Michael Behrmann

12

ASSISTIVE TECHNICAL ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

Interview with Michael M. Behrmann, Ed.D. by Chauncy Rucker, January 31, 2008

RUCKER:  It’s January 31st, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m having a conversation today with my Michael Behrmann.  Michael is the Director of the Helen A. Kellar Institute for Human disAbilities and is the Kellar Professor of Special Education at George Mason University.  Mike, today I’d just like you to kind of give us an overview of how you got into Assistive Technology (AT); when that was and the kind of help you got, and go on through your career about where you’ve gone and what you’ve done.  

BEHRMANN:  Okay.  Well, I’m glad to be here.  This is my 29th year at George Mason University and I stumbled into the field of what is now called Assistive Technology about three months after I arrived at George Mason University.  Up until that point in time I knew a little bit about micro-computers.  I’d seen an early microcomputer when I was at Columbia University’s Teacher’s College in the mid-70s.  It was an Altair… 

RUCKER:  Uh-huh.

BEHRMANN:  …but I didn’t know much about it and I’d only done some keypunch work for my dissertation at that point in time.  My wife who was an education writer at the time worked for Education Daily, and in March of that first year, my first son was born.  He’s now almost 29 years old. Anyway, my wife decided that she didn’t want to go back to her daily 
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reporting job.  Now she had been a teacher for many years before she went into writing about special education and education for Education Daily.  She decided she wanted to be a freelance writer.  When she let it be known that she was ready to do freelance work she suddenly had $20,000 worth of contracts and we had an old manual portable Royal typewriter and she said I can’t do my work on that.  She says I need at least an IBM Selectric self-correcting typewriter because I need to put out copy ready material for these people that I’m going to be working for and we went out and looked at the IBM and it was like $3,000 back in 1980.  So I said you know there’s these new microcomputers, maybe we can take a look and see if that’s a possibility.  I said I’m a little worried about it so I talked to another couple of professors at Mason that were also interested in it and we decided that the three of us would go out and buy the same kind of computer so we could support each other, and we bought a Heathkit H89 micro-computer with one floppy drive and a monochrome monitor.  It had 48K of ram; the floppy disk had 160K of memory on each floppy – that’s maybe ten pages of writing on a single disk – and we also bought a daisywheel printer with keyboard thinking that we would both be able to work on the same micro-computer at the same time…that did not happen.  It actually moved us into the world of micro-computing and she was very happy because she could do all of her editing online and then print it out in copy ready material for the folks she was working for.  Well, what happened is she’s a very disciplined person and she’s the kind of person that gets up and writes five hours everyday and I’m a little less disciplined…I’m the procrastinator and so I would wait until I had an absolute deadline and then I would be working 20 hours a day.  We started fighting over that computer so much that we decided we needed to be a two-computer family so in early 1980 I bought an IBM microcomputer, an 80-80 processor you know, with floppy drives and actually it was so early it didn’t even have a serial number on it.  

RUCKER: Laughs.

Behrmann: So, we were both able to be very efficient in doing the kind of work that we were doing.  It was only a couple of months later that I started thinking  I’d been working with students, adults and lots of folks with severe disabilities for many years and I thought well, you know, if a computer can help us be so effective and productive, why can’t it help somebody with a disability doing the same thing?  And so sure enough, I was working with adults that were institutionalized at a regional institution about a mile and a half away from George Mason, doing all sorts of behavioral interventions and things like that, and so we decided we’d take a computer down and see if we could get some of those adults to work with a computer and handle the keyboard and things like that. It became evident to me that they were interested…that it was motivating…that there were lots of possibilities.  But as a researcher, one of the real questions that came up was how low functioning can an individual be and still be able to use a computer?  Well, you know if you’re working with a 35 year old man who is functioning cognitively at the year and a half level and communicatively at the six month level and things like that, you can say this is how low functioning they can be, but you still have 35 years of learning that’s gone on in-between. So I did a shift from working with that older population to starting to do my initial research with infants and toddlers.  

