
>> The broadcast is now starting. All attendees are in listen-only mode. 
 
>> Good morning. I'd like to welcome everyone to today's webinar. It's part of the 2015-2016 
Pennsylvania Community of Practice on secondary transition series. Today's topic is assistive technology 
for youth with complex support needs. My name is Michael Stoehr. And I work for the Pennsylvania 
Training and Technical Assistance Network for Secondary Transition. Wanted to remind folks that 
today's webinar is being brought to you with GoToWebinar technology. You should see a navigation bar 
or toolbar on your desktop. With that, you can adjust the audio. There's also a spot to ask questions. If 
you have questions throughout today's webinar, please go ahead and type those in. And we'll take 
periodic breaks throughout today's session to answer those questions. If you are experiencing any 
technical difficulties today, a couple of suggestions. If you're having difficulties with audio and if you are 
using your computer microphone, you may want to switch to using the telephone connection and 
dialing in. Also, if you are having problems with your screen freezing or other technical difficulties, you 
may want to disconnect and restart the webinar. If you do have any additional questions, though, please 
feel free to type those in if you're having any type of technical difficulties with today's webinar. Today's 
session is brought to you by the Community of Practice on Secondary Transition from State of 
Pennsylvania. The Pennsylvania Community of Practice on Transition is made up of various stakeholders 
from across Pennsylvania who collaborate to ensure that our youth and young adults are best prepared 
to go on for further training and employment and live independently in their communities as they 
graduate from high school. The handouts for today's session can actually be found in two places. And 
I'm gonna take you to both of those. First of all is off of the Secondary Transition website. And if you go 
to secondarytransition.org and you click under the Events tab, if you scroll down to the Webinar section, 
you'll see a tab for today's session. If you click on that, it'll take you to this page and the link for today's 
webinar. You can also find the handouts off the PaTTAN website. You go to the calendar and you scroll 
down to today's date, which is the 27th of April. [INAUDIBLE] name of today's session. And you'll see 
some handouts there, also. Today's session [INAUDIBLE] brought to you by the Pennsylvania Community 
on Transition. It's also sponsored through the PaTTAN system. The mission of the PaTTAN system is to 
support the efforts and initiatives of the Bureau of Special Education and to build the capacity of local 
educational agencies to serve students who receive special education services. We are committed, 
through the Department of Education, to ensuring that all students are educated in the least restrictive 
environment. And that means being engaged in the general education setting using Supplementary Aids 
and Services. Today's presenter is Susan Gill. And Susan is an Educational Consultant with the 
Pennsylvania Training and Technical Assistance Network, based out of the PaTTAN King of Prussia office. 
Susan works on a number of initiatives, including the assistive technology initiative out of the PaTTAN 
system. And, with that, I'm going to go ahead and turn this over to Susan. So just give me one second. 
We're going to change the screen. And Susan is going to pick up from here. So over to you, Susan. 
 
>> Okay, thank you, Michael. All right. I think that you now see my screen. I want to say, first, that I'm 
really pleased to have this opportunity to address this topic with all of you today. Because, in the broad 
array of transition topics, it's one topic that may seem kind of low-incidence and, perhaps for that 
reason, ancillary to many of us. In fact, though, I think it's a top topic, assistive technology for youth with 
the most complex support needs. It's a topic that tends to be misunderstood. And part of what I want to 
address today is some of that misunderstanding. Because I think that that will really affect our ability to 
plan for these youth. So to that end, my objectives for this morning are to, first, define assistive 
technology, including devices and services both that describe the functions of assistive technology, the 
potential functions for youth with complex needs. And I'm also going to be providing some examples of 
AT for use by youth in transition. And I'm going to emphasize the word, "some." Because, while I want 
you to leave with many resources for finding some assistive technology that you may not have 



considered in planning for your students or for someone in particular, I also want to at the same time 
address those myths and barriers to consideration of assistive technology and transition planning. And 
in order to do that, by addressing those myths and barriers, I'm hoping to be able to open the door for 
you to locating types of AT that you may not have considered. So I'm going to start out just by talking 
about technology just for a moment, technology in general. And when I thought about it, I can tell you 
that, on Saturday, I used some sort of technology on that day to talk to my mom. I used technology to 
check the outdoor temperature to figure out what I was going to wear.  At one point early in the day, I 
used technology, some pretty simple technology in fact, to make coffee. Later on, I used technology to 
take a picture of something in the yard. And then I shared it with my children, who don't live at home. I 
used technology to check the schedule for a class I wanted to take at the gym. I used technology at a 
different time in the afternoon to then get a discount at the grocery store that I go to. Not to mention 
my use of technology for remembering what to buy when I got there. At another point in the day, I used 
technology to check my route downtown. And when I got home, I used some technology to heat dinner 
and later to watch a movie. Suffice it to say that, if I used that much technology on an ordinary Saturday, 
I'm going to say that I didn't use that because I am a technology geek. I used these various technologies 
because that's what we do. Because technology is such a part of all of our every day lives. Now, I want to 
take a look at what was my purpose in using these particular things? And they were varied. I certainly 
used technology to communicate. I used it to communicate verbally when I talked to my mom. I 
communicated when I texted my children. Some of these blend together a little. But I did do some 
organizing with technology. And when you look at my list for what to buy at the store, I was organizing 
myself on remembering as well. Anytime you look at a schedule, it is a support for memory as well as 
organization. There's some technology I used to simplify things that may have ... Well, I'm going to take 
just the coffee maker. I think that the coffee maker that I used, a lot of you use. And it not only simplifies 
making coffee, but it's probably instrumental, although this is a Saturday, it's instrumental in my 
weekdays and getting myself to work on time. If I took more steps to make coffee, I'd either be late or 
arrive without coffee, which would not be a good idea. You could say I use technology to socialize. And 
you could say I used it to access information. And, depending on what kind of a movie I decided to 
watch, I may be entertaining myself or learning. But these are all the purposes of technology. I'd really 
like us to focus on the purpose of the technology we might use with our students, rather than whether 
the technology was ... Wouldn't it be great if my slide advanced? There we go. I'll start that point again. I 
want us to focus on the purpose rather than whether any technology in and of itself is for the purpose of 
employment, post-secondary education and training or independent living. Because many of the things 
that I describe to you that I just used cross all three of those transition outcome areas. So, for instance, 
the same GPS I used to get to a new place downtown is a tool that I use during the week to find a school 
I've never been to on my job. And students in high school and college use the tools I use to remember 
what to do, maybe even take a quick picture of the example to help them remember to do something or 
create something later in the same way. And, as I said, that coffee maker I've been using to get to work 
on time for a long time. So rather than breaking the potential for technology, and therefore assistive 
technology, into these three areas, I want us to see that these functions of communicating, organizing, 
remembering, simplifying, socializing, accessing and learning are the functions that we want to support 
our youth with. And I should add that there's nothing special about this particular list. It's not an agreed-
upon list of all the potential functions of technology. It is the list that I came up with to describe what I 
did on Saturday. And I'm making my point that these kinds of overall functions are what we want to look 
at. That we're not looking at technology for employment, technology for independent living, technology 
for post-secondary education and training. That we're looking at function. So who are these students 
that we're speaking about today? These students with significant cognitive disabilities. Well, we know 
that, while they're in school, these students may be eligible for the alternate assessment. We may be 
talking about some learners who take the PSSA as opposed to the PASA. So I am generalizing here. But 



