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ACCOMPLISHMENTS OF STATE ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY PROJECTS IN 2001:

PROVIDING ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY FOR EMPLOYMENT, COMMUNITY LIVING, TELECOMMUNICATIONS, EDUCATION, AND HEALTH CARE

The Growth and Scope of Assistive Technology Programs 

If you are one of more than 50 million individuals with a disability in the United States, how do you access the communications devices, adaptive computers, equipment loan programs, and other assistive technology services and devices that you may need at home or work, in school, and in the community?

During the past 11 years, many persons with disabilities have turned to State Assistive Technology Projects for assistive technology
 (AT) equipment and services.  In 1989, Congress began funding for the first State AT Projects through the Technology-Related Assistance for Individuals with Disabilities Act of 1988 (Public Law 100-407).  Ten years later, Congress renewed its commitment to persons with disabilities through the Assistive Technology Act of 1998 (AT Act—P.L.105-394).  

All 50 states, plus the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, American Samoa, Guam, the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, and the U.S. Virgin Islands have an AT Act Project funded under the AT Act of 1998.  AT Projects in the United States and its territories offer a diverse and comprehensive agenda of AT and information technology (IT) programs.  These include information and referral services, funding assistance and cash loans for devices, assessment for appropriate AT, equipment demonstration and try-out, equipment loan, and refurbished AT equipment. (In subsequent sections of this report, for brevity reasons, the term "State AT Projects" will be used to indicate AT Projects in both states and territories.)

A Mandate for Change
Over the past 11 years, as persons with disabilities have made known their AT and IT needs, State AT Projects have responded by establishing and implementing AT activities and by continually expanding the scope of their services and the breadth of their mission.  Through a federal mandate, AT Projects are engaged in implementing capacity building and advocacy activities to further the provision of AT services and equipment to persons with disabilities.  According to the AT Act of 1998, these capacity building and advocacy activities include:

the development and implementation of laws, regulations, policies, practices, procedures, or organizational structures that promote access to assistive technology devices and assistive technology services for individuals with disabilities in education, health care, employment, and community living contexts, and in other contexts such as the use of telecommunications. 

State AT Projects continue to engage in many successful capacity building activities.  An example of a capacity building activity, which is being accomplished through policy and legislative work advanced by State AT projects, is making the AT purchasing policies of state agencies more efficient.  To achieve this goal, many State AT Projects have designed new procedures to assist individuals in rehabilitation that need to receive AT devices in a timely manner. 

Another example of an important capacity building activity, undertaken by State AT Projects in recent years, has been the ongoing achievement of a change in "practice" to benefit infants and toddlers.  State AT Projects continue to ensure that AT is included in a state's early intervention services for children with disabilities.  Additionally, some State AT Projects have worked to pass state legislation that mandates screening for possible hearing problems in newborns, and provision of necessary follow-up services.  The early identification of hearing problems will allow services and AT to be provided at a very early age, to help ensure a child's normal development. 

State AT Projects currently are working on many other capacity building activities.  One effort recently started by a State AT Project has created a collaboration with three AT providers to make AT much more affordable for individuals, and thus enhance employment and educational opportunities and the quality of life for those with disabilities.  Through this buying partnership, individuals with disabilities now can purchase AT at prices that are 50 to 100 percent below those of other AT dealers. In another important capacity building and advocacy effort, many State AT Projects are working with other groups in their states to educate their state legislatures as to the need for laws that will allow working people with disabilities to buy Medicaid insurance to cover their health care needs, including necessary AT. 

Impact of State AT Projects on the Lives of Individuals with Disabilities and the Increasing Need for Assistive Technology

Individual State AT Projects focus their activities and programs on the needs and barriers identified by citizens with disabilities in their states.  State AT projects have found that their resources are being stretched as they reach out to more people who need AT services and equipment to open up employment opportunities, to improve their quality of life, and to advance their educational opportunities. And more individuals will need AT in the future because as a population ages, more individuals typically will experience some functional limitations.  Research shows that most disabilities occur to those who are over 40 years of age.  As the "Baby Boom" and later generations move into their middle age years and beyond, more disabilities can be expected to occur, with a greater need for AT services from states.

National data have shown an increase in the need for AT, particularly in recent years.  Analysis of data from the 1997 National Health Interview Survey, Sample of Adult Persons Section (whose sample represented an estimated 195.3 million non-institutionalized adults) showed that of the estimated 68.4 million non-institutionalized persons with a disability of any type, 8.7 million (or 12.7 percent) had a health problem which required some type of AT.2  In 1998, this number had increased to 9.2 million or 14.7 percent.  It appears that the need for AT will continue to grow as the percentage of persons who experience functional limitations and require AT continues its upward trend. 

State AT Projects have established many successful AT programs and services during the past 11 years to assist the increasing numbers of individuals who require AT.  These programs and services include regional centers for information, referral, and assistance in acquiring AT; financial loan programs; the development of state lemon laws to protect consumers; AT equipment recycling programs, equipment loan programs, and equipment demonstration centers; AT assessment centers; workshops and training events; conferences; publications; and outreach programs.

To ensure that persons with disabilities do not lose ground in the future, these programs must be well maintained and expanded.  For example, while many State AT Programs are trying to maintain the AT outreach and education programs currently in place, they also are trying to focus greater amounts of resources on reaching more diverse minority populations and rural populations.  At the same time that AT Projects are maintaining and expanding these current programs in many different areas, they also must be looking to the future and developing new AT and IT programs and options for individuals with disabilities.

Report Provides Overall Picture of State AT Programs' Impact
The central purpose of this report is to document the progress of State AT Projects, whose work will be discussed in a subsequent section on accomplishments.  By presenting a collection of individual "snapshot" portraits of individual activities in each state, this section will paint an overall picture of the exceptional work provided by State AT Projects for persons with disabilities.  Although each State AT Project operates numerous programs and activities, the space constraints inherent in this report allow only one or two AT initiatives from each state to be discussed.  However, one state's initiative is representative of similar work being undertaken in many other states.  Thus, one state's program that is described in this document will provide the reader with an overview of the similar types of AT programs that are operational in many other states.

For instance, although only a few states receive mention under the "Electronic and Information Technology Accessibility" heading in the "Telecommunications/

Information Technology" portion of the accomplishments section, virtually every State AT Project is operating an extensive, statewide program to promote and ensure Web accessibility to state "eGovernment" for individuals with disabilities.  Thus, an individual state's initiative described in this document can be viewed as representing only the very "tip of the iceberg" of the comprehensive AT services provided by each State AT Project.  Readers who want a complete listing of all AT activities and programs operated by an individual State AT Project should contact the Rehabilitation Engineering and Assistive Technology Society of North America (RESNA) Technical Assistance Project or the individual State AT Project for more information.

