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The Case Against Assistive Technology

Watch Here – “The Case Against Assistive Technology” on YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=ny5n7F1FIaM


Assistive Technology



What is Assistive Technology?

• Assistive Technology (AT) is any 
item or piece of equipment that 
is used to increase, maintain or 
improve the functional 
capabilities of individuals with 
disabilities in all aspects of life, 
including at school, at work, at 
home and in the community.

• Assistive Technology ranges 
from no/low/light tech to high 
tech devices and equipment.



Definition of
Assistive Technology Service (1)

§ Section 300.6  Assistive technology service.
Any service that directly assists a child with a disability with the selection, 
acquisition, or use of an assistive technology device.  The term includes-

− (a) The evaluation of the needs of a child with a disability, including a functional 
evaluation of the child in the child’s customary environment;

− (b) Purchasing, leasing, or otherwise providing for the acquisition of assistive 
technology devices by children with disabilities;



Definition of
Assistive Technology Service (2)

§ Section 300.8 (Continued)
− (c) Selecting designing, fitting, customizing, adapting, applying, retaining, 

repairing, or replacing 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;



Definition of
Assistive Technology Service (3)

§ Section 300.8 (Continued)
− (e) Training or technical assistance for a child with a disability or, if appropriate, 

that child’s family; and
− (f) Training or technical assistance for professionals (including individuals or 

rehabilitation services), employers, or other individuals who provide services to 
employ, or are otherwise substantially involved in the major life functions of 
children with disabilities.

(Authority 20 U.S.C. 1401(2))



Common AT Categories

• Aids for Daily Living (ADL)
• Environmental Controls (EC)
• Mobility

• Communication Aids 
(Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication (AAC)

• Computer Access and Instruction
• Blindness and Visual Impairment 

(VI) / Visual Aids

• Deafness and Hearing Impairment 
(HI)/ Hearing and Listening Aids

• Academic and Learning Aids
• Cognition and Learning Disabilities
• Instructional Aids
• Pre-Vocational and Vocational Aids
• Recreation and Leisure / Gaming 

/Art
• Adaptive Toys and Games
• Ergonomic



Determining Assistive Technology

S E T T  F r a m e w o r k  a n d  F e a t u r e  M a t c h i n g



SETT Framework (1)

The SETT Framework…
a flexible tool that makes concerns, identifications and solution-
seeking processes accessible to all and is useful in phases of 
decision-making and service delivery.

– Joy Zabala
joy@joyzabala.com

mailto:joy@joyzabala.com


SETT Framework (2)

Student
Environments
Tasks
Tools



SETT Framework (3)

The Student/Self
• The person who is the central focus of the process.
• The person for whom everyone involved in any part of the 

program is an advocate.

– Joy Zabala
joy@joyzabala.com

mailto:joy@joyzabala.com


SETT Framework (4)

Environments
The customary environments in which the person is (or can be) 

expected to live, learn, and grow.

– Joy Zabala
joy@joyzabala.com

mailto:joy@joyzabala.com


SETT Framework (5)

Tasks
The specific thrings that the person needs or wants to be able to do 

to reach expectations.

– Joy Zabala
joy@joyzabala.com

mailto:joy@joyzabala.com


SETT Framework (6)

The Tools
Everything that is needed by the person and others for the person 

to accomplish the tasks in the places where they need to be done so 
that progress is achieved.

– Joy Zabala
joy@joyzabala.com

mailto:joy@joyzabala.com


SETT Framework (7)

http://www.joyzabala.com/uploads
/Zabala_SETT_Scaffold_Considerati
on.pdf

http://www.joyzabala.com/uploads/Zabala_SETT_Scaffold_Consideration.pdf


SETT Framework (8)



Consideration of Assistive Technology

GPAT Resources
• GPAT AT Consideration Process Guide
• GPAT AT Consideration Resource Guide
• GPAT AT Consideration Resource Guide

GPAT’s Considering Assistive Technology for 
Students with Disabilities webpage

http://www.gpat.org/Georgia-Project-for-Assistive-Technology/Pages/Considering-Assistive-Technology-for-Students-with-Disabilities.aspx


GPAT AT Consideration Resource 
Guide



Feature Matching

highlighting

voices

color

reading 
variations

text 
format size

study 
skills

scanning input

background

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Comparison_of_e-book_formats


Text-to-Speech Feature Matching

Feature Match Checklists

http://www.spectronics.com.au/conference/2012/pdfs/handouts/kelly-fonner/Feature_Match_Checklists_JAN2012.pdf


Reading Difficulties and Supports



Determining Appropriate Supports

To provide appropriate supports, we must determine the 
types of difficulties the student is experiencing.



