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Introduction 

With support from their local school districts and the Maine 

Learning Technology Initiative (MLTI), teachers across 

Maine are learning how to successfully use technology to 

meet the needs of diverse learners. Teachers and students 

have more tools and resources available than ever before, 

increasing the potential for student motivation, 

individualized and learner-controlled instruction, positive 

attitudes, collaborative behavior, and active learning experiences. The power of technology 

is evidenced by its increasing adoption, in multiple forms, across all grade levels and 

content areas. 

 

For many students with disabilities, technology has not only made the process of learning 

more engaging, it has made access to learning possible. Accessible instructional materials 

(AIM) are alternative formats of standard print materials that are still commonly used in 

classrooms. Although students are likely to have technology in their learning experiences, 

many instructional materials remain text-based in print format, making them inaccessible 

to students who are unable to use standard print. Successful AIM implementation ensures 

that students who need materials in alternative formats (e.g., digital text, audio, large print, 

and braille) receive them at the same time as their peers without disabilities. 

 

In the words of a fourth grader with blindness at Burchard Dunn Elementary School in New 

Gloucester: 

Whenever I don’t have anything my classmates are reading, I feel sort of left out. It’s not a 

very good feeling, and I would rather do something with the rest of the kids. I wish I had my 

lessons (in accessible format) right in front of me during class. It would be a lot easier than 

just sitting out and doing nothing. 

 

This document presents a framework for the acquisition of AIM in a timely manner so that 

students with disabilities don’t find themselves “left out” of the curriculum.  
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Federal Law and AIM 

AIM is a provision of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 

(IDEA ’04). State Education Agencies (SEAs) and Local Education Agencies (LEAs) are 

required to provide textbooks and other core instructional materials in specialized formats 

to students with print disabilities in a timely manner. The provision for AIM in IDEA ’04, 

combined with a 1996 copyright law amendment, has greatly improved access to the 

general education curriculum by students with disabilities.   

Specialized formats, students with print disabilities, and timely manner 

The provision of AIM in IDEA ’04 includes 

terminology that is important to define in 

order to understand AIM. Specialized formats 

of curricular content can be used by and with 

learners who are unable to read or use 

standard print. The four “specialized formats” 

are digital text, audio, large print, and braille. A 

“print disability” is a condition related to 

blindness, visual impairment, specific learning disability, or other physical disability for 

which a student needs a specialized format in order to gain information from conventional 

printed materials. “Timely manner” means that students with print disabilities are to 

receive their materials in the required specialized format at the same time that their peers 

without print disabilities receive the material in the standard format. These terms will be 

further examined under the section titled, Successful AIM Implementation. 

Chafee amendment 

The law that allows the conversion of copyrighted materials, including K-12 textbooks and 

related core curricular materials, to specialized formats for use by individuals with print 

disabilities is known as the Chafee Amendment, a 1996 amendment to the original 

Copyright Act of 1931. The Chafee Amendment allows an “authorized entity” to convert 

materials to specialized formats for the exclusive use of individuals with print disabilities 
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without asking permission of the rights holder. According to the law, an “authorized entity” 

refers to “a nonprofit organization or a governmental agency that has a primary mission to 

provide specialized services relating to training, education, or adaptive reading or 

information access needs of blind or other persons with disabilities.” As a result of this 

amendment to the copyright law, authorized entities in the form of nonprofit organizations 

have developed systems to produce and distribute specialized formats of copyrighted 

works for qualifying individuals with print disabilities. These entities, known as Accessible 

Media Producers (AMPs), are described in the following section. 

Successful AIM Implementation 

Ensuring that students who need AIM receive them 

in a timely manner requires a methodical, 

systematic team process. Four steps have been 

identified for successful AIM implementation for a 

student: 

1. Identify the student’s need for AIM. 

2. Select the appropriate specialized format(s). 

3. Acquire the materials in the specialized 

format(s). 

4. Support the student, family, and related personnel in the use of the specialized 

format with assistive technology. 

A description of each step follows. 

Identify the student’s need for AIM 

Step 1 is a team decision (e.g., IEP, 504, SAT). The key question in step 1 is, “Can the student 

access or gain meaning from the standard print materials used in the curriculum?” If the 

answer is “yes,” the team proceeds without further consideration. If the answer is “no,” the 

team continues with the steps of AIM implementation. 
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In this determination process, the provision of AIM is an accommodation as opposed to a 

modification. Within the key question above, “standard print materials” refer to the same 

material that all students in the general education curriculum are expected to use and learn 

from. If the student needs a different material, such as a book with a lower Lexile score, the 

consideration is not about his/her need for AIM.  

 

The AIM Navigator is a helpful resource for guiding teams through the determination 

process. It is a free tool offered through the National Center on AIM (aim.cast.org). 

Select the Appropriate Specialized Format(s) 

Step 2 requires the team to match the student with the most appropriate specialized format 

of AIM. Each of four formats addresses unique individual needs: digital text, audio, large 

print, and braille. Each format is described in detail below. 

Digital text 

Digital text, also known as electronic text or e-text, is what appears in 

word processing or text editing programs. Digital text is malleable and 

transformable (Strangman & Hall, 2003) because it can be formatted (e.g., 

customization of font, size, color) and converted to student-accessible formats (e.g., read 

aloud by speech synthesis). Examples of file formats include Rich Text Format (.rtf), 

Microsoft Word (.doc), Hypertext Markup Language on web pages (HTML), Digital 

Accessible Information System (DAISY), and plain text (.txt). 

