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Interview with Gary Moulton, Ph.D. by Chauncy Rucker March 15, 2008.

Rucker:  It’s March 15, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m having a conversation today with Gary Moulton at the CSUN 2008 Conference in Los Angeles, CA.  Gary is a Product Manager in the Accessibility Business Unit at Microsoft.  Today, Gary, I’d like you to simply…well, I don’t know that it’s simply, but to tell us about how you got into all this technology for people with disabilities, the kind of people that helped you in that, your progress through the Apple program and then through and into Microsoft.  So, let’s go. 

MOULTON:  Well, the first thing that I can remember happening to me, I was a lieutenant in the United States Army Military Police Corps and I had been very successful as a Battalion Maintenance Officer. A Battalion Maintenance Officer, although I didn’t know it at the time, was a tough job to have because of the fact that military policemen, particularly, didn’t take care of their equipment.  And so, as a result, an MP battalion had all of this equipment that was usually deadlined.  And, if a battalion’s equipment was deadlined, that didn’t look good for the battalion commander.  But, for some reason, the particular battalion commander that I had who gave me the battalion maintenance officer position believed that I could do it, yet, at that time, I hadn’t even changed oil in my own car.  (Chuckles.)

MOULTON:  But here I was, in my twenties, just out of school and I was a 

Battalion Maintenance Officer.  But to make a long story short, I had some success with the job in that the battalion that I was in successfully passed our 
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annual general inspection and I remember the time the battalion commander 

telling me after he got the results of our annual general inspection, he said to me, “Lt. Moulton, if you were a woman, I’d kiss you right now.”  I mean, he was so happy about the fact that he had passed the annual general inspection and would not have done that had he not had his equipment standing tall.  So anyway, he really wanted me to continue my active duty military career, yet I only had a commitment for three years and he kept pressing on me, “You know, I know you’re coming up close, but you’re gonna stay on, aren’t you, on active duty?”  And I said, “No, sir.  Once I put in my three years, I want to go and do something different.”  I did not have a clue what I was going to do.  I was an English major and had gone through Reserve Officer Training Corps and that’s how I got in the Army, and I had this three-year commitment.  But it seemed like every day he was after me.  The closer I got to actually putting in my three years, the more intense he became, trying to get me to continue on.  And I remember one day, I was seated in his office.  It was just the two of us and he wasn’t going to let me go until I came up with something that I was going to do once I got out of the Army.  And, like I said, I did not have a clue.  And I remember saying to him, “Sir, I want to work”…and this is the term I used, I have no idea where it came from, but I said, “Sir, I want to work with children who have problems.”  And he said to me, “Lt. Moulton, I got a battalion full.”

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

MOULTON:  But as a result of that, I felt it was really important, because I had told him this, to find what I was going to do.  So I got out of the Army, I enrolled in a program at the University of Southern California for school psychologists.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MOULTON:  And that came from that discussion that I had with that battalion commander…Lt. Colonel Richard Mosco was the fellow’s name.  And I was going to finish that program because I owed it to Lt. Colonel Mosco to do that.  But in the course of that, in doing the thesis that I had to do for that…I mean, there was incredible work, because I was just an English major.  I had no background for any of this.  I really became enamored with the computer, because this was still the time where you were calculating your statistics with a handheld device and the paper and the pencil.  But you also had your data on these IBM punchcards.  So I remember taking those IBM punchcards down to the computer center and running statisticical analyses on those data that wasn’t even relevant, just because it was so fascinating to me that the stuff that would take you hours to calculate with paper and pencil and a calculator, in fractions of a second you’d spit it into the cardreader and come up with pages of all of this data.  So that’s where I really got interested in computer technology.  That was the connection there.  So I wanted to apply it..  There was no application of it in the internship that I did.  We wrote out, we might have dictated our reports, but there was no use of computers in the clinical practice in the work that we were doing.  I did my internship at Children’s Hospital in Los Angeles, again because I wanted to work with children with problems.  So, what I wanted to find out was is there a connection between what we were doing for children with problems and computers.  I spent a lot of time thinking about that.  One the gurus at Southern Cal was this guy by the name of J.P. Guilford…Structure of the Intellect.  And I was as amazed with the structure of the intellect as I was with computer technology, so I think I was being led in that direction.  But what fascinated me about the structure of the intellect…and Guilford talks about the application of this in Special Education where a student doesn’t have a particular kind of skill and ability that’s tapped into in the classroom, they probably have a corresponding skill that could be identified in the structure of the intellect that if you built that up would compensate for the problem that they had in the classroom.  

