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Assistive Technology 
Service Design

Gayl Bowser, M.S.

Independent Consultant

gaylbowser@gmail.com BIG Ideas

• Historical perspective on AT services

• National perspective on AT teams

• Defining capacity building

• Leadership and capacity building

• Strategies to consider for 

transforming your AT services 

• Professional Development 

• Differentiating services

• Remote services

• Outreach

• 3-year plans

My goal is not to get 
you to think the way I 

think, but to think 
more than you 
thought before.

How Did We Get Here?

OUR LEGAL HISTORY 

• Technology-Related Assistance for 
Individuals With Disabilities Act, 1988 
(Tech Act, 1988)

• Americans With Disabilities Act, 1990

• Assistive Technology Act, 1998; 
amended 2004

• Rehabilitation Act, 1973; amended 
1992, 1998 

• Individuals With Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA), 2004

OUR SERVICE MODEL HISTORY

• Doctor-Patient (Prescription)

• Purchased Services

• Expert Agency Consultant

• Supports to Staff/Professional 
Development/AT Teams 

• Capacity Building
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CTE/MATN/MSDE 1986

CTG: 2005

1995

TAM: 1999

Expert model

Formal 
reporting 

AT expert makes 
prescriptive 

recommendations

Staff must carry out 
the expert’s 

recommendations 

Equipment and 
supports tied to 
the assessment

Formal  AT 
evaluation

request

Formal AT evaluation

(little school team 
involvement)

TPACK

A Tool for Framing Service Design

Technology  Pedagogy  And  Content Knowledge

Another version of how we got here

7

Evolution of TPACK Model
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Integration of Technology, Pedagogy and Content

Reproduced by permission of the publisher, © 2012 by tpack.org 9

But, AT is often still addressed in isolation

10

Integration of TPACK and AT

11

Marino, M. T., Sameshima, P., & 

Beecher, C. C. (2009). Enhancing 
TPACK with assistive technology: 

Promoting
inclusive practices in preservice 
teacher education. 

1990

Assistive 

Technology
Instructional 

Technology

Specialty Knowledge
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2004

ITAT

Specialty Knowledge

General Knowledge

13

2010

ITAT

Specialty Knowledge

General Knowledge

14

Today

IT
AT

Specialty Knowledge

General Knowledge

How can we adjust our service model to 
respond to the overlap of AT and IT?

15

3 Change Forces Impacting AT Services

Changes in student population

The ubiquitous, more universal, nature of 
educational technology

The blurring of the line between AT and IT

Carol Michels, 2017
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Nationwide,  at teams can be….

 an individual assigned to “do” AT for students who 
need it.

 multidisciplinary expert teams that make 
recommendations to IEP teams.

 district-level teams that guide AT processes

 building-level teams who help IEP teams and can look 
to others for additional support.

 experienced AT providers who help IEP teams build 
capacity to work with AT

Assistive Technology Teams:  Many Ways To Do It Well
NATE Network   www.natenetwork.buffalo.edu

Factors that Affect Ways 
AT Teams Are Structured

18181818

 Rural/Urban

 Large Districts/Small Districts

 Disability of Students Served

 New Teams/Established Teams

Support and assessment using expert 
consultants

Advantages

• High quality assessments and recommendations

• Useful for complicated cases

• Acknowledged in mediation and due process

Drawbacks

• Communication can be difficult

• Implementation and buy-in can be difficult

• Recommendations may not consider environment

• Follow-up supports may be costly.

Regional centers that provide direct AT 
services and supports

Advantages

• High level of expertise available

• Follow-up available

• Technical assistance and support readily available

Drawbacks

• Limited numbers of cases addressed

• Implementation and buy-in difficult

• Equity of services dependent on teacher referrals

• Travel costs make services expensive

17 18
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We all need to get beyond

• the “Concierge” approach to AT…. 

• the one referral at a time approach….

• the linear one-size-fits-all service model. 

How can we do that?

Professional development focus with 
occasional direct services 

Advantages

• Develops educator competence

• Direct relationship between students and implementers

• PD Differentiation for educator

Drawbacks

• Evidence of efficacy is often lacking.

• Implementation and buy-in difficult

• “Buckshot” approach to improvement.

Focus on district-created processes and operating 
guidelines with services and professional 
development to support those guidelines

Advantages

• District buy-in more likely.

• Implementation managed at the local level

• Customized structures and processes

Drawbacks

• May result in “Silos” of excellence

• Specialty expertise may be hard to acquire

• Changes in leadership make for inconsistency.

