Barry Romich

9

   ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

Interview with Barry Romich by Chauncy Rucker, October 19, 2007.

RUCKER:  Welcome.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m interviewing Barry Romich today.  Barry is the Chairman and CEO of Prentke Romich Company.  He’s also the Chief Operating Officer for the AAC Institute and he has been in the business for a very long time.  Basically, what I’d like you to do today is simply give us the historical build-up to where you are today from the very early things that you were doing so long ago.

ROMICH:  Ok, Chauncy.  Thank you.  I grew up on a farm in north-central Ohio and, although I don’t think we realized it then, we were poor.  My mom was a schoolteacher and dad was a farmer and when it came time for me to go to school for college experience, I was interested in engineering.  I went to Case Institute of Technology, which is now part of Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland.  And to supplement the financial situation, I had a part time job for most of my time at the university.  One of the jobs that I had was in a medical engineering research program and it was there that I met Ed Prentke.  Ed was employed as a staff engineer at a hospital and I was a student at Case in Engineering.
RUCKER:  What year was that?

ROMICH:  When I first met Ed, it probably would have been 1965.  At that time, the research program was looking at the control of powered upper extremity orthotic devices, like for high-level spinal cord injuries, as the one 
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Christopher Reeve suffered.  The idea was that if there was developed some kind of mechanical arm that could move a person’s arm around, the research question was how would this person actually control it.  So the project was a joint one between Case and the Cuyahoga Community Rehabilitation Hospital.  That was where Ed was working.  Ed is another story.  He had already tried to retire and had figured out that retirement wasn’t a very good idea.  He had graduated from Case in Engineering, also, in 1926.  He was born in 1904.  Earlier this year, he died at age 103.  So he lived the equivalent of two rather good lives.

RUCKER:  Yes.

ROMICH:  So we were most blessed that he figured out that retirement wasn’t a good idea for him.  I met him at the hospital and the two of us started to build some things for people because the research program couldn’t do it.  People were coming in from all over the world to see what was happening on the research side and we built stuff for them, replicating the instrumentation that had been built there.  The other thing is that the patients in the hospital were lying flat in bed and didn’t even have a way to all the nurse.  So we started to build some simple things for them, first a nurse call and then some devices to be able operate appliances.  

Eventually, the Veterans’ Administration Prosthetic Center in New York City got wind of what we were doing.  We had a telephone system that would allow a spinal cord injured person to be able to place phone calls and answer the phone by blowing and sucking on a tube.  This would have been 1970.  I graduated from Case in 1967 and I became a staff engineer on that project until I had to get back to rural living.  

But Ed and I continued to work together.  Around 1970, we were visited by the Veterans’ Administration.  They wanted to add our telephone to an environmental control system that they had.  For both Ed and myself, the Prentke Romich Company had been a partnership that started in 1966 and was just an evenings and weekends activity.  At that time, we had built fewer than 40 of this telephone and all of a sudden, the VA wanted 200 of them.  So it was a nice thing for us and it pushed us along, because we had income coming in at the end of that project, because of the slowness of the Government in paying.  We were able to reinvest that into other assistive technology areas.  

It was right around that time that the area of augmentative communication (AC) was starting to come up.  We had built our first communication device in 1969 for a man who had had a stroke.  He could move his one hand over a lap tray and we imbedded some switches into the surface so that he could push one and then a second one and that combination would work a teletype machine.  There would be a “kerchunck” and there would be a new letter on the page.  So that was our first communication device.

RUCKER:  Did it have a name?

ROMICH:  Not really.  It was just a one-time thing.  But that then lead us into the communication area a little bit farther and we did a number of other things.  I think it was 1975 that the Trace Center had operated the first organized AC activities.  There were three conferences across the country.  I attended at least one of those and showed some of the stuff that we were doing.  We got connected with other people doing this kind of work.  

Probably the next significant event would have been in the late 1970s when we met Bruce Baker. Bruce is a Linguist and he had been developing notions about language and augmentative and alternative communication (AAC).  He was working on his dissertation in linguistics.  Most linguists end up doing things that none of the rest of us in the normal world ever become aware of.  And Bruce was headed down that path.  He was exploring the prejudices that appear in French literature against people with disabilities.  So he started to talk with people with disabilities to address that and he realized they couldn’t tell him what he wanted to know because they couldn’t communicate very well.  The engineers. Occupational Therapists (OT) and speech therapists had been doing the best we could do, but still it wasn't very effective.  Bruce realized that we had some deficiencies on the language side of things where we were either having people spelling or having them use pictures and neither of them worked very well.  So he came up with the idea of semantic compaction and he got a patent on it.  It has become the most significant intellectual property in our field and it continues to be.  So that’s now 27 years old.  

