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Objectives 
Participants will understand the 

• Meaning of the term “print disability” 
• Process of identifying a student’s need for AEM/AIM 
• Inclusion of AEM/AIM and Assistive Technology (AT) in students’ educational goals and IEP 
• Support needed by educators, parents, and students to use AEM/AIM and AT. 

AIM and AEM 
The objectives of this webinar refer to the acronyms “AEM” and “AIM.” Let’s begin the webinar by 
explaining how the associated terms are alike and different. 

AIM stands for Accessible Instructional Materials. This term originated in the early 2000s and was 
included in the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act in 2004 (IDEA 04) 
and, therefore, relates specifically to K-12 educational settings. AIM is in Maine’s IEP form as of 
August 1, 2014.  

AEM stands for Accessible Educational Materials. This term has slowly been replacing AIM over the 
last couple of years. AEM as an initiative expands beyond K-12 to include early learning, 
postsecondary higher education, and workforce development.  

In light of this transition, the Maine AIM Program is going to be phasing out AIM and replacing it with 
AEM. It’s important to acknowledge, however, that AIM is used in Maine’s IEP form.  This is 
addressed in the webinar. 

What Are AEM? 
AEM are “materials that are designed or converted in a way that makes them usable across the 
widest range of student variability regardless of format (print, digital, graphical, audio, video).” –
National Center on AEM 

Materials converted from print are referred to as “AIM” in IDEA 04.  



AIM in IDEA 04 
AIM in IDEA 04 refers to print educational materials that have been converted to specialized formats 
(digital text, audio, large print, or braille).  

Follow this link to YouTube for a video explanation: AIM Simply Said 

The AIM Provision in IDEA 04 mandates that State Education Agencies (SEAs) and Local Education 
Agencies (LEAs) provide textbooks and core instructional materials in specialized formats for students 
with print disabilities in a timely manner.  

AIM is included in Maine’s IEP form as of August 1, 2014. 

Section 3D of Maine’s IEP Form 
AIM appears in Section 3D of the IEP form (under Considerations – Including Special Factors). The 
questions presented to the IEP team are: Does the child have a print disability that requires 
accessible instructional materials (AIM) to access the curriculum?” and “If yes, what type of 
accessible instructional materials (AIM) does the student require?” 

In the context of the IEP form, the format of AEM under consideration is print. 

AIM is a provision of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 04). A 
major impetus behind AIM legislation was the delay that students with disabilities historically 
experience in receiving textbooks and other curriculum materials in formats they can use. The AIM 
provision mandates that students who need AIM receive them in a “timely manner,” which Maine 
defines as “at the same time as their peers who don’t need AIM.” The IEP documents a student’s 
need for AIM to access the general education curriculum, thereby effectively participating and 
making progress. 

Follow this link to the Maine IEP form 

Follow this link to the The Maine State IEP Procedural Manual 

Print Conversion 
The visual presented in the webinar is of a standard print book (specifically, a page from Nathaniel 
Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven Gables). This book can be converted to multiple specialized 
formats: 

• The book can be scanned with optical character recognition software (OCR) and provided to 
a student in digital text format. 

• It can be read aloud by a volunteer and saved as an audio format recording. 

• It can be converted to a large print book with a text size of 18 points or greater. 

• It can be converted to braille format for blind students.  
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6U3uKNKMv7s
http://www.maine.gov/tools/whatsnew/index.php?topic=DOE_Reporting_Forms&id=620257&v=Article
http://maine.gov/doe/specialed/forms/iepprocedmanual5214.pdf


Follow this link for information about AEM and text 

Other AEM 
With the advent of AEM, the landscape of materials has been broadened beyond print to include 
digital, audio, video, and graphics. Material in these formats can be designed to be accessible when 
created (e.g., a video with closed captioning and audio description) or retrofitted to be accessible 
(e.g., a transcript created for an audio podcast). Graphics can be made accessible by including 
alternative text descriptions in electronic files (e.g., web pages or Word documents) or by creating 
alternative tactile versions. 

