Bruce Baker

Page 1
Bruce Baker

Page 2

ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

Interview with Bruce Baker L.H.D.

Note: This interview is based on two meetings with Dr. Baker. The first part is from the 2010 CSUN Conference in San Diego, CA, while the second part is from the 2009 CSUN Conference in Los Angeles, CA. Somehow the first several minutes of the 2009 interview was lost. Our thanks to Dr. Baker for agreeing to redo that first part at the 2010 CSUN conference.  

RUCKER:
Bruce, I’d like you to start out with how you got started in the whole field of disabilities and secondly how you became so involved with assistive technology.

BAKER:  I think all my life I’ve found human disability compelling but I remember when I was just about five years old my grandmother had a stroke and she had been a very sort of authority figure within the family.  And she never spoke again. And she couldn’t talk and her right side was paralyzed and this went on for some years.  And I became preoccupied if something happened to me and I couldn’t talk that I was asking people around me to learn Morse code because I would be blinking out Morse code to them.  And I was not preoccupied by this but it was a frequent fantasy all the way through my adolescence and perhaps because I was interested in communication I… I wanted to read the classics.  I wanted to get the foundations of western language.  So I majored in Latin and Greek.  I was going to read Plato and Aristotle but more important than that to me was mastering say the language of Homer or the language of the new testament and I majored in Latin and Greek and I went off to graduate school in that area.  Part of majoring in classical languages was wanting to know other important Middle Eastern languages.  

Later on in graduate school I took Hebrew from a Rabi for a year and I learned the rudiments of the Maya hieroglyphics system and the Egyptian hieroglyphics system.  And at this time I was working… I was working toward my doctoral dissertation at Middlebury College in Middlebury, Vermont at the… at the well known language center.  And I wanted to do a study of Racine and I was particularly interested in something that we find in… we don’t find in Latin but we do find in all the daughter languages and in English in which the infinity was used to express purpose.  I went downtown to buy a book.  You could also say I went downtown in order that I might buy a book.  But that’s how the Romans said it.  They used the conjunction ought and then they just put the verb in the subjunctive form and it’s very clumsy in English but we just say I went downtown to buy a book.  Well that usage was actually done by Horace and I was wondering whether it was some sort of innate grounding area of western languages and the French poet Racine used occasionally infinitives to express purpose rather than the more Latinate construction.  Racine was in the 1600s and was the major… was kind of the French Shakespeare and he was at the court of Louis the sixteenth.  He knew lots of folks at the time.  He was very famous.  He was… he’s buried at St. Etienne du Mont
 in Paris.  I’ve been to his grave several times.  Like his poetry or his verses and his… I think they’re… they’re really exquisite things.  

RUCKER: Mmhm.

BAKER: And so I was getting a little tired of doing all this classical stuff and I was thinking about doing something more related to the modern world and about that time where I was teaching I… it wound up that I taught a student with mild cerebral palsy to drive and my fellow faculty members acted like there was some sort of joke and I thought man, this is an awful social prejudice.  And I’d been thinking about studying social prejudices.

BAKER: Because I’d lived in France for several years and they have certain ethnic prejudices that are somewhat alike and somewhat different from the ones we have in the United States and I was going to see what the similarity and differences were and… and I didn’t want to get involved in an elaborate study of ethnicity and migration of people and history like that but then I heard all of these really I found crude remarks about a student with disability… disabilities and I thought that would be a good subject to talk about prejudices toward people with disabilities.  And I was in the middle of that when I went up to Middlebury, Vermont.  And I was… I’d come into contact with a new field called augmentative communication.  It wasn’t called that then.  

RUCKER: Mmhm.

BAKER: But I had heard about it and I heard that people with cerebral palsy and other disabilities were speaking by means of voice synthesizers and computers and when I actually got to doing some data that spring I found out that the people that I wanted to talk to… that’s   I met some people with cerebral palsy and their communication aids were primitive to say the least.

BAKER: And I thought well this isn’t going to work and I knew that you could predict letters but still even if you’re predicting letters you… you… it takes a lot to write a sentence and I decided that what I would do would be do something with the hieroglyphic approach in which you simultaneously can track the number of symbols in the sequence.  Like Chinese, three or four Chinese symbols can be an entire sentence.  But they’re 15 to 20,000 different Chinese symbols.  So there’s an inverse and proportional relationship between the number of symbols in the symbol set the number of symbols in the symbol string.  And I wanted to lower the number of symbols in the symbol set and I also… so there wouldn’t be a huge set like Chinese but I wanted to lower the number of symbols in the symbol string and I thought hieroglyphics would do very well for this.  

RUCKER: And that was in the early spring.

BAKER: It was in the spring of 1980 when I did that and I showed it to a few people and started to do readings and various things.  I came in close contact with Bliss Symbols and I kept thinking someone else had done what I had done but nobody else was doing what I was doing.  I think it comes from my somewhat unusual background into this area.  And I started showing what I had done to manufacturers and then I basically quit my job and focused on Minspeak.  I named it Minspeak from George Orwell’s news speak in 1984.  Minspeak meant minimum effort speech and that’s how it got its first name.

