
 
6.8 Assistive Technology Devices and Services 

 
I.   What Is Assistive Technology? 

 Generally speaking, assistive technology is any kind of technology that can be used to 
 enhance the functional independence of a person with a disability. Often, for people with 
 disabilities, accomplishing daily tasks such as talking with friends, going to school and 
 work, or participating in recreational activities is a challenge. Assistive Technology (AT) 
 devices are tools to help to overcome those challenges and enable people living with 
 disabilities to enhance their quality of life and lead more independent lives. 

 Assistive technology can be anything from a simple (low-tech) device such as a 
 magnifying glass, to a complex (high-tech) device, such as a computerized 
 communication system. It can be big -- an automated van lift for a wheelchair -- or small -
 - a Velcro attached grip attached to a pen or fork for, for example, eating and writing. 
 Assistive technology can also be a substitute -- such as an augmentative communication 
 device that provides vocal output for a child who cannot communicate with her voice. 

 
II. Definitions in IDEA 
 

According to the Office of Special Education Programs (U.S. Department of Education), 
assistive technology is an example of a related service that may also qualify as special 
education or a supplementary aid or service depending on how the equipment is being 
used in a particular situation.   
 
A.  Assistive Technology Device.   The term is defined as any item, piece of 
equipment, or product system, whether acquired commercially or off the shelf, modified, 
or customized, that is used to increase, maintain or improve the functional capabilities of 
a child with a disability.  A device qualifies as AT only if it is necessary for the child to 
receive an educational benefit. J.C. v. New Fairfield Bd. of Educ., 56 IDELR 207 (D. 
Conn. 2011).  The term does not include a medical device that is surgically implanted or 
the replacement of such a device.  However, the IDEA does not prevent the routine 
checking of an external component of a surgically implanted device to make sure it is 
functioning properly. 34 CFR 300.34(b)(2).). 
 
B. Assistive Technology Service.  The term means any service that directly assists a 
child with a disability in the selection, acquisition, or use of an assistive technology 
device.  The term includes the evaluation of the needs of a child with a disability, 
including a functional evaluation of the child in the child’s customary environment; 
purchasing, leasing, or otherwise providing for the acquisition of assistive technology 
devices by children with disabilities; selecting, designing, fitting, customizing, adapting, 
applying, maintaining, repairing, or even replacing assistive technology devices; 
coordinating and using other therapies, interventions, or services with assistive 
technology devices, such as those associated with existing education and rehabilitation 
plans and programs; training or technical assistance for a child with a disability or, if 
appropriate, that child’s family; and training or technical assistance for professionals  

 1 



 
(including individuals providing education or rehabilitation services), employers, or other 
individuals who provide services to, employ, or are otherwise substantially involved in 
the major life functions of that child. 

 
III.  Obligation to Evaluate and/or Consider Assistive Technology 
 

For initial evaluations, the IDEA regulations state that a child must be assessed in all 
areas related to the suspected disability, including, if appropriate, health, vision, hearing, 
social and emotional status, general intelligence, academic performance, communicative 
status, and motor abilities.  The assessment includes a consideration of both academic and 
nonacademic areas that can have an impact on the student’s educational performance, as 
well as the student’s needs for assistive technology equipment and services.  In addition, 
at each Annual Review, or in preparation for a Reevaluation, the IDEA requires that the 
IEP team “consider” the student’s need for AT. 
 
Consideration versus Request for AT Evaluation.  It is important that the IEP team 
observe the distinction between the IDEA requirement to “consider” AT at each Annual 
Review IEP team meeting, versus the identification of conditions that would warrant 
requesting an AT evaluation.  AT “consideration” involves four steps by the IEP team:   
 
• An examination of the student’s needs as documented in the Present Levels of 
 Academic Achievement and Functional Performance;  
• An identification of the goals and objectives needed to address these areas of 
 need; 
• A determination of the accommodations necessary for both instruction and 
 evaluation; and  
• When accommodations are not sufficient to support the student’s goals and 
 objectives, the IEP team may consider if, and what, assistive technology is 
 appropriate and document the decision in the IEP.  If the IEP team cannot 
 determine what assistive technology would address the student’s needs, a request 
 for an AT evaluation can be made.  

