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Interview with Eileen Pracek by Chauncy Rucker, February 1, 2008

Rucker:  It’s February 1, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m having a conversation today with Eileen Pracek.  She says she’s retired, but Eileen was a major force in Florida for there being anything like technology for kids with disabilities and she’s been a mentor to me for years and years and years.  We’re at the Assistive Technology Industry Association conference (ATIA) in Orlando, Florida and Eileen, I’d like you to start out with how you got inspired and into assistive technology and were there people that helped you and how did you develop all the things you developed through all these years?

Pracek:  Well, I guess I need to say right off the bat that, you know, some stories don’t have a clear beginning, a clear middle or even a clear end and my life in technology has been kind of like that.  The quote that I’m misquoting I heard recently in an NIMUS presentation when they were describing the way the climate of technology is for them right now.  They said that life is about not knowing…

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:  …having to change, taking the moment and making the best of it without knowing what’s happening next.  And that’s kind of the story of my life in technology.  So what I’d like to do is I would like to kind of give 
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an overview of how I saw the timelines, so that you get a big picture of what happened and then I’d kind of like to go back and look at the beginning, the middle and, hopefully, not the end.  

One of the questions I’m frequently asked is, “How did Florida get so far ahead in technology early on?”  And I’ve thought about that a lot.  And I think it came from the fact, and Florida was the first state which had a mandate that said we needed to use technology, or computers at that time in instruction.  And it was a state mandate.  So what happened was that, in regular education, they developed initiatives on how to do that.  Well, our Directors of Exceptional Education said, “Whoa, how are we going to do that for kids with special needs”, you know.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:  “Who’s going to help us?  What software do we get?  What computers do we use?  How are we going to do it?”  So our Bureau of Exceptional Education was charged with giving technical assistance to districts.  And, of course, as the Bureau was want to do, when they needed an initiative implemented, they turned to FDLRS.  Now, FDLRS was the Florida Diagnostic and Learning Resources System.  It was a network of eighteen centers that had been in place since 1974 and they were successfully supporting Exceptional Ed across the state already.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:  And they did things like, they did Child Find, and diagnostic services.  They did training.  They did media and services.  And they did consultation and technical assistance in local districts.  So they had the foundation for the kinds of things that we thought needed to be done in technology.  So, the Centers then became a way of getting this done.  However, the Centers were not greatly funded.  They were one of those organizations that is, you know, overworked and under-funded all the time.  There really wasn’t any money to do technology.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:  So what happened was the Bureau decided to fund grants that they called “Special Projects”  - because special projects come to an end, and we know they wanted an end on the money – to the centers to build their capacity for technology and add that to their work scope.  So, that was sort of how the system framework looked.

Then it became an issue.  In 1983 and 1984, those grants were awarded, and then they needed to sunset, but we had hardly begun the task.  So, it became critical that funding would be ongoing and the only way to do that was to have a mandate from the state that added technology to the work scope of FDLRS.  And that’s what happened in 1987.  And then, you have to understand now there were only eighteen centers.  They were serving sixty-seven districts and they included the fourth largest school district in the nation, Miami, down at Dade County and a small district that served only three schools.  So there was a huge diverse population and a great need.  

And so the idea was that there were just too many more technologies beginning to be developed by then.  Assistive Technology was coming to the forefront and it became imperative to get more money.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:  Now you cannot get more money for old stuff, so you have to do something new.  So, that gave birth to the Assistive Technology Education Network and that allowed a coordinating center to work with the local Assistive Technology specialists in the district.  So what happened was, the ATEN center was created and they developed the training and the materials and the resources to help directly serve the districts.  My center, FDLRS/TECH, continued to focus on the population of educators - we worked with the schools and the teachers and they worked with the folks who were doing evaluations and helping the district that way.  That happened in 1991.  

And nowadays, those lines are becoming more and more blurred.  We now have five strong regional centers.  We have more and more people, their  roles are confusing because they don’t know whether they’re Instructional Technology or Assistive Technology and, of course, I, being an old person, can’t see much difference because the function of Assistive Technology is to improve instruction in school.  But that’s sort of an overview of timeline of what happened.  

Now I’d like to kind of go back to the beginning.  What I want to share with you is that in about 1982, when the state got that initiative to help all of the districts, the State Department invited some national consultants and Al Morin was one of those consultants…

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:  …to do five regional trainings around the state.  And the FDLRS job was to pick five sites that could handle that kind of training, which meant we had to have computers and we had to have software and we had to have all the things that were required for hands-on training.  Well, in my district, my Director of Exceptional Education was Dr. Ron Bobay and he was ahead of the game.  He had some one-time funds and decided that somebody had to help teachers get computers because that was what they were requesting, and so he looked around and because I had stood next to a computer probably more frequently than anybody else, he decided that I would be the one who would help him.  And I was really angry with him because at the time I was a FDLRS Resource teacher and I was serving teachers in schools and I really liked doing that, and this meant that I couldn’t do that any more.  But he assured me that, in the long run, that was the good thing to do.  And so we developed a whole plan.  We did a survey.  We did let out bids, did specs on computers.  We involved regular education and anybody who would help us.  I told him we had to get software.  We got districts site licenses.  And people hadn’t done that that thing before.  That was brand new.  And, I’ll never forget, Kathy Hurley had just gone to DLM then and I called up DLM and said I wanted a site license and they said, “A what?”  