the things we know about these learners that we're addressing today, in general, are that, in general, 
these learners often demonstrate a pattern of inconsistent progress on academic and functional skills. 
And it's important. Because we'll return to this point that their inconsistent progress may be on 
academic and functional skills. They are students who often have difficulty expressing what they know 
and are able to do. And we assess learning. And we assess progress by having students express in some 
way, demonstrate in some way what they know and are able to do. Students who have difficulty with 
that, it's very easy to underestimate them. These students may have a limited means of verbal and 
written communication. So there's a very relatively large subset of the students about which we're 
speaking who may need augmentative or alternative communication. So we're going to address that for 
a bit this morning as well. Although that may not apply to every student in this broad category. I think 
one of the most interesting things to take away from a general description of the students we're talking 
about is that they demonstrate, as a group, a very broad range of interests and experiences. So this is a 
heterogeneous group of students. That, as with any group of people, they have a broad range of 
interests and experiences. And interests and experiences, as we know, are key to developing a 
comprehensive plan for transition. And one of the things we know about this interests and experiences 
of these students is, we may underestimate their interests. And, therefore, it may follow that we may be 
inadvertently limiting their experiences. So we're going to get to that in just a little bit. Okay. We'll begin 
here. Now, we've talked generally about technology. We want to address when does technology 
become assistive technology? Well, for that we'll use the federal definition of an assistive technology 
device, which is the same definition in IDA as in the Tech Act and any place where assistive technology 
appears in federal law. This is the definition. It is any item, piece of equipment or product system, 
whether acquire commercially or off the shelf, modified or customized, that is used to increase, 
maintain, or improve the functional capabilities of a person with a disability. When we see this 
definition, one of the things that we take away, typically, is that AT can be anything. Although 
technology is in the name, it doesn't have to plug in. That assistive technology can be as simple as a 
pencil grip or a Post-it note. If it is something that has been determined to increase, maintain, or 
improve the functional capabilities of the person that is using it. I point out this word, functional. And 
we're gonna return to this any number of times in this webinar. Because we see, in our field, in special 
education and assistive technology and in these related fields that this Community of Practice comes 
together around. We see this use of a certain school of thought on this word. So where students with 
complex needs are concerned, the word, "functional," is sometimes used to convey some sort of, for 
lack of a better term, a low bar applied to skills or applied to, in this case, maybe the AT itself. And this is 
one of the misunderstandings that I'd like to weave through our treatment of the area of AT for these 
students. And it is that it's that understanding is probably, well, let's say it's a misunderstanding of the 
intent of the term, "functional," in the regulations and probably in life. When we are looking at 
functional capabilities for a student who has a high-instance disability, say a student with a learning 
disability who is headed to college or career, we would be looking at assistive technology that improves 
their academic, their functional capabilities in the area of academics, as well. So functional does not 
mean one thing for one group of students and something else, particularly something less for another. 
So we'll talk more about functional. One of the things that is easy to forget when we're thinking about 
AT and we think about the stuff that is AT and what is this thing that might help or that we can use, is 
that the definition, the federal and state definition of assistive technology includes that of AT services. 
An AT service is any service, and this, again, is a federal definition, that directly assists a person with a 
disability in the selection, acquisition or use of an assistive technology device. So AT is both a device, the 
things, and the services to support selection, acquisition, and use. Now, IDA identifies six assistive 
technology services. The services include actions that are necessary to help a child with a disability in 
their family effectively use AT. And some of them that are listed in IDA include, of course, assessment, 
provision of AT, meaning the selection of the assistive technology that meets the student's needs, device 



maintenance, coordination with other therapies, training of students and families and training of 
professionals. So as we look at AT for youth with the most complex needs, we need to be thinking of 
devices and services. And the word that I like to pull out of this is that of use. Because, again, if we apply 
some sort of functional use bar for our students with the most complex needs, then what we get is a 
term that we see very often in planning or in assessments or in some of the narrative that we use to 
describe the skills of these students. And that is functional use. And, well, what exactly is that? So we'll 
go there. That star means that we'll return to this idea as well. So IEP teams develop IEPs that include 
both academic and functional skills. They're charged to do that. Based on data collected from classroom 
performance, academic achievement, functional performance assessments and certainly for students 
for whom you're planning transition from transition assessments. Now, functional skills, while 
important, are not prerequisite to academic learning. And when educators maintain high expectations 
that students with complex instructional needs engage in academic instruction designed to promote 
continual progress, students can strengthen their academic skills that then increase their functional 
capability. So I don't know what, at this point, you may be inclined. What might be your first answer to, 
"What skills do you think are needed? What skills do you prioritize for students who are in transition?" 
So as we look at this notion of academic and functional, let's examine the context that we're all working 
in. All right. So you're no doubt aware as part of the Community of Practice on Transition that a critical 
priority identified by the U.S. Department of Labor as well as Pennsylvania's state plan is a commitment 
to an employment-first policy towards all people with disabilities. And this is a policy and approach 
that's centered on the idea that all people, including those with significant disabilities, can have 
meaningful employment in the community. This certainly has implications for the skills we teach our 
students and for the planning that we do for these students. We achieve what we plan for. And we plan 
for what we believe we can accomplish. So let's take the second context, our academic context, and 
college and career readiness, terminology you're all familiar with as well, as it's a priority for the U.S. 
Department of Education and is the underpinnings of the PA Core Standards. Those standards represent 
important attention to the knowledge and skills needed for students to be college and career ready by 
graduation. And for students with disabilities who have IEPs, this reinforces the significance of the 
coordinated planning required for transition that occurs well before a student finished school, as you're 
also aware. Because the standards, the PA Core Standards, begin to chart a path in English language, arts 
and math, for instance, at kindergarten for all students, including students with disabilities. So these are 
the context in which we raise our questions about, "What is transition planning for these students?" 
And, as one slice of that, what might be the potential role or place of assistive technology in that 
planning? So if we return to, what were you thinking? What skills do you think are needed? And many of 
you, like myself, would have said at a certain point, "Oh, functional skills. the students are, in order to 
prepare for work , they need functional skills." When, perhaps, I wonder whether it would be safer to 
say that these are closer to each other than we might have perceived in transition planning and that 
academic skills are functional skills. Certainly not all the functional skills that a student, that any youth 
need to ... Not all the academic skills that any youth needs in order to graduate or to transition to post-
secondary outcomes. Not all of the skills they need are academic. That's what I'm trying to say. Forgive 
me for that confusion. So not all of the skills that anyone needs to function are academic. But certainly 
the purpose of all of the academic skills that we are called upon by the standards to teach students the 
purpose is for college and career readiness. And so the purpose is functional. So this applies for all 
students, including the students we're talking about today. And for all students with disabilities, assistive 
technology can be a support to both of these areas. So I'm not saying one or the other. But what I'm 
trying to do is to challenge our notions of what assistive technology can support, what assistive 
technology can do, by broadening our thought about what are the skills that we're teaching, or skills 
that they need in order to transition ready. So this is the same definition side by side. So as we look at 
any item, et cetera, that increases, maintains or improves the functional capability of a child with a 



disability, we are charged in considering that whether someone needs AT to also consider what services 
a student needs to support the selection, acquisition, or use. And one of the hidden terms, a big need 
hidden in these two definitions, is that you cannot, looking on the right, there is no technology that can 
increase, maintain or improve the functional capabilities of youth with a disability if we can't first 
appropriately select, acquire, and teach to set the student up to use it. The hidden term here is need. 
Because we can do none of these things unless we are able to answer the question, "Does this student 
need AT?" And until we start thinking broadly about what are functional skills? What does it mean? 
What are these functional capabilities that include both academic and functional skills? And have we set 
our expectations for what the student can learn high enough in order to be able to determine that yes, 
there is a need? And that's some of what I would like to weave through our good thinking about AT in 
the context of this webinar. So since you're probably getting tired of me talking theoretically, let's start 
looking at some possibilities. As you said, I'm very interested in how we think of this word, "function." 
And it certainly is the function of the technology, whether it's high-tech or low-tech, that makes it 
something that a student could potentially use in order to do what they need to do. There is a term that 
I'd like to introduce you to that you may see. It's not a federal or a state term, but a term that you may 
see in the literature about cognitive support technology. The term comes, actually, not from the special 
education field. It comes first from, I think, from a medical model. And the first place that I have found it 
described in the journal of ergonomics. So it's completely out of our field. But we're talking about 
technology that can potentially improve information accessibility and cognitive support. And this kind of 
technology, what the literature tells us is, and our experience would support this, that technology can 
be used by individuals to do things like provide alerts, give information in manageable increments, give 
personalized directions about what to do, give feedback on performance. And this notion of cognitive 
support technology has become prevalent in the literature in brain injury, as I said, in the medical field, 
in rehabilitation from stroke, supports for older adults, particularly those with memory loss including 
Alzheimer's. And, indeed, also, the term is morphing over into what we're looking at in assistive 
technology as a function of assistive technology for people with cognitive disabilities. So the literature 
does support that this technology can decrease the need for prompts, the need for human support in 
some instances, and some outside of education in the medical model, certainly the cost of care has been 
looked at. But I'm not certain that that doesn't also apply in education. Caregiver fatigue is one of the 
things that it can decrease. I think that we might say burnout. But I want to point out that this notion of 
caregiver fatigue does come from the medical model. But more importantly, functionally, cognitive 
support technology can increase accuracy of task completion. It can increase a person's independence, 
self-management, their self-instruction and monitoring of what they're doing in context of a task. 
Certainly self-determination. I think autonomy is the same as independence. So let's go to social 
acceptance. So there are loads of kinds of technology that can do these things. But what's pictured in 
this particular instance is something called a never-miss timer. And it just is. It's relatively low-tech. I 
think it's battery-operated. But it has had appeal for people who may not wear a watch. So it's another 
form of a wearable device. It tells the time, but also you can put alarm prompts for it. And it's really very 
simple. Lots of your watches and certainly your cell phones. These kinds of prompts are assistive 
technology. They're technology to us. They're assistive technology for someone for whom they will 
increase or maintain the functional capability of that person. So whether it's AT or just technology really 
depends on the need. And we'll go more into that. So I've included a few examples of some technology 
for prompting what you would call cognitive support technology. Now, I want to say a few things about 
my examples. My intent was not to give you a million examples. Although that's really what everyone 
likes. But there are Pinterest boards and sites that will do that. I'm merely trying to put a few examples 
in the context of our good thinking about decision making for our students. This example, the Visual 
Schedule Planner, is an iOS app. And it is an example of an app that has a lot of features. For many 
people, it's more visually accessible than something in a much smaller size or than a watch or something 



