Wisconsin Assistive Technology Initiative

Tips for using the Planning Guide

When the members of the team who have been assigned to gather
information have completed their tasks, the team is ready to come together
for the next step. The information gathering may have included reviewing
the files, contacting previous service providers, completing a specific test
that someone felt would provide important information, or observing. In
decision making this information will be used to guide the direction and
content of the decision.

Decision making takes place at a meeting. The tool to be used during decision
making is the AT Planning Guide. This guide is a single page that leads the
team through a five-step decision making process. Using an effective
decision making process requires team members to acquire and use a variety
of skills that are separate from the technical skills they may have needed
during the data gathering stage. These include communication skills and
group process skills. The communication skills include, but are not limited to
active listening, negotiation, providing non-threatening feedback, and
accepting criticism without becoming defensive. The last area, group
process, includes following a schedule, reaching consensus, and a variety of
tasks that become important when working as part of a team, one of the
most important being the effective use of a formal group decision making
process.

The key elements or steps of an effective decision making process include:

1. Problem Identification: The identification and definition of a
specific problem;

2. Solution Generation: The suggestion of possible solutions;

3. Solution Selection: The evaluation of suggestions and choosing of
a solution, to create an action plan;

4. Implementation: The carrying out of the plan; and

5. Follow up: Meeting again to evaluate the solution.

None of these steps are especially difficult, the challenge comes in having all
members of the team recognize the steps, follow the sequence together
actually stay on the same step at the same time.



I't may sound strange to suggest that various members of the team might be
on different steps of the process. However, it is not unusual for team
meetings to be conducted in an informal manner with information presented
verbally and with little attention paid to focusing on the specific steps of
the decision making process. When this occurs, individual styles of thinking
and communicating can lead to one team member seeking very specific and
minute details of the problem, while another team member is thinking of
great solutions and still another is wondering how soon the meeting will be
over or what to serve for dinner that night. There are several very simple,
but effective strategies for improving and formalizing the decision making
process being used by a team when making assistive technology decisions.
The AT Planning Guide provides a structure for doing so.

Throughout The Decision Making Process:

Present information in written as well as spoken format where everyone
on the team can see it. This requires that the key facts are written on a
board, flip chart, overhead projector or butcher paper in large print that is
visible to all participants. Some team members may feel that this takes
unnecessary effort to write every idea up on a board, but it is an extremely
effective way to keep each person focused on which step the team is
addressing. As information is shared, it is written on the board or chart
visible to all. If one of the team members is distracted by something they
have forgotten to do, or is called out of the meeting for a telephone call,
they can quickly “catch up” on what was said when they are able to refocus
on the discussion. At the same time, if a group member contributes a
solution before the team has finished contributing all the information
necessary to identify the problem, the recorder can quickly note the
“suggested solution” over under Solution Generation, and redirect the entire
group back to completing Problem Identification.

Create a shared group memory. Recording what is being said where it is
visible to all, adds visual memory to auditory memory and doubles the
likelihood that everyone will remember, in the same way, the information
that was discussed. This helps create a shared group memory, one that is
very similar across all members of the group. It greatly increases the
likelihood of follow through from team members.



Share roles and responsibilities. Team members may be hesitant to take a
leadership role in conducting team meetings. Rotating roles from one
meeting to the next is an effective way to share this responsibility. At each
meeting one team member can serve as facilitator, while another is
recorder, and still another acts as timekeeper to keep the group moving
through the discussion. It is important that the team move at a pace that
will allow the most time at the most important discussion points and keep the
team from getting side tracked or bogged down (Fox & Williams, 1992). In
addition, this rotation of roles helps insure that each team member
recognizes and respects the contribution each of these participants makes
to effective decision making.

During Problem lIdentification:

Address not only the characteristics of the student, but also of the
environments in which the student functions, and the tasks that need to
be done. Many times when technology is abandoned, it is because only the
physical, psychological, and social characteristics of the child are addressed,
with little or no attention paid to the settings which the device will be used
or the specific tasks that the child really needs to address (Cook & Hussey,
1995). The SETT framework (Zabala, 1994) helps team members to focus on
the student (his/her personal characteristics and interests), the
environment (including physical characteristics of the setting as well as
instructional activities and arrangements), and the task (which are the
specific activities that the target student needs to be able to do in each
environment). This focus is helpful in clearly identifying and defining the
problem so that the team has a clear focus to guide them as they generate
appropriate alternatives and solutions.