It also is important to note that this document builds on two publications released in 1998 by RESNA.  The two reports provide extensive details of the many AT programs offered by State AT Projects in 1998, and the impact of these programs on the lives of persons with disabilities.  While states continue to operate the essential AT programs described in these previous reports, this 2001 accomplishments document will describe the more recent AT programs developed by State AT Projects.  For interested readers, these 1998 publications, Tech Act Projects Improving Access, Provisions, and Funding for Assistive Technology Devices and Services, and Tech Act Projects Creating Systems Change through Policies, Practices, Laws, Regulations, Procedures, and Organizational Structures can be accessed on the Internet at www. resna.org/taproject/library/accomplish/ 

acomp99.html and www. resna.org/taproject/library/accomplish/acomp98.html, respectively.

An Overview of Capacity Building

State AT Projects not only provide crucial services to individuals with disabilities, they also play an important role in building the capacity of other state agencies, non-profit groups, and consumer groups to provide AT services or equipment to persons with disabilities.  Capacity building by State AT Projects is accomplished through many, varied activities such as grant awards, consumer and advocate educational programs, training sessions, and other actions.  By working with other organizations in capacity building activities, State AT Act Projects further their reach and ensure that more individuals with disabilities are able to access AT and IT.

Congress has encouraged and promoted the capacity building work of State AT Projects by providing funding in the AT Act of 1998 specifically for "capacity building and advocacy activities." Through these types of activities, the work of State AT Projects is multiplied and has greater impact.

Important capacity building work by every State AT Project occurs in five goal areas identified in the AT Act of 1998—employment, community living, telecommunications and information technology, education, and health care.  To highlight and examine the impact of capacity building activities in each goal area, capacity building activities will be discussed under each of the five goal areas, not in a separate capacity building section.

Regional Capacity Building

Capacity building also can extend beyond the boundaries of one particular state.  The AT Act of 1998 encourages interstate agreements "to expand the capacity of the states involved to assist individuals with disabilities of all ages to learn about, acquire, use, maintain, adapt, and upgrade assistive technology"  by providing federal grant money for regional capacity building work.  Recently, six State AT Projects have combined forces in a capacity building activity by signing a Memorandum of Understanding to share Web site information.  The Rocky Mountain AT Collaborative States—Arizona, Colorado, Nebraska, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming—have signed this agreement in an innovative effort to improve information management by providing easy access to AT funding information, and by promoting the efficient use of Web site information.

Future Needs for AT for Individuals with Disabilities

As the number of Americans with disabilities who need AT and access to IT continues to rise, the funding and resources of State AT programs are being stretched to try and meet individuals' requirements for equipment and services.  To address current AT needs and to identify future needs in their states, State AT Projects are working collaboratively with individuals, families, and advocacy groups.  These joint efforts seek to minimize and eliminate barriers to an individual's full participation in all aspects of society—work, home, school, and community.  Additionally, State AT Projects are working with their core constituencies and AT researchers and manufacturers to facilitate and encourage development of new technologies.  In the future, as State AT Projects push for more progress in the types of innovative AT options available to persons with disabilities, opportunities will be increased in all areas of life for those with disabilities. 

Continuing the Success of AT Projects

The successful work already underway in State AT Projects, and their plans for future development, mirror many AT concepts in the "New Freedom Initiative" recently proposed by the Bush Administration.  Several recommendations in the New Freedom Initiative focus on areas of AT programming that already are a top concern of State AT Projects—including the increasing of community awareness about AT, furthering outreach and training activities, and maintaining low-interest cash loan programs for AT.  All these activities currently are being performed by State AT Projects, and, indeed, have been hallmarks of success for State AT Projects in their work with individuals with disabilities. 

Additionally, four types of AT initiatives currently established and implemented in States' AT Projects also are recommended in the New Freedom Initiative.  States have found that these AT programs are successful in providing increased access to AT and IT for individuals with disabilities.  These four types of programs operated by most State AT Projects, and the like-minded proposals that have been put forth in the New Freedom Initiative address:

(1) Training and technical assistance to consumers and service providers regarding assistive and universally designed technology to enhance integration into the community (i.e., implementation of the U. S. Supreme Court's Olmstead decision),

(2) Training and technical assistance to ensure access to the election and voting process by providing access to polling places and accessible voting technology, 

(3) Training and technical assistance to assist states in making eGovernment accessible. (As an example, the majority of State AT Projects already have developed and are operating Web accessibility measures for eGovernment for persons with disabilities.  These measures currently are required by Section 508 standards of the federal Rehabilitation Act, which mandates that states now have in place Internet and information technology accessibility for state government Web sites and programs), and

(4) Training and technical assistance to assist individuals who need AT for employment.  This includes providing training to rehabilitation providers and vendors who "take" the "tickets," which were provided under the Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999, as well as to employees and prospective employers.

Other New Freedom Initiative proposals—such as expanding the area of telecommuting, providing technical assistance and information for Americans with Disabilities Act-exempt organizations to expand and ensure access, and identifying and communicating consumer needs and market demands to researchers and manufacturers—all are program areas that State AT Projects have developed the expertise and capacity to provide.  For example, a State AT Project has been working with university researchers, manufacturers, and individuals with disabilities to bring new AT devices into the marketplace.  This alliance recently has resulted in two new AT devices being manufactured for individuals with disabilities.

As the nation continues to move forward in providing critical AT assistance for individuals with disabilities, the confluence in many principal areas of the current work of State AT Projects and in the proposals in the New Freedom Initiative can create more rapid progress in meeting AT and IT needs.

Accomplishments Of State AT Projects
In this section, the accomplishments of states in AT programming since 1998 are presented.  These accomplishments are categorized under the five goal areas for AT, as stated in the AT Act of 1998.  These five goals are:  employment, community living, telecommunications/information technology, education, and health care.  Under each of these AT goal areas, program descriptions of several different types of state AT programs will be provided.  While each individual narration will describe the AT work being accomplished by a specific State AT Project, these narrations also serve to illustrate the similar AT programs offered by many other State Projects.

EMPLOYMENT

Business Development

Developing an Assistive Technology Tax Incentive.  The Iowa Partnership for Assistive Technology (IPAT) helped develop a bill that gives tax credits to Iowa small businesses that provide AT devices or workplace accommodations for individuals with disabilities.  The state's Assistive Technology Tax Credit Act provides a hiring incentive for Iowa's small businesses, which have been hard hit by an acute labor shortage, to hire, retain, and accommodate employees with disabilities.  This group offers an untapped pool of dependable, productive, and qualified workers.

The tax credit is available to businesses that have 14 or fewer employees, or to small businesses with gross receipts from the preceding tax year of $3 million or less.  This AT Tax Credit potentially could reach a large number of Iowa businesses as approximately 70,000 businesses, or 90 percent, have fewer than 20 employees. The AT tax credit covers 50 percent of the first $5,000 paid for devices or modifications with a cap of $2,500.  The credit will be available to a business each tax year.  The AT Tax Credit Act was passed in Spring 2000.

AT Assistance for Employers

Supplying "Solutions on Site." The Nebraska Assistive Technology Partnership, in collaboration with the Elks of Nebraska and the State Vocational Rehabilitation agency, provide work-site technical assistance, fabrication, and installation of assistive technology through a program called Solutions On Site (SOS).  This program was started 3 years ago and during the last year it experienced an 85 percent increase in referrals for employment-related services.

