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First Person: MATTHEW
Teaching in the Age of Technology

Since graduating with my 
bachelor’s degree in special 
education, I have worked 
at an alternative school. 
My school is a state-
accredited residential and 
day school program that 
serves students between 
the ages of 6 and 21 who 
have learning disabilities 
and/or emotional behavior 

disorders and who struggle in a typical school setting, 
as well as students with intellectual disability and 
students with autism spectrum disorder. Our students 

with learning disabilities and/or emotional behavior 
disorders are not reading or writing at grade level. For 
our older students who still struggle with handwriting, 
pencil grips or weighted pencils are available. I do see 
pencil grips benefiting my students. For our younger 
students who struggle with reading, we take advantage 
of books on CD or electronic books played through an 
MP3 player. In my school, we have advanced technology 
to support students with more intense needs as well. 
Every classroom has an iPad, and we use Proloquo2Go® 
for students with communication needs. Most of our 
assistive technology needs and decisions for individual 
students are determined by our occupational therapists 
or speech–language pathologists.

—Matthew Wright
Program Coordinator

T. C. Harris School
Lafayette, Indiana

Low-Tech Reading Assistive Technology. When deciding on assistive technology, IEP 
teams should always first consider low-tech, of which there are a number of options for 
reading. There is not always a research base, however, on using the tools and devices 
for students with disabilities. Some common low-tech reading-based assistive tech-
nologies include highlighter pens, highlighter tape (nonpermanent), and highlighter 
strips—strips of colored, transparent film that students can use to guide their reading. 
Another low-tech means for providing support for reading is the placement of picture 
symbols in written text to provide additional support for comprehension (Shurr & 
Taber-Doughty, 2012).

Mid- and High-Tech Reading Assistive Technology. Many mid-tech and high-tech 
assistive technology devices and tools exist. Perhaps one of the most common technolo-
gies to consider for students who struggle with reading is text-to-speech. Text-to-speech, 
known by different names depending on its application (for example, screen readers when 
accessing text on a computer, or e-text) (Anderson-Inman & Horney, 2007), is essentially 
printed or digital text spoken aloud to the reader; in other words, there is a voice output. 
Not only did the National Reading Panel (2000) suggest text-to-speech as a promising 
intervention, but researchers found use of text-to-speech positively influenced decoding, 
fluency, and comprehension skills (Hasselbring & Bausch, 2005; King-Sears, Swanson, & 
Mainzer, 2011). However, it should be noted that the research is also full of contradictions 
regarding the positive or neutral effect of text-to-speech (Strangman & Dalton, 2005).

Many different types of text-to-speech options exist. For example, there is the 
ReadingPen 2, a handheld optical character recognition system that reads printed 
text as the device scans it (another example is Quicktionary2) (Schmitt, McCallum, 
Hennessey, Lovelace, & Hawkins, 2012; Schmitt, McCallum, Rubinic, & Hawkins, 
2011; WizcomTech, 2013, 2014). A number of computer-based text-to-speech programs  
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