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RUCKER:  It’s February 1st, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker.  I’m having a conversation today with Madalaine Pugliese.  Madalaine is the Director of the Graduate Degree Program in Assistive Technology at Simmons College in Boston, Massachusetts.  We’re at ATIA in Orlando, Florida.  Today Madalaine I’d like you to simply walk us through how you got into Assistive Technology – what it was that got you so interested, the people that maybe helped you in that, and then go through your vast history up to this point.

PUGLIESE:  You know I love telling the story about how I got started because it was for a kid.  I was the IEP Team Director in an early intervention preschool and I had to write an educational plan…oh I should say this was the year 1982, and I had to write an educational plan for a blind, low-vision, non-speaking three year old.  And here I had my Masters Degree, straight-A student in Special Education and had no clue on where to start with this child.  Interestingly enough, my best friend’s husband was in a graduate program in software engineering and he had a part-time job at a company called Digital Equipment Corporation.  They had a board that you could put inside the computer called the Decktalk, and that brought text to speech to a computer so I thought I know it’s a business machine but that 

thing is talking, and I have a kid that can’t speak.  I need to know how that computer made speech.  So I started looking into what could be out there and I was pretty much all by myself trying to figure it out.  There was no Resource Center, there was no one you could go knocking on the door to a 
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specialist and say show me this, and I discovered an amazing device.  It was called the ECHO Speech Synthesizer.  Well, you know hardware doesn’t work without software so I went looking for some way that we could wake up this ECHO Speech Synthesizer inside the Apple II Plus, and I found a software program called the Talking Text Writer.  The author was Teresa Rosegrant; you may remember her.  She was a gifted; wonderful ideas.  So there was a way that you could type a word and hear it back again.  And that’s what got me started.  The idea of thinking about generating language or bringing language to a non-speaking young child… 

RUCKER:  Uh-huh.

PUGLIESE:  …and then got a little crazy after that because my boss, the Director of Special Education…I don’t think I said I was with the Boston Public Schools at the time…and the Director of Special Education saw what I did in this preschool classroom and said can you make other things do that?  Can you work with other kids?  So I started informally working with kids with learning disabilities; looking at auditory feedback when they write.  I started looking at kids with physical disabilities, and at the time…it was a fun time…the Terrapin Logo…you may remember that program where you had a little imaginary turtle on the screen and you could move it around and draw pictures…what about kids who can’t move themselves?  Could they have a sort of simulated experience with mobility using this turtle?  But then I had to find a way that they could type because they couldn’t use their hands…so I kept looking for different devices and different ways of adapting the computer because of a kid…and it was always for me about a student.  I found the Adaptive Firmware Card with the thumbwheel on it and we could hook up a switch and kids could move the turtle around, and so early on, those kinds of technologies. What was interesting about those decisions…was that those were general ed technologies.  They were not special technologies. They were about finding a way to have kids with special needs do the same things that their peers were doing. 

So about a year into this, the Director of Special Education in the Boston school said, “We’re going to make a Technology Resource Center and you’re going to direct it.”  There wasn’t a model anywhere in the country for this.  I think if I’m not mistaken, I was among the first who directed a public school technology access project of any kind.  So…I started looking for mentors, peers; other people doing what I was doing.  I didn’t even know how to look.  I didn’t even know what to ask for or who to call.  But I was a Council for Exceptional Children member and they had a topical event; a topical conference I suppose it was called, in Hartford, Connecticut in 1983 one year later, I was a brand new Director of an Assistive Technology Resource Center, who knew what that meant?  So I decided to go to Hartford, thinking that there will be a handful of people at a topical conference.  Funny I couldn’t find a hotel room; I thought boy, that was going to be easy and it wasn’t.  It turned out that myself and thousands of other people had the same idea, and when I went to go to the opening workshop, about a half an hour before it began, it was already too late and you couldn’t get into the room. I stood in the hallway, listening, couldn’t even see what was going on in the room, but I stood in the hallway with hundreds of other people trying to get a peek at what was going on inside that room.  You’re shaking your head.  I know you were there too.  We were probably sardines in the hallway together – who knows?  So the next morning, I set my alarm for very early and I was in the front row two hours before the day began. 

I met someone there who became my mentor and friend, still is my friend, life-long friend – Flo Taber, who was the keynote speaker.  She did, I think, three or four days of keynotes in a row. Each morning you would go and listen to Flo who would mesmerize you with her ideas about making that fit between technology and learning…and for her it was all about the kid and the learner too, and the learning and the curriculum too, and that just made me love her forever.

RUCKER:  I was there, but I was way out on the edge of the crowd because you just…unless you were there at that time…oh, it was incredible.  

