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RUCKER:  It’s February 1, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m having a conversation today with Gayl Bowser.  Gayl is an independent consultant in Assistive Technology, but she’s been a real force for a very long time in Assistive Technology.  We’re at the Assistive Technology Industry Association conference, ATIA, in Orlando, Florida.  So, Gayl, I’d simply like you to kind of start from the beginning about how you got interested in technology, the people that helped you and then your whole career.

BOWSER:  I moved to Oregon in 1979 and when I moved there, Penny Reed was the Special Ed coordinator who hired me to work in a self-contained classroom for kids with physical disabilities.  I was so amazed that she hired me for that job that I called her up and said, “Are you sure you want to hire me?”, because I’d been working with kids with learning disabilities and emotional disturbances in an alternative high school in the year before and I had never worked with kids with physical disabilities. But she said yeah, she was sure and so I said well, great, I’ll try it.  I wanted to move to the northwest.  About six months later, she said, “Gayl, we’re going to write a grant and we’re going to get a computer from Apple Computer for our Special Ed classroom”.  There were twelve kids in that classroom, eight of them were in wheelchairs and six of them were non-speaking. So we talked about what a computer might do for those kids and basically my response was, “You know, I’m not interested in technology, I don’t like 
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technology.  I don’t know why you would want to do that”.  And Penny was a good boss and she said, “Yeah, but we’re going to write a grant to Apple Computer and get a computer for this classroom”.

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

BOWSER:  So we got one of the first Apple grants. We got an Apple II computer.  It did not…it wasn’t an Apple IIe. It didn’t have a disk drive.  You had to go to Radio Shack and buy a tape recorder if you wanted to save your work.  

RUCKER:  What was that year?

BOWSER:  1980.

RUCKER:  Ok.

BOWSER:  And so we got the grant. And what we said we would do was two things, we’d write software that helped kids who didn’t have disabilities understand what it was like to have a disability. So they were some, basically, video games, very basic video games that took you through a wheelchair maze and stuff like that. And then we also starting writing – we…I started writing some basic software programs that were designed with accessibility built in.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  So I wrote a math program that was just basic math facts, but all you had to use was the spacebar and the return key on the computer.  And it was hard work and I didn’t like it much, but my boss told me I had to do it.

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

BOWSER:  And then I started actually getting to use it with kids.  And it was just remarkable what happened for kids.  There was a little boy in my class that I had been trying to teach math facts to for a year by the time we gave it to him and he never got it right.  He never, ever got them right.  And so we were up to “1 plus 4” and it was still pretty hard.  And I sat him down at the computer and I thought well at least I won’t have to give him the flashcards.  The computer can tell me.  But he got 100% the first time he did it. And I thought, ok, I wrote the software wrong.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.  (Chuckles.)

BOWSER:  So I sat behind him and had him do it again.  He got 100%. What I discovered from that was that Eric had a language disability. It was like he had had a stroke.  He knew the number he wanted to say, but it was never coming out right.  So my first real excitement and interest in computers and technology was that I could do diagnostic things.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  I could learn that Eric had a speech and language disability, not that he didn’t know math facts. There were so many events like that that first six months that I was hooked. I was just totally hooked.  So if I wanted to thank anybody, I’d be thanking Penny for making me take a look at it and really get into it.  And she’s been my mentor ever since in lots of ways.  So, two years of that and then I became a consultant.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  And actually the next person that was a mentor for me was Cindi Strid.  Cindi Strid was one of the first people who did a lot of training and a lot of work with the Adaptive Firmware Card which Paul Schweda developed and he lived in Seattle, so we were sort of physically close there.  And Cindi needed helpers for some of the classes that she was teaching.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER: And so she started asking me to help her by being an assistant teacher in those classes. And that was when I discovered that I really liked professional development. Like being “the computer teacher” and stuff like that.  So we taught Adaptive Firmware classes for years.  I just found…we used to have like a two inch notebook that had exercises in it that helped people understand how to program and do all that stuff and the Adaptive Firmware Card eventually turned into what is now Madentec’s Ke:Nx stuff. But in those days, you really had to be able to tease it out and tell the computer every move to make. And that was fun for me. It was a skill I didn’t realize I had.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  Six years of that. And then Oregon wrote a federal grant and received the grant and the purpose of the grant was to increase assess to technology for students with disabilities. So that was the year that Penny and I helped establish the Oregon Technology Access Program.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  That was 1988.  It was a two-year federal grant. And OTAP is now in its 20th year of a two year federal grant. Because we took the approach that what we wanted to do was not provide direct services for students, but help build district capacity, to provide technology services and supports for kids with disabilities.  Partly we did that because we didn’t have enough money to provide direct services for kids all over the state, but I think it was a wise move in the long run…

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  …because taking that approach of empowering districts to do their own things as effectively as possible helped us to really create capacity all over the State of Oregon to provide Assistive Technology services.  And I think that’s something I’m really proud of, that we kept that systems approach and kept that capacity-building approach and have kept it for 20 years.

RUCKER:  I shouldn’t interject, but wasn’t this the one where there were six federal grants and I had one and you had one and as far as I know, you’re the only one that was really successful and that it went on forever afterward.  Mine certainly didn’t.  Most certainly didn’t.  You were just fantastic.  And you’ve made a huge impact in terms of the state and the other people that have followed you.