RUCKER: So tell me about how it’s used today and how widespread that is and how… and on… just how expansive it’s been.

BAKER: Well somewhat to my amazement it turned out to be something different from what everybody else was doing and one manufacturer became very interested.  It was a guy named Barry Romich at Prentke Romich Company.  He’s a very academic fellow and we had lots of conversations together and he set out on a project to build one.  The first one was built in 1982.  Was the… I did an article in Byte magazine and we had some filming people coming in from New York to look at this new invention and by 1984 we were selling them and by 1985 we began selling a lot of them.  And today the… we have Minspeak systems in English, French, Spanish, Dutch, Danish, Swedish, we’ve just finished one in Mandarin and are midway in doing one in Japanese and I don’t know how many are out there because if you take all of the sales we’ve had the number is really big. But some place between $35 and 40 million dollars worth of them are bought a year in the U.S., Australia, England, Singapore, France, Spain, Germany, Switzerland.

RUCKER: Mmhm.

BAKER: And we hope to be entering into the Chinese market soon and we’re also preparing to translate a Minspeak system into Hindi.  So there are a lot of them out there.  Tens of thousands of them are out there.

RUCKER: So I guess I should’ve started in Greek and Latin.

BAKER: No doubt.

RUCKER: Any great question that I should’ve asked that I didn’t ask you?
BAKER: Who are some of the people I knew when I first got into things.  Well, I remember my first AAC meeting was in September of 1980.  It was the president’s committee for the… the president’s committee for non speaking persons.  I think that’s what its name was.  And I met a lot of the guys there and I had been in classics and you know I was just in my middle 30s and I expected everybody to be much older because when you went to the American Philological Society 60 was not an old age there.  And what I found was that the guys who were the movers and the shakers in the field were all younger then I was so Barry Romich was… Barry’s three years younger then I am and I think I was 36 at the time and Barry was 33 and I met Greg Vanderheiden who was a couple of years younger than that and Rick Foulds who was approximately my age and these were the guys who had been writing and doing the things I had been reading about.  And I found that to be very… very interesting and I got involved with understanding Bliss Symbols and the… the work at Tufts University and Rick Foulds work and Cheryl Trepagnier Goodenough’s work with letter clumps and groups.  And I got to know just about everybody.

RUCKER: Mmhm.

BAKER: And it… we were a very small group.  The meeting of the president’s society… or the president’s committee for non speaking persons I think there were 50 or 60 people there from all over the United States and that was kind of amazing.  Ten years after that in 1990 or 91 I was standing with David Yoder, who had been at that meeting, and he was hosting the symposium on literacy at the University of North Carolina.  Literacy for people who used augmentative and alternative communication, and there were 300 people in the room. And we reflected that in that short period of ten years we had gone from 50 people from all over the U.S. to 300 for one subject area within AAC and it’s been a remarkable growth.

RUCKER: What did you speak on today?

BAKER: This morning I talked about the blending two theories.  The linguistic theory represented by… oh 20th century linguistics of a major feature that would say be Noam Chomsky and applied behavior analysis.  The major figure there would be B. F. Skinner.  These groups seem to be both of them I mean people interested in linguistics and people interested in behavior analysis are both helping people with autism but they don’t talk with one another.  They had a rough acquaintanceship.  Noam Chomsky in 1959 wrote a scathing, hilarious review of B. F. Skinner’s book Verbal Behavior.  It was to say the least a diatribe.  But it was so funny and seemed so utterly apt.  And people in linguistics have been turning their nose up at behavior analys… behavior analysts for many years and I was in that group and I came across some very interesting work being done in applied behavior analysis in Pittsburgh at a place called PLEA, P-L-E-A, which means Parents Learning Education Advocacy.  It’s an acronym.  And after many talks with their director I decided to do a paper both here and for the American Speech Language Hearing Association showing that a lot of the heat that was generated from the early contact was because that the Skinnerarian people had a different object of study.  Their object of study was the direct motivational processes leading up to the speech act.

RUCKER: Mmhm.

BAKER: And the natural consequences following from that a study of the reinforcements, namely of ways in which that speech act was stimulated to happen again.  And but it sort of ignored the morphology and syntax and contents of the speech act itself. Whereas linguistics sorts of… sort of ignores… it can lead up to a speech act and the natural consequences and focuses on the structures in the speech act.  And so I got to present this today with Dr. William Helsel, who’s a behavior analyst and runs the PLEA school in Pittsburgh and we were trying to find common ground.  And I think we’ve found it theoretically.  And maybe doing some practical work with it at the center in Pitt and I’m getting my university where I teach involved, called University of Pittsburgh, the School of Health and Rehabilitation Sciences.

RUCKER: You’ve had a great career and I hope you just keep on doing what you’re doing. You’re making a huge contribution.

BAKER: Well thank you.  It doesn’t always feel that way but.
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