Agency-wide capacity building efforts

Advantages

• Pervasive understanding of role of AT 

• Ownership of AT in classrooms as part of instruction

• Equity of services and supports

Drawbacks

• Backup systems are needed for complicated issues

• Requires educator buy-in and administrative support

• Systems change slowly

21 22
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Collaborative 
Capacity-building Model

Request for 
support is sent 
to the AT team

The AT team member confers 
with the case manager from the 
school team to determine next 

steps

Assessment is a shared 
process conducted 

with the school team 

Collaborative assessment 
data can be recorded on 

the SETT form under 
“Student” 

The School Team and the AT Team 
member  collaborate to make informed 

decisions of what tools to try

Results of  AT trials are shared 
with the AT Team member by 

the school team.  Effectiveness 
and next steps are documented

Survey Research:  (Michels, 2017)

1. Broader expertise in technology (AT & IT)

2. Broader role in ongoing support (e.g., 
coaching, training, capacity building, 
curriculum support) 

3. Technology thought leaders

Current Perceptions: Expectations for AT teams:

Building Capacity

Capacity building is an intervention that strengthens an 

organization’s ability to fulfill its mission by promoting sound 

management, strong governance, and persistent 

rededication to achieving results.

Lammert, J. D., Johnson, L., & Fiore, T. A. (2015). Conceptualizing capacity 
building. Rockville, MD: Westat.

Assistive Technology:  Capacity to do what?

Seamlessly integrate the use of accessibility features of 
classroom technology in general education classrooms

OR

Empower self-contained classroom teachers to take more 
ownership of all aspects of AT for their students.

OR

Get administrative support to build capacity

OR……
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Let’s get talking…..

What do you mean 
when you talk about 
building  AT Capacity?

Our List:

• AT Teams expertise

• District-level ownership of AT 

• UDL approach to AT 

• UDL approach to AT supports

29

What exactly does capacity building mean?

Capacity building is whatever is needed to bring a 
nonprofit agency to the next level of operational, 
programmatic, financial, or organizational maturity, so 
it may more effectively and efficiently advance its 
mission into the future. 

A NETWORK APPROACH TO CAPACITY BUILDING 

Jennifer Chandler and Kristen Scott Kennedy 

Natiional Association of NonProfits

2015

Dimensions of capacity building

(1) Types of capacity, 

(2) Levels of capacity 

(3) Stages of capacity building

(4) Outcomes of capacity building

The Appalachian Regional Comprehensive Center (ARCC)

Four Types of Capacity

• Human: Knowledge, skills and the will (e.g., interest, 

patience, and persistence) to implement needed changes

• Organizational: involves interaction, collaboration, and 

communication among people within the organization

• Structural: includes elements like policies, procedures, and 

practices

• Material: includes the fiscal resources, materials, and 

equipment needed to meet organizational goals and 

implement change

Lammert, J. D., Johnson, L., & Fiore, T. A. (2015). Conceptualizing 

capacity building. Rockville, MD: Westat.
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Information Skills

Structures Processes

Capacity at All  Levels
Stages of Capacity Building

Exploration, 

Emerging Implementation,

Full Implementation

Sustainability 

Types of Outcomes of Capacity Building

• Developmental  

• Transitional 

• Transformational 

ARCC “Sliderule” 

The Appalachian Regional Comprehensive Center (ARCC)
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One-student-at-
a time Model

Capacity 
Building Model

20 
students 
per year

20 
students 

in one 
session

Capacity 
Building 
UPAR 
Example

Capacity Building UPAR Example

First find your people!

Next find the worksheet.

Choose a software or platform that is 
already available in your agency. For 
example:

• Google

• Microsoft 365

• Read & Write for Google

Use the worksheet to discuss where you 
are with use of the platform and  the 
capacity you’d like to build or increase 
within your agency.

Thinking About 
Building Capacity

39

Reflection 
Activity

past present future

transformation

change

37 38
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Capacity building is not a one-time effort to 
improve short-term effectiveness, but a continuous 
improvement strategy toward the creation of a 
sustainable organization 

A NETWORK APPROACH TO CAPACITY BUILDING 

Jennifer Chandler and Kristen Scott Kennedy 

Natiional Association of NonProfits

2015

Continuous Improvement Requires Leadership
In an international synthesis of research about 
successful school leadership, Leithwood, Harris, & 
Hopkins (2008) noted that almost all successful 
leaders draw on the same set of basic leadership 
practices. They organized these into four categories: 

• building vision and setting directions; 

• managing the program; 

• understanding and developing individuals; and 

• redesigning the organization. 