But what I found as I was digging into this, some of these structure of the intellect components/skills you really couldn’t test or evaluate because it wasn’t physically possible to do this.   The best example that I used at the time was sight word vocabulary, and I don’t remember the actual criteria here, but if a word is in your sight word vocabulary, it’s not physically possible, the way we evaluated sight word vocabulary at that time, for a teacher to flash a word in front of you fast enough to see whether or not the word was really in your sight word vocabulary or if you had enough of the visual image from the flashcard that he or she was holding up to you.  But a computer could do this.  So I went through and identified all of these structure of the intellect skills that I thought only a computer could do and I started designing software programs for these.  I’m now graduated.  I’m working as a psychologist, I’m working on soft grants, I had some private practice that I was doing, I was teaching at the undergraduate and graduate level.  This had to be shortly after I got out of the military, so maybe ’75, ’76 because I managed to finish the program at Southern Cal within two years of actually leaving the Army and I stayed in the Reserves so I’m doing a number of things.  But I’m designing these software programs, the structure of the intellect.  A psychologist that I worked with said, “The name for that is Mind Nautilus” and that’s basically what it became.  And I think I had eighteen or so of these software programs.  Think about this now today, rotating 3 dimensional graphics to be able to evaluate this and I was looking for software programs where you could actually do rotational 3 dimensional graphics and it didn’t exist.  So people were saying, “I understand what you’re trying to do here, but we don’t have the computational skills or the programming language to give to you to be able to do this.  

So, the entrepreneurial streak got into me.  I’m doing all of these other things, but really what I want to do is I wanted to sell this software.  So I’m taking this around to venture capitalists, I also took it to Broderbund Software Company, trying to raise money and all of that stuff. Everybody that I’m talking to, I showed this stuff to them and they were all very interested, but they really couldn’t see how it was actually going to make money for them.  You sort of ransom…all of the stuff that an entrepreneur does and you risk your family and friends and you sort of go out on a limb with this, but somebody…and I’m not sure who, told me, “You need to take your software to “Closing the Gap”.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MOULTON:  So I’m sure that in the “Closing the Gap” records somewhere there’s a year where “Mind Nautilus” had a booth.  Well, we were selling a few here and few there.  I had two partners at the time.  Couldn’t raise the money.  There were computer problems that we had.  It was all based on Apple II technology.  After that conference, I called and talked to…I think it was Dolores Hagen and I explained to her what I was trying to do here and she said, “You should call Alan Brightman.  Here’s his number.”  So I called him.  He said, “Sure, come on down.  I’d like to see what you’re doing.”  He patiently listened to my spiel and he said, “You know, we’re not interested in the software, but I’m interested in the fact that you’re a 

Special Educator, and I have this thing that I’m starting with Special Net.  Are you interested in working on that?”  So that’s how I had Mind Nautilus, I had the clinical practice that I was doing.  I was doing the teaching as well and I was working as a consultant at Apple.  And then eventually, that became a full time job, so I dropped the clinical practice.  We closed down Mind Nautilus and that’s how I got started in Assistive Technology.

RUCKER:  When was that?

MOULTON:  Let me see… This was before the Mac.  All of this stuff that was being done was set up with the Apple II, so that had to be early eighties.  ’83…’84.  Like I said, sort of the milestone would be being at “Closing the Gap” with the Mind Nautilus stuff that led to the call that I made to Dolores, who gave me Alan’s number.  Somewhere in the early to mid eighties.

RUCKER:  So tell us a little bit about your activities in addition to Special Net at Apple.

MOULTON:  Well, I felt like I had died and gone to heaven.  I was working in an area where I had that clinical background so I knew what a student with a learning disability and a mobility impairment and a language and vision impairment might need.  But now I felt like I was really doing something as far as connecting up children who had special needs with the computer technology that, because of the Mind Nautilus stuff, this was a natural.  This stuff will be helpful.  So I was using technology to be helpful in that regard.  The Special Net thing, my job was to monitor Special Net for Apple with all of the questions that were coming in on the bulletin board.  A lot of that was what’s the best Apple product to use, what kind of software should be used.  But a fair amount of the questions that were coming in were somebody writing on behalf of a child with a disability.  They would say, “My son or daughter is blind.  They have a learning disability. How can they use an Apple?” And then it was quickly becoming the Macintosh and I hadn’t gone to “Closing the Gap” myself.  One of my partners went and represented Mind Nautilus there.  So to be able to answer intelligently these questions, I had to not only find out about the Apple products, but I had to find out about all the Assistive Technology.  As a result of being an Apple employee, now I could spend the time finding out about all of these phenomenal Assistive Technology products that are out there.  So I was going to the “Closing the Gap”, the “CSUN” Conferences, all of these conferences.  What I was trying to do is I was trying to get information about all of these products, because I felt that, for sure, if I didn’t know…and probably this is part of my compulsiveness…if I didn’t know about everything, sure enough, the next day that I was going to monitor the Special Net board, I was going to get a question by a parent or a teacher or another clinician about this and I absolutely, positively had to know about all of these particular products to be helpful.  So that connected me with all of these Assistive Technology manufacturers that were doing all of these remarkable things back then.  All of the things that we couldn’t do, that were still problems, we had all of this quick evolution of technology.  We had the Mac that had the Graphic User Interface that individuals who were blind couldn’t use.  So to me, it’s really humbling to be at a conference like CSUN where you can say today, no matter what an individual’s disability, there’s a product – hardware, software product out there that would enable that individual…and it’s not just children any more, it’s adults…to be able to use a computer.