Follow this link for information about AEM and video 

Follow this link about AEM and audio 

Follow this link about AEM and graphics 

AEM vs. Alternative Materials 
AEM are sometimes confused with alternative materials. They are not interchangeable and a crucial 
difference exists. AEM are the same materials that were purchased for a curriculum but in a different 
format. That is, if a school or district purchases a textbook in standard print format for use by all 
students, AEM are the specialized formats of that material (i.e., digital text, audio, large print, or 
braille). Alternative materials, on the other hand, address the same topic as the textbook selected for 
the class, but are modified in a way that the student can understand them. For example, a material 
with a lower Lexile range may be required. An alternative material may or may not be in the format 
of the standard version selected for the class.  

Case Studies of Two Students Who Need AEM 
As a demonstration of how to consider and provide AEM to students, two case studies are presented 
in the webinar: Julia and Charlie. 

Julia 
Julia is a 6-year old Kindergartener. She writes and paints with her feet; is highly verbal and social; 
and one of her goals is to be treated the same as her peers.  

Julia has amyoplasia, a condition characterized by a generalized lack of muscular development and 
growth. It results in contracture and deformity at most joints. Julia’s condition includes fusion of 
some bones. She cannot grasp or hold items in her hands. Her speech is articulate and she’s growing 
rapidly. 

Steps to AEM for Julia  
There are four commonly recommended steps to providing AEM for students: 

1. Determine that Julia needs AEM. 

2. Select the specialized format Julia needs (digital text, audio, large print, braille). 
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http://aim.cast.org/learn/accessiblemedia/text%23.VQBPxYdDYag
http://aim.cast.org/learn/accessiblemedia/video%23.VQBPZ4dDYag
http://aim.cast.org/learn/accessiblemedia/audio%23.VQBPnodDYag
http://aim.cast.org/learn/accessiblemedia/images%23.VQBPtYdDYag


3. Acquire the material. 

4. Support Julia, her team, and her family in the use of the AEM with Assistive Technology (AT). 

This is a team-decision making process and Julia’s PT is a key contributor.  

Step 1: Julia’s Need for AEM 
The key question for step 1 is, “Can Julia learn and gain information from the same print-based 
material selected for use by all students in her class?” This includes book, workbooks, worksheets, 
handouts, etc.  

Among others, the team can answer this question by considering two aspects of Julia’s profile: 

1. Does she have the functional ability to use print? In review of Julia’s physical characteristics, 
we are reminded that she cannot grasp or hold items with her hands. This physical limitation 
indicates that she cannot use standard print materials, such as books and handouts. After 
discussion, deliberation, and review of records and documentation, the team determines 
that Julia does not have the functional ability to use standard print materials.  

2. Can she comprehend information at grade level?  In review of Julia’s profile, we can see some 
indicators of her ability to perform at grade level, even though she is an early learner: She 
writes and paints; she’s highly verbal and social; her speech is articulate. She also 
demonstrates self-direction with a goal to be treated the same as her peers. After discussion, 
deliberation, and review of records and documentation, the team determines that Julia is 
performing academically at grade level and, therefore, can learn the same content as other 
students in the class.  

Because she cannot use standard print material due to her disability, and she is academically at grade 
level, Julia needs AEM. 

Follow this link for more guidance on how to determine if a student needs AEM 

Step 2: Selection of Format for Julia 
The team has four specialized formats to consider for Julia: digital text, audio, large print, and braille: 

• Digital text, also known as etext, can be read aloud by synthetic speech on a computer, 
tablet, or smartphone.  

• Audio is a human-narrated recording. 

• Large print is a hard copy of the material in 18-point text size or larger. 

• Braille is a tactile writing system, commonly used by blind students.  

To determine the most appropriate format for Julia, the team should consider: What are the print 
materials used in the curriculum? What are Julia’s skills, needs, and preferences? What are the 
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http://aem.cast.org/supporting/need-for-aem.html%23.VQCK7IdDYag


environments in which she’ll use the materials? What are the tasks she’ll need to complete? What 
are the tools she may already be using to access the curriculum? A helpful resource to guide the 
team through these considerations is the SETT Framework (Zabala, 2005). 

Follow this link to an article on using the SETT Framework 

As the team considers these questions, the topic of Julia’s assistive technology (AT) arises. Julia uses 
a trackball mouse, which is mounted on the footrest of her motorized wheelchair with Velcro. The 
trackball allows her to control the cursor on her Mac laptop: left, right, and drag-click. Julia has been 
experiencing success with this AT setup.  

