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RUCKER:  Okay.  So let’s start out with the whole notion of how you got into the disability field.

MCKAY:  Uh well uh I think like most people who are in the disability field… most people who are involved in assistive technology have got some kind of family connection and the same for me.  When I was oh I think about 10 or 12 years old my dad had a pretty bad stroke and lost the ability to speak and his… you know his right side became immobile and so I was pretty interested in… in disabilities from a young age and always wanted to do something to try to help my dad.  And so that’s how I kind of ended up doing what I’m doing.  My… my younger sister got into uh psychology and computing and she helped me. Develop some of our early day stuff as well.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  So um yeah family connection.

RUCKER:  Okay.  How about assistive technology?  How did you get so deeply into that?

MCKAY:  I’m a geek.

RUCKER:  [laughter].

MCKAY:  And uh you know I got a computer when I was 12 and I’ve been writing programs to do things since uh… since that age.  And uh you know I… I always wanted to work for someone… I… I never wanted to work for anyone else.  I always wanted to work for myself. And I started a little company doing… originally it hadn’t been my intent to do assistive technology but I started a little company doing multimedia and then some software development and one of my customers was a hospital and I was doing a presentation for this hospital and I put some text to speech on it.

Just to kind of liven it up.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  And uh one of the people who I was showing it to happened to run the speech therapy department and he said oh, you know you’re wasting your time doing this.  You should come and see our speech therapy department and look at some of the things that we have. Because this would be really useful.  And I went and saw the speech therapy department and saw some of the assistive technology that they had and it was I thought pretty crappy. I thought I could do a much better job and uh I… I went back to my office that day and thought oh my goodness, I could do all this stuff.  And uh made a couple of little prototypes.  This was in DOS.  Windows hadn’t happened.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  And we took… took some of the samples back a couple of weeks later and they said oh yeah, this is… this is great.  This is going in the right direction.  And then we started looking at what things we could do and we made a very simple talking word processor.  We made an onscreen keyboard and a single switch keyboard and a… like a single switch word processor.  We made a… just a whole bunch of stuff. And um gradually as my… you know my dad staged a really gradual recovery from his stroke.

And he got… as his cognitive um impairment grew less we changed our software to… you know to be you know not so profound.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  And we kind of moved gradually into kind of just more uh learning difficulties and so on.  So that’s… that’s it in a nutshell.  That’s uh… that’s a kind of very, very abbreviated version of it.

RUCKER:  So how did the… you said we.  How did… how did this grow into a company and how did you get involved with that and so early?

RUCKER:  And when was that?

MCKAY:  Oh.  When was it?  So in 1990… I think I made the kind of big jump in 1994.  Actually formed my company and give it a name.  I have a legal entity and open a bank account and have so that I could send invoices to people and get money back.  And uh I remember my first invoice which was… so that was good.

RUCKER:  [laughter].

MCKAY:  So that’s a happy memory.  And uh so that was in 1994 and there were uh I… I joined another company.  They wanted to uh… I became a kind of junior partner in a very, very small software company.  And then um… uh I… that… the company was running out of money. And uh they… the contract that they were working on ended and they needed a new market, a new technology and I said ah look, assistive technology.

You know with your bit of skill that you guys have and my technical ideas we can… we can do a good thing.  And I sold my car, fed the money into the company and I borrowed my mother’s car and we got started and that gave us enough money to make the first few things and make the first few sales and um then I think in about 1995 we… it looked like it was going to work.

And we… I remember going to the bank… there’s a whole story about going to the bank which is not for this. Not for this forum but uh we borrowed 100,000 pounds and I… I uh got my dad to give me the deeds to the farm.  

I was brought up on a farm in Ireland.  I got the deed to the farm and borrowed 100,000 pounds uh using the deed for security and hired a couple of programmers and I think I… I was like a sales person.

And we… we got started and we started selling software for people with physical disabilities generally into cases where there was kind of best practice of universities. And because in those days employment for people with disabilities wasn’t what it is now.  The legislation wasn’t really there to support it.  So we were really looking at places where they practiced the best practice.  So we… we were selling it into universities and so… and I met a guy in Scotland who um he said this software’s really good for a very small percentage of our students who have CP or MS.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  And we really have a… a huge population of students who have good learning difficulties and if you could do something for dyslexia you know you would absolutely meet a huge need and we didn’t know… I didn’t know about dyslexia was.  I got… I hadn’t a clue… didn’t know how… how I could help it and uh so we set off to kind of find out more about dyslexia and uh we thought text and speech would be good.  We thought word prediction would be good but we had done some word prediction uh before in our single switch products just to accelerate people’s typing.

