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Interview with Jim Allan by Chauncy Rucker
At the 2009 CSUN Conference, March 17-21, Los Angeles, CA
RUCKER:
So, Jim, give me an idea of when you started into special education and how you got so involved with the visually impaired and kind of walk us through that history until today. 

ALLAN:
Sure.  Well, let’s see.  Surprisingly, I started out in mechanical engineering and was in Navy ROTC and was going to be in specifically nuclear engineering and was going to be on submarines.  And then I found out I had a cellular level problem with authority!  And a friend who, as I was working at Jack in the Box at the time, had a friend who decided that he was going to be an orientation and mobility specialist.  And working graveyard was not conducive to engineering school.  I worked from 10 to 6 and then go to class at 8 o’clock and do engineering just…it doesn’t work well.  And so basically I was on scholastic probation and you know, said I think I’ll sit out for a semester and figure out what it is I’m going to do, and started volunteering with the adults.  And said, oh, well this is interesting, and the School for the Blind was right across the street so I did some volunteer work there which landed a job in residential – in the deaf/blind program which back in the ‘70s was pretty much because of the rubella epidemic that had hit right about then in the late ‘60s, early ‘70s.  And I thought, you know, this is fun!  I can do this!  

And it just so happened that the University of Texas had a vision program.  That was a great thing so I started going there and ended up becoming a teacher of the visually impaired.  So I graduated in ’78 and became an itinerant teacher of the visually impaired.  You know, have car will travel, and went to a district just north of Austin, Texas called Round Rock.  And I was there for almost ten years and in that ten years we went from 1200 students in the district to 12,000 students in the district.  But the vision teachers never changed.  There were just two of us.  Also the thing that happened was in ’78 was the year that the Apple IIe came out, and the Echo, and so we jumped on that technology and Telesensory came out with the Versabraille.  Previously they’d come out with the Opticon and the speech plus calculator and so I had training on the Opticon in college and went through all of that training.  In the school district…so we had the Apple IIe and you know, all the schools were doing a lot of those.  And we had the first Braille embosser which was the…what was that thing called?  It was called a Perky; Perkins Modified Brailler, and it was a Perkins Brailler that had all this electronics and mechanics in the bottom and you could roll in one piece of paper and it had a serial interface to the Apple and then it would make a loud sound and spit out one piece of paper and then you’d roll in another one.  There was no tractor feed; there was none of that.   And that was a vast amount of money.  It cost more I think than the Apple did.    

And then, let’s see, there was David Holliday started a Braille translation program called Braille Edit.  He got an award just a couple of years ago that they asked me to present to him and it was quite an honor because David and I go way back and when he did an archive for his company that at one time was Raised Dot Computing and is now part of Duxbury, he wanted to get all of the newsletters and found out he was missing the first six editions of which I had copies.  And so I Xeroxed them and sent them to him because I wasn’t going to let go my originals which were done on a dot matrix printer on that really thin paper.  It was amazing they copied at all. 

And so then we got the big Braille embossers from Telesensory and we did some amazing things at Round Rock.  That’s where sort of my engineering kicked in.  It was like oh, computers!  This looks like fun!  I can do this, and one of the things I figured out how to do was interface the Versabraille which at the time was a $5,000 PDA if you will with a cassette tape, because we hadn’t invented floppy disks yet.  We had mag cards with an IBM audio typing unit that had 4K on a card that was like this size (very large) and you slid it into the machine and you could type and it would talk to you but you could only get 4K on the card.  And so we had cassette tapes and it had refreshable Braille and it was an audio recorder, and it was portable, and it had a serial port so that you could communicate with the Apple and it would act as a Braille display for the Braille Edit software.  So it was a really remarkable piece of hardware and I figured out how to interface that to the old TRS80—the Radio Shacks.  And it was fun because it was an engineering problem and I wanted to do this.  I knew nothing about serial communications and so I’d call and ask somebody these questions because the manual said you need these sorts of settings and things.  Like okay – so I’d call and I’d ask and ask more questions and more questions, sort of build a concept up of what it was I was talking about, and then finally found somebody who really knew what serial communications was.  So here are all my concepts – what do I do?  And it was like oh, okay, this is a little wrong, but you got all the rest of this, and then it was…back then it was all about how you had the wires done.  So I got out the soldering and had a little business of making the little connectors between various things in the Versabraille.   I was a teacher in the visually impaired and so I had the distinct pleasure of teaching two kindergarteners how to read Braille, which they don’t come around very often.  But I took the IIe and just did more and more technology with the students and it just morphed. When Texas mandated that all 8th graders had to have the computer courses back in the mid ‘80s, but all the Special Ed kids were just sort of exempted.  It’s like, that’s not right.  They need to know this.  And they said well, how are you going to teach them Basic, and it’s like oh, we don’t teach in Basic.  We teach them Logo – it’s concrete.  You know, anything you can do in Basic, I can do the same thing in Logo and so all the kids had their own little turtles and they could program it and they’d walk all around the room and they’d figure it out.  They could write their programs and make a repeat, loop, and do all those sorts of things and so it was fun.  So I became sort of the technology teacher for Special Ed.  

