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Interview with Dolores and Bud Hagen by Chauncy Rucker

at the 25th annual Closing the Gap Conference, October 17, 2007

RUCKER:
It’s October 17, 2007.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m interviewing Dolores Hagen at the Closing the Gap Conference, the 2007 conference in Bloomington, Minnesota.  Dolores is the cofounder of Closing the Gap.  Dolores, why don’t we start with you telling me about your family and how they became so involved in assistive technology.`

DOLORES HAGEN:  Well, we were on a farm and I had—we have seven kids, my husband, Bud, and I.  Mark was making that awful transition between grade school and junior high.  And we had just moved into a new school district and my poor little boy went to school and came home crying the first day.  He just didn’t like school.  And it just got worse and worse and worse and worse.  And we couldn’t figure out what was going on.  Of course, being a mother, [chuckles] I called the school and said, “What is going on here?  This is my son who loves to learn.”

CR:
Right.

DH:
“What’s wrong?”  To make a very long story short, they, because of the bureaucracy and the term “hearing impaired”— this whole staff presumed Mark could hear.  He just had hearing aids.  And they just didn’t realize that this child was deaf in the strongest possible sense.  He didn’t even have a startle reflex without his hearing aids.  Somebody at that first 
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Meeting said, "We've got a computer in the back room.  Do you suppose that would help?”  And Bud and I looked at each other and said, “My God, yes, of course,” because all we really knew about a computer was it was a visual medium.  And we just presumed that if there was a visual medium available it was going to be of assistance. So, bingo, they said, “Go for it.  We’ll have a computer in his education plan immediately.”  Well, we went home and things didn’t change.  Everyday, we’d ask Mark, you know, “Did they start the computer today?”  “No, no.”  I waited about—oh, I think about two weeks into that whole process, called the school and superintendent said, “Dolores, I don’t know how to tell you this but we have the computer but nobody knows what to do with it.”  That was back in 1982—’81, ’82.  [chuckles]  I—what I knew about a computer was it looked like a typewriter.

CR:
Mm-hmm.

DH:
And a television set, right?  I figured it can’t be that difficult.  So I just told them, “I’ll volunteer.  You know, I’ll figure it out.”  He said, “Okay.”  So I went to school that very first day.  [chuckles]  And here sat this Apple in a science room.  And in Minnesota, you have to understand that in that era there was the Minnesota Educational Computing Consortium.  And each building had an associate that worked directly with MECC.  And they were the guru. And it was usually a science teacher or a math teacher.  In this case, the science teacher.  And he took me in the room and he said, “That’s the computer.  That’s called the disk drive.  Here’s a disk and I’ve got a class.”  And off he went.  Well, I—I just picked up a manual and it said, “Put the disk in the drive,” and I did.  And the monitor—there was a switch so I hit the switch till the monitor came on and, voila!  It was a piece of TIES software.  And it was a simple drill and practice piece, and I was so excited.  You can’t imagine how excited I was.  That was the start.  From there, we went—talk about a family that was involved totally and completely, it started then and it’s to this day.


My—as you may have seen—my kids are all over the place here, Megan, Mark, that one who started it all. They’re all here.

CR:
Fantastic.  Did you have any other problems in terms of the school and such?

DH:
Oh, not problems.  They were most cooperative.  They all wanted to help.  In  fact, I went to the superintendent and I said, “It would really assist me if I could take this computer home.”  Now, that’s a capital investment. And in those days, it was a very rare and expensive and sought-after piece of equipment.  But I said, “I just need to take this thing home.”  And lo and behold, they said, “Go ahead.”  So I took—I would take it home on the weekends.  And on those weekends I would pound away and make drill and practice.  But you know, it didn’t take very long to realize that drill and practice was just a very poor, poor use of that machine because I had got my hands on a piece of word processing software. And discovered very quickly that that was the best language development tool ever created by man.

CR:
Mm-hmm.

DH:
Mark just loved it.  And back in those days, we had a [chuckles]—a system of bulletin boards in Minneapolis.  And we had a Minneapolis line and Mark got to use his first long distance communication.  He would sit down at the computer and get on a bulletin board and said, “Is there anybody out here who will talk to me?  I’m deaf and this is the only way I can use the telephone.”  Lord, he started up conversations with, really, a bunch of nerds, you know, because in those days that’s what was out there, really, on the bulletin boards.  But they loved him and they’d talk to him about anything, dogs and cats and trees and any conceivable subject.  And he loved it.  He was able to reach out for the first time.  That was the what—what was the baud rate on that modem?

