (AT) assessment may occur at any time during the provision of 
services to students with disabilities. It may come up during the official “consideration” during the IEP 
meeting, or at any time while a student is receiving special education and related services. Generally the 
need for an AT assessment is brought up by either the parents or the service providers. (We’ll use this 
term to mean any of the therapists, teachers, assistants, or other individuals paid to provide services in 
the school). It may be a formal request for an “Assistive Technology Evaluation” or more of a specific 
question and something more is needed.  

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 13 



 
 

   

 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

Chapter 1 - Assistive Technology Assessment 

The question may be broad such as, “Sally struggles with trying to do all of the required reading and 
writing in sixth grade. She understands the concepts, but decoding the printed word and trying to spell 
what she wants to write are so difficult that she is feeling overwhelmed and frustrated. Is there any 
assistive technology that could help with this?”  Or it can be very specific, “Bob is not able to 
understand the graphics in the social studies book due to his vision.” 

In Sally’s case there may be a whole range of hardware (from low-tech to computer-based) and software 
that will need to be tried for specific reading and writing tasks in her various classes. In Bob’s case only 
one or two things may need to be tried before a workable solution will be found. In either situation, the 
team of service providers who work with that student need to have a systematic approach to begin to 
answer the question. 

We have found that people who are new to assistive technology or teams new to the role of “assessing” 
a student’s need for assistive technology often flounder. They struggle to figure out where to start, what 
questions to ask, what commercial tests, if any, they might need to use, etc. The Wisconsin Assistive 
Technology Initiative developed a set of forms to help the team through these difficulties and to help 
them focus on the specific issues that need to be addressed. The forms that we use include: 

♦ The WATI Student Information Guide 
♦ The WATI Environmental Observation Guide 
♦ The WATI Assistive Technology Decision Making Guide 
♦ The WATI Assistive Technology Checklist 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 14 



 

  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Chapter 1 - Assistive Technology Assessment 

Assessing A Student’s Need for Assistive Technology: 
Where to Start? 

When the question of a student’s need for AT leads to an assessment, the first action is to identify a 
team of people to address that question. If the school district already has an identified team, then a 
request for their assistance is made. If no one is designated to function as an AT Assessment team, or 
only one person has been designated, then a team of people with sufficient knowledge to make an 
appropriate and useful decision must be assembled. 

While the number of the team members and their specific expertise will vary with the magnitude and 
complexity of the question to be answered, there are some specific considerations in selecting the 
members of the team. It is important that someone on the team understands curriculum. This is often 
a special education teacher or the regular classroom teacher. If the question involves speech or 
language, then someone with expertise in language development is needed. This is most typically a 
Speech/Language Pathologist, but might also be a teacher of the hearing impaired, if that would be 
appropriate based upon the student’s unique needs. Often there are questions about positioning or 
motor ability. In this case a Physical or Occupational Therapist is needed. And, of course, one or 
more of these individuals must have knowledge about specific assistive technology that might be 
appropriate to address the student’s needs. There may be any number of other individuals, as needed. 
For instance if the student has a vision impairment, there would need to be a Vision Specialist 
involved. If the student has Autism, someone with a background in Autism will be needed. The 
Wisconsin Assistive Technology Initiative has also developed a manual for addressing the needs of 
students with AT needs who are on the Autism Spectrum. You may wish to refer to this guide 
located on the www.wati.org or https://dpi.wi.gov/sped/program/autism site. While there may be a 
core group of people in a school district who routinely address questions about assistive technology, 
the specific team working together to determine an assistive technology solution will be made up of 
individuals who collectively can address all of the student’s unique needs. 

Finally, one or both of the parents, and when appropriate, the student must be active participants in 
the information gathering and decision-making. If the student can contribute and understand 
information, then they should participate in meetings along with their parent or parents. Typically a 
group of three to six or seven individuals will meet to begin the information gathering and decision 
making stages of the AT Assessment Process. The AT Assessment Directions/Procedure Guide is a 
basic outline of the steps that need to take place. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 15 
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Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

School District/Agency 

Student 

WATI 

Assistive Technology Assessment 

Directions/Procedure Guide 

School 

Grade 

Team Members 
Date Completed Comments 

Getting Information: 
Step 1: Team Members Gather Information 
Review existing information regarding student’s 
abilities, difficulties, environment, and tasks. If there 
is missing information, you will need to gather the 
information by completing formal tests, completing 
informal tests, and/or observing the student in 
various settings. The WATI Student Information 
Guide and Environmental Observation Guide are 
used to assist with gathering information. 
Remember, the team gathering this information 
should include parents, and if appropriate, the 
student. 

Step 2: Schedule Meeting 
Schedule a meeting with the team. Team includes: 
parents, student (if appropriate), service providers 
(e.g., spec. ed. teacher, general ed. teacher, SLP, 
OT, PT, administrator) and any others directly 
involved or with required knowledge and expertise. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 1 



  
 

 

          

 
 

 

 

  

 
   

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 

 

 
 

  
 

 
  

  

 

 

 

Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

Date Completed Comments 

Decision Making: 
Step 3: Team completes Problem Identification 

Portion of AT Decision Making Guide at the 

meeting. (Choose someone to write all topics 

when everyone participating can see them). 

The team should quickly move through: 
Listing the student’s abilities/difficulties related to 
tasks (5-10 minutes). 
Listing key aspects of the environment in which the 
student functions and the student’s location and 
positioning within the environment (5-10 minutes). 
Identifying the tasks the student need to be able to 
do is important because the team cannot generate 
AT solutions until the tasks are identified (5-10 
minutes). 

(Note: The emphasis in problem identification is 
identifying tasks the student needs to be able to do, 
the relationship of the student’s abilities/difficulties 
and characteristics of the environment of the 
student’s performance of the tasks.) 

Step 4: Prioritize the List of Tasks for 

Solution Generation 
Identify critical task(s) for which the team will 
generate potential solutions. This may require a 
redefining or reframing of the original referral 
question, but is necessary so that you hone in on the 
most critical task. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 2 



  
 

 

          

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

  

 

 

Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

Date Completed Comments 

Step 5: Solution Generation 
Brainstorm all possible solutions. 
Note: The specificity of the solutions will vary 
depending on the knowledge and experience of the 
team members; some teams may generate names 
of specific devices with features that are important, 
e.g., “needs voice output,” “needs to be portable,” 
“needs few (or many) messages,” “needs input 
method other than hands,” etc. Teams may want 
to use specific resources to assist with solution 
generation. These resources include, but are not 
limited to: the AT Checklist, the ASNAT Manual, 
Closing the Gap Resource Directory, and/or an AT 
Consultant. 

Step 6: Solution Selection 
Discuss the solutions listed, thinking about which are 
most effective for the student. It may help to group 
solutions that can be implemented 1) immediately, 
2) in the next few months, and 3) in the future. At 
this point list the names of specific devices, 
hardware, software, etc. If the team does not know 
the names of devices, etc., use resources noted in 
Step 5 or schedule a consultation with a 
knowledgeable resource person (that is the part of 
the decision-making that should require the most 
time; plan on 20-30 minutes here). 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 3 



  
 

 

           

 
 

   
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
  

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1 – Assistive Technology Assessment 

Date Completed Comments 

Step 7: Implementation Plan 
Develop implementation plan (including trials with 
equipment) – being sure to assign specific names 
and dates, and determine meeting date to review 
progress (follow-up Plan). 
Reminder: Steps 3-7 occur in a meeting with all 
topics written where all participants can see them. 
Use a flip chart, board, or overhead during the 
meeting, because visual memory is an important 
supplement to auditory memory. Following the 
meeting, ensure that someone transfers the 
information to paper for the student’s file for future 
reference. 

Trial Use: 

Step 8: Implement Planned Trials 

Step 9: Follow Up on Planned Date 
Review trial use. Make any needed decisions about 
permanent use. Plan for Permanent use. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 4 



Chapter 1 - Assistive Technology Assessment 

Gathering Information about the Student 

The process for assistive technology assessment developed by the Wisconsin Assistive Technology 
Initiative incorporates the SETT framework (Zabala, 1994) to help organize the often complex task of 
assistive technology decision-making. SETT stands for Student, Environment, Tasks, Tools. By 
grouping the information into these categories, the task of selecting assistive technology becomes 
much more logical. 

Without the SETT Framework, trying to gather and sort out all of the information necessary for 
assistive technology decision-making can be an overwhelming task. With it, the simplicity of 
gathering and grouping information allows the team to effectively use that information for competent 
decision-making. 

Using the Student Information Guide 
As you read through the Student Information Guide, the first thing you note is the questions about 
what assistive technology is currently being used and what has been used in the past. These are 
important questions. Unfortunately in our busy lives, it is possible for one service provider to be 
using assistive technology without others being aware of it. For example the Language Arts teacher 
may have discovered that Samantha writes much better with voice output on the computer. This may 
occur because all of the computers in her classroom are capable of providing text to speech. Students 
can choose to use it or not. She observes over the course of several months that Samantha regularly 
chooses to work using text to speech and that it has improved both the spelling and grammar in her 
written assignments. The other teachers and therapists may not be aware of this. Both the 
documenting and the sharing of that kind of information is essential. 

The next section requires a file review to determine what assistive technology, if any, has been tried 
in the past and what the outcome of that use was. Turnover in staff can cause us to lose track of 
assistive technology use. Perhaps the most extreme example of this is the case of a team who spent 
several weeks trying to determine what augmentative communication device might work for a non-
speaking student. The staff were all new and neglected to thoroughly review the file until early 
October, when they were startled to learn that a $8000 dynamic display, voice output communication 
aid had been purchased for the student two years earlier. It was in a box, at the back of the classroom 
closet, safely stored away. Had someone not reviewed the file, they would have spent money on 
another device, when they already had a very powerful one available. The parent had told them on 
several occasions that there “used to be something that talked for him,” but they had not tracked 
down the critical information. 

Now at the bottom of page 21, the team selects the sections that they feel they will need to complete. 
It is recommended that a team new to assistive technology assessment concentrate on only one area 
of concern at a time. So if the student has a learning disability and they are most concerned about 
writing. They would proceed to the section on Writing and answer the questions in that section. If 
they are concerned about more than one task, they may decide to complete more than one section of 
the Student Information Guide. It is up to the team to determine how many and which sections of the 
Guide will be helpful to them. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 18 



Chapter 1 - Assistive Technology Assessment 

Each of the 12 content sections of the Student Information Guide contain questions relevant to 
determining the type of assistive technology and the features that might be necessary for a student to 
utilize assistive technology in the completion of the task. On pages 28 and 29 there are a series of 
questions about the student’s abilities related to computer access. These two pages are not necessary to 
complete if the student has normal fine motor ability, but are critical if the student has a physical 
disability that includes fine motor difficulties that would impact their ability to keyboard. In the Section 
4 – Motor Aspects of Writing, the first questions address the student’s current writing ability. Because 
much of the assistive technology used to address writing difficulties involves keyboarding, the next 
question is about the student’s current keyboarding ability. The next question is about any assistive 
technology currently used. Number five on page 31 is concerned with computer use and computer 
availability. At the bottom of page 31 there is a place to summarize the student’s abilities and the 
concerns related to writing. . 

Once the desired sections of the Student Information Guide are completed, the team moves on to 
page 44. The questions on this page are general and apply to every student. They include questions 
about behaviors that might impact the student’s use of assistive technology any other significant 
factors that should be noted such as learning style, coping strategies, or interest that the team should 
remember and consider as they move on with the assessment process. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 19 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

WATI Student Information Guide 
Referral/Question Identification Guide 

Student’s Name __________________________ Date of Birth ______________ Age ________ 

School _________________________________________________ Grade _______________ 

School Contact Person ___________________________________ Phone ________________ 

Person Completing Guide ____________________________________ Date ______________ 

Parent(s) Name: ___________________________________________ Phone _____________ 

Address _____________________________________________________________________ 

Student’s Primary Language _______________ Family’s Primary Language _______________ 

Disability: (Check all that apply.) 
Speech/Language Significant Developmental Delay Specific Learning Disability 

Cognitive Disability Other Health Impairment Hearing Impairment 

Traumatic Brain Injury Autism Vision Impairment 

Emotional/Behavioral Disability Orthopedic Impairment – Type:___________________ 

Current Age Group: Birth to Three Early Childhood 

Elementary Middle School Secondary 

Classroom Setting: General Education Resource Room 

Self-contained Home Other: ___________ 

Current Service Providers: 
Occupational Therapy Physical Therapy Speech/Language 

Assistive Technology Other(s): ________________ 

Medical Considerations (Check all that apply) 
History of seizures Fatigues easily 

Has degenerative medical condition Has frequent pain 

Has multiple health problems Has frequent upper respiratory infections 

Has frequent ear infections Has digestive problems 

Has allergies to ______________________________________________________________________________ 

Currently taking medication for __________________________________________________________________ 

Other – Describe briefly _______________________________________________________________________ 

Other Issues of Concern _______________________________________________________ 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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Assistive Technology Current Used: (Check all that apply). 
None Low Tech Writing Aids 

Manual Communication Board Augmentative Communication System 

Low Tech Vision Aids Amplification System 

Environmental Control Unit/EADL Computer – Type (platform) __________________ 

Manual Wheelchair Power Wheelchair 

Voice Recognition Word Prediction 

Adaptive Input – Describe _____________________________________________________________________ 

Adaptive Output – Describe ____________________________________________________________________ 

Other _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Assistive Technology Tried: Please describe any other assistive technology previously tried, 
length of trial, and outcome (how did it work or why didn’t it work). 

AT Tried Length/dates of trail Outcome 

Has the WATI Consideration Guide been completed for this student? If so, please attach it. 
REFERRAL QUESTION 

What task(s) does the student need to do that is currently difficult or impossible, and for which assistive technology 

may be an option? 

Based on the referral question, select the sections of the Student Information Guide to be 
completed. (Check only those that apply). 

Section 1 Seating, Positioning and Mobility Section 7 Mathematics 

Section 2 Communication Section 8 Organization 

Section 3 Computer and Device Access Section 9 Recreation and Leisure 

Section 4 Motor Aspects of Writing Section 10 Vision 

Section 5 Composition of Written Material Section 11 Hearing 

Section 6 Reading Section 12 General 

Now proceed to the Sections you checked and fill in the answers to the questions. 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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WATI Student Information Guide 

SECTION 1 
Seating, Positioning, and Mobility 

1. Description of Current Seating: (Check all that apply.) 
 Seating allows feed to be flat on floor. 

 Chair seat is ½” from back of bent knee. 

 Desk height is 1-2” higher than elbow when arm is bent at 90° angle. 

 When used, top of desktop monitor is 2-3” below eye level. 

 Seating provides adequate trunk stability. 

 Seating facilitates readiness to perform task. 

 There are questions or concerns about the student’s seating. They are: _________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Student behavior when seated: (Check all that apply). 
 Student uses active learning position when appropriate. 

 Student chooses alternative positions when given a chance (e.g., bean bag chair, standing, lying down). 

 Student frequently falls out of chair. 

 Student changes position with high frequency. 

 Student gets in and out of seat more than expected. 

 Student frequently slumps over desk. 

 Student frequently props head up with hands. 

 Student dislikes some positions, often indicates discomfort in the following positions: _______________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

The discomfort is communicated by? _______________________________________________________________ 

 The student has difficulty using table or desk – specific example: _______________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Characteristics of current Seating and Positioning of Student (Check all that apply.) 
 Sits in regular chair. 

 Sits in regular chair w/ pelvic belt or footrest. 

 Sits in chair with non-slip surface. 

 Sits in adapted chair – list brand or describe: ______________________________________________________ 

 Sits in seat with adaptive cushion that allows needed movement. 

 Sits comfortably in wheelchair  part of the day  most of the day  all of the day. 

 Spends part of day out of chair due to prescribed positions. 

 Spends part of day out of chair due to specific or general discomfort. 

 Uses many positions throughout the day, based on activity. 

 Has few opportunities for other positions. 

 Uses regular desk/workstation. 



WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 

 Uses desk with height adjusted. 

 Uses tilted surface on which to work. 

 Uses tray on wheelchair for desktop. 

 Uses adapted table. 

 Current seating interferes with the following activities: ________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Student characteristics related to seating and positioning: (Check all that apply.)
Student exhibits good positioning when: __________________________________________________________

Student leans to the  right  left.

Student holds head, arms, or other parts of the body a certain way, describe: _____________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 Student has specific positioning  all day  only at these times: ______________________________________ 

 Student expresses issues or concerns about seating/positioning. 

 Student requires support positioning at the hips. 

 Student has difficulty achieving and maintaining head control, best position for head control is: _______________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 Student can maintain head control for _____ minutes in _______________________ position. 

Summary of Student’s Abilities and Concerns Related to Seating and Positioning: 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

This section is for students with mobility issues. (Skip if student does not have mobility issues.)

1. Current mobility: (Check all that apply.)

Crawls, rolls, or creeps independently

Uses wheelchair for long distances only

Uses power chair

Transfers independently

Walks with assistance

Has difficulty walking down stairs

Walks independently

Uses elevator key independently

 Is pushed in manual wheelchair 

 Uses manual wheelchair independently 

 Needs help to transfer in and out of chair 

 Has difficulty walking 

 Has difficulty walking up stairs 

 Needs extra time to reach destination 

 Walks with appliance 

 Other: _______________________ 

2. The student has the following skills, either emerging or mastered: (Check all that
apply.)

 cause and effect  spatial relations  problem solving 

 ability to interact with the environment  motivation/initiation



 
 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms.   

3. Concerns about mobility. Student: (Check all that apply.)
 Is extremely tired after walking 

 Seems to be having more difficulty lately 

 New schedule/location requires more time 

 Requires a long time to recover 

 Complains about pain or discomfort 

 Other: ___________________________________ 

4. The student is unduly distracted by: (Check all that apply.) 
 Visual clutter 

 Classroom and background noise 

 Awareness of physical space 

 Fluorescent lighting vs. full-spectrum lighting  

 Tactile stimulation  

 Other: ___________________________________

 

5. The student has issues with the following that may impact the use of power mobility: 
(Check all that apply.) 

 Behavior  Strength  Coordination  Vision 

 Fatigue  Other physical abilities: _____________________

 

6. The student’s best access points other than the hand for operating a power mobility 
device is: 

 chin  head  foot  mouth  eyes  tongue 

7. The student can operate a power mobility device using: (Check all that apply.) 
 joystick 

 switch control (with and without proportional access) 

 switch-adapted proportional joystick 

 sip and puff 

 tongue-activated keypad  proximity switch  scanning with a switch

 

8. The student needs to change in position in space in order to: (Check all that apply.) 
 reduce risk of pressure sores 

 increase sitting tolerance 

 restructure weight distribution 

 other: ____________________

 

9. The student needs to change position in the following ways: (Check all that apply.) 
 tilt  recline  elevate leg rests  elevate seat  stand

 

10. The student needs assistance with: (Check all that apply.) 
 transfers  changing positions  accessing mobility device

 

11. Student needs access to: (Check all that apply.) 
 AAC device  electronic aid to daily living (EADL)  computer/mobile device 

Summary of Student’s Abilities and Concerns Related to Power Mobility:  
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

WATI Student Information Guide 
SECTION 2 

Communication 

1. Student’s Present Means of Communication
(Check all that are used. Circle the primary method the student uses).

Changes in breathing patterns Body position changes Eye gaze/eye movement 

Facial Expressions Gestures Pointing 

Sign language approximations Sign language (type: _____________________________ # signs ______ 

# combinations _____________ # signs in a combination _______________ 

Vocalizations, list examples ____________________________________________________________________ 

Vowels, vowel combinations, list examples ________________________________________________________ 

Single words, list examples & approx. # __________________________________________________________ 

2-word utterances 3-word utterances

Semi-intelligible speech, estimate % intelligible with familiar partner: _____ with unfamiliar partner: _____ 

in familiar context: _____ in unknown context _____. 

Communication board Tangibles Photos Symbols Visual Scenes 

Combination symbols/words Words 

2 symbol combinations – list examples ___________________________________________________________ 

3 or more symbol combinations – list examples _____________________________________________________ 

Communication book/binder – number of pages in book/binder ____________________________________ 

Does student navigate to desired page/message independently? yes no 

Schedule board(s) – list examples _______________________________________________________________ 

Speech Generating device(s) – please list _________________________________________________________ 

Multiple overlays or levels – list examples _________________________________________________________ 

Partner Assisted Scanning – please describe strategies and communication system ________________________ 

Intelligible speech Writing Other _____________________ 

Comments about student’s present means of communicating: ____________________________________________ 

2. Purposes of Communication: (List examples after each one checked.)
Greeting ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Requesting _________________________________________________________________________________ 

Demanding _________________________________________________________________________________ 

Interacting socially ___________________________________________________________________________ 

Social etiquette ______________________________________________________________________________ 

Denials/rejections ____________________________________________________________________________ 

Shared information, including joint attention _______________________________________________________ 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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3. Those Who Understand Student’s Communication Attempts (Check best descriptor).
Most of the time Part of the time Rarely Not Applicable 

Strangers 
Teachers/therapists 
Peers 
Siblings 
Parent/Guardian 

4. Current Level of Receptive Language
Age approximation:  _____ 

If formal tests used, name and scores: ______________________________________________________________ 

If formal testing is not used, please give an approximate age or developmental level of functioning. Explain your 

rationale for this estimate: ________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Current Level of Expressive Language
Age approximation: _____ 

If formal tests used, name and scores: ______________________________________________________________ 

If formal testing is not used, please give an approximate age or developmental level of functioning. Explain your 

rationale for this estimate. ________________________________________________________________________ 

How many symbols/signs/words does the student use regularly without a model/prompt? ______________________ 

Does the student combine symbols/signs/words without a prompt? Yes No

6. Communication Interaction Skills
Desires to communicate Yes No 

To indicate yes and no the student: 

Shakes head Signs Vocalizes Gestures Eye gazes 

Points to board Uses word approximations Does not respond consistently 

Can a person unfamiliar with the student understand the response? Yes No 

(Continued on next page) 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Does the student: (check best descriptor)
Always Frequently Sometimes Seldom Never 

Turn toward speaker? 
Get other’s attention? 
Interact with peers? 
Show awareness of listener’s attention? 
Initiate interactions? 
Ask questions? 
Respond to communication interaction? 
Ask for clarification from communication partner? 
Repair communication breakdowns? 
Change language according to needs of listener? 
Take turns with communication partner? 
Require verbal prompts? 
Require physical prompts? 
Maintain communication exchange? 
Terminate communication? 

Describe techniques student uses for repair (e.g., keeps trying, changes message, points to first letter, etc.) 

8. Student’s Needs Related to Device/Systems (Check all that apply).
Walks Uses wheelchair Carries device under 2 pounds 

Drops or throws things frequently Needs digitized (human) speech 

Needs device w/large number of words and phrases 

Requires scanning 

Requires auditory preview 

One reliable switch site More than one reliable switch site 

Other: _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

9. Pre-Reading and Reading Skills Related to Communication (Check all that apply).
Yes No Object/picture recognition 

Yes No Symbol recognition (tactile, Mayer-Johnson, Rebus, etc.) Number of symbols _________________ 

Yes No Auditory discrimination of sounds 

Yes No Auditory discrimination of words, phrases 

Yes No Selects initial letter of word 

Yes No Follows simple directions 

Yes No Sight word recognition Number of words __________ 

Yes No Recognizes environmental print 

Yes No Puts two symbols or words together to express an idea 

List any other reading or pre-reading skills that support communication ____________________________________ 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

10. Visual Abilities Related to Communication (Check all that apply).
Maintains fixation on stationary object Looks to right and left without moving head 

Visually recognizes people Scans matrix of symbols in a grid 

Visually recognizes common objects Scans line of symbols left to right 

Visually recognizes photographs Visually shifts horizontally 

Visually recognizes symbols or pictures Visually shifts vertically 

Needs additional space around symbol Looks at communication partner 

Requires high contrast symbols or borders Benefits from “zoom” feature 

Is a specific type (brand) of symbols or pictures preferred? ______________________________________________ 

What size symbols or pictures are preferred? _________________________________________________________ 

What line thickness of symbols is preferred? ____________ inches 

Does student seem to do better with black on white, white on black, or a specific color combination for figure/ground 

discrimination? _________________________________________________________________________________ 

From what size field can the student make appropriate selections? ________________________________________ 

Explain anything else you think is significant about the communication system the student currently uses for his/her 

needs: (Use additional page if necessary) ___________________________________________________________ 

11. Sensory Considerations:
Does the student have sensitivity to: 

Velcro 

Synthesized (computer generated) voices 

Volume 

Switch feedback (clicking noise) 

Tactile sensations 

Other 

Explain student’s reaction to any of the checked items __________________________________________________ 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 



 
 

      

  
 

      
  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

   

 

 

 
 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

12. What are the communication expectations for the student in different environments? 

School (regular and special ed., with peers, formal and informal – such as lunchroom settings) 

Home ______________________________________________________________________________________ 

Community (stores, restaurants, church, library, etc.) _______________________________________________ 

Summary of Student’s Abilities and Concerns Related to Communication including past 
AT used to support student’s communication _____________________________________________ 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

WATI Student Information Guide 
SECTION 3 

Computer and Device Access 

1. Computer and Device Use
List current computer and device use: _______________________________________________________________ 

What AT has been tried previously? ________________________________________________________________ 

What difficulty is the student having with current method of access? _______________________________________ 

2. Current Computer Access – How does the student currently access the computer?
Doesn’t access the computer Adapted keyboard/mouse: __________________ 

Regular keyboard/mouse/touchpad Specialized Software: ______________________ 

Touch type with two hands Head: __________________________________ 

Hunt/peck with one hand Speech recognition: _______________________ 

Touch type with one hand Switch scanning: __________________________ 

Hunt/peck with one hand Touchscreen: _____________________________ 

Eye gaze Other: __________________________________ 

3. ________________________________________Current Device Access – type of device 
How does the student currently access the device? 

Doesn’t access a device Uses assistive touch features to access 

2 hand touch and hardware buttons Speech recognition 

1 hand touch and hardware buttons Single switch access 

Single finger touch gestures Multi switch access 

Multi finger touch gestures Adapted keyboard: ________________________ 

Head pointer access Eye gaze 

Other _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Physical Abilities
Does the student have limitations to range of motion? Yes No 

Does student have abnormal reflexes or abnormal muscle tone? Yes No 

If abnormal, is it high or low? high low 

Does student have difficulty with accuracy? Yes No 

Does student fatigue easily: During activities? Yes No Throughout the day? Yes No 

Describe how physical abilities affect computer use. ___________________________________________________ 

WATI Development Team (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Is the student’s speech clear? Yes No Is the student’s speech consistent? Yes No 

Has scanning been tried? Yes No If yes, did it work? ______________________________________________ 

5. Motor Control
Does the student have voluntary, controlled movement of the following? (Check all that apply) 

Right hand Right arm Right leg Right foot 

Left hand Left arm Left leg Left foot 

Head Eyes Mouth Voice 

Fingers Other: _____________________________________________________________ 

What is the student’s most consistent voluntary movement? 

6. Positioning
How is the student positioned for computer or device access? 

Regular classroom chair Regular chair with adaptations: ___________________________________________ 

Specialty chair: ______________________________________________________________________________ 

Wheelchair: ________________________________________________________________________________ 

Other: _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Sensory
Does the student have any issues with hearing? Yes No 

Does the student have any issues with vision? Yes No 

Describe how sensory issues/abilities affect computer use. ______________________________________________ 

8. Literacy - At grade level is the student currently performing in:

Reading? __________ Spelling? __________ Writing? __________

At what grade level are the student’s:

Math skills? __________ Computer skills? __________

9. Summary of Students Abilities and Concerns Related to Computer and Device Access

WATI Development Team (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

WATI Student Information Guide 
SECTION 4 

Motor Aspects of Writing 

1. Current Writing Ability (Check all that apply).
Scribbles Pretend writes 

Prints name Scribbles with a few recognizable letters 

Holds pencil, but does not write Prints a few words 

Writes on 1” lines Copies from book (near point) 

Writes independently and legibly Copies from board (far point) 

Uses space correctly Copies simple shapes 

Sizes writing to fit spaces Writing is limited due to fatigue 

Writes cursive Writing is slow and arduous 

Writes on narrow lines Can maintain place on paper 

Can read work he has written Can fit answers in allotted space 

2. Current Writing Needs (Check all that apply).
Single words Short phrases Sentences Paragraphs Essays/papers 

Fill in blanks Take notes Other: ____________________________________________________ 

3. Current Keyboarding Ability (Check all that apply).
10-finger typing (functional speed) Uses alternate keyboard: _____________________ 

Multi-finger typing (functional or slow) Uses access software: _______________________ 

One-finger typing (functional or slow) Uses touch window 

Does not currently type Uses head or mouth stick 

Activates desired key on command Uses switch to access computer 

Accidentally hits unwanted keys Uses scanning to access computer 

Requires arm or wrist support to type Other _____________________________________ 

4. Computer Use (Check all that apply).
Has never used a computer

Uses a computer: rarely occasionally frequently daily 

Uses a computer at: home school 

Uses computer for: word processing internet spell checking 

Uses computer for the following subjects or tasks: __________________________________________________ 

Student has potential to use computer but has not for the following reason: _______________________________ 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Assistive Technology Currently Used (Check all that apply). 
Adapted pencils-pencil grips 

Adapted papers 

Writing templates 

Adapted/portable keyboards 

Computers with accessibility features 

Adaptive Software: text-to-speech; word prediction; voice recognition ___________________________________ 

Scanned worksheets 

Other _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Computer Availability 
The student has access to the following computer(s): 

PC Macintosh Chromebook Tablet Other ______________________ 

Desktop Laptop 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Summary of Student’s Abilities and Concerns Related to Writing _____________________ 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

WATI Student Information Guide 
SECTION 5 

Composition of Written Material 

1. Typical of Student’s Present Writing (Check all that apply).
Words, but not identifiable Writes with symbols Short words 

Short phrases Complex phrases Sentences 

Short paragraph 2-5 sentences Longer paragraphs Multi paragraphs 

2. Difficulties Currently Expressed by the Student (Check all that apply).
Understanding that words have meaning Answering questions beyond yes/no 

Finding facts Understanding that sentences require parts (nouns and verbs) 

Getting started with a sentence starter Adding information to a topic 

Sequencing information Integrating information from 2 or more sources 

Relating information to a topic Determining when to begin a paragraph 

Generating ideas with or without a graphic organizer Working with peers to write 

Planning content Using academic vocabulary Using transitional words 

Using basic core words Summarizing writing for different audiences 

Other: _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Strategies for Composing Written Materials Student Currently Utilizes (Check all that
apply).