RUCKER: Uh-huh.

BEHRMANN: And so the early part of my career I was best known for my work with babies with disabilities and so that’s sort of where we took off.  So by 1983, I had a doctoral student that I was working with, Elizabeth A. Lahm, who is now the Director of the Wisconsin Assistive Technology Initiative.  She was actually in my first graduate.  I think she graduated with her Ph.D. in ’88.  She and I were working and we were doing work with infants and toddlers, teaching cause-effect and a whole range of different kinds of interactions with the computers.  I actually had a computer, an old Apple II – I had a Bell & Howell black Apple – that we were doing this so that a kid could hit a coffee can lid switch that was on a gooseneck so that when a picture of a train came up on the screen and I had a HO Gauge train that actually would be activated with a X10 controller by that, and I had race car/slot car doing the same kind of thing with different pictures.  The thing I remember most about that was that this kid looking at the train, looking at the picture of the train on the TV monitor…this is all on the floor…and the gooseneck sitting there with this big orange coffee can lid on it and he’s pushing the picture on the monitor.  He couldn’t make the leap that you had to push the switch when the train on the monitor came up to get the train to work, but he obviously had the cause-effect that something on the monitor was causing the train to activate and so that’s where I first got the idea of touch screen monitors, you know back in ’83.  So I think that we jumped off there.  We did a lot of other research on robots and babies. Robotics was a great area to think about for babies that couldn’t manipulate and work within their environment but even that technology, still today, is not quite robust enough to help individuals do that.

In 1983 we went to Hartford, Connecticut for the first CEC (Council for Exceptional Children) microcomputer conference to do our presentation on the work that we’d been doing with cause/effect with babies.

RUCKER: Uh-huh. 

BEHRMANN: That’s where all of a sudden the whole world of Assistive Technology opened up to me.  Suddenly I became aware that I wasn’t the only person in the world doing this kind of work.  I think that’s the first place I met you Chauncy, was at that conference, and I met Ted Hasselbring and all of these other people that were doing…Gil Shiffman from Johns Hopkins University and all of these different people. Actually, if I think about it, that’s where I’ve made some of my life-long professional friends was, it emanates from that 1983 conference.  

RUCKER:  I was fortunate enough to contact CEC and get a copy of that first program and it’s just a minefield of the history and the people that were… I remember Flo Taber-Brown, Flo Taber at that time, working with a crowd of hundreds telling them about micro computers during that conference.  It was a great conference!

BEHRMANN:  Oh yeah, there were like a thousand people there…it was so busy that they asked us all to repeat our presentations at another time, you know, it was just pandemonium and so that was the first big indicator that this was a field.  Now at the time it wasn’t called Assistive Technology.   I mean we called it Special Education Technology at the time.  It just took off.  Well, sort of the next stage in my work was, okay, if we’re going to have all this technology, how do we get it moved into the schools?  Well, my knowledge of schools and training, I was running the program…the teacher training program in severe disabilities at the time…was that you really need to have trained specialists.  My feeling was that you need to have trained specialists at the building level; somebody at the district level couldn’t provide the necessary support and training. So by 1985, I’d put together a Master’s Program in Special Education Technology at George Mason which still exists today.  We’ve expanded it out obviously; we’ve changed it.  It was linked up to the fact that the technology folks at George Mason were also starting to do an Instructional Technology Masters Program early on.  We were building labs together and actually, over the years, we moved Assistive Technology out of Special Education into the Instructional Technology and so it’s now one of three elements of IT.  We have an Instructional Design Program, an Assistive Technology Program, and an Integrating Technology in the Schools Program for general education K-12 because there’s lots more common needs than there are in Special Education.  