PUGLIESE:  …unless you were willing to get our of bed early and get that front row seat, and I did that every day the rest of that week.  I got up, I think, 5-5:30 in the morning.  I even got there and made the hotel security people let me in and sit in that seat and I promise I won’t even spill my coffee or anything…but I had to hear it, touch it and feel it, and be in the room.  That’s spirit…I don’t think we have ever captured since…that spirit of that event.  

RUCKER:  The surprise…CEC was counting on five hundred people which it pre-registered and there were thousands…

PUGLIESE:  Yes, thousands!

RUCKER:  …it was just incredible, and the enthusiasm…yeah, nothing like it. 

PUGLIESE:  We have had amazing events since over the years, and speakers, conferences, special meetings that give you goose bumps and they change your life.  We’ve had those kinds of experiences since but never that spirit.  It was really an amazing thing.  And I met someone else. 

Shortly thereafter; I actually found another conference that I started to attend faithfully, also in Connecticut.  You may know…you might have heard of it…it was the ConnSENSE conference.  And I’ll never forget my first ConnSENSE conference as well.  I hadn’t slept in a college dorm in many years, and there I was back in a non-air-conditioned, hot and sticky college dorm again, hanging around with like-minded, kindred spirits who were there for the same reason.  It wasn’t about…actually it was kind of an enhancement in that it gave us all a wonderful spirit in the air because we were all complaining about the dorm…but the food was good.  

RUCKER:  Uh-huh.

PUGLIESE:  The cafeteria was terrific…I remember that.  But I met a few other people there that really did become life-long friends because of the heart and soul that they bring to this field.  So to rattle off a few of those, Eileen Pracek. I discovered that there was someone else that had the same job that I had.  She was doing the same thing in Florida – who knew – that there was somebody else trying to tackle public education and bringing these kinds of new ways of thinking to traditional places, with no resources of course.  So there was a kindred spirit that I met who had the same job that I did and I thought I was the only one – and I found out there are two of us!  There were two of us then.  And I met R. J. Cooper there who was developing software that worked with this ECHO Speech Synthesizer that worked with this button you could press called a switch for kids who had motor challenges… who looked at auditory feedback the way I did…that it wasn’t just cute and fun and interesting the way software engineering thought of it…it was important – it was so important to the learning.  And so those kinds of folks…there was a developer, there was a teacher, there was a parent, there was…everybody.  I remember kids there too.  I remember David Clark there too…and thinking about that community coming together.  I think we changed the world back then, at least in Special Education – nothing has ever been the same since. 

RUCKER:  This won’t get in there either but, I’ve gotten at this age so…I get teary-eyed.  I’m not going to do it for this one but like…have you seen the movie Juno?  

PUGLIESE:   Yeah – yes. 

RUCKER:  I just…and it’s…

PUGLIESE:  Balled my eyes out!  

RUCKER:  Yeah, and it’s not because I’m unhappy.  It’s because what a wonderful thing. 

PUGLIESE:  Moving – yeah. 

RUCKER:  And there’s so many things in terms of technology where you get a kid and you’ve done this and he’s working and everything is a big  success – and you’re just ahhhh….

PUGLIESE:  Yeah, yeah.  I don’t think you should cut this out.  

RUCKER:  Ah…

PUGLIESE:  I think this is the human side so I’m suggesting you re-think this when you listen.  This is why we all came to this field.  We didn’t come to this field because there was a raise in this for us…or we were going to be promoted…or we were going to be…we were there because of kids and because we could see a tool that we had never been able to unlock learning before like this.  That’s why we all came there.  And there in the nighttime – what do you do in the dorm?  Well, you could read your book or you could go hang out with these other people.  The most amazing serendipity happened at night.  There would be developers, kids, teachers, therapists – all hanging around, thinking about ideas and sharing.  Let’s try this!  Oh, let’s try it that way!  We taught each other so much and we gave each other so many wonderful ideas that we could take back into our practice.  Again, that’s just never happened since that way.  

The people I met there…I met Arjan Khalsa there; I met Don Johnston there…they would hang around at night.  It was almost like a digital campfire back then – hanging around, thinking about what we could do next that would make learning more open and more accessible…and those people today head up companies that bring learning to us in significant ways. 

RUCKER:  Right.

PUGLIESE:  And I believe that that thinking all started then when we had the opportunity.  The field was small; we were in our infancy.  We had the opportunity to brainstorm and bounce good ideas off each other.  We didn’t come to events like ConnSENSE because of the elegance [chuckles].  We came because there was no other place that we could go to learn together like that. 

RUCKER:  And you were stuck too…there was nothing to do in Storrs except come to the conference. 