The SOS partnership also has sparked a capacity building effort:  SOS, the Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired, and the Nebraska Department of Labor now are jointly funding the purchase of AT solutions for Workforce Investment Resource Centers in Nebraska (20 sites).  Each site will have trained personnel to demonstrate and support the use of AT solutions that are integrated into the resource center.  As part of the agreement, when additional technical assistance is needed for individual users, the Resource Center will refer to the appropriate partner to obtain this additional assistance.  

Providing Employment Support.  North Dakota Interagency Project for Assistive Technology (IPAT) and the state's Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) agency are working in rural areas on job assistance programs.  IPAT funded a multi-agency pilot computer demonstration center within a VR office, assisted staff in product selection to provide barrier-free access to job information and employers via on-line resources, and trained service providers and individuals with disabilities on adaptive access.  To date, this pilot project has been replicated in one region, and has the potential for replication at six other sites.  To operate this project, IPAT is working with the Vocational Rehabilitation and Job Service of North Dakota to support the federal Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (TWWIIA) in rural, western North Dakota.

Assisting Businesses in Workplace Accommodations.  Assistive Technology of Ohio staff helped develop legislation that passed the Ohio General Assembly to assist businesses in providing workplace modifications for persons with disabilities.  The legislation provides state funding to small businesses for reduced-rate loans for workplace accommodations.  These loans can be used to make modifications that facilitate the hiring or improve the accommodation for consumers with disabilities.  Additionally, the loans may be used to assist Ohio businesses in complying with the Americans with Disabilities Act.

Loan Programs to Purchase AT

Initiating Partnerships Between State AT Projects and Local Banks to Benefit Consumers.

Loan programs offered through State AT Projects and local or regional banks offer an important resource for many people seeking to purchase AT at a cost they can afford.  Currently, 32 states offer financial loan programs that provide loans at low interest rates to individuals with disabilities.  These programs are important as they provide access to AT that can enhance employment, community living, and educational opportunities.  AT typically purchased through these programs includes vans or vehicle modifications, wheelchairs, adapted computers, and other equipment that assists an individual with disabilities in obtaining or maintaining employment or in increasing their mobility or adaptability in a home, school, or community environment.

· The Puerto Rico Assistive Technology Program (PRATP) found that the lack of financial aid was one of the biggest barriers that people with disabilities faced when trying to acquire an AT device for employment or other purposes.  To help solve this problem, PRATP members contacted a local bank to develop a low-interest loan program.  The collaborative venture, Program Impulse to the Future, was begun in October 1999 and allows AT consumers to acquire a needed device by obtaining a loan with a low interest rate.  

· Michigan's AT Project has established a pilot AT Financial Loan Program in three areas of the state after months of research into other state AT Loan Programs.  These programs assist persons with disabilities in acquiring AT that can be used to help obtain employment or to enhance a person's work accommodations, or for devices that improve their quality of life.  A marketing and financial development program for these loans has been established, and implementation of these plans has begun. 
· Alabama's AT Project—STAR—in collaboration with Southern Disability Foundation, Inc. and South Trust Bank, created the Ability Loan Program. Consumers and their family members may borrow up to 100 percent of the cost of AT equipment and related services.  This new program has assisted individuals in many crucial activities, such as gaining or maintaining employment, through the purchase of AT equipment, including vehicles and vehicle modifications to enable them to commute to work. Used vehicles have been purchased and lifts have been installed in vehicles, thereby increasing an individual's independence and ability to maintain employment or re-enter the work force.

· A second phase of Assistive Technology of Ohio's new employment and AT program will offer reduced-rate loans to individuals with disabilities to help them purchase AT for employment purposes or to improve their quality of life.  This proposed phase of the program would provide state funding to "buy down" the interest rate for AT devices, with the state paying a larger percentage of the interest rate on the loan and the consumer paying a smaller percentage.

Medicaid Insurance for Workers with Disabilities

Providing AT through Medical Insurance Buy-In Option.  Through recently passed legislation in Indiana, working people with disabilities now can buy Medicaid insurance coverage, which will allow them to purchase the AT they need to get to their work.  Possible AT includes a lift-equipped van to provide transportation or a power chair to provide mobility on the job site.  Indiana's State AT Project, ATTAIN, Inc., served as the primary spokesperson for the Indiana Medicaid Coalition, which successfully urged state legislators to offer this Medicaid insurance option.

Offering Workers Medical Insurance with Choice of AT Savings Account.  Texas passed legislation allowing people with disabilities to buy-in to Medicaid.  The Texas Technology Access Project provided active leadership of the coalition that spearheaded this bill.  Not only will working Texans be able to access Medicaid AT-related benefits, but they also will be encouraged to save their earnings in special accounts in order to purchase the AT they need related to employment.  The concept of "buying-in" received enthusiastic legislative support and this legislation likely will serve as a model for future health care coverage expansions in the state.

Indiana and Texas join other states that have chosen to offer this Medicaid Buy-In coverage under the federal Ticket to Work and Work Incentives Improvement Act of 1999 (TWWIIA). With this TWWIIA provision, states can create Medicaid buy-in options that increase the income and resources that individuals with disabilities can receive and still buy Medicaid on a sliding-scale premium. 

AT Assessment, Demonstration, and Training 

Assessing Needs for State Agency Clients.  In the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, the Systems of Technology-Related Assistance for Individuals with Disabilities (STRAID) operates an AT Center to evaluate clients of the Office of Vocational Rehabilitation (VR).  These evaluations determine what types of AT will be needed by an individual to achieve employment.  After the AT assessment, VR clients can proceed to the AT Center to try out the recommended AT devices. Additionally, STRAID provides AT assessments for students with disabilities when requested by teachers or school officials.  Parents or family members of children and adults with disabilities, including advocates, also can request assistance.  A STRAID staff member participates at Individualized Education Plan (IEP) and Individualized Work Plan (IWP) meetings and as an AT expert witness at due process hearings. 

Accessibility to State Career Development Centers

Ensuring Accessibility.  The AT Project in Arkansas, Increasing Capabilities Access Network (ICAN), has worked with its State Career Development Centers—One-Stop Centers funded under the Workforce Investment Act—to ensure that the centers are physically accessible to people with disabilities, so that they can use the centers' employment resources.  ICAN evaluated each of the state's One Stop Centers for accessibility and now it is working with the state's Department of Labor to train employment center staff to be more sensitive to the needs of persons with disabilities.  Efforts also are underway to provide on-call AT specialists who can provide job accommodation assessments at the centers.

AT Initiative for Farmers with Disabilities

Providing Professional Staff with Training on AT for Farmers.  WisTech, the AT Project in Wisconsin, contracted with the state's Easter Seals AgrAbility program to provide training to Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) counselors, county agricultural extension agents, and insurance company staff in the use of AT for farmers with disabilities.  The AgrAbility training targets this group because VR counselors, agricultural agents, and Worker's Compensation Insurance adjusters often will recommend that a person who becomes disabled due to a farming accident, or who acquires a disability through aging, leave farming and begin another occupation.  