BOWSER:  Well, thank you for those kind words.  It is true that that’s the first time I met you. I remember a project director’s meeting someplace…I don’t remember even what city it was in, but I do remember we were in courtyard having a meeting so…

BOWSER & RUCKER:  (Laugh.)

BOWSER:  Yeah, so that was…and that was exciting. You know, up until that point, I’d just been a local consultant in a county in southern Oregon that had a total population of, like, 40,000 people which is…our county’s the size of Connecticut.

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

BOWSER:  It is geographically, but we have 40,000 people. Yeah, so we got one of those first…what, they were model demonstration grants or something.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  I don’t remember.  We had two years of that and then the Oregon Department of Education basically like what we were doing so they picked us up. We were part of the Tech Act project for a while. Then we became totally an Oregon Department of Education program and have been ever since.

RUCKER:  Right.  What are your plans for the future?

BOWSER:  Well, I retired in September of 2007 so I’m a new retiree, and loving it, although I’m not real retired. What I’m doing at this point is continuing to do consultation, do a lot of professional development.  I’m still writing. I love to write.  Penny and I have written six different manuals and technical assistance kind of documents by this point.  That was another thing I guess I’m really proud of is the Education Tech Points series.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  We were looking for a model that helped to explain what Capacity Building might be like for school districts. And we ran across one that Tony Langton from Vocational Rehabilitation had developed and what he was saying was, “Gosh, you ought to use the systems you already have and infuse Assistive Technology into it rather than creating a separate and parallel system.”  And I really like that idea.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  So we built it into the Tech Point system and the pun in Tech Points is those are checkpoints in any Special Education process where you want to make sure that you’re thinking about Assistive Technology and considering it for every kid.

RUCKER:  Did you have some involvement in the QIAT (Quality Indicators for Assistive Technology) Program?

BOWSER:  Oh, QIAT, sure!  I was one of the first mothers of the QIAT program. We sat around a hotel room at a “Closing the Gap” conference one day and we’re just talking about how we didn’t have a good way of describing what good Assistive Technology services looked like. So we were all out there telling people they ought to provide good services and we didn’t really have any kind of cohesive system for talking about what that might be.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  A bunch of us got together in Kansas one summer and talked about it some more and it was sort of an all-volunteer army at that point and discussed what we needed to describe and then started taking it to conferences and meetings and asking other people what they thought.  By now, the QIAT Project, oh, has involved active work on the part of about, I think we got 800 people by now in developing the indicators and the self-evaluation matrix and there’s almost 2,000 people on the QIAT list which is incredibly active.  There’s 50 or 60 messages that come through every day, I think.

RUCKER:  Wasn’t there a set of articles on something called SETT and Re-SETT that you were doing?

BOWSER:  Joy Zabala and I have worked together on some ideas around SETT and Re-SETT.  Joy’s the mother of the SETT framework and has done incredible work, talking about how you need to look at student environment tasks and tools for Assistive Technology.  I was looking for some easy way to talk about implementation. And I kept going back to Joy and saying, “Joy, there’s got to be something as easy to remember as the SETT framework that helps people understand implementation.  And what would that be?”  And I talked to everybody.  I just kept talking to everybody and it was actually my partner who said, “Well, just Re-SETT.”

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  SETT again.  And so that’s what we’ve been using as a framework for implementation and the idea is you have to initially look at the student and the environment and the tasks and the tools. But then after you’ve done that and you’ve selected technology, everything changes. What the student can do changes and the environment has to change and the tasks the student can do are more complicated because of the technology.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  So you just need to take a second look.  We did write some articles for the ConnSENSE Bulletin Website. A series of articles.

RUCKER:  And is there another one coming?

BOWSER:  And there’s another one coming.  We still owe you one more.  (Laughs.)

RUCKER:  And now it’s recorded for history.

BOWSER:  Yes.  (Laughs.)  I think my next two months will be spent doing things I said I’d do and never got around to.  There’s a couple of those projects happening.  (Chuckles.)  We also did some articles in the “Closing the Gap” newsletter on the same thing. And that’s also, I think, been valuable for the field. It’s certainly been a popular idea and one that people want to know more about.

RUCKER:  What a career!

BOWSER:  What a lot of fun.  There’s one other thing.

RUCKER:  Yes?

BOWSER:  School administrators.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  Penny and I ended up after we did the Tech Point series, which was the Education Tech Points Manual, the Assistive Technology Pointers for Parents and a workbook for students called “Hey, Can I Try That”, people started saying, yeah, but school administrators need guidance and I was taking my coursework to become a school administrator in Oregon just for certification and I thought well, I ought to make this useful for myself as I did the work.  So I went into my School Administrator’s program with an eye for what do school administrators need to know about Assistive Technology.  And eventually Penny and I wrote a manual for the Technology and Media (TAM) Division of CEC (Council for Exceptional Children).

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BOWSER:  That’s called “The School Administrator’s Desktop Guide to Assistive Technology” and that, again, offers a framework for thinking about Assistive Technology services from a particular perspective. ‘Cause we say everybody, you know, that Assistive Technology services have to be teamwork. But unless we tell people how they can participate on a team, then I don’t know why we should expect that would know how. So we’ve, together, Penny and I built materials for Education Direct service staff, for parents, for kids who use Assistive Technology and, finally, for administrators.  So I hope it’s a pretty complete set.

RUCKER:  Thank you.

BOWSER:  Thank you.  This was a pleasure and I can’t wait to hear your podcast.

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