Sentence starters Picture cues Story starter 

Transitional words (first, next) Preset choices or plot twist 

Webbing or concept mapping with pictures without pictures 

Templates to provide the format or structure (both paper and electronic) 

Outlines Other: ____________________________________________________ 

4. Aids/Assistive Technology for Composing Written Materials Utilized by Student
(Check all that apply).

Picture cards Color cues for grammar Writing with symbols 

Word cards Word wall list 

Prewritten words on cards or labels Spell check/Dictionary/Thesaurus 

Whole word apps or software Word prediction Scanning Pen 

Voice to text on phone or other device 

Summary of Student’s Abilities and Concerns Related to Composing Written Material 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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WATI Student Information Guide 

SECTION 6 
Reading 

1. The Student Demonstrates the Following (Check all that apply. Add comments to 
clarify). 

Engages in joint attention with adult caregiver to activities (e.g. songs, stories, games and/or toys) 

Shows an interest in books and stories with an adult 

Shows an interest in looking at books independently 

Associates pictures with spoken words when being read to 

Realizes text conveys meaning when being read to 

Recognizes connection between spoken words and specific text when being read to 

Pretend writes and “reads” what he or she has written, even if scribbles 

Recognizes and reads environmental print 

When asked to spell a word, gets first consonant correct, but not the rest of the word 

Demonstrates sound manipulation skills including: 

Initial and final sounds in words Initial letter names/sounds 

Recognizes, names, and prints the alphabet (if motor skills are limited, may use alternative means rather than 

printing to demonstrate knowledge of the alphabet) 

When asked to spell a word, gets first and last sounds correct 

Demonstrates sound-symbol relationship 

Isolates individual phonemes: consonants, vowels, blends, digraphs (i.e., initial, final, medial) 

Applies phonics rules when attempting to decode printed words 

Remembers/recognizes visual patterns made by words or letter combinations (e.g., “-ing”) 

Demonstrates phonemic awareness to identify similar and dissimilar patterns in words 

Sound blends words 

Reads and understands words in context 

Recognizes familiar words in different contexts 

Remembers previously taught words 

Uses specific reading strategies: ________________________________________________________________ 

Uses inventive spelling most of the time 

Uses conventional spelling most of the time 

Reads and understands sentences 

Composes sentences using nouns and verbs 

Reads fluently with expression 

Reads and understands paragraphs 

Composes meaningful paragraphs and using correct syntax and punctuation 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Difficulties Experienced by Student (Check all that apply. Add comments for 
clarification). 

Student has difficulty physically accessing (e.g., positioning, opening, turning pages): 

Single sheets of paper Books Magazines Multi-page worksheets 

Student has difficulty understanding language based on: 

English Language Learner Limited Background experiences 

Student has sensory difficulties with: 

Visual clutter Fluorescent lighting Background noise 

Tactile sensitivity Personal space Other: ____________________ 

Student experiences difficulties with: 

Auditory processing Short term memory Working memory 

Student experiences general fatigue visual fatigue 

Student has difficulty decoding: 

Worksheets Content textbooks Trade books Tests 

Websites or other digital text 

Modified curriculum, describe: __________________________________________________________________ 

Recreational text 

Student has difficulty comprehending: 

Worksheets Content textbooks Trade books Tests 

Websites or other digital text 

Modified curriculum, describe: __________________________________________________________________ 

Recreational text 

3. Student’s Performance is Improved by (Check all that apply). 
Smaller amount of text on page Enlarged print 

Word wall to refer to Pre-teaching concepts 

Graphics/pictures to communicate ideas Text rewritten at lower reading level 

Bold type for main ideas Reduced length of assignment 

Additional time Being placed where there are few distractions 

Visual cues and schedule Frequent movement breaks 

Spoken text to accompany print Color overlay or colored text/background 

(List color Increased spacing between words/lines 

Symbol or Rebus supports to text Other 

___________) 

_____________________________________ 

4. Reading Assistance Used 
Please describe the non-technology based strategies and accommodations that have been used with this student 

5. Assistive Technology Used 
The following have been tried. (Check all that apply. Add comments for clarification). 

Highlighter, marker, template, or other self-help aid in visual tracking 

Changed background color to change contrast between text and background 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Human voice via recorded text, or talking books to “read along” with text 

Digital audio files (.mp3, iPod, etc.) 

Talking dictionary or talking spell checker to pronounce single words 

Handheld pen scanner to read difficult words or phrases 

Electronic text from 

internet publisher scanned text other ____________ 

Computer/device with text-to-speech software to speak: 

single words sentences paragraphs entire document 

Handheld device to read electronic books 

Electronic books from Bookshare or other digital source 

Explain what seemed to work or not work with any of the above assistive technology that has been tried. 

6. Student Sills:
Approximate age or grade level of reading skills: _____________________________________________ 

Cognitive ability in general: 

Significantly below average Below average Average Above average 

7. Computer/Device Use:
Student has access to: PC Macintosh Chromebook Tablet 

Student uses a computer/device: Rarely Frequently 

Daily for one or more subjects/periods Every day, most of the day 

For the following purposes: _______________________________________________________________________ 

Student is able to manipulate electronic text using: trackpad mouse swipe left/right 

Other: ________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Summary of Student’s Abilities and Concerns Related to Reading 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
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WATI Student Information Guide 

SECTION 7 
Mathematics 

1. Student is Able to: (Check all that apply). 

Read Math 
Recognize numerals Recognize math signs 

Understand math related language and vocabulary 

Gain meaning from numbers, shapes, and other representational formats 

Recognize three-dimensional object from multiple angles 

Interpret visual representation (e.g., charts, graphs, grids) 

Switch from one representational format to another (e.g complex numbers vs. fractions) 

Read/understand equations Other: ______________________________________________ 

Understand Math Concepts 
Counting One-to-one correspondence 

Basic math facts Money 

Time Units of measurement (e.g., size, distance, volume) 

Precents/decimals Points on graphs 

Arrange objects in groups according to size, color, shape, etc. 

Other: _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Solve Math Problems 
Choose correct math operation 

Complete operational steps include: simple addition 

simple subtraction complex addition complex subraction 

multiplication division 

Apply action steps from/to a story problem 

Organize and apply multiple steps to solve problems 

Convert mixed numbers/fractions 

Apply functions and formulas 

Other: _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

Write and Represent Math 
Write legible numbers Align numbers vertically 

Draw math figures Organize work on a page 

Understand and use place value Align steps of a problem 

Represent concepts in alternate formats (e.g., graphs, charts, or geometric shapes) 

Write simple math equations Write complex math equations 

Fill in numbers/data in graphs Other: ___________________________________ 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment Forms 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. Problems Student Experiences (Check all that apply) 
Visual-spatial processing 

Fatigue 

Low working memory 

Explaining math thinking either verbally or in writing 

Using language of math to express ideas 

Testing conclusions by asking appropriate questions 

Other: _____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Assistive Technology Tried (check all that apply). 
Adapted manipulatives Alternate calculator 

Large print 

Talking 

Graphing 

Adapted stamp (e.g., numbers, shapes) 

Adapted watch/clock 

Adapted measuring devices 

Adapted paper Math graphic organizer 

Enlarged paper Math specific writing, drawing software 

Graph paper Digital math toolbars for writing equations 

Onscreen keyboards or calculators Math software to help visualize, script visual math 

concepts Virtual manipulatives 

Voice recognition for math notation 

Other: ______________________________________ 

4. Strategies Used 
Please describe any strategies that had been used to help. 

Summary of Student’s Abilities and Concerns Related to Math 

WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment Forms 
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WATI Student Information Guide 
SECTION 8 

Organization 

1. Difficulties Student has with Organization (Check all that apply). 

Self management 
Unable to self-regulate behavior and attention 

Easily distracted 

Time management 
Arrives late 

Misses deadlines 

Poor transitions between activities 

Struggles to settle down after transitions or when it 

is work time 

2. Assistive Technology (Check all that apply). 

Self 
Fidgets 

Sitting on a therapy ball, bounce, or stiz cushions 

Pressure or weighted vest 

Concentration CD’s or MP3’s 

Information 
Folders 

Tabs/Post Its 

Highlighters 

Study guides 

Handheld recorders 

Digital organizers 

Search tools/engines 

Bookmarking tools 

Graphic organizers 

Manipulatives/Instructional Tutorials 

Animations 

Materials management 
Messy work and storage areas 

Lost papers and projects 

Can’t find work tools such as book, scissors, or 

markers quickly 

Information Management 
Breaking a large project into smaller steps 

Organizing notes or review items 

Completing multi-step tasks 

Materials 
Folders/containers/bins/boxes 

Checklists 

Coding 

Filing 

Portable electronic storage 

Computer based electronic storage 

Time 
Clock analog vs. digital 

Adapted clocks and watches 

Talking readout 

Large numbers 

Visual cue 

Timed reminder message 

Schedules 

Picture 
Worded 

Calendar-based 

Digital scheduler 

Digital reminder 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 1 



    

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Summary of Student’s Abilities and Concerns Related to Organization 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 2 



---------------------------_A -
Chapter 1 - Assistive Technology Assessment 

WATI Student Information Guide 
SECTION 9 

Recreation and Leisure 
1. Difficulties Student Experiences Participating in Recreation and Leisure (Check all that apply.) 

Understanding cause and effect 
Understanding turn taking 
Handing/manipulating objects 
Throwing/catching objects 
Understanding rules 
Waiting for his/her turn 

Following simple directions 

Following complex directions 
Communicating with others 
Hearing others 
Seeing equipment or materials 
Operating TV, VCR, etc. 
Operating computer 
Other

2. Activities Student Especially Enjoys 

3. Adaptations Tried to Enhance Participation in Recreation and Leisure 

How did they help? 

4. Assistive Technology Tried (Check all that apply.) 
Toys adapted with Velcro®, magnets, handles etc. 
Toys adapted for single switch operation 
Adaptive sporting equipment, such as lighted or beeping ball 
Universal cuff or strap to hold crayons, markers, etc. 
Modified utensils, e.g. rubber stamps, rollers, brushes 
Ergo Rest or other arm support 
Electronic aids to control/operate TV, VCR, CD player, etc. 
Software to complete art activities Games on the computer 

Other computer software Other 

Summary of Student’s Abilities and Concerns in the Area of Recreation and Leisure 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 39 
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Chapter 1 - Assistive Technology Assessment 

WATI Student Information Guide 
SECTION 10 

Vision 

A vision specialist should be consulted to complete this section. 

1. Date of Last Vision Report
Report indicates (please address any field loss, vision condition, etc.)

2. Visual Abilities (Check all that apply.)
Read standard textbook print 
Read text if enlarged to (indicate size in inches) 
Requires specialized lighting such as 
Requires materials tilted at a certain angle (indicate angle) 
Can read using optical aids; list: 
Currently uses the following screen enlargement device 
Currently uses the following screen enlargement software 
Recognizes letters enlarged to pt. type on computer screen 
Recognizes letters enlarged to pt. type for minutes without eye fatigue. 
Prefers  Black letters on white  White on black (color) on 
Tilts head when reading 
Uses only one eye:  Right eye  Left eye 
Uses screen reader: 
Requires recorded material, text to speech, or Braille materials 

3. Alternative Output
Currently uses (Check all that apply.)

Slate and stylus 
Talking calculator 
Braille calculator 
Braille notetaker 
Electric Brailler 
Refreshable Braille display 
Tactile images 
Screen reader 
Braille translation software: 
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Level of proficiency (Check the one that most closely describes the student.) 
Requires frequent physical prompts Requires frequent verbal cues 
Needs only intermittent cues Uses device to complete tasks independently 
Trouble-shoots problems related to device 

4. Writing/Handwritten Materials (check all that apply) 
Writes using space correctly Writes on line 
Writes appropriate size Reads own handwriting 
Reads someone else’s writing Reads hand printing 
Reads cursive Skips letters when copying 
Requires bold or raised-line paper Requires softer lead pencils 
Requires colored pencils, pens, or paper Requires felt tip pen Thin point Thick 

point 

Summary of Student’s Abilities and Concerns Related to Vision 
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WATI Student Information Guide 
SECTION 11 

Hearing 
A hearing specialist should be consulted to complete this section. 

1. Audiological Information
Date of last audiological exam
Hearing loss identified

Right Ear  Mild  Moderate  Severe  Profound 
Left Ear Mild Moderate Severe Profound 

Onset of hearing loss Etiology 

2. Unaided Auditory Abilities (Check all that apply.)
 Attends to sounds  High pitch  Low pitch  Voices  Background noises 
 Discriminates environmental vs. non-environmental sounds 
 Turns toward sound 
 Hears some speech sounds 
 Understands synthesized speech 

3. Student’s Eye Contact and Attention to Communication (Check best descriptor.)
 Poor  Inconsistent  Limited  Good  Excellent 

4. Communication Used by Others
Indicate the form of communication generally used by others in each of the following environments.
(Check all that apply.) 

School Home Community 
Body language  

Tangible symbols 
Gestures  
Speech 
Cued speech  

Picture cues 
Written messages  

Signs and speech together 
Signed English  

Contact (Pidgin) sign language 
American Sign Language (ASL)  

5. Level of Receptive Proficiency in Each Environment
School Home Community 

 Understands single words 
 Understands short phrases 
 Understands majority 

of communications 
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6. Student Communicates with Others Using (Check all that apply)
 Speech 
 Signs and speech together 
 Signed English 
 Other 

 American Sign Language 
 Gestures 
 Picture cues 

 Body language 
 Written messages 
 Contact (Pidgin) sign language 

Level of expressive communication: 
 Single words  Combination of words  Proficient 

7. Is There a Discrepancy Between Receptive and Expressive Abilities?
Yes  No 

If yes, describe further. 

8. Services Currently Used (Check all that apply)
Audiology Note taker 

Educational interpreter using: ASL Transliterating PSE Oral 

9. Equipment Currently Used (Check all that apply.)
Hearing aids Cochlear implant Telecaption decoder 

Vibrotactile devices Classroom amplification system TTY/TDD 

FM system Other 

10. Present Concerns for Communication, Writing, and/or Educational Materials

Cannot hear teacher/other students Cannot respond to emergency alarm 

Cannot participate in class discussions Cannot benefit from educational videos/programs 

Displays rec./exp. language delays Cannot use telephone to communicate 

11. Current communication functioning (Check all that apply)
Desires to communicate 
Initiates interaction 
Responds to communication requests 
Reads lips 
Appears frustrated with current communication functioning 
Requests clarification from communication partners (“Would you please repeat that?”) 
Repairs communication breakdown (Keeps trying, changes message) 

12. Current Reading Level

Summary of Hearing Abilities and Concerns
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WATI Student Information Guide 
Section 12 
General 

Are there any behaviors (both positive and negative) that significantly impact the student’s 
performance? 

Are there significant factors about the student’s strengths, learning style, coping strategies or 
interests that the team should consider? 

Are there any other significant factors about the student that the team should consider? 

Does student fatigue easily or experience a change in performance at different times of the day? 
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Gathering Information about Environments and Tasks 

Effective, appropriate decisions about assistive technology can only be made when teams are well 
informed about the unique characteristics of the environments in which the student spends time and the 
tasks that are being done in those environments (Zabala, 1994). The Wisconsin Assistive Technology 
Initiative strongly encourages observing the student in several environments with a specific focus on 
describing the environment and the activities/tasks in which the target student and other students are 
engaged. The Environmental Observation Guide is a tool for that purpose. 

Consider all customary environments, including the classroom and other school environments, such as 
the lunchroom, playground, assemblies, etc., the home, and any relevant community sites such as 
shopping malls, restaurants, church, scouts or other groups. Information to be gathered can be guided by 
specific questions such as these: 

• What equipment and materials, including technology supports, are available in each environment? 
• Who are the primary people interacting with the student? 
• How is instruction or direction delivered? 
• What modifications are typically made in various environments? 
• What is the student’s position and location in room? 
• Where are the things the student needs to see, such as chalkboard, overhead, etc.? 
• What is the lighting and sound like in the setting? 
• How are transitions accomplished? Are there concerns? 

Teams may modify or add to these questions, they are provided only as a starting place. 

There are many different types of Environmental or Classroom Observation Guides. This manual 
includes two versions. Remember that you can adapt either of or both these to fit your needs. 

Using the Environmental Observation Guide 

The Environmental Observation Guide instructions was developed by the National Assistive Technology 
Research Institute (2001), modified and used with permission. 

The Environmental Observation Guide forms draw the observer’s attention to what is going on in the 
activity and setting. Teams may modify or add to these questions. They are provided only as a starting 
place. 

Prior to the observation: 

Clarify the purpose of the observation:  
• Record successful assistive technology use in educational environments  
• Observe a student using assistive technology in educational environments  
• Record characteristics of the educational environments  

Select a time and place:  
• Review the student’s IEP for specifics about the student’s AT use.  
• First preference – Schedule the observation for the place and time indicated in the IEP as to 

when AT is supposed to be used during the day. 
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• Second preference – If it is not specified in the IEP, talk to a teacher to schedule a time and place 
when the student uses AT the most during the day.  

• Third preference – If the student uses the AT across the entire day, observe in the setting where 
he spends the most amount of his instructional day  

Meet with the teacher(s), therapists, and assistants to determine:  
• What will happen in the class that day; Is it a typical day? 
• What the student using assistive technology will be doing that day.  
• Inform them what you will be doing during the observation. 

During the observation: 

Record observations: 
• Complete the environmental assessment checklist.  
• Record direct student observation field notes.  
• Record impressions and comments.  
• Record time markers in the observation notes to determine length of activities.  
• Participate in the class only if invited to do so. 

After the observation:  

Thank the teacher for allowing you to observe. 

If time allows in the teacher’s schedule:  
• Probe for additional information directly related to your observations for clarity.  
• Share a brief summary of what you saw. 

Provide the teacher with a copy of the observation summary when completed.  

Conduct the teacher interview at a mutually agreed upon time.  

The observer’s role is to capture what is occurring, not to make decisions or even formal 
recommendations; that comes later in the decision-making part of the assessment process. 
During the observation(s), the observers are simply gathering information. 
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Environmental Observation Guide 

Student’s name: 
School: 
Observer: 
Date of Observation: 
Type of class: 

Directions: Complete this Environmental Assessment Checklist before beginning  

Describe the environment: Record short responses in the space provided.  

Special or general education classroom? 
Specialty classroom (Specify: e.g., P.E., computer lab)  
Therapy room? (Specify)  
Number of teachers in class? 
Number of aides in class? 
Number of volunteers in class? 
Number of students in the class?  
How many days per week is the program? 
How many hours/day? 
Is the atmosphere busy or quiet? 
Are there large open areas or small divided sections? 
How are the desks arranged?  
Is the furniture sized for students? 
Are materials accessible, appropriate, varied, interesting? 
Is special equipment available (i.e., chairs with arm 
supports)? 
Where is the classroom located in relationship to the 
cafeteria, therapy, outdoor play areas, etc.? 
Are bathrooms located in or outside the classroom? 

Sensory Stimulation: Judge the level of sensory stimulation and record it with a check in the 
corresponding box. Enter comments or notes that clarify your responses if needed.  

Excessive Balanced Reduced N/A Comments 
Auditory 
Hallway 
Street 
Other classrooms 
Other students 
Instructional media  
Teacher aides/volunteers  
Other (specify):  
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Sensory Stimulation: continued 

Excessive Balanced Reduced Comments 
Visual 
Color 
Clutter/busy 
Art/decorations 
Visual information  
Lighting 
Other (specify):  

Persons Present During Observation: For each person on the list, put a check in the appropriate 
column indicating their level of participation.  

Persons Participating Observing Not Present 
Student 
Special Educator  
General Educator 
Peer Tutors (How many? _____) 
Instructional Assistant #1 
Instructional Assistant #2 
Instructional Assistant #3 
Personal Attendant 
Speech-Language Pathologist  
Occupational Therapist  
Physical Therapist  
School Psychologist 
Parent 
Volunteer 
Administrator  
AT Specialist 
Other (specify):  
Notes: 
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Access to Assistive Technology: Record the presence or absence of EACH TYPE of assistive 
technology by placing a check in the corresponding box. Record the AT found in the classroom as a 
whole, not just the AT used by the target student. 

Types Present-Not Used Present-Used Not Present 
Communication cards/boards 
Digitally recorded communication 
devices 
Electronic communication devices  
AT for activities of daily living  
Adjustable seating (not a wheelchair)  
Positioning equipment  
Amplification  
Visual signaling devices 
Brailler/brailled materials  
Magnifiers 
Notetaking devices/keyboards 
Speech output devices/computers  
Handwriting aids  
Alternate/adapted keyboards 
Alternate/adapted mouse  
Computer switch interface  
Touch window 
Talking word processor 
Word prediction 
Text or screen reader 
Portable word processor 
Transfer aids - Hoists/lifts  
Mobility aids (not wheelchairs) 
Adapted environment (e.g., doors, 
fixtures, furniture)  
Electronic equipment for instruction 
(calculator, e-books) 
Adapted instructional materials  
Instructional software  
Computer stations  
Adapted art/craft materials  
Adapted sports/recreation equipment  
Adapted toys 
Wheelchair – Manual or Power 
Other (specify):  
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WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment forms. 
 

WATI Classroom Observation Guide 
 

Classroom(s) _________________________________________________________ Teacher ______________________________________________________ 
 
Student _______________________________________________________  Date ___________ Time _______________ Observer _______________________ 
 

 

Task: Ex: Writing a 
report, working on 
SMART Board, aligning 
mat problems, 
researching topic in 
media center. 
Directions: Given 
Visually or verbally 
Time: to complete task  

General students’ 
response: How 
does the rest of 
the class respond 
to the directions? 
How do they 
complete their 
work? 

Target Student 
Response: Do you 
notice any difference 
in how the target 
student handles the 
directions? How do 
they begin, maintain, 
and end the task? Was 
the time for the 
activity sufficient? 

Barrier to task 
completion: What 
do you notice about 
the environment that 
might affect the target 
student’s work? Ex: 
How the directions 
were delivered, time to 
complete the task, 
different learning style. 

Potential 
Adaptations: What 
pops into your head as 
a solution that you 
might bring to the 
brain storm session 
during the ASNAT 
meeting? 

Questions: What 
information do you 
need? What questions 
do you have for the 
teacher/student/parent? 

Task:       
 
Directions:      
 
Time:      
 

      
 

      
 

      
 

      
 

      
 

Task:      
 
Directions:      
 
Time:      
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Environmental Observation Summary 

Activity/Task(s) observed: 

Ways that typical students participated: 

Ways the target student participated: 

Barriers to target student’s participation: 

Adapted from:  

Wirkus-Pallaske, M., Reed, P., & Stokes, S. (2000). Wisconsin Assistive Technology Initiative. Oshkosh, WI: Wisconsin 
Assistive Technology Initiative.  

Center for Instructional Development and Research. (1998). Classroom observation. CIDR Teaching and Learning 
Bulletin, 1(4), Available online: http://depts.washington.edu/ObsTools.htm 

Pearson, L. (no date). Apraxia guide: Classroom observation checklist. Available online: 
http://hometown.aol.com/lynetteprs/myhomepage/profile.html 
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Using the AT Decision-Making Guide 

When the members of the team who have been assigned to gather information have completed their 
tasks, the team is ready to come together for the next step. The information gathering may have included 
reviewing the files, contacting previous service providers, completing a specific test that someone felt 
would provide important information, or observing. In decision making this information will be used to 
guide the direction and content of the decision. 

Decision-making takes place at a meeting. The tool to be used is the AT Decision-Making Guide. This 
guide is a single page that leads the team through a five-step decision making process. Using an 
effective decision-making process requires team members to acquire and use a variety of skills that are 
separate from the technical skills they may have needed during the data gathering stage. These include 
communication skills and group process skills. The communication skills include, but are not limited to 
active listening, negotiation, providing non-threatening feedback, and accepting criticism without 
becoming defensive. The last skill area is group process. It includes following a schedule, reaching 
consensus, and a variety of tasks that become important when working as part of a team, one of the most 
important being the effective use of a formal group decision making process. 

The key elements or steps of an effective decision making process include: 

1. Problem Identification: The identification and definition of a specific problem 
2. Solution Generation: The suggestion of possible solutions 
3. Solution Selection: The evaluation of suggestions and choosing of a solution  

to create an action plan 
4. Implementation:  The carrying out of the plan 
5. Follow up: Meeting again to evaluate the solution 

It may sound strange to suggest that various members of the team might be on different steps of the 
process. However, it is not unusual for team meetings to be conducted in an informal manner with 
information presented verbally and with little attention paid to focusing on the specific steps of the 
decision-making process. When this occurs, individual styles of thinking and communicating can lead to 
one team member seeking very specific and minute details of the problem. At the same time another 
team member may be thinking of great solutions and still another is wondering how soon the meeting 
will be over or what to serve for dinner that night. There are several very simple, but effective strategies 
for improving and formalizing the decision-making process being used by a team when making assistive 
technology decisions. The AT Planning Guide provides a structure for doing so.  

Throughout the Decision Making Process: 

Present information in written as well as spoken format where everyone on the team can see it. 
This requires that the key facts be written on a board, flip chart, overhead projector or butcher paper in 
large print that is visible to all participants. Some team members may feel that this takes unnecessary 
effort to write every idea up on a board, but it is an extremely effective way to keep each person focused 
on which step the team is addressing. As information is shared, it is written on the board or chart visible 
to all. If one of the team members is distracted by something they have forgotten to do, or is called out  
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of the meeting for a telephone call, they can quickly “catch up” on what was said when they are able to 
refocus on the discussion. At the same time, if a group member contributes a solution before the team 
has finished contributing all the information necessary to identify the problem, the recorder can quickly 
note the “suggested solution” under Solution Generation, and redirect the entire group back to 
completing Problem Identification. 

Create a shared group memory. Recording what is being said where it is visible to all adds visual 
memory to auditory memory and doubles the likelihood that everyone will remember in the same way 
the information that was discussed. This helps create a shared group memory, one that is very similar 
across all members of the group. It greatly increases the likelihood of follow through from team 
members. 

Share roles and responsibilities. Team members may be hesitant to take a leadership role in 
conducting team meetings. Rotating roles from one meeting to the next is an effective way to share this 
responsibility. At each meeting one team member can serve as facilitator, while another is recorder, 
and still another acts as timekeeper to keep the group moving through the discussion. It is important 
that the team move at a pace that will allow the most time at the most important discussion points and 
keep the team from getting side tracked or bogged down (Fox & Williams, 1991). In addition, this 
rotation of roles helps insure that each team member recognizes and respects the contribution each of 
these participants makes to effective decision-making. 

During Problem Identification: 

Address not only the characteristics of the student, but also of the environments in which the 
student functions, and the tasks that need to be done. Many times when technology is abandoned, it 
is because only the physical, psychological, and social characteristics of the student are addressed, with 
little or no attention paid to the settings in which the device will be used or the specific tasks that the 
student really needs to address (Cook & Hussey, 1995). The SETT framework (Zabala, 1994) helps 
team members to focus on the student (their personal characteristics and interests), the environment 
(including physical characteristics of the setting as well as instructional activities and arrangements), and 
the task (which are the specific activities that the target student needs to be able to do in each 
environment). This focus is helpful in clearly identifying and defining the problem so that the team has a 
clear focus to guide them as they generate appropriate alternatives and solutions. 

During Solution Generation: 

When generating solutions, use brainstorming rules to create a climate of trust. An important factor 
in generating a variety of useful alternatives during Solution Generation is to create a climate of trust by 
following brainstorming rules. This means that all suggestions are written on the board or chart, no 
comments are allowed and no judgments are passed. The goal is to generate as many ideas as possible. 
As the flow of ideas slows, it is a good idea to persevere a little longer. Often the second wave of ideas 
is the most innovative. If everyone is feeling sluggish and suggestions are few, energy may be increased 
by putting a two-minute time limit in place to get things started. This short time limit combined with 
writing everything where it can be seen increases the creativity and allows the group to explore as many 
options as possible. Additional time can be added if the group agrees, but the short time period helps 
bring that creative, right side of the brain into action. 
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If the solutions generated by the team do not include assistive technology, or include only a very few 
items, the team may need to utilize additional resources. Additional resources can provide an overview 
of the types of assistive technology solutions that would be appropriate for the student and task for 
which they are problem solving. Resources may include a person, as mentioned earlier or print, digital, 
or online resources. In the next section Using the AT Checklist and other Resources; several resources 
that might be helpful are discussed. 

During Solution Selection: 

During Solution Selection, encourage combining, sequencing and prioritizing. As alternatives are 
discussed and evaluated, it may become apparent that some items are the same thing in different words 
or that others make an excellent sequence of steps. New suggestions may be added at any time. This is 
the place for the team to really discuss the value and relationship of the many suggestions. As individual 
suggestions are discussed, it is often helpful to group them into “Things we can do tomorrow,” “Things 
we can do in a month,” and “Things we may want to consider later.”  The Action Plan is then created to 
include a timeline and persons responsible for each of the solutions or steps that were selected.   

Obtain consensus from all participants before adjourning meeting. When several people work 
together to reach a decision, there will be many different ideas presented. In ideal situations, the 
Solution Selection will result in a unanimous agreement about what specific suggestions should be 
selected for the action plan. However, life is far from ideal. When unanimous agreement is not reached, 
it is critical that the team arrive at consensus about the action plan that will be implemented. In order to 
assure consensus, the facilitator must poll individual team members, asking them if they will support 
this plan even though they may have personally preferred another solution. When the facilitator fails to 
poll members for consensus, they may believe they have unanimous agreement, but actually have 
majority rule (a few team members dominating the discussion, while others strongly disagree, but do 
not speak up), minority rule (one team member dominating the discussion, while others disagree and do 
not speak up), or authority rule (no one questioning what the administrator suggested, even though they 
disagree). When one of these occurs, the chances of successful implementation are decreased.  

During Implementation: 

When implementation takes place, follow the plan completely. For that to happen, everyone on the 
team needs to be aware of the plan and his/her role in it (Prentice & Spencer, 1985). Unfortunately this 
does not always happen if teams do not utilize the strategy of writing down important information 
during each step of the process. Without that “group memory” important details and key responsibilities 
are easily forgotten or overlooked while meeting the myriad demands of work in school districts. 
Implementation is the step of the decision making process that tells us whether the solutions we selected 
are good ones. 

One planning tool we have found useful is Joy Zabala’s The SETT Framework Part II A and Part II B. 
This is a guide that allows a team to compare the potential effectiveness of selected tools using the same 
criteria. 
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List one tool 
on each line. 

I Name one observable skill that you would see 
in each square if the tool was supportive during 
the task. Ex., increase in complex sentences, 
less spelling errors, longer written assignments, 
more novel thoughts expressed. 
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Use a numerical system to match the tasks the team wants supported by the technology to the 
technology that has most of those features. SETT IIB is the place to document the selected tools and 
how they can be obtained, as well as the training required to utilize them. It must be remembered that for 
a tool to be integrated, it must first be learned and integrated into the student’s curriculum. 

