
Chapter 5  n  Assistive Technology 137

History and Legislation  
of Assistive Technology
The previous definitions of assistive technology devices and services are found in 
IDEA 2004 (the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act) and PL 
100–407, the 1988 Technology-Related Assistance for Individuals with Disabilities 
Act (also known as the “Tech Act”). The Tech Act was reauthorized in 1998 and again 
in 2004 as the Assistive Technology Act. However, actual use and legislation pertaining 
to the idea of assistive technology far predate the 1988 Tech Act. For example, in 1832, 
Louis Braille published the Braille code (Blackhurst, 2005a). Since then, we have seen 
the invention of electric amplifying devices for individuals with hearing impairments 
(1900), devices to magnify printed material (1953), and the talking calculator (1975), 
to name just a few (Blackhurst, 2005a; Nazzaro, 1977). In the 1970s, with the inven-
tion of the microcomputer, additional assistive technology became available to support 
students with disabilities, including text-to-speech (voice output of digital words so 
students can hear the text), augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) 
devices (low-tech, mid-tech, and high-tech communication tools that can replace, 
supplement, or enhance one’s traditional means of communication), and speech-to-text 
(spoken words appearing as typed text on a computer-based technology) (Belson, 2003; 
Blackhurst, 2005a).

Legislation for assistive technology also predates the 1988 Tech Act. In 1879,  
following the invention of Braille, PL 45–186 was passed, which authorized funding for 
the production of Braille materials by the American Printing House for the Blind. In 
1958, PL 85–905 provided funding to purchase and distribute closed-captioned films 
to state schools for the deaf. The Elementary and Secondary Education Amendments 
of 1968, PL 90–247, legislated the provision of educational technology for students 
with disabilities (Blackhurst, 2005a).
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  FIGURE 5.1  A Visual Depiction of Assistive Technology Services Provided by an Assistive 
Technology Specialist or Other IEP Team Member

augmentative and alternative 
communication (AAC): Symbols, 
aids, strategies, and techniques used 
as a supplement or alternative to oral 
language.