like that. And it's auditorily accessible for someone who is a non-reader. It gives you the ability to view 
events daily, weekly, by way of a monthly calendar, you can use custom images that make sense to the 
person, custom sound that provides support to the person. You can do schedules, as you see here. You 
can see the sub-schedule of washing the laundry. I want you to see that, although we're not clicking on 
that, that you can use pictures but you can also insert videos so at the point of setting the temperature 
for the washer, there can be a short video to remind someone, you know, "Here's where it is. You turn it 
this way. Set it here." That sort of thing. So video modeling itself is an evidence-based instructional 
strategy that we've been using with our youth effectively for a long time. So this is an example of an app 
that includes that. There are checklists. There are reminders. There are notes. Now, this app is $14.99. 
People are probably not going to run out and buy it. Although I think it's kind of funny that we think 
suddenly, because there are free things, we think that $15 might be too much money. But my purpose 
in telling you about this one is to tell you that I located the information about this particular device and 
the features I could tell you about at a site called AbleData. Now, first, I need you to know that when I 
checked my links today, this may not be so for those of you who may be viewing this webinar at a later 
time, that today, the AbleData links were, let's suffice it to say, very slow. And I did get a very helpful e-
mail from someone who looked at the handout ahead of time and told me and also alerted me that 
there was a problem with them. So I'm not going to this site today. But my purpose in showing you that 
ti got the information about the Visual Schedule Planner from AbleData is to let you know that AbleData 
is a really terrific resource for you. For one reason, they compile all of this information. But they don't 
produce, distribute, or have any financial interest in any of the products listed. You can link to contact 
the manufacturers. But what they have done is sorted these things, categorized them by function. So for 
instance, the function of the Visual Schedule Planner, one of the functions that I clicked on was 
prompting, prompts. And when I clicked on prompts, I could go and see something else. From there, I 
looked at this one called Picture Scheduler. If you're looking at your handout or if you have your 
handout, you might want to note that I incorrectly on your original handout, this app on this particular 
slide said Visual Schedule Planner when in fact it's Picture Scheduler. So you may want to make that ... 
The link is correct. But the title of the app was incorrect. So what I want you to know is this journey I 
took where I looked for prompting supports and I found the Visual Schedule Planner for 14.99 with all of 
those features. When I want back and searched for more, I found the Picture Scheduler. It is 2.99 and it 
has a subset of those features. But one of those features still is the video modeling. So you see that you 
would, in use of Picture Scheduler, have a less visually cluttered, potentially a more visually clear 
interface for the user depending on what you wanted to use it for. From there, I clicked, still in AbleData 
on the other prompting, and saw an app called Impromptu. This one, I went and looked. I have provided 
you with a link on iTunes. I will tell you that I personally had problems today with the AbleData site. But I 
did get an e-mail from an SLP, who said that this contact information ... The support site wasn't working 
on this one. So I can't tell you that I used the Impromptu one. What I'm trying to show you is the journey 
I took in finding something on AbleData, which would work somewhere else as well, where I'm looking 
by function, not just because someone told me the name of an app. I'm looking for the functions and the 
features of something depending on what the student needs to do. So I may be particularly interested, 
then, in video modeling. Because, as I told you, we know that video modeling is an evidence-based 
practice. So I want to just point you to the million places to go. So another resource, and I think I'm 
going to be bold here and actually go to this one. Some of you may be familiar with Pinterest. And my 
point is, here's one Pinterest compilation. So, if you're looking for Apps For Video Modeling, I'm just 
scrolling, I'm not even halfway down the scroll. I don't want to make you go too nuts. There are so 
many. So part of the journey of finding the right AT for a person may be looking at all the things that are 
out there. Because what someone tells you about may not have the features, or may just be their 
favorite for a reason that doesn't apply to the particular use that you are planning for. Many of you may 
be real familiar with this Pinterest board. There are 159 boards on this site that is maintained by an AT 



consultant from Bucks County, IU 22, and it has become a resource, actually, nationally. So it won't hurt 
for any of you to know about it. As I look, that video modeling board was one of the 159 boards on 
Lauren's Pinterest boards. If you're looking for any kind of cases or styluses or any kind of supports for 
iPads, there are boards on that. But my purpose on scrolling here is to show you how much is here. Not 
all of this is going to be pertinent to transition. But I think that depends on the function, what you're 
looking for. A lot of AAC resources you're seeing will be returning to this one Apps For AAC by Jane 
Farrall. But right under that here is a board called Visual Strategies and Schedules. I'm gonna go over 
here. And if you can see on the far right, Apps For Video Modeling is actually where I started out by 
showing you that you could look for apps there. And here are Visual Strategies and Schedules on this 
board. I'm going to click on this just to show you again. There's 262 pins here. Not all of them would be 
age appropriate. But also, importantly, not all of them are technology. So there's both low-tech and 
high-tech examples of visual strategies here, okay? So I am going to go back, I think, to my PowerPoint. 
All right. So my point here in showing you these things is to provide you some resources. All right. I'm 
going to shift here, having shown you some resources, to talk about assistive technology in the IEP. 
Assistive technology must be considered for every student with an IEP. And you know that. Those of you 
who have written EIPs know that. In practice, though, what is very often missed is that whole special 
considerations page. In fact, the intent is for those to be considered, however briefly. And consideration 
is not defined in the regs. It's assumed that it may be brief. But at every IEP for every student with an 
IEP, we're supposed to take a moment to consider whether the student needs AT. Now, I've already 
alluded to the notion that we can't really consider need if we aren't thinking really broadly about what 
AT can do and what students with complex instructional needs can do. And that perhaps we have, in 
practice and inadvertently, set the bar low on that. So the notion of pausing to consider need, I think, is 
the first and most crucial step in looking at AT for this population of youth. Because, if we think of it in 
the way we always have, then we're missing the demands of these new contexts that I spoke about with 
employment first and college and career readiness. So we do find that AT consideration is a building 
opportunity for planning teams to pause and stretch their thinking about AT. But this doesn't necessarily 
happen all the time. And, certainly, the primary reason it doesn't happen is probably just the sheer load 
of all of the things that have to happen in the context of that meeting. But if we look at why this doesn't 
happen and drill into the use of AT by the youth that we're talking about today, there was a study a 
couple of years ago that looked at the use of AT by young adults with intellectual or developmental 
disabilities. In the context of the support provision post-secondary, so this is after they've exited the 
school system, in this study, what they looked at was the Supports Intensity Scale, the SIS that is used in 
planning. And the finding was, surprise, that AT devices are underutilized by adults with intellectual 
disabilities. I don't think that this is surprising. And I'm sure that it is not surprising to any of you. But if 
AT is potentially underutilized in K-12 or K-21 education, then it certainly will be underutilized post-
secondary. So let's look at what some of the things that this and other articles cited as barriers to AT 
use. In this Bryant article, one of the first things that was cited was funding as a barrier. And I will say 
that, in school-aged youth, funding is considered a barrier. I think that it's pretty safe to say that funding 
is probably a myth, considering that, when we say technology, people think it's expensive. And, indeed, 
for some students, the AT that they need is expensive. But so far, we haven't looked at anything 
expensive. And there are funding resources that are not really the purview of what we're talking about 
today. Suffice it to say that it's an unnecessary barrier in many cases. In post-secondary, one of the other 
barriers cited was training service providers and AT users. And I think that, when we look at the 
definition of AT, and that it isn't just the device but is also the service, I think that this difficulty with this 
barrier of training comes from not considering that in the planning. And that happens, as well, in school 
age. When I ask what some of the barriers are at school age, one of the ones that is cited, one of the 
things people tell me and that you also see in the literature is referred to as device abandonment. Like, 
we got the student something. But they're not using it. We'll return to that notion as well. But I 