So we had these building blocks of what we thought we needed to put them together in a different way and uh we started to design you know spell checkers for dyslexic people.  I traveled to California to meet a guy called Marshall Raskin who had done some research on dispelling disorders and… and just went all over the place meeting people and researching dyslexia and making you know little prototypes.  And in those days we could do something really quickly. You know and we didn’t have to test it too much and we didn’t have to spend too long during all sorts of quality assurance type stuff.  Just we would do it and take it to somewhere and get some feedback on it and then take it back and change it some more and I think that’s… there’s like people do this now and it’s got a name and they call it like adjunct programming and people write books about it but in those days it was just you know try it out and see if it works and trial and error and uh we eventually got to um a product which was at that time it was called Text Help.

And uh the company was actually called Laurian Systems but from the original company that I joined and the other partner who’s not… who left uh some years later was a fan of J.R. Tolkien. And uh… uh you know so Laurian was the name of forest in the book.  So that’s where that uh name originally came from and we then got venture capital money on board in 1996 and uh that was an interesting experience for us.  And after a couple of years uh the guy who had been the senior partner left under a little bit of a cloud and uh then we got a new… a new Chief Executive who’s Mark McCusker and he’s been with us…For 10 years.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.
MCKAY:  And uh you know he really um… uh well he’s been… he’s made the company profitable. And since then.  You know we’ve had 10 years of growth and 10 years of profit and uh you know we’ve expanded into the U.S. and one of the things that he did was he renamed the company because when he came over here to go to conferences he would come to Closing the Gap and ATIA and uh he’d find that people associated the name uh… the product name TextHelp they associated with the company and they didn’t associate this Laurian name with anything at all. So he decided to rename the company.

RUCKER:  Right.

MCKAY:  TextHelp and uh we called our products you know Read and Write Gold for Windows and Read and Write Gold for Mac. And uh yeah so that’s kind of how I got started and we had I don't know, I think when Mark joined I think we had seven staff and we’ve got about a hundred staff now I think.  If we had all our positions filled.  We’re hiring and if we had all our positions filled we'd have around a hundred staff.

We’ve got 96 people sitting in seats but uh we’re hiring four or five more people so.

RUCKER:  What was your first big project? Piece of software.

MCKAY:  Um the kind of… probably the product that we called TextHelp which is what I called Read and Write. We did a version of it in 1998 which was um at that stage we had… the venture capital money was on board and we needed to… it needed to sell. Because we had investors to satisfy and uh so we released it in 1998 and we called it TextHelp98.  That was our… that was the first sort of proper software product that we made that had a box and a wrapper and it you know.  In those days it was on floppy disks. And uh it ran on Windows 95 as like so it was a… um you know prior to that it had been Windows 3.1. So I think that was… it was a… it was our first product that was a 32 bit. Kind of software product that… and uh… and speech and word prediction and talking dictionary and you know the core bits that are there now but much more simple.

And uh you know not as integrated into the operating system the way that we are now. And uh… and really it’s grown since I’ve… when… when Mark joined he renamed that product Read and Write.

MCKAY:  And then uh I think it was… there was a big staff change then when we… uh we released Read and Write Gold because that had scanning and uh when we were in the UK and it’s one of the things about being in Ireland.  If you want to grow you have to export pretty quickly. Because Ireland’s a small, small place with a small population and if you want to grow your business you really have to export pretty quickly.  And so the first market we looked to was here because everyone speaks English.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  And uh when we come over and we find that there was already a fairly established market with some fairly established people.  Uh you know like uh Kurzweil and WYNN and so on. And they were all based around scanning. They’re… they had been designed to do with paper. 