RUCKER:  In talking to Al Brightman about why he left Apple, he kind of said, “We accomplished what we wanted to accomplish and it was time to do something else”.  What was your feeling about that transition?

MOULTON:  Well, Apple had this thing for every five years with the company, you had a six-week paid sabbatical.  So I know when one of my sabbaticals came up, I remember before I left for it, I said to Alan, “I want to do something different”, because he is absolutely right.  Once we had…I mean, the most important product for the Macintosh at the time was a screen reader.  You had the graphic user interface of the Macintosh.  You had individuals with visual disabilities who had all of this access to the Apple II.  When the Macintosh came out, boy, they left and found an alternative to the Macintosh.  So the one problem that we had to solve before we could say we solved the access issue for Apple, was the screen reader for a Macintosh.  So we had that with Berkley Systems, the stuff that they were doing.  

So I had this sabbatical and I said, “When I come back, I want to do something different”.  So I had Alan’s blessing on this.  And when I came back, there was a job posting from Microsoft that if you read the job description, it was like it was sort of a perfect job for me to do.  Alan left it in my mailbox and he handwrote on it, “Don’t even think about it!”

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

MOULTON:  But I don’t know…I think I was so egotistical or whatnot that I wanted to have that experience again at Microsoft that I had at Apple and here was the opportunity to be able to do it.  So the Microsoft job just happened to be at the right time.  I wouldn’t have seen it myself.  He printed this thing out and wrote the note on it and opened the door.

RUCKER:  Oh!  So give us just a brief about Microsoft’s approach to and what they’ve done in terms of accessibility.

MOULTON:  Well, sort of the grandfather of accessibility at Microsoft…sort of the Alan Brightman at Microsoft was a fellow by the name of Greg Lowney.  The position that I was interviewing for was a position that Greg had started.  Now he had been at Microsoft for a long time.  He was really a typical Microsoft employee.  With every two years, you move on to another project.  He had been incredibly successful.  He was one of the leads on the original Windows operating system.  In fact, if you go to the Microsoft museum, for the launch of Windows, Greg is on stage.  So he was incredibly successful within the company.  So he might be somebody that you want to talk to and see how Microsoft had actually got religion.  But he was the person there and at the time, he had three other people that were working with him.  Chuck Oppermann, Peter Wong and Luanne LaLone.  And I was the fourth person on his team.  So, with the exception of Chuck, all of these individuals…Peter and Luanne were individuals who were very successful in their typical Microsoft careers while Chuck and I were new, yet we all felt that Accessibility was important and that Microsoft needed to do something in this area.  Chuck Oppermann was a developer at Henter-Joyce and he had been responsible for developing the JAWS screen reader for Henter-Joyce that became Freedom Scientific and, of course, the problem that Microsoft had was the same problem that Apple had with the Macintosh.  So the company was moving to the graphical user interface, Windows,  and individuals with visual impairments had nowhere else to go on the PC.  You could go back to Apple with the Macintosh and use the Berkley screen reader, but it looked like the Windows operating system was going to be the operating system that the masses were going to be using in employment.  So it was absolutely essential, probably far more critical that Microsoft solve this problem than Apple solving the screen reader issue.  So I don’t know what it was…and this is why I said you probably need to talk to Greg…why they hired me, but I had a little bit of insight in that.  Somebody who was visiting the Microsoft campus had an opportunity to talk directly to Bill Gates shortly after I was hired and…this is the story, I don’t know this for a fact, so you might have to take this was a dash of salt…but, she told him, “Bill, I’d like to congratulate you on the work that your company is now gearing up to do in the accessibility area”.  And he said, “Thank you very much.  I know we’ve just hired somebody from Apple, but I’ve forgotten what his name is”.  At the time, you didn’t do anything within Microsoft without sort of Bill’s blessing, so it’s obvious that he was engaged in the issue here and somebody had briefed him that they did hire somebody that had this background from Apple and he had been given my name, but at the time, he didn’t remember it.  He just remembered that it was somebody from Apple.  But I basically did the same thing at Microsoft that I had done at Apple and that was work with Assistive Technology companies because the model was basically the same thing.  While we could do some things in our operating systems with our applications to make them more accessible to individuals with disabilities, we still needed these assistive technology manufacturers.  It was just the fact that at Apple, I think at one time we had 27 assistive technology manufacturers.  At Microsoft, we had close to 100.  We got to 100 relatively quickly, but there was twice as many developers on the Windows side…on the Microsoft side as on the Apple side.  And I really think my career at Microsoft…and I’ve told this to my manager that, with Windows Vista, that was probably…I could retire at that…not financially, but it’s like I had accomplished the same thing at Microsoft that I had at Apple and we got the screen readers included, as well.  So that was like one step better than what we had done with the Macintosh.  But with Windows Vista, we sim-shipped at least one assistive technology in each one of the five disability classifications, which is how we organized our assistive technology vendor program.  That was really sort of a career milestone for me.

RUCKER:  Thank you so much, Gary.  It sounds like you’ve had two successful careers…one at Apple and one at Microsoft and the whole field thanks you.