During Solution Generation:

When generating solutions, use brainstorming rules to create a climate
of trust. An important factor in generating a variety of useful alternatives
during Solution Generation is to create a climate of trust by following brain
storming rules. This means that all suggestions are written on the board or
chart, no comments are allowed and no judgments are passed. The goal is to
generate as many ideas as possible. As the flow of ideas slows, it is a good
idea to persevere a little longer. Often the second wave of ideas is the most
innovative. If everyone is feeling sluggish and suggestions are few, energy
may be increased by putting a two-minute time limit in place to get things



started. This short time limit combined with writing everything where it can
be seen increases the creativity and allows the group to explore as many
options as possible. Additional time can be added if the group agrees, but
the short time period helps bring that creative, right side of the brain into
action.

IT the solutions generated by the team do not include assistive technology,

or include only a very few items, the team may need to utilize additional
resources. Additional resources can provide an overview of the types of
assistive technology solutions that would be appropriate for the child and
task for which they are problem solving. Resources may include a person, as
mentioned earlier or print, disk, or online resources. In the next section
Using the AT Checklist and Other Resources, several resources that might
be helpful are discussed.

During Solution Selection:

During Solution Selection, encourage combining, sequencing and
prioritizing. As alternatives are discussed and evaluated, it may become
apparent that some items are the same thing in different words or that
others make an excellent sequence of steps. New suggestions may be added
at any time. This is the place for the team to really discuss the value and
relationship of the many suggestions. As individual suggestions are
discussed, it is often helpful to group them into “Things we can do
tomorrow,” “Things we can do in a month,” and “Things we may want to
consider later.” The Action Plan is then created to include a time line and
persons responsible for each of the solutions or steps that were selected.

Obtain consensus from all participants before adjourning meeting. When
several people work together to reach a decision, there will be many
different ideas presented. In ideal situations, the Solution Selection will
result in a unanimous agreement about what specific suggestions should be
selected for the action plan. However, life is far from ideal. When
unanimous agreement is not reached, it is critical that the team arrives at
consensus about the action plan that will be implemented. In order to assure
consensus, the facilitator must poll individual team members, asking them if
they will support this plan even though they may have personally preferred
another solution. When the facilitator fails to poll members for consensus,
s/he may believe they have unanimous agreement, but actually have majority



rule (a few team members dominating the discussion, while others strongly
disagree, but do not speak up), minority rule (one team member dominating
the discussion, while others disagree and do not speak up), or authority rule
(no one questioning what the administrator suggested, even though they
disagree). When one of these occur, the chances of successful
implementation are decreased.

During Implementation:

When implementation takes place, follow the plan completely. For that to
happen, everyone on the team needs to be aware of the plan and his/her role
in it (Prentice & Spencer, 1985). Unfortunately this does not always happen
if teams do not utilize the strategy of writing down important information
during each step of the process. Without that “group memory” important
details and key responsibilities are easily forgotten or overlooked while
meeting the myriad demands of work in school districts. Implementation is
the step of the decision making process that tells us whether the solutions

we selected are good ones.

For Follow up:

Follow up on a planned schedule. At a set interval after implementation,
follow-up or monitoring must take place. This is another area where school
teams frequently fail. The school year can slip quickly by while one team
member waits on another to do something or bad weather, illnesses, and
absenteeism take their toll. 1T monitoring does not take place according to
the original plan, a variety of problems can crop up and be overlooked as each
team member focuses on their own assignment, but does not have the
opportunity to get the “big picture” that comes from a team discussion.

Using AT Planning Guide will guide the team through the steps of the
process. Following these simple, but effective steps can be extremely useful
to teams in the schools as they strive to make appropriate and effective
assistive technology decisions for the students they serve.



