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Assistive Technology: What It Is and How It Works 
By The Understood Team

At a Glance

• Assistive technology can’t “cure” learning and attention issues, but it can help kids work
around their challenges.

• Not all types of assistive technology are high-tech.
• You can discuss assistive technology with your child’s IEP or 504 plan team.

If your child has learning and attention issues, you’ll want to know about a variety of accommodations to 
boost his learning. Assistive technology (AT) can be an effective accommodation. Understanding what AT 
is and how it works is the first step toward finding the right tools for your child.

Assistive Technology Basics
In a broad sense, assistive technology (AT) is any device, piece of equipment or system that helps a person
with a disability work around his challenges so he can learn, communicate or simply function better. How
might it help your child?

There are many kinds of AT that help kids with learning and attention issues. These tools can help them work
around their challenges while playing to their strengths. This helps them become more successful, productive
students. At the same time, their confidence and independence can grow.
Did you know that your child may be eligible for free digital text-to-speech books? Learn more. 

Assistive Technology Tools: From the Simple to the Sophisticated
There are AT tools to help students who struggle with listening, math, executive functioning, reading and 
writing. The variety of available AT tools has grown rapidly in recent years.

Despite the word “technology,” not all AT tools are high-tech. AT ranges from simple adaptive tools (like 
highlighters and organizers) to high-tech tools (like text-to-speech software).



Assistive Technology and Your Child’s IEP or 504 Plan
If your child has an Individualized Education Program (IEP), the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) requires your child’s IEP team to determine whether AT is needed for your child to receive a 
“free and appropriate public education.”

IDEA also says the school district is responsible for choosing and purchasing the technology. The school 
must train its staff and your child to use it.

For a child with a 504 plan, the law is less clear about assistive technology. However, Section 504 
encourages accommodations for students with disabilities, and AT falls into that category. The school isn’t 
responsible for recommending, purchasing or training your child to use AT. But they must be willing to 
consider it as an accommodation.

Because the number of AT tools has grown by leaps and bounds in recent years, it’s hard for some 
schools to stay on top of what’s available. You may need to do some research on your own and be 
proactive with your child’s school.

Make sure any AT the school agrees to is listed clearly in your child’s IEP or 504 plan. Discuss the 
settings and situations where your child can (and cannot) use it. Those details should also be added to 
the IEP or 504 plan.

The Assistive Technology Assessment Process
The IEP team will request an AT assessment if it decides one is necessary. An AT assessment is done by 
a professional trained in the area in which your child needs support. For example, a speech therapist will 
likely do the assessment if your child needs a tool to help with communicating. The school will have a 
private consultant do the assessment if there’s no one on staff qualified to handle the task.

Currently, there are no standard policies or procedures in place for AT assessments. That means it’s a 
good idea to know the background of the person doing the assessment. You can ask about the 
evaluator’s experience, education and qualifications. Other questions you and the team might want to ask 
include:

Which tools do you think will be effective in addressing my child’s specific needs?

What strengths does my child have that can help him use this tool?

Do you see a need for tools to be used in different settings? (Home, school, social settings, etc.)

How easy is this tool to learn and to use?

How reliable is it?

What kind of technical support or replacement policy do you or the manufacturer provide?

What Assistive Technology Cannot Do
No matter what tool your child uses, it’s important to know AT doesn’t “cure” learning and attention issues. 
AT cannot:

Make up for ineffective teaching

Make learning and attention issues go away



What Assistive Technology Can Do
It’s important to keep in mind that AT’s role is to assist your child’s learning. It doesn’t replace good 
teaching, but it can be used in addition to well-designed instruction. It can help your child be more self-
confident and work more independently. It also can help your child:

Work more quickly and more accurately

Navigate classroom routines

Set and meet high goals

The right AT tools let kids use their abilities to work on areas of weakness. For example, if your child has 
reading issues but has good listening skills, audiobooks might be useful.

Finding the right match between AT tools and your child’s needs may take some work. But the appropriate 
AT tools can be instrumental in helping your child become a more successful and independent learner.

Key Takeaways
If a child with an IEP needs assistive technology, the school district must do an assessment and provide
the tools.

Ideally, your child will use tools that work around his challenges while playing to his strengths.

Choosing the right tools can help your child become a more confident and independent student.

About the Author

The Understood Team
The Understood team is composed of passionate writers, editors and community moderators, many of 
whom have children with learning and attention issues.
More by this author



ABC Braille Translator App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs
Subcategories: Disability - Blind/Vision impaired apps, Special needs -Assistive technology apps

Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs
Subcategories: American Sign Language ASL, Special needs - American sign language apps

Americans with Disabilities Act

This app is divided into sections, just like the actual bill is and is easy to use. The user scrolls through the sections
with the flip of his or her finger. 

Categories: Assistive technology, Disability

Subcategories: ADA/Accessibility, Disability rights/discrimination, Special needs - Assistive technology apps

Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication,
Special needs - Communication device apps

ASL Dictionary App Categories: Assistive technology

ubcategories: American Sign Language ASL

AssistiveWare - Proloquo2Go App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps, Special needs - Assistive
technology apps, Disability - Autism apps, Special needs - Text to speech apps, Disability - Down syndrome apps

AssistiveWare - Proloquo4Text App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Special needs - Assistive technology apps, Special needs - Communication device apps, Special needs - Text to speech apps

AutoVerbal Pro Talking Soundboard! App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs
Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps, Disability - Aphasia/Brain injury 
apps, Disability - Autism apps, Special needs - Text to speech apps, Disability - Deaf/Hard of hearing apps

Basic Braille App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Disability - Blind/Vision impaired apps, Special needs -Assistive technology apps



Big Magnify Free App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Disability - Blind/Vision impaired apps, Special needs -Assistive technology apps

