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Interview with R.J. Cooper by Chauncy Rucker, October 20, 2007.

RUCKER:  Welcome.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m having a conversation today with R.J. Cooper, President of R.J. Cooper and Associates.  We’re at the “Closing The Gap” conference in Bloomington, Minnesota.  Today, R.J., I’d like you to give us the notion of how you got started in this business and things that were interesting to you, like some of the early projects and some of the favorite devices, taking us up to today.

COOPER:  Well, Good Morning, Chauncy. 

RUCKER: Good Morning.

COOPER: The year was about 1983.  I was at the Computer Science Department at the University of Utah and I wanted to do something different with my computer science education.  I was also taking electrical engineering courses at the time and I didn’t want to go into missile defense, which was very popular at the University of Utah because we had several companies that are famous for it right there in Salt Lake valley.  I kept wracking my brain for what I could do with computers that would enable me not to have to go overseas and join the Peace Corps.  It was a little dangerous around that time traveling around the globe.  So I went up to the local medical center there at the University of Utah. I met with Rita, the head Occupational Therapist (OT) there and asked, “Computers and crippled people, what do you think?”  She said, “First of all, we don’t call them crippled people anymore.”

RUCKER: All right.

“Second of all, what did you have in mind?”  Now, bear in mind, I had come in tennis shorts, tennis shoes and a tee shirt, to a prestigious hospital, and came up with a unique idea.  And it turns out that it was more unique than  even I had thought.  There were only about 30 to 50 people around the whole globe actually doing assistive technology back then.  This was right about the time of the introduction of the IBM PC and the market holder was 
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the Apple II at that time. So there weren't many options for computers and assistive devices. She hooked me up with a gentleman named Brian who is 

still a good friend of mine in Utah and works in the assistive technology field.  He was 18 at the time and he had a cliff diving accident the previous summer, so he had a C3 break in his spinal column, but he wanted to continue his education, and it was up to me to figure out how he could do so without having somebody do the work for him.  And we came up with voice recognition, which at the time was very early.  Over the next three months, Brian and I spent every afternoon together, working on software.  I borrowed some hardware and modified it and within a few months, we were at the Governor’s Council for Employment of the Handicapped annual conference in Salt Lake.  We had a little booth.  Everyone else had polished items, a lot of hard goods.  No computers, of course, we were the only ones.  Here we were, two undergrads in jeans and tee shirts who had one little tiny table…I don’t even think we had chairs.  And we were the hit of the show.  People loved it.  Brian was over there designing circuits by voice.  It was quite nice.  Overnight, I became the “guru of assistive technology” in Utah because there was no one else and people from every part of the state, including the most rural parts, would ask me to come visit them to see if I could hook them up with some type of technology.  It was a lot of fun.  I was a big fish in a small pond and it was just Utah and I was inventing things, I was writing software and I was also starting to resell some of those things that were becoming known elsewhere.  The Unicorn Board had just come out before IntelliKeys.  TASH was making two items, an oversized keyboard and a mini keyboard and that was it that they were doing.  There were a few other things there.  Dave (can’t remember his last name) from Fort Wayne, Indiana had just come out with the first product for the blind programmed by Doug Geoffray now of G.W. Micro fame.  Eventually, the product became JAWS, which we all know now.  Bill Graham, that was his name and I worked with his materials for a while.  So there were about five, six items out there on the open market at this point and there were my two or three items that I created.  And that was assistive technology back then.  Barry was doing his early PRC stuff and then there were some people up at the University of Washington called DO-IT, who are actually still around, but they had some relationship with Barry Romich, also, but I can’t remember.  It was an incestuous field back then.  Everyone knew each other.  A lot of fun.

So this went on for about a year and a half in Utah until I decided that I would like to get more of national focus and I came down to a conference called CSUN down at the campus of California State University at Northridge.  This was 1985 and the conference at that time, which is now at the LA International Airport in two different hotels, was in the cafeteria on campus.  There were maybe six vendors and they were all hard goods, except for me with assistive technology and other people that were trying to cross over.  Wheelchairs were starting to make some sophisticated electronics for power controllers.  But I still remember rolling my adaptive desk I had at the time and some of the materials I had created onto campus there.  It was just a very tight knit community.

RUCKER: Mm-hmm.

