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However, much of what guides assistive 
technology today for students with disabilities 
comes from reauthorizations of the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 
Although IDEA was initially passed in 1975 
(PL 94–142), it was not until the 1990 reau-
thorization (PL 101–476) that assistive 
technology was included. The 1990 authoriza-
tion of IDEA included the Tech Act definition 
of assistive technology as well as provided for 
assistive technology if the individualized edu-
cation program (IEP) team determined it was 
needed (Smith & Jones, 1999). The 1997 reau-
thorization of IDEA mandated that IEP teams 
consider assistive technology for all students 
with disabilities, shifting the focus of assis-
tive technology as primarily for students with 
more severe or low-incidence disabilities (for 
example, students with visual impairments or 

students with severe intellectual disability) to also include students with high-inci-
dence disabilities, such as individuals with learning disabilities (Quinn et al., 2009; 
Smith & Jones, 1999).

The latest reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 upheld the mandate that IEP teams 
consider assistive technology for all students with disabilities and that, pending deter-
mination by the IEP team, the assistive technology be provided at no cost to the 
student (Lee & Templeton, 2008). However, there was one exclusion in IDEA 2004; 
surgically implanted assistive technologies (for example, cochlear implants) were omit-
ted from the definition of assistive technology. Consequently, schools are not required 
to pay for such devices (Zirkel, 2007). Related to assistive technology, IDEA 2004 
included the National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard (NIMAS), which 
stipulated students with print disabilities, commonly considered students with visual 
impairments and reading-based learning disabilities and sometimes particular physi-
cal disabilities, be provided with accessible instructional materials, such as large print, 
Braille, or digital text (National Center on Accessible Instructional Materials, 2011).

Assistive Technology Decision Making
As previously stated, assistive technology services provide for the consideration, selec-
tion, acquisition, and implementation of assistive technology devices and tools for 
students with disabilities. But how do IEP teams consider and select assistive tech-
nology for an individual student? While making an assistive technology decision can 
be challenging, given the range and types of tools and devices available, frameworks 
do exist to aid IEP teams in their decision-making progress. Perhaps the most well-
known decision-making framework is the Student, Environments, Tasks, and Tools 
(SETT) framework by Joy Zabala (1995). (See Table 5.2 for assistive technology 
decision-making resources.) The SETT framework involves the identification and 
consideration of the student (for example, strengths, needs, and preferences), the envi-
ronments in which the student functions, and the tasks the student is expected to 
perform. In other words, the tools selected need to match with the pupil, work within 
various environments, and adequately and appropriately address the student’s tasks. 
The SETT framework is similar to the Matching Person and Technology (MPT) 
framework, which also suggests assistive technology devices or tools should match 

print disabilities: Disabilities that 
prevent an individual from gaining 
information from printed material; 
require the use of alternative methods 
to access the material.

Assistive technology services are multifaceted, including evaluating the needs 
of students with disabilities.
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