RUCKER: Um-hum.

So that was 1979 and ’80 when we got connected with Bruce.  The basic idea could have been with us long before, but the development of the microprocessor had come along in the proceeding years.  The microprocessor made things possible that wouldn’t have been possible before.  One of the things that came with that was synthetic speech.  So the first talking AAC devices were coming out just around that time.  We had our first microprocessor systems that were coming on the market in the early ‘80s and Bruce’s software was part of that.

So our company has continued to grow.  We have about a hundred employees domestically now.  Prentke Romich International, our international distribution business, is based in the UK.  They also do the retail in the UK and Ireland.  Prentke Romich Deutchland in Germany does  our distribution there.  People from there are here at the Closing the Gap Conference.  So things have gone well.  We just started an Australian business. 

RUCKER: Um-hum.

One of the issues that we have faced along the way is that too often, people are not communicating as effectively as is possible.  This is not a funding issue, it’s not a technology issue.  It’s an issue that relates to the service delivery process.  So back in 2000, we supported the development of a non-profit charitable organization called the AAC Institute.  Much of what we have done within that organization is to develop notions of evidence-based practice and to provide various resources to support that, such as tools for measuring communication performance.  We had a couple of National Institute of Health grants to launch that effort.  That has actually been quite a nice advance to the field.  It’s helped us understand what’s really working well and it’s really supporting the evidence-based practice.  Now we’re at the phase of trying to develop more evidence, to get more language samples and get write-ups from people.  That way, we can share information and have people have a better vision of what’s possible, as well as a better understanding of how to get there.  

As a result, much of my time today goes into the AAC Institute work.  I’m still the majority owner of Prentke Romich Company.  We do have an ownership transition process underway and the usual thing for small business owners is to sell to the highest bidder.  I’m having too good a time…

RUCKER: (Laughs.)

and I don’t want to go away and I don’t want to be there and have somebody else owning the business and making decisions I don’t agree with.

RUCKER:  Right.

ROMICH:  We have been very much a mission-oriented business.  The reason we’re doing what we’re doing is to help people have better lives.  We know that we have to be profitable for that to be an on-going situation, but that’s not what drives us.  

I should step back for a moment and cover Ed Prentke a little bit more.  When I first met Ed, he struck me as a pretty interesting little old guy.  As I have been working through his final time here and working through his estate, I’ve come to the realization that that was 42 years ago and he was as old then as I am now.

RUCKER:  So maybe you have a long life to contribute.

ROMICH:  Well, I hope so.  But on the other hand, I’m now the little old guy.

Rucker & ROMICH:
  (Laughs.)

ROMICH:  Which actually feels pretty good.

RUCKER:  Yes.  Yes.

ROMICH:  So I’m happy with that.  So things have been good for us over all and I think we’ve made a significant impact on people’s lives and life is good.  I’m pretty happy with it.

RUCKER:  Is there any big question I should have asked you that…

ROMICH:  Oh, the one thing I was leading into there was where we’re going with the ownership.  What we have chosen is an ESOP, Employee Stock Ownership Plan.  The way that works is that the company buys back the stock of the shareholders at what is determined to be a fair market value and then gives it to a trust, and that trust then owns the company and the trust operates for the retirement benefit of the employees.  It’s an IRS-regulated approach and it’s a very attractive thing for everyone.  So that’s what we’ve chosen to do.  It seems to be our best shot at maintaining the course that we have set, to keep things going in the direction that we have established.

RUCKER:  So a large part of the profit will go back into the retirement fund.

ROMICH:  Yes, and to, of course, reinvest in future development.  Now the one thing that’s nice about an ESOP is that ESOPs do not pay federal income tax.

RUCKER:  Oh, that is nice.

ROMICH:  That’s a very nice thing.  So, much of this process for the transition will be supported by that tax savings.  But in the longer term, that will mean that we will be able to have some sharing of those funds that would have gone to the federal government and they’ll go into retirement benefits for the employees, as well as future development work and, perhaps, some price reduction, as well.

RUCKER:  Well, I wish you continued good luck.  You’re a good guy.

ROMICH:  You’re a good guy, too and you’re an especially good guy for doing this.

RUCKER:  Well, thank you.

ROMICH:  Because it’s an important thing to hold on to our heritage.

RUCKER:  I think so.