Audio 

AIM in audio format refers to human-narrated recordings. 

Human-narrated books are provided by commercial for-profit 

services or by non-profit organizations that serve individuals with 

print disabilities under the Chafee amendment. While commercial 

services sell books that are narrated by professionally trained 

actors, non-profit organizations use volunteer readers. File formats include MP3 and 

DAISY. 
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Large print 

AIM in large print format refers to hard copy print as 

opposed to text enlarged in digital text files. Large print is 

generally defined by the American Printing House for the 

Blind (APH) as “print for text passages that is larger than the 

print used by that segment of the population with normal 

vision. APH takes the position that large print for use by the low vision population is print 

that is eighteen points in size or larger.” According to Kitchel (n.d.), braille education 

should be considered for students who need 28 points in size or larger. 

Braille 

According to the American Foundation for the Blind (AFB), 

braille is “a series of raised dots that can be read with the 

fingers by people who are blind or whose eyesight is not 

sufficient for reading printed material” (AFB, n.d.). Rather 

than a language, braille is a code by which languages may be 

written or read. The format for braille can be hard copy print or electronic, such as Braille 

Ready Format (BRF). Devices for electronic braille users are known as refreshable braille 

displays. 

 

The most important team member in the AIM format selection process is the student. A 

useful tool is the AIM Explorer, which guides the student through a simulation of the 

formats, allowing him/her to experience each and determine which best meets his/her 

needs. It is important to recognize that a student may benefit from a combination of 

formats. The AIM Explorer is available at the website of the National Center on AIM 

(aim.cast.org).  
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Acquire the material in the specialized format 

Step 3 requires the team to understand the 

sources for acquisition of each specialized format. 

Each format has its own acquisition system 

through authorized entities known as Accessible 

Media Producers (AMPs). 

Acquiring material in digital text format 

If the team determines that the student needs 

material in digital text format, the primary source 

is Bookshare (bookshare.org). In addition to tens of thousands of published works, 

including fiction, non-fiction, newspapers, and periodicals, Bookshare’s collection includes 

K-12 textbooks and related core instructional materials. Bookshare memberships for 

individuals and organizations include unlimited access to the collection. Although a 

membership is required to download books from Bookshare, the collection is freely 

searchable.  

Acquiring material in audio format 

If the team determines that the student needs material in audio format, the primary source 

is Learning Ally (learningally.org). Learning Ally has a diverse collection of human-narrated 

audiobooks, including K-12 textbooks and related core instructional materials that are read 

by content area experts. Learning Ally memberships for individuals and organizations 

include unlimited access to the collection. Although a membership is required to download 

books from Learning Ally, the collection is freely searchable.  

Acquiring material in large print or braille formats 

The contact organization for teams that determine a student needs material in either large 

print or braille format is Educational Services for Blind and Visually Impaired Children 

(ESBVIC) of Catholic Charities Maine (www.ccmaine.org). ESBVIC will coordinate the 

acquisition of the material through its Instructional Materials Center or the APH.  
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Support the use of AIM 

Step 4 requires knowledge of assistive technology (AT) 

devices and services for AIM. Broadly, an AT device is 

an item, device, software program, or an app that helps 

an individual to accomplish tasks that would otherwise 

be impossible. The legal definition of an AT device is 

provided by the Assistive Technology Act of 1998 (29 

U.S.C. Sec 2202(2)): 

“…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…” 

 

This is only half of the definition of AT, which is also a service. As defined by the Assistive 

Technology Act, an AT service is: 

“…any service that directly assists an individual with a disability in the selection, acquisition, 

or use of an assistive technology device…” 

 

The use of AIM requires an AT device accompanied by AT services. The device will depend 

on the specialized format used by the student. For example, both Bookshare and Learning 

Ally provide software programs and mobile apps for members of their services. Bookshare 

members have additional options for commercially available programs and apps that are 

compatible with Bookshare books. Students who are braille readers will frequently use 

refreshable braille display and related devices.  

 

In conjunction with the AT device, AT services will be required to ensure that the student, 

family, teachers, and related support personnel have the training and technical assistance 

necessary for success. AT practitioners and service providers have expertise to ensure that 

the student and his/her team are prepared to fully integrate the use of AIM across the 

student’s educational program and in multiple settings. The Maine AIM Program has a list 

of AT service providers for Maine schools (maine-aim.org/services). 
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Conclusion 

Students with print disabilities who qualify for AIM are 

required to receive them in a timely manner. Having 

curriculum materials in the appropriate specialized format at 

the same time as their peers makes a difference for students 

who need AIM. Consider the following testimonies from two 

Mount Desert Island High School students:  

 

My name is Joseph. I am 16 and I’m a sophomore. Just recently, I used an audio (format) for a 

book called Gilgamesh. (Audio books) have really improved how I can understand how and 

what the book is about. It has also made it easier to visualize the events that happen.  

 

My name is Annie and I use a lot of adaptive equipment. I have cerebral palsy and I use books 

on tape because I have a visual impairment. When I was in Sophomore English, I used books 

on CD to read the books so I didn’t have a lot of eyestrain. My experience in class was better 

because instead of spending hours reading a book I could use CDs to help with the eyestrain.  

 

Four distinct steps by a dedicated team guide successful AIM implementation for students 

like Joseph and Annie: 

1. Identify the student’s need for AIM. 

2. Select the appropriate specialized format. 

3. Acquire the specialized format. 

4. Support the use of AIM. 

 

The Maine AIM Program is available to support you and your team in this process. Please 

visit our website at maine-aim.org. 
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