Q & A on Assistive Technology

(Distributed widely among administration, parents, and staff.)

What is assistive technology (AT)?

AT is “…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 children with disabilities.”  Low tech items include slant boards, pencil grips, calculators, and adapted paper.  High tech items include talking word processors, portable keyboarding devices such as the AlphaSmart, and augmentative communication systems.

What are AT services?

AT services are “any service that directly assists the individual with a disability in the selection, acquisition, or use of an AT device.”  This includes consultation, assessment, selection, customization, application, and maintenance of a device.  It also includes training and technical assistance. AT services can be considered to be a Designated Instruction and Services (DIS).

What is augmentative/alternative communication (AAC)?

Augmentative/alternative communication is a subset of assistive technology.  AAC is related to devices and services that compensate (either temporarily or permanently) for severe expressive communication disorders (i.e. the severely speech-language and writing impaired).  It is appropriate for:

· Anyone who is not able to communicate effectively with speech

· Anyone who is partially able to communicate with speech (has speech but is not understood by most listeners)

· Anyone who is having difficulty understanding and using oral language

Augmentative communication systems are an “integrated group of components, including the symbols, aids, strategies, and techniques used by individuals to enhance communication.”  These include communication boards, PECS (Picture Exchange Communication Systems), Dynavox, Macaw and Cheaptalk.

Is AT a new requirement?

No.  IDEA 1997 states that “assistive technology devices and services” must be provided by school districts to eligible children if necessary to ensure the provision of a free appropriate public education.  Individualized Education Plan (IEP) teams must consider each student’s need for assistive technology.  The use of AT may be required in order for the student to perform a skill (read, write, communicate, etc.) more easily or efficiently in the least restrictive environment or with less personal assistance.
When is AT considered?

AT should be considered at every IEP meeting. The IEP team may determine that:

· AT is not needed

· continued use of existing AT devices and services is appropriate

· additional AT solutions are needed

· a consultation for training or a screening by the AT/AAC Specialist is needed

Where do we document the use of AT devices/services on the IEP?

AT should be documented on page one of the IEP face sheet under Supplemental Aid/Support to Personnel.  

How do we obtain AT services in this district?

When the site IEP team is unable to determine an AT solution, a consultation from the AT/AAC Specialist is warranted.  An AT Consultation Form and the appropriate Student Information Form (# 2230 and #2210 in the Special Education Handbook), must be completed by site staff.  These forms are sent to the AT/AAC Specialist along with the most recent IEP and other pertinent reports (e.g., Psych, Speech, etc.).  The AT/AAC Specialist needs this information to determine whether training, a screening or a complete assessment is the next step in the process.

What is a screening?

A screening is a first step in the evaluation process.  Written parent permission is required to conduct this screening. The AT/AAC Specialist reviews the Student Information Form submitted by site staff to determine whether additional information is needed from the site team.  For example, the AAC Specialist may ask for an updated Speech/Language Assessment prior to initiating an AAC evaluation.

As part of the screening the AT/AAC Specialist schedules a visit to the school site to observe the student during instructional/interactive activities.  Recommendations may consist of an Intervention Plan that suggests a trial use of certain AT devices, or the AT/AAC Specialist may determine that a complete evaluation is necessary.  The Case Manager then obtains from the parent a signed Consent for Assessment. This step initiates the 50 day timeline during which the assessment and IEP are to be held.

Can AT be considered outside of an IEP meeting?

Yes.  Recommendations regarding AT solutions can be made outside of an IEP meeting.  A teacher may determine that highlighting and color-coding are effective strategies; their trial use may be initiated without holding an IEP meeting.  However, once team members determine that a given AT solution is required in order for a student to progress, an IEP meeting must be held to document its need.

Does an IEP meeting need to be held after an AT/AAC assessment?

Yes, an IEP meeting is always held after an assessment is completed in order to review the results and recommendations.  

Can AT devices purchased by the school district be used at home?

Yes, district-purchased AT can be used at home or during extracurricular activities if the student’s IEP team determines that the student needs access to those devices in order to receive a free, appropriate public education. This is considered on a case-by-case basis.
When AT/AAC is being considered, what is the role of the Case Manager?

The Case Manager makes sure that the IEP team considers AT that may be required to

help the student maintain or improve his/her ability to function in the least restrictive environment or with greater independence.  The Case Manager documents (in the IEP) what modifications/adaptations are currently required to enable the child to be successful.  The Case Manager has detailed responsibilities in the area of overseeing equipment or assessment requests, holding follow-up IEP meetings and coordinating with the AT or AAC Specialist.

When AT/AAC is being considered, what is the role of the Speech-Language Pathologist (SLP)?

The SLP serves in the role of the Case Manager for students who are not in a Special Day Class or Resource Specialist program and are receiving DIS speech services.  The SLP works collaboratively with the AAC Specialist during screening, assessment and intervention planning, and assumes the primary role of direct SLP service provider for the student under the guidance, mentorship and supervision of the AAC Specialist.

When AT/AAC is being considered, what is the role of the site administrator?

The site administrator needs to be familiar with the district AT/AAC processes and attend IEP meetings.  The administrator should be aware of the AT and AAC equipment, software, and peripherals available on campus.  The administrator supports professional development opportunities for school staff in the area of AT/AAC.

When AT/AAC is being considered, what is the role of the Program Specialist?

The role of the Program Specialist is to demonstrate knowledge and familiarity with the AT/AAC processes in the district and the AT/AAC device funding processes in particular.  The Program Specialists attends IEPs where AT/AAC evaluations are being reviewed and equipment and/or services are being recommended.  The Program Specialist communicates directly with the site administrator to keep him/her well-informed regarding the AT/AAC program and services for the student.

When AT/AAC is being considered, what are the roles of the AT and AAC Specialists?

The AT and AAC Specialists have detailed knowledge of AT/AAC processes and the funding options.  They will receive and act on referrals, work to support SLP and other staff in delivering AT services, help coordinate equipment purchase and utilization, and seek to increase the level of staff expertise in the area of AT.  There are two AT paraprofessional positions to assist the Specialists.

Developed by Lisa Wahl and Marilyn Buzolich for a large California district.    l2wahl@pacbell.net    mjbuz@aol.com


3

