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Interview with Alan Brightman by Chauncy Rucker, March 13, 2008

RUCKER:   It’s March 13th, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m having a conversation today with Alan Brightman.  Alan is the Senior Policy Director for Special Communities at Yahoo!  We’re at the 2008 CSUN (California State University, Northridge) Conference in Los Angeles, and today Alan I’d like to get at how you got started.  How was it that you became so interested in disabilities and technology and what you did through Apple and now what you’re doing at Yahoo!?

BRIGHTMAN:  First of all, it's a pleasure to do this.  It's a fun time to review some history which I don't think many of us...certainly I don't...pause long enough to recollect and reflect, but you know there's a common misconception that, particularly if you're a guy, and you're into the field of disabilities, then probably somewhere in your family someone had a disability and that influenced you to get into the field.  In fact, in the very first children's book I ever published, there was on the cover a picture of a boy with developmental disabilities, and I can't tell you the number of times people said, "Ah, that must be your son, right?" and of course it wasn't.  There is no one in my immediate family who has disabilities.  It didn't come from that.  It came more from initially doing volunteer work in large state schools, the old state schools, the ones that are now closed but which then looked like ugly places, smelled like ugly places, but lots of people were living in those places and I would go home after volunteering completely bewildered by the fact that people are still in this country living that way day to day.  They were horrible scenes, and I just couldn't get them out of my head.  All the other courses I wound up taking in college I could easily get out of my head - often to my detriment.  But these images were stark and they stayed, and I guess I was young enough at the time to feel a little bit like Don Quixote – you know, idealistic and gee, if only I work at this, somehow we can turn this around and make a difference.   So that’s really the genesis of it as far as I can recall.  There were no simple answers back then.  And there are no simple answers now which is still important to me because in other topics, other subject matters, you could work on a problem and come up with the answer. 

In this area, which is way bigger than a subject matter, you could work on a problem and maybe come close to a solution but then the next problem came down the pike and it was very different and it involved a kid or a family or a program. Those kinds of problems remain as challenging today as they did 35 – 40 years ago. Which makes me nauseous when I realize how long some of us have been in this business.  

So I started off, I was in the non-profit sector for lots of years, all while going through Harvard and getting a Ph.D. and we did a lot of work with setting up programs around Greater Boston for kids and adults with developmental disabilities, and at one point, a good friend of mine who had moved to California to work at Apple invited me to come out and just spend a weekend with him, and I did.  In those days Apple was just a thrilling, thrilling environment full of people who were convinced that a computer could change your life and wouldn’t hear of anything else.  I went out there for the weekend to visit him and left with a job offer in my hand. So I went back to Boston and thought about it for 20 minutes and said, you know, this is something… I’ll kick myself if I don’t at least take this up.

But the offer had nothing to do with disabilities.  It had to do with joining what was then called the Apple Education Foundation which gave grants to schools and you know, Apple was very very big in those days, kind of the only major player in education.  I was there for about six months missing New England terribly and not really thrilled with what I was able to do in the Education Foundation.  I’m not exactly sure I remember why, but I remember not being excited.  And so I was about to leave and go back to Cambridge. I was ready to go back and then it dawned on me that all I had done up until that point was work in the disability field and I was at a company that professed to care about individuals…and yet none of the individuals it seemed to be caring about were individuals with disabilities.  

So I just took a shot and wrote a very short proposal to management at the time which was John Sculley and Steve Jobs.  I think the proposal was four pages long, it didn’t mention a revenue target, but it also didn’t mention philanthropy because I didn’t want this to be seen as charity.  They responded within a week and saying, yup, let’s do that.  We didn’t realize we weren’t doing this, they said.  We’re talking about individuals and you’ve convinced us that we’re ignoring maybe 20% of individuals in the world so let’s give this a try and see what we can make of it.  