BigNames - Large-Text Contact List App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Disability - Blind/Vision impaired apps, Special needs -Assistive technology apps

Communicate Easy App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Disability - Autism apps, Special needs - Visual systems apps

EarTrumpet App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Special needs - Assistive technology apps, Assistive technology resources, Disability - Deaf/Hard of hearing apps

FastMall - Shopping Malls, Community &
Categories: Assistive technology, Cognitive

Subcategories: Wandering off/Getting lost, Special needs - Assistive technology apps, Assistive technology resources, 
Mobility aids, Navigation skills/Directionality

Fingerspell App

Learn the American Sign Language alphabet. Quick reference, flashcards and word play. From Izatt International

Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: American Sign Language ASL, Special needs - American sign language apps

First Then Visual Schedule App
Categories: Parenting/Home, Life skills, Therapy

Subcategories: Visual systems/schedules, Following routines, Disability -Autism apps, Special needs - Visual systems apps, 
Disability - Down syndrome apps, Disability - Learning disability apps

First Then Visual Schedule App for
Categories: Parenting/Home, Life skills, Therapy

Subcategories: Visual systems/schedules, Following routines, Disability -Autism apps, Disability - Down syndrome apps, Disability - Learning
disability apps, Visual supports, Special needs - Following routine apps



FluxTunes App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Disability - Blind/Vision impaired apps, Disability -Physical disability apps, Special needs - Assistive technology apps

Gabby Tabs App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps, Disability - Autism apps,
Special needs - Text to speech apps

Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Disability - Blind/Vision impaired apps, Special needs -Assistive technology apps

iCommunicate App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps, Disability - Autism apps,
Special needs - Text to speech apps, Special needs - Visual systems apps, Special needs - Following routine apps

ICOON Global Picture Dictionary App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps

iHear Dialer App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Disability - Blind/Vision impaired apps, Special needs -Assistive technology apps

iInteract App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps

iInteract is a portable basic communication board that a child can utilize to communicate their wants and needs
on the go. Our app provides visual pictures paired with

iMean App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps

iResponse - Classroom Responder Categories: Assistive technology, School, Special

Subcategories: Assistive technology - School, Special needs - Assistive technology apps



iSign App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: American Sign Language ASL, Special needs - American sign language apps

iSpeech Toddler Sign Language App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: American Sign Language ASL, Special needs - American sign language apps

iTalk Recorder App Categories: Assistive technology, Educational

Subcategories: College life, Disability - ADHD apps, Disability - Blind/Vision impaired apps, Disability - Learning disability apps, Special needs - 
Assistive technology apps

iTouchiLearn Life Skills: Autism Visual

Categories: Assistive technology, Social stories,

Subcategories: Visual systems/schedules, Disability - Autism apps, Special needs - Social story apps, Behavioral apps, Behavior charts

Locabulary Lite App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps, Disability - Aphasia/Brain injury 
apps, Disability - Autism apps, Special needs - Text to speech apps

Look2Learn - AAC App
Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps

My Choice Board App Categories: Assistive technology, School, Specia

Subcategories: 

My First AAC App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps, Disability - Autism apps,
Special needs - Visual systems apps, Disability - Down syndrome apps, Disability - Learning disability apps, Visual supports



My First Voice Lite App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps, Disability - Autism apps

My Video Schedule App Categories: Parenting/Home, Life skills, Therapy

Subcategories: Visual systems/schedules, Following routines, Disability -Autism apps, Special needs - Visual systems apps, Visual supports

Categories: Assistive technology, Special needsMy Words App
Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps

MyTalkTools Mobile App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps

News-2-You App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Special needs - Assistive technology apps, Disability -Autism apps, Educational - Reading apps, Special needs - Visual
systems apps, Disability - Down syndrome apps

OneVoice - AAC App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps, Disability - Autism apps,
Special needs - Text to speech apps

PictureCanTalk App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special needs - Communication device apps, Special needs - Visual
systems apps

Scene Speak App Categories: Assistive technology, School, Social

Subcategories: Writing your own social stories, Visual ystems/schedules, AAC Augmentative and alternative communication, Special 
needs - Communication device apps, Disability - Aphasia/Brain injury apps, Disability - Apraxia apps, Disability - Autism apps, Special
needs - Social story apps, Special needs - Visual systems apps, Disability - Down syndrome apps, Visual supports



Sign 4 Me Signed English Translator App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: American Sign Language ASL, Disability - Deaf/Hard of hearing apps, Special needs - Assistive technology apps

Sign Language Idioms Vol. 1-2 App Categories: Assistive technology, School, Special

Subcategories: American Sign Language ASL, Idioms, Special needs -American sign language apps

Sign Smith ASL Series App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: American Sign Language ASL, Disability - Deaf/Hard of hearing apps, Special needs - Assistive technology apps

Signing Math Dictionary App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Educational - Math (general) apps, Special needs -Assistive technology apps, Educational - Algebra/Geometry, American
Sign Language ASL, Disability - Deaf/Hard of hearing apps

Signing Math Pictionary App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Educational - Math (general) apps, Special needs -Assistive technology apps, Educational - Algebra/Geometry, American
Sign Language ASL, Disability - Deaf/Hard of hearing apps

Signing Science Dictionary App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Special needs - Assistive technology apps, Educational -Science (general) apps, American Sign Language ASL, Disability -
Deaf/Hard of hearing apps

Signing Science Pictionary App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: Special needs - Assistive technology apps, Educational -Science (general) apps, American Sign Language ASL, Disability -
Deaf/Hard of hearing apps

Signing Time ASL App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs

Subcategories: American Sign Language ASL, Special needs - American sign language apps

Signs 4 Baby App Categories: Assistive technology, Special needs