Assigned Leaders /Emergent Leaders

• Some individuals are leaders because of the 
assigned administrative position that they fill. 

• Some individuals may become leaders because 
of their knowledge of AT devices and services. 

• Northouse (2016) labels these two types of 
leaders as assigned leaders and emergent 
leaders. 

AT Leadership Self Rating

Leading the Way 
to Excellence in 
AT Services
by Gayl Bowser & 
Penny R. Reed
CAST Professional 
Publishing (2018)

41 42
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Transformation Requires Collaboration 
Between  Administrators and 

AT Leadership

past present future

transformation

change

“The phrase ‘random act of school 
improvement’ is what pops into my head. 

We’re all out there trying to do our best but 
we’re not coordinating the efforts.” 

–District Administrator 

46

Ideas About Transforming 
Professional Development

THE NEW TEACHER PROJECT 
(AUGUST,  2015)

Confronting the Hard Truth About Our Quest 
for Teacher Development

The Mirage describes the widely held perception among 
education leaders that we already know how to help 
teachers improve, and that we could achieve our goal of 
great teaching in far more classrooms if we just applied 
what we know more widely. Our research suggests that 
despite enormous and admirable investments of time and 
money, we are much further from that goal than has been 
acknowledged, and the evidence base for what actually 
helps teachers improve is very thin.

48
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Mirage Findings 

• Districts studied spend between between 6 and 9 percent of 
their annual budgets on professional improvement.  
(approximately $18,000 per teacher, per year.)

• Districts studied spend more on professional development 
than they do on other big-ticket items, like food services or 
transportation.

Page 32

Mirage Results

Our research suggests that, while understandable and 
well-intentioned, layering on more support is not the 
solution. Instead, we believe school systems need to 
make a more fundamental shift in mindset and define 
“helping teachers improve” not just in terms of 
providing them with a package of discrete experiences 
and treatments, but with information, conditions and a 
culture that facilitate growth and normalize continuous 
improvement. 

50The New Teacher Project, page 35  (August,  2015)

Specifically, we recommend that 
school systems:

• Redefine what it means to help teachers 
improve.

• Reevaluate supports we provide

• Reinvent the ways we support effective teaching

51

The New Teacher Project (TNTP) 
Core Rubric for Professional Assessment

• Culture of Learning: Are all students engaged in the 
work of the lesson from start to finish? 

• Essential Content: Are all students engaged in content 
aligned to the appropriate standards for their subject 
and grade? 

• Academic Ownership: Are all students responsible for 
doing the thinking in this classroom? 

• Demonstration of Learning: Do all students 
demonstrate that they are learning? 

49 50
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Core Teacher Skills 
Planning and Delivering Lessons Effectively 
• Allocating instructional time to address the most important content for the grade or course. 
• Developing and clearly communicating a well-framed, standards-aligned and appropriately rigorous objective to 

describe the goal(s) of the lesson. 
• Delivering lesson content clearly, accurately, and with coherence. No inaccurate information is conveyed. 
• Developing and/or using appropriately demanding instructional materials, such as texts, questions, problems, 

exercises and assessments. 

• Developing a vision for student success and standards-aligned, big goal(s) that are 
ambitious, measurable and appropriate for all students.

• Developing and/or using a long-term, sequential plan that leads to mastery of the most important content for 
the grade or course. 

• Developing and/or using daily lesson activities that are well sequenced and move students toward mastery of 
grade-level standards. 

• Developing and providing the necessary scaffolds and supports as needed to ensure all 
students are able to attain learning goals.

• Considering students’ language development, literacy levels, and/or IEP goals and other 
specific learning needs in developing learning goals and preparing lessons (where 
applicable).

• Anticipating common student misunderstandings given the content and ensuring strategies are in place to 
overcome those misunderstandings. 

53 54
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Ideas About 
Transforming 

Support Services

Differentiated Services
Focused Topics for Improvement

Multiple Information Formats
Features Matched to Audience Needs

Professional 
Development Feature 
Matching

Downloadable   Resource

Matching Audience 
and Information 
Needs

 District Level Audiences

 Program Level Audiences

 School Level Audiences

Differentiated 
Information 
Supports

F2F Class/Meeting:

School audience:  

Tuesdays for 6 
weeks
District Admin:

15 minutes in 
Leadership Team 
Meeting.

