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Human Rights and Assistive Technologies: Analyzing Policy, Training, and Innovation for Enhanced Accessibility and Equity
“Persons with disabilities [belong] to groups that have been historically discriminated against, disadvantaged or marginalized” (United Nations Human Rights Council Resolution 55/8).
Assistive technologies and aid to individuals with disabilities have demonstrated considerable inequities in terms of accessibility among historically vulnerable populations; central to protecting and promoting the human rights of all people is securing more equitable and accessible futures. Thus, understanding recent legislation concerning assistive technologies and recommending improvements based on gaps in existing programs is a necessity for the full realization of human rights across the world.
Recent Policy Advancements in the United States: S.2401 - 21st Century Assistive Technology Act
Over the last 15 years, the United States Federal Government has invested in the “development statewide programs of technology-related assistance” to successfully provide individuals with disabilities with greater assistive resources. This partnership between the federal and state government has been able to improve the ability of states to meet the needs of residents. 1

For instance, the use of federal funds have allowed for the creation of sustainable long-term funding models, allowing states to grow these programs while securing additional resources from private sources. Additionally, the collaboration between state and federal agencies has resulted in the better coordination of services and sharing of most effective practices. The increased interagency cooperation across multiple levels has, therefore, significantly improved the integration of AT services into broader support systems. Individuals with disabilities have experienced greater independence, reduced barriers in daily life, and improved quality of life.2

However, that being said, despite these strategic partnerships and the substantial progress made from them, there still exist many gaps in assistive technology service and adoption of novel technological advancements.

1 https://www.congress.gov/bill/117th-congress/senate-bill/2401/text
2 http://acl.gov/programs/assistive-technology/assistive-technology

As a result, most recently, in 2022, the 21st Century Assistive Technology Act was passed to modernize and reauthorize the Assistive Technology Act of 1998 by including accurate and updated reflection advancements in technology and the evolving needs of people with disabilities. The primary goal of this legislation was to ensure that people with disabilities have access to the assistive technology (AT) they need to live independently and also be able to participate fully in all aspects of society.3 The 21st Century Assistive Technology Act, specifically, is an updated version that reflects technological advancements and the changing needs of individuals with disability. The Assistive Technology Act of 1998, as well as prior assistive technology legislation, laid the groundwork for these programs to develop and expand, placing a greater emphasis on bridging the digital divide; the 1998 Act had a lesser focus on ensuring that individuals with disabilities have access to modern communication technologies. 4

Despite the successes of the 21st Century Assistive Technology Act, there is a continued need to provide information, lead legally based advocacy, and use appropriate methods to maximize the inclusivity for all individuals with disabilities in society.
Policy Recommendations and Areas for Improvement for Assistive Technology in the United States
· Guarantee the right to access assistive technology in national law
· E.g. Olmstead v L.C. (1999) affirmed the rights of individuals with disabilities to receive services in the most integrated setting appropriate.
· This should extend to ensuring that all individuals with disabilities have equitable access to assistive technologies as a fundamental right.
· Establish a National Assistive Technology Office within the Department of Health and Human Services
· E.g. Massachusetts v. EPA (2007) empowered the EPA to regulate greenhouse gases.
· A dedicated office within HHS could oversee the implementation of assistive technology programs, promoting innovation and ensuring national compliance.

3 https://ataporg.org/at-act-info/
4 https://www.parentcenterhub.org/ata/

· Establish a tax incentive program for companies investing in developing assistive technologies; such a program would make devices more affordable and accessible to the general public
· Establish a national network of assistive technology resource centers; these centers would provide hands-on support, training, and access to the latest assistive technology devices, particularly in times of crisis or transition.
· Scale funding for assistive technology innovation and research to ensure broader access and benefits for all individuals with disabilities.
· Create a National Assistive Technology Adaptation Plan which would focus on addressing the evolving needs of individuals with disabilities and anticipate future challenges in assistive technology adoption.
· Prioritize funding allocations to projects that enhance access to assistive technology in underserved communities
Practices, Strategies, and Institutional Arrangements in the United States

Based on the 2021 U.S. Assistive Technology (AT) for disabilities the market size was USD 8,374.2 million and is expected to register a revenue CAGR of 10.6% during the forecast period.5 The increasing number of visual, cognitive, auditory, and mobility-related disabilities among the population, as well as the growing trend in government funding and assistance programs, are major contributor factors for market revenue growth. In addition, rapid growth in technological advancements, specifically regarding devices designed for patients with disabilities, is also expected to drive revenue growth of the market between 2022 and 2030.
This indicates the growing market assistive technology and their expanding influence. One of the United States’ commitments to making these assistive technologies more accessible is to expand and support national programs and initiatives focused on assistive technology for individuals with disabilities.
For instance, the Assistive Technology Act Programs (ATAPs) ensure state-level support, offering device demonstrations, loans, and training sessions.6 The training program provides the educational background on the use and benefits of assistive technologies. Similarly, the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR) funds research and development efforts to improve assistive technologies. This includes

5 https://www.emergenresearch.com/industry-report/us-assistive-technology-for-disabilities-market
6 https://ataporg.org/about-us/

providing resources and training for assistive technology professionals, service providers, and policymakers, helping to bridge the gap between research and practice.7 Additionally, organizations like the Rehabilitation Engineering and Assistive Technology Society of North America (RESNA) and the AbilityOne Program contribute to the advancement and accessibility of assistive technologies by providing professional training, promoting innovation, and ensuring that individuals with disabilities have access to the devices they need. Specifically, RESNA focuses on providing certification programs to ensure that professionals in the field of assistive technology possess the necessary expertise to assess, recommend, and implement appropriate devices for individuals with disabilities. By setting high standards for certification, RESNA helps maintain a workforce of highly qualified professionals.
Gaps Within Existing Training and Awareness Programs

· Access to training programs can vary greatly depending on whether urban or rural regions. Individuals in rural communities often have limited access to in-person training and support service, so expanding to include online workshops and virtual consultations could help bridge this gap.
· The quality of various training programs can differ significantly across states and organizations. Therefore there is a need for more consistent and standardized training curricula in order to ensure that all service providers and users receive high-quality, up-to-date information on assistive technologies. National standards or guidelines could help standardize training efforts.
· Current training programs focus on the technical aspects of assistive technology, but do not address the specific needs of individual users. Incorporating user feedback into the design and delivery of training sessions could make them more relevant and impactful.
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