For example, use 1 = not effective to 5 = very effective. The team can decide on how many numbers to 
use and must define what they represent. At the end of the trial period, all rows are added to determine 
which tool was most effective. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 55 



Page 1 

© Joy Zabala (Revised 2005) PERMISSION TO USE OR OR MODIFY GRANTED IF CREDITS ARE MAINTAINED 
SETT forms and additional resources are available for download at http://www.joyzabala.com.  

SETT SCAFFOLD FOR TOOL SELECTTION – PART 1 - IDENTIFYING TOOLS 
Develop Descriptors of an Assistive Technology Tool System that Addresses Needs and Identify Possible Tools 

STUDENT:    AREA OF ESTABLISHED NEED (See SETT: Part I): 

STEP 1: Based on S-E-T data, enter descriptors or functions needed by the student across the shaded top row  - 1 descriptor per column 
STEP 2: Enter promising tools in the shaded left  column - 1 tool per row 
STEP 3: For each tool, note matches with descriptors and functions to help guide discussion of devices and services 
USE ADDITIONAL SHEETS IF NECESSARY 

Descriptors 

Tools 

http://www.joyzabala.com/
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SETT SCAFFOLD FOR TOOL SELECTION – PART 2 - PRIORITIZING TOOLS 
Establish Availability and Training Needs for Promising Tools that Match Student Needs 

 
 

SHORT LIST OF TOOLS 
TOOL 

AVAILABILITY 
 

SERVICES (training, planning, coordination, etc) REQUIRED  
FOR EFFECTIVE USE 

 
JUSTIFY CHOICES WITH SETT 

DATA AND DESCRIPTOR MATCH 
S P A STUDENT STAFF FAMILY 

 
 

      

 
 

      

 
 

      

 
 

      

 
 

      

 
 

      

 
 

      

 
 

      

 
 

      

 
 

      

 
 

      

  KEY: S= Systemically available tools - Currently available to ALL students served by this system 
  P= Programmatically available through special education services or other services for which this student is qualified 

A= Additional tools that need to be acquired for this student.  

© Joy Zabala (Revised 2005) PERMISSION TO USE OR OR MODIFY GRANTED IF CREDITS ARE MAINTAINED 
SETT forms and additional resources are available for download at http://www.joyzabala.com.  

http://www.joyzabala.com/
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For Follow up: 

Follow up on a planned schedule. At a set interval after implementation, follow-up or monitoring must 
take place. This is another area where school teams frequently fail. The school year can slip quickly by 
while one team member waits on another to do something; or bad weather, illnesses, and absenteeism 
take their toll. If monitoring does not take place according to the original plan, a variety of problems can 
crop up and be overlooked as each team member focuses on their own assignment, but does not have the 
opportunity to get the “big picture” that comes from a team discussion. 

Using the AT Decision Making Guide will guide the team through the steps of the process. Following 
these simple, but effective steps can be extremely useful to teams in the schools as they strive to make 
appropriate and effective assistive technology decisions for the students they serve.  
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WATI Assistive Technology Decision Making Guide 

Area of Concern 

PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION-(SAMPLE) 
Student’s 

Abilities/Difficulties
Environmental 
Considerations 

Tasks 

• Writing/use of hands
• Communication
• Reading/academics
• Mobility
• Vision
• Hearing
• Behavior
• Other

• Classroom
•
• Lunch room

Playground

• Home, etc.

In each: 
• Technology equipment

available
• Room arrangement, lighting
•
•

Sound
Activities, etc

• Produce legible written material
• Produce audible speech
• Read text
• Complete math problems
• Participate in recreation/leisure
• Move independently in the

school environment

Sensory Considerations Narrowing the Focus 

Vision/Hearing/Tactile (hyper/hypo) i.e. Specific task identified
for solution generation

Solution Generation 
Tools & Strategies 

Brainstorming Only 
No Decision 

Review Checklist 

Solution Selection 
Tools & Strategies 

Discuss & Select Idea from 
Solution Generation 

Implementation Plan 

AT Trials/Services Needed: 
Date 

Length 
Person Responsible 

Follow-Up Plan 

Who & When 
Set specific date now. 

   
 

   

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
  
  

 

 
 

 
  
 

 
 
  
 
 
  
 

 
 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 
 
 

  

 
 

 

Important:  It is intended that you use this as a guide. Each topic should be written in large print where 
everyone can see them, i.e. on a flip chart or board. Information should then be transferred to paper for 
distribution, file, and future reference. 
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Using the AT Checklist 

 
In some cases team members are not fully aware of all the assistive technology that might be available to 
assist with the task that is of concern. In that case there are several tools and resources that can be used 
to assist them. One of those tools is the AT Checklist. The AT Checklist is a concise listing of assistive 
technology arranged by the task for which it would be utilized. Categories are: Seating, Positioning and 
Mobility; Communication; Computer Access; Motor Aspects of Writing, Composition of Written 
Material; Reading; Mathematics; Organization; Recreation & Leisure; Activities of Daily Living; 
Vision; Hearing; and Multiple Challenges. 
 
Within each of these categories suggested assistive technology is arranged in a hierarchy from the 
simplest, low-tech alternatives to more complex or high-tech items. They are arranged this way because 
the developers shared a belief that we want to select the simplest alternative that successfully assists the 
student. Many years ago we had a number of experiences where service providers immediately jumped 
to the most complex solution without first trying other alternatives. The hierarchical arrangement of the 
items in the AT Checklist is in response to this type of thinking. For example, just because a student has 
difficulty with writing, does not mean that the first thing we try would be voice recognition. While voice 
recognition is exciting and very appealing, there are other, simpler tools that should be tried first to see if 
they work. 
 
You will note that each section also includes a space to write in new assistive technology. Since many 
new products are introduced each year, it is important to be able to add new items. The final section of 
the AT Checklist is a place to write comments that the team has as they utilize the Checklist. These may 
include something that has been tried or a plan to try a sequence of items. It is always important to 
capture in writing the discussions that take place as team members works together to arrive at an 
assistive technology decision. 
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WATI Assistive Technology 

Checklist 

Seating, Positioning and Mobility 

Seating and Positioning 

 Standard seat/workstation at correct 

height and depth 

Modifications to standard seat or desk 

 Alternative chairs 

 Adapted/alternate chair, sidelyer, 

stander 

 Custom fitted wheelchair or insert 

Mobility 

 Walking devices 

 Grab bars and rails 

 Manual wheelchair 

 Powered scooter, toy car or cart 

 Powered wheelchair w/joystick or other 

control 

 Adapted vehicle for driving 

Communication 

 Concrete Representation 

 Simple speech generating device 

 Speech generating device with levels 

 Speech generating device with icon 

sequencing 

 Speech generating device with dynamic 

display 

 Text based device with speech synthesis 

Computer Access 

 Positioning of student 

 Standard Keyboard/Mouse with 

accessibility/access  

features built into the operating system 

 Standard Keyboard/Mouse with 

adaptations 

 Rate enhancement 

 Alternate Keyboard/Mouse 

 Onscreen keyboard 

 Voice recognition software 

 Eye Gaze 

 Morse Code 

 Switch Access 

 Other:  

Motor Aspects of Writing 

 Environmental and seating adaptations 

 Variety of pens/pencils 

 Adapted pen/pencil 

 Writing templates 

 Prewritten words/phrases 

 Label maker 

 Portable word processor 

 Computer with accessibility features 

 Computer with word processing software 

 Alternative keyboards 

 Computer with scanner 

 Computer with word prediction 

 Computer with voice recognition 

software 

Composition of Written Material 

 Picture Supports to write form/about 

 Pictures with words 

 Words Cards/Word Banks/Word Wall 

 Pocket Dictionary/Thesaurus 

 Written templates and Guides 

 Portable, talking 

spellcheckers/dictionary/thesaurus 

 Word processing software 

 Word prediction software 

 Digital templates 

 Abbreviation expansion 

 Word processing with digital supports 

 Talking word processing 

 Multimedia software with alternative 

expression of ideas 

 Tools for citations and formats 
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 Voice recognition software 

Reading 

 Standard text 

 Book adapted for access 

 Low-tech modifications to text 

 Handheld device to read individual words 

 Use of pictures/symbols with text 

 Electronic text 

 Modified electronic text 

 Text reader 

 Scanner with OCR and text reader 

 Text reader with study skill support 

Mathematics 

 Math manipulatives 

 Low-tech physical access 

 Abacus/Mathline 

 Adapted math paper 

 Adapted math tools 

 Math smart chart, math scripts 

 Math tool bars 

 On-screen calculator 

 Alternative keyboards/portable math 

processors 

 Virtual manipulatives 

 Math software and web simulations 

 Voice recognition math software 

Organization 

Self-Management 

 Sensory regulation tools 

 Movement and deep pressure tools 

 Fidgets 

 Auditory 

 Visuals 

Information Management 

 Tabs 

 Sticky notes, index cards 

 Highlighters 

 Key words 

 Study guide 

 Task analysis 

 Digital highlighters and sticky notes  

 Handheld scanners/electronic extraction 

 Electronic organization 

 Study grid generators/grading rubric 

 Online search tools 

 Online web trackers 

 Online sorting file tools 

 Digital graphic organizers 

 Online manipulatives, interactive, 
tutorials, animations 

 Time Management 
 Checklists 

 Paper planners/calendars 

 Schedules (visual) 

 Portable, adapted timekeepers 

 Electronic reminders 

 Digital planners (PDA) cell phones 

 Web-based planning tools 

Material Management 

 Low-tech organizers 

 Checklists 

 Container system 

 Coding system 

 Electronic filing and storage 

 Portable electronic storage 

 Computer-based tools 

Recreation and Leisure 

 Typical 

toys/puzzles/balls/utensils/instruments 

adapted: adjustable equipment; flexible 

rules; add visual/auditory clarity 

 Specially designed utensils/equipment 

 Electronically/mechanically adapted 

utensils and equipment 
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 Electronic aids- remote controls, timers, 

CD players, speech generating devices 

 Computer-facilitated and computer-

based activities 

 Online and virtual recreational 

experiences 

Vision 

Computer Access 

Color scheme 

Large operating system features  

 Built-in magnification 

 Fully-featured magnification 

 Magnification with screen reader 

 Screen reader 

 Screen reader with Braille device 

Reading 

 Glasses 

 Color Filter 

 Slantboard 

 Large print 

 Optical Magnifier 

 Electronic Magnifier 

 CCTV 

 Monocular 

 CCTV 

 Audio text 

 Computer-based reading software 

 Electronic Braille notetaker 

Writing 

 High contrast pen 

 Portable word processing device 

 Typing with audio support 

 Braillewriter 

 Typing with Braille support 

 Electronic Braille note taker 

 Voice recognition 

Mathematics 

 Large print measuring tools 

 Large key calculator 

 Tactile measuring devices 

 Abacus 

 Talking calculator 

 Models or 2D and 3D geometric shapes 

 Tiger embossed, PIAF Tactile 

representation 

Pictorial Information 

 Enlarged format 

 CCTV 

 Models or objects 

 Tactile graphics 

 Tactile-audio graphics 

Mobility 

 Cane 

 Monocular 

 Braille/talking compass 

 Electronic travel device 

 GPS device 

Note taking 

 Slate and stylus 

 Tape or digital recording device 

 Computer-based recording software 

 Electronic Braille note taker 

Hearing 

Hearing Technology 

 FM 

 Infrared 

 Induction Loop 

 1:1 Communications 

 Personal amplification 

Alerting 

 Visual or vibrating alerting devices 

Communication 

 Telecommunication supports 

 Closed captioning 
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 Person to person 

 Classroom/group activities 

 Voice to text/sign 

 Real-time captioning 
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Additional Tools for the Team as They Select Appropriate 
Assistive Technology 

Closing the Gap Resource Directory and Online Searchable Database 
Once the common vendors are known, the next useful tool is the Closing the Gap Resource 
Directory. The Resource Directory is published each spring as the February/March issue of the 
Closing the Gap newsletter. It is an excellent tool for school teams. The first step in using the 
Directory is to go to the Producers Section, which is near the back of the directory. In the Producers 
Section, team members can look at each of the vendors obtained from the Product Description 
Section of Resource Directory.  

In our example, Don Johnston Incorporated was one of the common vendors listed for talking word 
processors. Looking up Don Johnston Incorporated reveals a long list of products. Scanning that list 
reveals Write:OutLoud®, which sounds like it might be a talking word processing. Turning to the 
Software section of the Resource Directory provides a description of this talking word processing 
software, including price, type of computer it runs on, system requirements, and other valuable 
information. 

Closing the Gap also has a searchable database on its website. Annual subscriptions are required to 
use the online version but there is a free 14-day trial. The same type of information is included there; 
once the name of a product or the type of product is known, more information can be obtained from 
the website. 

QIAT Listserv 
Quality Indicators of Assistive Technology (QIAT) is a voluntary organization of AT professionals 
from around the world who share both ideas and questions. This group is a wonderful resource when 
looking at the needs of students with AT needs. They provide a collegial support network of some of 
the finest minds and pioneers in the field of assistive technology. Post questions to this listserv, or 
share ideas and resources. Dr. Joy Zabala was the creator of the site. https://qiat.org/qiat-list/ 

AAC TechConnect 
AAC TechConnect has created Device Assistant, a resource designed to provide information on 
nearly 100 AAC devices currently on the market from major manufacturers. (Information is provided 
in cooperation with all of the manufacturers.)  You can use a feature-match tool to search for a 
device, and also do side-by-side comparisons. A subscription fee is required, but there is a 14-day 
free trial. The site was created by Debby McBride, MS, CCC-SLP. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 

https://www.closingthegap.com/resource-directory/
https://qiat.org/qiat-list/


Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 64 

Chapter 1 - Assistive Technology Assessment 

Implementing Trials with Assistive Technology 

In order to determine which assistive technology will work effectively for a student, that student must 
have an opportunity to try the assistive technology. In some cases, a brief trial during a short visit 
with one of the team members reveals an effective solution. More typically, a longer trial of several 
days, weeks, or in some cases, months is necessary. Whether the trial is short or long, documenting 
the student’s performance while they try the assistive technology is critical. 

Included are two planning tools that can help the team as they prepare for a more extensive trial with 
one or more assistive technology devices. The Assistive Technology Trial Use Guide is a form that 
guides the team through a sequence of important questions that must be addressed prior to 
implementing trial use of assistive technology and after the trial. 



    
   

WATI Update Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment Forms 

WATI Assistive Technology Trial Use Guide 
 
Student: _____________________________________________ Age: ________ Placement/Classroom: ________________________ 
 
 

AT to be trialed: ____________________________________________ Length of trial: _____________________________________ 

If trial is successful, we expect to see the student be able: ____________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Acquisition of AT for Trial: 

Source of the AT 
to be Trialed 

Person 
Responsible 

Date(s) 
Available 

Date 
Received 

Date 
Retuned 

     

     

     

 

Operation and Training: 
Person primarily responsible to operate (or learn to operate) this AT: ___________________________________________________ 

Others to  
be trained 

Nature/Content of  
Training Required 

Date 
Begun 

Date 
Completed 

    

    

    

    



    
   

WATI Update Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment Forms 

Management/Support: 

Locations where AT  
is to be used 

Support to be provided 
(e.g. set up, trouble short, recharge, program, etc. 

Person Responsible 
And Contact Information 

   

   

   

 

Student Data from AT Trial: 

Date Time Used Location Task(s) Outcome(s) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 



WATI Development Team. (2017). Assistive Technology Consideration and Assessment Forms. 

WATI Assistive Technology Trial Use Summary 
 
Student __________________________________ Age _______ Date Completed ____________ 
 

Person(s) Completing Summary ____________________________________________________ 
 

Task Being Addressed During Trial _________________________________________________ 
 

Criteria for Success _____________________________________________________________ 
 

 
AT Tried 

Dates 
Used 

Criteria 
Met? 

Comments (e.g. advantages, disadvantages, 
preferences, performance) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   

 
Recommendations for IEP: _______________________________________________________ 
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Products Mentioned in Chapter 1 

 
Product Vendor 
AAC Feature Match Doug Dodgen & Associates 
EvaluWare Assistive Technology Inc. 
Write:OutLoud® Don Johnston Incorporated  
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Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

Karen J. Stindt MS OTR ATP, Penny R. Reed, Ph.D., and Marcia Obukowicz, OTR 

Positioning, seating and mobility play a critical role in a student's ability to function in the 
academic setting. The first section of this chapter provides information on positioning and 
seating. The second part of this chapter addresses mobility. If a student requires special 
positioning, seating and mobility, an occupational or physical therapist on the team may be the 
best person to take the lead in determining the appropriate options. 

Each of the sections of this chapter contains background information, current information and 
questions to guide you through the SETT process and the decision making guide, as well as a 
continuum for positioning and seating, and another continuum for mobility. Following that are 
references and information on resources for the specific items discussed in this chapter, including 
resources for further information on the topics discussed. 

Assistive Technology for Seating and Positioning 

Introduction 

Students are required to assume many different physical positions during the school day.  Most 
students have no problems managing the multiple positions that are required; from standing and 
walking to get where they need to go to sitting in various places throughout the day (desk, floor, 
lunch room, library, playground, etc.).  However, when a child has physical challenges ranging 
from slight to severe, this automatic task can have a significant impact on their daily functioning. 
Focusing their attention on trying to maintain their body position takes attention away from 
academics and learning. Children with mild motor involvement may have problems that manifest 
in excessive movement in and around their seat and desk.  Children with significant motor issues 
may have difficulty managing all aspects of their body including, head control, trunk control 
(required for a stable base to work from), and positioning of their extremities. 

The seating and positioning part of this chapter is organized in accordance with the Decision 
Making Guide following the SETT format (Student, Environment, Tasks and Tool). The Student 
section will assist you in determining skills and abilities required by the student to address 
seating and positioning issues. The Environment section poses questions to consider concerning 
the impact of the students environment, the teachers expectations, and how the environment 
might impact on the choice of assistive technology. The section on Tasks discusses what is 
required of the student that the student is unable to perform at a level consistent with their 
academic needs and the goal of the task in order to appropriately choose an assistive technology 
solution. Following Tasks is a section on Tools beginning with the continuum of assistive 
technology to be considered organized from low to high technology. This is followed by a more 
extensive listing of tools and strategies under the continuum subtitles. The chapter concludes 
with a discussion of a feature match process. Chapter appendices include sample IEP objectives, 
references, resources, and product charts. 
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Seating and Positioning: Background 

This section will focus on the basic body positions that are necessary in the school setting. The 
first part will address students with mild disabilities and the second part will address the students 
with significant motor impairment.  This introduction is not mean to be all inclusive but to give 
the reader a basic understanding of some of the positioning issues seen in the school setting. 

Students with mild disabilities 

Students with mild disabilities have seating and positioning issues that are often overlooked as 
the focus of their program is on academics.  However, these children may benefit from 
addressing their seating and positioning so that they can focus on learning.  Some of the 
behaviors that indicate this may be an issue are: falling out of their chair; frequent changes of 
position; getting in and out of their seat beyond what is allowed; slumping over their desk; 
wrapping their legs around the legs of the chair; or propping themselves on other surfaces such 
as the desk or holding their head on their hand. These are indicators that there may be issues with 
core strength, muscle tone, fatigue, vision or other problems. 

Desk/Workstation 
One of the first issues to address is the desk or workstation. A workstation consists of many 
components and you must consider all to achieve an optimal workstation. The student’s seating 
in relation to the workstation and the task is the first key component. Traditionally, seating 
guidelines have focused on the following: 

• Feet resting on the floor - ankles dorsiflexed to 90 degrees 
• Knees flexed 90 degrees 
• Hips flexed 90 degrees 
• Hips well back in chair 
• Both arms resting comfortably on desk without causing shoulders to shrug 

If the child is able to fit in the chair within these parameters, then the chair is an appropriate fit. 
This does not mean, however that this is the expected position for the student to be in during 
learning. Some seating and positioning experts (Bundonis 2003, Kangas 2000, Lange 2000) have 
found that active learning positions vary from this by bending the knee slightly from 90 degrees 
with the feet on the floor ( feet may be asymmetrical), bending the trunk slightly forward at the 
hips and holding the elbows slightly more than 90 degrees. This position is similar to the one we 
assume before rising out of a chair without actually getting up. It offers a more dynamic support 
structure for the upper body, arms, and hands while engaged in activities at a desk.  

A second component is the relationship of the chair to the work surface where the task is to be 
performed. Desk and chair heights are an area that can be easily overlooked. Adjust the chair and 
table height as needed to obtain proper positioning. A chair that is too high will cause the feet 
and legs to dangle from the seat of the chair or the child to slide forward with back rounded. A 
chair that is too low will also cause the child to sit in a position that will interfere with optimal 
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use of the arms and attending.  A chair in which the seat depth is too long will cause the child to 
slump forward and be unable to use the back of the chair to support themselves. 

Chair and table height adjustments are not just for students with motor impairments. All activity 
workstations should be reviewed for the students expected to work at them. Computer labs are a 
good example, especially at the elementary level. These students range in age and size making it 
hard to set chair and desk heights that fit that range (Strup, 2003). Adjustable seating and tables 
can decrease position issues and make computer activities a lot more comfortable for everyone. 
Monitors should be positioned at eye level or slightly below. When a monitor is too high 
students may have to extend their heads back to an uncomfortable position so the eye can look 
up to the screen. Additional information can be found in the article Getting it Right: Computer 
workstation ergonomics for children (Strup, 2003). 

Increasing movement/alternate positions within typical seating 
Students who move about the classroom may benefit from adjustments in their current seating to 
incorporate continued movement to keep them engaged. Students who fall out of their chair may 
need modifications to allow them to get movement in their chair and incorporate frequent 
changes of positions. They may also benefit from scheduling breaks to get in and out of their 
seat. Adding alternative seating (floor, beanbag chair, etc.) can break up long work sessions. 
Allowing the student to seek alternative way to support themselves such as laying on their desk, 
wrapping their legs around the legs of the chair, or propping themselves on other surfaces such 
as the desk may actually increase their learning.  Additionally, holding their head on their hand, 
sitting on their feet and putting weight on their arms may also give them additional support 
beyond what is traditionally provided. Some classrooms allow students to work while lying 
prone (on their stomachs) on the floor.  This gives maximum support for the trunk and arms and 
may make it easier to focus on the academic task they are trying to do. 

Work or writing surface 
In a typical work station the writing surface is horizontal. However, an angled writing surface 
may help students by providing a more optimal position in which to write.  It encourages the 
student to position the hand with the wrist extended making it easier to grasp a writing utensil. It 
may also help with copying tasks. The eyes move from a vertical to the horizontal writing 
surface during copying tasks. For some, the visual information gets lost in the transition, greatly 
slowing the information transfer. By angling the writing surface the eyes stayed on the same 
plane and the copying may be done faster and with greater accuracy. 

Students with significant disabilities 

Students with significant disabilities often have one or more positioning/seating devices.  They 
may use a walker, wheelchair, stander or other positioning device. There are several factors to 
consider: position within their seat; seat location; and accessing materials. 

Positioning within the seat 
Traditionally, seating guidelines have focused on the following: 
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• Feet resting on the floor - ankles dorsiflexed to 90 degrees 
• Knees flexed 90 degrees 
• Hips flexed 90 degrees 
• Hips well back in chair 
• Both arms resting comfortably on desk without causing shoulders to shrug 

This provides anatomical and symmetrical positioning but may not be the best position 
for active engagement.  Kangas and Lange, experts in the area of seating and positioning 
especially with regards to wheelchairs, promote alternatives to this position (Kangas 
2000, Lange 2001b). They promote active learning positions that vary from the 90, 90, 90 
position. The active learning positioning is described as bending the knee slightly from 
90 degrees with the feet placed asymmetrically on the floor, bending the trunk slightly 
forward at the hips and holding the elbows slightly more than 90 degrees. This position is 
similar to the one we assume before rising out of a chair without actually getting up and 
offers a more dynamic support structure for the upper body, arms, and hands while 
engaged in activities at a desk. 

The maintenance of the 90, 90, 90 position may still be beneficial for children when the 
task is safe transportation. On the bus or in situations in which the surface is uneven, 
systems that hold children in the 90, 90, 90 position with straps, bars, vests, etc. will 
protect them in the case of an accident, sudden stop or bump on an uneven surface.  For 
more information on safe transportation, read Safe Transportation for Students Who Use 
Wheelchairs on the School Bus (Shutrump, S., Manary, M., Buning, M. 2008). However, 
it is becoming more acceptable to discontinue the strapping when the child is not being 
transported and is engaged in activity. Then the student can have some movement within 
the seating system. 

Karen Kangas (2003) states, “Seating for anyone, cannot be a singular posture, and any 
singular posture without any inherent mobility within that system, cannot assist an 
individual in becoming independent in any task”. One seating solution is not adequate 
because students cross environments within and outside the primary classroom. Multiple 
seating and positioning options must be identified, each providing a dynamic situation 
that allows the student to progress toward independence. 

Variables for Positioning within the Seat 

There are many aspects to consider when determining the optimal seating and positioning 
for a student (Berner, T. (2007) Lange (2000e) 2000h, 2001b, 2007a). An OT approach to 
seating and positioning can be found in the Gregorio-Torres (2006) article Wheelchair 
and Seating Evaluation. Gregorio-Torres addresses the factors of seating including: 
medical; physical; ADL/IADL; environmental; and mobility. The importance of posture 
evaluation and body measurement is explained with regards to determining optimal 
seating. There are devices for positioning the pelvis, trunk, head, and extremities. The 
positioning chart at http://www.atilange.com takes each area and identifies the part of the 
body, problem, possible cause, suggestions for intervention and goals of the intervention. 
Starting at the pelvis and moving through trunk, hips, knees, ankles and feet, shoulders, 
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elbows and upper extremities and the head and neck area, this chart systematically 
organizes the body and how to best support it (Pedersen, Lange 2001). 

Once the body has been positioned within the wheelchair, then other aspects of the 
wheelchair may be considered to facilitate optimal functioning of the student. There are 
systems that offer tilt in space and/or recline (Lange 2000c, 2000d).  Changing the 
seating angle is also an area that may need to be addressed (Lange 2001a). Cushion 
choice may also affect the total positioning package (Lange 2007b).  More detailed 
information can be found on these topics in the Focus On articles by Michelle Lange in 
OT Practice. 

To gain a more in depth understanding of some of the wheelchair features, RESNA 
(2005, 2007, 2008) offers several position papers to help the reader gain additional 
information on features of seating with in wheelchairs. In addition to case studies, the 
position papers address the features of wheelchairs including elevating seat devices, 
wheelchair standing devices, tilt, recline and elevating leg rests. Standing and seat 
elevating features assist the student with activities of daily living (ADLs). The standing 
feature also assists the student with issues of range of motion/contractures, bone mineral 
density, vital organ capacity, circulation, tone, pressure sores, and skeletal deformities. 
There are also benefits to being in a standing position that include access to community 
environments, and vocational and recreational activities. Tilt and recline components of a 
wheelchair seating system may be necessary to address issues of postural alignment, 
function, physiology, transfers and biomechanical issues, contractures or orthopedic 
deformities, edema, tone, pressure relief, comfort or dynamic movement. For some 
students these features may be manual, but for other students providing power tilt, recline 
and elevating leg rests may give them control over these features. 

Seat Location in Environment 
For a student with physical issues it is important to consider a seating assignment with 
clear pathways to key areas they need to access such as exits, teachers desk, or shelves 
with frequently used classroom materials. 

For students with attention or visual processing issues consider seating that offers clear 
sight lines to boards, wall references or other teaching areas. Keep clutter on the board 
and walls to a minimum. Items hanging from the ceiling can be difficult for a student to 
filter out. Use color or boarders to highlight key visual areas. Be aware of visual field 
cuts (lack of vision in part of the visual field) and position the student to minimize their 
effect. Talk with your OT or vision specialist for more specific information or ideas. 

Accessing Materials 
It is important to position students so they can easily obtain materials. Desk organizers or 
clip on holders for pencils can keep writing and fine motor tools ready and easily 
accessible. Easy in-and-out storage folders can be strapped to the desk or chair to keep 
homework and notes located in one area. Nearby surfaces or an additional desk that can 
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Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

hold adapted equipment such as angle boards or provide room for additional storage may 
also be helpful. 

Larger equipment or assistive technology devices such as an augmentative 
communication device or laptop computer can be positioned on a wheelchair or table by: 

• Securing it to the lap tray or other work surface with Velcro™ or other temporary
gripping material until the optimum location is determined and then permanently
fastening it to a lap tray or table.

• Purchasing a mounting system specifically designed to mount the device on a
wheelchair; mounting systems can be adjustable or permanently positioned
depending on the needs of the student.

Remember that a device should be positioned within an individual’s optimum physical 
and visual range. Placing a device on a slant board may facilitate positioning.   

Using the SETT process and Decision Making Guide 

It is intended that you use this as a guide. The Decision Making Guide follows the SETT 
(Student, Environment, Task, and Tool) format with a subcategory of Sensory Considerations 
included with Student and Environment. Additional categories include:  

• Narrowing the Focus to help identify a specific task in order to select appropriate
assistive technologies

• Implementation Plan to assign trials, dates, responsibilities and data collection
• Follow-Up Plan to set a date for the team to reconvene and review the student’s progress

Again, this is intended as a guide; during the actual assessment process, each topic should be 
written in large print where everyone can see (i.e., on a flip chart or board). Information should 
then be transferred to paper for distribution, filing, and future reference. For more information 
about using the SETT process, please refer to Chapter 1 of this manual.  

The questions posed in the guide are not intended to be all inclusive but rather to prompt the 
team to consider as many factors as possible in order to identify and ultimately try appropriate 
assistive technology tools and strategies for their students.  

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 6



  

 

   

 
 

 
  

Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

WATI Assistive Technology Decision Making Guide 
Area of Concern: Seating, Positioning and Mobility 

PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION
Student’s 

Abilities/Difficulties 

What are the student’s abilities 
and difficulties related to 
seating, positioning and 

mobility? 

• Does the student have
strengths in any areas that
would facilitate their
seating and mobility?

• Does the student have
issues in:

• Physical-Muscles- strength
or weakness; Coordination
or other physical issues?

• Stability- trunk,
extremities; standing,
seated or other position?

• Endurance-fatigues easily?
• What is the student

currently using for:
• Seating? Positioning?

Mobility? Transfers?

Environmental 
Considerations 

What environmental 
considerations impact seating 

and positioning? 

• Where is the student
expected to move about?

• Do different locations
require the same or different
types of seating or mobility?

• Does the child have an
environmental preference? 

• Does the child require
physical assistance in some 
areas, but not others? 
(restroom, classroom, bus,
etc.)

Tasks 
 

   

What task(s) do you want the 
student to do once they are seated? 

 
  

 

• Use hands?
• Use device or learning tool
• Stay on task?
• What task(s) do you want the 

student to do once they are 
moving?

 • Get to and from  class? 
• Move around in the classroom?
• Participate in daily activities?
• What does the child need to be

provided with to be as
independent as possible in
regards to: seating, positioning,
mobility?