Our product had been designed from the start to be… to do with electronic stuff.  To do with you know word documents and web pages and all that sort of stuff.  So we came from a different place and when we started to sell our stuff over here people said oh, you know this is great for stuff that’s on screen but so much stuff is on paper.  You need to be able to scan. So Read and Write Gold was the first product that did scanning.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  And uh that was a real step change for us.  We really started to get some market share over here.  And then for about… maybe it was probably about 2000 I think and for a few years we sold into the U.S. from Ireland.  We... uh so many air miles, we just flew people from Ireland all over the U.S. all the time because we’re always you know two people on the ground in the U.S. And uh you know people didn’t see their families for you know a month at a time. And uh but it was good. Get to see a bit of the world. I think we had four staff in Ireland who were kind of full time employees just selling to the U.S.  And then we realized that that was becoming a limiting factor.  We couldn’t really grow the business.  And so basically if we’re trying to you know track business from large you know states or large districts.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  You got to invest you know six figure sums into… into software they don’t want to have a tech support call going to Ireland.  So we decided to bite the bullet, got an office in Boston, hire a couple of people over here.  And it took us a few years to get the right people. And then uh once we got the right people it really started to flourish.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  And uh we were in Boylston Street in Boston for a couple of years and uh we outgrew that little office and the center of Boston’s an expensive place for young employees. To park and commute to and all that sort of thing.  So we moved north uh to a place called Woburn. And we have 35 staff over here now and roughly 65 in Ireland.

RUCKER:  There is a Chauncy Street in Boston.  That would’ve been a good place.

MCKAY:  That would’ve been named after you?
RUCKER:  Not at all.  

MCKAY:  Yeah.  So and… yeah that’s… that’s uh you know a very brief kind of history of. Of where we came from and where we’ve kind of gone to.

RUCKER:  Talk a little bit about some of the things that make yours stand out against so many others in terms of all the wonderful things it does.

MCKAY:  Yeah well I… I think it kind of… part of it is that very first thing that we decided to be. Because we wanted to be uh… uh a text reader product or a literacy support product for the digital age. For stuff that was on a computer screen and so we’ve always been very focused on getting plugged right into… deeply integrated into Microsoft Word or deeply integrated into Internet Explorer so that people got a really rich experience.

And they don’t have to convert their… you know if someone gives you a Word document you want to be able to read it in Word. If someone gives you a PDF file you want to be able to read it in Acrobat Reader.

RUCKER:  Right.

MCKAY:  If someone gives you you know a… an email you want to read it in Outlook.  You don’t want to have to you know convert it into something else just to read it. That seems like an unnecessary barrier.  So we really tried to deliver the support right into the application where someone needs it.

And that’s you know the fundamental.  I think that’s our biggest difference.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

MCKAY:  And then also we… because we want to… to you know get implemented at the state level and the district level we know that we have to keep the… these big IT departments happy. So we’ve worked really hard on we’re a Microsoft certified gold partner.  All our products are certified for their operating systems and we just worked really hard on the software quality sort of thing.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

MCKAY:  And we’ve got… we have got uh kind of two thirds of a tester for each developer which is a really, really high ratio.  Most places you know have like four developers and one tester. But we’ve got probably uh two testers for each three developers that we have.  So we’re very focused on software testing. Which is uh good for our software quality.  But we always try to uh look forward and imagine what computing is going to be like in you know five years time and then work on being there.

Doing that in five years.  So and for example this Cloud Computing is not a cloud.

RUCKER:  Just writing down Cloud.

MCKAY:  Yeah.  So I was at a conference two days on the impact of Cloud Computing on people with intellectual impairments. And intellectual disabilities and you know if you think about how computing has changed over the last… even just the last five years. If you wanted to write a richly formatted document five years ago you needed a word processor on your computer.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  Now you can go to Google Docs and use a rich word processor that works in a browser.  You can go to uh Office 365 which is Microsoft’s version of a really rich uh word processor that works in a browser.  You can walk up to any computer and get this really rich experience and the same thing has happened with you know email.  You used to have to use Outlook, an email client. 

MCKAY:  Now you can use Google Mail, Yahoo Mail.  It all happens in a browser. The same thing’s happened with mapping.  You used to have to buy you know Microsoft MapPoint. Or some other mapping program. Google Maps and Bing Maps… all that mapping is in the browser.  With business applications like CRM, SalesForce.com is in the browser.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  So it seems logical to me that the system technology is going to migrate into the Cloud.  Some system technology, not physical devices you know not real printers or embossers or switches but the software side of it can move to the Cloud.  So we’ve been working on this for a couple of years, two or three years. And we… we rewrote our main program Read and Write Gold.  We split it up and we added a software… a server product so we can offer the Read and Write functionality in a… in a server. And then have that integrated into web services.  And so we partner with people like um you know Pearson Education, McGraw Hill, Houghton Mifflin, Discovery Education – all these people who are promoting electronic education media. We’re partnering with them to put assistive technology right in the content.