And then I sort of burned out and went to the School for the Blind.  I needed to be out of instruction.  I had done it for 10 years and was doing 1,000-1,500 miles a month in the district seeing various kids.  I did the visually impaired and the blind kids and then I’d race across campus and do a middle school class of whatever Special Ed kids for computer and then run back across the district and do a different middle school for their Special Ed kids and then go pick up more blind kids and do stuff.  

Then when I went to the School for the Blind, I became the Assistant Technology Specialist.  We put in the first network in the school and negotiated…well we evaluated all the…that was in the good old days when you bought a computer and it had eight slots in it and my computer test bed never had a cover on it and all the slots were filled but I was always pulling things out and sticking something in to test different kinds of hardware – because everything then was hardware.  This was the day of the 286.  I bought eight identical machines thinking that…because I have to have a sound blaster card because we had to have the sound.  So I got 8 identical computers, 8 identical sound blaster cards, 8 identical accent speech synthesizer cards, and you know, I had three different configurations for different IRQ settings.  Even though everything was exactly identical, I had three different settings in eight computers to make it work.  So we set up the first network and then negotiated a site license with JAWS, with Ted Henter which was the first site license they ever did.  It’s like I’m not buying eight individual copies; I need a break, and then did the same thing for Zoom Techs and we went from there and started pushing them hard for getting a network version.  We had Braille embossers and it was really remarkable.  It was right around that time I think I got to go to my first Closing the Gap and thought I had died and gone to heaven…to find all the other AT people and happen to room with Brian Charlson at the Carroll Center for the Blind.  I think that week I got five hours sleep because we just gabbled together all night until we would just fall over from exhaustion and then the alarm would go off an hour and a half later and it was hit the road running again.  

The next year I started doing presentations at Closing the Gap and I think it was a year after that or two years after that, I hooked up with my buddy, Jay Stitley who now works for Seeing Eye.  We started doing pre-conferences at Closing the Gap.  We did that for about six years.  We did one and two-day pre-conferences and just packed them in on whatever; on specific device training or how you teach speech or how you do large print, to the point where we’d come in on Sunday, and this was when they had switched to a different version of Windows, and we said ahhhh none of this screen reader stuff works with that yet.  So we reformatted all the drives, installed the old windows, got it all up and running, did all the training, reformatted them again, reinstalled the new windows to give it back to Closing the Gap so they could do it, and what was fun is we’d do that on probably Monday, Tuesday…we’d do our pre-conference workshop, and it was probably Thursday, we’d be having dinner and going, so what are we going to do next year?  We’d talk and we’d throw out ideas because we didn’t like to do the same thing over again.  It was like well, why don’t we do this.  I’m like Jay, we don’t know anything about that and he said, “What better reason to learn it because if we say we’re going to present, then we’ve got to know something or we’re going to look really stupid!”  And so that was a driving factor, sort of a competition, just amongst ourselves.  Just recently, you know Jay and I had written vast quantities of stuff because I managed to recruit him to work at the school and so for almost eight years we just sort of did the Jim and Jay show around the state and around the country at various conferences and had written up just a mess of stuff and when he left to go work for the Seeing Eye, my boss said, “So, what is it you and Jay have done?”  I had a 3 inch, 3-ring binder of paper and eventually I became the webmaster at the school and I started putting all that stuff up there, and just recently I was at a company that was looking at how to develop some competencies or skills in assistive technology and they pulled up all this stuff that Jay and I had done in the 80s and it was like oh, that’s still being used!  I guess it’s still relevant, and it was a good feeling.  

There was a window of time in the PC world where we had ultimate access.  Everything was still character based.  I had a screen reader that could read anything on the screen.  I had good speech synthesis, Braille, large print, and everything in the world was character.  You know, the first encyclopedia came out in text.  You know it was a Grolier…CIA fact book.  This was before the internet and everything was text.  We had access to everything.  I mean the Braille encyclopedia was 167 volumes long.  It probably weighed half a ton and didn’t have the word computer in it.  And yet here we came up with this little CD that had everything on it and the kids had total access to it.  And that window was about 18 months, and then they started trying to create windowing environments inside DOS with equal signs and all sorts of goofy stuff and sort of broke the Screen Readers because there wasn’t an object that says I am a window, you had to look for this corner and that corner and assume boundaries and then…ah, it was ugly.  But that little window was exciting because we were on par with everybody else.  And then it did just went away, and windows came out and then it took a long time for Windows, trying to wait for assistive technology to catch up to windows and then the regular companies were still mucking about in DOS and doing this weird window stuff with characters -- it was really a hard time.  

