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Assistive Technology Integration
The focus of this report will be the assistive technology options specifically related to the k12 classroom as well as Internet access in the classroom.  Considerable information for this study was found at a web location entitled the Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI), as well as a website containing information regarding the IDEA section 508.  An evaluation from these resources will include a definition of accessibility, guidelines and techniques of accessibility, products for classroom accessibility and tools used for evaluation of the level accessibility of websites.  

INTRODUCTION


The TIP (Technology Integration Plan) model from the Roblyer text emphasizes the need for a “relative advantage” in using technology within the classroom (Roblyer, M.D., 2009).  This advantage is of particular importance when dealing with students in need of assistive technology.  The technology not only needs to be useful in an instructional sense, but it also needs to be functional and “accessible” to all students with a variety of disabilities.
Though the WAI site addresses accessibility to the Internet specifically, much of the information provided applies to technology in general.  According to WAI, “. . . Web accessibility means that people with disabilities can perceive, understand, navigate, and interact with the Web, and that they can contribute to the Web” (WAI, 2009).  Students with disabilities should be able to perform all of these activities on technology available in the classroom, and schools are mandated to provide the equipment to do so.  The disabilities covered by 508  of IDEA (Section 508, 2009) include learning disabilities and the variety listed on WAI such as “visual, auditory, physical, speech, cognitive, and neurological disabilities” (WAI, 2009).  The challenge for k12 schools is to ensure valuable resources for students with these disabilities in the classroom.
ACCESSIBILITY OPTIONS FOR THE CLASSROOM 

Most accessibility options available for the classroom involve hardware and software to address challenges either directly or indirectly related to vision and hearing.  Students may have genuine visual disabilities, and data on computer screens may need to be enlarged significantly.  Also text and background colors may need to be altered from the original form for a visually disabled student to read it.  Software and hardware components are available to read books to students and also allow students to enter text with their voices.  The students’ disabilities may be directly related to a hearing impairment, but this type of resources is also helpful for students with other disabilities such as dyslexia or even those who do not have use of their hands for a variety of reasons.  

GUIDELINES AND TECHNIQUES FOR ACCESSIBLE WEBPAGES

The resources above may be used on stand-alone computers in the classroom or resource room for applications not based on the Internet. However, when the students access the World Wide Web, accessibility is also an issue, and one which is much less under the direct control of the school system.  If teachers are creating web resources for students, it is important for them to make them accessible in the development stage, and to get the word out to support initiatives which promote accessibility on the web.  The WAI site has tips for making web pages accessible for teachers and others who create web based resources for the disabled.  Some of the most important hints for teachers in the k12 classroom to consider are the use of alternative text, descriptive text for multi-media, logical text for hyperlinks,  use of CSS (Cascading Style Sheets) layout, summary of charts, graphs and tables, descriptive text for plug-ins and avoid the use of frames.  

The term alternative text refers to word to describe some of the above mentioned graphical components which may not be discernable to those with visual impairments.  Graphics, videos and plug-ins can be described in text form.  Hyperlinks should not be composed of the actual URL or say “click here,” but should indicate a logical description of where the link would take the user.   The use of CSS type layout and logical arrangement of headings are helpful in creating an element of consistency in how to navigate a web page.  For an individual who cannot see the screen clearly, headings may not be obvious, and the use of frames can cause confusion.  Keeping in mind the relative advantage of alternative text, logical wording and consistent design during the creation of web based documents will aid in the relative accessibility for students. 
 Screenshot of WAVE scan of Section 508 website: 
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EVALUATION TOOLS
The WAI website offers a tool to evaluate the relative accessibility of Internet resources.  The URL for any website is entered for analysis, and a report of accessibility issues is generated immediately.  This is a very detailed report with explanations on ho to fix the found errors.  This author knows of another valuable scanning tool called the WAVE (Web Accessibility Evaluation Tool).  It operates the same way as the WAI tool, but the report is the actual page with graphical elements to show exactly where the errors are located on the page.  Some of these issues may be negligible, so if a teacher ran a scan on a page and understood the error icons, if there were only a few errors, it may still be a valuable resource for the students.  On the other hand, if the pages were layered in error icons, the teacher quickly knows visually, the page would not be useful for the students with disabilities.   
CONCLUSION


To have the most value for students with disabilities regarding their use of technology, there are two primary considerations.  The first consideration is whether the use of technology serves a relative advantage over other instructional resources.  Secondly, and of primary importance to teachers is the accessibility of the technology to students with disabilities.  In consideration of the dynamic nature of the Internet, it is important for teachers to be able to search for, locate and implement new resources for students.  In doing this, it is helpful to have tools to quickly evaluate the relative accessibility of new finds before the resources are presented to the students.  
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