
Background
•	The	Individuals	with	Disabilities	Education	Act	(IDEA)	defines	assistive	

technology (AT) as “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 functional capabilities of a 
child with a disability.”

• AT is a broad spectrum of devices, ranging from no- or low-tech 
to high-tech, which can enable students to succeed in the general 
education curriculum when their disabilities would otherwise prevent 
them from doing so. 

•	While	there	is	a	legal	mandate	for	individualized	educational	program	
(IEP) team members to consider whether a student with a disability 
requires	AT	in	order	to	progress	academically,	AT	is	underutilized	by	
school systems (Stead, 2009). 

• In light of the achievement gap between students with disabilities 
and their non-disabled peers, it is evident that more must be done to 
improve post-secondary outcomes for students with disabilities.  

• A thorough assessment of a student’s potential use of AT is essential for 
placing a student in the least restrictive environment (LRE), as required 
by IDEA. 

The Graduation Gap
• For the 2013-14 school year, the four-year adjusted cohort graduation 

rate (ACGR) was 82.6 percent for all public high school students, while 
only 63.1 percent for students with disabilities. 

• Since the 2010-11 school year, the four-year ACGR has increased at 
about the same rate for all public high school students and students 
with disabilities. 

• This suggests that while graduation rates are increasing, the gap 
between students with disabilities and those without disabilities is not 
narrowing. 

 

Least Restrictive Environment as a Separate Right
• IDEA requires that all students with disabilities receive a free 

appropriate public education (FAPE) in the LRE. 

• Based on the majority view, a consideration of LRE would not 
be subjected to the Rowley standard—that an IEP that provides 
“personalized	instruction	with	sufficient	support	services	to	permit	
the	child	to	benefit	educationally	from	that	instruction”	satisfies	FAPE	
requirements. 

•	In	other	words,	whether	a	student	has	sufficient	access	to	AT	could	be	
considered an LRE issue rather than a FAPE issue.  

• Thus, if measures could be taken, such as providing a student with 
certain AT, which enable a student to be educated in a LRE, then there 
is a legal mandate to do so. 

• Importantly, a recent study suggests that students with disabilities who 
are	fully	included	in	the	general	curriculum	have	a	significantly	higher	
chance of graduating on time. 

Problems
“While	policy	and	research	examining	the	efficacy	of	AT	overwhelmingly	
supports the notion that all IEP teams should consider AT, 
implementation by practitioners has been limited due to institutional, 
situational, and dispositional barriers” (Marino and Beecher, 2008). 
• Institutional
o	The	broad	definition	for	“assistive	technology”
o Inadequate teacher and staff training

– On devices required by the student’s IEP
– Lack of awareness about AT they could recommend to assist  

the student
• Situational

o Lack of funding for devices, services, maintenance, and training
• Dispositional

o Teachers’ beliefs about AT for cognitive impairments
– Teachers often struggle when considering how to evaluate a 

student using AT as a “cognitive prosthesis,” and generally prefer 
for students to succeed without technological support. 

– Some scholars have referred to this issue as the notion of “naked 
independence.”	The	following	quote	clarifies	this	idea:	“[W]hen	
AT is used as a cognitive prosthesis (i.e., to compensate for an 
inability	to	read	or	store	information	that	is	difficult	to	remember)	
it is viewed as undermining standards and high expectations; 
confounding the educational system which wants to assign a letter 
grade.” (Edyburn, 2004). 
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Recommendations
• Institutional
o	School	districts	should	encourage	or	mandate	that:	

– Teachers include a diverse range of technologies in their instruction 
practice, and not just for teaching students with disabilities.

– Principals become familiar with AT devices, their importance, and 
IDEA’s mandate for the IEP team to consider AT.

– AT is part of pre-service training.
◆ School systems should increase the number of AT experts. 

• Situational
o School districts should engage in strategic investment. Teachers should 

be surveyed to identify barriers to learning, so that the school systems 
can	invest	in	technologies	that	would	most	likely	benefit	many	students.

• Dispositional 
o Districts must consider how to create conditions for a cultural shift 
which	recognizes	assistive	technology	as	an	ecological,	enabling	tool	
which can expand an individual’s environment, and not just as an 
intervention (Gray et al., 2011).

 

Conclusions
• Though more research is needed, the existing research suggests that (1) AT 

can improve outcomes in children’s literacy and communication abilities, 
and (2) students with disabilities who participate in the general curriculum 
are	significantly	more	likely	to	graduate	high	school	in	four	years.	

• Given that a majority of jurisdictions view a student’s right to be 
educated in the LRE as separate from the right to a FAPE, IEP teams 
should be sure to consider any and all AT devices which could allow a 
student to participate in the general curriculum. It is vital that schools 
begin to assess their own policies and practices regarding AT and 
consider to what extent they are delivering the protections IDEA 
guarantees to students with disabilities. 

• Even if more funding and resources were available, proper 
implementation of these policies and practices will require a change in 
teachers’ and principals’ familiarity with and perception of AT. For more information, visit our website  

at MCDD.KennedyKrieger.org
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Assistive Technology

• Tools for bypassing barriers
• Legally mandated for consideration
• Requires thorough assessment
•	Underutilization	by	schools

•	Students	without	disabilities:
82.6% graduation rate

•	Students	with	disabilities:
63.1% graduation rate

• Gap remains constant over time

Graduation Gap

Minority Opinion
on Enforcement
• LRE is a factor to consider 

when evaluating whether a 
school district has succeeded 
in providing FAPE

Majority Opinion
on Enforcement
• IDEA’s LRE provision is a 

separate “substantive right” 
created by the statute

Dispositional
• Attitudes
• Expectations

Situational
• Funding

Institutional
•	Definitions
• Training

Dispositional
• Include diverse

technologies in
practice

• Create conditions
for a cultural shift

Situational
• Strategic

investment

Institutional
•	Good	definitions

and examples
• Training
• Additional exposure
information on AT

AT in Special Education
Two meta-analysis studies 
suggest that children with 
disabilities who use AT display 
statistically significant gains 
in literacy and communication 
skills. Some of the different 
diagnoses or conditions 
enhanced or addressed by 
appropriate use of assistive 
technology include:

Reading

Written language

Math

Vision

Hearing

Computer access

Augmentative/alternative communication

Learning disabilities

Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder
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