Needless to say I was thrilled that the proposal was approved and well received, and then the next day, I got what was perhaps the best business lesson I’ve ever learned in my life.  I got called up to John Sculley’s office the day after the proposal was approved and John said to me, “Look, you know, just between you and me I don’t know if you’re going to be able to pull this off or not…you know this new, “…at the time it was called the Apple Special Education Office. He said, “I don’t know if you’re going to be able to pull this off or not, but you have to make me one promise.” He went on to say…”you have to promise me that if you fail at this, you will fail huge.”  And to this day, that was the best permission I ever got to go for something and that was the beauty of Apple at that time.  Apple wasn’t about making little waves; it was about making big waves and John didn’t want it to be any different in this domain as well.  So I’ve never forgotten that business advice.  I use it, I think, in every speech I’ve ever given.  

And so we were off and running, and of course, what that meant was ‘we’ was just me.  Unfortunately the Apple  Public Relations Department  put out a press release the next day telling the world that Apple was now committed to people with disabilities and again, ‘we’ was just me at the time.  Yes, we were committed to people with disabilities spiritually…but we had no program. So I went around the country to all my friends and said help me put together an agenda.  And in the end, after a couple of months, we did come up with an agenda which really circled around the whole notion of accessibility. If we were going to have disabled people to be able to enhance their lives in various ways by using technology, we had to make sure the technology was usable. 

I’ll give you a quick little anecdote…when we went from the Apple II to the Macintosh in ’84, the Apple II was something that disabled people loved because you could take the top off and put in all kinds of fancy little devices and make it work for you.  When the Macintosh came out, of course, there was no top originally to take off and even if you could, none of the stuff that worked in the Apple II worked in the Macintosh.  So suddenly disabled people around the country said “You said you were committed to us, you started to do a program, and now you’ve turned your back on us with the fancy new machine.”  They were right.  That machine was never designed with accessibility in mind.  

So back in ’85, mid-’85, we brought together about 15 of Apple’s best and brightest hardware and software engineers, we sat them around a table with about 15 rehab engineers from around the country, and in the middle of this afternoon when we  were discussing the challenges of accessibility for the Macintosh, we decided to try an exercise with our engineers…and these were the people who built the Macintosh…I mean they knew it better than anyone.  So we put a Macintosh in front of each one of them, we put a McWrite disk next to them…next to the Macintosh because it was the only word processor available at the time, and we said to these folks, we just want you to put your hands in your pockets, put a pencil in your mouth and type us a memo.  

RUCKER:  [chuckles]

BRIGHTMAN:  And they thought this was like a little…you know they thought this was like ah, that’s a fun challenge, we get the point, let’s move on…but John Sculley, yet again my hero, was at this meeting and he said, “No, let’s do it.”  So they did; they started to do this and within about 12 seconds, one engineer raised his hand and said, “Look, I’ll go ahead and do this silly exercise if you want, but before we get started let me just turn the power on because the switch is in the back, it’s going to be really hard to reach if I have a pencil in my mouth,” at which point another engineer said, “Well, actually before we get started, can I put this disk in the drive…

RUCKER:  [chuckles]

BRIGHTMAN:  …cause I don’t know how this is going to work, you know, with a pencil in my mouth,”  and then someone else said, “Even if we had the word processor running, some of the commands are going to require me to hold down two, sometimes three keys at a time.  How am I going to do that?”….and on and on they went.  Sixty-three features that afternoon in about three hours were identified; that while they were conveniences to most users, were actually inconveniences or obstacles to different users with disabilities.  For example, if someone is typing with their Macintosh and they make a mistake, the Macintosh will beep at them which is a very nice convenience unless you’re deaf, in which case it’s irrelevant.  Well, when one of the audio engineers heard that…my recollection apocryphally, it’s sort of an apocryphal story by this point, but it was almost as if he ran out of the room, came back ten minutes later and said “it’s solved.” All he had to do was figure out a way to just…when you turn the volume control down to zero, you no longer had a beep but the menu bar flashed at you so now you had a visual beep.  The lesson there was that most of the accessibility problems were easy to solve; they were not complicated issues.  What was hard was knowing that there was a problem, and being reminded that not everyone uses a computer the way you do.  So there we were off and running for several years building accessibility into the operating system of the Macintosh, you know, which was both a problematic as well as sort of a political activity.  How do you make your stuff a priority in a company that has lots of priorities for its technology?  

