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Chapter 1 - Assistive Technology Assessment 

 Gathering Information about Environments and Tasks 

Effective, appropriate decisions about assistive technology can only be made when teams are well 
informed about the unique characteristics of the environments in which the student spends time and the 
tasks that are being done in those environments (Zabala, 1994). The Wisconsin Assistive Technology 
Initiative strongly encourages observing the student in several environments with a specific focus on 
describing the environment and the activities/tasks in which the target student and other students are 
engaged. The Environmental Observation Guide is a tool for that purpose.  

Consider all customary environments, including the classroom and other school environments, such as 
the lunchroom, playground, assemblies, etc., the home, and any relevant community sites such as 
shopping malls, restaurants, church, scouts or other groups. Information to be gathered can be guided by 
specific questions such as these: 

• What equipment and materials, including technology supports, are available in each environment?
• Who are the primary people interacting with the student?
• How is instruction or direction delivered?
• What modifications are typically made in various environments?
• What is the student’s position and location in room?
• Where are the things the student needs to see, such as chalkboard, overhead, etc.?
• What is the lighting and sound like in the setting?
• How are transitions accomplished? Are there concerns?

Teams may modify or add to these questions, they are provided only as a starting place.

There are many different types of Environmental or Classroom Observation Guides. This manual 
includes two versions. Remember that you can adapt either of or both these to fit your needs. 

Using the Environmental Observation Guide 

The Environmental Observation Guide instructions was developed by the National Assistive Technology 
Research Institute (2001), modified and used with permission. 

The Environmental Observation Guide forms draw the observer’s attention to what is going on in the 
activity and setting. Teams may modify or add to these questions. They are provided only as a starting 
place. 

Prior to the observation:  

Clarify the purpose of the observation:  
• Record successful assistive technology use in educational environments.
• Observe a student using assistive technology in educational environments,
• Record characteristics of the educational environments.

Select a time and place:  
• Review the student’s IEP for specifics about the student’s AT use.
• First preference – Schedule the observation for the place and time indicated in the IEP as to

when AT is supposed to be used during the day.
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• Second preference – If it is not specified in the IEP, talk to a teacher to schedule a time and place
when the student uses AT the most during the day.

• Third preference – If the student uses the AT across the entire day, observe in the setting where
he spends the most amount of his instructional day

Meet with the teacher(s), therapists, and assistants to determine:  
• What will happen in the class that day; Is it a typical day?
• What the student using assistive technology will be doing that day.
• Inform them what you will be doing during the observation.

During the observation:  

Record observations:  
• Complete the environmental assessment checklist.
• Record direct student observation field notes.
• Record impressions and comments.
• Record time markers in the observation notes to determine length of activities.
• Participate in the class only if invited to do so.

After the observation:  

Thank the teacher for allowing you to observe.  

If time allows in the teacher’s schedule:  
• Probe for additional information directly related to your observations for clarity.
• Share a brief summary of what you saw.

Provide the teacher with a copy of the observation summary when completed.  

Conduct the teacher interview at a mutually agreed upon time.  

The observer’s role is to capture what is occurring, not to make decisions or even formal 
recommendations; that comes later in the decision-making part of the assessment process. 
During the observation(s), the observers are simply gathering information. 