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

PRACEK:  But Kathy, being the go-getter that she was, made it happen.  So that’s how we acquired software for our Software Lending Library for the district.  And, of course, there were all of the legal ramifications.  So we had to develop all these things.  Then we had to develop the training.  So we had a plan for training.  And we had ordered the computers and they were already there and we had them all set up to train all of our Exceptional Ed teachers and the aides on how to use them in a central area.  Well, they picked us, not too surprising, for one of the sites for the training.  And when Doris Nabi from the State Department, who at that time was charged with implementing the initiative and also was the founder of FDLRS, and Al Morin came there and they saw what we had done, Doris said, in her inimitable way, “Why can’t we do this all over the state?”  So we all went out to dinner after a very successful training.  We were in a Chinese restaurant, we were exhausted, just a tad giddy…

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:  …and on a wet napkin, in the restaurant, we wrote and developed the concepts that were later to become those concepts that were used in letting out grants for the FDLR centers.  

So, I guess you might say we began on a wet napkin at a local establishment.  (Laughs.)  And from that, the grants were let out and then we had to develop all of the kinds of things that would make it work.  Ok, that was kind of like the beginning.

Now, if today, our people were transported back to then, you’d laugh at what we had planned to do.

RUCKER:  Right.

PRACEK:  The grants were for a huge amount…$35,000.  That was supposed to get us a person, resources, computers.  Our centers didn’t even have computers.  We had minimal skills, but what we did have, we had a vision and our vision was that we knew deep down in our souls the technology would make a difference in the lives of kids with disabilities.  And we were going to figure it out!  We were going to make that happen.  We had a mission.  We were going to get those tools the kids needed into their hands and get the teachers trained so that it would be a reality, and not just a vision.  We had some existing resources.  Warren Brown, at that time, had a special project called CAISH and that project allowed him to load up all his equipment into the back of a little station wagon and drive all over the state and find ways that kids could access computers.  And if, most of the time there wasn’t something out there that a kid could use, he made it.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:  And he did that for many years.  And he was a technical genius and he had a heart for kids and he could make things happen.  And we also had the Center for Vision, the Florida Center of Instructional Technology…it’s hard to remember all these letters when you’re older than dirt…and they actually were doing all the Braille and low-vision materials.  So we had them in place and they were pretty much taken care of pretty well.  And then, on the other side of the state, we had the Florida School for the Deaf and Blind Resource Center and they were looking at that population, and so they were serving them.  And right in the middle of the state, we had the Communications Evaluation Center and they were evaluating kids for communication devices.  You see, we had some of those populations already covered.  So our job was to look at all those kids, and now I think it was an immense opportunity of starting with the kids who were mildly handicapped, because we had more of them than anybody else.  So we didn’t have to go to those kids from Assistive Technology.  We went the other way.  And I think that was helpful to us and to our state.  I think one of the really neat things was that there was this immense synergy created because we were on the bleeding edge, literally and figuratively.  Literally, because about that time, the Adaptive Firmware Card came into being and it opened the floodgates for serving kids who needed switch access.  And so our job was to train everybody on how to use the Adaptive Firmware Card and hold their hands while they were doing it.  I learned, quite quickly, that as the person who was charged with coordinating all these grants, that I had to have two extra things in my purse.  One of them was an Apple wrench and the other one were band aids because there was hardly any time we opened up that computer and work with that Adaptive Firmware Card that somebody wasn’t bleeding.  So we were, indeed, on the bleeding edge.  And I think that probably it’s important to note that why we were able to do what we did with almost nothing.  And I think that there are some characteristics that we need to talk about that matter to me.  I want to tell you that we always understood that we needed to integrate software into the curriculum.  It had to be an integral part of what kids were learning in the classroom.  And our very first ambitious Summer Institute was called Integrating Software Into the Curriculum.   (Chuckles.) And that meant we had to find software and, you know, there wasn’t a lot.  I knew the software there.  

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:  I could tell you all the software that was out there and I know that, Chauncy, you could do that too. We were good at that, because there wasn’t that much.  (Laughs.)

RUCKER:  Yes, indeed.