purposely put it here to connect it with this notion of training service providers and AT users. The article 
also cited the lack of a proper match between the person and the technology. And I think, in part, that 
that comes from something that we see as a barrier in school that AT that is implemented and used in 
one environment, a student just changes grades or maybe even changes classrooms. And you see a drop 
in use or device abandonment. Because you really have to always be looking at that match, not just 
between the person and the technology, but between the person and the technology and the 
environments in which they're functioning. So what I'm saying here is that the barriers here are shared. 
This notion of low expectations I've added to this list. It doesn't come from the Bryant article. It isn't 
specifically cited there. It is cited in an article that looked similarly at AT use in young adults by Paul 
Lehman. I would say that I was probably remiss in not ... If I put low expectations on the column on the 
right, there's some of you who would very correctly say that I was making assumptions about what 
you're thinking. But I think that even those of you who have the highest expectations for what our 
students with the most complex needs can achieve do encounter the barrier of low expectations. So I 
will address that just a little bit later. I would like to put these barriers in context. There is a model by 
David Beukelman called the participation model used in assistive technology, particularly in AAC that 
really accuracy describes and groups these barriers. And that some of them are access barriers, which 
are related to the capabilities, attitudes, skills and limitations of the student themselves. So those are 
access barriers. When a team chooses a kind of technology that in fact is very difficult for a student to 
use, that they don't have the physical skills or they can't visually perceive it adequately or the volume 
isn't what they need, those are access barriers. There are barriers described by Beukelman as 
opportunity barriers. And those are imposed by other people, and can't be eliminated by providing 
assistive technology. I think that if you look back at these barriers in both post-secondary and school-
age, that you see that the biggest problem is probably opportunity barriers. And this is part of what, if 
we don't look at the opportunities we provide students, right from the point when we're saying, "Does 
the student need AT?" Then we are part of the opportunity barriers that the student is facing. So I'd like 
to say that the low expectations piece is really related to myths around AT. So we're going to talk for a 
minute about myths and misconceptions. All right. One myth is that AT is always expensive. I've 
addressed that very briefly previously, that it isn't always expensive. When it's expensive, there's almost 
always some sort of funding opportunity in one support system or the other. If we encounter hesitation 
on the part of a representative from a particular funding organization, whether that is your LEA or OVR 
or whomever, I'm going to say that that hesitation about purchasing something expensive isn't the cut 
so much because it's expensive. It's probably because of this history of abandonment that we're all 
aware of. And having the data and having really thought through and being able to say, "This is why this 
works. Here is the data. This is what we've tried. This is what didn't work," can overcome the barrier to 
the problem of expense. there is a misconception that human assistance is better. One of the things that 
I know our colleagues in OVR and in post-secondary and in higher ed and other post-secondary settings 
see very clearly is that in K-21 for students with disabilities, we seem to be more ready to apply human 
assistance to say, "Here, let's have someone help that person. Let's have a one-to-one. Let's have an 
aide," rather than considering the technology, even technology with a learning curve that will help 
someone become more independent. Another myth, AT is just for certain disabilities. And I encounter 
this all the time, that people will say, "Well, I go past that does the student need AT on the special 
considerations page. I go by that really quickly because isn't AT for students who have severe physical 
disabilities? Isn't AT for students who are blind?" Yes. AT is potentially for any student with a disability 
who needs it. But sometimes, not realizing what AT can do for someone, whether it's a high-incidence or 
a low-incidence disability, gets in the way of our providing an opportunity for the person to use it. 
Another myth, and this goes to device abandonment. I often hear, "Well, we provided, the student used 
an Acme Do-it-all, Say-it-all, Write-it-all, whatever the device was. We tried this. And it didn't work." The 
myth here is that a student can fail at AT. Students can't fail at AT. We, as the team supporting them, 



can fail in making either the correct match or in supporting them with the skills that they need, the AT 
services that will make a particular piece of technology that is needed actually be increasingly useful and 
let the student  become increasingly independent. When someone tells me that "We tried something 
but it didn't work," I like to draw a very simple analogy to, in instruction, when you try something and it 
doesn't work, you try something else. So we may fail at making the match. But a student can't fail at AT, 
be given AT and because it doesn't work or doesn't transition to a new environment well, which 
happens all the time, that it isn't appropriate for the student to then lose their opportunity for us to go 
back to the drawing board and say, "How can we make this work? What should we look at differently? 
What can we try differently? Who needs to be trained? What does the student need to practice? What 
else can we try?" Okay. There's a myth that functional is enough. And, again, we may all define 
functional differently, but when we talk about functional communication, very often it is communication 
that is limited to basics that you need in a particular situation. And it isn't enough. Functional 
communication is generally not enough language to generate novel ideas and tell somebody something 
that you haven't been trained to say before. Functional reading, like sight words, is functional in some 
situations, but not functional enough to give a student an ability to make some good guesses at what an 
unfamiliar word is, or to be able to communicate by way of writing, even if they're getting the first letter 
of something. So there are limitations to the word, "functional," which we've talked about a little bit. the 
last myth that I like to throw out there is the myth that what we've always done works. I've been in this 
field for a very, very long time, over 30 years. And certainly, like many of you who have been in the field 
any length of time, you're doing things and using tools now, and I don't just mean technology, but doing 
things now in a way that you look back and think, "I wish I had known that before." We have to always 
presume that we can change and do things better, even if that means forgiving yourself for that student 
from 15 years ago where you didn't think of this thing or you wish you had this thing. But we really have 
to stretch from what we've always done. One of the principle reasons, certainly, for doing that, when we 
talk about context, is that our students are not going to be transitioning to sheltered workshops. So the 
preparation that we've done to give students, whether it's functional communication skills or work skills 
for those settings, is not going to be adequate thinking to prepare them at this point. Okay. So I'm going 
to, before we get into some more examples, look again at who these students are. And I want to go 
branch into two different areas of AT in our time remaining. And it comes from looking at who these 
students are. They demonstrate inconsistent progress on academic and functional skills. So we rather 
already admired the problem that we may, with our youth with complex needs, be -- I don't want to say 
abandoning, but putting aside academic skills in favor of functional skills at a particular age, or perhaps 
earlier than we need to. So I'd like to just look at the AT's role with academic skills at they become 
functional to the extent that academic is functional for the transition outcomes we're looking for. The 
other area I want to look at is, of course, communication. We're talking about a lot of students who have 
limited means of verbal and written communication. So let's look a little bit at this. Augmentative and 
alternative communication. And before I do that, actually, I'm going to pause for just a moment and just 
double check here with Michael to see if, before I switch gears here, if there are any clarifications you 
think I need to make or any questions that have come in that you think I need to address at this point. It 
seems like perhaps not. So I am going to move on. 
 
>> I'm sorry, Susan. We are good. There haven't been any. So we're good to go. 
 