Since receiving the training, VR staff are reporting an increase in the number of individuals that they are rehabilitating as farmers or agricultural workers.  VR and private insurance also are agreeing to fund more AT, based on the success of farmers who are using AT.

COMMUNITY LIVING

Community Action Network Grants

Reaching Rural Areas.  Minnesota's AT Project, a System of Technology to Achieve Results (STAR), provides funding to volunteer groups who can deliver AT services and devices in rural regions of the state.  STAR provides funds through Community Action Network (CAN) grants.  The local capacity to deliver AT services has been increased through development of these rural access points for AT. The ultimate goal of the program is for individuals with disabilities to have their AT needs addressed by skilled personnel located within 50 miles of their homes. 

In State Fiscal Year 2000-2001, the CANs brought more that 60 AT training classes and clinics to their regions, serving over 1,700 Minnesotans—fr​ee of charge. Each CAN that received a grant from STAR has leveraged between $10,000 and $50,000 in additional support for their activities this biennium. Twice a year, STAR also hosts a statewide meeting for CAN coordinators and keeps in touch with them via electronic list serve.  A listserv managed by STAR provides a means for ongoing information exchange among the coordinators. 

Efforts to Increase Home Accessibility

Offering Grants for Home Modification Services.  A home accessibility grant program was started by the Assistive Technology for Kansans project (ATK) and the Centers for Independent Living.  This new project, Kansas Accessibility with Modification Program (KAMP), is aimed at Kansans of all ages who need to make their homes accessible.  Home modifications are capped at $5,000 for a homeowner and $2,500 for a person renting property.  KAMP funded about $350,000 for home modifications for Kansans with functional limitations who meet the income guidelines.  In the past nine months, more than 40 Kansans received home modification services through the ATK project.

Services provided through KAMP are extremely important because an estimated 213,000 individuals in Kansas may need some basic modifications to their homes to make them accessible.  Because 76 percent of persons with disabilities in Kansas are unemployed or underemployed, or receive a fixed disability income, these individuals are unlikely to afford the necessary modifications without assistance.  To operate the new program, the Centers for Independent Living, Area Agencies on Aging, and ATK staff are providing on-site evaluations, arranging for home modifications, and verifying the completion of work.  This program also promotes independence under the U.S. Supreme Court's Olmstead decision, which supports the most integrated community-based settings for individuals with disabilities.

Building Accessibility Into New Homes.  Vermont became the first state to assist persons with disabilities in gaining easier physical access to many new homes that will be built by developers.  The Vermont Assistive Technology Project (VATP) initiated efforts that resulted in the state legislature requiring all new 1, 2, and 3-family housing units built on speculation to include disability access features.  These housing units include townhouses and condominiums.  This access will help provide for more "visitable" homes, which refers to homes that are not only accessible to guests with disabilities visiting the homes of nondisabled hosts, but to the future needs of the nondisabled residents as well. 

Access features now mandated by Vermont include wider doorways, accessible hallways, and bathrooms on the first floor with doorways wide enough for wheelchair users to enter.  VATP worked on a task force, which included several state agencies, private groups, and a contractors' association, to effect passage of the law, which requires the new disability access.  The law, passed in April 2000, also directs VATP to work with many groups to create and disseminate educational materials explaining the new construction standards and the advantages of visitable homes.

Providing Low-Interest Loans for Home Modifications.  Kentucky's Assistive Technology Loan Corporation (KATLC) assists individuals who need home modifications.  Beginning in December 2000, the KATLC entered into an agreement with the Kentucky Housing Corporation to provide loans to pay for home modifications such as ramps, accessible interior modifications, or the purchase of environmental controls for eligible individuals.  These loans currently are provided at 4 percent interest.

Assistive Technology Sales Tax Exemption

Making AT More Affordable.  The Missouri Assistive Technology Project was actively involved in successful efforts to implement a sales tax exemption for assistive technology.  The related legislation passed both chambers and was signed by the Governor.  As a result, assistive devices that are exempt from sales tax include wheelchairs, scooters, Braillewriters, electronic print enlargers, electronic communication devices, vehicle modifications for accessibility purposes, and other forms of assistive technology.

AT Awards for Assisting Underserved Populations
Promoting Creative AT Technologies.  The Virginia Assistive Technology System (VATS) provides grants to individuals, and public, private, for profit, and nonprofit entities that reach unserved or underserved Virginians with disabilities through projects that use AT to promote independence, productivity, and quality of life.  The "Creative Initiative Awards" are monetary grants given by VATS to those who improve access to AT products, services and information, and stimulate creative AT technologies and strategies at local, state, and regional levels.

Adaptive Equipment

Providing a Way to Try Out Assistive Technology Devices.  Montana's AT Project, MonTECH, was awarded a contract from the Montana Developmental Disabilities Program to operate the Montana Adaptive Equipment Program (MAEP).  MAEP provides adaptive equipment and therapy services, mainly in the area of seating and positioning, to Montanans with disabilities.  MonTECH has contracted with physical and occupational therapists across the state to provide MAEP services.

Additionally, the Montana Assistive Technology Equipment Loan/Lease Clearinghouse (MATEL/LC) program has more than doubled the number of loans made from the previous year.  MonTECH averages 54 equipment loans each month.  The most common reasons for requesting equipment loans include assessment and evaluation purposes and to try equipment before making a purchase.

Using Business Grants to Provide Accessible Technology.  Illinois Assistive Technology Project (IATP) is providing advice and guidance to Ameritech in a program to help provide accessible computers and technology to people with disabilities who have low incomes and those who live in rural areas of Illinois.  Ameritech is providing $1 million in grants to the community, some of which will go toward the purchase of AT.  These funds will provide accessible work stations equipped with screen readers, voice recognition, and head pointing and other input devices to individuals and community technology centers that serve persons with disabilities.  The $1 million was provided through requirements in a merger between Ameritech and SBC.  When proposals were requested on how the community could use the $1 million, IATP filed a formal request that successfully obtained a portion of the $1 million for AT. 

AT and Disability Awareness
Outreach to Native Americans.  Arizona's Assistive Technology Access Program (AZTAP) has partnered with the Arizona Inter Tribal Council to offer assistance in providing AT and disability awareness for each of the 19 participating tribes.  AZTAP is providing each tribe with low-tech AT kits to use in their training to reach Native American elders in each tribe.  The training provides resource and purchasing information on simple AT devices, such as zipper pulls and adapted household items, that may make activities of daily living easier for older persons.

Minority Outreach
Expanding Outreach in the Latino Community.  The New Jersey Assistive Technology Resource Program (TARP) continued the expansion of its Latino outreach.  This includes collaboration with community-based organizations in Latino communities, outreach to churches, and outreach to bilingual educators to raise awareness and access to AT.  In June 2000, TARP, in collaboration with community-based organizations, held a Latino Summit Conference that offered information on several programs and issue areas, including access to AT.