Over the next few years, the field started to gel some more, until about 1986 or ’87.  I came to a few “Closing The Gap” conferences and CSUN began to gel some more and a vendor camaraderie began to take effect between companies such as Laureate Learning and Street Electronics who was making the only speech synthesizer for the Apple II, and then for the PC finally.  There were about five companies there…AbleNet, Don Johnston…they all used to hang out and have fun together as vendors within a very small field and we were all big fish in a small pond.  It was a very wonderful time that we all still reminisce about to this day.  Then we hit conferences that were up-and-coming, such as the famous ConnSENSE conference in Storrs, Connecticut in the late 80s.  There, we had a very ivy league environment which we all just adored.  Once again, that cultivated that camaraderie between the vendors.  We all felt we were not competitors, even though we were for the consumer’s dollar, for the school’s dollar.  But for some reason, we just didn’t view it as competition.  It was a big, fun time.

I was continuing to invent technology based upon what people were asking me to invent, and I decided to skip a year at “Closing The Gap” because I was really feeling tired that year.  And a strange thing happened that year.  I skipped one year and when I came back, the people had changed.  The same people that I knew, some of them were no longer in the field, there were twice as many people and most of them didn’t know me.  In two years, I had gone from a big fish in a small pond to a small fish in a big pond.  The field had become very corporate.  There was a strong degree of academicians in the field.  Some of the conferences such as CSUN went to a strong academic base and went towards blind and what we now call augmentative communication.  So there was a lot of money all of a sudden.  And this all happened in that one year that I took off and just caught my breath.  And from being a household name within the field, I became just another vendor in the field.  That’s really hasn’t changed.  The field continues to grow.  We have a lot of vendors now.  They are very corporate, some of them.  But a lot of the corporate vendors, interestingly enough, have also fallen by the wayside when they see that there’s not a lot of money in the field.  So some people will say to me at a conference, I’ve got an invention that will make you a million dollars and I’ll say not in this field.  And that’s what the people we call the suits found out fairly quickly.  They’ll come in with a great idea that they think everybody will beat a path to their door.  They are very corporate.  They may have a lot of capital behind them, and within one to two years, they could literally be gone because they just over estimated the finances of the field, the idea that people will still beat a path to your door.  Those things just don’t exist.  We can even come up with the next bread slicer and I don’t think people will beat a path to your door any more.  I’m not sure.  But it’s fun still.  We still get together, the people from the old days and we talk about the old days when we were big fish in a small pond and we reminisce about where the field has come from.  But interestingly enough, when we’re talking about the technology and what I and others have done over the years to change and what the field has done over the years in changing, and I was with the president of Laureate Learning last night talking about this exact topic that Chauncy has asked me to discuss here and we both decided that the technology even though it’s improved, it’s faster, there’s more of it, it hasn’t affected the field the way that we thought it would because the implementation, how the stuff is actually being use out there, or if it’s being used out there, really hasn’t changed that much in the 24 years since I’ve been in the business.  We just don’t see the things being purchased correctly and when they’re purchased, being used correctly.  The training at the university level is completely sub-sufficient, shall we say.  There are maybe five to ten graduate courses around the country in assistive technology at all.  I don’t think you can get a Doctorate in assistive technology…

RUCKER:  Sure you can.

COOPER:  You can get a couple down at George Mason.  Maybe there’s five?

RUCKER:  There’s money in making PhDs…

COOPER:  Oh…

RUCKER:  So there are universities that…

COOPER:  There are some.  Ok.  I only know of a few when people ask me.  I know of a few certificate programs and then there’s a few Masters, but…

RUCKER:  I had two or three graduate with a PhD in assistive technology.

COOPER:  Well, you’re very advanced, though.

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

COOPER:  Chauncy does run a great program out there.  So the bottom line is how do we get these things out to the real world and not just in our little field.  How do we get them used correctly.  How do we get money spent well.  And it brings me back to a time back in Utah in 1986.  I was sitting on a mountain above Provo, Utah with a friend.  It was winter, but we were on a little brown patch out of this whole big mountain and I turned to him and said, “How are we going to get this stuff to people?  When will they start using it?”  Now this was 1986, still very, very early in the infancy of the whole field, but I thought that it’s got to be able to get out to the public some how.  And he turned to me and he said, “When it’s available in Radio Shack, people will get it”.  It’s still not available in Radio Shack.  You can walk into Radio Shack and ask for a switch for a special needs person and that clerk’s head will spin around on his body.  They still have no idea of assistive technology at the consumer level.  So it’s still very insulated from the rest of the world and the things that people see on the news of universities that are doing research on a hand that can do sign language or some type of implant in the brain that can read somebody’s mind so they can spell things using just their brain, these things are grant funded.  The grants come and go.  The people come and go and they rarely make it to any type of realistic commercial level.  So that’s what people get on the news, the pie in the sky view of assistive technology where it seems like a miracle, but when it comes down to actually implementing anything of that nature at their local level, it’s really a chore for most people in this country.  