• Does the child need assistance
with transfers, changing
positions, accessing mobility or
other devices?

 
Sensory Considerations 

Hypersensitivity or hyposensitivity to stimuli such as 
visual clutter, different lighting; classroom  and background noise; 
tactile stimulation-surfaces; awareness of physical space / personal  

space; other individual specific sensitivities 

Narrowing the Focus 
i.e. Specific task identified

for solution generation 

Solution Generation  
Tools & Strategies 

Brainstorming Only  
No Decision  

Solution Selection 
Tools & Strategies 

Discuss & Select Idea from 
Solution Generation 

Implementation Plan  
 

AT Trials/Services Needed: 
Date/Length/Person Responsible 

Follow-Up Plan 
Who & When--

Set specific date now.  
Important:  It is intended that you use this as a guide. Each topic should be written in large print 
where everyone can see them, i.e. on a flip chart or board. Information should then be transferred 
to paper for distribution, file, and future reference.  
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Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

Student’s Abilities and Difficulties – Seating and Positioning 

As a team, discuss what the student’s abilities and difficulties are related to seating and 
positioning. Please complete and review Section 1 of the WATI Student Information Guide: 
Seating, Positioning and Mobility (Chapter 1, page 22).  

Seating and positioning issues may be very evident or subtle.  Some questions to help elicit 
information about the concerns in the area of seating and positioning are listed below. 

• When does the student exhibit good/poor positioning? 
• Does the student lean in a certain direction? 
• Does the student hold their head, arms or other parts of their body in a certain way? 
• Does the student have positioning issues all day or just at certain times? 
• Where does the student have good/poor positioning? 
• Does the student express issues or concerns about their position? 
• Does the current seating and positioning promote or interfere with any activities? 
• Does the student have safety issues with regards to seating and positioning?  
• Are there barriers to seating and positioning within various locations around the school? 

Sensory Considerations 
Some students are adversely affected by environmental stimulation which other students can 
filter out or ignore. Some common factors which can impact a student’s learning and focus 
include hypersensitivity or hyposensitivity to stimuli such as   

• Visual clutter 
• Fluorescent lighting versus full spectrum lighting 
• Classroom and background noise 
• Tactile stimulation 
• Awareness of physical space 
• Other individual specific sensitivities 

Although these factors are not directly related to seating and positioning, they impact the 
student’s ability to focus on instruction and learning so should always be considered.  
Some questions to ask may include: 

• Does the child respond differently to surfaces that have different types of tactile input? 
• Are there issues with skin sensitivity due to tolerance of fabrics, splinting material, etc.? 

Other Considerations   
Each individual student has specific skills and areas of concern. Be certain to address those as 
you capture the particular traits of the student in this part of the SETT process. 
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Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

Environmental Considerations – Seating and Positioning 

As a team, discuss and write on chart paper any environmental considerations that might impact 
the student’s seating and positioning, such as auditory or visual distracters, placement in the 
classroom, number of different environments or any other environmental impacts. Some 
questions you may want to ask include: 

• What positions are required in different environments? 
• What positioning/seating do most children use in the different environments? 
• Which environments could have multiple types of seating available? 
• Are some environments more amenable to different positioning devices than others? 

Sensory Considerations   
Different environments have different levels of sensory stimulation. If the team has determined 
that sensory impacts are influential for the student’s learning, identify the sensory levels in each 
environment in which the student will be.  

Assistive Technology: past and present 
What assistive technology (AT) has been employed in the past or is currently used with the 
student? List all assistive technologies that have been used with the student. If some have been 
discontinued, make note of the reasons. Sometimes effective tools are discontinued for reasons 
that no longer exist such as computer conflicts, lack of training, lack of interest, or other reasons. 
Do not discount assistive technology that was previously tried and discarded. There may have 
been a mismatch between the assistive technology and the student’s skills at the time. 
Differences in skill development, maturity, a different environment or other factors may make all 
the difference. If the student is currently using assistive technology note the AT used, location, 
level of effectiveness, trained staff, and any other issues that are pertinent to the student/building. 
Be certain to list low and high tech AT supports.  

Tasks – Seating and Positioning 

As a team, discuss and write on chart paper the tasks that the student needs to do. 
One of the most important questions when assessing a student’s need for assistive technology is: 
What are the tasks the student needs to do? In this instance what types of seating and positioning 
does the student need to have in order to perform the daily tasks? These are some questions to 
consider:  

• What are the seating and positioning requirements for the various tasks throughout the 
student’s day? 

• Are there times that the student could use different types of seating and positioning?  
• What are the most important tasks that the student must do each day? 
• How does the seating and positioning of the student interfere with or support the tasks the 

student is required to do each day? 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 9 
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Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

Adapted/alternate chair, sidelyer, stander 

Custom fitted wheelchair or insert 

Standard seat at correct height and depth 
Many chairs and desks are adjustable. This can be the first way to try and fit them to the student. 
Often there are unused chairs and desks that can have the seat or desk height lowered 
permanently by cutting off the legs. Lateral support or foot support can be added to the chair if 
you or your maintenance person is handy with tools, equipment and parts that may be available 
at the school. 

In the computer lab, adjustable seating and tables can decrease position issues and make 
computer activities a lot more comfortable for everyone. Ergonomic support such as wrist pads, 
smaller keyboards for young hands and angled footrests also add support. Monitors should be 
positioned at eye level or slightly below so students do not have to extend their heads back in an 
uncomfortable position to see the screen. 

Modifications to standard seat or desk 

Stabilizers 
Nonslip surfaces - Dycem® or other type of non-slip surface can be applied to the seat of the 
chair to prevent sliding. 
Theraband - Theraband stretched between the legs of the chair gives the student an additional 
way to stabilize their feet besides wrapping their feet around the legs of the chair. 
Seat cushions - Seat cushions such as the Disc cushion or disco junior offer another way to 
prevent slipping. Some are inflatable to different levels, or the surface can be smooth or bumpy, 
depending on what suits the specific student. 
Foot support – Put support under a student’s feet to raise them and prevent the feet from 
dangling. Cardboard or wooden boxes can be used. Attaching them to the chair will insure that 
they are in the correct position when the child is sitting in the chair. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 10 



  

 

   

 

 

 
             

 

  

 
 

Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

Desk or table top modifications to help stabilize - Changing the angle of the writing surface 
can provide stability to help compensate for low tone, abnormal reflexes or poor grip patterns. 
The wrist, when bent back into greater extension, can use tendon positions (called tenodesis) to 
assist or strengthen the grip while holding a writing tool. Use a slant board or by turn a three-ring 
binder sideways to achieve this affect. 
Chairs with arms - Old wooden student chairs may have arms on the side that can be used to 
help students get lateral support, as well as using the boundaries of the chair to remind them to 
remain upright or to move themselves back into an upright position. 
Additional stabilizers - Cushions, bolsters, rolled towel, blocks can also be used as needed to 
assist in positioning. 

Movement enhancers 
Seat cushions Seat cushions such as the Disc cushion or disco junior, while adding a nonslip 
surface, can also allow movement in the chair. The level of air in the cushion gives different 
degrees of movement that can help the child to stay alert.  
Chair leg modifications Another way to provide movement while seated in the chair is to put a 
tennis ball on opposite chair legs. This makes the chair uneven and allows rocking in a safe 
manner as opposed to tipping up on two legs. 

Alternative chairs  
T-stool - A T-stool is a one-legged stool, often made from 2x4 lumber, in the shape of the letter 
“T”. Although it may seem counterproductive to try and balance while working at a desk, some 
students focus and attend better when their body is engaged. 
Beanbag chair - For students with fatigue issues you may want to find alternate work 
environments within the school day that allow the body to rest and yet still participate in 
classroom activities. A beanbag or bolster chair may be used for listening or silent reading 
activities. 
Ball chairs - For students that have difficulty attending, sitting on a therapy ball or bouncy 
cushion can increase attention level for some deskwork activities.  
Other Chairs - In therapy and special education catalogs there are numerous types of chairs that 
may assist students in sitting.  Consult with your special education teacher, OT or PT to review 
these catalogs to see what is available.  There are a multitude of devices.  It is no longer 
necessary to try and make something for the student if it can be purchased. 
Adapted/alternate chair, sidelyer, stander - Many companies also specialize in positioning 
equipment to meet the challenges of students with significant motor issues.  Your OT or PT can 
be consulted to find appropriate types of devices for these students to encourage positional 
changes throughout the day. 

Custom fitted wheelchair or insert 
The industry that manufactures wheelchairs and seating systems has expanded significantly.  
There are premade systems as well as systems that are molded to fit the students’ unique needs. 
Your OT or PT can help you find and fit positioning systems for students. Also wheelchair 
vendors will have additional expertise in these areas. 

Types of support available include: head, trunk, hips, knees, and feet.  Additionally, lap trays or 
other components may be added to the chair to increase positioning. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 11 



  

 

   

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

Narrowing the Focus – Seating and Positioning 

As a team, identify by circling or other means those few tasks the student needs to do that seating 
and positioning will have the most impact. 

After the team has generated a list of tasks that the student needs to do, you may want to refine 
the list to limit the tasks that the team (including the student) will focus on. Too many tasks can 
overwhelm the team. Introduction of too many factors and tools may reduce your ability to 
determine effectiveness. Maintain your original list of tasks and review it later. Some tasks may 
already be effectively addressed with the new tools/strategies that you are using. The tasks that 
remain can become your new focus at a later date.  

Solution Generation: Tools and Strategies – Seating and Positioning 

As a team, brainstorm and write on chart paper any assistive technologies &/or strategies you 
think will assist the student in successfully completing those tasks you identified. 

The team brainstorms strategies and assistive technology tools that may be of benefit for the 
student to complete the identified tasks in the given environments. Do not critique or otherwise 
evaluate the suggestions at this time. List all suggested tools and strategies including those 
currently in use on chart paper for all to see. The tools and strategies discussed below follow the 
general continuum for seating and positioning. The continuum is generally organized from low 
to high Assistive Technology. It is not intended to be used as a step-by-step protocol for using 
AT tools with a student, but rather an organizational continuum of types of Assistive 
Technology. 

Solution Selection: Tools and Strategies – Seating and Positioning 

Use a Feature Match process to discuss and select those ideas, tools, and strategies that were 
generated during the solution brainstorming. Select those that best match the student, the 
environment and the tasks that need to be accomplished. Limit your selections to a reasonable 
number and prioritize them according to those that can be accomplished immediately, in a 
reasonable time period and those that will be considered at a later time or require additional or 
significant staff training. 

Implementation Plan – Seating and Positioning 

After tools have been selected and prioritized, identify any trials or services that are needed 
including procurement of trial materials, team member(s) responsibilities, start date and length of 
trial, training needed and any other student/staff specific issues. Be certain to identify objectives 
and criteria of performance to determine the effectiveness of the trials. 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 12 



  

 

   

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

Assistive Technology for Mobility 

Background 
Classrooms are not static. Students need to move in, around or between them throughout the 
school day. For students with mobility issues, transitioning can add some additional challenges. 
Key areas to assess are school building accessibility, movements within the classroom, moving 
around a building, grounds and community and safe transport to and from the school or to and 
from school events. After the environment is assessed, the individual student’s needs for 
mobility is the next area to assess. It is also important to understand the issues and barriers 
surrounding the provision of mobility devices for students. 

School Accessibility 
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) has encouraged many schools to address 
accessibility. Room numbers in Braille, ramps on the side walk, wheelchair-friendly thresholds 
and elevators to reach upper levels are now in place at many schools so that all children can 
participate in rooms that were once not accessible to them. Additional information on ADA 
access requirements can be found on the ADA web page www.ada.gov. 

Movement in the classroom 
Envision a typical classroom. How are the desks arranged? Where are the key materials located? 
How many items are strewn on the floor? How wide is the space between desks? Are there clear 
pathways? Would you be able to negotiate the room with your eyes shut or roll through it in a 
wheelchair without bumping into things? 

When a student with physical or visual issues arrives in the classroom it is critical to create an 
environment that accommodates their movement issues. When the issue is physical, what kind of 
equipment will the student be using to get around the room? They will need to move from desk 
to teachers’ desk to small group tables. Are there pathways to these key areas that are clear and 
large enough to accommodate a walker or wheel chair as it goes past? Will the student need to 
transfer to and from a desk? Do they need rest breaks from the chair? Do they need varied 
seating for different school tasks? Is their workspace high enough to allow the wheel chair to 
wheel underneath the table? Working with the school’s OT or PT can help to address these 
issues. 

For a student with a visual impairment, many of the same questions may be asked. The student 
may use a cane to help them negotiate around the many potential obstacles in the classroom. Key 
tools like reference materials, desks or the pencil sharpener may need to stay in the same 
location. Creating materials, signs, and labels in a larger font or in contrasting colors make them 
easier to see and read. They also may need to be in accessible formats such as audio or Braille. 
Students may need to be seated within the classroom where glare from windows and lighting are 
not an issue while working on a computer or retrieving information from a white board. 
Materials on the floor that may not be “seen” and could trip the student. Working with the vision 
specialist can help address specific issues.  
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Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

Moving around the building and/or community 
Students with visual impairments will often work with an orientation and mobility (OM) 
instructor when they begin to travel around the building and out in the community. These 
instructors may be able to offer some helpful tips to use. Students may be working with tactile or 
auditory maps or compasses as they learn to find their way. Electronic location systems, such as 
GPS, can also help a student pinpoint where they are and locate a specific destination.  

Efficiency of movement between locations, access to play ground equipment or some school 
locations may be affected by fatigue and/or pain for students with physical issues. Pain can come 
from many sources. Students may be fitted with orthotics or braces that help stabilize and/or 
position parts of the body as it moves. A therapist or doctor usually fits these. Bunched socks or 
a growth spurt can cause skin to breakdown so care givers should attend to complaints of pain or 
discomfort. They should also alert family, other caregivers and medical staff about reports of 
pain so that adjustments can be made, as needed. Pain may also come from lack of movement so 
frequently repositioning the student within their seating or between positioning devices may help 
relieve pain and may prevent possible skin breakdown with students who have limited 
sensitivity. Students may also use a walker or crutches. Allowing extra time for these students to 
move between classes or locations if needed is helpful. Lots of walking with braces or crutches 
can result in fatigue and make it difficult for the student to keep pace with peers. Using alternate 
transport such as wagons, tricycles or sleds to go out to the playground or on field trips can help 
decrease fatigue and make the trip much more enjoyable. Alternating between different types of 
mobility may also decrease fatigue.  For example, using the wheelchair for long distances and 
crutches within the classroom is one way to reduce the fatigue component. 

For students who have difficulty standing and moving on their own, a variety of wheeled 
vehicles, such as manual wheelchairs and strollers, may offer them increased movement 
opportunities around the school. For those students who can control where they go by steering or 
switch controls, a scooter or powered wheelchair can offer increased independence with regards 
to mobility. Special seating systems can be fitted by a therapist or doctor to help position a child 
for maximum function. Powered mobility is now being accessed by switches so even students 
with severe motor and or cognitive impairments can learn how to move within their environment 
using a powered wheelchair device (PMD). 

Transportation 
Students may ride a bus to school and use their wheelchair or a specialized seating system to 
maintain upright posture or safe positions while being transported on the bus. ADA requires that 
transportation be available for people who use mobility devices. For students who are unable to 
transfer into a vehicle seat a WC19-compliant wheelchair can enhance safety.  WC19-compliant 
wheelchairs are tested to with stand frontal impact and have demonstrated structural integrity and 
crashworthiness. They have four labeled and easily identified securement points for the tie down 
straps. Additional information on WC19-compliant wheelchairs is available at www.rercwts.org. 
This site lists all the wheelchairs that are currently WC19-compliant as well as industry standards 
for WC18 wheelchair tie down and occupant restraints and WC20-crash tested seating systems 
for wheelchairs to insure safe transportation of students. 
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Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

Individual mobility 
Some students require different types of AT to enable them to move independently around their 
environment.  They may require devices to position their feet or legs (AFOs), external devices to 
help them balance while walking (crutches) or they may require a wheeled mobility device, 
either powered by themselves or by mechanical needs. Many improvements have been made in 
both the manual wheelchairs and power wheelchairs. However, there are multiple issues and 
barriers to using mobility devices.  

Issues/ Barriers
When using AT for mobility, there are numerous factors to consider. Carden, Potgieter and 
Woods (2006) surveyed therapists who work with students that need to use mobility devices, and 
identified a number of reasons that there is difficulty in using mobility devices. In researching 
the area of powered mobility for students, they found a lack of randomized controlled research.  
However, several themes arose in their search for literature to address the issue of powered 
mobility. Parental perspective and acceptance of disability, prediction for potential and/or 
maintenance of ambulation, the use of powered mobility as a therapeutic tool, the use of powered 
mobility with very young children, and lack of knowledge or access to equipment by the 
therapists were all factors in using powered mobility. 

Parental issues 
The issue with use of mobility devices from a parental perspective is that it is often seen as a last 
resort when the child has exhausted all other means of independent ambulation. Parents may 
think that by providing mobility they are giving up on ambulation. As often seen with voice 
output devices, parents and even professionals have made the assumption that if the device does 
the talking (or walking) for them, they will not learn to do it for themselves. Research does not 
support this reasoning in either the use of AAC or with mobility devices. Although considered 
logical deductive reasoning, if you use something to do the activity for you, you may not develop 
the skills. Bottos and Gerickle (2003) as cited by Carden et al point out the opposite—providing 
mobility through the use of a manual or powered wheelchair does not impede the development of 
ambulatory skills. Also, ambulation potentials can often be predicted by age three and even 
though students are able to ambulate either independently or with external aides, this does not 
mean that this skill will be maintained through adolescence and/or adulthood.  

Another barrier in acquiring a mobility aid is that it is also a major milestone in the adjustment to 
and acceptance of the student’s disability. Along with the thoughts of “giving up” on walking, 
use of a mobility device is a visual indicator that a student is disabled. Many parents of young 
children with disabilities are only beginning to go through the stages of grief associated with the 
acceptance of their child’s disability. They may not be ready to make this step emotionally.  It is 
important to educate them on the importance of using mobility device not only to move but also 
as a therapeutic intervention. Movement using a device can impact the student’s cognitive, 
social, emotional and communication skills, just as development of movement impacts these 
areas of a typical student’s development (Hardy 2003).     
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Early use of mobility devices 
Early learning is impacted by movement. Therefore the early use of mobility devices can impact 
the students learning. The student’s potential for ambulation can be predicted as early as age 
three. Even students with motor skill deficits who are able to walk may not be able to maintain 
this skill as they continue to grow through adolescence and into adulthood. Provision of mobility 
through manual or powered means does not impede the development of ambulation skills (Bottos 
and Gerickle, 2003). Just as most people use multiple means for transportation—walking, biking, 
public transportation, driving or other means to get where they need to go—so can the student 
with disabilities use multiple methods to get where they need to go. 

Many authors have begun to address the unique needs of  using powered mobility with students 
and very young children The consensus is that powered mobility should be considered as an 
option even for, if not especially for, young children  [(Bundonis, 2003); (Buning, Angelo, & 
Schmeler, 2001); (Deitz, Swinth, & White, 2002); (Durkin, 2002); (Escobar, Leslie, & Wright-
Ott, 2002); (Furumasu, Treft, & Guerette, 2002); (Hardy,  2004); (Kangas, 2006 ); (Lange, 
2000f); (Lange, 2000g); (Meyer, 2008); and (Nilsson, & Nyberg, 1999)].   

Professional issues/barriers 
The professionals who work with students with disabilities have a wide range of perspectives 
when it comes to the use of powered mobility.  In their survey of therapists beliefs, (Carden et 
al., 2006) found several areas that impacted the decision-making process. Therapists’ beliefs 
regarding readiness, safety, “driving” ability, powered mobility as a last resort, and full 
functioning before seeking funding were assessed and responses varied widely. Barriers to the 
therapists’ prescription of powered mobility included a lack of confidence, lack of consistent 
format or framework, lack of trial equipment, difficulty in setting up access to powered devices 
for students with complex issues, lack of knowledge of whether or not the powered mobility 
could or would interfere with self ambulation and very long wait time frames (up to a year) to get 
funding for powered mobility devices. 

Readiness/Safety 
Therapists’ beliefs about readiness for powered mobility varied widely.  Readiness factors may 
include physical, cognitive, and sensory skills as well as a minimum age. Some students have 
been excluded because of these issues.  However, more and more students are being considered 
for powered mobility despite significant issues in these areas. Mobility is not driving and 
students can, in a controlled situation, learn to move safely through their environment before 
they are allowed to roam free.  Just as a parent stops their child from harming themselves if they 
crawl towards an open stairway, the powered mobility beginner can be assisted to be safe in 
learning to use a powered mobility device. The use of a safety switch or kill switch accessible to 
the caregiver will allow them to immediately cut off power to the wheelchair in the event of a 
safety concern. 

Last resort 
Some professionals also believe that mobility (powered or manual) may interfere with 
ambulation skills. Lack of access to evidence-based practice information or research articles can 
prevent the therapist from understanding the positive outcomes associated with the use of PMDs.  
PMDs have been shown to positively impact cognitive, social, emotional, and communication 

Assessing Students’ Needs for Assistive Technology (2009) 16 



  

 

   

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

skills. In addition to the lack of evidence supporting the belief that PMD will prevent or interfere 
with ambulation (Carden et al., 2006) cite Bottos and Gerickle (2003) in their findings that 
provision of mobility does not interfere with the development of a student’s ambulatory skills. 

Framework Issues 
Cardin et al. (2006) also noted that therapists were concerned about the lack of a format or 
framework with which to evaluate the potential for powered mobility use. Trial and error, 
observation and simple checklists were cited as ways to assess the students, but varied between 
therapists based on experience, access to equipment and other factors. The lack of access to trial 
equipment, access methods, and seating and positioning equipment also impacted the 
prescriptive recommendations of powered mobility. Therapists also had concerns about the 
possible negative effect of powered mobility on ambulation indicating an inconsistent knowledge 
of powered mobility’s influence on this skill. 

Funding Issues 
Funding is also a central issue. The time it takes to locate funding, use funding or the lack of 
funding as a guideline often impact who receives powered mobility. Schmeler, Boninger, 
Cooper, & Vitek (2002) provide a peer review of literature for justifications of seating and 
mobility interventions with their aim to “provide strategies in using evidence to justify the 
interventions”.  Despite the fact that it is likely that the majority of a practitioner’s knowledge 
base comes from clinical experience and less on higher levels of evidence such as peer-reviewed 
research, it is paramount for those writing justification for funding to be familiar with literature 
that supports evidence-based practice in this area. This research addresses the importance of 
providing funding sources with evidence to support the provision of wheelchair seating and 
mobility interventions. Schmeler et al review targets, specifically ultra-lightweight manual 
wheelchairs, powered mobility, pressure reducing seat cushions and the clinical application of 
pressure mapping, as well as tilt, in space and recline seating.  These areas are supported with 
evidence-based practice and or research that can help the practitioner who is writing a 
justification for these specific types of seating and mobility.   

Funding is also influenced by the inability of therapists to have adequate time for the student to 
try the powered mobility.  The student may need an extended amount of time to fully determine 
if they will be able to learn how to use the PMD. The funding sources may not pay for even a 
short trial loan.  Often funding sources will not approve the prior authorization for payment 
unless the student has demonstrated proficiency. However, the student is unable to demonstrate 
proficiency without access to the device. Working with vendors to obtain trial PMDs may give 
some students enough time to demonstrate proficiency. Developing a program similar to WATI’s 
Independence By Design wheelchair loan service may be another way to assist students with 
obtaining a longer trial access to a PMD. 

Independence By Design was developed by WATI Director Jill Gierach with the assistance of 
Karen Kangas and Lisa Rotelli from Adaptive Switch Labs (ASL). The goal of the initiative was 
to obtain 2 PMDs outfitted with digital head arrays, and train WATI OT staff on their use, both 
the PMD and the digital switches to access them. The procedures and forms were created, and 
supporting data was collected. For those interested in pursuing this model, please contact WATI. 
Current changes in technology have made using PMDs with many types of students with varied 
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skills much more easily accessible for therapists or others interested in determining if PMD 
would be beneficial to their student. 

Access Issues 
Another barrier to providing powered mobility to students is the need for a variety of access 
methods, ranging from the most common such as the joystick to digital switches. The joystick is 
often the first type of access tried, as it is readily available.  If the student can be successful with 
it then there is no need to look further. However, the joystick can be difficult for many students 
with motor disabilities.  Before looking further at other types of access methods, one avenue that 
can be considered is the use of programming changes.  By changing the parameters of the 
different types of control, students may be more successful with the joystick. In the past, the 
wheelchair suppliers and vendors have maintained sole access to the controller or programmer of 
the powered wheelchair.  However, as they see the benefit for more frequent changes in the 
control parameters, therapists are being given access to and training in the adjustment of the 
parameters. Independence By Design (IBD), the WATI-sponsored powered wheelchair trial, has 
focused on giving the school staff and parents access to the control parameters and training on 
how to maximize these settings to increase student success in safely exploring their environment 
with their powered mobility device. The parameters of a powered wheelchair that most affect 
learning how to use the access method are: forward speed, forward acceleration, forward brake, 
reverse speed, reverse acceleration, reverse braking, turn speed, turn acceleration, turn 
deceleration, power level, torque. The fine tuning of these parameters can be an essential key to 
making the PMD responsive to the student but at the same time, not scaring the student by going 
too fast or reacting to quickly or slowly. 

There are many different types of access or controls for PMDs. Ramsey (1999) and Sweet-
Michaels (1999) also address the variety of access methods for controlling a powered 
wheelchair. Besides the joystick, the use of a switch-adapted proportional joystick, switched 
control (with and without proportional access), sip and puff, tongue activated keypad and the use 
of scanning with a switch are other examples of access methods.  Different access points 
including the hand, chin, head, foot, mouth and tongue can be used. Different types of mounting 
devices, lap trays and other accessories can also be used to help meet the mobility access piece 
for more complex students. 

Access to AT 
When addressing powered mobility devices, another factor to consider is whether or not the 
student will need access to additional AT such as alternative augmentative communication 
(AAC), environmental control unit (ECU) or the computer. Lange (2000a) in the article 
Interfacing Assistive Technology With Power Wheelchairs provides examples of various AT and 
what to consider when in addition to a PMD, the student may also need other AT. 

Feature Match 
The use of powered mobility is a multifaceted decision-making process.  Involving the entire 
team and including the parents or other care givers is vital for success. The feature match at the 
end of this chapter is a checklist of items that may need to be considered when determining what 
features of the powered mobility would be the best match for the student. 
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Using the SETT process and Decision Making Guide 

It is intended that you use this as a guide. The Decision Making Guide follows the SETT 
(Student, Environment, Task, and Tool) format with a subcategory of Sensory Considerations 
included with Student and Environment. Additional categories include:  

• Narrowing the Focus to help identify a specific task in order to select appropriate 
assistive technologies. 

• Implementation Plan to assign trials, dates, responsibilities and data collection. 
• Follow-Up Plan to set a date for the team to reconvene and review the student’s progress. 

Again, this is intended as a guide; during the actual assessment process, each topic should be 
written in large print where everyone can see (i.e., on a flip chart or board). Information should 
then be transferred to paper for distribution, filing, and future reference. For more information 
about using the SETT process, please refer to Chapter 1 of this manual.  

The questions posed in the guide are not intended to be all inclusive but rather to prompt the 
team to consider as many factors as possible in order to identify and ultimately try appropriate 
assistive technology tools and strategies for their students.  
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Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

WATI Assistive Technology Decision Making Guide 
Area of Concern: Seating, Positioning and Mobility 

PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION
Student’s 

Abilities/Difficulties 

What are the student’s abilities 
and difficulties related to 
seating, positioning and 

mobility? 

• Does the student have
strengths in any areas that
would facilitate their
seating and mobility?

• Does the student have
issues in

• Physical-Muscles- strength
or weakness; Coordination
or other physical issues?

• Stability- trunk,
extremities; standing,
seated or other position?

• Endurance-fatigues easily?
• What is the student

currently using for:
• Seating? Positioning?

Mobility? Transfers?

Environmental 
Considerations 

What environmental 
considerations impact seating 

and positioning? 

• Where is the student
expected to move about?

• Do different locations
require the same or different
types of seating or mobility?

• Does the child have an
environmental preference?

• Does the child require
physical assistance in some
areas, but not others?
(restroom, classroom, bus,
etc.)

Tasks 

What task(s) do you want the 
student to do once they are seated? 

• Use hands?
• Use device or learning tool?

Stay on task?
• What task(s) do you want the 

student to do once they are 
moving?

• Get to and from class?
• Move around in the classroom?
• Participate in daily activities?
• What does the child need to be

provided with to be as
independent as possible in
regards to: seating, positioning,
mobility?

• Does the child need assistance
with transfers, changing
positions, accessing mobility or
other devices?

Sensory Considerations 
Hypersensitivity or hyposensitivity to stimuli such as 

visual clutter, different lighting; classroom and background noise; 
tactile stimulation-surfaces; awareness of physical space / personal 

space; other individual specific sensitivities 

Narrowing the Focus 
i.e. Specific task identified

for solution generation 

Solution Generation 
Tools & Strategies 

Brainstorming Only 
No Decision 

Solution Selection 
Tools & Strategies 

Discuss & Select Idea from 
Solution Generation 

Implementation Plan 

AT Trials/Services Needed: 
Date/Length/Person Responsible 

Follow-Up Plan 
Who & When--

Set specific date now. 
Important:  It is intended that you use this as a guide. Each topic should be written in large print 
where everyone can see them, i.e. on a flip chart or board. Information should then be transferred 
to paper for distribution, file, and future reference.  
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Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Positioning, Seating, and Mobility 

Student’s Abilities and Difficulties - Mobility 

As a team, discuss what the student’s abilities and difficulties are related to mobility. Please 
complete and review Section 1 of the WATI Student Information Guide: Seating, Positioning 
and Mobility (Chapter 1, page 22). 

What method(s) is the student currently using to move? 
• What does the student need in order to move within and around his educational setting? 
• What strengths does the student demonstrate that could assist with mobility? 
• Does the student have any of the following skills either emerging or mastered: cause and 

effect, spatial relations, problem solving, ability to interact with their environment, 
motivation/initiation. 

• What is the student’s level of alertness? 
• Are there behavioral issues (positive or negative) that could impact mobility? 
• Is the age of the student a factor? (Students as young as 10-12 mos. can be considered for 

mobility devices.) 
• Are there issues with strength, coordination, fatigue or other physical abilities? 

Sensory Considerations 
Some students are adversely affected by environmental stimulation which others can filter out or 
ignore. Some common factors which can impact a student’s learning and focus include 
hypersensitivity or hyposensitivity to stimuli such as  

• Visual clutter 
• Fluorescent lighting versus full spectrum lighting 
• Classroom and background noise 
• Tactile stimulation 
• Awareness of physical space 
• Other individual specific sensitivities 

Although these factors are not directly related to mobility, they impact the student’s ability to 
focus on instruction and learning so should always be considered.  

