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Abstract

Over the recent past, the population in schools and the options for
education have changed. Recently, the number of students identified as
special needs hasincreased, as has the number of special needs students
includedin* regular” classrooms. Specificlawspertaintotheir education,
includingtheU.S. Individualswith DisabilitiesAct (IDEA), whichrequires
that students with disabilities each have Individual Education Plans
(ITEP). An aspect of the |EP isthe possibility of using assistive technology
toassist in the student’ s education or in accommodation or modifications
needed for disabled access. The web-based learning environment itself
can be considered an accommodation or modification of instruction to
meet the needs of special needs students. Opportunitiesareincreasingin
the online distance learning environment for colleges and universities,
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and the increase is expanding to the high school and middle school
programs. When creating online instruction, it isimportant to follow the
accessibility standards such as the Section 508 and W3C accessibility
standards to enable persons with disabilities access to the educational
material. Within the U.S., more than 26,000 K-12 students classified as
IDEA hospital/homebound, received education through some form of
“ distance education” as of 1999. While the methods of instruction do not
commonlyincludeonlinedelivery, itisan optionthat should beinvestigated.
In-depth examples of a school system’'s hospital/homebound program,
online programs being used by a school for studentswith disabilities, and
a state public online school and its interactions with students with
disabilities are presented. The results of a survey of online schools and
their services for students with disabilities are also reported.

INTRODUCTION

Special education programsor resourcesareoffered through school sto assist
ineducating childrenwith special needs. Inaddition, they provideresourcesfor
therehabilitationfor thosewithdisabilities. Disability rightsleadershavesaid
that the application of technology will bethe equalizer of the 21st century
(Flippo, Inge, & Barcus, 1995). Throughtheuseof assistivetechnology (AT)
devices, many students can decreasetheir isolation and become apart of a
regular classroom, evenif they arephysically notintheactual classroomat all.
Assistivetechnol ogy isatool that can provideamethod for anindividua who
isexperiencing adisability to participateinaclassroom. Screenreadersthat
read aloud the text on the screen or web page can overcome barriers to
accessing el ectronicinformation encountered by studentswho havevision
disabilities. Captionscan overcomebarriersfor studentswho have hearing
disabilities. Someaccesssol utionsthat useprinciplesof universal designare
built into the hardware or software of computers and programs (RESNA,
2001). Thedesignof adistancelearning course, or theparticipationinacourse
throughdistancelearning, isinitself theapplication of assistivetechnol ogy, and
isanaccommodationtoinstructionthat can meet many of the special needsof
learnersintoday’ sschools.

According to the Half the Planet Foundation (2001), an organization that
supportstheapplication of technol ogy to promotetheval uesof the Americans
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