Determining the Right Tool(s)

• Student abilities and needs
• Required tasks
• Available supports



Why is Reading Hard?

Sensory Impairments that limit 
access to text
• Vision
• Hearing

Physical Disabilities
• Unable to hold a book
• Unable to turn a page

Seeing or Understanding the text
• Dyslexia
• SLD Language: Reading and 

Spelling

Understanding the text due to a 
Learning Disability



Types of Reading Difficulties

Struggling readers often have difficulty in one or more of the 
following areas:
• Phonemic awareness
• Phonics
• Vocabulary
• Comprehension
• Fluency



Technology Supports for Reading

Technology
• Both assistive technology and accessible instructional 

technology have proven to address more learning needs of 
students with reading disabilities

National Center for Technology Innovations
October 2004



Technology Support for Reading
Remediation and/or Compensation

Remediation Components
• Research-based strategies
• Skill-based instruction
• Instructional technology
Assistive Technology
• Instructional material access
• Improves student achievement



Understood.org

https://www.understood.org/en/tools/through-your-childs-eyes

https://www.understood.org/en/tools/through-your-childs-eyes


Specialized Format



Specialized Format

Provides access to text in an optimal format
• Large Type Books
• Braille
• Audiobooks
• Electronic Books (eBooks)



How to Decide?

uPAR

https://learningtools.donjohnston.com/product/upar/


Specialized Format
Large Print and Brail le

Provides access to text in a format for visually impaired and blind
• Large Print Books
• Braille



The Difference between Audiobooks 
and Text-to-Speech

https://www.understood.org/en/school-
learning/assistive-technology/assistive-
technologies-basics/the-difference-between-
audiobooks-and-text-to-speech

https://www.understood.org/en/school-learning/assistive-technology/assistive-technologies-basics/the-difference-between-audiobooks-and-text-to-speech


Specialized Format
Audio Files

Allow student to listen to audio files
• Free Audio Stories
• Teacher made files with digital recorder
• Computer generated files where creation can be with 

inexpensive or purchased software
o TextAloud 4



Specialized Format
Audio Files (continued)

Devices used to listen to digital audio files
• Computer Software

o Windows Media Player
o QuickTime

• MP3 Players



Specialized Format
Audio Files (Book Services)

Provide access to texts in audio format such as CD or digital file
• Use requires eligibility with membership

o Learning Ally
o National Library Service



Specialized Format
Electronic books (eBooks)

Material is presented in primarily visual format



Specialized Format
Electronic books (eBooks),  continued

Devices used to read electronic books
• Some may have text-to-speech, book-marking, and annotation 

features, and the ability to make visual adjustment



Specialized Format
Electronic Books (eBooks) Services

Material is presented in primarily visual format
• Available free, with subscription/membership and commercially

o Project Gutenberg
o Bookshare
o Commercial resources such as Amazon



Examples of Frequently Used Tools



Positioning Aids

Allow for optimal positioning of text
• Book Stand
• PortaBook Stand
• Slant Boards



Tracking and Contrast Aids

Students needing tracking or contrast aids may display symptoms 
such as:
• Rubbing eyes
• Complain about eyes hurting or headache
• Difficulties with tracking
• Not wanting to read aloud
• Fidgeting and acting out
• Reading book under desk



Tracking and Contrast Aids, continued

Websites addressing visual dyslexia
• DyslexiaCure.com under the National Reading Styles Institute
• Irlen Institute

http://www.dyslexiacure.com/
http://www.irlen.org/


Tracking Aids

Enable students with visual tracking difficulties to maintain their 
place in the text
• Reading Window
• Bar Magnifier
• EZC Reader/Colored Reading Helper



Contrast Aids

Alter the foreground-background 
contrast to promote visual access 
to text
• Highlighters
• Highlighting Tape
• Reading Helpers

• Color Overlays
• Transparent Acetate Folders



Color Contrast Examples



Scanning Pen

Offers portable solution for reading difficult words and text in 
textbooks, worksheets and tests
• C-Pen

https://cpen.com/products/


Computer-Based Reading Aids



Computer-Based Word Identification 
Aids

• Provides pronunciation, 
definition, synonyms
• WordWeb Dictionary Thesaurus 

(WordWeb Software)
• Control + right click on word in 

any program

• Online dictionaries
• Completely web-based

• Must have internet access to use



Standard Word Processing Software

Has built-in study features and allows students to enter, edit and 
store text
• Microsoft Word
• Visual accommodations
• Highlight text and colored fonts
• Speak selected text
• Dictation
• Dictionary and thesaurus
• Translate
• Comment