PUGLIESE:  And be together…yeah, yeah, yeah.  I could drive; I had a bar – that you can edit out! [mutual laughter] 

RUCKER:  I wasn’t going to mention that.  Okay.  Continue on with the rest of your career.  

PUGLIESE:  Well, I stayed in the Boston schools directing what I think became a national model.  I do believe it became a national model because I was asked to do an awful lot of presentations to help other schools and other districts.  I hit the road and helped other districts get started. In Texas, I helped with some of the regional service centers…well just really – all over the country. As different resources popped up, they looked to who had been and done before.  And I guess that makes me an oral historian – doesn’t it – in that sense because I was just one step…not really ahead…but I guess I just didn’t know where I was walking…you know when you walk down the street and you don’t look down? You might step in something?  

RUCKER:  Yeah.

PUGLIESE:  I stepped in it.  

RUCKER:  [chuckles]

PUGLIESE:  And so I got a chance to really listen to other models, hear other ideas, help people think about what the components were that they were going to need to get started…so I left the Boston schools and did some private consulting, helping launch other programs for a number of years after that.  

RUCKER:  Mmm…

PUGLIESE:  I worked a little bit with the Abilities Expo. They are sort of like the Home Show or the Boat Show or the Flower Shop – a consumer show but for people with disabilities to find products that you just can’t walk into the local department store to find.  So I went brazenly knocking on their door saying you don’t have enough technology here and I’m a teacher and I would be happy to help.  And so I wrote a grant; got some funding, and they opened their doors…and I brought a whole team with me of folks…and I worked with the Abilities Expo for eleven years…bringing technology with  them.  Well gee, we’d have five or six shows a year all over the country bringing this great team…and interestingly the team consisted of many of the same people that I met early on in ConnSENSE…folks that I knew were there for the people.  We took no pay, all I did was raise the money for our travel so that we could give our team and help.  And that was also, talk about triage and trial-by-fire, that was really, you better be able to put up or shut up because the people were hungry and they really wanted to know and there were no places then…

There was no Tech Act, there were no state resources so when they found out that things like this were available at something like a consumer show they came by the thousands for eleven years, until the show changed hands and it became a little more commercial and it wasn’t so much a learning opportunity. 

From there I went to the Massachusetts State Department and worked for five years there creating in Massachusetts what we called SWAT Teams…

RUCKER:  Mmm…

PUGLIESE:  …and it’s not what you think it is!

RUCKER:  [chuckles]

PUGLIESE:  SWAT stands for School-Wide Assistive Tech. We started with a grant; it was one of those challenge literacy grants, maybe ten, twelve years ago these came out, and out of the regular Department of Education, not Special Education.  But a group of Special Ed Directors got together and wrote a challenge literacy grant to bring technology to the schools – it was a 37-district consortium – and they wanted me to train 10 school days…each time a new team. 

And I said, no, that will never work.  You can’t learn all there is about Assistive Technology in one day.  If you give me that team ten times…then maybe they’ll be ready to go.  It worked so well that we had five years of renewals and by the time I left, we had 60 SWAT Teams in place state-wide and I’ll very humbly tell you that project was acknowledged by the Smithsonian…

RUCKER:  Mmm…

PUGLIESE:  …and I won an Education Laureate award for the model…ribbon around the neck, gold medallion…it was quite an exciting time and I think that there was tremendous impact from that.  When that grant stopped, I had been teaching at Simmons College in the Special Education Department as Adjunct and the course evaluations looked like I filled them in myself.  

The students were saying this should not be an elective we need more courses like this.  These are tools that make a difference with our students.  So my Dean asked me to write another course syllabus to match my  elective…

RUCKER:  Uh-huh. 

PUGLIESE:  …which then became required…and I do have to say Simmons College had tremendous vision then because you could not get a degree in Special Education without a course with me, which meant that you left with some tools under your belt and some methods and some teaching strategies.   That is very forward thinking and to this day you can’t leave with your Special Ed degree without Technology somewhere in your bag of tricks. I give a small college a lot of credit for requiring that course.  

So I wrote another course as another elective and that kept filling up.  And then I wrote another one and that kept filling up.  Now I direct an entire degree program in Assistive Technology full-time at the college.  I went to higher education then because it gave me the flexibility to think about doing some writing, think about doing some publishing of some of my own ideas for software, thinking about doing more consulting, and bringing my experience and organizing bigger projects, and organizing family outreach and consumer outreach projects to all kinds of consulting.  I’ve worked with different companies in our industry who publish.  I worked with different community agencies, government agencies, schools, public schools – even family outreach programs.  I’ve worked with National Downs Syndrome Organization…folks like that that are looking for bringing technology information to the man in the street – to the end user – and that’s my passion; is to bring this information right to the people the best I can – yeah. 