 
IV.  Obligation to Provide Assistive Technology Devices/Services  

 
 School districts are required to provide assistive technology devices or services to  a 
 student with a disability if the IEP team determines that the student needs such a device 
 or service in order to receive FAPE.  As a general matter, a school district is not required 
 to purchase devices the student would require regardless of whether or not he or she is 
 attending school.  However, this exclusion does not apply if the IEP team determines, as 
 it is permitted to do, that the student needs the device or service to receive FAPE, in 
 which case AT must be provided at no cost to the parents of a child with a disability.  

 
V.  Obligation to Provide Specific Devices 
 
 A.  Eyeglasses, Hearing Aides, And other Personally Prescribed Devices 
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  Generally, a school district is not responsible for providing eyeglasses, a hearing  
  or other personally prescribed devices for a student as an assistive technology  
  device. However, it is possible that a school district would consider such a  
  personal device an assistive technology device, thus requiring the IEP team to  
  include it in the IEP of a student with a disability in those instances when the  
  provision is necessary for FAPE. 
 
 B.  Cochlear Implants 

  The 2006 IDEA Part B regulations provide that "related services do not include a  
  medical device that is surgically implanted, the optimization of that device's  
  functioning (e.g., mapping), maintenance of that device, or the replacement of that 
  device." 34 CFR 300.34(b). However, nothing:  

 • Limits the right of a child with a surgically implanted device (e.g.,   
  cochlear implant) to receive related services that are determined by the IEP 
  team to be necessary for the child to receive FAPE.  

 • Limits the responsibility of a public agency to appropriately monitor and  
  maintain medical devices that are needed to maintain the health and safety  
  of the child, including breathing, nutrition, or operation of other bodily  
  functions, while the child is transported to and from school or is at school;  
  or  

 • Prevents the routine checking of an external component of a surgically  
  implanted device to make sure it is functioning properly, as required in  
  Section 300.113(b). 

 C.  Computers 

  Computers can be assistive technology devices used for educational purposes.  
  School districts are required to provide computers for use at home by students  
  with disabilities only if home use is necessary for the provision of FAPE and such 
  use is specified in the student's IEP.  

▫Not every student with a disability who would benefit from the provision of a 
computer to use at home is entitled to receive one as a district-funded 
assistive technology device. See Garcia v. California State Dept. of Educ. 
Hearing Office, 24 IDELR 547 (E.D. Cal. 1996) (testimony of teachers helped 
confirm that a student would not need a computer to do homework and had 
access to a computer at school for other purposes, consistent with his IEP). 

▫Although acknowledging that a home computer could be helpful to a high 
school student, the student did not require the computer to make educational 
progress. Evidence indicated that the student did not make full use of the 
computers available at school. The district's IEP team believed that the 
student's frustration in writing by hand was more emotional than physical and 
that he should be encouraged to overcome that problem. Jefferson County 
Sch. Dist. R-1, 34 IDELR 212 (SEA CO 2001). 
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 D.  Computer Tablets 

▫A district's careful assessment of a 19-year-old's AT needs, and its deliberation in 
choosing a device that matched them, helped defeat a parent's assertion that the 
student needed an iPad2. Because the district reasonably determined that the 
SpringBoard, a device with a dynamic interface, would enable the nonverbal 
student to communicate with others, access the curriculum, and express his wants 
and needs, the district met its obligations. Los Angeles Unified Sch. Dist., 111 
LRP 75098 (SEA CA 10/31/11).  

▫Despite the device's "cool factor," a California district did not have to permit a 9-
year-old with autism to use an iPad to initiate social interaction with his peers. 
The student's parents contended that the district's failure to incorporate their son's 
use of an iPad as a means of initiating conversations with his peers meant that a 
proposed IEP did not include appropriate social skills goals. An ALJ, however, 
disagreed and permitted the district to implement the IEP without parental 
consent. Carlsbad Unified Sch. Dist., 59 IDELR 87 (SEA CA 2012). 

 

 E.  Calculators 

  Calculators may be an assistive technology device, depending on the nature of a  
  student's disability. For example, a calculator could be an assistive technology  
  device for a student with a learning disability who is placed in a regular education  
  math class.  

 F.  Oxygen, Tanks, Monitoring Equipment  

The oxygen and tanks required by a preschooler with OHI due to Kartagener 
syndrome, immotile cilia syndrome, hypoxia, and asthma were not the district's 
financial obligation. He concluded neither the oxygen nor the oxygen tanks were 
related services or assistive technology devices. The physician-prescribed oxygen 
was medicine and the tanks necessarily part of the prescription. However, the 
district was obligated to provide the oxygen monitoring equipment and a portable 
cart to the student at no cost as assistive technology devices. Gaylord Cmty. Schs., 
40 IDELR 224 (SEA MI 2003). 