>> Okay, thanks, Michael. All right. and I do welcome your questions. And if you have questions as we 
move forward, we can take some time at the end for that. All right. So I talked about moving on to 
augmentative and alternative communication.  So I'm going to start with just some things that we know 
for sure about these students who may have limited means of expressing themselves. What we know 
for sure is not all the students who need a means to communicate have AAC. Seems like an 



understatement, but I know that any of you in the webinar audience who may be SLPs or AT consultants 
or even some of our transition TACs, that you may visit a site or a classroom and you see a student who 
is communicating with some kind of AAC and doing it well. And you look, then, at the student who's 
working beside them or learning beside them in the classroom and think, "What about this student?" 
And there are students who may need AAC and don't have it. Which goes to this notion that we know 
for sure that there are no prerequisites to communication. some of you have heard me say before, I will 
often quote Pat Mirenda, who will say that, "We know of only one prerequisite to communication. And 
that is breathing." And we say that, not to set any bar low, but to say that any student who does not 
have an effective way to communicate needs to be provided with a way to communicate. And that's our 
task. That is the answer to the question, "Does the student need AT?" So we know that not all students 
who need it have AAC. We also know some things about the youth who use AAC. That they may be 
provided with insufficient messages or vocabulary or you might say pictures or icons, that the AAC they 
have has a limited vocabulary, and that that limited vocabulary may be the reason for or one of the 
reasons why their effective use of that AAC in one environment doesn't transition to the next. So we'll 
talk a little bit more about that. I always like to remind people that low interest can masquerade as a 
lack of progress and communication. And by low interest, I don't mean that these students, in general or 
in particular, are not interested in a lot of things. That's not what I mean at all. One of the things, and I 
go back and say that one of the myths, that doing what we've always done will work, one of the things 
that I like to give people as an example is that, all across, not just Pennsylvania, but all across the 
country, students of all ages who have IEPs may be reporting to their classrooms in the morning. And at 
some point there is either a morning circle or a calendar time or a morning meeting or something that 
is, in theory, a really good way to get started and organize the school day. So in any particular grade, it 
could be second grade but it could be ninth, particular students with significant cognitive disabilities 
may be participating in this activity. And one of the questions that's asked is, "What's the weather?" 
Maybe students with AAC are given a way to say, "It's cloudy. It's rainy. It's sunny. It's warm. It's hot." 
They may also be able to say, "It's Monday. It's Tuesday. It's Wednesday." You can probably imagine all 
of the vocabulary that is typically a part of this activity. And I am using this as an example. If I am doing 
that in September and still doing it in October, and coming to school and still doing it in February, and 
coming to school and still doing it in tenth grade, and coming to school and still doing that when I'm 19, 
a lack of progress and communication could very well be low interest. That one of the things that we 
know about our students is certainly that they learn well with repetition. There's a concept for all of us 
to hang onto that is that, for these students, what they really need is repetition with variety. Because, 
with variety, they're going to be able to apply what they learned to more situations. But I will say that, 
where AAC is concerned, if I used to be able to say it was sunny and it was Tuesday, and I'm not doing it 
anymore, it may not be because I've lost skills. It may be because I just don't have any interest in this 
topic anymore after all this time. And that happens. So I realize it's a challenging concept. But think 
about it. Okay, so the other thing we know is that we don't prioritize, and this follows, vocabulary for 
academic use. So we say students aren't making progress in academics. But the vocabulary that we give 
them for AAC is "functional," the things they need to say just in order to participate in this time of day in 
order to be able to ask for the things they need to get or make their snack or something like that or to 
do a particular job that they do at 1:30 in the afternoon. And when we prioritize vocabulary for 
academic use, we introduce things that we might say, "Oh, they're not interested in that." And I'm going 
to say, "How do we know? It might be better than the weather. They might be more interested in that 
than the weather. But we don't know until we try." So, you see, this is an opportunity barrier. And I want 
to throw out there that this is a hard concept for people. But some of the vocabulary for academic use 
is, a good example of that is the alphabet. And the ability to communicate the first letter of something is 
a huge support in the guessing game of what someone is trying to convey. But it also is a scaffold for all 
kinds of literacy. So these are the things we know. So I'm going to introduce what will be a new idea to 



some of you, and some of you very, very familiar. You may have heard a term in ASE called core 
vocabulary. And by that, I don't mean core words that are the core words for in a reading series. I don't 
mean core standards. Core vocabulary is high-frequency vocabulary. And it comes from, really, a 
statistical concept about the frequency of words we use. And, for you and I, in fact, 80 percent of the 
words that I am using right now in this webinar come from a list of predictable words that everyone 
uses. That list is 350 to 400 words. But if we drill down to the 50 most frequently occurring words, it's 
still 50 percent of what I'm saying. And the 100 most frequent words is still probably 60 percent of what 
I'm saying. So what is it about these words? These words are words that you can use flexibly. So let's 
look at this. When we look at words like eat, cold, more, drink, hot et cetera, these are, for the most 
part, nouns. Now, cloudy and hot are not. But we usually are identifying nouns, like the names of things. 
The stuff you need to get a job done. I need the things I need to wash my hands: soap, sink, water, 
towel. That's sort of how we look at what the required vocabulary is. So soap, sink, water, towel, eat, 
drink, cold, cloudy aren't going to ... They may give me a way to interact in a particular setting for which 
these words were chosen. But they're not going to generalize to give me a way to say something novel 
later. So, if you look at this, like, really what messages can you convey with this? You actually can say 
more drink, and I can get really much more creative than you would expect a student to get here and 
say hot drink, cold drink, you know, hot sunny finished, meaning, "I'm hot. I want to go back. Get off the 
blacktop." So you see that it is the words that aren't nouns that give you more communication power. 
So stick with me on this for a moment, all right? So this just is an example of a First 40 core words. These 
are 40 of what would be, as I said, the top 60 words that, say, I've been using for the last hour. These are 
words that you can put together in really creative ways. You can say different things with them. I'm not 
just saying, "It's cloudy." I can put things together entirely differently. I'm not just saying, "I need help." I 
can say, "I want different help. Let somebody else come help me. I'm tired of this person." I can say 
different things about what I need. I can say things about words that aren't present when I say things 
like, "Do that again. Don't do that. Do that different." There is power, huge power, in these words. And if 
I asked you to take these words and sit and make as many messages as you could from these 40, it 
would certainly be more messages than you could make from an array of 40 nouns, not unlike these 
nine. So this kind of fuzzy picture, I'm not going to try to get you to communicate with it, is actually an 
array of those 40 core words with, in this case, Boardmaker symbols going with them. And then you also 
see a blank row. Because, in any situation, you want to be able to add the fringe vocabulary or the 
situation-specific vocabulary. Now, if I asked you, with some situation-specific vocabulary, the number 
of things you could say in a particular situation would be huge. What you're probably thinking, though, 
is, "My students couldn't do that." And I'm going to say that that is probably an opportunity barrier. That 
what it takes, what we know is what it takes to be able to communicate in, essentially, a language that 
you don't know, is practice and someone modeling it for you. So what we really need is for, when we're 
looking at AAC, for us to be considering vocabulary that will transition to different environments, to 
school environments, work environments, home, community to words that are likely to be helpful in the 
environments where we think that students will be transitioning to. Words that will help them 
communicate with unknown, unfamiliar partners. I'm going to take a leap of faith here and show you an 
example. I'm going to show you a video. I'm going to say a couple things about it first. One is, it's a great 
risk for me to show any examples, as much as you want to see them, or a video. Because many of you 
will say, "He doesn't look like my student. He is older, younger, brighter, more this, less that." And that, 
actually, is not my point here. What this young man, John, is doing here, is something that is doable for, 
in one way or another, almost anybody that we're talking about. But my point is that your students, the 
youth you are working with, may not be like John. But I want you to see what John is doing with these 
words, okay? The other leap of faith here is that it's always very difficult to use video with webinar. So 
what I'm doing is, I'm going to do it anyway. I don't want you to worry if you can't hear it. It is captioned. 



And I think what's most important is that I've made sure that you have the whole link so you can go back 
and see it. And it's not a long video. So let's cross our fingers and see what we can do here. 
 
[VIDEO START] 
 
>> I. Wait. More. I wait more. 
 
>> Well, John, you've told me quite a story. Why don't you hit Speak Display so everybody can hear the 
whole story? Thank you. I'm glad you could tell me about it. Is there something you need me to do to fix 
it? You're going to take care of it yourself. Excellent. 
 