Other Considerations   
Each individual student has specific skills and areas of concern. Be certain to address those as 
you capture the particular traits of the student in this part of the SETT process. 

Environmental Considerations - Mobility 

As a team, discuss and write on chart paper any environmental considerations that might impact 
the student’s mobility such as auditory or visual distractions, placement in the classroom, 
number of different environments or any other environmental impacts. 

Environmental considerations pertinent to the student’s success may include:  
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• What are the areas the student needs to move in (maneuver about the room/school, travel 
from class to class, the number of class changes, sufficient time for transitions)?  

• Are there adults that need proximity to the student (lecture or small group, the ratio of 
adults to students, does the student have an adult specifically to aid them)? 

• What are the teacher expectations?  
• Is the student positioned in clear view of the teacher, the board, or displays? 
• Is there sufficient light, and is the board free of glare? 
• Are there auditory factors such as the ability to hear the teacher; the level of auditory 

stimulation in the room, talkative/distracting students nearby, excessive noise outside the 
room? 

• Does the student need background music in order to focus? 
• Is there visual stimulation either in or outside the room or distracting clutter? 
• Is the student able to organization their desk/workstation? 
• What are the physical aspects of their work area such desk, chair, access to materials? 
• Does the student need assistance with positioning to maintain good trunk stability? 
• Do materials need to be stabilized for them to prevent materials from falling on the floor? 

Sensory Considerations   
Different environments have different levels of sensory stimulation. If the team has determined 
that sensory impacts are influential for the student’s learning, identify the sensory levels in each 
of the student’s environments.  

Assistive Technology: past and present 
What assistive technology (AT) has been employed in the past or is currently used with the 
student? List all assistive technologies that have been used with the student. If some have been 
discontinued, make note of the reasons. Sometimes effective tools are discontinued for reasons 
that no longer exist such as computer conflicts, lack of training, lack of interest, or other reasons. 
Do not discount assistive technology that was previously tried and discarded. There may have 
been a mismatch between the assistive technology and the student’s skills at the time. 
Differences in skill development, maturity, a different environment or other factors may make all 
the difference. If the student is currently using assistive technology note the AT used, location, 
level of effectiveness, trained staff, and any other issues that are pertinent to the student/building. 
Be certain to list low and high tech AT supports.  

Tasks - Mobility 

As a team, discuss and write on chart paper the mobility tasks that the student needs to do. 
One of the most important questions when assessing a student’s need for assistive technology is:  
What are the tasks the student needs to do? 

• How do the student’s mobility issues impact their daily task performance? 
• What tasks does mobility impact in a positive or negative way? 
• Where does the student need to move on a daily basis within the classroom and between 

classrooms? 
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Narrowing the Focus - Mobility 

As a team, identify by circling or other means those few tasks the student needs to do for 
mobility that will have the most impact. 

After the team has generated a list of tasks that the student needs to do, you may want to refine 
the list to limit the tasks that the team (including the student) will focus on. Too many tasks can 
overwhelm the team. Introduction of too many factors and tools may reduce your ability to 
determine effectiveness. Maintain your original list of tasks and review it later. Some tasks may 
already be effectively addressed with the new tools/strategies that you are using. The tasks that 
remain can become your new focus at a later date.  

Solution Generation: Tools and Strategies - Mobility 

As a team, brainstorm and write on chart paper any assistive technologies &/or strategies you 
think will assist the student in successfully completing those tasks you identified. 

The team brainstorms strategies and assistive technology tools that may be of benefit for the 
student to complete the identified tasks in the given environments. Do not critique or otherwise 
evaluate the suggestions at this time. List all suggested tools and strategies including those 
currently in use on chart paper for all to see. The tools and strategies discussed below follow the 
general continuum for mobility. The continuum is generally organized from low to high 
Assistive Technology. It is not intended to be used as a step-by-step protocol for using AT tools 
with a student, but rather an organizational continuum of types of Assistive Technology. 

A Continuum Of Considerations for Assistive Technology - Mobility 

Walking devices - Crutches/Walker 

Grab bars and rails 

Manual wheelchair  
 

Powered scooter, toy car or cart 
 

Powered wheelchair w/joystick or other control 
 

Adapted vehicle for driving 
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Walking devices: Crutches/Walker - Students who have difficulty with strength, balance or 
coordination may benefit from using external devices to support and stabilize them while they 
learn to walk or move from place to place. The PT will be able to assess and recommend the 
appropriate device as well as be able to correctly fit it and train others in its use. 

Grab bars and rails - Since the advent of the ADA, most public restrooms have been equipped 
with grab bars and rails. These allow students who need additional support and stability to be as 
independent as possible. The height and diameter may influence the ability of the student to use 
the bars effectively. Grab bars may be also added to classroom areas. 

Manual wheelchair - Students who have upper extremity strength and coordination but lack the 
necessary strength, coordination and balance in their legs may be able to use a manual 
wheelchair. Sometimes the wheelchair can be used for long distances to supplement students 
who are ambulatory for short distances. 

Powered scooter or cart - Students who have use of their arms may benefit from using a 
powered scooter or cart. Generally less expensive than a powered wheelchair, this can give 
mobility to some students who are in need of powered mobility. Another alternative is the 
powered mobility car.  The GoBot is an example of this type of mobility designed to give young 
children the ability to move while standing upright. 

Powered wheelchair - Some students with significant motor disabilities may need to have a 
powered wheelchair to access their environment. Many new innovations have been designed to 
allow even the most motorically- or cognitively-challenged students to be able to access the 
controls to engage a powered wheelchair. There is a movement to get very young children into 
powered wheelchairs so they can begin to explore their environment through mobility. Students 
can control the wheelchair through innovations that allow a single-switch user to access the 
controls of the powered wheelchair. 

Adapted vehicle for driving If a student is interested in pursuing driving a car, the student 
should be referred to an OT who specializes in driving evaluations and adaptations. 

Solution Selection: Tools and Strategies - Mobility 

Use a Feature Match process to discuss and select those ideas, tools, and strategies that were 
generated during the solution brainstorming. Select those that best match the student, the 
environment and the reading tasks that need to be accomplished. Limit your selections to a 
reasonable number and prioritize them according to those that can be accomplished immediately, 
in a reasonable time period and those that will be considered at a later time or require additional 
or significant staff training. 
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Implementation Plan - Mobility 

After tools have been selected and prioritized, identify any trials or services that are needed 
including procurement of trial materials, team member(s) responsibilities, start date and length of 
trial, training needed and any other student/staff specific issues. Be certain to identify objectives 
and criteria of performance to determine the effectiveness of the trials. 

Writing AT into the IEP 
There are many correct ways to write AT into the IEP.  It must be considered on the special 
factors form of the IEP and a listing of AT may be included there.  It may be included as a related 
service and maybe also be included as a supplemental aid or service. (Purcell & Grant, 2002, 
2004, 2007) and (Bateman & Herr, 2003) state many examples of writing present level of 
performance, objectives and goals.  

The following is a four-step formula for writing an IEP goal.  
Time Frame:  In 36 weeks 
Conditions: given a movement cushion 
Behavior: Eric will stay seated 
Criterion: during writers workshop 

Another example would be the following: 
Given access to a power wheelchair (condition), the student will move 10 feet forward 
(behavior) by hitting a switch (criterion) to get to a preferred place or activity 5 or more times 
within 10 minutes (time frame). 
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Feature Match 
The following chart is an example of a way to organize the variables one may consider when 
assessing seating, positioning and mobility. By reviewing this checklist, the team can discuss the 
various components and issues with the vendor, funding source or any other interested persons. It 
is not meant to be all inclusive, but rather to generate ideas about what the child could benefit 
from in the area of seating, positioning and mobility. 

Area Specific issue Concern 
Yes or No 

Rationale or question 

Family issues
 Needs 

Funding 
Aesthetics 
Transportation 
Preferred vendor   

Environmental Home
 School 

Community 
Physical 
parameters
 Size 

Weight 
Growth 

 Width 
 Seat depth 
 Seat height 

Power for other devices 
Manual W/C Access
 Ability to collapse 
Power W/C 

Access: joy stick, switches, 
sip puff 

 Power tilt 
 Power recline 

Sit to stand 
Seating 

Pelvis
 Trunk 

Neck 
Head 
Legs 
Feet 
Cushion 
Tilt 
Recline 
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 Elevating seat 
Elevating leg rests 
Sit to stand 
Seat belt, Sub ASIS bar 

 Lateral support 
 Chest support 

Head rest, support, strap 
Arm rests, support, strap 
Foots rests, support, strap 

Seating purpose 
Functional use of head, 
arms

 Transportation 
Prevent address deformity 

Modifications 
Need for short term 
modifications eg coat 
Need for long term 
modifications eg growth 

Vision 

Vendor Contact info 
Access to trials 

(K. Stindt 2009) 
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Resources 

Check list for choosing a wheelchair 
http://www.healthcare.uiowa.edu/cdd/multiple/wc/wc_list.asp 

Manual of Checklist for manually propelled wheelchairs 
http://www.wheelchair.se/dokument/manual_english.pdf 

Comparison of w/c electronics 6-1-08 M. Lange 
http://atilange.com/New_wheelchair_electronics,%20final%20version,%206.08.pdf 

List of support walkers and mobility devices Part of the Escobar article 
http://www.seatingandmobility.ca/ISS2002/ToSunnyHill2/iss2002html/031_SELFInitiatedMobil 
ity.htm 

Web sites 
http://callcentre.education.ed.ac.uk/ 
Resources, publications, Smart wheelchair 

http://www.daneverard.co.uk/mobility/article01.php 
Support for early powered mobility  

http://www.atilange.com/index.htm 
Resources- positioning chart, Powered w/c electronics comparison chart, MULTI-FUNCTION 
ELECTRONIC AIDS TO DAILY LIVING Comparison Chart 

http://www.wheelchairnet.org/ 
WheelchairNet is a virtual community for people who have a common interest in (or in some 
cases a passion for) wheelchair technology and its improvement and successful application.  
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Products 

Product Vendor 
Desk-a-Doo Walker Enterprises 
Dycem® Sammons Preston Rolyan 
GoBot Innovative Products Inc. 
Velcro™ Available locally 
FitBall Balance Disc Pocket full of therapy 
FitBall Seating Disc Jr. Pocket full of therapy 
Move ‘N’ Sit Wedge® Seat Cushions Pocket full of therapy 
Bumpy Disc Junior Seat Cushion Pocket full of therapy 
“T” stool School Specialty/Abilitations 
Ball chairs Pocket full of therapy 
Bean Bag chair Available locally 
Thera-band Thera-band 
Switches Adapted Switch Labs 
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Low-tech eye-gaze system (Burkhart, p 
1993). Used with permission. 

Computer-based eye gaze systems use a camera to “read” the student’s eye movements and select 
the message based on the length of time the student’s eyes dwell or stay on a message. A “head-
mouse or Head Pointer” system is different from eye gaze.  The student wears either a reflective 
dot on their head or glasses or some type of “head gear” affixed with an infrared transmitter.  
Using wireless technology, a head mouse translates the movements of the student’s head into 
movements of the computer mouse pointer or is recognized by the AAC system. The head mouse 
system integrates with “dwell” technology so that when the student maintains their “point” on a 
target for a specified length of time, it is interpreted as a mouse click or direct selection. It can 
help to train a student to “nose point” to their desired choice in anticipation of a head-mouse 
system. 

Even with options such as eye gaze and head mouse systems, some students are not able to 
directly select messages because of physical limitations. Those students may need to use a low to 
high tech scanning system. Scanning can be done with or without technology. Partner assisted 
scanning does not involve technology. The communication partner systematically presents 
message choices to the student as they name or point to the potential messages. The message 
choices could be represented with objects, photos, symbols, letters, words or phrases. These can 
be presented individually or as a grouping. For example four topics could be presented as 
individual options or as groupings such as “family members”, “teachers”, “friends at school”, 
“friends from church”. The partner gradually narrows down the selections until the student signals 
when the desired message is reached. The student’s signal can be a gesture, vocalization, eye 
blink or any reliable indicator that the student can make volitionally. While initially time-
consuming, familiar partners and students can quickly communicate in any setting using this 
method. Pragmatically Organized Dynamic Displays (PODD) (Burkhart & Porter, 2006) 
communication boards are paperboards that are organized much like “high tech” dynamic screen 
communication devices and are very effective when used with partner-assisted scanning 
strategies. The boards have main categories, “branch” to topics, have “quick chat” messages, and 
operational commands. Linda Burkhart has resources, examples and handouts about PODDs and a 
link to the commercial product (http://www.lburkhart.com/handouts.htm). 

Other students may use an electronic communication system with built-in scanning capabilities. 
The device scans the messages in a selected scan pattern. Scanning speed, pattern, and mode can 
usually be adjusted to meet the physical, visual and cognitive skills of the student. The student 
selects the desired message by activating a switch. Some of the scanning patterns that are common 
to systems include: 
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• Linear - the scan indicator moves item by item in a linear pattern.  
• Row-Column – after scanning starts, one row at a time is highlighted. When the row with the 

desired item is highlighted, the student activates the switch and each item in that row is then 
individually scanned. 

• Block - scan is similar to Row-Column, but instead of presenting one row at a time, a 
particular group of items (block) is highlighted. When that group is selected, the device 
automatically scans a smaller grouping such as a row or individual items.  

• Auditory - used in conjunction with any of the visual scan patterns. The student hears a 
message prompt. 

The scan mode refers to the way the switch is used to start, stop, and maintain the scan and to 
select the target item. 
• Automatic Scanning - The student activates and releases the switch to start the scan and then 

waits while each item is presented. The device automatically advances in the set scan pattern 
and speed. When the desired message is reached, the student activates the switch again to 
select the message, which is then spoken by the device. 

• Inverse Scanning -The student maintains or holds the switch while the items are presented in 
the set scan pattern and speed. The student lifts up or releases the switch when the desired 
message is reached. The device automatically speaks the message. 

• Step Scanning -The switch is activated and re-activated to advance the cursor item by item. 
Once the desired item is highlighted, the student ceases activating the switch for a specified 
length of time and the message is spoken by the device.  

• 2 Switch Step Scanning - One switch advances the scan with each activation, the second 
switch (in a different location) selects the item. For more information about this scanning 
technique see the article on Linda Burkhart’s website, Two Switches for Success: Access for 
Children with Severe Physical and/or Multiple Challenges 
(http://www.lburkhart.com/handouts.htm). 

While scanning might be less physically demanding for some students, the cognitive demands are 
usually higher than when a student directly selects the message. The student must visually locate 
the target message, maintain attention to the display, anticipate when the scan indicator will 
highlight the target message (when using automatic or inverse patterns), physically ready their 
body to activate the switch at the correct time, and then activate the switch when the target 
message/row/column/block is highlighted. If the student “misses” the message, not only does the 
entire procedure need to be repeated, but the student must wait for the scanning pattern to start 
from the beginning. Increasing the scanning speed on a device can reduce the amount of time it 
takes to scan the entire array, but may make it more difficult for the student to accurately activate 
the switch. For more information please refer to the access chapter in this manual. Not every 
scanning capable device offers all of the scanning options mentioned such as 2 switch scanning, 
auditory prompts, row/column scanning, etc. Some devices highlight the entire message symbol to 
let the student know where the scanning indicator is, other devices only use a small light to 
indicate the scan indicator location. These are all important factors that need to be considered 
when setting up a scanning system for a student. 
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An alternative access method for students with physical limitations is Morse code. Compared to 
some of the difficulties students encounter with scanning, Morse code may be a viable alternative. 
Many AAC devices have removed Morse code as an input method, but Words Plus has continued 
to support that input method. If a student can accurately use two switches, Morse code can be 
used with the proper devices. 

Digital switches offer more flexibility in programming, sensitivity and placement than most 
mechanical switches. For more information about switch options including digital switch 
capabilities, please see Chapter 4 – Assistive Technology for Computer Access. 

Regardless of the switch type or location, it is important to stress the communication activity and 
message, not the switch activation.  Adults can frequently be heard prompting a student to “hit the 
switch”. Thus, “hitting the switch” becomes the focus of the activity instead of the message the 
switch activates. Use natural cues such as expectantly waiting for a student to activate the switch 
or when a full model is necessary, use cues that focus on the communication such as “tell me”. 

Making Choices 
The student’s ability to make choices increases their communication options, allows them to 
control their environment, increases engagement and improves their behavior (Stafford, 2005). 
The student can make choices using real objects, photos, line drawings, or using a speech-
generating device. Another alternative for “choice making” is when the communication partner 
presents auditory choices. Choice making options should be presented throughout the day. 
Whenever possible present as many choice options to the student as they can cognitively, 
physically and visually discriminate between. When a student is only given two choices, it is 
difficult to know whether the student really selected that choice. When there are only two choices, 
the range of chance is between 25%-75% that the student will select the preferred item. When the 
communication partner increases the number of choices for the student, there is a better chance 
that the student is making a “real” choice. Choices can and should include more than “milk” or 
“juice”. They can be integrated into all classroom activities, including choices such as who to sit 
next to, what to do next, who to walk by, which book to read, who answers the next question, who 
is assigned to which job, which route to go to the library, what sweater to wear, what to eat next… 
the list is unlimited! 

Literacy 
When a student is using a communication system, literacy skills need to be considered. All 
symbols should have clear text labels for both the student and the communication partner. Little is 
known about how communication symbols affect literacy development (Light, 2003). However, 
when students use symbols as their communication system, they are using a different mode of 
expressive communication (written, graphical, pictorial) than a “typical” communicator. 
Therefore, consideration should be given to their current skill levels as well as their ability to 
learn: 

• Phonemes in words. 
• Sight vocabulary of words. 
• Sight vocabulary of symbols (e.g., stop sign). 
• Environmental print. 
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• Initial letters of words. 

Janice Light and David McNaughton (2006) have completed one study about the literacy 
requirements for students who use AAC and are still investigating further issues through AAC-
RERC (http://aac-rerc.psu.edu/index-1023.php.html). A summary of their findings follows: 

• We need to allow sufficient time for literacy instruction for AAC users. 
o The average student in 1st-3rd grade receives 90 minutes of literacy instruction. 
o The AAC user needs to receive at least the minimum with up to 40 minutes more of 

literacy instruction. 
• Instructional content should be based on the National Reading Panel’s recommendations 

(2000) and should include: 
o Direct instruction in basic skills. 
o Reading interesting text to students. 
o Phonological awareness skills. 
o Letter-sound correspondence. 
o Reading and understanding books and other text. 
o Early writing experiences. 

Further studies have resulted in the development of literacy instruction curriculum. Accessible 
Literacy Learning (ALL) is specifically designed for the AAC user and based on the work of Light 
and McNaughton (2006). Tango to Literacy is another instructional literacy curriculum that has 
been developed specifically for the AAC user. 

Students can use their communication device for writing as part of their literacy instruction and 
for written communication. Many of the “high tech” communication systems are built on a 
computer platform with all the standard capabilities including word processing, word prediction 
and more. If the student will be using their communication device for written output, please 
review the ASNAT chapters on access and composition of writing. Also review the operating 
system requirements of the communication system to check for compatibility with computers, 
printers, Internet accessibility, etc. For more information about literacy, please refer to the 
ASNAT Reading Chapter. For specific information about literacy assessment and instruction for 
students with complex communication needs, a new resource is available by Soto and Zangari 
(2009) Practically Speaking: Language, Literacy & Academic Development for Students with 
AAC Needs. 

Sensory Considerations 
Some students are adversely affected by environmental stimulation that others can filter out or 
ignore. Some common factors that can impact a student’s learning and focus include 
hypersensitivity or hyposensitivity to stimuli such as: 

• Voice type and volume on the device 
• Velcro noise and/or sensation 
• Weight of the communication system 
• Tactile sensations 
• Visual layout (e.g., color, white space, font style, glare) 
• Switch feedback (audible click) 
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• Fluorescent lighting versus full spectrum lighting 
• Classroom and background noise 
• Awareness of physical space 
• Other individual specific sensitivities  

Although these factors are not directly related to communication, they impact the student’s ability 
to focus on instruction and learning so should always be considered. The student’s communication 
system could be customized to reduce or increase sensory stimulation as appropriate for the 
student. 

Other Considerations 
Each student will have unique challenges and concerns that may not be directly related to 
communication yet greatly impact which system is chosen. Factors such as fatigue level and 
student behavior should be considered. Some students are more alert and/or physically able at 
certain times of the day/week. Many times inappropriate behaviors are a form of communication 
or a response to communication frustration. Given an appropriate system, training in use, and 
proper vocabulary and support, inappropriate behaviors may decrease or be eliminated. In the 
meantime, include behavioral considerations in your decision making process. 

Other considerations may include visual concerns, including both acuity and processing. Larger 
symbols, darker or colored borders/symbols, increased spacing between symbols, including 
“blanks” for more visual spacing, using the “zoom” feature on electronic devices are all options 
that could assist a student with visual regard. Some students may benefit from a tactile cue on 
paperboards or overlays. If a student is not responding to a communication system or specific 
symbol, consider whether visual modifications could make a difference. 

Every student’s communication system and needs will vary. No one system can possibly meet 
every communication situation the student will encounter. Students should be provided with as 
many different communication options as possible and taught when and where to use each one. 

Environmental Concerns 
As a team, discuss and write on chart paper any environmental considerations that might 
impact the student’s communication such as auditory or visual distracters, placement in the 
classroom, number of different communication environments or any other environmental 
impacts. 

Each student needs to communicate in various environments including home, school and/or 
community. Environmental considerations include a variety of factors such as communication 
partners and their skills as a communication facilitator, daily schedules, and availability of tools 
and technology. Other challenges that factor into the environment can include: background noise, 
room arrangement, glare, weather, power source or staff availability to name a few. Each 
environment will have its own unique set of considerations. Basics for creating a successful 
communication environment include:  

• Expectations for the student to communicate.  
• Identifying and using communication opportunities within natural routines. 
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• Arranging the environment to increase the opportunities for communication. 

Communication Partners 
Communication partners are part of every student’s environment and social network (Blackstone, 
2003). One of the first steps in enhancing communication in the environment is to identify the 
student's communication partners. There should be a healthy mix of adults, family members and 
peers. Partners should come from a variety of sources including school, community, family, 
friends, health practitioners and others. Partners’ behaviors, attitudes, and expectations play a 
significant role in how much and what types of communication the student is motivated to 
demonstrate. Anyone who interacts with the student should expect him or her to communicate. 
Students will develop more and better communication competence as they interact with partners 
in their social network. The Social Networks Inventory (Blackstone, Hunt-Berg, 2003) is an 
assessment that recognizes that communication varies across partners and environments. It can 
assist teams who are struggling with providing appropriate communication strategies across 
contexts. 

Partner Behaviors and Attitudes 
Recent literature suggests that when a student is an AAC user, the relationship with their 
communication partner is “lopsided”. Partners of AAC users tend to dominate the interaction and 
ask primarily yes/no questions. Light, Binger & Kelford-Smith (1994) also suggest that adult 
partners provide very few opportunities for the student to initiate or even make comments that 
pertain to the conversational topic. They tend to focus more on the AAC device than the child’s 
communication (i.e., “Use your talker”). Also, children who use AAC typically are described as 
“passive communicators” who rarely initiate messages and respond infrequently with limited 
vocabulary (Kent-Walsh & Rosa-Lugo, 2006). It is easy to conclude that communication partner 
behaviors directly impact the student’s communication behaviors and skills. Adult behaviors, 
attitudes and expectations may unwittingly create obstacles for the student’s success. One 
resource for increasing awareness of participation in the regular curriculum is Project Participate 
< http://www.projectparticipate.org/>. The project promotes the participation of students in all 
environments, from young children playing in early childhood environments to adolescents 
grappling with high school. Teams can use their resources, curricular ideas, inclusion strategies 
and forms to help the team reduce barriers to the student’s participation.  It is imperative that we 
analyze our own behaviors rather than focusing only on the student. Familiar adult partners 
frequently anticipate the student’s wants/needs, next activity, message, recreational choice, etc.  
Unfortunately, when we anticipate a student’s communication message over time, it begins to 
erode the student’s desire to communicate independently and promotes “learned helplessness”. 
One way to break that cycle is for communication partners to pause and wait for the student to 
communicate (even when they “know” what the student is going to say).  Sometimes using a 
“least to most” prompt hierarchy can give partners a guide for when they should provide a model 
for the student and when they should wait. 

Prompt Hierarchy - The prompt hierarchy listed below is employed when students do not 
consistently initiate communication without a prompt. The prompt hierarchy progresses from least 
to most directive and provides a structure that encourages communication. The most difficult 
component of the prompt hierarchy for communication partners is remembering to pause.  When 
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the communication partner pauses, it gives the student the necessary time to process information 
and to formulate a communication message (McCloskey & Fonner, 1999-2000). 

1. Environmental Cue (e.g., snack is on the table, but student can’t reach it.) 
The Environmental Cue signals a communication opportunity for the student. The 
environmental cue is set up, the communication partner Pauses, looks expectantly at the 
student and waits for the student to initiate communication. If the student initiates, the partner 
provides Descriptive Feedback (e.g. “You asked for milk, here’s some chocolate milk.”). If 
the student does not initiate, proceed to step 2. 

A Note about Pausing: The partner should provide the student with the necessary time to 
process the request/statement and then respond. The amount of “pause time” will depend on 
the student’s ability to understand information and the time needed to physically access their 
response. During the pause time, it is important that the adult does not repeat or restate the 
request so that the student can concentrate on the original message. 

2. Open question (e.g., “What do you want?”)  
The communication partner asks an open question one time. The communication partner 
Pauses, looks expectantly at the student and waits for the student to initiate communication. If 
the student responds, provide Descriptive Feedback (e.g. “You asked for milk, here’s your 
milk.”). If  the student does not initiate, proceed to step 3. 

3. Partial Prompt or Request for Communication (e.g., “Do you want milk or juice?” or 
“Tell me what you want.”)  
The partial prompt or request for communication is stated by the partner only once. The 
communication partner Pauses, looks expectantly at the student and waits for the student to 
initiate communication. If the student responds, provide Descriptive Feedback (e.g. “You 
asked for milk, here’s more milk.”). If the student does not initiate, proceed to step 4. 

4. Full Model (e.g. partner says “I want chocolate milk.” while pointing to those symbols on 
the communication system)  
The communication partner provides the full model. The partner should still Pause and wait to 
see if the student responds or imitates the model. If he does, provide Descriptive Feedback. 
Even if the student does not imitate the full model, provide the requested item/action as if he 
did. 

*Repeat the prompt hierarchy from the beginning as many times during an activity as possible 
so that the student starts to understand the expectation for initiated communication.  

Communication by the student can be as simple as gazing to a choice or selecting a picture 
communication symbol from a binder, or as complex as creating a novel comment or asking 
content related questions using a high tech speech generating device. Communication partners 
should respond to the exchange in a natural manner (e.g., “Oh, you want to go on the swing? Let 
me get you out of your chair” vs. “good asking”). Partners also have a responsibility to model 
appropriate language using the student’s communication system. Simply providing a system 
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(high- or low-tech) with all of the symbols is not enough. Students need to see how one uses the 
symbols to respond to others, initiate topics, make comments, answer questions, and make 
jokes… all of the different social ways we communicate.  One way to do this is to use the Aided 
Language stimulation technique. 

Aided Language Stimulation is a technique developed by Goosens’, Crain and Elder (1994) to 
improve a student’s expressive and receptive language skills. The communication partner 
simultaneously points to symbols on the student’s communication system while conversing with 
them. This provides the student with a model for using symbols to communicate. It is important 
for students to see how “traditional communicators” use a symbolic system to communicate.  It 
also helps the communication partners use the system in a real and functional way to identify 
missing vocabulary and organizational flaws. A small flashlight, laser pointer, or even a pen can 
be used to point to the symbols. The advantage of using light cueing is that it can be easily faded 
and does not obstruct the student’s view of their symbols. Light cueing can also be provided along 
a prompt hierarchy with a general progression as follows: 

• Sweep of light in the general location of the message. 
• Short flash of light directly on the message. 
• Fixed light directly on the message. 

Daily Communication Opportunities 
Communication opportunities are present or can be created throughout the student’s day within 
natural routines from the time the student gets up in the morning until they go to bed at night. The 
student can choose what to wear or eat for breakfast; say “Good morning” to a teacher or 
“Wassup?” to a friend; announce a message from home and communicate social, informational, 
and "choice" messages throughout the day. In order for the student to maximize the use of their 
communication system and skills, the team should generate a list of all possible communication 
opportunities that occur. The easiest way to do that is to list all of the activities that happen 
throughout a student’s “typical” day. Identify those that offer communication opportunities for the 
student to initiate topics or comments, make requests, share information or knowledge, make 
social “chit-chat”; in other words, the standard communication opportunities we all have.  
Prioritize your list according to the following: 

• Motivating to the student. 
• Frequency of occurrence. 
• Potential partners. 
• Vocabulary. 
• Staff availability.  
• Device accessibility. 
• Time. 
• Student specific factors (e.g., fatigue, behavior). 
• Environmental factors (e.g., noise, glare, water).  

After generating that list you should choose one or two communication opportunities for the 
team’s initial focus. If possible concentrate on communication opportunities within the natural 
routine that occur 3-4 times a day and at least 3-5 times a week. It is easier to focus on natural 
communication opportunities that occur during a single activity such as snack, grooming, work 
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jobs, art, cooking, etc. Some students may request choices during snack or lunch (i.e., what to eat 
first, which utensil to use, milk in a carton or cup), request more of an item (more paint, glue, 
glitter, during an art activity), reject undesired items, request continuance (read the story again), 
indicate cessation of an activity (all done, clean-up), make comments or ask questions about the 
activity (Borrrring!, Why did he do that?) or any number of specific messages that relate to an 
activity, person or situation. After a student begins to communicate messages in one situation, 
expand the opportunities (and vocabulary) throughout the day. Remember to keep in mind that the 
messages need to be reinforcing to the student rather than messages that adults want students to 
communicate (i.e., request to use the bathroom). 

If presenting multiple communication opportunities during the student’s day does not increase the 
student’s spontaneous messages, analyze the environment. The environment may be hindering 
rather than encouraging communication.  

Justin is a preschooler who rarely spontaneously communicates. He is very active, 
independent and has many age appropriate skills.  He just doesn’t “talk” unless he 
is prompted to do so (Student Abilities).  In Justin’s classroom, each student has 
jobs that they are responsible for. One of Justin’s favorite jobs is getting ready for 
snack. He sets the table with placemats, napkins, utensils... all of which are easily 
accessible to him.  His team decided to limit the accessibility of the necessary 
snack supplies for Justin by putting them in the “teacher’s cabinet” or on high 
shelves (Environment).  Now Justin has to ask an adult for the placemats, napkins, 
straws, etc. Sometimes the adult sabotages the activity/environment even more by 
handing Justin an almost empty container of straws or an inappropriate utensil for 
the snack (forks for cereal).  His team utilizes the prompt hierarchy mentioned 
previously so that every team member only prompts Justin as much as necessary.  
He has become much more vocal; spontaneously requests the necessary supplies, 
makes occasional comments about snack and is starting to become more 
spontaneous in other activities and environments.  

