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Interview with Joy Zabala at Chauncy Rucker’s

Home in Mansfield Center, CT, September 12, 2009

RUCKER:    So Joy, I’d like you to start out with simply how you got into the whole disability field and then talk about maybe some friends that were important in terms of this in getting you going and then go through your various projects like SETT and QIAT and AIM.

ZABALA:    Okay.  I got into the disability field by accident.  I was an early childhood teacher.  I taught… my master’s was in students who were 3 through about third grade and lived overseas during the years when Public Law 94-142 first came into being and education for students with disabilities came into being and then I moved back to Texas from Venezuela and one of the things I’d learned because we’d moved around a great deal was to go to a central office and volunteer myself as a substitute so that I could check out different schools and different environments before I actually committed myself to being there for a year.  And so I went to central office in Lake Jackson, Texas and said you know I’m here and the first thing they said was well, what are your certifications?  And I said well elementary education and early childhood education and there was a great deal of excitement over early childhood education and I thought well gee, that’s wonderful.  And they said they had an early childhood center and all of this and I was very excited with them.  

And then I got an invitation to come to tea at this early childhood center where they said they had a tea for all the substitutes who were potentially going to be working there that year.  And after I was there for a while we went… we walked in as is often happens when you go into a school and you go straight into the library or straight into the cafeteria and you don’t usually see kids and we didn’t.  You know we went in and the principal came in to talk to us and she said well she said now our children our special and I you know thought suits my… my philosophy of education and she said and we take them where they are and move them forward.  And I’m still right there with her and went on and really it sounded like a perfect match and then we went on a tour of the school.  And what I realized as we went from room to room was this was not just an early childhood center.  This was a self contained center for students with disabilities which was fine except that it wasn’t what I was certified in.  And so as it turned out because I’m the kind of person that’s like oh sure, I can… I can do this I went back and got some additional hours and I taught in that particular school for three years and some really interesting things happened during those three years.  One of which was that this particular campus was a partner with the University of Houston to do some work with an Apple Grant and so we… I, who knew nothing at all about technology and was only getting my feet wet with working with very young children with disabilities suddenly found myself in the middle of a research project and the research question was can microcomputers be used to increase the communication of students with disabilities?  And we had one piece of software when we started out, Apple presents Apple and I don’t know if you recall the Apple present Apple with the little rabbit you know went up the wall.

RUCKER:    Mmhm.

