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Rucker: Well was it Tonka that got you in to working with disabilities or… or disabilities that got you into working with Tonka or there was no relationship.

Goodwin: No relationship.

Rucker: Okay.

Goodwin: I was a drafter.

Rucker: Okay.  So apparently your career started with Tonka toys as a drafter.  Could you tell me about that?

Goodwin: Sure.  I had been um working… I’m going to step back one pace.  I had been working as a naturalist uh right out of college uh taking people on walks through nature centers, teaching people how to canoe uh going cross country skiing and so on uh but the money ran out for that type of position and I was given the opportunity to be trained um in drafting.  They had opportunities for women to train in non-traditional careers.  

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: So I chose drafting and my first job out of school was for Tonka toys which again went back to my recreation background.  So that worked out well.  Um I was the only woman in the engineering and… and drafting um department.  And also had the opportunity to work in sculptural design there as well.

Rucker: Um-hmm…Any particular toys you designed?

Goodwin: Well I did a nice little um wheel on this little dump truck that the mini dump and um I also did a catamaran.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: I did a uh lawn spreader.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And uh what else?  Oh one of the just the little tiny dump kind of a little dump truck.

Rucker: Excellent.  Uh and then after that you were a recreation leader?

Goodwin: Yes.  Um after that I was out in the D.C. area and I was looking for work um more in the solar energy field but didn’t find it and I found instead a position uh teaching canoeing and camping.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And that’s what really introduced me to people with disabilities.

Rucker: Hm.

Goodwin: Because I was working in the special populations division.

Rucker: Um-hmm. 

Goodwin: And so I would take uh groups of teenagers.  Teenagers with visual impairments or teenagers with cognitive impairments out canoeing on the Pawtuxet River in my spare time… well in my work time.  Loved it.

Rucker: And from there you decided to go for a degree at the University of Virginia?

Goodwin: Yeah.  Well prior to that there was kind of an in between step because I was thinking maybe I’ll… I’ll stick with this recreation therapy deal because I really enjoyed working with people with disabilities.  So while I was in Minnesota, my home state, touring Courage Center um on the tour I ran into the rehab engineering department and I thought well this would be a fine blend of my interest in working with people with disabilities and my interest in design.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: So that introduced me to the field and I met the rehab engineer Ray Fulford and um he tipped me of that uh RESNA was located in Silver Spring, Maryland which was where I was living at the time.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: So it was a nice little bit of serendipity that I found out about the field and uh when I returned to Maryland I went and chatted to RESNA.  They put me in touch with other rehab engineers so I could discover more about the field.

Rucker: Um-hmm.  

Goodwin: And then I went… there was a… a wonderful uh training opportunity at the University of Virginia where they had a… an apprenticeship program.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: That um when a group… a small group of students, five of us uh each year were able to enlist in which uh we worked 20 hours a week with people with disabilities.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: Actually providing solutions uh to them working with uh occupational therapists, physical therapists.  It was a really nice interdisciplinary team.

[Noise interruption]

Goodwin: The fella who headed up the program at… at the University of Virginia’s rehab engineering research center was Colin McLaurin.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And he is probably my um primary mentor.

Rucker: Right.

Goodwin: And I really appreciated his um insights, his creativity and his wealth of knowledge and we were very luck to have him.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: We also had Steven Reger and Cliff Brubaker on staff there both of whom have gone on to do excellent work in the field of rehab engineering and assistive tech.

Rucker: And from there I think you went to Gillette Children’s Hospital?

Goodwin: Yeah.  Well I was doing my uh apprenticeship they encouraged us to do internships.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: During the summer time.  So uh thinking that I might want to move back to Minnesota I um visited Gillette Children’s Hospital and they offered me an internship position and so I worked a summer there and then when I graduated by the time I graduated they had created a position for me.

Rucker: Um-hmm.  

Goodwin: At the day… at the… at that time I graduated in ’87 so the ADA was fairly new and they hadn’t yet started um looking at providing job accommodations to people with disabilities.  So that was one area of specialization that I had.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And the other was to work with uh a team that did augmentative communication evaluations and powered mobility assessments.

Rucker: Um-hmm.  

Goodwin: So I worked on um helping assist in mounting things and positioning things for individuals.

Rucker: And from there there was something called Tamarac.

Goodwin: Yeah.  A few of us from Gillette ended up starting a… a new company called Tamarac Habilitation Technologies and we did very much the same the Gillette’s technology center did in the way of um prosthetics, orthotics, custom seating and again I was the miscellaneous person.  I would do mounting, I would do job accommodations, I might make a dressing aid for somebody like a dwarf or something who couldn’t reach his feet.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: To put his socks on.  You know?

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: All of those um interactions with individuals and all the job accommodations I did uh with a whole range of individuals I think really helped um make it possible for me to develop products later on that were more universal in their design.

Rucker: Um-hmm… And I think after that there was something at AbleNet.

Goodwin: Yep.  I did a stint at AbleNet, a good five years there.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And um we… my main project coming into it was to develop a smaller switch.  They had the big red, the jelly bean and they wanted something smaller um so I went about doing both the market research and the design.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: So I would call some OTs that I knew or call OTs at centers across the country and ask about their needs for different types of switches.  Ended up developing the spec switch which is quite flexible as far as switches go.

Rucker: Um-hmm.  Right.

Goodwin: And my second project there um was a TV and VCR remote.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: A single button remote uh which um was a very fun product and we also would involve still either service providers, occupational therapists and parents um into the development of the technology.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And so I… I appreciated that approach as well.  Um the third thing I did there I will mention is the alternate spinner.