Sometimes when a student is very independent, it reduces the necessity for communication with 
others. For those students use environmental strategies such as 

• Sabotage. 
• Limiting the amount of materials the student has access to.  
• Materials are visible, but out of reach. 
• Highly motivating materials are available, but inaccessible (piece of candy in a tightly 

closed clear container). 
• “Accidentally” give student something he/she doesn’t like (water instead of juice). 
• “Misplace” necessary equipment. 
• “Forget” to do something. 

You are only limited by your creativity to make environmental communication opportunities. 

Tools/Technology Availability in the Environment 
When considering the environment, don’t forget to find out which communication tools are 
available in each setting and if those tools are appropriate. When high-tech systems are used to 
access the curriculum, make sure that any additional technology (e.g., keyboard, printer, 
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computer) is compatible with the system and available to the student. However, there are many 
times during the student's day when a “low-tech” alternative or back-up system is more 
appropriate or easier to use than the student's high tech system. The typical AAC user requires 
multiple components in their communication system to meet his/her communication needs 
throughout the day in various environments and in differing situations. The particular device used 
to participate in academic activities within a regular education class may differ from the device or 
tool used to communicate at lunch, on the playground, or during swimming lessons. Also 
remember that the more advanced the system is, the more likely that repairs will require expert 
technicians. When a student's device is sent to the company for repairs, it may be unavailable for 
weeks. A low-tech "back-up" is essential during that period and can be as simple as printing paper 
versions of the student’s high tech overlays. 

Vocabulary to Support the Environment 
Just as the tools need to match the environment, so does the vocabulary. Vocabulary selection to 
support environments is a dynamic ever-changing process.  As the student changes interests, 
classroom topics shift, and the student participates in different activities and environments, the 
vocabulary on their communication system needs to change.  It should have a combination of both 
“core” and “fringe” vocabulary. “Core” messages are those words or phrases that are used across 
environments giving the student quick access to frequently used messages. Core messages include 
social comments, questions, continuing or stopping an activity, repair messages (“oops”) and 
vocabulary specific to the student. “Fringe” vocabulary messages are specific to a topic or 
environment (lunch room conversation), with content rich and unique.  Students may use fringe 
vocabulary repeatedly in those specific environments, but not anywhere else. Even emerging 
communicators should have access to both types of vocabulary. Fringe vocabulary for beginning 
communicators could include songs for a preschooler or CDs for a high school student with song 
names, as well as messages to “play it again”, “do something else” and “stop”. Gail Tatenhove 
(2007) more thoroughly describes the difference between core and fringe vocabulary with 
suggested core language vocabulary lists, normal language development and how to apply that 
information with AAC users in the web article Normal Language Development, Generative 
Language & AAC. ISAAC (International Society for Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication) also has core vocabulary lists that can be downloaded from 
http://www.aacawareness.org/Vocabulary.html. When a student is in different environments with 
varying curricular vocabulary, it can be helpful to survey regular and special education teachers 
and the student’s peers about the words, phrases and content specific vocabulary the student needs 
to use. 
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It can help to leave some “blank” messages or cells on a student’s system so that specific 
vocabulary can be added “on the fly” for new fringe messages. The communication partner can 
carry a packet of “sticky notes” with them to add quick content, environmental or activity specific 
vocabulary. Paper boards can be easily changed when they are placed in plastic sheet protectors 
rather than laminated. If an emerging communicator only has a few messages on their paper 
board, put those messages in their final location and have blank cells on the rest of the board. You 
can add new vocabulary easily without changing the location or “look” of the communication 
board. Slide protector sheets and or baseball cardholders also work well for students with a small 
vocabulary set. “Scripts” such as the sample ones included in Communication Displays for 
Engineered Preschool Environments (Goossen’s, Crain, & Elder 1994) give communication 
partners an idea of how to communicate with a student using a topic or activity communication 
display. Check vocabulary and its placement on a communication board by trying to complete the 
activity using only the student’s vocabulary set. Can you do it? What is missing? 

The student’s communication device does not always need to be utilized for teaching concepts 
and curriculum.  Remember that the device is the student’s voice, not a chalkboard!  Use low- to 
high-tech methods to teach and use curriculum-based vocabulary such as sticky notes, dry erase 
boards, note cards, computer programs, white boards, etc.  If a communication device is used 
primarily for “drill and practice”, the student may view it as “work” and not for communication 
and may eventually abandon it.  
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Daily Schedule 
When a student does not seem to understand or anticipate a routine schedule or the steps of an 
activity, try an object or picture schedule. A schedule using objects, parts of objects, pictures or 
symbols can be a useful tool to help a student begin to understand and anticipate the events of the 
day or the steps of a specific activity. The items are presented in the order in which they will 
occur (or need to be completed). They may be crossed out, covered up, or put away as each one is 
completed. Digital cameras are useful for making picture schedules of the various locations or 
activities of the day. Boardmaker, Picture It© and Tobii SymbolMate are good tools for creating 
schedules for a student who uses symbols. These software programs contain libraries of picture 
symbols to give a visual representation of each step in the student’s schedule. A schedule can be 
just one of the many components in a student's communication system about their environment. It 
may be that the primary purpose for the schedule is for self-regulation or receptive language. But, 
the student may also use the daily schedule to ask questions about an activity, person or location. 
Daily schedules are useful across environments whether it is at school, home or in the community.  
They can serve as a way for a student to “report” happenings in different environments to 
different partners (e.g., tell mom what happened at school today, tell the paraprofessional what 
happened on the bus, etc.) in a motivating and functional way. Schedules can be presented in a 
paper or digital form. 
These schedules are examples from Special Education Technology - British Columbia - Assistive 
Technology for K-12 Students (http:// www.setbc.org/) 

Home to School Schedule 
Retrieved from 
http://www.setbc.org/pictureset/resource.aspx?id=82. 
September 19, 2007. The Picture Communication 
Symbols ©1981-2008 by Mayer-Johnson LLC.  All 
Rights Reserved Worldwide.  Used with permission. 
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Color Coded Kindergarten Schedule 

Retrieved from http://www.setbc.org/pictureset/resource.aspx?id=274. September 19, 2007. The Picture 
Communication Symbols ©1981-2008 by Mayer-Johnson LLC.  All Rights Reserved Worldwide.  Used with 
permission. 

Riding the Bus Schedule 

Retrieved from http://www.setbc.org/pictureset/resource.aspx?id=210. September 19, 2007. The Picture 
Communication Symbols ©1981-2008 by Mayer-Johnson LLC.  All Rights Reserved Worldwide.  Used with 
permission. 

All of these examples of communication supports in the environment might fit into the general 
category of creating a communication rich engineered environment. Goosens’, Crain and Elder 
first introduced the concept of engineering environments in 1994.  Their concept has continued to 
develop with the field. An engineered environment has visual supports including symbols, words, 
signage for adults, students, readers, non-readers, visitors, staff, virtually anyone who enters the 
environment. A universally accessible environment that is communication-based is one in which: 
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• Everyone feels safe enough to listen, understand and express themselves.  

• Enables learners to develop their social, emotional and academic potential by reducing or 
removing barriers to communication.  

• Provides an accessible learning environment for everyone.  

For examples, pictures and more about the how to create a communication friendly engineered 
environment, visit http://www.symbolsinclusionproject.org/index.htm 

Assistive Technology: past and present 
What assistive technology (AT) has been employed in the past or is currently used with the 
student? List all assistive technologies that have been used with the student. If some have been 
discontinued, make note of the reasons. Sometimes effective tools are discontinued for reasons 
that no longer exist such as computer conflicts, lack of training, lack of interest, or other reasons. 
Do not always discount assistive technology that was previously tried and discarded. There may 
have been a mismatch between the assistive technology and the student’s skills at the time. 
Changes in skill development, maturity, a different environment or other factors may make all the 
difference. If the student is currently using assistive technology note the AT used, location, level 
of effectiveness, trained staff, and any other issues that are pertinent to the student/building. Be 
certain to list low- and high-tech AT supports. 

Sensory Considerations 
Different environments have varying levels of sensory stimulation. If the team has determined that 
sensory impacts are influential for the student’s learning, identify the sensory levels in each 
environment.  

Other Environmental Considerations 
There are many other environmental challenges and concerns that impact a student's ability to 
effectively communicate. Background noise may make a voice output device ineffective in the 
lunchroom so that staff may need to consider a low-tech paper alternative. The room arrangement 
in some classrooms may need to be adjusted so that the student isn't next to a window with glare. 
When staff is not available to support the student, peers or peer helpers may need to be assigned 
as communication partners. 
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Tasks 
As a team, discuss and write on chart paper the communicative tasks that the student needs 
to do. 

One of the most important questions when assessing a student’s need for assistive technology is: 
What are the tasks the student needs to do? In this instance what does the student need to 
communicate? These are some questions to consider:  
Communication Functions- A web search of communication functions results in a variety of 
definitions and lists. For our purposes, Janice Light (2005) identifies the following wide range of 
communication functions: 

• Wants and needs. 
• Social interaction. 
• Joint attention leading to Sharing Information. 

Additionally we want to build within those functions enough vocabulary to support a variety of 
topics, semantic concepts, greater complexity within messages, and for some students the 
phonological skills for future literacy development. 

Other functional communication tasks that teams may want to consider include: 
• Initiating - Asking for something, starting a communication interaction (“Can I have 

…”, “Let’s do this together”) 
• Continuing - Using specific vocabulary to keep the interaction going (“Uh-huh”, 

“more”, “No way”, “Really?”) 
• Ending - “All done”, “Good bye”, “See ya” 
• Repairing – Asking “What?”, repeating the message or using messages that indicate a 

communication breakdown (“What I want to say is not on this board.”, “Did you 
understand what I said?”, “I didn’t get that.”) 

• Requesting – “Can I have”, “, “want….”, “I’m really thirsty.” 
• Denials/rejection – “NO”, “Don’t want” 
• Communication turn taking – Answering and asking questions, sequencing messages, 

maintaining the topic, and waiting for communication turn. 
• Social Etiquette - Brief interactions, greetings and closings, age appropriate etiquette 

(e.g. Please, Thank you, “Wassup”) depending on the communication partner. 
• Social Closeness - smiles, head nods, eye contact, hugs or handshakes. 

Kirsten is a 17 year old teenager in a CD classroom.  She has had a long history of using low tech 
AAC devices, primarily for requesting (wants/needs) items or activities.  She is very successful 
communicating those messages (Student Abilities), but her team wants her to do more to sustain an 
interaction with others (Task). They realized that when Kirsten requested and then received an 
item (“more juice please”), the communication interaction stopped.  They needed to give her the 
opportunity and vocabulary (Environment) to sustain a social interaction (Task).  They started by 
programming simple social scripts on her LITTLE step-by-step (“Guess what I did last night.” “I 
helped make my favorite snack.” “Can you guess what it was?”  “I helped make brownies.” “What 
kind of brownies do you like?” “Yum!”).  They also scheduled a social “talk time” within the 
school day in which available staff and students gathered in an informal area to socialize 
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(Environment and Task).  Kirsten initially needed prompts to activate the next message on her 
device, but gradually learned to sustain an interaction, wait for her communication turn, look at her 
communication partners and other important functional communicative skills. 

Narrowing the Focus
As a team, select student communication tasks that will have the most impact on his/her 
communication success. 

After the team has generated a list of tasks that the student needs to do, you may want to refine the 
list to limit the tasks that the team (including the student) will focus on. Too many tasks can 
overwhelm the team. Introduction of too many factors and tools may reduce your ability to 
determine effectiveness. Maintain your original list of tasks and review it later. Some tasks may 
already be effectively addressed with the new tools/strategies that you are using. The tasks that 
remain can become your new focus at a later date.  

Solution Generation: Tools/Strategies
As a team, brainstorm and write on chart paper any assistive technologies &/or strategies 
you think will assist the student in successfully communicating. 

The team brainstorms strategies and assistive technology tools that may be of benefit for the 
student to complete the identified tasks in the given environments. Do not critique or otherwise 
evaluate the suggestions at this time. List all suggested tools and strategies including those 
currently in use on chart paper for all to see. The tools and strategies discussed below follow the 
general continuum for communication. The continuum is generally organized from low to high 
assistive technology. It is not intended to be used as a step-by-step protocol for using AT tools 
with a student, but rather an organizational continuum of types of assistive technology. 
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A CONTINUUM OF CONSIDERATIONS 
FOR ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY 

For Communication 

Concrete Representation 

 Communication System with pictures, symbols, letters and/or words 

 

Simple speech generating device 

 
Speech generating device with levels 

Speech generating device with icon sequencing Speech generating device with 
dynamic display 

Text based device with speech synthesis 
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Assistive Technology for Continuum for Communication 
Concrete Representation 

Concrete objects or parts of an object can be used when a student does not seem to understand 
photos or symbols or is visually impaired.  The object represents the one that the student will 
actually use. A clear make-up bag might hold a variety of objects that a student enjoys during 
sensory activities such as lotion, a brush, powder, hand-held massager, etc. The student can select 
that activity after seeing the items in the clear bag and then choose which one they want to do first 
from an array of choices.  When the student chooses lotion, use a different lotion bottle than the 
one in the sensory bag. As the student’s skills progress, photos or symbols can be affixed to the 
representative objects to help the student transition to a photo or symbol representation.    

Calendar box- A calendar box is a way of representing a schedule. A box is segmented so that an 
object can be placed in each compartment. It can be set up in an independent or dependent 
sequence according to the activity. Each item in the box represents an activity or step. When all 
sections have been emptied the task is complete.  An example might be a “grooming box” using 
interlocking Rubbermaid® trays. Each tray could contain items such as liquid soap, washcloth & 
hand towel, toothpaste & toothbrush, hair brush, etc.  The activity is a combination of dependent 
(wash your hands before you brush your teeth) and independent (can brush your hair or wash your 
face) activities. As the student completes each activity, the object is placed in the “all done” 
container. The communication partner uses the calendar box and objects in it to facilitate 
communication by the student: making requests, continuances, comments and other 
communicative functions. The student does not use the actual items in the calendar box. Each item 
serves as a symbolic representation which may eventually be replaced with a less concrete 
symbol. 
Tangible symbols- Tangible symbols are concrete representations of concepts/objects/activities 
about which the student needs to communicate. If a student wants to request a cup to drink, the 
tangible symbol may be a whole cup, the plastic handle of a cup, a piece of hard plastic (an 
associated object that represents cup), or more standard representations.  Whatever is selected as a 
tangible symbol must be chosen from the perspective of the student and “transparent” to him/her. 
The advantage of 3-D tangible symbols are that students with visual disabilities can discriminate 
between the symbols even if they cannot read Braille. Tangible symbols can be: whole objects, 
parts of objects, associated objects, textures or shapes, line drawings, or photographs. More 
information about tangible symbols can be found at http://www.ohsu.edu/oidd/d21/ts/index.cfm. 
Evidence based research by Rowland and Schweigert (2000) supporting the use of tangible 
symbols can be found at the OSEP Ideas that Work website 
http://www.osepideasthatwork.org/toolkit/InstPract_tan_sym.asp 
Real objects and miniatures- Real objects are just that, the real object. An example of using real 
objects would be having sandwich material on a communication display. When the student points 
to the bread he/she gets a piece of bread. The real object represents the actual item (i.e., the 
student gets a new piece of bread, not the one displayed on the communication board). Miniatures 
of objects may be a replica of the object the child is requesting or commenting on. Caution must 
be used when using miniatures to represent an object or activity.  A miniature car may not look 
like the student’s family vehicle and even if it does, may not be easily recognized as such by a 
student with a cognitive impairment. If a student has poor vision, the relationship between the 
actual object and the miniature is poor and largely reliant on good visual perception.   
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Some students may need a “bridge” between three dimensional real objects and two dimensional 
representations. TOBIs (True Object Based Icons) may act as that bridge. TOBIs can be any 
picture or symbol which is cut out along the actual shape or outline. It is often mounted on a foam 
backing or other thick material to add dimensionality. 

 examples of TOBIs 

Communication System with pictures, symbols, letters & or words 

One does not have to start with expensive or high tech augmentative communication devices to 
communicate effectively with others. In fact, one of the advantages of “low tech” systems is that 
they require both the student and their communication partner to be actively involved in the 
communication interaction. Low tech communication boards are not difficult to create. Simple 
communication boards with pictures of the people and places in a student’s environment can be 
made using a digital camera. For students who may be ready to use symbols, Boardmaker is a tool 
for educators or parents to create communication boards about a variety of topics and activities. 
Paper communication boards can be made with digital pictures, symbols, words/letters or a 
combination.  

Communication Boards 
• Communication boards may consist of one, a few, or many cells containing pictures, 

symbols, words, phrases, letters or any combination. 
• The cells may be of various sizes, even on the same board depending upon student ability, 

visual tracking, ability to find important messages, etc. For example a student may have 
limited motor control in one quadrant.  Those cells may be larger than the cells on the rest 
of the board. 

• Paper boards may be used as an AAC option for an emerging communicator or as a back-
up to a more complex voice output device. 

• Paper boards may also be beneficial for a student during specific activities in the 
community or in congested and/or noisy environments where a voice output device may 
not be effective or practical (i.e. swimming pool). 

Various displays or arrangements may be used to increase “effectiveness” of communication 
interactions. Janice Light (2005) has identified three of the most common layouts: 

– Traditional grid layout 
♦ Vocabulary is represented with symbols in  “boxes” 
♦ Language is taken out of context and is separated 
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♦ Imposes a high degree of processing 
– Visual scene layout (either a digital picture of a familiar location such as the child’s bedroom 

or a “generic” scene of a common location like a public restroom) 
♦ Vocabulary is presented in context within the scene 
♦ Concepts are linked visually and conceptually 

– Hybrid layout 
♦ Visual scene display with some vocabulary presented in a grid-type layout in 

the scene

Sample visual scene of a bathroom. Messages are “embedded” in the scene.                                        

Imagine Symbols© 

Light indicates that traditionally practitioners have withheld vocabulary for emerging 
communicators when the navigational and or conceptual difficulty was too high for the student.  
Visual scenes, while reducing navigational demands, allows emerging communicators to have 
access to concepts and vocabulary in a familiar context. In fact, “Very young children are more 
accurate using visual scene layouts than traditional grid layouts” (Light, 2005, p. 26). Visual 
scene displays can be developed for low tech/paper communication displays, adapted to be used 
in mid-tech voice output devices and are integrated into many of the higher tech speech 
generating devices. 

PECS (Picture Exchange Communication System) is a low-tech communication system developed 
by Bondy and Frost in 1985 to teach children and adults with autism and other communication 
deficits to initiate communication. It is a systematic program that starts with students exchanging 
a picture or symbol of a desired item with a communication partner. Specific prompts and 
reinforcement strategies are utilized in the PECS program.  PECS requires specific training in 
order to follow the protocols in the program. More information about PECS can be found at 
http://www.pecs.com/whatispecs.htm. PECS should not be confused with PCS (Picture 
Communication Symbols) which are the actual picture symbols used for communicating. A device 
that may be considered as a “bridge” between a traditional PECS system and a communication 
system using voice is the Logan™ Proxtalker™. The device has five word zone buttons that 
attaches to a binder containing sound “tags”. The student places the tags on the buttons, then 
presses the button to speak the message.  The sound tags use radio frequencies making it easy to 
record new messages or change messages. 
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Regardless of the type of display or system used, try to involve the student whenever possible in 
the design and use of it. 

Mark is a student with limited verbal abilities in an Early Childhood class.  The EC 
teacher has a number of communication boards and single symbols around the 
classroom to enhance communication opportunities.  Every day at “closing” group, 
she and her paraprofessionals take time with each student using a “School to 
Home” communication board.  The student marks on or otherwise indicates what 
he/she did that day, songs they sang, snacks eaten, peers played with, etc. The 
teacher left plenty of blank spaces on the board so that the adult could fill in 
specific details.  While the students originally were passive participants when the 
adults reviewed their day, they quickly became actively involved; drawing detailed 
lines between friends and activities, using different colored markers to indicate 
“really fun” activities, etc. The parents from the classroom were thrilled because as 
Mark’s mom put it “For the first time, when I ask Mark what he did today, he can 
tell me”. 

Sample School to home board created by Judi Cumley (1993). The Picture Communication Symbols ©1981-2008 by Mayer-
Johnson LLC. All Rights Reserved Worldwide.  Used with permission. 

Simple communication boards can also be used during “aided language stimulation” (Goosens’, 
1989). Aided language stimulation is the process in which the partner points to picture symbols 
on a simple communication board in conjunction with ongoing verbal language stimulation. Some 
facilitators use a pen flashlight to highlight the symbol/cell or use a pointing device as they 
verbalize the message. One teacher “grabbed” a candy cane pen when she couldn’t find anything 
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else when trying aided language stimulation with a student.  She later reported that he followed 
every movement with his eyes! Using a visual signal may help the student locate and track the 
symbol(s) being used.  This can be very helpful for beginning communicators or to model for 
students who are starting to combine symbols/cells. 

Examples of Communication Systems with pictures, symbols, letters & or words include: 
• Object choice board 
• Visual Scene Display 
• Topic Board 
• Activity Board 
• Story board 
• Communication wallet/book 
• PODD (Pragmatically Organized Dynamic Display)  
• “School to Home” board 
• Eye gaze frames or boards 
• PECS (Picture Exchange Communication System) 

Just because a communication system is low tech does not mean that it has a low cognitive or 
linguistic load. Literate individuals who are AAC users may prefer a low tech alphabet or word 
board in addition to or instead of an SGD. In addition to the standard QWERTY configuration, 
low tech alphabet boards can be configured with either an alphabetic or frequency of occurrence 
configuration which may actually be easier for the student to find letters. Grammar based boards 
such as Word Power OnBoard  include single letters and 100 of the most frequently used nouns, 
pronouns, verbs and adjectives in a color coded grammatical display.  

Some examples (not an inclusive list) of symbol-based software include: 
Boardmaker 
Clicker® 
GoTalk Overlay Software 
Imagine Symbols (free download) 
Overboard 
PictureIt 
Picture Master Board Designer 
Tobii Symbol Mate 

Simple Speech Generating Devices 

Simple speech generating devices (SGDs) or voice output devices bring voice to a student’s 
communication system. They range from SGDs that speak a single message to devices with 
multiple cells or message options and those that play “looped” messages. All devices in this 
category use digitized or recorded speech and are usually quite simple to program or change 
messages. They are battery operated and have recording times from a few seconds per recording 
to total recording times of up to 5 minutes.  
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Most if not all simple SGDs can be used with a variety of symbol representations ranging from 
real objects to picture communication symbols and some can be used with visual scene displays. 
These are some of the most common characteristics of simple SGDs. 
• One set of messages (represented on one overlay) are available to the student at a time. 
• Pressing a key (or cell) produces one message (single word or short phrase). 
• May have one, two, four, sixteen, forty, or more buttons with messages. 
• Overlay must be physically changed, and device reprogrammed to change the messages. 
• Devices are lightweight and portable. 
• Most are accessed by a direct selection. A few have scanning capabilities. 
• Some have switch ports so that they can be activated by a switch or can act as a switch to 

activate a battery operated device such as an adapted toy. 

Patrick occasionally pointed to symbols on a communication binder display to 
communicate during snack, but often needed a prompt to do so. His team decided to try a 
speech generating device for a number of reasons.  They wondered if Patrick’s reluctance 
to use the snack symbols was because his requests might have been missed if the adult 
wasn’t looking at him, the communication board didn’t have the “power” that students 
with voice had and having a voice might be more motivating.  They introduced a simple 
Cheap Talk 8© to Patrick during snack because it was easy to program, had up to 8 
messages that were easy to access and visually defined and had the capability of recording 
single words or short phrases (37.5 seconds per message). At first they only programmed 4 
messages (“I want…..” drink & snack item, “uh oh” and “all done”).  They were careful to 
use a boy’s voice so that the device reflected Patrick’s age and gender. The team used the 
device themselves to request snack items, make a comment when they “spilled” and were 
finished with snack as a model to Patrick and other students.  The Cheap Talk 8 was 
placed close to Patrick, but he was not required to use it. When he gestured or otherwise 
indicated a desire for an item or to be finished, an adult would verbalize that request while 
pressing the appropriate message on the device. Other students liked to use the device to 
make snack requests even if they were verbal and were encouraged to do so. After a few 
weeks of daily snack, the adult paused waiting to see if Patrick would make a request 
using the Cheap Talk 8. With minimal prompts, Patrick started using the device on a 
regular basis. As Patrick’s success built, other messages were added (“more”, “sit here”, 
“please”, “good”) and modeled by adults and peers. Patrick may soon be a candidate for a 
more advanced device.  

Some examples (not an inclusive list) of simple speech generating devices include: 
32 Message Communicator© 

BIGmack® and LITTLEmack™ Communicators 
Cheap Talk© 

HipTalk© 

iTalk 
MessageMate™ 
Step-by-Step™ devices (Big and Little) 
Tech Four™ 
VoicePal 
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Speech Generating Devices with Levels 

As student’s communication skills continue to develop, their communication opportunities need to 
grow with them. One way of providing more communication messages to students in different 
settings, activities or environments is to use a speech generating device with levels. Each level can 
be programmed with specific vocabulary for each activity. Overlays are created with both core 
and topic specific (fringe) vocabulary. Overlays are changed as the student changes activities. 
SGDs with levels can range from very simple to quite complex. They have many of the same 
features as simple SGDs, but are more powerful. They are battery operated, but some use 
rechargeable batteries or can be plugged into an electrical outlet. They also use digitized or 
recorded speech, but have a greatly increased memory (some with over an hour of recording 
time).  Some of these devices also have the capability for both visual and auditory scanning. Many 
of the single level SGDs listed previously also have leveled versions. When considering the many 
different choices of SGDs with levels, remember to consider the student’s abilities, the messages 
the student will need to communicate in different environments, overlay storage, student’s ability 
to change overlays and the tasks the student needs to do. Common characteristics of SGDs with 
levels include: 
• Capable of storing several layers of messages. 
• Allows uses for multiple situations or environments, for example Level 1 can be programmed 

with messages appropriate for group or calendar time, Level 2 can hold messages for lunch, 
Level 3 could be vocabulary appropriate for social exchanges on the playground, Level 4 
could be programmed to support content messages in the general education classroom, etc.  

• Changing from level to level usually requires activating a button, sliding a switch, or 
otherwise indicating a new level and physically changing the picture overlay. 

Some devices with levels have unique features that are worth mentioning. The SMART™ series from 
AMDI have interchangeable flash cards, which increases the memory capabilities of the device. Each 
flash card holds the memory for additional overlays.  Commercially created sets of visual scene 
display overlays containing a flash card of professional voice recordings are available for purchase 
from AMDI.  Each overlay is “recognized” by the device from a series of holes punched on the side 
of the overlay. When the matching flash card is installed, the device senses the hole pattern in each 
overlay as it is inserted. 

One of the issues with leveled devices is the reliance on the communication partner to change 
overlays and levels when the student needs to communicate messages on a different level. The 
Bluebird II attempts to address that issue by attaching up to 10 overlays on the front of the device 
with common “binder rings”. The student flips to the desired overlays (colored tabs could be attached 
to make the pages more accessible) and presses the numbered button on the side keypad to select the 
level. 

Other leveled devices with unique features are those with “window frames”/keyguards.  The 7-Level 
Communication Builder has 7 levels and plastic window frames for 1, 2, 4, 8 or 16 messages.  A 
student with emerging communication skills could start using the device with either the 1 or 2 
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message frame and move up to a frame with more messages as their skills advance.  It also has the 
unique capability of using the 1 message frame for a visual scene display but programming more 
messages (8 or 16) on the display. The SuperTalker and L*E*O also have the capability to be 
programmed in different message formats and have similar window frames as the 7-Level 
Communication Builder. The L*E*O recognizes each overlay according to a bar code affixed to the 
back. 

A few other examples (not an inclusive list) of SGDs with levels include: 
AdVOCAte 
Boardmaker® Activity Pad 
ChatBox 
DigiCom 2000 
FL4SH™ 
Go Talk 
Hummingbird 
L*E*O 
Macaw 
Message Mate™ 
SuperHawk 
Tech™ series 

Speech Generating Devices with Icon Sequencing 

In a category by themselves are speech generating devices that use icon sequencing as a language 
base for communication. SGDs from the Prentke Romich Company use semantic compaction, a 
language method that sequences a small number of multi-meaning icons to form words, phrases or 
sentences. Devices range from those that are designed for emerging communicators to word-based 
complex communication systems. Common characteristics of systems which use semantic 
compaction are: 

• Icons have multiple meanings. Beginning communicators start with one meaning per icon, 
but more complex concepts and meanings are added to the icons as the student’s linguistic 
competence increases. For instance the icon “elephant” may be associated with concepts 
of big, strong and gray. 

• The core vocabulary does not change location which increases motor planning and 
automaticity for students with physical challenges. 

• Language “rules” are built in and taught using icon sequencing and icon prediction that 
students use when learning new vocabulary. 

• A small symbol set is used. Rather than adding new symbols, pages and navigation to the 
communication system, new concepts and meanings are added to the existing icons. 

o For example the yellow, smiley-faced sun icon is used for a beginning 
communicator for just the word "like" (everyone “likes” a nice sunny day!). Next 
the concepts of fun, yellow, and smile are added by combining the sun icon with 
other icons. 
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 Unity® symbol 
• Student may press two or three keys in sequence to produce a message. 

o Using the Unity language system, the student presses a button with a picture of a 
dog with a newspaper in its mouth followed by pushing a button with a picture of a 
question mark. The device speaks the message, “What’s new with you?” 

• The student (and communication partner if supporting an early user) must be able to 
remember the message code sequences. 

Some examples of devices that use icon sequencing are: 
Vanguard™ Plus 
Vantage™ series 
ECO™-14 
Chatbox® series 
SpringBoard™ series 

Speech Generating Devices using Dynamic Displays 

Speech generating devices with a dynamic display have a screen that changes overlays depending 
on the student’s input either through direct or indirect (scanning) selection.  The screens can show 
letters, words, phrases, symbols, photos, visual scene displays, small screens (pop-ups), even 
videos. Each time the student activates a message, there is potential for the screen to change.  The 
screens can range from very simple displays to extremely complex ones depending on the 
student’s linguistic, cognitive, physical and visual abilities. A dynamic display device may start 
with displays for an emerging communicator and advance in complexity as the student’s abilities 
change. Some practitioners feel that dynamic display devices reduce the cognitive load for 
communicators because the user doesn’t have to remember symbol sequences and simply needs to 
recognize the message they wish to communicate.  However there are features of dynamic 
displays that can challenge some students. Because the screen can potentially change with every 
“hit”, some students “get lost” trying to navigate to a message. It can be difficult for a student 
without literacy skills to convey a novel message. Motor planning is difficult for students with 
physical challenges because the symbols can change location depending on the screen. As with 
any speech generating device, each has features that may support one student while challenging 
another. 