ZABALA:    And so we were sort of limited at the beginning in what we could do but as it turned out my particular students were fairly significantly disabled in several ways.  Many of them related to communication.  A lot of them motorically and so using the computer for them was an interesting challenge and I was not really sure quite what to do and actually it was having that particular group of students that introduced me to what is now known as assistive technology because my students were not going to be able to access the computer in the typical hands on the keyboard sort of fashion.  And also because they were young they were also not going to be independent users of the keyboard… of the computer at all.  They were not going to be a student who you assigned and they went over and did something partly because they were 3 to 5 years old and that would… at that time was sort of an unheard of concept even.  So that was my intro to AT and because we had this grant one of the things we were supposed to do was disseminate our findings and what we had learned.  And so a colleague who worked with older students with different sorts of disabilities then my students and I happened across a… a brochure about this conference that was just starting to let you know how long ago this was… that was just starting called Closing the Gap.  And we didn’t know anything about that and we didn’t think we knew anything really to share but my colleague said well why don’t we submit a proposal just to practice submitting proposals so we did.  And I probably was the best prepared for that Closing the Gap then I’ve been for the 25 years since then that I’ve actually presented at Closing the Gap.  It was an exciting year.  Gregg Vanderheiden was actually doing a training on how do you use an Apply Computer which obviously that’s changed a great deal over the years.  
One of the most exciting things is we had learned what we had learned sort of I would say by the seat of our pants.  We… there was… there was not a lot of guidance in what one should do with these computers and the exciting thing for us about going to Closing the Gap was we would go into a presentation and we would listen to what someone said and we would… we would come out and we’d look at each other and go oh, we knew that.  Oh.  And that was so exciting and so rewarding and so encouraging to us that we actually knew some of these things from our own practice and our own experience which really was encouraging in a lot of ways and in a moment I’ll tell you a little bit about how much difference that made to me to know that simply by working with students that I knew a great deal about what I wanted to use technology for.
So a few years later… actually I guess a couple of years later our district had a lot of technology training because by that time general ed had sort of realized that technology was really important and so we, who had been in this particular place working with students with disabilities knew more about using microcomputers probably than anybody else in the district at that time.  And so we were asked to do some of the training for the general education teachers which was very exciting.  So because I got really interested in the professional development part of this I was approached by Prentke Romich Company to work with some of the training that they did because I had used their devices in my… in my classroom.  So for a couple of years I left education and went into the private sector and worked with the people at Prentke Romich back in the days when Prentke Romich were more sort of family oriented kind of… kind of company and it was a real exciting couple of years but I missed education quite a lot.  And it really was my… my first love is how to think about technology and education especially for kids with disabilities.  
So I was offered a position at Region 4 Education Service Center by Francine Holland who probably did more to shape my eventual career then she’ll ever know.  She was a Director of Special Education at Region 4.  Now she is the Associate Director at Region 11 in Fort Worth, Texas.  But Diana Carl was also at Region 4 at the time and we just had a wonderful time being supported in how to think about and encourage the use of technology for people with disabilities.  One of the things we learned pretty early on is that in the State of Texas there are 20 Education Service Centers but Region 4, one of the twenty, was responsible for providing services to teachers and schools who worked with more then 25% of all of the students in Texas.  So while we were one of twenty we had a huge, huge amount of the population.  And as Diana and I were attempting to provide assistive technology services we realized that there was no way that we could possibly provide services to a thousand campuses and 56 school districts and however many teachers and students that might be.  Over a million students in the whole general population of that region which would leave 100,000 with… students with disabilities more or less and so we began to really look at how could we build capacity in those districts.  And with that in mind we started assistive technology team training that I am excited to say even though I haven’t been there for many, many years, is in its 17th year.  And the really exciting thing is we hear so much about how people leave the field and how special education is a burn out area.  There are probably 20 people that are still involved in some way in team training who were there 17 years ago and maybe even more then that.  So that was… that was probably a big step forward and at that time Diana and I were also making a presentation with another colleague at Closing the Gap and we were talking about legal issues, practical applications and then the third session was integrated IEPs so that AT was not something separate but integrated.  And in my one hour session was on implementation and I at that particular I think it was 1995 I was doing my little thing and I said you know you have to think not just about the student but the environment in which the student’s expected to function and the tasks that they need to be able to do before you start thinking about the tools because you want to know how are you going to use these tools to help this student in these environments do these tasks.  I said you could sort of think about that as maybe SETT, the SETT framework, S-E-T-T.  And after I finished Diana said so where did you get that and I said um, I made that up and she said you can’t do that.  And I said oh well, okay, well, I did.  And so the next year the exciting thing  was is that the SETT framework appeared in probably the descriptors of a half a dozen or a dozen different presentations and the exciting thing about that is while there’s nothing about the SETT framework that is anything but common sense.  It’s things that people can keep in their mind.  We know we need to know who’s going to use something, where they’re going to use it and what they’re going to use it for before we start figuring out how they’re going to do that thing.  So the SETT framework has been one of the more exciting parts of my professional career because many, many people use it and many people have just done wonderful things with it.  It’s… the fact that it’s a framework and not a protocol means that adapt in any way you want.  The only thing that you have to be sure that you do is you don’t pick tools without thinking about the student that’s going to use them, where they’re going to use them and what they’re going to use them for.  So that was probably a big part you know.
In about 1994 my colleagues Terry Hammond and Diana Carl and I came to a conference in Connecticut called CONNSENSE.  Terry Hammond actually knew Chauncy Rucker and had arranged to do a pre-conference and Diana and I said we’ll help and so we all three got to come and it was an exciting time.  And at that time Chauncy said to me you know, you really should come… come up here and do your doctorate and I was like no way.  Never going to do a doctorate.  Not going to do that.  Well a few years later I decided in 1996 I guess that maybe that would be a good thing to do so I called Chauncy and I said I’m ready to come and he said I’m ready to retire.  And what he said to me was go to Blackhurst at the University of Kentucky that would be Ed Blackhurst and indeed I did.  
And so while I was at the University of Kentucky working with Ed Blackhurst and quite a number of other wonderful people I had an opportunity to get together with about a dozen colleagues from around the country all of whom were very interested and had responsibilities related to professional development and this capacity building and we felt very aligned.  Gail Bowzer, Penny Reed, many, many others who I should mention all by name but won’t at this moment.  Um Diana Carl was of course involved and Jane Korsten and we’d been talking about Closing the Gap about we really should get together and align in some way what were doing and Jane said I have a house in Kansas.  Why don’t all of you come this summer?  So we did.  And one of the things that Diana and I had learned from doing professional development at Region 4 was that before you start talking about what you’re going to do you think about your purpose, your expected results and how you’re going to know it made a difference.  So we said well alright, what is this professional development for?  Well, it’s to make sure that there’s a widespread use of quality assistive technology services.  And so then this group of fourteen who would… I would say we probably would have sworn that we all thought very much the same started trying to define for ourselves in our conversation the type of services that we considered high quality and what we found out is that we who were steeped in assistive technology and had been doing it since before it was assistive technology had a difficult time agreeing on what actually were the critical elements of quality assistive technology services.  So we took a step back and we said hm.  If this is hard for us what are we expecting people every IEP team, every school district, every school, to be able to do out here when we talk about providing quality assistive technology services.  

So out of that meeting came the draft of something that was known as quality indicators for assistive technology and we chose to call that acronym, pronounce that acronym QIAT and for those of you who know anything about QIAT and the quality indicators and the listserv that has been an outgrowth of that work know that QIAT is anything but Q-U-I-E-T.  It’s a very robust community of people and it’s been very exciting to have sat there in the middle of Kansas in the prairie and begin an idea that has become so much more then we ever thought was even… even something that it would do.  So there are quality indicators for eight different assistive technology areas, responsibilities and to find out a lot more about that you can go to QIAT.org and remember it’s Q-I-A-T.org, not… no… there’s no U in our QIAT so.  You know we do not consider ourselves a terrorist organization.  We are definitely an organization for change for sure.