Microsoft Word – TTS Dictation



Microsoft Word – Visual



My Study Bar V4.1

• Set of portable freeware 
software

• Designed to run on PCs
• Not available on Mac

• Each tab has different tools 
listed underneath

https://www.eduapps.org/mystudybar/

https://www.eduapps.org/mystudybar/


Microsoft OneNote

Programs that will display specially formatted text on the computer –
Microsoft OneNote – Digital Notebook with free Learning Tools Add-In

http://onenote.com/learning
tools

http://onenote.com/learningtools


OneNote – Learning Tools Add-In

Programs that will display specially formatted text on the computer –
Microsoft OneNote – Digital Notebook with free Learning Tools Add-In

http://onenote.com/
learningtools

http://onenote.com/learningtools


Text Reading Software – CaptiVoice

Programs that will display specially 
formatted text on the computer 
and/or mobile devices

• Free versions + paid premium 
versions



PDF Reading Software

Visual and auditory – provides speech access to unlocked PDFs, 
and may highlight as it reads
• Adobe Acrobat Reader DC
• Adobe Acrobat Pro DC



PDF Reading Software
Adobe Acrobat Pro DC



Text Reading Software

Programs that can be used to read text on the computer display. 
They provide text-to-speech via speech synthesizer software.
• Natural Reader
• Snap & Read

https://www.naturalreaders.com/index.html
https://snapandread.com/


Reading Aids

Provides auditory reading support, visual enhancement features, study 
aids as well as writing support software.
• Read&Write
• Claro Software
• Dolphin Software
• Kurzweil 3000
• Ghotit
• WordQ 5
• Premier Literacy Solutions

https://www.texthelp.com/en-us/products/read-write/
https://www.clarosoftware.com/
https://yourdolphin.com/
https://www.kurzweiledu.com/default.html
https://www.ghotit.com/
https://www.quillsoft.ca/wordq5
http://www.premierliteracy.net/


Read&Write for Google Chrome

• Downloaded books can be 
opened using this Chrome 
application

• It allows for the book to be read 
out loud

• Will read Google Doc, PDFs, and 
ePub



Chrome Extensions



Microsoft Translator



Word Identification Aids

• iPad Built-in Dictionary



Speak Selection on iPad



Seeing AI

Seeing AI

https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/ai/seeing-ai


Voice Dream Reader



WritePad I Handwriting to Text

WritePad I 
Handwriting to Text

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/writepad-i-handwriting-to-text/id363618389


AudioNote iOS App

AudioNote

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/audionote/id369820957


Text Reading Software, continued

Devices that will read

Amazon Echo aka Alexa will read 
Kindle books free of charge



Supported Format

Books for below grade level readers struggling with 
comprehension



Supported Format, continued

Start-to-Finish Libraries

• High interest, low readability
• Age appropriate topics
• Reduced vocabulary and 

language complexities 
(considerate text)

• Supports for comprehension

https://learningtools.donjohnston.com/product/start-to-finish/


Newsela
Same Information, Different Levels

• Information Content Platform
• https://newsela.com

• Customize reading level for 
students

• Lots of topics
• Example

https://newsela.com/
https://newsela.com/


Wikipedia – Simple English



Example of Simple English Page

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amazon_rainforest

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amazon_rainforest


Alternate Format

Supplements printed text with picture symbols for 
beginning readers



News-2-You
News-2-You Sample Page

(National Parks regular)

News-2-You Sample Page

(National Parks higher)



Picture Assisted Writing and Literacy 
Software

Provides speech of selected text by letter, word, sentence, or 
paragraph with optional simultaneous highlighting
Symwriter 2
PixWriter
Clicker 7

https://www.enablemart.com/widgit-symwriter-2
https://www.attainmentcompany.com/pixwriter-software
https://www.cricksoft.com/us/clicker


Writing and Spelling Difficulties and Supports



Why is Writing Hard?

Struggling writers often have difficulty in one or more of the 
following areas:
• Handwriting
• Conventions of writing
• Writing process
To provide appropriate supports, we must determine the types of 
difficulties the student is experiencing.



