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South Carolina Assistive Technology Program Fact Sheet

 AT Assessments: 
Best Practices
Maintaining a User-Centered Focus 

An assistive technology (AT) assessment is a set of activities used to determine a person’s specific needs and how AT will meet those needs to maintain, improve or increase functional capabilities. If a person has a progressive disease, an assessment may determine how AT will help him or her maintain maximal functioning even though the person’s capabilities are expected to decline. An AT assessment starts by collecting relevant medical, educational, and work information. AT assessments begin in one or more identified areas of need. These areas include: seating and positioning, mobility, communication, learning, computer access, environmental adaptation, recreation and sports, aids for daily living, vehicle modifications and transportation, vision, and hearing. The assessment also includes a discussion of all AT that has been tried in the past and the outcomes.

AT assessments are most effectively performed by a team consisting of the person with the disability, family members as applicable, and professionals. The professionals may include licensed and certified physical therapists, occupational therapists, speech-language pathologists, rehabilitation engineers, AT specialists/professionals, social workers, other support care staff, physicians, and any other individuals who play significant roles in the person’s life and may provide important information about the person’s everyday challenges, goals, activities, and strengths.
AT Assessment Models 

There are no standardized AT assessments. Guidelines for AT assessments are based on research, best practices, and the experience of AT professionals and AT users.

Human Activity Assistive Technology (HAAT) Model 
Cook, A. and Miller, J.M. (2008). Assistive Technologies: Principles and Practice. ed 3, St. Louis, MO. Mosby.
The HAAT Model of AT assessment has three basic components. They are: 

· Human - the person with the disability

· Activity - what the person wants to do

· AT - what AT the person uses to perform the activity 

It is important to keep in mind that these three components occur within meaningful contexts in the daily routine. The HAAT process identifies the activity the person is having difficulty performing. For example, if a person with a disability is having difficulty using a regular knife to cut meat and is extremely tired at the end of each meal, a specialized knife, like a rocker knife, may help the person cut meat more easily and with less fatigue.  Another person with a disability may find that an AT device allows participation in an activity that was previously inaccessible or that AT provides the means to complete an activity independently. 

The HAAT framework recommends that AT assessments should be performed within common, everyday contexts for more relevant application. The context is one of the factors influencing the activity. So for the knife example above, it is important to have the person try cutting with adapted knives using food that is normally part of that person’s diet. Performing an activity within a commonly experienced context represents a functional assessment of the potential outcome of the AT strategy or device.

SETT Framework - http://www.joyzabala.com/ 
There are several critical elements of the SETT Framework.  Chief among them is collaborative work by a team consisting of the person with a disability, his/her family members and other team members with AT training and experience. The SETT Framework structure encourages team members to share relevant information amongst themselves and with other people in the person’s life and come to consensus on recommendations. Effective assistive technology assessment requires flexibility, patience, and a willingness to consider a range of options, with the common understanding by all concerned that AT assessment is a process, not an event.

Developed for students, the SETT Framework can be used for adults. It is a guide consisting of four components:

· Student - The person’s current abilities, needs, and preferences.
· Environment - All facets of the contexts in which the person lives, learns and grows, including individuals who will support the person’s use of the AT.
· Tasks - Activities the person needs to do or learn to do as independently as possible that are currently difficult or impossible.
· Tools - AT devices, services, strategies, training, etc. that are needed for the person to do the tasks and move toward mastery of identified goals. 

Data collection based on the person’s increase in independence or performance begins upon initiation of use of AT devices or new strategies and should continue over an extended period of time. Documenting the need for specific AT is a critical element of an AT assessment and requests for AT funding. 
AT Strategy Assessment 

An AT assessment also includes an analysis of strategies used to perform a task. The strategy may be used with or without an AT device. An AT strategy is effective if it improves a person’s capabilities for engaging in or completing an activity or increases the person’s ability to be independent. One example of an AT strategy might be having a person with a hearing loss sit closer to the television or other speakers to facilitate better hearing. Another example might be having a person with hand tremors fill a cup only half full to avoid spillage.

Ensuring AT Assessment Quality

The Quality Indicators for Assistive Technology (QIAT) Assessment of AT Needs model recommends using seven indicators to ensure that a quality AT assessment has been performed. These include: procedures based on research and best practice, qualified professionals on the AT assessment team, assessments performed in context, reasonable timelines that include AT device and strategy trials, taking data to help determine recommendations, clearly defined and documented recommendations, and reassessment as indicated. Seven common errors of AT assessments are: lack of defined assessment protocol, absence of team approach, professionals lacking in AT assessment skills, lack of time for assessment, unclear team communication, lack of student involvement in the assessment process, and assessment conducted by any team other than the student’s team.

AT Assessment is an On-Going Process

Current best practices indicate that all AT assessments are on-going and that the initial hands-on evaluation is among the first steps. Periodic data collection can be a useful indicator of the need for re-assessment. Other AT re-assessment indicators may be that the person using the AT has a change in ability that affects the use of recommended AT devices, has a medical or intellectual status change, or feels that AT is no longer needed.  
An AT assessment is the first step in providing the means for a person with a disability to live, work, learn and be a more independent part of the community. Maintaining a user-centered focus and following best practices are key components to a successful AT assessment.
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