[VIDEO END] 
 
>> Where's my PowerPoint? Let's see. Here it is. Excuse me. Okay, so what you saw with John's video is 
what I wanted to demonstrate was how these core high-frequency words give students the ability to 
generate language, to not just communicate with the nouns that we've given them, but to put things 
together. And I do have some more resources for you around this. But I think that, from here, let's see, 
where I want to go is, first, we are using this high-frequency language more and more with all of our 
students who use AAC, including students who are using two symbols and three symbols. And I do have 
some resources for you for looking more at that. But when we give this kind of thought to vocabulary, 
we are empowering our youth to have, even when they have very limited ways to communicate, they 
can communicate more if we're providing them with that vocabulary. And this really takes a difference 
in thinking. The other thing that it does is it takes staff training and support. And that staff training and 
support is inherent in the AT services that we're talking about. Because, in order for this to work, all staff 
need to model, like be pointing to these words and using them to talk. All staff need to model the use of 
those high-frequency words in a variety of expressive tasks. So here's what we know about all AAC, with 
this vocabulary or not. If we're not modeling the use of it and explicitly teaching the vocabulary, then we 
have device abandonment. Because just being provided with an AAC system does not give someone a 
way to communicate. It would be like me giving each of you a list of 9 or 20 words in Russian, making 
sure that, you know, because I don't think you can pronounce them, I'm going to put them on something 
that will speak it for you. And there, you've got them. Use them when the time is right. You need it to be 
modeled in context. Because that's the way language works. So we need to explicitly teach the use of 
AAC systems across environments and with new partners. Now, the person that John was talking to was 
his speech therapist. But one of the things we know for sure about transition is that all youth will be 
interacting over time with more and more new people. That is a predictable event in transition that we 
need to plan for. And we can plan for it in a number of ways. And one is to make sure that our students 
have an opportunity to talk to new people and to see what they can communicate to them using a 
broader range of communication vocabulary than before. But we also, for these students, need to 
carefully document all the details of their AAC use. There is, in the resources I have for you, I know that 
the people on this webinar are probably very familiar with the health transition checklist that is available 
on the transition website and at PIAT and in loads of places. PIAT has, and I have a link in the resources, 
has an AAC checklist that goes with that health transition checklist. And it is a really good way at looking 
at, what about the person's AAC system and use needs to be documented? I'm going to go a step further 
and say that, for the students that we're talking about, their limitations in communication may limit, if I 
may use that word, the extent of their ability to self-advocate. And, therefore, one of the things that we 
need to plan for in transition is to more carefully document the details of their AAC use. What supports 
they need in order to use it, what the resources are for repair, who can help, all of those kinds of things 
really need to be documented even more carefully, whether that is in paperwork or in video portfolio. 



Both are good ideas. A video portfolio is ... Think of John, who you just saw. If you met John on the 
street, might you think that he would be a person who communicates in the way he does? Well, perhaps 
not. And if John moved to a new residence, maybe because he can't put that device on his chair by 
himself, someone might think that it's just for sometimes. But it would be with a video of what John can 
do and what staff need to do, whether it's in school and in classroom or in any other setting that he 
transitions to that we need to be able to communicate those things. And video is a great way. So one of 
the resources that ... These are two of many, many resources on learning more about more powerful 
AAC. And my feeling is that communication is really the most powerful skill that we can give any student 
in transitioning. Because it's with communication that you can access anything else. There's been a 
study, work coming out of the Center for Literacy and Disability Studies at University of North Carolina 
on universal core boards. And I'm just going to show you this just for a moment. Because A, you're 
probably tired of looking at text, but B, so that you know about this terrific resource. Please excuse me. 
Okay. What they looked at is, it was out of the Center for Literacy and Disability Studies that extensive 
statistical research was done on this notion of high-frequency vocabulary. So they took all of the words, 
everything we knew about vocabulary frequency from young children, from all of the studies. And in 
speech language, we're very familiar with some of the studies that look at what the 100 most frequent 
words are. What they did is the compared this with all studies that looked at vocabulary in school, and 
found, in fact, a very, very high correlation between the speech language research, those words, and the 
words that are actually used academically in school. So it's support for the use of this vocabulary as 
being school vocabulary. So what they've done is understanding that not everyone has access to, let's 
say, a high-tech system, or even necessarily, particularly youth who have exited the school system, 
maybe not even to the professional support they need, that they have developed a variety of these 
printable boards, using by permission the Boardmaker symbols. There's 36. There's a nine page book 
with four symbols per page. There's a partner-assisted book for partner-assisted communication would 
be for students who communicate either with eye gaze or who are going to look, and as you scan 
through, like "Want not," that you're looking for a sound, a head nod, some indication for what word to 
select or what page. And there's terrific evidence about the effectiveness of these partner-assisted skills 
for students with even the most complex and significant intellectual disabilities. So all of these are 
resources, as it says, for personal use. So part of what they are building, also, are information on some 
of the supports it takes to teach and use these core boards. So this is where I got the core board for you. 
We're going to be returning to this website for some other resources very, very shortly. Some other 
resources I want you to know about is POWER AAC. I didn't check this link, but I believe ... Yes. On the 
PaTTAN website, you can ... I went here directly with the link that is on your handout, which is a 
shortened URL bit.ly link. But if you go to educational initiatives and to assistive technology, on the 
PaTTAN website, you can go on the right to POWER AAC. And on POWER AAC, you're going to see that 
we have developed a video training series with a nationally known SLP by the name of Gail Van 
Tatenhove. And what we've done is, she's worked with Pennsylvania SLPs and AT consultants to come 
up with these modules to build the capacity of, and I'm saying school personnel, but it doesn't 
necessarily have to be school, to improve communication skills and to understand this idea of what is 
core vocabulary and how do you support it. So we have, currently, six modules on the website. The 
longest one is, I don't think an hour. Although we're almost ready to post module seven, which will be 
longer. They each get at different parts of this: selecting, representing what symbol sets, providing 
supports and scaffolds. I'm reading you what module six covers. The visual supports and scaffolds that 
are essential in a classroom environment, including tools to help students communicate with their AAC 
systems. I'm going to say that these videos would apply to any environment. So that is just a really nice 
... Parents use it, people use it in staff development. None of the webinars are long. All of the 
PowerPoint is there. All of the materials are there. So it's a really nice resource for you. So because so 
many people have great interest in AAC apps, it certainly has made for many youth that has made AAC 



more portable and accessible and typical in terms of using a device that everyone else is using. I've 
already showed you a lot of information from the AAC devices, things that are boards on Laura's 
Pinterest board. And if you're interested, particularly in an app list, I'm not going to go to this right now. 
Because I alluded to it earlier and I'm watching the time. The apps list by Jane Farrell, who actually is an 
SLP in Australia, is always up to date, has terrific reviews based on application and use. So it's a really 
great resource for you. Just to summarize this notion of AAC, I'm not saying AAC should be an app or 
should be only core words. Just what I'm trying to do is broaden people's notion of what makes AAC 
effective and what some of the barriers to AAC transitioning are. In fact, you can address the high-
frequency word needs in the context of lots of situation-specific vocabulary as well. You're probably 
familiar with ... This is an iPad app. This is an app running on the iPhone. But AAC needs to be just as 
robust and useful when it's no-tech or low-tech. So we still want to think flexibly and broadly about 
these portable systems. Even thinking for students who are using things like what we refer to as PECS 
books, which very often used these symbols on Velcro, even when someone is not using the exact 
Picture Exchange Communication hierarchy of teaching communication. But the notion of being able to 
put things together. You're going to be able to generate more novel messages beyond, "I want," with 
high-frequency vocabulary. Awfully sorry. Just to broaden our treatment of communication just a little 
bit from what we typically think of as apps or AAC devices, I think that when we're looking at transition, 
that smartwatches are these portable wrist-worn devices have the potential to be very useful in our 
students across home, community, school, and work situations. And maybe some of you have an Apple 
Watch or another smartwatch and you know that it's really a lot like having your cellular phone on your 
wrist. That, in itself, can make it more accessible to not having to go reach for it in your pocket.  And it 
can make alerts more salient if it's coming right from your wrist and you're not having to find ... You or a 
student with complex needs having to locate where they put down the device. But there are some 
smartwatches that are actually developed either for kids or for older adults that have limited features, 
like two to four phone numbers, and GPS tracking, and parent controls, and that those can be used to 
communicate with families, with staff who are not right where they are, and tend to have really flexible 
features that we should be looking at ways both to use them for expressive communication along the 
lines of AAC, as well as those other organizational memory, those kinds of supports that AT can provide. 
So most of them do require cellular plans. So that is one caveat that's often a barrier, particularly in 
schools. But I've given you a link to a site that you can see is called "Here Are the Best GPS Tracking 
Watches for Kids." I have started looking into this when my nephew, who is 27 and has autism and goes 
to a work placement each day. And there was a day that I was with my sister and she started getting 
distracted and said, "Wait a minute, it's such and such time and Colin is not home." And she called the 
bus company, which that's hard to do because it was a community transit. It wasn't just like she knew 
the person to call. And they were able to tell her that, in fact, the bus arrived late at the building and so 
he was in transit at that time. But it got us into a discussion about, what if the situation was different 
and he wasn't on the bus and he was somewhere else? What might be a way that would have features 
that he would be able to use? And the first thing we looked at was that he's not going to take something 
out of his pocket. He doesn't carry things around well and that it would have to be something like a 
watch. So it's something that put me in a position of searching for what the features are of this rapidly 
developing technology of smartwatches. And just one thing, because things are made for kids does not 
make them age inappropriate in styles when you look at what's there. So that's another idea. Okay, I'm 
going to shift gears to the last area that I want to look at. And it is about literacy. And we have made the 
point that academics are, indeed, functional. But we've been talking about communication. And the 
truth is that communication, reading and writing are inextricably linked. That youth who are using any 
symbol system, anything that is two-dimensional, meaning on a piece of paper or on a flat surface, any 
communication system other than speech and sign language, that they are, in fact, engaging in reading 
and writing behaviors when they're communicating. And, by that, I don't mean reading and writing 