Rucker: Hm.

Goodwin: And that was fun because it harkened back to my recreation days.

Rucker: Right.

Goodwin: Again.  Um to develop an accessible way for people to play games together.

Rucker: Any people there particularly helpful for you?

Goodwin: At AbleNet?  Yeah.  Cheryl Volkman.  She was… she was the president at the time and Cheryl and Jackie Levine who was the VP of Marketing I’d say were… were really um I loved their approach.

Rucker: Yeah.

Goodwin: Because they were based… they had grown out of a non profit area uh where they were doing services too and I… I think that really makes for um a really rich product line and one that’s very responsive to the needs of end users is when you’ve had that experience working with individuals with disabilities.

Rucker: Right.  And then you took off into the blue?

Goodwin: Ah… the wild blue yonder.  Yeah.  We started Blue Sky Designs kind of playing with the skies the limit kind of concept there.  Uh where we… I started in 1997 um one of the first things I did was more back to my outdoor recreation days where I did some trail surveys.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: I looked at what types of equipment were available for more accessible outdoor recreation and I worked with some uh companies in Minneapolis that provide outdoor adventures that are inclusive of people with disabilities and not and um they told me that one of the difficulties on their camping trips was that they really didn’t have an accessible toileting area.

Rucker: Um-hmm. 

Goodwin: A private area and so uh that was my first um project that I got an SBIR award for – a Small Business Innovation Research award.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And through the process of development we ended up developing a… a tent um.

Rucker: Um-hmm.  

Goodwin: With a zipperless door that’s more accessible to pep… accessible to people in wheelchairs or walkers.  In fact one woman had her dog opening the door for her in a matter of seconds.  And it provides a… a private space to either that’s um a front room for the tent.  So a person can wheel in and they can store their tent out of the rain and out of the elements.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And then they transfer into the sleeping area.  Now the company Eureka actually brought it to market with us and uh it’s been on the market for quite a few years now.  We won a… a DaVinci award from the MS society.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: for the universal design.  And uh people really appreciate having that… that space to uh transfer from and get out of the… out of the rain.  One fellow said um it’s the first time he’s been able to get out of the mosquitoes himself and he really appreciated that.

Rucker: Was it hard getting started a new company like that from scratch so to speak?

Goodwin: It was hard uh but it was prior to um like launching I… I applied for a grant which I got from our local tech act to do that outdoor recreation research and AbleNet was uh flexible with me.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: They allowed me to go halftime.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And so for about a year I was halftime at AbleNet, halftime on my own and then they said okay Di, it’s time to um make your decision.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And by then I had enough customers coming in I… I went back to doing consulting and one of a kind designs.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: In the area of job accommodations and uh was feeling that I was on my feet enough.

Rucker: Yeah.

Goodwin: That I could go ahead and take that leap.

Rucker: Well you said several products but I thought you could move mountains.

[laughter].

Goodwin: Yeah.  Well we can Chauncy.  Yeah.  We have a… a product actually that we’ve developed at Blue Sky Designs called the Mount’n Mover.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: Um it’s quite innovative as far as Mounting go.  It actually does move.  Mount and it moves.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: And so and again I like playing with words just as well as I like playing with designs.  So I had that name about eight years before the device was a reality.  Um what I had found in my custom service days was that um existing mounts are very um I’ll call it restrictive rather than assistive so if you want to talk assistive technology that’s cool but sometimes what we create is restrictive in other ways.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: So we wanted to give people the opportunity to… to move things at will and to do more thing uh or have access to more things.

Rucker: Um-hmm.
Goodwin: And so again through an SBIR grant one from NIH and one from the Department of Ed, NIDR, we were able to spend the time needed to really um develop an innovative device that a person with quite significant limitations can independently reposition and tilt and so on and I think that we’ve also had an award to do a powered system.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: That one’s not commercially available yet.

Rucker: Right.

Goodwin: Uh but we hope to bring it to market.

Rucker: Right.

Goodwin: We’ll probably… I’m not sure the strategy there you know this is uh… um we need a bit of money to move that mountain and so it’ll take a little bit but what’s very cool about that is that people can use a switch, they can use their voice, they can use controls they use for their wheelchair.  And um they can have this mounting arm come into one of their sweet spots we call it.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: It can come in to communication mode.  Then they can… they can hit the switch again and it’ll go to position two.  So they can drive without something in their face and so on.  So I think for the individual who’s not able to move uh the Mount’n mover out of their way this would be just a fabulous device.

Rucker: Any last question I should’ve asked that I didn’t or any wrap up that you’d like to put on it?

Goodwin: Um well I… I think you know given where I’m at in the car… in my career I’ve been in the field since ’84 and here it is 2010.  

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: Um what I like to do and what I’d like to have all folks in assistive tech uh do is to think about grooming the next crop of uh rehab engineers or assistive technologists and uh in our case we also focus on universal design.  So we’re trying to get the Eureka tent companies of the world to think about design that’s more accessible too.  Um but I… I’ve been working with students at the U um who and giving them projects to just start um problem solving and the… that’s been helpful for me for recruiting my talented staff.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: Uh that’s really worked out well but I also think that it does inspire people to think about as an engineer um you don’t have to just crunch numbers.

Rucker: Um-hmm.

Goodwin: Um you can change lives.  And that’s… that to me um keeps me going.  Yeah.

Rucker: Thank you very much.

Goodwin: Thank you Chauncy.
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