Assistive Device Lemon Law

Protecting Consumers.  The New Mexico Technology Assistance Program (NMTAP) led a bipartisan, cooperative effort between the New Mexico Governor’s Office, Republican and Democrat legislators, and citizens throughout New Mexico to pass the Assistive Device Lemon Law, which created a 1-year warranty and other protections for consumers with disabilities.  The Assistive Device Lemon Law helps protect people with disabilities from getting stuck with an assistive device that does not work, one that is a “lemon.”  Currently, 38 states offer AT Lemon Laws to their constituents with disabilities.  

AT Program for Senior Citizens in Rural Areas
Promoting Independence and Productivity Through Use of AT.  The Idaho Assistive Technology Project (IATP) helped launch the Assistive Technology Institute for Rural Elders (ATIRE) as a nonprofit organization dedicated to promoting the independence and productivity of rural seniors through the use of AT and home modifications.  ATIRE was started after IATP collected data that showed that Idaho's older citizens, especially those living in rural areas, face significant barriers to the acquisition and use of AT and home modifications.

Assistive Technology Recycling Program

Recycling Equipment Provides Increased Access to AT

· The University Legal Services Assistive Technology Program (ULS/ATP) for the District of Columbia teamed with the DC Center for Independent Living (DCCIL) to administer a community-based equipment recycling and lending program.  This program was established to increase the options for acquiring AT by individuals with disabilities.  The program will receive donations of used equipment, then refurbish the equipment and lend these devices on a first-come, first serve basis to individuals with disabilities who have no other means of obtaining such AT. 

ULS/ATP in the District of Columbia also has established an AT low-interest loan financing program with City First Bank.  This will allow citizens in the District to borrow money to buy AT.  To assist individuals with disabilities in choosing the best AT for their needs, ULS/ATP has established an AT resource center where the public can see, hear, touch, learn, and compare a broad range of devices.  This center allows the public to discuss the applications of AT and learn about possible product sources.

· During April 2001 the U.S. Virgin Islands Technology-Related Assistance for Individuals with Disabilities (VITRAID) opened an AT recycling unit. The unit will receive donated AT devices, such as computers or parts, wheelchairs, and other AT equipment from government and non-government agencies, corporations, and private citizens and then refurbish or restore the devices. VITRAID then will donate the equipment to persons with disabilities, who are unable to finance or purchase their own devices. VITRAID's goal is to fulfill the dreams of persons with disabilities, who have wanted to acquire AT devices but have not been able to afford them.

Provision of In-Home AT Devices and Services

AT Helps Avoid Nursing Home Placements.  South Dakota's AT Project, DakotaLink conducted an innovative study called the Community Technology Options Project (CTOP)—which showed that AT can be cost effective in preventing or delaying an individual’s placement in a long-term care facility or nursing home. This project was a collaborative venture of DakotaLink, Department of Social Services, Office of Adult Services and Aging (ASA), and the Prairie Freedom Independent Living Center in Yankton, South Dakota.

DakotaLink found that there are consumers who, for lack of AT devices and services, are forced into premature out-of-home placements in long-term care facilities.  The CTOP methodology provided services and devices through an equipment loan program when the AT devices or services were identified as a cost-effective alternative to long-term care.  The project documented the cost savings generated by this activity and used the information to seek an ongoing funding source to provide AT for individuals who are otherwise destined for nursing home placement.

Interagency Collaborations
Utilizing AT as a Market-Driven Business Model.  The Assistive Technology Library of Alaska (ATLA) and other agencies serving people with disabilities entered into interagency agreements and collaborations with three AT providers to develop an AT Alliance.  Reseller agreements now are in place with more than 50 manufacturers, granting ATLA exclusive access and the ability to represent a wide array of AT products.  ATLA and Alliance partners continue to adhere to the MSRP (Manufacturer’s Suggested Retail Pricing) in order to maximize value to consumers. Other private-sector vendors in Alaska usually mark up their products by 50 to 100 percent beyond the MSRP.  As planned, revenue from Alliance member sales of AT goes into the Alliance funding pool.

Developing an AT Buying Cooperative.  Georgia Tools for Life, working with the Association of Georgians with Disabilities, has developed an AT buying cooperative to reduce the cost to consumers for AT devices.  A cooperative allows goods to be purchased in greater volume at lower, dealer prices, which makes new technology an attainable reality for many persons with disabilities.  This volume buying for the cooperative includes many types of items such as scooters, augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices, and lifts for vans.

Increasing Vendor Involvement.  Because of its remote location, few AT vendors serve American Samoa.  Islanders have little access to AT because of this dearth of vendors.  The American Samoa AT Service Project has encouraged more AT vendors and suppliers to establish offices on the islands, so that its citizens have greater access to AT devices and services.

Working with a Protection and Advocacy Center to Provide Services.  Assistive Technology Resource Center of Hawaii (ATRC) has been working on several advocacy projects for persons with disabilities with Hawaii's protection and advocacy center, the Hawaii Disability Rights Center (HDRC).  Through its extensive outreach activities, ATRC is informing consumers and other interested parties that the HDRC will advocate for persons requiring legal assistance in their efforts to acquire AT devices.  The HDRC provides free legal services that range from sending letters reminding organizations about consumer's rights, to representing consumers in court hearings.  Both agencies refer consumers to each other in an ongoing, collaborative effort to serve the best interests of AT consumers.

Assistive Technology Advocates

Providing Essential Services.  In California this year, CFILC was successful in securing $2.25 million for 29 Independent Living Centers in the state to hire AT Advocates to provide information and referral services, outreach, service coordination, and community education at the local level on AT.  To date, there now are 36 AT Advocates on board around the state.  CFILC has requested $3.5 million for continued funding and to provide legal advocacy services around the state to aid persons with disabilities who need AT but are not receiving equipment or services.

TELECOMMUNICATIONS/INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY

Electronic and Information Technology Accessibility

Assuring Universal Design and Accessibility to State Web Site.  The Tennessee Technology Access Project (TTAP) has been working closely with the state of Tennessee Web portal vender to insure that the recently unveiled "Tennessee Anytime" portal incorporates universal design elements that insure equal access for individuals using assistive technology.  This has been accomplished by developing and maintaining a relationship with members of the Web portal design team so that universal design is included as part of the process.  People with disabilities also are included in the usability testing process that measures the usability of all elements of the Web portal.

Creating Accessibility Standards and Initiatives.  In addition to the Maine state government's "computer application program accessibility standard" and accompanying contract language approved in 1998, several initiatives were completed by Maine's AT Project, Maine Consumer Information and Technology Training Exchange (CITE) as part of long-term efforts to assure accessible information technology for the residents of Maine. 

These are:

1. Adoption of a charter that creates an Accessibility Committee that reports to the State Government Information Services Policy Board.

2. Approval of a staff position in Maine state government with 50 percent of the task devoted to accessibility coordination.

3. Approval of Web accessibility content standard.

More information is available on the Maine Web site at www. state.me.us.