After discussion and deliberation, the team determines that digital text is the most appropriate 
format for Julia. It meets her academic needs and preferences; the environments in which she’ll use 
materials; and the tasks she’ll need to complete. She’ll access the materials using her trackball mouse 
and laptop.  

Follow this link for more information about the four formats and selection of AEM  

Step 3: Acquire Digital Text for Julia 
The recommended resource for acquiring digital text materials for students who need AEM is 
Bookshare. This producer of digital text materials provides free memberships for U.S. schools and 
students with visual impairments, physical disabilities, and specific learning disabilities. Bookshare 
has an extensive collection of K-12 textbooks and core instructional materials. 

Follow this link to Bookshare 

Step 4: Support Julia with AT  
The final step is to make sure that Julia has the technology she needs to access Bookshare books with 
her trackball and Mac laptop. Bookshare provides free ereaders for members and the best product 
for Julia will need to be assessed. The free ereaders that are compatible with her MacBook include 
Bookshare Web Reader and Read:OutLoud Bookshare Edition. Other ereaders that integrate 
Bookshare books are Capti Narrator, Kurzweil 3000, Read&Write GOLD, and ReadHear.  

Follow this link for a list of Bookshare reading tools for computers  

Once the best matching ereading tool is determined for Julia, she will need training and ongoing 
support. Her team and family will need training, as well. Additionally, frequent monitoring of Julia’s 
success with the technology will need to be conducted. 
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http://www.joyzabala.com/uploads/Zabala_SETT_Leveling_the_Learning_Field.pdf
http://aem.cast.org/supporting/selection-of-aem.html%23.VQCMGodDYag
https://www.bookshare.org/cms
https://www.bookshare.org/cms/help-center/other-reading-tools%23applications


Charlie 
Charlie is a 12-year old seventh grader. In his free time he enjoys video games on his iPad and plays 
sports. Charlie doesn’t like to read but is academically at grade level and has average grades. His 
favorite subject is math. Charlie has received special education services since third grade. 

Physically, Charlie is healthy and developmentally on target. He was diagnosed with ADD in third 
grade and a language-based learning disability in fifth grade.  

Steps to AEM for Charlie 
There are four commonly recommended steps to providing AEM for students: 

1. Determine that Charlie needs AEM. 

2. Select the specialized format Charlie needs (digital text, audio, large print, braille). 

3. Acquire the material. 

4. Support Charlie, his team, and his family in the use of the AEM with Assistive Technology 
(AT). 

This is a team-decision making process and Charlie’s SLP is a key contributor.  

Step 1: Charlie’s Need for AEM 
The key question for step 1 is, “Can Charlie learn and gain information from the same print-based 
material selected for use by all students in his classes?” This includes book, workbooks, worksheets, 
handouts, etc.  

Among others, the team can answer this question by considering two aspects of Charlie’s profile: 

1. Does he have the functional ability to use print? In review of Charlie’s physical characteristics, 
we are reminded that he has a language-based learning disability. After discussion, 
deliberation, and review of records and documentation, the team determines that it is 
severe enough that Charlie needs AEM. According to copyright law and the team’s own 
decision, Charlie’s ADD diagnosis is not considered a disability that impacts the use of 
standard print materials.  

2. Can he comprehend information at grade level?  In review of Charlie’s profile, we see that he 
is at grade level with average grades. After discussion, deliberation, and review of records 
and documentation, the team determines that Charlie is performing academically at grade 
level and, therefore, can learn the same content as other students in the class. 

Because he cannot use standard print material due to his disability, and he is academically at grade 
level, Charlie needs AEM. 

Follow this link for more guidance on how to determine if a student needs AEM 
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http://aem.cast.org/supporting/need-for-aem.html%23.VQCK7IdDYag


Step 2: Selection of Format for Charlie 
The team has four specialized formats to consider for Charlie: digital text, audio, large print, and 
braille: 

• Digital text, also known as etext, can be read aloud by synthetic speech on a computer, 
tablet, or smartphone.  

• Audio is a human-narrated recording. 

• Large print is a hard copy of the material in 18-point text size or larger. 

• Braille is a tactile writing system, commonly used by blind students.  