PRACEK:  And what was out there, we had to figure out what would work with what we were doing, so, you know, it made it a doable task at that point and we had to evaluate that software.  And I will never forget the day that we were at Gallaudet College and, invited separately, not knowing about the others, Charles Blaschke had invited myself from Florida, you, Chauncy, from Connecticut, Judy Wilson from Kansas and Bob, and I can’t think of his last name, from Utah.  (Laughs.)  But he was a good guy.

RUCKER:  Yes, he was.

PRACEK:  And at Utah, they were doing video disks.  I think that’s important.  When we found one another on this panel, it was the most synergistic, exciting, enervating, exhilarating moment of my life in technology because we could share, we understood what we were doing and we could explain it to one another because we were fishing for what was going on and it was the beginning, I think, of lifelong professional and personal friendships for all of us.  And I think that that was one of the things we had.  We had…

RUCKER:  Except that we can’t remember the name of the man from Utah.

PRACEK:  Well, you know it takes a committee these days to remember.  (Laughs.)  Judy’s not here.  (Laughs.)  Judy Wilson can’t help us.  (Laughs.)

RUCKER:  Um-hum

PRACEK:  You know, technology became more complex and it was important that other people take on some of the roles that we were doing.  And so anytime we could give up a piece of what we did to somebody else, because it was a natural part of what they were already doing, we tried to do that.  And that began another kind of integration.  And I think that that was very successful.  

A little bit about those middle years.  I would like to tell you that the path was smooth and we went merrily along our way, but it never worked like that.  The funding for my project, FDLRS/TECH, was hard-fought.  It was a competitive grant to begin with and it was only for a limited period of time, so there was a great need to keep reinventing what we were doing.  And I think one of the reasons we have staying power is because we did continue to reinvent ourselves.  We moved away from software evaluation and we began more focus on the tools.  And I think that that was probably the way it ought to have been, but we had no idea.  We had no idea how complex integration was.  We had no idea what we were taking on.  And it was a good thing.

RUCKER:  Yes.

PRACEK:     We probably wouldn’t have hung in there if we did.  So if you look back on what made technology in Florida successful and I really think that it was, and still is.  I think that synergy that we had, that collective passion and bonding of pioneers, I think the fact that we built on a successful system that was already in place, so there was no competition with anything, any other network that was in the state.  We had kind of like a win-win philosophy.  Because we didn’t have anything much, we really had to use what we had well.  And because we only had eighteen people, we had to do replicable kind of development of training modules so that we could empower other people to do what we were doing.  We could jumpstart them.  And I think we did that well.  We empowered others.  And we wanted them to be the evangelists for technology in their own area.  So if we wanted to do, for example, universal access stations, we thought they should be located in the media center, so we trained media specialists and involved all the media people in doing it so that they became the evangelists for media.  And we were clever, you know.  We followed the money.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:     For example, when a state initiative was for preschool children, that’s where the money was, so we developed training related to how to integrate technology in the preschool curriculum.  We followed the money, we followed the initiatives.  We tried to make it win-win.  We looked at people, school, district and state priorities and we tried to look at what we were trying to do and how it fit in with those priorities.  They were happy because we added a piece they didn’t have.  We were happy because they had funds we didn’t have.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

PRACEK:     And it worked.  We all, we all were able to win.  And some people call that something else, but we called it “smart”.

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

PRACEK:     I think another thing that we did that is so critical is that we modeled the strategies in our training that we wanted others to use that we knew were effective in making a difference for kids.  And one of the big examples I have of that is, I remember when we first started talking about the…(spoken in a deep, dramatic voice) ”education is now changing from the sage on the stage, to the guide on the side”.  Most of our people didn’t have a clue what that meant.  So we developed training that would give our trainers the experience in a climate like that.  And we tried to do that with all of our trainings.  We modeled, we not only told them what to do, they experienced it.  And we asked them to more than anybody could ever ask a human being.  They’d train them on a program, we’ve give them the program.  No excuses here.  And then we would have them do a product or some project with that program so that we knew that they got it.  And I think we were good at that.  

There’s so much to be said that I’m trying to keep it so that the most important things are handed on.  So I have a few things that I think lead us.  We were high tech/high touch.  We had hands-on and we touched people.  And we got them hooked.  And then, they got on fire and they did it. We didn’t have to.  I think we did what we loved and we loved what we did.  And that was a critical piece…that caring and that burning passion.  People found it contagious. 

My personal philosophy is that if you use appropriate technologies with effective instructional strategies, kids will succeed.  And they will, they’ll make it.  And, as I ended many of my sessions on the multiple intelligences, it has far more reaching impact than just that, “You know, if kids can’t learn the way we teach, then we must teach the way they can learn and we must give them the tools that they can do it with on their own”.

RUCKER:  Thank you.

PRACEK:  You’re welcome.