Collaborating with State Agencies.  West Virginia Assistive Technology System   (WVATS) staff collaborated with an interagency group, designated by the governor of West Virginia, to produce standards for the Web sites of state agencies.  WVATS staff were successful in making accessibility to state Web sites by individuals with disabilities part of those standards.  Most state agencies now incorporate Web accessibility standards in their Web sites.  WVATS staff monitor and offer suggestions to new sites or sites not meeting standards.

Developing Far-Reaching Accessibility Standards.  Kentucky Assistive Technology Services Network (KATS) was instrumental in the passage of the state's Accessible Information Technology Law (KRS 61.980-988).  This law will ensure that the rapidly developing electronic information technology infrastructure in Kentucky will adopt the same accessibility standards for Kentuckians with disabilities as is now being implemented in all federal agencies under Section 508.

The law requires measures to ensure that the future information technology of state and state-assisted entities will meet national standards to allow access to the state’s electronic information and data by individuals with disabilities.  This includes individuals who are blind or visually impaired and individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing.  The law directs the Finance and Administration Cabinet to develop a technology access clause that is in compliance with Section 255 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996 and with Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act.  The law permits a person injured by a violation of these access requirements to seek injunctive relief.

Creating Technology Policy and Practices.  The New York AT Project, Technology-Related Assistance of Individuals with Disabilities (TRAID) has been actively involved in promoting polices and practices on information technology accessibility.  TRAID staff co-chairs the state's Information Technology Access Steering Committee (ITASC) that is comprised of a representative from the Office for Technology in the co-chair role, as well as information technology experts from multiple state agencies. 

Under the auspices of the Office for Technology, New York's TRAID, with other members of the ITASC, had an integral role in the development and issuance of Technology Policy 99-3, Universal Accessibility for New York State Web Sites. Technology Policy 99-3 requires agency heads and commissioners to designate a staff person to be responsible for implementing the policy, and to regularly monitor the guidelines to ensure that the current version is being used.

Developing Web Accessibility Standards.  The Connecticut AT Project, as part of a collaborative effort, worked to develop standards to assure that all state agencies meet stringent standards for Web accessibility.  Agencies that meet these new standards are awarded a newly designed ConneCT logo.  As an outgrowth, the Connecticut AT Project is working, on request, with others who want to make their sites accessible.  One recent success was the transformation of the City of Hartford's attractive (but very inaccessible) site to one that meets the current standard for Web accessibility.
Ensuring Electronic Access.  The North Carolina Assistive Technology Project (NCATP) was a member of the Information Resource Management Commission (IRMC) Task Force on Electronic Access in State Government.  The task force provided guidance to ensure greater electronic access for people with disabilities.  The task force made recommendations on policy to insure accessibility for software and hardware purchases, Web page design, and new state government applications development.  The IRMC approved and adopted all task force recommendations.  A new state policy to ensure electronic access, which reflected all of the recommendations, was adopted.  Additionally, NCATP, as part of the task force, provided guidance for statewide initiatives to promote public access to electronic information technology and training on accessibility.

Collaborating with State Agencies to Access Information Technology.  The South Carolina Assistive Technology Project (SCATP) was the lead agency in working with South Carolina legislators to establish the “South Carolina Access to Information Technology Partnership and Coordinating Committee” in June 2000.  The Coordinating Committee was co-chaired by the South Carolina School for the Deaf and the Blind and the Office of Information Resources, and was formed to address how to provide access to electronic and information technology to the state’s citizens with disabilities.  The partnership developed  a statewide Web accessibility training plan and a state policy and Web accessibility implementation plan. 

The Coordinating Committee also established five pilot centers to model multiple means of access for people with disabilities.  SCATP continues to provide training and technical help to those who are responsible for promoting and helping people use these centers. 

Making WAVEs in Web Accessibility.  The Pennsylvania Initiative on Assistive Technology (PIAT) created the WAVE, a Web accessibility checker, which is known internationally as a tool to check Web access for persons with disabilities.  The WAVE was developed by a PIAT staff member, a Web accessibility specialist and rehabilitation engineer.  

Training for Webmasters.   Minnesota's AT Project, STAR, has worked with the state of Minnesota’s Office of Technology to create a statewide policy on electronic and information technology accessibility.  It also has been training Webmasters from state agencies on Web site accessibility for more than 2 years.  A 3.5 hour curriculum was developed that includes a hands-on lab experience where participants are introduced to Web access validation tools and to computer accommodations such as a screen reader.  The Web sites of attendees are used to demonstrate good accessibility as well as areas that need improvement.  By the end of May 2001, STAR will have trained approximately 230 state Web personnel and presented the accessibility concepts to an additional 260 IT personnel this biennium.  Counties, cities, and private industry have expressed an interest in the classes as well.  

Educating Webmasters—Providing Insight into Accessible Web Sites

Many Webmasters who were trained by STAR in Minnesota said that the course not only taught them how to make Web sites accessible, but will save them considerable time and effort when putting universal design into their own Web sites.  Here are excerpts from the course evaluations that show the value of, and the need for, these training programs:

· “I never knew about accessibility problems.  Very good information.  Opened my eyes and mind to a whole new world.”

· “Important topic.  I was eager to get the information.”

· “I liked actually seeing and hearing the difference between the good and bad (Web pages).”

· “I gained a better awareness of the barriers present to people with varying disabilities.  The presentation gave good examples to help understand the issues. Brought out compliance with ‘508’. I must admit it’s the first I heard about it.” 

· “I was considering using ‘text only’ version, but will seriously reconsider this after taking this class.” 

· “I learned that what I thought ‘accessible’ meant was not correct.  It saved me a ton of backtracking.  It was nice to be able to see the site through a screen reader.”

Telecommunications Relay Service

Developing IT Guidelines and Specifications.  The Massachusetts Assistive Technology Partnership (MATP) wrote the guidelines and specifications for its statewide telecommunications relay service, which were adopted by Bell Atlantic (now Verizon) and that exceed those required by the Federal Communications Commission.  MATP also distributes previously used telecommunications equipment provided by Verizon’s Equipment Distribution Program.

Braille and Tactile Ballots for Persons Who Are Blind

Providing Independent Access.  For the first time in the history of the state of Rhode Island, citizens in the November 2000 election who were legally blind voted with total independence.  The Rhode Island Assistive Technology Project had an active roll in the development of the ballots, as well as with promulgating information about their availability to Rhode Islanders who can benefit from their use.  The Rhode Island General Assembly is the first legislature in the country to pass a law mandating these types of  ballots. 

EDUCATION

Procurement of AT for Students

Breaking Through Barriers to Purchase AT for Students.  The Maryland Technology Assistance Program (MD TAP) created a non-profit organization to act as a bargaining and purchasing agent for Maryland educational entities when they are purchasing AT for students.  This new cooperative organization has produced more than $600,000 in discounts and savings for its members by conducting large bids, negotiating state-wide buys, and serving as middleman for some devices and software.  The new Maryland AT Cooperative has helped break the psychological barrier which implied that AT is too expensive for schools.  The result of this new venture is that more students can receive needed AT equipment.  The use of AT equipment in school can enhance a student's ability to learn and to interact with teachers and other students.