‘’’’’’’’’’’’’’’ 

 G.  Prosthetics/Artificial Limbs  

Although a preschooler's parents wanted their daughter to be a "two-handed 
child," they could not require a Connecticut district to pay for the child's 
myoelectric prosthetic arm. An IHO determined that the prosthesis did not qualify 
as an assistive technology device under the IDEA. The IHO explained that the 
child, who was missing the lower part of her left arm, did not need the 
myoelectric arm to benefit from the preschool curriculum. New Fairfield Bd. of 
Educ., 6 ECLPR 36 (SEA CT 2008). The District Court also held that the 
prosthetic was not necessary for the child to receive FAPE. J.C. v. New Fairfield 
Bd. of Educ., 56 IDELR 207 (D. Conn. 2011).  
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VI.  Access to Instructional Materials  

 The district must take all reasonable steps to ensure that children who are blind, and 
 children with disabilities who have print disabilities or need instructional materials in 
 accessible formats, are provided those materials in a timely manner, i.e., at the same time 
 as other children receive instructional materials. 

VII.  Responsibility for Acquisition and Maintenance of AT Devices 

 The responsibility for the acquisition and maintenance of an assistive technology device 
 belongs to the school district, not the parents. As a component of FAPE, an assistive 
 technology device must be provided at no cost to the parents.  A district is not required to 
 select a more costly device that may provide more or better assistance to the student and 
 maximize his or her education. On the other hand, a district is not permitted to use the 
 cost consideration to select a device that is inconsistent with the student's needs as 
 expressed in the IEP.  It is possible to make parents responsible for repairs resulting from 
 damage caused by unauthorized or unwarranted use. Any agreement made between the 
 district and the parents addressing this or other issues should be written in the IEP.   

 
VIII.  Obligation to Provide Parents’ Preference for AT Devices/Services  

 Districts are generally not required to provide the specific assistive technology devices or 
 services specified by parents or agree with each request.  

See A.S. and W.S. v. Trumbull Bd. of Educ., 45 IDELR 40 (D. Conn. 2006); Eric H. v. 
Methacton Sch. Dist., 38 IDELR 182 (E.D. Pa. 2003) (court rejected parents' contention 
that video teleconferencing was necessary to permit the student to fully realize his 
extensive social and behavioral objectives); Los Angeles Unified Sch. Dist., 46 IDELR 
232 (SEA CA 2006) (finding that a district did not have to purchase a motorized 
wheelchair with a built-in stander for a ninth-grader with cerebral palsy, as the district's 
use of a stand-alone stander complied with the student's IEP); and Collier County Sch. 
Bd., 44 IDELR 80 (SEA FL 2005).  

 In some cases, however, the parents' preference is determinative or at least persuasive.  

See, e.g., Greenwood County Sch. Dist. 52, 19 IDELR 355 (SEA CA 1992) (district had 
proposed purchasing a less expensive augmentative communication device called "The 
Intro Talker," but the parents presented expert testimony that the student had the potential 
to acquire the higher-level language skills for which only their preferred device provided 
options; while cost is a relevant consideration in determining what assistive technology 
devices and services to provide, it cannot be the determining factor);and Davis Sch. Dist., 
18 IDELR 696 (SEA UT 1992) (stroller device used for loading and unloading student on 
the school bus was an assistive technology device and thus subject to the IEP process; 
therefore, parents were allowed to present evidence that the device they favored was 
necessary to provide FAPE).  
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 The fact that a district offers assistive technology devices and services that go above and 
 beyond a student's special education needs will not necessarily insulate it from a FAPE 
 claim.  

In Ada-Borup Independent School District #2854, 49 IDELR 55 (SEA MN 2007), a 
Minnesota district provided an augmentative communication device to an 8-year-old boy 
with a speech-language impairment and mild cognitive delays. The district did not train 
the student or the parent on how to use the device. Instead, the district provided the parent 
with an instruction manual. The state ED acknowledged that nothing in the student's IEP 
required the district to provide a communication device for the child's home use, as there 
was no statement that the child required the device to receive FAPE. Once the district 
provided the device, however, it assumed a duty to ensure that the child could use it 
properly. The ED ordered the district to provide the training the child needed to use the 
device.  

 
* * * * * 
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