behaviors from the purely academic sense. What I mean is that, when we shift communication modes to 
symbols, to letters, to words, to writing, we are, in fact, using the parts of our brain that we use when 
we read and write, and not the ones that those of us who communicate effectively by speech, we aren't 
using. Different places are lighting up. So when I say these are linked, these are really linked. These are 
literally neurologically linked. So when students are communicating with symbols, with sight words, they 
are showing us their ability to decode a symbol. And when students are empowered with access to the 
alphabet as symbols to enhance their communication, then we are scaffolding reading and writing. So 
let me go a little further here. In Pennsylvania, you're probably aware of our relatively-newly-released, I 
believe that it was approved in November and a lot of training has gone on at the IU and LEA levels on 
alternate eligible content, which is the content that is aligned to the PA Core Standards that apply to all 
students. So it is in somewhat reduced depth and breadth, but aligned directly and reflecting a high 
expectations for access to grade level standards. So the targets in English language arts, for instance, in 
the alternate eligible content, are going to require students to interact with literary and informational 
text. And you may think, "But that's not functional." Well, in fact, informational text is useful, 
particularly well-modified informational text adapted and modified for our students' use, is going to be 
useful across employment, post-secondary, and independent living domains. There are directions to 
things that students need to be able to process. The signs and the schedule for transportation is 
informational. But when we look at literary, we very often draw the line when we're planning for 
transition. It's really in literature that we are able to get a reflection of students' preferences for things. 
And from there come social topics and our ability to communicate with people in the workplace or in 
the community about things other than the specific task we are doing in that moment, whether it is 
working at something, traveling somewhere, that social topics are a part of where individual preferences 
come from. I wanted to make a point, though, about that Bryant study that I mentioned earlier, that 
noted that adults with intellectual disabilities weren't using AT very often. One of the things in that 
article was that, while most people with intellectual disabilities didn't use AT, some respondents did. So 
there was in all of the areas now, remember that it went through the SIS areas and those categories, 
and in each category, about 30 percent of the respondents, and it was a small study. It was under 200 
adults. But about 30 percent were using some AT in each of the domains. But remember that the 
domains were home living, community living, lifelong learning, employment, health and safety, social 
and protection and advocacy. And it was lifelong learning where there was, in that study, no evidence of 
use of AT. That's really interesting. Because when we think about how we, as adults, spend our time, we 
read. We watch movies. We read magazines, newspapers, bulletin boards, social media. So this notion 
of lifelong learning and of combined with individual preferences is a really strong case, in addition to any 
others that I've made, for the importance of literacy. So we should just point out what the PA Core 
Standards emphasize. They do emphasize learning that builds over time. And so implied in learning that 
builds over time is that students are expected to make continual progress. And I'll point out, as I said 
before, there's no evidence that learning plateaus for some students with any particular disability. We 
just don't have evidence that learning stops. And hence the concept of lifelong learning in the whole 
population is an important one to take to these students. Okay, application of knowledge and skills. So 
we want no longer to be focused just on mastery of isolated skills for these students, but application of 
learned skills to problems, to analysis of information, to looking at text, for instance, and to interactions 
with others. And so application of knowledge and skills is where we need to embrace this notion of 
repetition with variety instead of thinking of, "The student can do this same task with 80 percent 
accuracy for X number of trials." But that it's not just the repetition, but applying what they've known to 
different situations needs to be our target. The standards emphasize active participation and interaction 
in learning, which means that learning opportunities integrated across the day, all day, every day. So 
let's take, for instance, communication or literacy. There's not just a time for that, but that it's applied all 
day every day. And ongoing comprehensive instruction in reading, writing, speaking language and 



listening, which goes to the notion that we shouldn't stop teaching reading or writing and expecting 
continued progress at any particular time. So this is really what we're charged with. Going out to the 
larger umbrella. Students who are college and career ready, all students. This is what we're saying. And 
this comes from the standards. That students who are college and career ready in these areas respond 
to varied demands of audience, task, purpose, and discipline. That they build knowledge content and 
share it through writing and speaking. That they use technology and digital media capably. And that they 
demonstrate independence. And I think that there's no one who would say that this doesn't apply to the 
students that we're talking about as well. I'm using it as a ... Where does literacy fit? And AT for literacy? 
Certainly, AT provides a way for students to have access to literacy in audio format, multimedia, video, 
but to have experience with literary, informational text and all kinds of broad topics and areas in a way 
that they may not be able to engage in with, for instance, a textbook or trade book. I want to give you 
some resources. And these are really a broad range of resources. But there are resources for modified 
text out there. So students that we can be giving our students daily opportunities to be reading and 
talking about what they're reading. One is, and I've heard this called Newsela and I know that a lot of 
people are familiar with this. But this is a ... You can do it by subscription. But there also is a free 
component of it. So if you look at this, this is something that was just last week, okay. When all the talk 
about Harriet Tubman being on the $20 bill. So here is a news article, okay. So here's the news article. 
You can access this news article at the maximum. So this is the news article written for you and I. But at 
different literacy levels. So at the lowest level, you see that it is very simplified. So you can give students 
access to text in this way, whether it is listening to this or I would take these, copy and paste these short 
sentences and perhaps create a PowerPoint book with a different picture on each page. But there are 
ways that we can get students reading and writing. So students can write a preview. There are prompts. 
I have not used this with students with significant intellectual disabilities. But I do want to underscore 
that our students need to be writing in some way. That's a place that we miss. And I'll get to that with 
Route 66 Literacy. I think that I didn't put the link in here. Route 66 Literacy is a web-based program that 
comes out of the Center for Literacy and Disability, a site that we went to just a few moments ago. And 
that literacy program is designed. It was actually designed for adolescent and adult people with 
developmental disabilities. And it takes very simple text and a web-based program. And what it does, 
and this goes to AT supports and services, is there is a blackboard screen that actually has the prompts 
for what the person sitting and reading with the youth should say that are evidence-based prompts for 
engaging in text with comprehension. So you can actually structure a conversation to engage the person 
in talking about what they're reading. And at the end of it, they also can write a review. And the review 
that they write can be with symbols. They can write in any number of ways. But what the developers 
found was that you can e-mail, you can post your reviews, and that youth were looking forward to 
seeing their reviews posted and then seeing other people's comments on it. So it really got into 
exploring text and talking with other people about it. It's very cool. It is a subscription. Again, there's a 
limited subscription that is free. But I think that to subscribe to is is $99 a year, which is nominal. I think 
that could be for a building or a district or something just for the key to get into it. It was developed by 
Center for Literacy and Disability Studies, so everything about it is evidence-based. And it was funded by 
Benetech, the same organization that funds Bookshare. So it's very, very cool stuff. Some of the things 
that are in it come from Tarheel Reader. And if you're not familiar with Tarheel Reader, you probably 
should be. This is free and also comes out of the Center for Literacy and Disability. What I would like to 
do here is find a book. And these are akin to PowerPoint books. So I am going to look for a book. I'm 
going to say just to use literature. See if I can find something. I think that I can find something on "Tom 
Sawyer." Okay. There are a whole series of Tom Sawyer books that actually are "Tom Sawyer." Some of 
them are summaries. Some, like "The Hero Tom Sawyer" is a summary of Tom Sawyer. But "The Fence" 
is not a summary of the whole book but of the chapter. So let me go to this. You know that in "Tom 
Sawyer," you know the part where his Aunt Polly tells him to paint a fence. So in Tarheel Reader, what 