Online Workshop:

All:  

Bookshare recorded 
webinars

Tip Sheets:

All:

HIAT Tip Sheets

Video:

All:

- On Demand Videos 
from Bruce Alter
- AEM Center Case 
Videos

Email/Phone Support:

Program:

Help Desk Script
All:

Weekly email about 
available
resources/videos

Online Credit Course: Blog/Wiki: Podcast:

Social Media: Pintrest/Web listing:

Program:

Pintrest Page of 
Bookshare Resources

Coaching/Mentoring:

School Audience:

Case Coordinators 
from AT Team 
assigned to each 
school

Other:

57 58

59 60



A Capacity Building Approach 

to AT Service Design

MATN Institute:  5/30/2019

Gayl Bowser: gaylbowser@gmail.com 16

Resources Needed

Ideas About Transforming Support 
Services using Video Conferencing

The goal of Project ECHO-UW is to increase the 
capacity of educators to use best practices in 

assistive technology for the benefit of students.

The Expanding Capacity for Health Outcomes 
(ECHO) Act (S. 2873)

On Tuesday, December 6th, the House voted by voice vote to pass the HIMSS-
supported “Enhancing Capacity for Health Outcomes (ECHO) Act.” 2873, the 
Expanding Connectivity for Health Outcomes (ECHO) Act

• Requires the Secretary of the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services (HHS), in collaboration with the Health Resources & Services 
Administration (HRSA), to prioritize analysis of the model, its impacts 
on provider capacity and workforce issues, and evidence of its 
effects on quality of patient care.

• Requests a GAO report regarding opportunities for increased 
adoption of such models, efficiencies and potential cost savings from 
such models…

• Requires the HHS Secretary to submit a report to Congress on the 
findings of the GAO report and the HHS report, including ways such 
models have been funded by HHS and how to integrate these models 
into current funding streams and innovative grant proposals.

61 62
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ECHO Objectives

• Technology-enabled collaborative learning and capacity-
building

• Ongoing, timely training in ever-changing AT field

• Increase practitioner knowledge regarding AT

• Decentralize expertise 

• Provide platform for interdisciplinary collaboration and 
learning  (PT, OT, SLP, AT, general/special educators, 
paraprofessionals, parents)

The ECHO session structure is strategy to facilitate 
growth and 

normalize continuous improvement

Remote AT Case Reviews

 Student description 

 Goals for the students

 Clarifying questions

 Suggestions from ECHO 

Participants

Exploring Remote Services

• Remote can be done with no additional resources.

• Remote services are much more than PD-consider 
consultation, technical assistance, outreach and web 
development remotely.

• When remote communication becomes a norm,  people 
often turn to it before requests for face to face services

• Provision of remote services is a capacity building 
strategy.  Model it for your teams.

65 66
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Elbow Partner 
DiscussionHow do you imagine that you 

might use video conferencing…
• To save time?

• To communicate more often?

• To include more people?

• To follow up technical assistance?

• To gain other advantages?

Reflection

Ideas About Transforming 
AT Services Using Outreach

When we take on the 
responsibilities and issues to 
be solved by others, our real 
message may be that we do 
not fully trust them to have a 

good solution or that we know 
a better way to handle 

challenges.

Are you part of the bigger 

conversations around how kids 

access learning?

Proactive systems change  vs. bits and 
pieces approach

Definition of Outreach
University of Colorado at Boulder 

• Collaboration with other groups

• Mutually beneficial partnership

• Grounded in evidence and scholarship

• Consistent with the mission of both 
groups.

• Catalyst for enhanced performance

Adapted from 

University of Colorado at Boulder 
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Outreach and Collaboration

If people are focused on routine and follow policy 

exclusively they will not question

ineffective practices and policies or work to 

innovate. However, organizations that are set up in 

a [collaborative] fashion …encourage more 

interaction, information sharing, communication, 

and collective problem solving [which] result in 

innovation and learning”.

(Kesar & Lester, 2009, p. 10)

Outreach is…

• Seeing your team in the context of a larger system

• Analyzing your role to problem solve overriding issues

• Moving out of your comfort zone

• Speaking the same language as other educators

• Building relationships

Force thought, but not forcefully!

Shared Collaboration and Responsibility…

• Is more cost effective and efficient.

• increases employee motivation, commitment and job 
satisfaction.

• People do better research when collaborating and

• Governance, management, operations and service are 
more effective when services are collaborative.

