Charles BLASCHKE

2

ASSISTIVE TECHNICAL ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

Interview with Charles Blaschke by Chauncy Rucker April 4, 2008.

RUCKER:  It’s April 4, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m having a conversation today with Charles Blaschke.  Charles is the President of Education Turnkey Systems, Incorporated and we’re at the CEC Conference in Boston, Massachusetts.  Charles, you’ve had quite an involvement in terms of technology and disabilities and I’d like to hear about how you started in all this and the history of your involvement through the years with disabilities. 

BLASCHKE:  Ok, Chauncy.  Thanks.  In terms of background, before we get into the Assistive Technology and technology for children with disabilities, when I graduated from Texas A&M I became a White House intern and during that timeframe, I was assigned first year to Dean Rusk’s Office, the second year, to the Office of Secretary of Defense, Mr. McNamara.  And in that capacity, of all things, I was assigned to the Arms Control Office and when I was called to active duty, my last year at the Harvard Kennedy School, I was assigned for two years to work for Secretary McNamara’s office and got involved in a CETP program – Consolidated Education Training Program.  There, I was assigned to look at the use of technology in instruction in the military and to determine what types of technology could be spun off into the civilian side.  That office became very much involved and I was personally involved in the so-called spin off technology effort. 

 Mr. McNamara couldn’t testify before the Presidential Science Advisory 
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Committee one day and I was assigned to do that.  Since I didn’t know much about technology, I read Skinner’s book and testified.  I followed a colonel who told the later Chancellor of the California System when he asked the question, “Isn’t this technology dehumanizing the education process?”  and he said, “Dr. York, that’s what the common man thinks” and Dr. Furbine, the Deputy Secretary said, “He called you a common man”.  Anyway, the colonel didn’t really do a good job.  When I came in, I could have said nothing and they would have applauded me.  So, I became a front person on educational technology.

We started our firm in 1967, so we’re 40 years now.  Peter Drucker was the person who said, “You’re not going to find anyone that’s going to hire you to do what you want to do, so just build a company around you.” So this is what we’ve tried to do and have been fairly successful over the last 40-plus years.  But one of the first jobs we did for the Department of Education was in 1975-76.  It was the study of the implementation of PL94-142.  Those were the early days.  IEP’s were being developed for the first time and it was one heck of a study.  We did some interviews in jail because some of the state officials in one state got thrown in jail because of "brownbagging" money and things of that nature. 

But, anyway, we finished the study and there were two things that really stuck out.  One was…it took 18 days on average for a teacher to develop IEP’s. And I said, “There’s got to be a better way to do this.”  At this time, microcomputers were just about coming out.  And the second was, going to some of the residential facilities and seeing the physically handicapped.  We thought, you know, there’s got to be a use for technology because you don’t need a cost-effective analysis to determine the effectiveness there, just ocular analysis.  You see it, it works. And it’s the only way that they can communicate, etc.  So we finished that study and then a year or so later, we got a contract from the Department of Education to try to convince more education software publishers to get into the Special Ed market.  So we interviewed companies like DLM, which was fairly interesting because I met my now wife Kathy Hurley in one of the initial interviews, who had to go back to Dallas and I took the 14th Street bridge to the airport and on the way back, Flight 409 crashed. So that was a memorable event.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BLASCHKE:  I often mention that, you know, I should have known something was going to be memorable.

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

BLASCHKE:  Disaster following there.  But anyway, we got this project called Project Tech Mark, which was successful.  We were able to get a number of companies to get into the business and I met up at that time with some of the companies that were in the Assistive Technology area – Barry Romich, Prentke-Romich Company and a couple of others and, of course, there were other companies…Apple in particular…that were trying to really push the envelop in terms of getting more technology used in Special Ed.  The Macintosh came out in the late ‘80s and we developed a program called Scientists at Work with Beverly Hunter using the Mac.  It went through five versions.  I mean, it was horrendous, and it changed every six weeks.  But anyway, Alan Brightman was the key person at Apple and he started and he suggested Jackie think Brand of the Alliance for Technology Assistance. And we did work for Apple in those early days.  In fact, Apple funded us, around ’86, to do the first study of the use of technology in education and we’ve been able to do one under firm subscriptions every five years since then.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BLASCHKE:  So we’ve got a database that goes way back, almost 30 years on the use of technology in Special Ed and how it has increased.  We were just reviewing the most recent one, from 2005 and 2006.  We did a survey for Pearson, and we’ve been able to release some of the findings.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BLASCHKE:  Towards the end of our Tech Mark Project, back in the early ‘80s, we made a recommendation that the Small Business Innovation Research Program would be a good funding source for small businesses to develop Assistive Technology interventions, or even IEP programs.  And, sure enough, the Department initiated the SBIR program with priority on technology-based products being developed for use in Special Education, whether Administrative or Instructional or Assistive Technology.  And, of course, the Department, way back in the ‘60s funded the development of the Opticon* and the Kurzweil*  And now the Kurzweil doesn’t cost $40,000

anymore, it costs about $400-$500 and is used very widely.  But out of that SBIR program over the last 30 years have come a lot of very interesting products.  One of our clients developed a product called Tactiles, which is electronic boxes to teach kids letters and things of that nature.  And a variety of excellent products came out of that program and of course this is another one of the…because it works and it’s technology, the Bush Administration tried to kill it.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BLASCHKE:  Every year, they try to zero-fund it and Congress at least puts the money back in.  