SGDs with dynamic displays can range in size and weight from very small hand-held PDA based 
communicators to those that are large and heavy that need to be secured to a wheel-chair mount. 
Many SGDs with dynamic displays have capabilities in addition to communication. Some have 
built in environmental controls so that the student can not only voice their request to change the 
channel on the TV, but also do it through their device! Some devices have a built in keyboard 
with word prediction capabilities. Others can be used for writing and sending emails, text 
messages or talking on the telephone.  Many devices have advanced accessibility features 
including scanning capabilities with single or multiple switches, auditory scanning, head mouse 
access or eye gaze access. Some students with visual or attentional difficulties could benefit from 
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the “zoom” feature included on many SGDs and communication software in which the selected or 
scanned symbol enlarges on the screen to give it more prominence. 

 
SGDs with dynamic displays may use digitized recordings, synthetic voices or both. Those that 
have both types of voices have the most flexibility for the student’s personalized voice. They can 
use a high quality synthetic voice for most messages or to speak any text the student has written. 
But when the student wants to sound like their peers (use slang, tell a joke, greet their peers) a 
digitized recording of a same age and gender peer can be used. Some dynamic display devices 
utilize only digitized recordings that are limited to pre-loaded or customized messages. A student 
would not be able to “write” a word or message and have the device speak it. 
These are some of the common characteristics of dynamic display speech generating devices: 

• Pictures, words or symbols are represented on a screen, which is capable of touch or 
switch activation. Activating a picture on the screen produces a message or advances to a 
new screen or window. 

• The device automatically changes the picture displays and corresponding messages. 
o For example, to ask for a cheeseburger at McDonald’s… 

 the student selects the symbol for food from the main page 
 the device automatically changes to a new page of food symbols, which 

includes one representing fast food 
 the student selects the fast food symbol 
 the device produces a page with symbols representing several fast food 

restaurants 
 the student presses the symbol for McDonald’s 
 the device changes to a page that includes items on the McDonald’s menu 
 the student selects the symbol of the cheeseburger 

o It should be noted that if a student ALWAYS orders the same thing from the menu, 
a quicker link could be programmed which would require fewer page sets and 
activations 

• May require significant programming to personalize. 
• One icon or “hit” can be programmed to produce a single word, a phrase or a long 

message such as a pre-stored speech or class presentation. 
• Students need to navigate to different pages to communicate about different topics. 

 
Another option for teams who are considering a trial or assessment with a speech generating device 
with a dynamic display is installing software with those features on a computer. This software can be 
installed on desktop, laptop or tablet computers. Many teams use AAC software on a computer as a 
way to emulate a dedicated device. The software programs have the same capabilities such as 
scanning capabilities, linking to new pages or programs, student specific settings for number of 
display items, visual settings, etc. Computer systems can have touch-screens built into the monitor or 
added on as hardware. Tablet computers can have a touch-screen that rotates and lays flat on the 
keyboard, emulating an SGD. 

 
A few examples (not an inclusive list) of speech generating software with dynamic displays include: 
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	Assistive Technology for Students with Multiple Challenges 
	Jill Gierach MSE ATP, Shelly Weingarten M.Ed, OTR, Mary Beth Werner OTR 
	Introduction 
	Introduction 
	Students with Multiple Challenges: Who are they? 
	Students who experience these multiple challenges often require assistive tools and services that are responsive and flexible to the medical, sensory, physical and cognitive challenge they experience daily. By definition of the heterogeneous nature of this population, each child may have fluctuations of attending that make it imperative that teachers are capable of adjusting instruction as well as skilled in utilizing a variety of tools to maximize the instructional moment. 
	“It is imperative that any set of disability-specific needs not serve to stereotype a student, to lower expectations for a student, or to contribute to negative self-fulfilling prophecies for a student. So-called unique or disability-specific needs should be taken only as possible areas of risk for IEP teams to investigate, not inevitable features automatically conjoined to a specific disability in question”. (Jackson, R., 2005). 
	The students within this group represent about 1% of the school population. It is suggested by some that we think of this group not in terms of the type of disability label; instead, we recognize that by using the response to instruction (RtI) model’s definition that without specific individualized supports, students will not be able to participate independently at the universal level, or at the targeted level to address their instructional needs. The greatest part of a student’s day will need individual su
	We further identify this group of students in the following way: these individuals will depend on significant levels of caregiver support throughout their lifespan. These students are typically not independent in communication, mobility, self-care, or decision-making areas. They have difficulty transitioning from one task to another and from one environment to another. They often have difficulty generalizing skills or applying learning across environments. Their sensory systems are not integrated systems. T
	According to IDEA '97:  
	Multiple disabilities means concomitant impairments (such as mental retardation-blindness, mental retardation-orthopedic impairment, etc.), the combination of which causes such severe educational needs that they cannot be accommodated in special education programs solely for one of the impairments. The term does not include deaf-blindness. Authority: 20 U.S.C. 1401(3)(A) and (B); 1401(26) 
	According to IDEA '97: 
	Deaf-blindness means concomitant hearing and visual impairments, the combination of which causes such severe communication and other developmental and educational needs that cannot be accommodated in special education programs solely for children with deafness or children with blindness. Authority: 20 U.S.C. 1401(3)(A) and (B); 1401(26) 
	Purpose 
	This chapter’s purpose is to augment the content in the other ASNAT chapters by providing some guidance to the ASNAT teams when they are considering assistive technology to support students with multiple, significant and profound disabilities. The original ASNAT process can work for helping teams sort through the options of support for these students with additional questions. These questions clarify how each disability area influences the target task and impacts assistive technology service and tool select
	Core Beliefs 
	1. Movement 
	1. 
	1. 
	1. 
	Every child has the right to move more independently and our job is to make them safe. 

	2. 
	2. 
	Each child must be honored in the process. 

	3. 
	3. 
	Positioning is dynamic and there is no “one” position. 

	4. 
	4. 
	Positioning is task-specific. 

	5. 
	5. 
	Movement is the foundation for all learning. 

	6. 
	6. 
	Transitions are the richest movement of all. 


	B. Communication 
	1. 
	1. 
	1. 
	Every child deserves to communicate in multiple ways. 

	2. 
	2. 
	Communication is the key to engagement in all environments. 

	3. 
	3. 
	Every child has a story to tell and we must find a way to help them tell it.  

	4. 
	4. 
	Receptive language develops before expressive. 


	C. Functional academics 
	1. 
	1. 
	1. 
	Every student should be provided with curriculum that is engaging and meets their needs. 

	2. 
	2. 
	There is the expectation there is measurable change in goal attainment.  

	3. 
	3. 
	There needs to be a balance between learning outcomes (observable change in the student’s behavior) and general supports provided by the staff. 


	This chapter will also have a Decision Making Guide. We will follow the guide with a Tool box. This departs from the continuums in the other chapters.  We encourage you to look at those chapters to see if they provide you with ideas of tools to try with your target student’s task. If you need something else look to the tool box. These are examples of possible supports and do not follow a progression. Resources can be found at the end of this chapter. We also suggest for each category/task the reader look to
	Introduction to Functional Academics  
	Core Beliefs: 
	1. 
	1. 
	1. 
	Every student should be provided with curriculum that is engaging and meets their needs. 

	2. 
	2. 
	There is the expectation there is measurable change in goal attainment. 

	3. 
	3. 
	There needs to be a balance between learning outcomes (observable change in the student’s behavior) and general supports provided by the staff. 


	Research 
	 Because of the low incidence and heterogeneous nature of this population, research is not as readily available to support implementation of assistive technology or best instructional practices. One of the chief advocacy groups for this population brings two questions to light that need to be considered as we develop environments that support students with significant disabilities. 
	It is important that teachers have expectations for the students with significant disabilities. This is often a foundation upon which the assessment for assistive technology supports is built. All staff must expect that the technology will provide a student with access to engaged and participatory learning. Research has been done on the affect of teacher attitude on student achievement. For more information, look to the study by: 
	Jussim, Lee, Kent D.,Harber (2005). Teacher expectations and self-fulfilling prophecies: knowns and unknowns, resolved and unresolved controversies. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 
	9. Retrieved 5/26/09, from 
	http://psr.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abst 
	http://psr.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abst 


	To further state the situation TASH (The Association for Persons with Severe Handicaps) presented testimony to the Interagency Committee on Disability Research Stakeholder Meeting in Washington on August 13, 2008. Targeting research design for this population:  
	In addition to the small numbers of, and high degree of variance across, individuals with low-incidence disabilities, exerting experimental controls in inclusive settings 
	using traditional large-n approaches at worst is impossible, and at best is both extremely difficult and intrusive to the natural dynamic and relationships present in those settings. A number of applicable research methodologies that are less intrusive (e.g., participant observation, case studies, single subject designs) are available that may be necessary either to collect any data related to low incidence populations (e.g., individuals with intensive support needs, dual sensory impairments, or multiple di
	Thought Point: As we assess individual students for their assistive technology needs it benefits not only the student but also our field of practice if we develop replicable implementation and data collection methodologies. 
	TASH also expressed concern about 
	The passage of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act has dramatically extended research in general education curriculum and instruction, but has lead to a steadily decreasing investment in educational research for individuals with the most significant disabilities, including individuals with intensive support needs, dual sensory impairments, or multiple disabilities. 
	Thought Point:  How does this affect students as we implement universal design for learning (UDL) principals? Does UDL include all students?  How do we make certain the needs of our most involved students are also considered? 
	For more information on UDL and low incidence students see:  Jackson, R. (2005). Curriculum Access for Students with Low-Incidence Disabilities: The Promise of Universal Design for Learning. Wakefield, MA: National Center on Accessing the General Curriculum. Retrieved May 23, 2009 from . 
	http://www.cast.org/publications/ncac/ncac_lowinc.html
	http://www.cast.org/publications/ncac/ncac_lowinc.html


	Specific research on functional academics is limited. With the reauthorization of IDEA ‘04 and NCLB there is a new accountability built into programming and assessment. In the past goals for this population may have been along the lines of: 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Will match one out of two colors given a set of two. 

	• 
	• 
	Will hit a switch. 

	• 
	• 
	Will pick up an object and put it into a container. 

	• 
	• 
	Will indicate yes, no. 

	• 
	• 
	Will sit quietly during story. 

	• 
	• 
	Will greet a peer. 


	Many of these goals did not lend themselves to real learning or measureable outcomes. Switch use can be a tool but to do what activity or to participate in what task? In Wisconsin, the Department of Public Instruction has responded by creating the Wisconsin Extended Grade Band Standards . 
	http://dpi.wi.gov/sped/assmt-extstd.html
	http://dpi.wi.gov/sped/assmt-extstd.html


	The State of Wisconsin has established Extended Grade Band Standards in Reading, Mathematics, and Science to guide instruction and curriculum planning for students with significant cognitive disabilities. The extended standards indicate what students with significant cognitive disabilities are expected to know and be able to do academically. The extended standards are used as the basis for the  for Students with Disabilities (WAA-SwD). 
	Wisconsin Alternate Assessment

	This support assists teachers in developing IEPs that reflect a standards-based approach. This will then further assist them to identify tasks the student needs to accomplish and identify the AT tools that may support them. 
	At the web site goals look like this: 
	With this as a guide, we have movement and skill development. A student begins at minimal or basic, and then moves to proficient or advanced. The activity of matching is connected to a real activity in their environment. It begins with a low technology solution, such as photos, and then moves to picture or word cards. As we probe this example we may need to add more support depending on the student’s involving and understanding. We may need to look at which communication symbol best represents the activity 
	Functional academics will provide students with skills that allow them to make choices about their care and preferences. This includes engaging in communication that is understood and honored. The communication section of this chapter provides the reader with more information on the importance communication and how this impacts all aspects of this population’s quality of life. 
	Other supports: COACH: Choosing Outcomes and Accommodations for Children (2005). Every Move Counts, Clicks and Chats (2008). 
	Using the SETT process and Decision Making Guide
	Important: It is intended that you use this as a guide. The Decision Making Guide follows the SETT (Student, Environment, Task, and Tool) format with a subcategory under Student and Environment for Sensory Considerations. Additional categories include Narrowing the Focus to help identify a specific task in order to select appropriate assistive technology, a category for Implementation Plan to assign trials, dates, responsibilities, data collection and also a Follow-Up Plan to set a date for the team to reco
	The questions posed are not intended to be all inclusive but rather to prompt the team to consider as many factors as possible in order to identify and ultimately try appropriate assistive technology for their students.  
	WATI Assistive Technology Decision Making Guide 
	Area of Concern: 
	Multiple Challenges-Functional Academics 

	Statement about individuals who are unable to perform tasks due to cognitive limitations or because of severe physical involvement, or both. 
	PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION 
	Student’s Abilities/Difficulties 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Medical conditions 

	• 
	• 
	Severe physical challenges 

	• 
	• 
	Cognitive challenges (Memory) 

	• 
	• 
	(recognition ,strategic, 

	• 
	• 
	limbic systems)( ability to generalize information) 

	• 
	• 
	Sensory challenges  

	• 
	• 
	Or combination 

	• 
	• 
	Motivating activities  

	• 
	• 
	Movement 

	• 
	• 
	Variability on abilities from day to day or hour to hour 

	• 
	• 
	Challenging behaviors 

	• 
	• 
	Communication abilities 

	• 
	• 
	Other concerns 


	Environmental Considerations 
	What environmental considerations impact the area of concern? 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Are there multiple way representing content? 

	• 
	• 
	Are multiple means of expressing what the students know supported? 

	• 
	• 
	Are there multiple approaches to student engagement accepted. 

	• 
	• 
	Are there areas without visual clutter? 

	• 
	• 
	How flexibility is the scheduling or classroom schedule? 

	• 
	• 
	How much adult support is in the room? 


	Tasks 
	What task(s) do you want the student to do that relate to the area of concern? 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Ex. Reacts to objects, activities or interactions by displaying an observable change in behavior. 

	• 
	• 
	Directs and sustains attention to activity 

	• 
	• 
	Uses objects for intended purposes 


	Check DPI resource Wisconsin Adaptive Skills Resource Guide http://dpi.wi.gov/sped/adaptsk ills.html 
	Sensory Considerations 
	What sensory challenges does the student have that impacts ? (i.e., visual, auditory, tactile) response level, self regulation  recovery time, transition issues 
	Narrowing the Focus 
	i.e. Specific task identified for solution generation 
	Solution Generation Tools & Strategies 
	Brainstorming Only No Decision Review Continuum 
	Solution Selection Tools & Strategies 
	Use a Feature Match Process to Discuss & Select Idea from Solution Generation 
	Implementation Plan 
	AT Trials/Services Needed: 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Objectives to determine effectiveness of trial 

	• 
	• 
	Training needed 

	• 
	• 
	Date 

	• 
	• 
	Length 

	• 
	• 
	Person(s) Responsible 


	Follow-Up Plan 
	Who & When Set specific date now. 
	Important:  It is intended that you use this as a guide. Each topic should be written in large print where everyone can see them, i.e. on a flip chart or board. Information should then be transferred to paper for distribution, file, and future reference. 
	Student’s Abilities and Difficulties 
	As a team, discuss what the student’s abilities and difficulties are related to communication.  
	Medical Considerations 
	Does the child receive medications that might affect their learning or recognition systems? Does their level of awareness change in response to when they receive their medications? If so, we need to take this into consideration when developing instructional programs. 
	Severe Physical Challenges 
	Often with significant cognitive involvement there will also be significant physical disability. It is critical that the student’s position be assessed for active engagement in an activity to occur. We also need to determine how accessing the AT is going to be accomplished. If the student does not have hand movement, we may need to consider providing access at the head, or eye gaze. Please see position section of this chapter for further information, as well as Chapter 2 – Assistive Technology for Seating a
	Cognitive (memory, recognition, strategic and limbic systems, generalizing learning)  
	As we learn more about how the brain processes information we make better instructional decisions. How does the student respond to a novel tool or environment or person? How many exposures does it take for the student to retrieve or remember that information? Does this recognition only occur in the setting in which the information was learned or can the student apply this learning to unfamiliar settings? How does the student demonstrate they know or recognize information? How does the student feel about sch
	Sensory Challenges 
	Most students have a preferred sensory system. This can assist in finding the assistive technology that will support the chosen task. How does their sensory system impact learning? Which is their primary system? Which system affects them negatively? Does this change throughout the day? 
	A Combination of Sensory and Cognitive Challenges 
	It will often be the case that there will be both sensory and cognitive challenges. It is important that the assessment team assesses how to approach the implementation of AT with this in mind. Supports such as  can assist in determining sensory influences. 
	Every Move Counts, Clicks and Chats

	Variability of Abilities from Day to Day or Hour to Hour 
	Variability of abilities is often a characteristic observed in some students in this category. Teachers will often remark, “The student knew how to do that last week.” There is more than one reason for this. It could have been a skill taught in isolation and not generalized. It may be something that met criteria on one day and was not returned to. There may be some organic issues that are affecting retention, or the task has little meaning to the student. Students can be fully engaged at different times of 
	Challenging Behaviors 
	What do they look like? Can you predict when they occur? How do you deal with them? We find that when we can address the sensory and communications needs of these students challenging behaviors decrease. 
	Other Concerns 
	List other items that are particular to this student and affect their ability to perform the task. 
	Environmental Considerations 
	As a team discuss and write on chart paper any environmental considerations that might impact the student’s communication in the classroom, number of different settings or any other environmental impacts. 
	There may be concerns about the transition from one activity to another within the classroom or across the school environment. Is there an opportunity to slow the transition time down for those students who process differently? Does the student have ready access to a variety of materials (manipulative, picture or tactile supports, real objects, music, e-text, computers, other access materials and supports) that would help them to understand and process content? Can they move around the environment? How is t
	Sensory Considerations 
	Different environments have different levels of sensory stimulation.  If the team has determined that sensory impacts are influential for the student’s learning, identify the sensory levels in each environment in which the student will be communicating 
	Assistive Technology: past and present 
	What assistive technology has been employed in the past or is currently used with the student?  List all assistive technologies that have been used with the student.  If some have been discontinued, make note of the reasons.  Sometimes effective tools are discontinued for reasons that no longer exist or can be changed such as computer conflicts, lack of training, not transferring to a new building/staff, lack of interest, or other reasons that are no longer present.  If the student is currently using assist
	Task(s) 
	As a team discuss and write on chart paper the tasks that the student needs to do related to the tasks. 
	We may start with tasks identified in the general education setting.  Wisconsin Adaptive Skills Resource Guide ( ) is aligned with the Wisconsin Knowledge Content Standards. Many of the students this chapter supports will utilize the Pre-Requisite Concepts beginning on page 6 of the guide. Here is a math example: 
	www.dpi.wi.gov/sped/adaptskills.html
	www.dpi.wi.gov/sped/adaptskills.html


	Figure
	The Tools list will present additional assistive technology tools and supports that will expand what is generally listed as an Instructional tool in the Adaptive Skills Resource guide. 
	Narrowing the Focus 
	As a team, identify by circling or other means those few tasks the student needs to do in whatever curriculum area has been chosen that will have the most impact. In our experience the goals usually chosen are communication. But they may be asked to communicate about a function curriculum task. So we will be utilizing two applications of assistive technology and possibility three if the positioning issue also needs attention. 
	Solution Generation: Tools/Strategies 
	As a team, brainstorm and write on chart paper any assistive technologies and/or strategies you think will assist the student in successfully completing those tasks you identified. 
	The team brainstorms strategies and assistive technology tools that may be of benefit for the student to complete the identified tasks in the given environments. Do not critique or otherwise evaluate the suggestions at this time.  List all suggested tools and strategies including those currently in use on chart paper for all to see.  The tools and strategies discussed below follow the general continuum for reading.  The continuum is generally organized from low to high Assistive Technology. It is not intend
	Each ASNAT chapter has a list of tools or strategies that may need some adaptation to meet the needs of students with multiple disabilities. See the continuum in each targeted academic area. 
	For additional information on instruction, look at the supports in our Toolbox for Academics. 
	Tool Box for Academic Support for students with Multiple Challenges 
	1. Program development: COACH: Choosing Outcomes and Accommodations for Children Support for developing individual education programs in integrated setting. Giangreco,Cloninger, & Iverson, Michael F., Chigee J., & Virginia S. (2005). COACH: Choosing Outcomes and Accommodations for Children. Baltimore, Maryland: Brookes. This tool assists IEP team members in understanding the relationship between functional and academic skills that are part of the general education curriculum. The COACH includes a set of que
	Figure
	The COACH Model 
	2. 
	2. 
	2. 
	2. 
	MAPS (Making Action Plans) is a widely used approach to person-centered planning. MAPS helps bring together the key people in someone's life to develop a support plan developed by Marsha Forest and Jack Pearpoint at the Marsha Forest Center, 24 Thorne Crescent, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M6H 2S5(416) 658-5363 or FAX 658-5067. This is not a curriculum but 

	rather a team tool to look at the student and develop the IEP after they answer six key questions that end with “What would an ideal day at school be like for the student?” 

	3. 
	3. 
	Information on Literacy, reading and writing--look to Copeland, & Keefe, Susan, & Elizabeth (2007). Effective Literacy Instruction: for students with moderate or severe disabilities. Baltimore, Maryland: Brookes 

	4. 
	4. 
	Information on effective instruction practices for teaching students who may not understand spoken language--look to Downing, June,E. (2008). Including Students with Severe and Multiple Disabilities in Typical Classrooms. Baltimore, Maryland: Brookes. 

	5. 
	5. 
	Stages Framework - “Stages is a seven-level developmental framework that describes a learner's cognitive and language abilities. Stages helps schools comply with alternate assessment mandates by providing an accessible way to assess learners with special needs. Stages also serves as a selection guide for curriculum activities (including both software and off-computer activities). The sequence of seven Stages is based on the work of Madalaine Pugliese, a nationally recognized authority in the fields of assis


	 (retrieved June 17, 2009) 
	00008&site=itc
	http://store.cambiumlearning.com/ProgramPage.aspx?parentId=074004184&functionID=0090 


	This software assists teachers to look at students needs in the following areas: 
	1. 
	1. 
	1. 
	Cause and Effect 

	2. 
	2. 
	Language Readiness 

	3. 
	3. 
	Emerging language 

	4. 
	4. 
	Early Concepts 

	5. 
	5. 
	Advanced Concepts and Communication 

	6. 
	6. 
	Functional Learning 

	7. 
	7. 
	Written expressions 


	As the team focuses in on the specific academic needs for a student, it has been our experience that when using the ASNAT process the team realizes that for the student to succeed it is less about the tools used and more about supporting communication and positioning for task performance. We also find the team needs support in identifying appropriate IEP goals and consistent teaching strategies. It is for these reasons that we added sections to this chapter on communication and how powered mobility might be
	Communication for Students with Multiple Challenges 
	Introduction 
	Communication is a major functional skill.  
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Every child deserves to communicate in multiple ways. 

	• 
	• 
	Communication is the key to engagement in all environments. 

	• 
	• 
	Receptive language develops before expressive. 

	• 
	• 
	Every child has a story to tell and we must find away to help them tell it. 


	When an individual cannot communicate, often their communication partners assist with prompts and interpretations. Given this situation, it is not possible to determine if the message source is truly the individual with the disability or the communication partners. 
	Individuals with severe disabilities often depend upon communication partners to send messages. In some cases, partners play "20 questions" to determine wants, needs, and desires. Examples include:  
	"Do you want juice or cookies?" "You want a cookie?" "Do you want chocolate chip or peanut butter?"  “Oh, you don’t want a cookie, do you want chips?” 
	Other times, partners prompt the individual to convey specific messages. For example: 
	"Tell Mrs. Ice you want the front seat." "Say thank you!" 
	Communication partners translate information to third parties, and also to themselves. For example: 
	"When he makes that face, I know he wants more." 
	When these experiences happen again and again a child is being taught to be a passive communicative partner which in turn leads to learned helplessness.  
	Learned helplessness occurs when a student does not attempt to ask for or do things for themselves due to repeated experiences in which the child has not been able to have an effect on other people or the environment. This is likely the result for a child who is unable to act or behave in expected or conventional ways or is helplessness due to a disability. Because family members are not able to interpret or respond to the child's communicative attempts, the child does not discern a relationship between his
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Motor, sensory or cognitive impairments that impede their ability to effectively act the environment, or to understand the results of their actions.  

	• 
	• 
	Lack of opportunity to make choices or otherwise be able to determine one's own life.  

	• 
	• 
	Communication impairments that prevent them from being understood by others. 


	To prevent learned helplessness, the child needs to be able to exert some control over other people and the environment. This can be done by providing the child with instruction and adaptations that increase his or her ability to reliably and effectively influence others and the environment, such as Alternative Augmentative Communication (AAC) devices. In addition, the child can also be given the ability to exercise this control through increased sensitivity and responsiveness from partners, and ample oppor
	Research related to communication for children with multiple disabilities is limited due to the low incidence of this population, and the heterogeneous nature of their make-up. We can look for the research in the area of deaf blind populations. This group often has other considerations including cognitive, sensory, or motor issues that impact their communication. 
	Research 
	 Research tells us that we all communicate. 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Research on the development of communication in infants without disabilities has shown that parents and infants communicate with each other soon after the infant is born. This knowledge has helped to understand that speech is not the only way we communicate and that we can teach individuals with severe communication disorders to communicate using a variety of means. (Rowland & Schweigert 1990, 1996) 

	• 
	• 
	Contemporary assessment procedures can best be characterized as fitting the Participation Model, which holds that all persons with severe disabilities can achieve enhanced communication ability. This makes it a strength model, a departure from previous deficit-based models (Kroth & Bolson, 1996) 

	• 
	• 
	Perhaps the greatest change in augmentative and alternative communication has been the near-universal abandonment of prerequisites for AAC services. This has occurred largely because of the lack of compelling empirical research supporting the requirement that certain cognitive prerequisites be present prior to beginning effective augmentative communication services (Kangas & Lloyd, 1988) 


	We must change how we (the communication partner) interact with the students.
	 vanDijk’s (2006) research suggests: 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Teachers and parents can improve the quality of interactions with children who are deaf-blind by learning new skills. 

	• 
	• 
	Video analysis is a powerful tool in training. 

	• 
	• 
	When parents and teachers change their own attitudes and behavior, children use more positive interactive behaviors in response. 


	Mirenda (1993) noted, “Communication is not something that has to be learned. It is inevitability because people cannot  communicate.” The success of an interaction with a child with complex communication needs depends heavily on the interaction skills of the communication partner. 
	not

	Blackstone (2002) research looks at some behaviors of communication partners: 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Dominate communicative interactions. 

	• 
	• 
	Ask yes/no questions. 

	• 
	• 
	Take the majority of conversational turns. 

	• 
	• 
	Provide few opportunities for individuals using AAC to initiate conversations or to respond during conversations. 

	• 
	• 
	Frequently interrupt the utterances of individuals using AAC or his or her message 


	At the same time, individuals using AAC have been noted to: 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Play passive roles (e.g., initiate few interactions, respond only in obligatory contexts) 

	• 
	• 
	Produce a limited range of communicative functions; and 

	• 
	• 
	use restricted words 


	There is clear evidence that many communication partners need to learn how to successfully interact with individuals who use AAC.  
	Karlan (1989) developed a program called Environmental Communication Teaching (ECT). ECT is a research-based communication intervention approach that uses incidental teaching episodes that are directed toward functional communication. The goal of this training program is to facilitate an increase in augmentative communication use in target students. One day of the training is looking at how partners can act to facilitate, rather than inhibit, the student’s communication skills. 
	 We must start where the child is at for them to advance. Sometimes we have to take a step back to kick it up a notch. Rowland and Schweigert (2000), show that most individuals who do not have pre-symbolic means of communication are not successful in acquiring any sort of symbolic means of communication.  Through their research they demonstrated that once individuals learn to communicate presymbolically, it is a fairly straightforward matter to teach students to use some sort of symbol system to communicate
	-

	Prior to children understanding that symbols represent an activity is a level of pre-symbolic communication. At this level children use body and limb movements, gestures and vocalizations as a way of intentionally communicating. 
	Tangible Symbols have proved useful for a wide variety of individuals of all ages. Tangible Symbols Systems™ is not just a mode of communication, but a systematic instructional sequence. A recent study (Rowland & Schweigert, 2000) demonstrated the following findings:  
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Tangible symbols may serve as a bridge to other symbol systems, including abstract symbol systems such as speech or manual sign language.  

	• 
	• 
	Learning to use tangible symbols does not interfere with the acquisition of speech.  

	• 
	• 
	Tangible symbols may be a useful means of communication for some children with autism spectrum disorders.  

	• 
	• 
	Individuals who are already able to communicate effectively using gestures or vocalizations are more readily able to learn to use tangible symbols than are those who do not have intentional pre-symbolic communication skills.  