Departments of 

Education making 

decisions without 

consulting those 

in the field

Language Multi 

Tiered, UDL, 

Differentiated 

Learning

Provinces 

using 

different 

software: 

Google 

Classroom 

vs Office 365

Attitudes: 

Agency Teacher 

and supervisor 

attitudes-

when should 

they call?

Schools 

seeing Agency 

as just 

specialists in 

vision, dealing 

with one child

Districts 

working 

independently, 

not 

collaboratively

Parents and 

Teachers 

rely on 

expert 

instead of 

taking 

ownership

73 74
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Teachers in 

different provinces 

not receiving or 
accessing available 

services

Provinces using 

different 

software: Google 
Classroom vs 

Office  365

Teachers in field 

saying  they do not 

enough time to do 
dedicate to PD

AT staff feeling 

disjointed contact 

with general 
education teams

AT staff feeling 

demands of 

diversified roles

Outreach options 

limited due to 

admin delay of 
social media policy 

and website being 
developed

Develop specific 

program for 

Province of NB 
(Office 365)

Take more active 

role with NS 

Provincial team, 
network with AT in 

other provinces

Additional outreach 

would help for easier 

online access for 
teachers, provide 

incentives for 
participation in PD

Continue to work 

with website 

developer 

AT team continue to 

diversify outreach so 

that there is less 
one-to-one demand

Meet with Provincial 

supervisors, discuss 

certain staff’s hesitancy 
to participate in 

programs offered.

AT needs to set 

priorities and allocate 

time to develop 
outreach

Restraining Forces Driving Forces

Parent Involvement 

is not often 

recognized as 
necessity

Parents invited to 

join, remotely if 

necessary

What does research say about making 
changes in systems?

78

It takes at least 3-5 years to 
design and implement successful 

systemic change.

79

Improvement Science

Two types of knowledge are needed to change how 
things are done in a program:

• Basic knowledge-comes from experimental 
research,

• Profound knowledge-includes organizational 
specific knowledge about how things work in a 
particular setting.

Langley, G.J., et.al. (2009). The Improvement Guide.

80
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Improvement Science:
Plan, Do, Study, Act

• Plan: Make a plan using the information from the self-
assessment.

• Do: Implement the plan.

• Study: Check the results by reviewing the progress 
made by students using AT and input from 
participating staff.

• Act: Make any changes needed based on the results. 
Repeat.

81

Transforming your AT services

▪ Know what an excellent system of AT looks like for your 
program.

▪ Begin with the end in mind- what will success look like? 

▪ Map a course to get you there.

▪ Establish benchmarks and timelines to evaluate progress.

▪ Be willing to learn from experience and make changes along 
the way.

3 Year Plans

84
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Purpose of AT 3 Year Plans

• To build your vision

• For internal accountability

• A flight plan 

• A working document

• Reviewed annually 

85

Well scaled 3-year plans:

• Are sequential and systematic

• Describe clear visions

• Focus on outreach to departments outside of your 
own

• Incorporate data collection

• Include a variety of approaches to professional 
learning.

What AT Teams Course Alumni Say About 3-year Plans

3-year plans start out very ambitious, then get more realistic

“I was able to align my steps in the day to day work with an 
overall plan”

“Take stock of what is and is not working to pivot as needed 
and stay on track”

“Plan to build slowly to do it right”

Know what capacity looks like for you

• Keep the goals from your three-year plan visible and 
accessible to all team members.

• Challenge each other to analyze each activity to make sure 
that it will move your system toward, and not away, from, 
your ability  to accomplish your goals.

85 86
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Change how you communicate with school teams.

“The biggest change has been in my language and how I 
communicate to districts to address AT policy and procedures”

“ We discuss at our team meetings how we can infuse the 
language of shared responsibility in our verbal and written 
communications with school team members.”

“The practice of the pause. Empowering teachers/students/ 
staff often takes more time on the front end but is worth the 
time in the long run. “

Letting go is hard

Letting go of old ways of doing things is as hard (or harder) 
than doing new things.  We had one training activity and 
one program activity that we had “always done.”  

Be prepared for pushback if you change your approach to 
an AT service or professional development approach.  … But 
also be prepared to make room for new and innovative 
ideas.

And Finally…

This is NOT an overnight process. If you cannot see the 
little improvements and tiny steps forward it becomes 
easy to feel defeated. Making changes in an educational 
structure is never easy or quick. Also, to have a plan but 
to be open to unexpected opportunities

Registration:  
https://www.natenetwork.org/at-teamwork/

Join Denise DeCoste and me for more!
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