Types of Writing Difficulties

Conventions of Writing
• Spelling
• requires hearing sounds correctly and using the correct letters in correct 

sequence

• Punctuation
• requires using the correct symbols to express thoughts appropriately

• Using correct grammar
• requires simultaneous use of vocabulary, parts of speech, types of phrases or 

clauses and grammatical rules



Types of Writing Difficulties, 
continued

• Writing Process
• A process that requires planning, organization, drafting, editing, and 

revising skills

• Difficulties may include:
• Generating ideas
• Word retrieval difficulties
• Organizing thoughts into a coherent story
• Revising the story



Remediation of Deficit Areas

Strategies and skill-based instruction is needed to improve deficit 
areas. Assistive technology can play a role in remediating skills.
• For example, for a deficit in spelling, use of a phonics program 

which utilizes multiple learning avenues, along with teaching 
strategies, can assist the student with improving his spelling skills.



Remediation of Deficit Areas, 
continued

Remediation tools

• Strategies and skill-based instruction to improve the skills in area of deficit
• Assistance for finding remediation technology

• Media Specialist

• Technology Specialist

• Content Specialist
• Fellow Educators

• Research
• Professional Development



Compensation of Deficit Areas

Generally, assistive technology serves to compensate for deficit 
areas by enhancing access to and success in completing 
instructional tasks which require students to complete written tasks.
• For example, a voice output word prediction program will 

compensate for difficulties in areas such as spelling, grammar, and 
vocabulary usage. It may not directly remediate writing 
difficulties.



Examples of Frequently Used Tools



Positioning Aids

Help maintain posture and 
stabilize student’s books and 
paper:
• Clipboards and book stands
• Non-skid material
• Slant boards

• Page Up



Contrast Aids

Alter the foreground-background 
contrast to promote visual access 
to text:
• Highlighters or highlighting tape
• Reading helper, E.Z. Reader
• Color overlays



Adapted Writing Aids

Improve legibility, maintain grip, 
delay fatigue and increase 
comfort:
• Pencil grips
• Adapted pens/pencils



Adapted Paper and Writing Guides

Alternate paper of different lines, 
spacing, colors and/or layout
• Raised line paper
• Bold line paper
• Colored paper
• Writing paper with different 

colored shading in bottom-half of 
space

• Graph paper
• Writing guides



Printed Graphic Organizers

Printed organizational support for 
students with difficulty 
brainstorming and organizing 
thoughts
• Teacher made graphic 

organizers
• Microsoft Word
• Online printable graphic 

organizers
• freeology.com

https://freeology.com/


Concept/Webbing Applications

Organizational support for students with difficulty brainstorming 
and organizing thoughts
• Inspiration
• Kidspiration
• Lucidchart
• Gliffy



Mindmeister – Chrome App

MindMeister

https://www.mindmeister.com/


Text Summarization

Text Compactor

https://www.textcompactor.com/


Personal Vocabulary or Spelling 
Dictionaries

Lists of commonly misspelled 
words
• Quick-Word Booklets
• Quick-Spell Booklets

Personal dictionaries or spelling 
lists

• Notebook



Recorders

Devices for recording notes and 
responses
• Digital recorder
• LiveScribe/Echo Smartpen

• Apps



Standard Word Processing Software

Allows students to enter, edit and store text
• Microsoft Word: a powerful standard word processor with built-in study support 

features
• Visual accommodation – font, background, line spacing
• Text-to-speech
• Word Count
• Highlight text and colored fonts
• Outlining feature
• Dictionary and Thesaurus
• Comment



Writing, Notetaking, and Study Support

Software that provides notetaking, reading and study support
• Read&Write
• Claro Software
• Dolphin Software
• Kurzweil 3000
• Ghotit
• WordQ 5
• Premier Literacy Solutions

https://www.texthelp.com/en-us/products/read-write/
https://www.clarosoftware.com/
https://yourdolphin.com/
https://www.kurzweiledu.com/default.html
https://www.ghotit.com/
https://www.quillsoft.ca/wordq5
http://www.premierliteracy.net/