you get is a picture and text, okay. So this is the fence. This fence is old and needing attention. I didn't 
set up my options. But I need you to know that you can set this up to speak the text. You can also 
download it as an epub or a PowerPoint. And it also is completely switch-accessible and accessible 
within Telekey. So it's designed to be accessible. So this is just a text. Paint chipping and fading. Pickets 
missing and broken. This develops some of the background knowledge and gets you into the context of 
the condition of the fence that Tom needed to paint. One long day of work, work, work. Then the fence 
shines like new. So that doesn't tell the story. But it's written for background information. What you've 
just seen is, I'll go back to the menu. I can also find a book in collections and choose by grade. There are 
thousands and thousands and thousands and thousands. This would be Susan telling you she forgot to 
look up the actual number. I think it's like 60-some thousand books in this. And the best way to describe 
them are essentially like talking PowerPoint books. But it's a really great model for some ways that we 
can adapt and modify text that we need to, whether it's from the curriculum or telling about something 
in a work environment or background knowledge for something in your community for creating 
accessible texts that are also cognitively accessible. So those are some resources there. All right. So I'm 
going to go back to AT consideration to summarize here. So when you're considering AT in the IEP, 
you're asking, "Does the student have a means of communication that can be understood by others? 
Does he or she use clarification strategies when they're not understood? Do they have an effective way 
to access text? Has he or she used auditory or alternative means to engage with preferred text? Have 
they had enough experience with text that they can begin to actually enjoy an activity where someone is 
reading with them or to them? Does the student have supports to travel around the building, campus or 
community?" And this really goes to the organization memory things and the communication to be able 
to contact and utilize help so we can ask these kinds of questions relative to what we're planning for our 
student in transition. And a really big piece here is, does the team need technical assistance to address 
these questions rather than move right on? Because there's technical assistance available at the 
intermediate units from both the AT consultants for AT and certainly from the transition consultants for 
broadening your consideration, helping, maybe not an individual team, but for supporting a program, a 
district, a school and having the skills to consider and look at potential transition outcomes and the 
planning and skills and knowledge needed for these particular students rather than our doing it the way 
we've always done it because things are new. Procedurally speaking, AT decision-making, we know it has 
to be considered for every student. The decisions are made in the context of IEP development, review, 
or revision. And then they have to appear, obviously, in the IEP. And there are a multitude of places for 
AT to appear in the IEP, not the least of which would be in the context of the transition plan and 
therefore narrated in the present levels section. But we want to use a multidisciplinary team approach. 
We want to include family. We want to be informed by data and informed by data is one of the things 
that helps us guard against that possibility that we'd say, "Oh, we tried that. And that didn't work." Well, 
okay, what didn't work? How about if we look at it this way? Let's try something new. But let's take a 
baseline. And then let's also measure what happens when this support is provided and when the staff do 
this as opposed to this. We want to target functional capability in students' customary environments. 
And customary environments, as we know, gets much broader in the transition years. So we need to 
look to all of the potential environments in answering those questions, certainly in a timely manner. So 
if I come back to a reminder of what the devices and services are, we're talking about increasing, 
maintaining or improving the functional capability of this person. And that functional capability should 
not be limited to what we may be thinking about how they function now. But we have to look at all of 
our students as lifelong learners, all of our students as capable of making progress in all areas, not the 
least of which is communication, so that, if a student who has what you consider functional 
communication, any student with any communication system, or without, we need to look and say, "But 
are they making progress? Can they talk about more and more? What can we do?" So I'm challenging 
your notion of functional capabilities. And I'm also reminding that the selection, acquisition and use is 



part of the question. It is key in school and post-school environments that the supports we need to be 
able to identify and engage the supports a student is going to need. And that, at the core of this, we 
have to pause and expand our notion of inviting what a student might need to be able to do more. 
Because assistive technology can do that. But it can't do it if we haven't considered it. So I'm going to be 
wrapping up and telling you about some resources. But I don't know, Michael, if there are any 
questions. Do you want to ask them now? Or shall I move into resources at this point? 
 
>> We just actually had one question, Susan, that came in. And it refers back to when you were doing 
the discussion regarding the list of frequently used words. And the question was, where can someone 
find a full list of the 350 to 400 words sorted based on use of frequency? 
 
>> I'm going to give you a couple of places. But the one that Center for Literacy and Disability on the link 
where I went, where you saw the picture of the boards, all of the research, including all of the lists are 
available there. They're available in a lot of other places. And I would welcome people to e-mail me if 
you want me to connect you to more information. But I know that you'll find what you're looking for by 
looking around at the link that I showed earlier. 
 
>> Great. Thanks. That's actually the only one we've had, Susan. 
 
>> Okay. 
 
>> So if you wanted to talk about resources, that would be great. 
 
>> Yeah. I'm thinking that maybe there might have been more questions if I had taken a breath. But let's 
go on to resources. The resources we are so lucky, in Pennsylvania, to have both of these resources for 
being able to try out assistive technology. One, of course, is PaTTAN's short-term loan, which, of course, 
you can access through the PaTTAN website. And that's available to Pennsylvania educators in publicly-
funded programs including preschools. I know that there aren't many preschool people on this call. So 
that's a terrific resource. PIAT, Pennsylvania's Initiative on Assistive Technology is a valuable partner and 
also has an AT lending collection that is even broader than PaTTAN's because the PIAT serves all 
Pennsylvanians with disabilities, not just students with IFSPs and IEPs. I wanted to give you the link. And 
hopefully it will work as well for you as it did for me when I have used it before to ABLE data, that 
searchable database. I want to make sure that you have the link to the POWER AAC Modules. Because I 
know that the notion of core vocabulary is new to many people. So that's a good place to go. All 
provided in the slide, Lauren Enders' boards on Pinterest with the caution that even the best of us suffer 
from overload when we go there. But, nonetheless, if you're looking for something in particular by 
category, it's a really terrific resource. I want you to be able to reach the Newsela and Tarheel Reader. 
Because I think that they are resources that people can turn around and be able to use right away. With 
that, I just wanted you also to have access to the Wehmeyer study that I mentioned. And I think I said 
Lehman. I confused my transition people. But I'm realizing now that I did not put the Bryant article on 
here. So I will have to provide that in some way. Michael, you'll have to suggest the best way if people 
want to get the link to the Bryant article that I went into. And I wanted people to be able to link directly 
to the assistive technology companion guide to the transition healthcare list that I also mentioned. 
There are a kajillion resources in assistive technology. And it's like drinking water from a firehose. It 
would be really easy to get lost in them. I purposely only provided the ones that I mentioned, which is 
not to say that these are absolutely the best. Although, of course, we love to think that about short-term 
loan and PIAT. But these are the ones I mentioned today. I'm happy to answer questions that people 
have. You're welcome to e-mail me. And I also like to point people to their assistive technology 



consultants at the intermediate units. Because they are also goldmines of information. So I think that 
that brings my part of this webinar to an end, Michael. 
 
>> Okay, great, Susan. Thank you so much. I'm just going to take the screen back for a minute. I wanted 
to just end with a couple of reminder slides. So we do have the transition conference that is coming up 
in July. It's scheduled for July 20th through the 22nd. We look to have the brochure as well as 
scholarship information for youth and families out by the middle of May. Look for that around May 16th. 
You can find that information on both secondarytransition.org and the PaTTAN website. We will, as we 
have in past years, have a number of sessions on assistive technology as well as our vendor resource fair 
that will have tables dealing specifically with AT information. I wanted to thank you all for joining us on 
today's webinar. This is the last actual webinar in the series. But we will be having another series of 
webinars for the 2016/2017 school year. As I mentioned also before, all of the webinars can be found on 
both the PaTTAN website as well as secondarytransition.org. We do record the webinars and have them 
closed captioned. So please check back. It will take about 3 to 4 weeks to have today's webinars posted. 
But look for that. And, again, I wanted to thank you, Susan, for presenting today. It was great 
information. And, regarding the article that Susan mentioned, what we can do with that is get that out 
to folks that are requesting it. We can add it to the site where this is going to be posted, also, with the 
recording. So, with that, Susan, thank you so much for presenting ... 
 
>> Michael? 
 
>> Yes? 
 
>> I just want to add one thing that I should have included. I need people to know that we are having an 
assistive technology expo in November. The dates are November 8th, 9th, and 10th. The 8th is in the 
eastern region, in Valley Forge, the 9th at PaTTAN Harrisburg,  and the 10th in Pittsburgh area at, I 
believe it's the DoubleTree formerly known as the Sheraton Four Points in Cranberry. So I believe that 
the flier is official. So people should be receiving it. I should have put it here. But mark your calendars. 
 
>> Great. All right. Thank you so much. Thanks again for joining us today. Have a great rest of your week. 
 