Then we made an interesting discovery after about three years.  We realized we were not…we thought we were about accessibility – that was our purpose…but actually we realized that wasn’t our purpose at all; that accessibility was simply a means to the real purpose which was nothing less than fundamentally changing the experience of being disabled.  And that sounds an awful lot like, you know, Apple marketing hype if you will, but those aren’t my words…that’s what disabled people were telling us.  When we have this technology and assuming that we can use it, all of a sudden we have a whole new range of degrees of freedom and we’re more independent…so we could almost see people sitting up straighter in their wheelchair and almost  adding inches to their self esteem.  It was a phenomenal consequence of being given this new gadget; this new technology.  

If I tell people today that what we realized we were about was changing the experience of disability, everyone always asks, “What does that really mean?  Give me an example.”  The best example I have, there are hundreds literally, but the best example I have is one of the oldest examples we have which was…and I’ll tell this story very quickly but it was incredibly meaningful to us at the time…we knew somebody who grew up in the middle of the country.  His dad was a jazz musician.  As Johnny, the son, was growing up, many people said he had even more talent than his dad…and Johnny got older and got into his teens and his late teens and he started a group that was receiving rave reviews.  One of his songs that his group Heatwave recorded is to this day the second most popular song played on Valentine’s Day Then Johnny at age 20 got into a car accident; became paralyzed from the neck down.  And when he went to rehab, the rehab therapist at the time asked him what did you want to be now Johnny…and Johnny said it’s not a matter of choice, it’s not what I want…I only am a jazz musician.  That’s all I know; that’s all I am; that’s all I want…that’s what I want to continue to be.  And so the rehab therapist thought well, he’s talking about being in the arts so what we’ll do is we’ll teach him how to paint with paintbrushes in his mouth and he can express himself that way.  Of course Johnny spit those out and fast forward now like a couple of years and there we were giving a keynote address at the American Occupational Therapy Association Conference and in the middle of the keynote, we introduced Johnny and Johnny came wheeling out with both of his hands on washcloths on his lap tray, his face was beaming, he rolled up to this Macintosh with a whole lot of other musical related equipment and wires that I, to this day, don’t understand.  What I did understand was Johnny started to use his sip and puff straw switch to begin to control his Macintosh and out came music.  And it was music that he had written and it was music that he was innovating while he was playing as jazz people do, and when you heard it…first of all we watched a room full of women, primarily at the time I think it was like 90% of the OTs were women, start to move in their chairs and start snapping their fingers and tapping their toes and well, it was just very, very exciting because when you heard this music, you did not say that’s really good jazz for a disabled guy.  You just said that’s just good jazz.  Up until Johnny died, about a year or two ago, Johnny used to periodically send tapes of his music back to the rehab center to make the point that it’s unethical and it’s wrong to impose a limit on what you think someone might be able to do.  When they asked Johnny, you know, what do you want to be now – he knew – and with the technology he was able to continue to be that.  And so for us that remains one of the best examples of changing the experience.  If not for the technology, I don’t know what Johnny would have done.  And as I said, there’s many, many examples of that.  Back at Apple, we began to tell those stories; let the engineers know – look at what your work is doing.  It’s not only you know making advertisements and people talking about what a wonderful machine the Macintosh is to the general public…it was becoming kind of a magical machine to the disabled community…which was a problem for us because what we wanted to have people do was to see it as just another gadget in the whole repertoire of gadgets.  If you saw this thing as too special then suddenly you’d have to go to training programs that were never any good and you wouldn’t be able to play with it as you ought to because you’d think it was this difficult machine.  So then we spent a lot of time just letting people play; making sure people heard the stories.  We started to go international and worked with disabled communities around the world and for 13 or 14 years while we were there, it was just…every day was a thrill.  Every day going to work you felt like you…like it was magical and often it just was. 