Serving Children and Youth with Disabilities.  Navajo ABLE: An Assistive Device Loan Equipment Program for the Navajo Nation is supported by the New Mexico Assistive Technology Project.  The Navajo Assistive Bank of Loan-able Equipment (Navajo-ABLE) is a program on the Navajo Nation that provides assistive technology devices, services, technical information, funding information, and training for Navajo children and youth with disabilities.  Services are available for Navajo individuals, family members, educators, therapists and others who live on Navajo Nation as well as in the Alamo, Canoncito, and Ramah Reservations. 

Navajo-ABLE—Helping a Student Achieve His Goals

The following story illustrates the impact Navajo-ABLE has had on one man’s life:

Nate Yazzie, a 21-year-old Navajo man, has Cerebral Palsy.  In school, Nate learned to use assistive technology devices—a wheelchair, a laptop computer, and software—which enabled him to function in school and to communicate with others.  Nate now has graduated from high school and is preparing for college. He will be "transitioning" into a world of independent living, a career, and higher education.  Nate wants to find a place where he can support himself, live on his own, and attend the University of New Mexico. 

The director of the Navajo-ABLE project was working with Nate and his family throughout Nate’s senior year in high school to help him obtain independent living services, and to assist in optimizing seating and positioning in his wheelchair.  The director coordinated therapy services for Nate and was looking into the various college options available to him.  Nate also received an extensive AT evaluation designed to specify his post-high school needs.  The evaluation is important in identifying the environmental controls, personal assistive services, and communication devices needed to prepare him for the start of college.  Nate has dreams, and with a little help from his family and Navajo-ABLE, there is little that can stop this vibrant and ambitious young man from fulfilling his goals. 

Transfer of AT for Students

Securing a Mechanism for AT Transfers.  Oklahoma's AT Project, ABLE Tech, 

chaired a 20-member AT task force of state agencies, consumers, and advocates to prepare a final report on AT recommendations.  This legislative task force came about as a result of the passage of HB 1024.  One important recommendation was to establish an AT transfer mechanism between state agencies and school districts or to parents of children and youth with disabilities.  The policy provides for the seamless transfer of AT for students when they move between many agencies, for example, when a student goes from a special education classroom to vocational rehabilitation.  This transfer policy is important because students will not lose the use of technology they have mastered when they advance to other environments.  ABLE Tech sought the assistance of the Oklahoma Commission on Children and Youth for accomplishing AT transfers as they are charged with oversight for programs for children and youth.

Aiding Transitions for Students.  Wyoming's AT Project, WYNOT, and its Protection and Advocacy Agency has worked with the Department of Education to develop a cooperative agreement among the pre-schools and schools to transfer AT equipment with the student as he or she enters grade school.  An earlier agreement with the Department of Vocational Rehabilitation had eased transition and equipment ownership for those older students transitioning from high school to work.

Statewide Conferences Address School-to-Work or College AT Transfers.  Mississippi Project START cosponsored statewide conferences to address transition services issues for students with disabilities moving from school to work or college.  The conferences increased awareness of the role of AT and the importance of a smooth transition of AT transfers between school and work or college.

Through discussions at the conferences, students, parents, and school personnel were reminded of the importance of AT in postsecondary settings.   In addition, information was provided on how to best ensure that students receive the AT that they need.
AT Education for Parents, School Officials, and Advocates

Educating Parents on Their Children's Rights to AT.  North Dakota's Interagency Project for Assistive Technology (IPAT) developed a 3-step approach to address awareness, proper use, and integration of AT in schools around the state.  First, IPAT published Technology for All: A Guide to Solving the Puzzle, which outlines a planning process for AT purchasing.  IPAT developed the materials in response to a request from school administrators and staff for a comprehensive, school-wide plan to purchase AT for students.

Next, IPAT produced an 18-minute videotape, Know Your Rights to Assistive Technology in Education, to help parents of students with disabilities get the AT their students need.  The video mirrors information in IPAT's statewide AT guide that was developed in conjunction with the North Dakota Department of Public Instruction.

Then, IPAT provided training for attorneys regarding the public school systems’ responsibility for AT.  The North Dakota Bar Association sanctioned the training by awarding it continuing legal education credits.  The presentation and credits were offered over Interactive Video Network as well as self-study via videotape.  As a result, about 75 attorneys throughout the state now have information to assist individuals in obtaining AT in their schools.

Training for Professionals—Capacity Building Activities

Developing and Designing AT by Engineering Students.  To involve students in cutting-edge AT manufacturing and entrepreneurship activities, the Puerto Rico Assistive Technology Project (PRATP) has collaborated with electrical engineering students at the University of Puerto Rico to design new pieces of AT to fit specific consumer needs.  The new AT prototypes are presented by the student designers in public forums twice a year.  An important goal of this program is to promote the development of commercial devices and the acquisition of patents for the equipment.  So far, 2 new AT devices have been introduced into the industry by PRATP and its associates.

Offering Professional Development for Practitioners.  For more than two years, the Utah Assistive Technology Program's competency-based training has been provided to 55 service providers in state agencies, private provider agencies, and consumer organizations.  Trainees gain specific skills and competencies outlined by the AT Practitioner Credentialing program of the Rehabilitation Engineering and Assistive Technology Society of North America (RESNA).  The end result of the professional development program is an increase in quality care for consumers.

Providing Training for Students with Disabilities.  Oregon Technology Access for Life Needs (TALN) has worked to establish a high tech training program for middle school and high school students to provide employment skills and AT skills for increased employment opportunities and transition from high school.  These training programs are funded by the Vocational Rehabilitation Division and are designed to equip 9th through 12th grade students with disabilities with the skills to enter high- tech jobs after high school graduation.  TALN provides AT expertise, training, and equipment loans to the schools; the school districts provide modified curricula, community outreach, and placements with industry in local settings.

Offering AT Graduate Coursework for Future Health Care Professionals.  Colorado Assistive Technology Project (CATP) staff helped establish graduate level coursework in AT for speech language pathologists, occupational therapists, nurses and other students in the University of Colorado School of Medicine.  These courses are now offered annually to give future health care professionals the AT basics that they can use to provide better services for their clients.  In the 1999-2000 school year, 24 students took 18 hours of graduate credit courses in AT and related subjects.

Weaving Assistive Technology Curricula Into University Coursework.  The Nevada Assistive Technology Collaborative (NATC) has worked with the University of Nevada Las Vegas (UNLV) to ensure that university graduates, particularly those in the helping professions, will leave school with knowledge that will help meet the needs of persons with disabilities.  Through weaving assistive technology components into 76 different university courses, the university and NATC have been able to teach the assistive technology/disability curricula to thousands of students.  Whether students become doctors, hotel managers, or architects, knowledge of disability issues will be an important part of their careers.  

This year alone, 5,120 UNLV students were taught this AT/disability curricula.  To extend this project beyond the university, UNLV project staff have produced two videos.  One promotes the value of adding AT to a university's curricula and one provides information to teachers on how to use AT in kindergarten through college classrooms.