	Using the SETT process and Decision Making Guide-Communication 
	Important: It is intended that you use this as a guide. The Decision Making Guide follows the SETT (Student, Environment, Task, and Tool) format with a subcategory under Student and Environment for Sensory Considerations. Additional categories include Narrowing the Focus to help identify a specific task in order to select appropriate assistive technology, a category for Implementation Plan to assign trials, dates, responsibilities, data collection and also a Follow-Up Plan to set a date for the team to reco
	The questions posed are not intended to be all inclusive but rather to prompt the team to consider as many factors as possible in order to identify and ultimately try appropriate assistive technology for their students. 
	It is important to remember for students with multiple challenges we need to focus on the interaction and communication- not the technology. Sensory Considerations play a significant role with children with multiple challenges. 
	The next section will go through the Student, the Environment and the Tasks on the Decision Making Guide. Typically you would also talk about brainstorming Tools and Strategies, Selection of Tools and Strategies and the Implementation Plan. The purpose of this section is to help teams to identify where the student currently is with their communication skills. The resources listed in the toolbox provide frameworks to systematically approach student assessment all the way to developing an implementation plan.
	WATI Assistive Technology Decision Making Guide 
	Area of Concern: 
	Multiple Challenges-Communications 

	PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION 
	Student’s Abilities/Difficulties 
	What are the student’s abilities & difficulties related to the area of communication? 
	Review Student Information Guide, Chapter 1 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Current Mode of communication (reliable and predictable motor movement) 

	• 
	• 
	Motivating activities 

	• 
	• 
	Readiness to use symbols 

	• 
	• 
	Visual Concerns 

	• 
	• 
	Hearing Concerns 

	• 
	• 
	Medical conditions 

	• 
	• 
	Other concerns 


	Environmental Considerations 
	What are the staff doing/ what does the environment look like? 
	Type of classroom 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Self contained 

	• 
	• 
	Resource 

	• 
	• 
	Full inclusion 

	• 
	• 
	Team approach 

	• 
	• 
	Communication opportunities  

	• 
	• 
	Transitions 

	• 
	• 
	Assistive Technology: past and present 


	Tasks 
	What skill does the student need to develop prior to utilizing A.T.? 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Communication intent 

	• 
	• 
	Reliable motor response 

	• 
	• 
	Identify motivating activities 

	• 
	• 
	Symbol set 


	What tasks do we want the student to do that assistive technology would enhance? 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Refuse 

	• 
	• 
	Make choices 

	• 
	• 
	Social Participation 

	• 
	• 
	Make comments 


	Sensory Considerations 
	What sensory preference/ sensitivities does the student have that impacts Communication  
	(i.e., visual, auditory, tactile) 
	Narrowing the Focus 
	i.e. Specific task identified for solution generation 
	Solution Generation Tools & Strategies 
	Brainstorming Only No Decision 
	Solution Selection Tools & Strategies 
	Use a Feature Match Process to Discuss & Select Idea from Solution Generation 
	Implementation Plan 
	AT Trials/Services Needed: Communication Objectives to determine effectiveness of trial: 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Training needed 

	• 
	• 
	Date 

	• 
	• 
	Length 

	• 
	• 
	Person(s) Responsible 


	Follow-Up Plan 
	Who & When Set specific date now. 
	Important:  It is intended that you use this as a guide. Each topic should be written in large print where everyone can see them, i.e. on a flip chart or board. Information should then be transferred to paper for distribution, file, and future reference. 
	Student’s Abilities and Difficulties 
	As a team, discuss what the student’s abilities and difficulties are related to communication. In looking at beginning communicators it is critical to ask the following questions: 
	Mode of communication 
	How does the student demonstrate intent to communicate? Does the student use change in affect, gestures, vocalizations, facial expressions, or eye gaze to tell you something? Does the student have a reliable motor response? When looking for a reliable movement, reflexes and tone can interfere in reliability, so you must be careful in choosing a movement for communication. It must be reliable, not reflex-induced or position-dependent. You want to stride for optimal positioning for the student.  If a student 
	One needs to be acutely aware of the continuum-of-communication intent to ensure that one does not miss a potential response by the student. For example, you may be watching for the student to extend their hand to point, while they have gazed at the object several times. It is common for each team member to have communication interactions based on different communication responses. It is significant that you determine whether the student has intent in their communication responses. The key to keep in mind i
	Motivating activities 
	What are motivating (enjoyable) activities? How often do they occur during the day? It is important to keep in mind when teaching communication skills that you must start with what the communicator finds enjoyable, and it must occur often for them to learn the connection between the message (the topic, what the communicator is communicating about) and  their means of communication (behavior used to communicate the message). Only when communication is recognized and consistently reinforced will those with se
	Readiness to use symbols to communicate 
	Does the student understand that concrete symbols (symbolic gestures and vocalizations, three– dimensional objects, two-dimensional pictures) represent an activity (event or person)?  
	The work of Charity Rowland and Phillip Schweigert have demonstrated that tangible symbols may serve as bridge to other symbol systems (such as speech or manual sign language), and that learning to use tangible symbols does not interfere with the acquisition of speech. 
	Rowland, C. & Schweigert, P. (1990, 1996). Tangible Symbol Systems. is one resource for teachers if the student is ready for Tangible Symbols. This resource explains tangible symbols for expressive communication, receptive communication, and levels of representation. The book includes a Tangible Symbol pretest, a comprehension check and progress monitoring tools. It is available on the Design to Learn website through the authors and online at  . 
	http://osepideasthatwork.org/toolkit/InstPract_tan_sym.asp
	http://osepideasthatwork.org/toolkit/InstPract_tan_sym.asp


	Vision / Hearing 
	It is important to consider vision and hearing. Below are three common visual and or hearing deficits often found in children with multiple challenges. This is not a complete list, but is meant to provide a basic understanding and lists of common behaviors.  
	Deaf-Blindness 
	Students that are considered severe/profound may also have dual sensory impairments. The nature and extent of deaf-blindness in children is often misunderstood. Although the term deaf-blindness implies a complete absence of hearing and sight, in reality, it refers to children with varying degrees of vision and hearing loss. The core feature of deaf-blindness is that the combination of losses limits access to auditory and visual information. When both vision and hearing are affected, especially from birth or
	The National Consortium On Deaf-Blindness November 2007 newsletter reported on the findings of the National Deaf-Blind Child Count. Key points were identified as:  
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Deaf-blindness is varied and complex. 

	• 
	• 
	Children with deaf-blindness are as diverse as the number of children reported. 

	• 
	• 
	Early identification and intervention are critical. 


	Children and youth who are deaf-blind often have other disabilities. In fact, more than 90% of children who are deaf-blind have one or more additional disabilities or health problems and some may be identified as having multiple disabilities rather than deaf-blindness. In these cases, the impact of combined hearing and vision loss may not be recognized or addressed. Training and support are available through federally-funded technical assistance projects in each state. 
	http://www.nationaaldb.org 
	http://www.nationaaldb.org 


	For a student with deaf-blindness, the combined effects of the vision and hearing loss create a barrier that significantly impedes the ability to gather information from the environment. This causes chronic difficulties with incidental learning and concept development. Students cannot learn what they do not detect, and they may be unaware of what they are missing. Access to information is a primary issue for all students with deaf blindness, and should be addressed in each IEP. (From IEP Quality Indicators 
	http://www.tsbvi.edu/Outreach/deafblind/indicators.htm>) 

	Cortical Visual Impairment 
	http://ohiolionseyeresearch.com/cortical_visual_impairment.htm 
	http://ohiolionseyeresearch.com/cortical_visual_impairment.htm 
	http://ohiolionseyeresearch.com/cortical_visual_impairment.htm 


	Cortical visual impairment (CVI) is a complex and heterogeneous condition in which the eyes and optic nerves appear healthy; yet, the patient does not have normal vision or normal visual perception. Indeed, as the name implies, CVI is not an eye condition but rather a brain condition. Previously, many eye doctors referred to such patients as "cortically blind" but it is now generally believed that many of these patients have useable, albeit abnormal, vision. 
	CVI results from a number of conditions that affect the brain and particularly the surface of the brain called the cortex. Intracranial bleeding, head trauma, birth defects, strokes, or seizures can result in CVI. Typically diagnosed during infancy, CVI is also associated with premature or more 
	CVI results from a number of conditions that affect the brain and particularly the surface of the brain called the cortex. Intracranial bleeding, head trauma, birth defects, strokes, or seizures can result in CVI. Typically diagnosed during infancy, CVI is also associated with premature or more 
	accurately complications due to premature birth, such as intracranial bleeding. Typical visual behaviors of an infant or child with CVI include: 

	• 
	• 
	• 
	Momentary fixation – the child will look (fixate) on things only briefly, say about a second or less 

	• 
	• 
	Variable vision – the child with CVI will seem to "see" at certain times and not at other times  

	• 
	• 
	Selective attention – the child may look at some things that may be rather hard to see (e.g., small toy) but act unaware with very salient objects (e.g., faces)  

	• 
	• 
	Avoidance – some children with CVI will actively avoid (e.g., look away from) salient visual objects 

	• 
	• 
	Prefer certain colors – some children with CVI will attend to colored objects (e.g., yellow) but ignore black-white objects 

	• 
	• 
	Moving objects – some children with CVI will track or watch an object when it is moving (e.g., a small ball rolling across the floor) but ignore or exhibit "blind" behavior (using hands to locate a nearby object) to the same object when it is stationary  

	• 
	• 
	Act blind but respond to objects – some children with CVI will act as though they’re not able to see or identify an object but, at the same time, are able to locate and grab or actively avoid the object.  

	• 
	• 
	Hemianopsia – some children with CVI will be missing parts of their visual field and may prefer to fixate on objects by looking to the left or right of the object.  


	Central Auditory Processing 
	Auditory processing is a term used to describe what happens when your brain recognizes and interprets the sounds around you. Humans hear when energy that we recognize as sound travels through the ear and is changed into electrical information that can be interpreted by the brain. The "disorder" part of auditory processing disorder (APD) means that something is adversely affecting the processing or interpretation of the information. 
	Children with APD often do not recognize subtle differences between sounds in words, even though the sounds themselves are loud and clear. For example, the request "Tell me how a chair and a couch are alike" may sound to a child with APD like "Tell me how a couch and a chair are alike." It can even be understood by the child as "Tell me how a cow and a hair are alike." These kinds of problems are more likely to occur when a person with APD is in a noisy environment or when he or she is listening to complex 
	APD goes by many other names. Sometimes it is referred to as central auditory processing disorder (CAPD). Other common names are auditory perception problem, auditory comprehension deficit, central auditory dysfunction, central deafness, and so-called "word deafness."  More information is available at: 
	http://www.nidcd.nih.gov/health/voice/auditory.asp 
	http://www.nidcd.nih.gov/health/voice/auditory.asp 
	http://www.nidcd.nih.gov/health/voice/auditory.asp 


	National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders National Institutes of Health 31 Center Drive, MSC 2320 Bethesda, MD USA 20892-2320 
	Sensory Considerations  What does the environment look like? 
	Different environments have different levels of sensory stimulation.  If the team has determined that sensory impacts are influential for the student’s learning, identify the sensory levels in each environment in which the student will be communicating. It is imperative that we consider the sensory needs of children with multiple challenges.  
	• 
	• 
	• 
	What sensory input is calming to the student? 

	• 
	• 
	What sensory experiences are over-arousing to the student? 

	• 
	• 
	Does the student have a sensory diet? 


	Environmental Considerations 
	As a team discuss and write on chart paper any environmental considerations that might impact the student’s communication in the classroom, number of different settings or any other environmental impacts. 
	Type of classroom: self contained, resource or full inclusion? Least restrictive does not mean full inclusion; it means that they are in the classroom that provides them with the best meaningful educational benefit. With the differences in needs and interests among students with disabilities, there is no single definition of what a least restrictive environment (LRE) will be for all students. 
	Multiple classrooms or environments create additional challenges. How will the student access the necessary assistive technology tools? Will there need to be multiple sets of tools in each environment? How will staff and other children in these multiple environments support the student using the assistive technology tools? One approach is to provide a dictionary of the student’s communication system, and directions on how support staff should use them. 
	Team approach 
	 Do you use a team approach in the classroom? How many support staff are in the room? Do they rotate between students? Where does therapy take place? 
	Communication opportunities 
	What communication opportunities are happening throughout the day? Bukelman & Mirenda (1998) stated that the primary emphasis of communication intervention has shifted to the acquisitions of functional communication skills within natural environments. Although structural approaches are still utilized, best practices today emphasize functional language skills within natural daily routines and natural environments.  
	“Naturalistic teaching procedures typically incorporate the following: 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Instruction that is based on the child’s interest and that follows the child’s lead 

	• 
	• 
	Frequent models of appropriate communication within natural routines 

	• 
	• 
	Open, unambiguous prompting of child communication  

	• 
	• 
	Use of natural consequences 

	• 
	• 
	Ongoing interaction between the child and the interventionist.” (Warren & Richele, 1992) 


	Transitions 
	Is the student involved in the transitions to an activity throughout the day? List times when the student is involved in the transition from one activity to another.  
	Kangas, (2009) noted: Transition prepares a child for control. Intention develops when a child understands the beginning, the middle and the end of a task. What happens is we control the beginning, extend the middle too long and we control the end.  Instead we should repeat the frequency of the activity not the duration. When the child can anticipate the beginning and the middle then they can control the duration. 
	Assistive Technology: past and present 
	What assistive technology has been employed in the past or is currently used with the student?  List all assistive technologies that have been used with the student.  If some have been discontinued, make note of the reasons.  Sometimes effective tools are discontinued for reasons that no longer exist or can be changed such as computer conflicts, lack of training, not transferring to a new building/staff, lack of interest, or other reasons that are no longer present.  If the student is currently using assist
	Tasks 
	As a team discuss and write on chart paper the tasks that the student needs to do related to communication: 
	What skill does the student need to develop prior to utilizing A.T.? 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Communication intent 

	• 
	• 
	Reliable motor response 


	What symbol set will the student use for communication? 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Objects, partial objects, pictures, line drawings, symbols, touch cues/ partner assisted scanning, signs. Voice output (see chapter for ideas).  


	What tasks do we want the student to do that assistive technology would enhance? 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Refuse 

	• 
	• 
	Make choices 

	• 
	• 
	Social Participation 

	• 
	• 
	Make comments 


	Narrowing the Focus 
	As a team, identify by circling or other means those tasks the student needs to do for communicating that will have the most impact. 
	Below you will find a Tool Box of Resources for Students with Multiple Challenges that will help you developmentally and systematically  move your students to their highest potential. 
	Tool Box for Students with Multiple Challenges: Communication 
	every move counts clicks and chats (emc³) is a systematic sensory based assessment and implementation resource that supports and encourages communication. The power of this program is that it takes the student through a communication matrix that is based on where the student is currently functioning. emc³ helps identify, refine and expand responses into a more functional communication system. Assistive technology from switches to voice output are included. Available at: 
	/ 
	http://www.everymovecounts.net


	 Includes the following resources. They can be purchased as a 
	Design to Learn Package

	package or purchased individually. Available at 
	http://www.designtolearn.com 
	http://www.designtolearn.com 


	• 
	• 
	• 
	 book provides practical strategies for encouraging early communication in children who have no or minimal intentional communication. First Things First describes instructional strategies for children who are not yet ready to use symbols to communicate. 
	First Things First


	• 
	• 
	  manual helps teach individuals to communicate using objects or pictures that represent items, people, and events in their daily lives. These products describe and illustrate alternative communication options and instructional strategies for a broad range of learners of all ages who are unable to communicate using speech, manual sign language, or other systems that involve abstract symbols. 
	Tangible Symbol Systems


	• 
	• 
	Communication Matrix The Communication Matrix (©1996, 2004 Charity Rowland) is a communication skills assessment instrument.      


	available in three formats: 
	*
	*
	*
	 the ORIGINAL version designed for professionals  

	*
	*
	 a "user-friendly" version designed Especially for Parents –  Now available in Spanish 

	*
	*
	 an ONLINE version using the parent-friendly format, but available as a     FREE service to parents and professionals 


	• 
	• 
	• 
	 The Design to Learn environmental inventory is used to track the opportunities to learn communication and object interaction skills that are provided in classroom activities for a specific student. The inventory was developed especially for children with pervasive developmental disorders (including autism) and it is applicable to nonverbal children with wide a range of disabilities. 
	Design to Learn


	• 
	• 
	 The Hands-On Learning materials address a wide range of object interaction skills, including the use of objects in symbolic play and in social interactions. They focus on the child’s interaction with the physical environment and specific object interaction skills that may reflect cognitive and social skill development. 
	Hands-On Learning


	• 
	• 
	  These materials are appropriate for nonverbal children with multiple disabilities that may include severe mental retardation or sensory impairments, including deaf-blindness. These assessment tools are used to examine a child's everyday interactions with the physical environment in order to determine cognitive ability. This information will help educators and parents to target problem solving skills that will promote cognitive development. 
	Problem Solving Skills


	• 
	• 
	 HomeTalk is an assessment tool for parents and care providers of children who are deafblind and who have other disabilities. Its purpose is to help you participate in the planning of your child’s educational program. As a parent or care provider, you have the best opportunities to make observations of your child at home and in the community. HomeTalk can provide a broad picture of your child’s skills, special interests, and personality. HomeTalk was developed by a group of parents and professionals who kno
	HomeTalk


	• 
	• 
	 makes it easy for parents and teachers to compare how the child behaves in the two different environments and to discuss and generate logical new skills to target based on information from home and school. The form also includes space to evaluate the teaching environment using Design To Learn to identify environmental supports for learning within activities the team has identified as motivating to the child. 
	On the Same Page



	Power Mobility for Students with Multiple Challenges 
	Introduction Mobility Core Beliefs  
	1. 
	1. 
	1. 
	Every child has the right to move more independently and our job is to make them safe. 

	2. 
	2. 
	Each child must be honored in the process of mobility. 

	3. 
	3. 
	Transitions are the richest movement of all so the student must be involved in the transition. 

	4. 
	4. 
	Positioning is dynamic. There is no one position rather positions are task specific. 

	5. 
	5. 
	Self-produced movement is a foundational skill for learning. 


	This chapter will help guide the team working with students with multiple challenges to think about powered mobility and what resources your teams need to assess your student for powered mobility. Please read Chapter 2 - Assistive Technology for Seating, Positioning and Mobility. There are articles listed in the reference section for a more complete understanding about the components needed for seating and positioning for powered mobility. This chapter will pose questions to the team specifically about mobi
	Background information to think about: Every child has the right to move more independently. 
	The following are several statements from professionals working in the field of powered mobility. Hear what they have to say: 
	The following are several statements from professionals working in the field of powered mobility. Hear what they have to say: 
	Kangas (1997) believes that any child with a physical disability who is unable to walk independently, in all environments, with efficiency and safety is a candidate for powered mobility. She goes on to say, “Anyone who can demonstrate an understanding of starting and stopping can benefit from a powered wheelchair. The only motor control necessary is to get off the ‘go’. It is the adults’ job to make the child safe.”  

	Kermoian, (1997, quoted by Seiberlich), “If children need to demonstrate prerequisite cognitive and physical skills in order to receive a powered wheelchair and if these skills are usually developed with mobility, then many of children who could benefit from a means of independent mobility may not qualify for a powered wheelchair”  
	Self-produced movement is a foundational skill for learning. 
	(Seiberlich) Various cognitive, motor, perceptual and psychosocial skill developments are dependent upon and associated with the development of self–produced mobility in early childhood. 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Spatial cognition 

	• 
	• 
	Emotional skills 

	• 
	• 
	Self awareness 

	• 
	• 
	Increased independence 

	• 
	• 
	Ability to cope with environmental stresses 


	Tellefson (n.d.) “The effects of motor dysfunction are cumulative and incrementally disabling because motor action and mobility play such a crucial role at every stage and in virtually every aspect of a child’s continuing development. Secondary benefits include improved posture, increased attention, improved motivation and interaction and desire to communicate.” 
	Using the SETT process and Decision Making Guide
	Important: It is intended that you use this as a guide for the process of assessing students for assistive technology. The Decision Making Guide follows the SETT (Student, Environment, Task, and Tool) format with a subcategory under Student and Environment for Sensory Considerations. Additional categories include Narrowing the Focus to help identify a specific task in order to select appropriate assistive technology, a category for Implementation Plan to assign trials, dates, responsibilities, data collecti
	The questions posed are not intended to be all inclusive but rather to prompt the team to consider as many factors as possible in order to identify and ultimately try appropriate assistive technology for their students.  
	The resource toolbox at the end of this section will provide teams with some resources to get you started. 
	WATI Assistive Technology Decision Making Guide 
	Area of Concern: Powered Mobility 
	PROBLEM IDENTIFICATION 
	Student’s Abilities/Difficulties 
	Current level of independent mobility 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Age 

	• 
	• 
	Supervision 

	• 
	• 
	Pelvic stability 

	• 
	• 
	Seating position 

	• 
	• 
	Task performance position 

	• 
	• 
	Vision 

	• 
	• 
	Hearing 

	• 
	• 
	Other 


	Environmental Considerations 
	What environmental considerations impact the area of mobility including staff? 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Current or past AT used 

	• 
	• 
	Staff knowledge of power mobility 

	• 
	• 
	Need for other access 

	• 
	• 
	Transitions 


	Tasks 
	What task(s) do you want the student to do that relate to mobility? Increase power mobility independence Safe transportation Other 
	Sensory Considerations 
	What sensory challenges does the student have that impacts mobility? (i.e., visual,  auditory, tactile) 
	Narrowing the Focus 
	i.e. Specific task identified for solution generation 
	Solution Generation Tools & Strategies 
	Brainstorming Only No Decision 
	Solution Selection Tools & Strategies 
	Use a Feature Match Process to Discuss & Select Idea from Solution Generation 
	Implementation Plan 
	AT Trials/Services Needed: Objectives to determine effectiveness of trial Training needed Date Length Person(s) Responsible 
	Follow-Up Plan 
	Who & When Set specific date now. 
	Important:  It is intended that you use this as a guide. Each topic should be written in large print where everyone can see them, i.e. on a flip chart or board. Information should then be transferred to paper for distribution, file, and future reference.  
	The following are suggested questions to ask when using the Decision Making Guide, and information that will help teams think more about the questions.   
	Student’s Abilities and Difficulties 
	As a team, discuss what the student’s abilities and difficulties are related to communication.  
	Age 
	How old is the student? What motor milestones have they achieved? Hardy (2004) stated that children as young as 4-18 months of age are able to mobilize around their environment using any of a variety of means according to there physical development, typically; rolling, crawling, cruising, walking then running. They require constant supervision while they enjoy the opportunities to explore and learn about their environment.  Children with disabilities who have no other means of experiencing independent movem
	Supervision 
	How much supervision does the student require for participation in activities? Hardy (2004) found that children and adults with cognitive impairments deserve to experience and learn through independent movement.  There are many ambulant people in society who have varying degrees of cognitive impairment.  These people require varying degrees of supervision and support within their individual environments.  People with cognitive impairments can use a powered wheelchair for mobility and should be provided the 
	Pelvic Stability 
	What is happening at the pelvic girdle when the student is sitting? Kangas (2008) said that for isolation, and adequate use of an extremity to be used in a graded, controlled movement, pelvic stability with pelvic weight-bearing must occur and be controlled by clients themselves. This stability of the pelvis is not a position of immobility but rather a position that allows a range of self-controlled (limited, graded) pelvic mobility. In short, the body must allow muscle lengthening and controlled shortening
	The Seating Position 
	Is the student’s seating system flexible? What kind of chest supports does the child have? Where is the shoulder girdle in relation to the pelvis? Does it change or stay the same throughout the day? Kangas (2008) asserted that for many individuals with hypertonicity, or combined hyper and hypotonicity, chest supports are not working. The adult or child can be readily observed to be hanging on the chest supports, collapsing their trunks into the support, rather than being assisted by the support to remain up
	Rotelli (2008) confirmed that the shoulder girdle is behind the pelvis you are using more peripheral vision. When shoulders are slightly forward in relationship to the pelvis, central vision is better and arm power is stronger. 
	Position for a Task Performance 
	Does the student have different positions for working versus safe mobility? 
	Kangas (2003) verified that seating for task performance is not a seated posture to be maintained all day, or for long periods of being inactive. In short, the seating has to allow a change in postures. This can best be developed with the use of a tilt-in-space function as well as less restrictive seating while the individual performs a task.  With a powered system, the seating can be changed without changing the seat with which the individual is already extremely familiar.  
	Sensory Impairments 
	Does the student have vision or hearing issues? 
	Hardy (2004) said that children and adults with vision and hearing impairments are able to ambulate safely within in our society.  These people need to compensate for their sensory impairment by using strategies such as assistive technology (vision cane, hearing aide etc.), environmental supports (Braille signs, curb indicator line, etc) and other support systems.  Using similar principles, there would seem to be no real reason why people with sensory impairments can’t be considered as candidates for powere
	Environment 
	As a team discuss and write on chart paper any environmental considerations that might impact the student’s communication in the classroom, number of different settings or any other environmental impacts. 
	Assistive Technology: past and present 
	What assistive technology has been employed in the past or is currently used with the student?  List all assistive technologies that have been used with the student.  If some have been discontinued, make note of the reasons.  Sometimes effective tools are discontinued for reasons that no longer exist or can be changed such as computer conflicts, lack of training, not transferring to a new building/staff, lack of interest, or other reasons that are no longer present.  If the student is currently using assist
	If there is currently a chair but if the student is not using it effectively try this: Check out the programming of the controls, can they be changed? If using a joystick did you consider using a head array? 
	Did you know: All wheelchairs are made to work with a joystick? This can be changed; some chairs are easier to add these electronics than others. 
	Staff knowledge 
	What is the staff knowledge of power mobility? Do you need more training? 
	What other person(s) do you need to connect with?
	 PT 
	OT
	 Wheelchair vendor 
	Seating and positioning  
	Other 
	Access to other devices 
	Will you want the student to do more than mobility? Do they need to access the computer, communication device, environmental controls? Did you know? It is best at the time of ordering to know that you will want these extra accesses, you do not need to know what devices and what computer software. 
	Transitions 
	Is the student involved in transitions? Did you know? This is something that wheelchairs currently don’t do – but need to do.  
	Sensory Considerations 
	Different environments have different levels of sensory stimulation.  If the team has determined that sensory impacts are influential for the student’s learning, identify the sensory levels in each environment in which the student will be. What is calming and what is alerting and what is over arousing? 
	Tasks 
	As a team discuss and write on chart paper the tasks that the student needs to do related to mobility. 
	• 
	• 
	• 
	Increase  power mobility independence  

	• 
	• 
	Safe transportation 

	• 
	• 
	Other 


	Narrowing the Focus 
	As a team, identify by circling or other means those few tasks the student needs to do for communicating that will have the most impact. 
	Solution Generation: Tools/Strategies 
	As a team, brainstorm and write on chart paper any assistive technologies &/or strategies you think will assist the student in successfully completing those tasks you identified. 
	The team brainstorms strategies and assistive technology tools that may be of benefit for the student to complete the identified tasks in the given environments. Do not critique or otherwise 
	evaluate the suggestions at this time.  List all suggested tools and strategies including those currently in use on chart paper for all to see. The following is a  resource toolbox with some resources to get you started. 
	Tool Box for Students with Multiple Challenges: Mobility Resources Please also see Chapter 2: Seating, Positioning and Mobility 
	Power mobility 
	Power mobility 
	Power mobility 
	Baniec, M. (n.d). Pediatric Mobility retrieved from the internet 4
	-


	for everyone 
	for everyone 
	2009 http://www.invacare.co.nz/index.cfm/3,101,522/pediatricmobility.pdf Hardy, P. (2004) Examining the barriers: Powered wheelchair mobility for people with cognitive and/or sensory impairments. Retrieved March 19, 2009 from website  http://www.e-bility.com/arataconf/papers/doc/hardy.doc Kangas, K., (2008) Why power? Why should children be considered candidates for powered mobility? retrieved 2-6-09 from http://www.patinsproject.com/KarenKangas/whypower.pdf 

	Seating 
	Seating 
	Kangas, K. (2003) Seating for Task Performance Closing the Gap Handout 

	Mastery of 
	Mastery of 
	Kangas, K. (2008) Clinical Assessment and Training Strategies for 

	Independent 
	Independent 
	the Child’s Mastery of Independent Mobility Shamokin, PA. 

	Mobility 
	Mobility 
	Available through the author @ kmkangas@ptd.net Kangas, K. (2006) Configuring Powered Mobility Systems for Children Closing the Gap Handout 
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	Vendor 
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	Summary 
	Contact Information 

	Attainment Company 
	Attainment Company 
	This company produces a variety of products including augmentative communication devices, software, videos, and curriculum. Programs utilize a picture-based approach for teaching low-level or non-readers the skills for active participation in their home, school and work communities. All materials are particularly appropriate for young adults. 
	www.attainmentcompany.com 

	Ability Hub 
	Ability Hub 
	Information on adaptive equipment and alternative methods available for accessing computers. 
	www.abilityhub.com 

	Ablenet 
	Ablenet 
	This company develops and markets products and services to meet the needs of children and adults with severe disabilities. Products include simple technology systems and related materials that allow users to actively participate in daily activities. 
	www.ablenetinc.com 

	AblePlay 
	AblePlay 
	AblePlay is a website developed by National Lekotek Center which provides a unique search tool to match toys to disability categories: physical, communicative, sensory and cognitive 
	http://www.ableplay.org/ 

	Clicker Crick Software 
	Clicker Crick Software 
	Clicker is a writing support and multimedia tool, which enables you to write with whole words, phrases or pictures. It is switch accessible.  
	www.cricksoft.com/us/products /clicker/ 

	Communication Matrix 
	Communication Matrix 
	The Communication Matrix is an assessment tool designed to pinpoint exactly how a child is currently communicating and to provide a framework for determining logical communication goals 
	http://www.communicationmatr ix.org 


	Vendor 
	Vendor 
	Vendor 
	Summary 
	Contact Information 

	Don Johnston Literacy Starters 
	Don Johnston Literacy Starters 
	Switches, computer interfaces, software from early literacy to learning disabilities, resource books. 
	http://www.donjohnston.com/ 

	Dynavox Mayer-Johnson LLC Boardmaker 
	Dynavox Mayer-Johnson LLC Boardmaker 
	Mayer-Johnson, Inc. Picture Communication Symbols (PCS) used in augmentative communication. Products include educational materials, software used to make communication boards, educational materials, and overlays for different computer access devices and for speech output 
	www.dynavoxtech.com 

	Enabling devices 
	Enabling devices 
	This company develops learning and assistive devices to help people of all ages with disabling conditions including communicators, toys and switches for the physically challenged students. 
	http://enablingdevices.com/catal og 

	Every Move Counts tm 
	Every Move Counts tm 
	A sensory based communication program for individuals with severe multiple differences, developmental differences and autism. 
	http://www.everymovecounts.n et/Index2.htm 

	Inclusive technologies 
	Inclusive technologies 
	Inclusive Technology provides special educational needs software, switches and computer access devices, simple communication aids and assistive technology for learners with a physical disability, sensory impairment or learning difficulty. Their resources include SwitchIt!, ReadIt! and Choose and Tell software series. 
	http://www.inclusive.co.uk click on severe and complex special needs tab 

	Intellitools 
	Intellitools 
	IntelliKeys® USB, versatile, alternative keyboards that enable users with physical, visual or cognitive disabilities to easily type, enter numbers, navigate on-screen displays, and execute menu commands. 
	www.intellitools.com/ 

	Lekotec 
	Lekotec 
	Independent ratings of toys/play ideas for individuals with disabilities 
	www.lekotek.org 

	Rifton 
	Rifton 
	Positioning and self care products 
	http://www.rifton.com/ 


	Vendor 
	Vendor 
	Vendor 
	Summary 
	Contact Information 

	Sammons Preston 
	Sammons Preston 
	Positioning and self care products 
	www.sammonspreston.com/ 

	SoftTouch 
	SoftTouch 
	SoftTouch develops software for students in early childhood and students of all ages with significant disabilities. They specialize in emergent literacy and language development software with engaging use of music and animation. All software is accessible by one and two switches, touch screen, mouse and IntelliKeys keyboards. 
	www.ablenetinc.com/ 

	Stages Assessment  software 
	Stages Assessment  software 
	Stages is a seven-level developmental framework that describes a learner's cognitive and language abilities. Stages helps schools comply with alternate assessment mandates by providing an accessible way to assess learners with special needs. Stages also serves as a selection guide for curriculum activities (including both software and off-computer activities). The sequence of seven Stages is based on the work of Madalaine Pugliese, a nationally recognized authority in the fields of assistive and instruction
	http://www.intellitools.com/ 
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