Grammar Correction and Supports

Grammarly

Ginger

https://www.grammarly.com/
https://www.gingersoftware.com/


Word Prediction Software

Co:Writer

https://learningtools.donjohnston.com/product/cowriter/


Electronic Worksheets

PDF Escape

https://www.pdfescape.com/?noredirect=true


PDF Expert 7 – iOS App

• Annotate PDFs
• Typed or free-hand notes

• Connections to Cloud-based 
storage

• Conversions
• Word
• Web

• Image



Electronic Worksheets

Form-filling software to scan worksheets into the computer
• PaperPort 14
• Formdocs

https://www.kofax.com/Products/paperport/professional
https://www.formdocs.com/


Picture Assisted Literacy and Writing 
Software

Provides speech of selected text by letter, word, sentence, or 
paragraph with optional simultaneous highlighting
Symwriter 2
PixWriter
Clicker 7

https://www.enablemart.com/widgit-symwriter-2
https://www.attainmentcompany.com/pixwriter-software
https://www.cricksoft.com/us/clicker


Speech Recognition Software

Software that allows speech that is spoken into a microphone to be 
converted into text displayed on the monito
• Microsoft Speech Recognition
• Dragon Naturally Speaking
• Dragon Dictate for Mac
• Mac OS X Dictation
• Google’s Voice Typing



Speech Recognition – Chrome



Speech Recognition – Chrome App



iOS Keyboard Accessibility

• General

• Speech
• Typing feedback



Understood.org Tech Finder

Understood.org

https://www.understood.org/en/learning-attention-issues/child-learning-disabilities


Benefits of Assistive Technology

• Productivity

• Independence
• Achievement
• Motivation
• Opportunities
• Control

• Engagement

• Access
• Participation
• Self-esteem
• Inclusion
• Quality of life



Things to Keep in Mind

Technology in and of itself in not a solution; it should be paired 
with research-based instructional strategies.



More Things to Keep in Mind

Technology is no substitute for good instruction.
Technology should be used in conjunction with other available 
supports.
Technology use should be monitored and changes made as needed.



Questions?



The Tools for Life Team
Carolyn Phillips
Director, Tools for Life
carolyn.phillips@gatfl.gatech.edu

Liz Persaud
Program and Outreach Manager
liz.persaud@gatfl.gatech.edu

Martha Rust
AT Access Team Manager
martha.rust@gatfl.gatech.edu

Danny Housley
AT Acquisition Manager
danny.housley@gatfl.gatech.edu

Gina Gelinas
Educational Outreach Manager
ggelinas3@gatech.edu

Rachel Wilson
AT Specialist
rachel.wilson@gatfl.gatech.edu

Sam Peters
Program Specialist
speters37@gatech.edu

Sarah Endicott
Research Scientist
sarah.endicott@design.gatech.edu

Tori Holder
Outreach Scientist
tori.holder@gatfl.gatech.edu

Ciara Montes
AT Specialist
ciara.montes@gatfl.gatech.edu

Annabel Joyner
Graphic Design Intern
ajoyner8@gatech.edu

DeeDee Bunn
Speech-Language Pathologist
dbunn6@gatech.edu

Ben Satterfield
Research Associate
rsatterfield8@gatech.edu

mailto:carolyn.phillips@gatfl.gatech.edu
mailto:liz.persaud@gatfl.gatech.edu
mailto:martha.rust@gatfl.gatech.edu
mailto:danny.housley@gatfl.gatech.edu
mailto:ggelinas3@gatech.edu
mailto:rachel.wilson@gatfl.gatech.edu
mailto:speters37@gatech.edu
mailto:sarah.endicott@design.gatech.edu
mailto:tori.holder@gatfl.gatech.edu
mailto:ciara.montes@gatfl.gatech.edu
mailto:ajoyner8@gatech.edu
mailto:dbunn6@gatech.edu
mailto:rsatterfield8@gatech.edu


Contact Us

Tools for Life, Georgia’s Assistive Technology Act Program
Center for Inclusive Design and Innovation (formerly AMAC Accessibility)

Georgia Institute of Technology 

1-800-497-8665

www.gatfl.gatech.edu

info@gatfl.gatech.edu

facebook.com/gatoolsforlife

@tools4life_at

@tools4life_at

Disclaimer: Produced by Tools for Life (TFL), which is a result of the Assistive Technology 

Act of 1998, as amended in 2004. TFL is a program of the Georgia Institute of Technology, 

College of Design, Center for Inclusive Design and Innovation (formerly AMAC 

Accessibility) and was made possible by Grant Number H224C030009 from the 

Administration for Community Living. Its contents are solely the responsibility of the 

authors and do not necessarily represent the official views of HHS.

http://www.gatfl.gatech.edu/
mailto:info@gatfl.gatech.edu