RUCKER:  So why would you ever leave a place like that?

BRIGHTMAN:  Yeah!  So why would we ever leave a place like that?  I think at one point we just felt like we were done; that the accessibility was now in the DNA of the company.  It didn’t need us to grab the lapels of all the engineers and the image of disabled people as part of the rest of us, was now also part of the company.  So it wasn’t like oh, yeah, those are the folks in the special class that are working with Alan and Gary and his gang.  So I guess we felt…some of our people left, went to other companies, times had changed and it was just…it was time; it was time to move on.  Not easy but it was time.  

So…there’s one minor thing I forgot to mention which was one of the ways we took the power out of our hands and put it really where it belonged…in the hands of consumers, parents and kids…was at the creation of what was originally called the National Special Education Alliance.  There are some people who will say well, I was very instrumental in that and it turns out I was just lucky.  I don’t even mean that to sound falsely modest.  I was invited to go up to Berkley to see a little program called the Disabled Children’s Computer Group (DCCG) and this was a program where parents were learning about new technology and kids were allowed to play with the technology and it was all in this room and no one was being forced to do anything and there were not necessarily classes -- they were just getting used to and learning about new technology.  When I saw the energy and the wide-eyes in that program in Berkley, it just…it seems obvious in retrospect…I just remember saying, “Why aren’t there like tons of those programs all around the country?” and it was that question that because we were at Apple, we were able to help address and take the DCCG model and help create a network of such non-profit organizations around the country.  One of the things I’ll never forget in terms of the reality of what then became known as the Alliance for Technology Access, was as new centers were established, we provided an awful lot of equipment because it was easy for us to do and it was the right thing to do…but within the opening package of equipment, there weren’t just computers and keyboards and mice and monitors…there were also coffee urns…they were the equipment that said to people this is a place for people.  If parents are going to come and there are going to be meetings, well, somebody’s going to have to make some coffee.  Why don’t we just make sure that right out of the box they’ve got a way to do that.  I think that, in some ways, epitomizes what was distinctly Apple.  We were never about promoting the technology nearly as much as we were about promoting what the technology allowed individuals to do.  This really was always about who the folks are and that’s to me what that coffee urn…some people may never remember…but I’ll never forget that’s what that represented to me…that this was about real people. 

RUCKER:  Would you like to go beyond that?   

BRIGHTMAN: Okay. 

RUCKER: [laughter]

