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Interview with Don Johnston by Chauncy Rucker, October 18, 2007

RUCKER: Welcome, I’m Chauncy Rucker, Publisher of The ConnSENSE Bulletin website and I’m having a conversation today at the Closing The Gap conference with Don Johnston, the CEO of Don Johnston Incorporated.  The date is October 18, 2007.  Today, I’d like to just have you give me the background of how you got into all this technology and the company and how it started and how it grew and what it’s become.

JOHNSTON:  My first job out of graduate school was starting an alternative school in an Illinois suburb called Palatine and we took a lot of kids with behavior problems.  Back then, you could throw a kid out of school by just saying his behavior is not controllable and we don’t have a program for him and so my first job was working with those kids.  Of course, we didn’t have technology in the early 70s, but we discovered something really interesting.  That was that most of the kids coming into the program had an undiagnosed reading problem and learning problem.  And so we would bring these kids in who were just out of control in the school and the first thing we did was assess their reading and determined that between 80 and 90 percent could not read.  The schools didn’t know that.  So, naturally our first thing was how do we solve the fundamental issue which wasn’t a behavior issue, it was a literacy issue.  And we had incredible success.  We graduated (with GEDs) roughly 90 percent of those students. I felt real good about that.  After that job, I moved on to some other things and then finally, in 1980, I was looking for kind of a business to start and I had, 
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of course, a background in psychology and a background in organizations.  What I really wanted to do was start an organization and I looked around and found that there’s a whole new world opening up with computers in education.  So I bought an Apple II Plus - I know you go back that far, Chauncy - but back then that didn’t even have lower case on the keyboard.  You had to hot wire with a soldering iron two keys in order to get lower case.  I started to develop products for particularly students with physical disabilities and it allowed them to access the computer.  Shortly after that, at a conference, I met Carolyn Musselwhite who talks a mile a minute now, but back then she talked five miles a minute and she had all these ideas and just was a real inspiration for me.  So I started to develop other products and other things and one thing lead to another.  So the first days of assistive technology, of course it wasn't called that back then.  We called it non-speech communication and computer access.  I don’t think that term was coined until the mid 90s.  So we started doing communication systems and systems for people with physical disabilities.

RUCKER:  So what were your first products?

JOHNSTON:    Well, one of the first products we developed was a product called AudioScan that allowed somebody with a multiple disability to communicate with audio cues.  We also developed switch interface, we developed switches and a variety of different systems for accessing computers.  We developed a relationship in the mid 80s with Adaptive Peripherals and took over the Adaptive Firmware Card and started to develop the Adaptive Firmware Card for access to the computer.  And then the field really made a transition between 1993 and 1996.  That’s when assistive technology became more than just computer access and augmentative communication and started to deal with the larger issues.  I thought we took a strong leadership role, because we started developing literacy products in the early 90s.  People though we were crazy…what are you doing?  We looked around in schools and we found that the most fundamental of issues was not necessarily computer access, which we were near and dear to, but kids needed to learn.  See, back then, we thought that if we just connected a student up to a computer that they would be able to learn and we found the learning issues and the learning disabilities prevented them from being able to do that.  So we wanted to solve the problem more fundamentally.  That’s when we started developing literacy products.  Actually, we started doing development in 1990 and started using Co:Writer and Write:OutLoud and those products.  This month, Co:Writer is 15 years old.  It’s been a really great product for kids to be able to be supported to learn the writing process.

RUCKER: What was the number of employees when you just started out?

JOHNSTON:   Me and my wife.

RUCKER:  And then talk about its growth in terms of people involved.

JOHNSTON:    Well, a company kind of emerges.  In the early days, we would start with the babysitter.  We would have the babysitter come in and my kids claim that they were abused by working for 60 cents an hour shredding paper.  And we’ve just grown gradually from there, one year at a time.

RUCKER:  So were there other people beside Musselwhite who were particularly helpful to you?

JOHNSTON:    Really, the whole early field.  There was a whole group of tightly-knit people that were so committed and over time, the people have had more influence of the field of assistive technology than anything, even the technology.  A lot of people look to different industries and the technology is really made it what it was.  I think the people really made assistive technology what it is and will continue to be.  I think we’re in a transition right now.

RUCKER:  What transition is that?

JOHNSTON:    If you really look at what’s happened in education, the big factor in the last several years is intervention.  And so, under “No Child Left Behind” test scores have been the predominant issue.  And that’s really a double-edged sword.  In the beginning, I always thought this is really great that we’re going to take the Special Ed kids that have never really gotten much service and we’re going to start paying attention to how they make progress.  Like most things, we went from one end of the continuum of no service to the other end of the continuum where we’re going to evaluate them so much that we’ll never have time for them to learn anything.  And I’m hoping that we’re getting back to the middle.  But the big thing that has come out of that is the whole comprehensive intervention programs which I think were a good thing, but what it did was squeeze AT out of that group of people.  People in assistive technology have not been part of that intervention solution and I think that’s really too bad.  I think with the more recent movements with Response to Intervention, I see a lot of assistive technology people being on those teams and having a lot of influence and designing technology into that Response to Intervention program that schools and states are running.  So I think it’s really important that the people in assistive technology be aware of that and that they become involved in that.  We have to make assistive technology more systemic than a failure system where we wait for a child to fail then we put them in Special Education and then when they fail there, then we start to think about assistive technology services.  So the whole issue of Response to Intervention, I think, has been intent in that it allows us to solve the fundamental issues before it becomes a large problem.

RUCKER:  What about the future?  What are your thoughts about where we are going?

JOHNSTON:    With assistive technology, I think that where we are going is how do we integrate this into the daily classroom and into the daily students’ lives.  What happened in the middle 90s is the people with assistive technology, although they weren’t really called that, they were the people with technical skills and so when the movements started to move and, in addition, be about access to the computer and augmentative communication and when it started to include literacy and learning, school people looked around and said how do we use this technology to include literacy and learning.  They looked around and they found that the one group of people in the school systems that had that expertise were the assistive technology people.  So they became an integral part of making that change.  Consequently, the schools became advocates of the assistive technology.  I see that very similar thing happen right now.  People are looking at how do we do Response To Intervention and they’re looking around and then saying well, the people with the most technical expertise are the people with assistive technology.  And if we can solve these issues with the hardest students, then maybe we can design a systemic approach to this.

RUCKER:  I notice you have lots of new products.  I suppose this is just always going to be the case - that you’re going to continue to find things that you think are important for these kids.

JOHNSTON:    You know, a big part of our product development cycle was how do we make it easy to integrate these products into the everyday classroom.  So it’s really important that we make it easy, make it seem that it’s seamless and make it so that it has a strong educational strategic component so that the average classroom teacher can understand what’s happening with the technology and how that’s providing educational support, not just technology support.  Ten years ago, with assistive technology, we cared so much about the technology and getting the technology in.  Now technology really plays a supportive role in the educational process.  In my business, we don’t sit around and say, “Isn’t it great that we have this word processor to write a report?  In the old days, we had to write this with a pencil”.  It’s just part of what we do when we go to work.  E-mail is part of what we do when we go to work and it’s really important that we make the technology just a component of what we do when we educate students.

RUCKER:  That will be just what everybody does.

JOHNSTON:    Yes, it’s just what we do. 