But I’ve enjoyed working in the field.  I’ve enjoyed creating for the field.  I’ve enjoyed responding to requests from the field and I’m here simply because I listen to people when they ask, “R.J., can you…”, or “Does something exist that helps my…”, or “I have a student that…”.  So I keep making products that fill these little niches and by sales of all of these little products, without any grant funding, just the good old American way, I make a product, I make a profit, I feed my family and I keep going.  I’m still here and I hope to be here for the next 20 years.

RUCKER:
Let me have you finish off by telling us a little bit about one of my favorite products, the Cooper Car.

RJ:  Well the year was 1991for the Cooper Car and at that time I was known in the field as the king of switches.

RUCKER:  Uh huh.

RJ:  Nobody in the field knew allegedly more about switches than RJ Cooper.  That was the height of my fame I would say in the field was the early… the early ‘90s, the late ‘80s I could pack em in at Closing the Gap.  They’d be sitting out in the halls.  It was… those were very good years.  And then one day I decided I wanted to make the ultimate cause and effect device where if you hit a switch there was just no question from early, early, early learners that they had made something happen.  For which we hopefully could see that they would pay attention to that thing and then repeat whatever they had done.  And this is called cause and effect but just at a very, very early level.  And so I came up with the idea of hitting a switch and making something move.  So I went to Toys R Us and I found a little vehicle by Hedstrom was the name of the toy company and they’re still around and they made a vehicle called the BOSS – the Battery Operated Spin System.  And this was an ATV like toy but it was quite rugged.  It had six wheels and it turned electrically.  It had a joystick in the center so that when you pushed the stick left or right this thing spun around like a tank but it really spun.  And then if you push it forward or backward it would take off forward or backward.  The fact that this turned electrically piped into the courses that I was taking, electrical engineering and computer science, and I thought I could make some type of an interface for this using relays and transistors that would enable somebody with a single switch to accomplish all of these four functions because there was no steering wheel to turn.  So it took me about three months to design something and put something together and I brought it to a local school where I was living at the time in Dana Point, California.  I hooked up with a young man named Brett.  Just a young wonderful gentleman, about seven years old at the time.  Cognitively fairly intact but physically very, very disabled.  And we put a carry seat made by Tumble Form into the BOSS vehicle.  I put my electronics on.  The whole school was watching.  We were in the multipurpose room.  He hits his button.  I put a little leaf switch next to his left cheek and he moves forward and everybody cheered.  About 200 people there that day.  Everybody cheered.  That was Brett driving himself.  His mom was crying.  His grandmother was there.  It was a… it was a very good day.  And over the next few months I fine tuned.  I hired an actual real engineer to redesign my primitive electronics and he made everything in what we call solid state circuitry so that it worked without any moving parts in the electronic area.  And then I made it commercially available.  Actually I first brought it to a TAM meeting, which is the Technology and Media arm of council of exceptional children.  It was in Albuquerque, New Mexico and I remember driving in the Cooper car.  I did it by remote control and everybody was amazed that this little vehicle drove in under its own power and it became a hit over the next ten years.  From 1991 to 2000 we sold 884 of them around the world.  We made them all by hand… well not the toy itself.  And the company that made the toy though, their factory that had made the toy burned down in Taiwan so they lost the mold and evidently it wasn’t a big seller for them because they didn’t reinvent that mold to make that plastic body and we were getting pretty tired of making these things by hand after nine years.  It was a real labor of love because we didn’t really make any money on these.  We… we charged just a little over what it costs us which is what we were talking about a moment ago.  And by doing so there wasn’t a lot of room for hiring people to put these together for us, a quality control system.  We were just really flying by the seat of our pants on this.  But fortunately in the video that I had made for this I appealed to people’s good nature and said don’t sue us if anything happens while you’re in the vehicle and over those nine years we didn’t have one mishap, no accidents.  Nobody called us and say it drove off a curb or anything of that nature.  People took it to heart that we were doing something good and out of those 884 people I still speak to many today that their Cooper cars are still running.  We still do repairs on them and many people, they’ll say… they’ll look back and they’ll go that was some vehicle.  That was a real piece of work right there.  We were very proud of that uh little contribution that we made.
RUCKER:  Oh, I thought it was fantastic. 

COOPER:  Thank you very much Chauncy and thanks for keeping this oral history. We hope that somebody listens to it. 