That program has grown over the years.  We very quickly had a doctoral program that specialized in AT.  By ’88 Liz had her Ph.D. in Assistive Technology and I’ve probably graduated 30 or more doctorates in Assistive Technology and Special Education over the years.  In fact Joel Mittler just wrote a letter that said that my graduates have been about half of the leadership in TAM (Technology and Media Division of CEC) over the last few years so it’s just sort of a nice thing to see.  So the AT really grew out of that.  After that I developed a 15 credit hour certificate in AT so people who just wanted to get lots of hands on experience could do it.  Cindy George came to my shop from the University of Kentucky and she still works with me at Mason to put that program into play. Now we have a Doctorate, a Masters, and a Certificate…and then just last year, we opened up an undergraduate minor in Assistive Technology with the idea of trying to recruit in engineers and computer science majors who might want to apply their knowledge and technology to Assistive Technology. The program has continued to grow.  We run anywhere from 15 to 30 students at any given time; it’s not a cohort program…and generally we have about eight to ten doctoral students in Assistive Technology.

RUCKER:   What was that very first year that you came to George Mason? 

BEHRMANN:  What was the very first year?  1979; the fall of 1979 is when I came to George Mason.  

RUCKER:   And so you’re most current thing you’re doing is continuing this kind of graduate program.  Are there other plans for something beyond that?

BEHRMANN:   Well, I think one of the really interesting things…sort of from a career perspective on me is that I change my focal emphasis every few years.

BEHRMANN & RUCKER:   [chuckle]

BEHRMANN:   I don’t tend to do the same thing.  Actually, I haven’t taught an Assistive Technology course in well over ten years, but I have full time faculty and I keep the programs going.  Right now I have two young faculty members; one who just finished her PhD in AT, Marcy Kinas Jerome, is doing severe disabilities and Assistive Technology.  Christine Neubuer who just is finishing her Doctorate right now in the area of vision impairments, is also doing AT so they’re going to be the next generation to carry that on. 

As for me, I have done lots of different things in technology, always related to disabilities.  There was a period of time where I was very interested in expert systems and so Liz and I did some work in developing expert systems to identify appropriate technologies.  Probably the most important thing I learned about expert systems at the time was that you have to ask a lot of questions to make your people feel comfortable because you really don’t use the information to make the decisions.  You have to ask more questions or they don’t feel comfortable with what recommendations that you’re making.  So we worked in that area.  

We did some work in robotics.  About ten years after we started working with the babies and robots and got really slapped down by the reviewer in terms of you can’t teach babies to use computers.  That proposal went in like ’81 or ’82, you know. Then (10 years later) they came out with a request for proposals to look at features in early childhood technology, and so we did a big grant activity on features that work with teachers of preschoolers. The whole world had sort of shifted around by that time.  As a matter of fact, you walked into any computer software store, there was a bigger area of preschool technology that there was for elementary or secondary education.  

As the years have gone by we have moved very heavily into distance education and so we have a statewide consortium in severe disabilities.  In the area of severe disabilities, we started moving into using technology to support the severe disabilities program, and so we’ve been doing lots of distance education in severe disabilities.  We have a five university collaborative because all those programs were starting to disappear.  Faculty were retiring; they’re not being replaced. You can’t have classes of three or four students but if you go across five universities, suddenly you have classes of 20 students in the same area. 

We’re using internet based protocol of live videoconferencing supported by web conferencing materials and things like that.  We have Blackboard backbone in the program, so we have this collaborative effort going on in severe disabilities.  That’s expanded out now to the vision impairments program and we’re just starting a brand new program in the State of Virginia in vision impairments and that’s been gone since the early 90s – we haven’t had a program in vision impairments in Virginia and we have it now because we figured out how to do the collaborative work across multiple institutions.   In the whole arena of technology and assistive technology, the success for me has been to leverage.  They have always been small programs so the needs of the Assistive Technology degree programs are the same as the needs of severe disabilities programs. In the late 80s we put in a course requiring all special Ed students to take an Assistive Technology microcomputer course so all of these things go together.  When the Tech Act was passed, which is now the Assistive Technology Act, we used it to leverage in the training to parents and families and other professionals in the field so all of these things tend to fall together to support your basic core training program.  

