
Assistive Technology to Support Struggling Learners 

 

The shift toward 21
st
 century learning has put an emphasis on the use of technology to support 

teaching and learning. Technology is being used both universally and in the form of assistive 

technology to support the individual needs of struggling learners. Regarding the universal use of 

technology in classrooms, many schools have invested time and money to purchase technology 

such as iPads and Chromebooks and to train teachers on their effective use. Difficulties present 

themselves in the sense that teachers must sift through numerous apps, websites and programs to 

determine what they would like to utilize; and teachers must be provided with embedded, 

content-specific support in order to effectively use the technology to enhance and transform 

learning for all students. In addition, schools must determine if students with Individualized 

Education Plans would benefit from a particular assistive technology, and if so, which one(s). 

This research brief will discuss what we believe to be the best online websites and resources for 

administrators and teachers in order to streamline the process of integrating technology. In 

addition, research and best practice strategies for technology integration within the classroom 

will be shared. 

Resources for School Districts  

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) states that, “Each public agency must 

ensure that assistive technology devices or assistive technology services…are made available to 

a child with a disability if required as a part of the child's Individualized Education Plan (IEP)” 

(IDEA, 2004). In order to determine if assistive technology would be beneficial for the child, 

schools and families must first have knowledge about what technology is available, and then 

have an understanding about how various technologies may or may not help reduce the impact of 

the disability upon learning. There are two websites that can be instrumental in guiding schools 

through this process: 

1. Quality Indicators for Assistive Technology (QIAT) www.qiat.org  

 The QIAT Community is a nationwide grassroots group that provides input into the 

 ongoing process of identifying, disseminating, and implementing a set of eight quality 

 indicators for assistive technology services in school settings.  These indicators can be 

 used as a tool to support schools as they seek to provide assistive technology services that 

 follow federal and state requirements. 

2. Wisconsin Assistive Technology Initiative (WATI) www.wati.org  

 WATI is a volunteer network of assistive technology consultants from across the state 

 who continue the work of providing AT training and support within Wisconsin 

 educational settings. There is a wealth of information on this website including free tools 

 for assessing a student’s need for assistive technology. There is also an exceptionally 

 useful guide to using technology for students with autism. 

 

http://www.qiat.org/
http://www.wati.org/


Best Practices for Integrating Technology 

 

Technology integration, as defined by Joan Hughes (2015) is “the use of digital information 

communication technologies by teachers and/or students that support instruction and learning of 

subject area content.” Dr. Hughes has developed a framework that describes three levels of 

technology integration: Replacement, Amplification and Transformation (RAT). The goal for 

any teacher using technology in the classroom is to incorporate all three types of experiences 

over the course of a year. Not every use of technology will be transformative in nature, but the 

goal is that there would be several transformative experiences for students throughout the year. 

The chart below describes each of the three levels of the R.A.T. Model. 

 

 

                                                 Joan E. Hughes, Ph.D. Associate Professor, Learning Technologies, 

                                                                                                                 University of Texas, Austin  

Teachers will develop a range of levels of technology integration with most falling in the 

“Replacement” and “Amplification” categories. Transformation is difficult to achieve because it 

requires not only a change in practice, but a change in belief (Fullan, 2007). The power to 

develop innovative technology-supported pedagogy lies in the value the teacher places on 

technology to support instruction and learning in the classroom. Professional development that is 

content-specific is most effective in demonstrating to teachers the value added to classroom 

instruction. Research also recommends differentiated PD to meet the needs of different groups of 

teachers (Hughes, 2005). Those with less professional knowledge (e.g., preservice or novice) 

and/or less intrinsic interest in technology may need guided or collaborative, content-specific 

technology learning opportunities, while veteran teachers may be able to develop innovative 

technology-supported pedagogy by incorporating their own learning goals in professional 

development opportunities. According to Joan Hughes’ research (2005), “collaborative, subject-

specific technology inquiry groups are proposed as professional development that supports all 

teachers' learning to integrate technology into their subject areas.” 

http://www.slideshare.net/joanhughes?utm_campaign=profiletracking&utm_medium=sssite&utm_source=ssslideview


 

The Arizona Technology Integration Matrix (http://www.azk12.org/tim/) is another free resource 

that is available on the internet.The matrix illustrates how teachers can use technology to 

enhance learning for K-12 students. It incorporates five characteristics of meaningful learning 

environments: active, collaborative, constructive, authentic, and goal directed. There are five 

levels of technology integration (i.e., entry, adoption, adaptation, infusion, and transformation) 

with each of the five characteristics of meaningful learning environments. Together, the five 

levels of technology integration and the five characteristics of meaningful learning environments 

create a matrix of 25 cells. Each cell contains two lessons plans with a short video designed to 

show the integration of technology. You can download the matrix here: 

http://www.azk12.org/tim/docs/AZK1031_Matrix_Print.pdf 

 

Research and Best Practice: Steps Schools Can Take to Improve Technology Integration 

Many schools are investing significant resources to purchase technology and train teachers on 

how to use technology in the classroom. There is a huge difference between using a laptop or 

iPad as an alternative to a white board or chalk board, and using technology to extend and enrich 

students’ learning. As stated earlier, it is difficult to shift thinking and teaching practices in this 

way, but researchers have identified the following practices as ones that increase the likelihood 

of success: 

 Collaboratively develop a shared definition of technology integration within your 

school or district 

 Utilize professional learning communities as a means for reflective practice 

 Professional learning opportunities should be content-specific. Within each content 

area, define problems of practice, then search for technological solutions 

 Utilize technology integration specialists to inform and drive change (Hughes, 2015). 

 

Instructional Resources 

Casda is fortunate to have faculty member Tom McKee on staff. Tom is a special education 

teacher who provides assistive technology consultations in school districts for struggling 

learners. He also provides training and embedded support for teachers on the effective use iPads 

and Google Apps for Education. For those interested in incorporating technology in the 

classroom, Tom recommends the following resources as a great place to start: 

 www.Graphite.org  

 

 This website has tutorials to build your skills and confidence on topics ranging from                

 formative assessment to getting started with video. These quick tutorials showcase best-

 in-class tools, activities, how-to videos, and articles to inspire fresh ideas. There are also 

 lesson plans by grade level and subject. 

http://www.azk12.org/tim/
http://www.azk12.org/tim/docs/AZK1031_Matrix_Print.pdf
http://www.graphite.org/


 

 www.SchrockGuide.net 

 

Kathy Schrock is an educational technologist who has created a page with links to 

resources, ideas, tips, and tricks. This website serves as one entry point to many 

useful educational technology resources. 

 

 

 www.UniteForLiteracy.com 

 

This is a free on-line library of books for early readers. The books are designed to 

help children learn to love reading while developing important pre-reading skills. The 

book narrations, in English and other languages, offer additional support. The library 

can be used in the classroom, and teachers can send a link home to parents and 

engage them to read the same books.  

 

There are so many apps and websites available to schools and teachers that one can easily 

become overwhelmed. The websites and tools described in this brief were selected because they 

each provide research-based, practical information that has proven to be the most useful to those 

seeking support regarding technology in schools (McKee, 2016). As schools continue to change 

and adapt over the next several years, the use of technology will presumably continue to be 

instrumental. As with the implementation and development of anything new within a system, 

looking to those who have already done it and had success is good practice. In addition to 

sharing research and resources, Casda strives to connect early adopters of technology with those 

schools just beginning the process. When used well, technology has tremendous potential to 

enrich and transform learning for students. 
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