And then Windows came out, I think it was 3.1 when Windows finally took off and then Screen Readers finally figured it out, and there was just this amazing explosion for about eight years that everything leapfrogged everything and we had pretty good access.  At the same time that was going on we had issues in the State of Texas, and actually around the country, with getting Braille books to kids on time.   Texas is unique; it’s amongst 10 states that does state adoption for textbooks and currently we do a billion dollars a year in textbooks for our students.  So the state provides the books for free but trying to do a Braille book, especially a textbook, is a non-trivial event so the kids would get their first four volumes hopefully by the time school starts and then they would trickle in throughout the year.  And then you get the teacher that says well, we’re going to start on Chapter 8 the first day of school and kids had no books.  So we went to the Texas Education Agency and said "Why is it acceptable that students who are blind don’t have their books the same time anybody else does?"  We started jumping on that and talking with the publishers.  At the time the publishers are still doing paper, sending paper back and forth and redlining and re-keying and we’re saying we need some kind of mark-up language.  And of course this was with George Kirscher and a couple of other people out of the SGML world and so we came up with the Texas 22 tag set.  Actually we called it the Texas chainsaw 22 tag set because of how much work it took to develop those.  And when you look at what we developed for mark-up, it was essentially HTML1, and this was before the web.  We tried, you know, to get the publishers to do it. We sat around this big table that you could sort of ice-skate on with the AAP lobbyist, and always in conference call, and they were just essentially saying, nope, not going to happen and we’re going well, we may just go to the press and they go, knock yourself out!  And some publisher, some little publisher, said you know, this doesn’t seem like it’s that hard to do and everything just sort of fell into place.  That was in ’94…thereabouts…’95.  Now it wasn’t NIMAS, the National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard.  That was a result of stuff we did back in Texas.  That just became federal in…what was that…2007?  Okay?  That was almost 15 years.  It was painful; painful and we’re still not getting books like we think we should, but things move slow…it hurts.  

But because of that work, in ’96 in Santa Clara, I got invited to the Worldwide Web 6 Conference and was there for Tim Burner’s [phonetic] lead to announce the creation of the Web Accessibility Initiative.  We were so excited.  I remember George Kirscher and I were sharing a room and we called all over Santa Clara trying to find a T-shirt shop that was open to create some T-shirts you know.  Are you accessible?  Ask us.  We’ll show you the WAI…W-A-I.  We came up with dozens of these and could not find a T-shirt company that would do it. It’s like "We need this by tomorrow morning!!" Didn’t happen.  But it was really exciting and I immediately joined all the WAI working groups 

because I was Webmaster at the school then or I was just becoming that, and it was so heady; it was so exciting.  And then, of course, came the doing the hard work of creating the web content accessibility guidelines and the user agent guidelines and, you know, the authoring tool guidelines.  And so I was on all of those committees and now I’m chair of the user agent working group so we’re trying to make…we’re working on Version 2 of the user agent accessibility guidelines to make browsers more accessible.  

RUCKER:
Wow!

ALLAN:
And in the interim it's been, you know, lots of changes and lots of teaching and you know, you go out and bang the drum and try and find new venues and one of the really exciting things that I’ve been involved with is an organization called Knowbility -- it’s K-N-O-W-B-I-L-I-T-Y -- in Austin and we do this thing called AIR.  It’s the Accessible Internet Rally.  We pair web design houses with non-profits and they have to build a website in a day, and then we give them training on web accessibility and all this sort of stuff.  As an outgrowth of that we do what we call AIR interactive which happens during South by Southwest so we’re trying to push the envelope so we’re doing video and audio and they get a month to build the website instead of a day and so we’re looking for caption videos and all those sorts of different things.  The interesting thing is that South by Southwest is gigantic.  I mean at least five, six thousand people there, and the lady who runs Knowbility, Sharon Rush, happened to comment to Hugh Forest who runs the interactive part of South by Southwest, “You know we’d like to do this sort of partnership and could we do a presentation?”  He said, “One?  Don’t do one.  Let’s do four.”  So we did that the first year. We did four panels at a non-disability conference and it was packed!  I mean we had hundreds of people in the room, and I’ve been to other conferences, even disability like CEC, and you go and present on web accessibility and I get 12 people in the room.  Or you go to a general technology conference and you mention disability or accessibility and you get 10 people out the hundreds, and you know there’s people wandering around the hall that aren’t doing anything.  They could be sitting, learning something new, and at South by Southwest, they’re packed!  They’re standing room only and have been for the last five years.  It’s really remarkable.  I mean people come to South by Southwest to see accessibility people and it was really an exciting thing.  This year Jim Thatcher [phonetic] had a dinner at his house and there was everybody from everywhere. From the Adobe accessibility people, and IBM accessibility people, and people who have been working on the guidelines forever.  It was just…it’s like wow!  This was all gathered in Austin and this wasn’t all the accessibility people who were in Austin.  It’s just I guess fortunate that…we like to think of accessibility as…or Austin as sort of the accessibility capitol because there’s such an amazing concentration.  IBM’s Special Needs Division is there and all of their people who do that sort of stuff, and the University of Texas and my good  buddy, John Slayton [phonetic], who was on the web content accessibility guidelines and wrote a couple of books, and he was there.  So it’s…it’s where I am today.  

RUCKER:
Kind of a nice career, huh!  

ALLAN:
So far [laughter]. I'm not going to stop yet you know!

RUCKER:
Impressive.  Thank you.

RUCKER:
You’re welcome.  And that’s just a little bit of it. 
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