And now on the QIAT list this wonderful collegial conversation that involves not only virtually every state but several foreign countries as well there are about 1300 people on the list right now.  And it’s just… it’s just amazing.  The most incredibly generous group of people in terms of sharing in virtually any assistive technology question you have whether you’re a newcomer or you’re an advocacy attorney or you’re a parent or you’re a professional or you’ve been doing this for ever and ever.  You can go out with your question and somebody will enter into conversation with you and you’ll get more help then you can ever imagine.  So that was the other really I think exciting thing in my… in my career.

RUCKER:    Career?  Mmhm.

ZABALA:    And the great thing was because I was working with Ed Blackhurst at the time he… I had an assistantship to do some other kinds of work and when QIAT began to develop he said why don’t you just let this be your major work and so during those years that I was at the University of Kentucky I actually had some hours built into my week when I could mentor and foster the QIAT list and it… it made a huge difference in actually it moving forward.  So I was there for a while.  I spent a number of years being an independent consultant.  Again the opportunity to work with incredible people in lots of different states and what I think I learned so much from that is that while there are things that are very much the same we all operate under the same policy.  The way those policies are implemented and what they mean and the kinds of words that are used to describe different services and how they go about are so different from state to state.  So working across multiple states was really a very exciting and educational opportunity for me.  

And so about two years ago now I had an opportunity that was rather unexpected.  Maybe five years ago I started working a lot with Skip Stahl at Cast because I was very concerned that as universal design for learning, which is one of the big ideas of CAST, was coming out, there was some misinterpretation not on CAST’s part but just on somebody hearing something and the idea that universal design for learning was sort of an anti assistive technology kind of movement that was one or the other.  And Skip and I were very committed to helping people understand out in the field that it was not an either or.  That both are committed to educational achievement and participation of students with disabilities and their non-disabled peers as well.  So because we’d been doing this work at conferences primarily and a lot of conversation I’d also gotten intro… introduced to NIMAS, the National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard during its develop… development.  And so when CAST was looking at proposing a significant proposal for a federal grant they asked me if I would be interested in being involved and I said oh sure.  You know thinking a little bit of involvement.  Well, for the last two years I’ve been the project manager of the AIM consortium, the Accessible Instructional Materials consortium at CAST and that involves 15 states working together with CAST and to actually implement section 300172 of the final regulations of idea 2004 which is related to accessible formats of materials… instructional materials that are typically in print format.  So think about textbooks and those surrounding materials.

And the exciting thing about being involved with the accessible instructional materials is that for many students regardless of the format, whether it’s in Braille, large print, digital or audio, there’s still an assistive technology component.  So it gives me a wonderful opportunity to bring those two things together.

So over the last 25 years since that very first Closing the Gap and maybe 26 years because you’d have to go back a little bit before for the Apple Grant I have had the incredible opportunity to work with so many interesting and inviting people and never… never have I had the opportunity to be bored.  There was always something new and different.  I think we happened to be talking with Amy Rubin today and we were talking about the idea that 20 years ago we thought maybe we would be working ourselves out of a job pretty soon because we were doing this capacity building, professional development and pretty soon there wasn’t going to be a need to talk about this anymore.  Well, the wonderful thing is students are changing, environments are changing and tasks are changing and tools of course are changing all the time.  So overworked?  Sometimes.  Bored?  Never.  And that’s pretty much it.

RUCKER:    Did you ever do any international work?

ZABALA:    I did.  I’ve got a couple of great international opportunities.  I’ve been to New Zealand three times to do this work.  It was wonderfully exciting and they actually use the SETT framework.  They also use the QIAT materials.  That’s been an interesting opportunity.  I… I thought… actually someone came up to me after one of my presentations at Closing the Gap and said I’ve from New Zealand.  Would you ever be interested in coming and I said my suitcase is right upstairs.  I’ll go get it and come with you now.  And I never expected to hear from her and I did and then thought it was my once in a lifetime experience and then it’s been a couple of times since.  So done a lot of work in Canada and some exciting work also with Ecuador in a very different way.  The CITTI project, which is led by Bridget Perry, does… CITTI stands for Community Integration Through Technology International.  I think I got that right, Bridget.  Close anyway.  And Bridget puts together a group of people who go to countries that have less opportunity to know about technology perhaps then we do and really look at some of the… not only the high tech but the low tech and the strategy kind of work that actually makes a difference for people in other countries as well.  So that’s been an exciting thing and in that work I got to work right alongside Gail Bowzer, Lynn Gitlow, Chauncy Rucker and of course Bridget Perry, who’s just quite amazing in keeping… keeping that work moving forward.

RUCKER:    Thank you very much.

ZABALA:    My pleasure.
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