MCKAY:  So when you open their electronic book our tool bars in the book. And they can read the book online and use our talking dictionary and use our talking translation tools and our study skills tools.  It’s built right into the book.  So and that’s now… we started that about I think really three years ago.  Somewhere like that.  And it’s in a .. I was thinking about that this morning.  I think about three quarters of a million pages of education content have now got our… our tool bar in there. And uh so that’s nice to see. We want… we want that to grow and uh we’re also kind of working on some uh standard scripts so that um you know if you’re using a browser and you want to invoke some of this assistive technology in your browser you should be able to just cull it off from any computer that you go to so.  We’re working on some kind of standards things as well.

RUCKER:  You had another product and I don’t know if it’s still in existence or it’s a big product but it had to do with accessibility on the web and so they could… somehow that you could put something in there and then it became accessible.

MCKAY:  Oh well it doesn’t make it accessible.  Oh yeah.  So this is BrowseAloud. Yeah so uh it doesn’t make websites accessible.  So um to start off where that… where that product came from um we’ve sold into schools and universities and you know school districts and so on for 15 years now.  But about five years ago we thought you know we’re not really serving the consumer and if you look at functional illiteracy in the UK and the USA about 18% of the population are functional illiterate which means if you give them the yellow pages and ask them to find a plumber they’ll have difficulty or if they see a poster on the wall advertising a rock concert and you ask them what city it’s in they have difficulty identifying the city.

They’re functionally illiterate and they could benefit from assistive technology but that group of people are generally – they don’t have a lot of money. They’re not… they’re not employed in a… in a high paying job.  They don’t have a lot of disposable income and they don’t have a really good awareness of assistive technology even if it was there for them.

And they probably wouldn’t self identify and go and buy that software.  So we said right, okay.  What are we going to do here because that’s a… we’re in the business to make money.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  And we know there’s this need and we were thinking wouldn’t it be good if the content provider could pay for this and in some way the end user could get the software for free.  And it’s kind of like Adobe Acrobat’s model.  Adobe Reader’s free for the whole world.  If you want to make Adobe files you can buy Adobe professional. And uh but the reader is free.  So we thought can we do this?  Can we make a free reader?  And so we made this product called Browsaloud and it’s a screen reader.  Your website has to be accessible to start with.  We don’t make it accessible and that’s a really important point. Because we don’t… sometimes people think they can skip making the website accessible and just put Browsaloud in there and that’s not the case. Because this is… it’s really a free piece of assistive technology for people who can’t afford assistive technology.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  And the idea and is if you want to Browsaloud enable your website you contact our sales team and you subscribe to the service and you put a little logo on your website uh then anyone who downloads Browsaloud um Browsaloud kind of phones home to our server each day or every few days. And it pulls down a new subscription list much like an antivirus package pulls down its antivirus list.

And um so there are a few thousand sites around the world that now are Browsaloud enabled. So House of Congress and the House of Representatives and uh lots of U.S. Government sites actually.

And most of the UK government and quite a few European places so.  And we’ve localized our product into Dutch and Swedish and German and French and uh our European market’s starting to grow as well so that’s… I… that’s a good product for us actually.

RUCKER:  So what’s the future for you and the company and such?

MCKAY:  Growth.  Uh we’re probably $20 million business this year and we want to be a $50 million business and we want to be uh… we want to have a range of Cloud services.  Um we want to uh move into ESL.  If you look at underperforming kids in America uh 40% of kids are reading two grades below their grade level.

And there are two constituent groups that are making up that 40% -- the Special Ed group and the ESL group. And it turns out that the ESL group really benefit from the same sort of technology with just a little bit of a twist.

So and we’ve been doing that with Read and Write Gold for a few years.  You know us.  We’ve got talking translation tools. And uh other kind of uh verb conjugation tools and things to help people who have English as a second language.  So we’re con… we’re just going to um expand on that a little bit and we’re going to hopefully uh we’re going to look at some international markets.  We’re looking at China, Brazil, Argentina, uh South Korea, a few places like that.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

MCKAY:  So and lots… lots to do and we want you know we are in our software’s in 650 districts in the U.S. but I think there are 15,000 districts.

So I mean although we’ve had really good growth and we’re you know very happy with the growth that we’ve had we have a huge amount of potential just in Special Education in North America we have a huge amount of potential.  But uh growth… we want to grow and stay out front technically as well so uh we’re not going to slow down.  We’re… we’re focused on uh keep on going up.

RUCKER:  Well thank you very much.

MCKAY:  Sure.  You’re welcome.

RUCKER:  That was fun.

MCKAY:  Yeah.  Yeah.  So uh you’re going to switch it off now?

RUCKER:  [laughter].
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