Increasing the Capacity of the Service Delivery System.  The Washington Assistive Technology Alliance (WATA) teamed with two community colleges to develop an Associate of Technology degree in speech and language pathology assistant (SPLA).  A curriculum for the SPLA training program now is being written, with funding from a matching grant from the two colleges and WATA.  It is expected that one of the primary functions of the SPLA will be to program augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices.  WATA also has plans underway for a 2-year degree for an assistive technology assistant.  

Additionally, WATA is increasing the number of professionals with AT expertise by providing AT training in the pre-service curricula.  Among many other training activities, WATA has developed and provided training in AT to all occupational therapy (OT) graduate students at the University of Washington.  Additionally, WATA developed and staffed a comprehensive AT lab and provided training to other health professionals at the university including residents in medical rehabilitation and students in physical therapy, public health, and prosthetics and orthotics.    

AT Assessments for Students

Providing Mobile Assessment Team for Schools.  Through Florida's AT Project,  the Florida Alliance for Assistive Services & Technology, Inc., and the Dade County school system, a mobile assessment team now travels from school to school on a scheduled basis to assist teachers and students in need of AT.  Students benefit from the expert team coming to their schools because assessments in their own environment are less stressful and allow team members to see how students operate in their classrooms.  The Florida Alliance for Assistive Services & Technology, Inc., works on issues of public awareness, statewide education, and training on AT in the state. 

AT Education

Early Childhood Program.  Delaware Assistive Technology Initiative (DATI) has provided training to increase AT awareness and knowledge to families and service providers in the state's birth-to-three years program.  This training focuses on areas of particular interest for this age group and their families, including play, mobility, and communication, as well as policy and funding issues.  This early childhood program in AT education is designed to assist babies and toddlers at the earliest stage possible, when the most progress in their development can be made.

HEALTH CARE

AT Services for Medicaid Recipients
Loaning AT Communications Devices.  The New Hampshire AT Partnership received $74,000 from the New Hampshire Health Care Fund to purchase augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices for short term loans through the Technology Exploration Center.  These devices are loaned for trial and evaluation purposes.  When people with disabilities try out AT before they buy it, they are less likely to purchase technology that they will later abandon.

Changing Medicaid Policy to Include Communications Devices.  Louisiana's AT Project, Louisiana Assistive Technology Access Network (LATAN), facilitated the development of criteria and a checklist to be used when recommending an augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) device for Medicaid coverage.  The criteria and checklist were adopted as part of Medicaid policy and procedures for use with individuals of all ages who needed AAC devices.  LATAN now provides training on criteria, AAC assessments, and Medicaid procedures to speech therapists, case managers, rehabilitation counselors, Medicaid personnel, and others involved in the provision of AAC. 

Providing AT and Home Modifications Prevents Institutionalization.  Nebraska Assistive Technology Partnership has been able to document that AT and home modifications prevent individuals from being institutionalized.  Nebraska ATP contracts with the Health and Human Services Home and Community Based Medicaid Waiver program to perform needed home modifications that prevent individuals from being placed in institutions.  The cost for the AT and home modifications averages $3,632 per individual.  This cost is recaptured in less than 2 months due to decreased need for Medicaid services.  Nebraska Health and Human Services Systems estimates an annual $3 million cost savings to Medicaid due to the provision of AT and home modifications.

Medicare AAC Device Coverage Policy Change

Changing a Policy to Benefit Individuals with AT Needs.  The Maryland Technology Assistance Program (MD TAP) worked with other advocacy agencies to obtain an important change in Medicare policy that will provide Medicare recipients with the ability to purchase needed augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) devices.  This change affects Medicare recipients throughout the nation.

In June 1999, Health Care Financing Administration (HCFA) staff provided notice that Medicare was going to review its non-coverage policy for AAC devices.  MD TAP contracted with an expert in speech and hearing services to represent MD TAP, and the interests of Maryland’s users and potential users of AAC devices, on the panel that successfully negotiated with HCFA about new Medicare policies for AAC coverage. 

Because of this important change in Medicare policy, HCFA will accept more devices as being covered and available to Medicare beneficiaries.  Significantly, manufacturers of dedicated-computer and dedicated-personal digital assistance (PDA)-based devices now have stated they will accept Medicare assignment. The panel also is overseeing implementation of these important changes.

Telemedicine Services 

Providing Access to Islanders.  The Guam System for Assistive Technology Project (GSAT) partnered with the University of Pittsburgh to use live video off-island telemedicine to conduct preliminary AT assessments.  Particularly in geographic areas that do not have enough local AT evaluators, telemedicine provides an innovative method whereby experts can conduct initial AT assessments from distant locations.  The GSAT telemedicine program is providing important, accessible AT services for persons with disabilities in Guam.

Reaching Rural Populations.  The Texas Technology Access Project worked with advocates and health care professionals to foster legislation that established a telemedicine pilot program for rural areas in Texas.  When fully implemented, this pilot will build on the state's Medicaid telemedicine program by allowing not only physicians, but other health professionals, including AT service providers, to provide their services and expertise to people with disabilities in remote sites throughout the state.  

Conclusion

This document provides an in-depth and extensive examination of the many ways that State AT projects are assisting persons with disabilities in achieving their goals for accessing AT devices and services that will assist them in employment, community living, telecommunications and information technology, education, and health care.  During the past 11 years, State AT Projects have been in the forefront of the development of comprehensive AT plans for the complex needs of individuals with disabilities.  States Projects have accomplished this by working in partnership with individuals and/or their representatives, service providers, and agencies to identify needs, develop plans, and access funding and resources to provide high-tech and low-tech AT devices and services.

State AT Projects have created a broad base of programs and enjoy widespread support among many constituencies for their successful, ongoing work.  With continued and increased funding, State AT Projects will not only maintain the many programs they now offer:  provision of information and referral services; assessment and evaluation for AT devices and services; advancement of legislation to meet the AT needs of individuals with disabilities; provision of equipment loan programs, equipment demonstration centers, equipment recycling centers, and financial loan programs; capacity building of other agencies; provision of AT workshops, training events, and conferences; publication of AT information through reports, books, and videotapes; and provision of outreach programs, but will continue to look ahead and work with consumers, advocacy groups, innovative AT researchers, and manufacturers to make AT available and to increase the funding for and access to AT devices and services that will advance the lives of children and adults with disabilities.  












� The term ``assistive technology device'' means any item, piece of equipment, or product system, whether acquired commercially, modified, or customized, that is used to increase, maintain, or improve functional capabilities of individuals with disabilities.  The term ``assistive technology service'' means any service that directly assists an individual with a disability in the selection, acquisition, or use of an assistive technology device.








2 Carlson, D. (2001, June).  Assistive Technology Use and Need:  A National Survey of Persons with Disabilities.  Paper presented at the meeting of the Rehabilitation Engineering and Assistive Technology Society of North America, Reno, NV. 
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