RUCKER:  Did you develop some software?

PUGLIESE:  I did!

RUCKER:  [chuckles]

PUGLIESE:  Funny you should ask!  Thanks for asking about it.  This was about a 10-year vision for me.  I think the software idea came out of my direct experience with organizing Resources Centers.  Teachers would call me, parents would call me; I have a student, I have a kid who – fill in the blank – needs – fill in the blank.  What software do you recommend?  And I would be recommending…somehow my name got out there that I could recommend and help people find products.  So I thought I needed to make some handouts about this and make it easier for people to not have to wait to talk to me about my recommendations...I need to get these ideas out there.  So I started collecting these handouts and I did a session at Closing The Gap…and I gave it one of those catchy titles that you know…you give a catchy title which makes you read on?  It was I’ll Show You Mine if You Show me Yours and it was supposed to be a handout exchange…

RUCKER:  Uh-huh.

PUGLIESE:  …where everyone would bring handouts and give each other ideas of…I’ve made a list for this compatibility; I’ve made a list of what works with this device; I made a list with what reads out loud…whatever your theme would be – let’s all share resources. 

RUCKER:  Uh-huh.

PUGLIESE:  Well…do you know that commercial on TV for Colombian coffee where they’re on the cruise ship and they’re serving lobster on Deck B and nobody moves, and they’re serving pizza on Deck C and no one moves, but they’re serving Colombian coffee on whatever and the whole cruise ship tilts to the side because everybody goes for the Colombian coffee? That’s what it was like, but nobody else brought handouts.  Everybody all wanted mine. 

RUCKER:  Uh-huh.

PUGLIESE:  And interestingly enough that day there were three publishers in the room who said, “We’ll publish that book.”  And I said, “What book?”    I said, “I didn’t know I was writing a book.”  I didn’t know these handouts would turn out to be publishable.  It never occurred to me.  So I decided well, perhaps I’d better give some meat to this, and I did some research.  I looked back, believe it or not, at Piaget…and the developmental milestones that we know typically developing children go through. I also knew that the students…some of the students that I was thinking about…were below those milestones so I started looking for other philosophers if you will, that had identified milestones; looked for language milestones and I found Noam Chomsky’s work. 

RUCKER:  Uh-huh.

PUGLIESE:  Now I know he’s a political activist today but the real roots of his work were in language development.  He did, for language milestones, what Piaget did for cognitive milestones…so I merged those two philosophies and I wrote a book that’s called Stages – Defined what the milestones were by researching everything I could find about those developmental competencies that we wanted to look for, and then at the end of each of those milestones, I put a little list of what might be some recommended software that would help you learn at that particular phase.  I called the book Stages.  It was first published by Assistive Technology Incorporated and after the first say four months or so that the book had been released, it sold out three times.

RUCKER:  Mmm…

PUGLIESE: The CEO of the company, called me and said, “This Stages idea might be something.  Where can we go from here?” and I said, “Well, since we know what the skill areas are, let’s get some programmers and some artists and we’ll make some activities and we’ll figure out a way to create a diagnostic tool.”  I wasn’t thinking of anything other than let’s get some data that tells us where the child is functioning so that we could then look back at my handouts again and make a good curriculum decision.  They call that Diagnostic Prescriptive Curriculum.  I was looking at it from the point of view of it being a way for us to know what the kid could do because he was playing a series of games in the background that was generating competency based performance data.  And since then, lots of interesting political movements have come along…for example - No Child Left Behind…where we need to be accountable for progress on an annual basis for every learner…so the fact is there wasn’t another software program out there that looked at the lower 3% or so of kids that were using adaptive devices.  They don’t hold a pencil, they don’t speak – how do we know what they know?  So Stages has, even though in my heart it was always a diagnostic curriculum tool, it has also become a tool for alternate assessment and it’s really interesting to see the different ways people are using it.  When you have a good tool you just get out of the way and creative people make wonderful things happen.  I’ve since started working on curriculum software…not necessarily diagnostic or assessment software…I’ve started looking at math…

RUCKER:  Uh-huh. 

PUGLIESE:  …because I think in our field particularly, but I think in the country in general because of initiatives like the National Reading Panel Report…we’ve looked an awful lot at reading and literacy but we haven’t done the same for math.  So I decided my first curriculum software would be in the math arena and so far so good.  It’s doing pretty well. 

RUCKER:  That’s quite a career.  

PUGLIESE:  I guess I’m old! 

RUCKER:  [laughs] No, you’re not old.  Thank you very much.  That was fantastic.  

PUGLIESE:  My pleasure. 