 BUD HAGEN: Three hundred bps.

DH:
Yeah.  [laughter]  A little slow.  You could type faster than the modem.  But it was a start.

CR:
And how did this lead then to Closing the Gap and the conference and the publication?

DH:
Well, we were already in the publishing business.  Okay?  And the minute we saw what was happening to Mark, this enormous turnaround and back to being this aggressive learner and, of course, I was on the phone and so was Bud, trying to find software.  And we did research on software and other hardware, and I was looking for an auditory training device.  And it turned out, a TSR-80 from Radio Shack had one.  And so we got a hold of Radio Shack and got a machine in there and got this auditory training software in there.  And then something we heard was available on Commodore.  And we got a hold of Commodore and they sent us a machine and then Atari, and Atari sent us a machine.  So we had a piece of—we had two sawhorses and a bunch of doors at the back of the living room and all these computers sitting there.  And, oh, God, when I first found an ECHO, you have no idea how excited I was, because suddenly, an ECHO, you know, that—first of all, you have to say this, that blessed Apple with that lid that popped off and those seven slots in there and being able to drop anything in there, like an ECHO speech synthesizer and an Adaptive Firmware Card and—but that ECHO, there wasn’t a disability that wasn’t affected by that thing.

CR:
Yeah.

DH:
Because with it, you could bring speech to the non-vocal, Braille or speech to the blind.  You couldn’t bring Braille but you could bring speech.  You could get rid of the Braille and bring speech.  Learning-disabled kids who couldn’t spell, you know, and the teachers would struggle and they couldn’t get that thing to go the right way but so what?  They couldn’t read the text.  Let them hear the text. It was just that simple.  Just  made the world a—we called it “removing the results of a disability.” And that’s what it did.  You can’t imagine how excited we were and we wanted to share that information.

CR:
Sure.

DH:
I talked for months to convince my husband that we should start another newspaper.  And he kept saying, “We can’t afford it.  We can’t afford it.”  And we couldn’t.  But finally, I convinced him that there was enough out there that we had to tell people about it, because we had done careful research.  And there was nothing out there.  Nothing in terms of any sort of communication.  So he said, “Okay.”  So we hocked my diamond ring, this one, sold my daughter’s piano and all Bud’s camera equipment to publish the first edition.  And when it came out we thought, ‘Well, maybe—maybe we’ll be lucky enough to get Minnesota-wide distribution on this thing.’  And I don’t even remember how many we printed.  We printed a lot and we mailed them to as many people as we could find mailing lists and associations that I had been involved with because of the disabilities field with Mark.  And that Minnesota Educational Computing Consortium got a hold of a copy.  And they called and said, “My God, you know, this is fantastic.”  Little did we know that they decided to do an article about that newspaper and put it on the front page of their newsletter.  Well, their newsletter went worldwide.  By the second edition, we had subscriptions in every state in the union, a couple of foreign countries, and it just took off from there.

CR:
Fantastic.  And so what about the conference?  How did that start?

DH:
Well, the conference started because people would drive into our driveway.  We had a quarter of a mile long driveway, a gravel—off of a gravel road.  How they would find this, God only knows.  But they would come and say, “Help me.”  You know, they’d have two little kids in the car in wheelchairs and we—we finally figured out a makeshift ramp to get people up into the kitchen.  It was crazy.  That, and people would call us on the phone.  “Can’t you come?  Can’t you train us?  Can’t you”—all right.  We started doing workshops because people just insisted.  It was easier to do 20 in a room than it was one at a time up our gravel road.  So it started with the workshops but then it just seemed logical.  And besides that, I think it was the University of Wisconsin, Stout and—Greg Vanderheiden and his group—somehow, I don’t even remember how—they wanted to do a conference and they decided that maybe we knew something about the subject and we could join forces and produce a conference.  So we said, “Fine.  Okay.”  And I think we sold the booth space, right?