One of the other models that we was a university-wide assessment for the Americans with Disabilities Act on program accessibility in the early 90s and determined that, at George Mason, there really wasn’t any access to Assistive Technology for George Mason students. Using my training lab, we developed a collaborative effort with the Affirmative Action Equal Opportunity office at George Mason to provide AT to not only students but to faculty and staff, and we used our resources and our trainees to help assess the individuals and work with them.  If a student enrolls in a biology lab and needs a closed circuit CC TV, and the professor didn’t know that this student was going to be enrolled in their class, which happens all the time, and they need it right now, we pulled the one right out of our lab and put it over there and then if we need to buy another one, we worked together with AAEO and Disability Student Services and others to purchase the other equipment we need to maintain the training programs.  So we have this collaborative leveraging across grant programs, across university programs, across revenue programs and all of those kinds of things that tend to come together.  We collaborate with the schools. 

I run another big program called the Training and Technical Assistance Center at George Mason University.  And a number of years ago we realized that we needed to do more training in Technical Assistance.  Well our work with AT goes back into the early ‘80s when I was working with Mary Wilds and she was my statewide early childhood AT trainer and she was putting 5,000 miles a month on her car.   When No Child Left Behind hit, suddenly schools weren’t letting their teachers out of the classroom to go to workshops and training and so we collaborated with the state to build an online professional development site called T/TAC online. Thus we have Assistive Technology online training available free 24-7 to people as well as resources, information, support for the standards of learning, and how you can use technology within them. It’s a very broad based program and we really developed a lot of skill in web development.  We did this partly out of the work I was doing with our instructional design program.  

I tend to be a behaviorist at heart, but I had to teach the Constructivist’s Learning Course one time a number of years ago because we had one of our faculty out on maternity leave. After she came back I said, “Why aren’t we doing this type of learning with our adult learners?” and we built an immersion instructional design program with the instructional design students where we get projects where our sponsors pay the tuition for students who work 20 hours a week as teams and learn instructional design while doing instructional design and so we’ve developed a whole range of programs like T/TAC online.  

I have a project that I’m working on right now that is developing a hand-held data collection and display device.  I’m sort of all over the place but about seven years ago my wife went back to teaching and she was teaching children with autism in the early intervention program and they were collecting five hours of data on five kids, five days a week and they were using paper and pencil.  I said this is crazy and so I have a really smart programmer and he and I have developed an online browser based program to collect behavioral data – frequency, duration, accuracy and fluency data – online in a browser.  When you actually collect the data, it automatically graphs it, and you can pull up on the little PDA the last ten sessions or you can go to a computer and look at the entire graph of that.  We’re trying to move that into a commercial state right now but…you know, the technology finally caught up and that was based in the work that Ted Hasselbring was doing in 1983 on Aimstar which is what he presented at Hartford, but it took till 2005 to get the technology so it could do what he ultimately wanted to be able to do with it.  

The other thing that I’m doing right now sort of ties a lot of this material together. We are working with the State of Virginia to provide accessible instructional materials for the NIMAS Project which is funded by the Feds. In Virginia we’ve decided to do it as a library loan system.  When you start to think about it, this is tied in with what we were doing with the university students and so we’re just developing an online system.  We are able to produce up to eight different formats of accessible instructional materials.  All of the textbooks that are required in Virginia are actually housed in George Mason’s library so we have access to all the books.  We just bought a very expensive scanner that can robotically scan 2,400 pages an hour.  It may take another 40 hours to process the information into one of these formats that’s usable, but the idea is we’re going to be able to provide accessible materials either in accessible PDF, Braille, large print, daisy readers, MP3’s, Word documents, all of these different things for individual students in Virginia who need these alternate print materials because it’s required on their IEP.  

RUCKER:  Thank you so much.  Great career…you’re to be commended

BEHRMANN:  Well, thank you.  It’s been fun.  It keeps us interested in…there’s always something new on the horizon to do.  

RUCKER: Great work!