BRIGHTMAN:   So…moving on, I left Apple sometime in mid to late-90s I guess.  I went to AT&T Labs for a few years and discovered that everyone at AT&T Labs was way smarter than I was and they would show me things on their computer; things that they were working on and I just got very good at looking at these things and pretending I understood them and saying oh, that’s great.  But it clearly was not a place for me; it was a place for you know…where Nobel Prize winners went and I just sort of gawked at…  So I left AT&T Labs and was given an opportunity to come to Yahoo! to create this new entity which was this Special Communities entity and that’s what we have going now.  In many ways what we’re doing at Yahoo! now is exactly like what we started to do at Apple in 1985, and that is, create curb cuts, create accessibility, making sure that anyone with any disability can use the web, use the internet, the way they wanted to.  The main difference is in the old days we had a box and it was easy to figure out how to build a ramp into a box.  It’s like having a sidewalk; you know how to build a curb cut into a sidewalk.  We don’t have a box at Yahoo!  We have this ether…we have this kind of huge incredible internet thing where at Yahoo! for example, as we speak, five hundred million people every month come to one of the Yahoo! sites and so it’s the whole scale of this thing…never mind the fact that you can’t actually see it. It was a whole different challenge for us and it continues to be.  Again, it’s just like with Apple.  We look at folks whose lives are changing at a result of what they’ve able to do on the web and then we look at folks whose lives could be changing if only they could use the Web.  So for example, when a website’s not well designed, its screen-readers can’t read graphics and we say to people come on the web, you’ll be independent but there may be occasions when you’re going to have to ask a friend to help you.  Well then you’re sort of independent and sort of independent isn’t good enough.  Another big challenge for us these days is closed captioning.  There are tons and tons of videos every day put up on the web and almost none of them has closed captions, and so all the deaf people who I know, every day are feeling more and more left behind, and that’s not a Yahoo! problem – that’s a web-wide problem.  So what are we going to do as a  worldwide web to make sure that deaf people are not left behind.  There’s another problem, and that is, a lot of the world is going mobile, using mobile devices, to access the web…which is great…if you carry the web around with you wherever you want to go.  But my mobile device is very hard to see; it’s got a small little screen.  If I have a visual impairment, I wouldn’t be able to use it and even if I could see, if I had just even slightly fine motor difficulties, the targets are very tiny and they’re hard to hit.  To us that represents an enormous problem because we may be bumping into the limits of accessibility; what you can do with accessibility.  I have a friend back in Boston who to this day, she’s blind, and to this day once a year for the heck of it she calls Nikon and she says to Nikon, “You know I still can’t use your products.”  She does it tongue-in-cheek.  She does it to make a point…so a camera will never be fully accessible to someone who can’t see, or binoculars won’t be fully accessible/usable by someone who can’t see.  Our concern now, the challenge is, if you have a mobile device, how accessible can you make it and when do you have to say to somebody, “You know what?  We can’t make this for you.”  People have said to us, well all you have to do is make the targets a little bit bigger, make the keys a little bigger, maybe make the screen a little bigger…all of that’s doable and then you no longer have a mobile device – you have a computer again.  So it’s an interesting philosophical and programmatic question – when might you have to say I don’t know how to make this any more accessible and maybe this isn’t the device for you.  Those are examples of the kinds of challenges that we’re trying to confront with our engineers at Yahoo! and certainly all of our competitors and colleagues at AOL and Google and Apple still, and other places that are big on the web…are all trying to solve the same problem and in fact, we now involve ourselves very closely with our “competitors” to figure out some of these solutions together because what we realized is, if we can build a common response…a common answer, a common platform…in response to the challenges, then we can all figure out ways to differentiate ourselves after that, and become competitors again, but maybe because this thing is so big and this web is so huge, that maybe we just need to come together and agree on a few things that we don’t compete on; that we help each other on and then after that, let’s be competitors again if we want to.  It’s an interesting set of challenges.  I’ve only been at Yahoo! for two years.  We’ve made some progress but as I get older, some progress that’s taking time is really frustrating because I want this to sort of solve itself tomorrow.  You hear the clock ticking a little bit louder I guess and what took us a while back at Apple…we learned from that, we were comfortable with learning…now I feel like the web is too important to people.  It’s too much a statement of their independence. We can’t wait in the same kind in timeframe that we had with Apple because the world now knows what accessibility is; the law now knows what accessibility is -  we just need to figure out how to solve some tricky challenges to make accessibility happen on the web. 

RUCKER:  Good.  Are there any questions I should have asked that I didn’t ask?  Well I didn’t ask any questions actually!  [Laughter]  

BRIGHTMAN:  Give me the microphone.  You don’t need to ask questions.  No, I think…

RUCKER:  Was it 1984 when you started at Apple?

BRIGHTMAN:  Yeah.

RUCKER:  Okay.  Well…Alan, you belittle, in a sense, your impact because talking to the people out there, you continue to have a fantastic impact and so thank you so very, very, very much.   

BRIGHTMAN:  Well it’s my pleasure.  It’s not false humility – I know myself what kind of impact I had and the impact I had was largely a result of hiring great people, working with dreamers; people who saw a different view of the world and I’m thrilled to just be a part of that.  

RUCKER:  Well we’re thrilled that you were a part of it.  Thank you so much.  

BRIGHTMAN:  Thank you Chauncy. 
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