BUD:
They hired us to provide all the content for the conference, sell all the exhibit space and do everything else.  And they got together and had a nice suite and had a refrigerator brought up so they could bring their own refreshments [laughter] and patted themselves on the back for what a wonderful job they’d done when, in fact, they hadn’t done a damn thing.  [laughter]  So—

CR:
We’ve just been joined by Bud Hagen, the other cofounder of Closing the Gap.

BH:
And after the conference was done, we realized that they contributed nothing to the conference.  And what did we need them for?  So that was down at the Lemington Hotel, which is now a parking lot.

CR:
Oh, it is?

BH:
Yeah, I think it is.  Or maybe they’ve built something else there now, but it became a parking lot for a while.

CR:
Oh, that’s sad.  I have fond memories of that site.  And I remember Vanderheiden speaking and the crowd was so large that I was way back in the back.  And then I remember—those were back in the good days when you two were presenting.  And I remember, to this day, Bud opening an Apple and explaining, “It’s mainly just air in there.”  [laughter]  And then you pointed out what was in there, and I don’t know how many hundreds of kids at the University of Connecticut went through that -- I did the same thing.  I opened it up and pointed to what was inside and it was mainly air.  [chuckles] 

DH:
Yeah.

BH:
And we discovered the one Apple II wouldn’t work. You did the gravity test.  You lifted the back end up about three inches and dropped the computer.  And all that did was reset the chips in their sockets. And nine times out of a hundred that would solve the problem.

CR:
Hmm.  [chuckles] 

BH:
So we came up here the next year and the sales manager at the time was a fellow by the name of Fred Steen.  He bent over backwards to give us the hotel and treat us as kindly as he could.  And it just started and it went on—

DH:
Twenty-five years.

CR:
Yeah, yeah.

BH:
And Radisson sold the hotel about 10 years ago.  And then about three years ago, they kept a—a management contract.  But a lot of the good key staff left.

CR:
Right.

BH:
And about three years ago, Sheraton took it over.  And their staff has been outstanding to work with.

CR:
Yeah.

DH:
Yeah, 25 years, 24 of them in this building.

CR:
What can you tell me about some of the important people that helped you in terms of getting started?  In addition to your family, which was terribly important.

DH:
I’d have to say Allan Brightman at Apple, probably the most significant single force that helped us along the way, primarily because Allan was just new on the job and was just starting also.  And what he did for us was he had a need for data.

CR:
Yes.

DH:
I had written a book for Reston Publishing.  “Microcomputer Resource Book for Special Education.”  And in that book was a database that I created.  And [chuckles] gosh, yes, a very powerful General Manager.  Yes, General Manager was the software.  At any rate, we collected all this data about the hardware and software that was out in the field.  We had this database and Allan needed it, wanted it to start a base for Apple.  And he offered to buy it.  Well, that was dollars.


And we needed dollars and he paid for that database.  And then from there on, I don’t know, I guess—we had him at one of these conferences.  He came and was the keynote speaker for us.  And after that, he started a dealer fund through Apple.

CR:
Right.

DH:
Apple provided X dollars for every machine that the dealer sold for education. And education was for their clients, the school districts, whatever.  And this pot of money was sitting at these dealers that supplied the schools with the computers.  Allan endorsed us as good training option for these dealers, who had a need for special education training.  And of that, oh, God, for probably 10 years, of the 15 that we actually were on the road doing training, I’d say 50 percent of those workshops were Apple-based workshops.  Not Apple direct, but dealers all over the country who used us to come in and train.

CR:
Right.

DH:
And it was perfect because those—obviously, was training on Apple machines.  And that was our—we were Apple bigots from the beginning [laughter] so it made sense.  And—and then it just—they did everything.  They did just absolutely everything.  Any conceivable thing we could want or need in terms of advice or technical support or anything at all.  And it was a mutual thing too.  We advised them on things we thought should go in the operating system and things that we thought were appropriate.  And of course, they didn’t need much encouragement.  I’ve never found a company so aggressively seeking methods to reach all the people with that machine.  It’s just something built into their philosophy.  And it shows, It really shows.

CR:
Right.  Are there any questions that I should have asked that I didn’t?

DH:
I can’t think of a thing, Chauncy.  I really can’t.

CR:
That’s quite a story.  It’s quite a history.  It’s been fun to listen to. Thank you so much, Dolores.

DH:
Well, thank you, Chauncy, for inviting us.