Anyway, that’s it in kind of a nutshell.  Now, in terms of Assistive Technology, we got more and more involved in the ‘80s with the U.S. Department of Education.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BLASCHKE:  Marty Kaufman was there, Fred Wientraub was at CEC.  Congressman Bartlett from Dallas was a big supporter of technology and I guess still is.  His son was recently retired as the spokesperson for President Bush.  We were pretty heavily involved in several studies and trying to help 

*The Opticon is a device that assists people vision difficulties read print documents. 

*The Kurzweil Reading Machine reads written material aloud. 

people on the hill develop policies that made sense, or at the least, did not preclude technology from being used and, most importantly, provided the opportunity for creating an environment so it was conducive to realizing the benefits.  And that’s always been a problem for a society so adept at developing technology; we have never been able to really do a good social and political innovations to realize the potential

RUCKER:  Yes.

BLASCHKE:  Anyway, that’s pretty much it in a nutshell.  Some of the key actors – I’ve mentioned Marty Kaufman; there were other folks, some of them still at the Department of Education, folks that were at CEC (Council for Exceptional Children) that are pretty instrumental in pushing the envelope.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BLASCHKE:  More and more companies got in this business, which was initially thought to be a thin market.  That’s why we got that Tech Mark contract because it was felt that there wasn’t enough dollars in the Special Ed market to encourage private investment.  Well, now people are beginning to realize that if it works in Special Ed, it will work anywhere, especially with the current emphasis on response to intervention and other things which are basically good instructional practices which should be done anyway, but, for a variety of reasons, people haven’t been trained to do that.    Most recently, we included in our last survey of technology use a lot of questions about response to intervention, which is very hot here at this conference.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BLASCHKE:  Most people say, well, things in education move too slowly.  Well, last year when we did the survey, we estimated about 40% of the large urban districts we sampled were implementing some type of  response to intervention or early intervening services.  That number is over 65% today. So we’re talking about over a 50% increase in districts implementing it and you can’t do it right without technology…either the infrastructure, like it was 30 years ago in developing IEPs.  You’ve got to do the same type of documentation, etc., as well as instructional interventions.  

Now, in terms of Assistive Technology, before the NASDSE (National Association of State Directors of Special Education) conferences we used to run kind of a piggy back conference where companies came in and demonstrated their technology. That was kind of…well, it was no mean task as the hotels weren’t equipped. They didn’t have the power and electrical capacity.

I remember one we did in Montana, Project Slate, and the governor came because his daughter was the president of a software company in Last Ditch Gulch in Helena, Montana.

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

BLASCHKE:  And the governor came in and at night, he’s still there and he’s playing with an Apple that had a "shadow Vet."

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

BLASCHKE:  And he was tearing it apart and Alan Hofmeister came in and said, “Hey, Governor, you can’t do that.”  And he said, “I’m gonna find that thing that’s talking to me.”

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

BLASCHKE:  So we’ve had some good experiences, but, you know, it’s a pleasure working with you as well as some of the others…Eileen Pracek and the FDLRS Network down in Florida. They were very active and have been very helpful when we do our five-year surveys. Getting people to respond.  

I think in a nutshell, and this conference is a good example, The relationship between the vendors and the consumers. Whether it’s the teachers and the students, it’s not a “we/they”, “you/them” type of thing. It’s more of an “us” and “we’re together”. That type of relationship and I think the folks at CEC have engendered that kind of relationship whereas, you go to other conferences and, you know, the vendors are "nice;" they give us money to exhibit. And then, that’s it.

RUCKER:  Yes.

BLASCHKE:  So I think there’s a different relationship between the vendors in this sector…versus other fields, like Title One or what have you. And I think that was very evident here at this particular conference.

RUCKER:  Ok.  That’s quite an impressive history.  I particularly remember a conference at Gallaudet where I met several other people in Assistive Technology and that’s something that you and Marty Kaufman pulled that off.

BLASCHKE:  Yes.

RUCKER:  That was a real turning point for me.  So, thank you very much.

BLASCHKE:  Alright.

*The Opticon is a device that assists people vision difficulties read print documents. 

*The Kurzweil Reading Machine reads written material aloud. 