To determine the most appropriate format for Charlie, the team should consider: What are the print 
materials used in the curriculum? What are Charlie’s skills, needs, and preferences? What are the 
environments in which he’ll use the materials? What are the tasks he’ll need to complete? What are 
the tools he may already be using to access the curriculum? A helpful resource to guide the team 
through these considerations is the SETT Framework (Zabala, 2005). 

Follow this link to an article on using the SETT Framework 

Because of the severity of Charlie’s language-based learning disability, combined with his dislike of 
reading, the team determines that human-narrated audio format is a priority for him. And based on 
Charlie’s feedback that synthetic speech is “okay,” the team includes digital text as a second AEM 
format. These formats meet his academic needs and preferences; the environments in which he’ll 
use materials; and the tasks he’ll need to complete. He’ll access the materials using his iPad. 

Follow this link for more information about the four formats and selection of AEM  

Step 3: Acquire Digital Text and Audio for Charlie 
The team acquires digital text from Bookshare, as described above for Julia’s case study. 

The recommended resource for acquiring audio materials for students who need AEM is Learning 
Ally. This producer of audio materials has volunteers record books, including textbooks and core 
instructional materials. Learning Ally recruits experts in subject areas, meaning that students hear 
content read aloud by individuals who have deep background knowledge of the discipline. Learning 
Ally has institutional memberships and site licenses based on sliding scale fees for schools and 
districts of varied sizes. The cost structure below was current in the Fall of 2014:  

Learning Ally membership options include Individual or Institutional. With one exception, 
membership includes unlimited downloads, reading tools, and training at no extra cost. 
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http://www.joyzabala.com/uploads/Zabala_SETT_Leveling_the_Learning_Field.pdf
http://aem.cast.org/supporting/selection-of-aem.html%23.VQCMGodDYag


• Individual membership is $119/year. A $49 quarterly option limits the number of downloads. 
• Institutional Membership: 

o Introduction Bundle 
 Purchase per student 

• 1-14: $79 
• 15-24: $73 
• 25-39: $70 
• 40+: $65 

• Site License for a school 
o Calculated based on total student population and a “1 in 5” estimate of eligibility: 

 Up to 300 students: $879 
 500: $1425 
 800: $2200 
 1500: $3750 
 3000: $6750 

• Site License for a district 
o Negotiate directly with Learning Ally 

Follow this link to Learning Ally 

Step 4: Support Charlie with AT  
The final step is to make sure that Charlie has the technology he needs to access Bookshare and 
Learning Ally books. 

Because Charlie uses an iPad, he needs different tools for reading Bookshare books than Julia uses. 
Although Bookshare does not provide its tablet reader for free to members, there are multiple 
options for the team to consider. Bookshare’s app for iPad/iPhone is Read2Go for $19.99 (less with 
Apple’s discount volume pricing). Other apps that integrate Bookshare include Voice Dream Reader, 
Capti Narrator, Kurzweil Firefly, and Spotlight Text.  

Follow this link for a list of Bookshare reading tools for tablets and smartphones 

Learning Ally’s app for iPad, called Learning Ally Audio, is free with membership.  

Follow this link to Apple’s iTunes Store for information about Learning Ally Audio 

In addition to training, Charlie, his team, and family will need to be updated on changes in Bookshare 
and Learning Ally technology. And frequent monitoring of Charlie’s success with the technology will 
need to be conducted.  

Beyond Julia, Charlie, Bookshare and Learning Ally 
Some helpful resources for learning more about AEM, and how to apply them across wide-ranging 
student variability and sources of materials in specialized formats, include: 
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http://www.learningally.org/
https://www.bookshare.org/cms/help-center/other-reading-tools%23mobile
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/learning-ally-audio/id418888450?mt=8


• AEM Decision-Making Tools and Supports 

• Recently recorded webinars: 

o Feb 13 Maine Department of Education Listen and Learn Series: Print Disability and 
Accessible Instructional Materials (to be posted) 

o Feb 24 National Center on AEM: AEM in the IEP 

• Organizations 

o Maine AIM Program 

o National Center on AEM 

Key Points 
The key points of this webinar were 

• AEM are specialized formats of the same material used by all students in a curriculum 

• AEM are referred as AIM in Maine’s IEP form.  

• Providing AEM to a student is a 4-step individualized process conducted by a team. 

• Therapists provide valuable information and insights. 

Contact 
Maine AIM Program: 

info@maine-aim.org 

(207) 621-3195 
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