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Interview with Joel Mittler, Ed.D. by Chauncy Rucker June 3, 2008.

RUCKER:  It’s June 3, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m being joined today by Joel Mittler.  Joel is Professor of Special Education at C.W. Post Campus of Long Island University in Brookfield, New York.  Joel, can I start out with when and where you were born?

MITTLER:  I was born in Brooklyn, New York in 1946.

RUCKER:  I’d like you to lead us through your history of involvement with Assistive Technology, things like when and how you got started in Assistive Technology.  Were there people that helped you get started?  Were there particular devices or software or projects or events that were particularly important or memorable in your career?  So there’s something to get you started.

MITTLER:  Thank you, Chauncy.  I’m happy to begin.  I think my story in Assistive Technology starts in my doctoral training for two reasons.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  The first, a little indirect and the second, as you’ll hear, a bit more direct.  I did my doctorial work in the mid-to-late ‘70s at Teachers College at Columbia University and at TC, the chairperson of the department was a wonderful and quite well-known individual by the name of
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Frances P. Connor.  Frances Connor was not only the Chair at Teachers College, but she was a CEC person…Council for Exceptional Children, and was a Past President and devoted to the Council.  So those of us who were in her doctorial program certainly learned of a commitment to a professional organization called CEC.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  And we certainly were given the feeling that we should be trying to make a difference, and could make difference nationally.  Well, that’s kind of indirect, but that leads to the more direct connection and that was a colleague that also was in the doctorial program there by the name of Michael Behrmann.  Mike and I became close, personal friends during our doctorial years.  Our families became friends.  As an aside, we remain close, personal friends to this very day.  And we both finished up – I finished a little bit before Mike and wasn’t at all connected with technology.  But Mike, even though he was in New York for his years at Teachers College, moved down to Washington and, as it was, we stayed friends.  

Now, I believe the next event that started moving me into technology perhaps came as early as the early ‘80s and, again, I can’t put my finger on the date, but Mike moved into a place in Washington and one of his neighbors was working for a company called IBM.  And at that time, IBM was just releasing its early personal computer, its PC.  This was a PC that came with floppy disks, no hard drive and Mike was able to get one that he heard about from his neighbor and then, of course, Mike and I talked and he told me about the benefits of technology.  So around that time, and again, I can’t check the date on it, but it is when the early PCs were out, I bought my first PC.  That kind of got me interested somewhat in technology.  But remembering my commitment to both CEC, as well as my friendship with Mike, shortly thereafter – and I think we can date this to 1983 – CEC, the professional organization decided to hold a conference in Hartford, Connecticut.  While I had been to a couple of other conferences in the late ‘70s, I had never been to one just on technology that was close enough to New York.  Here I was at C.W. Post in Long Island as a relatively new assistant professor.  So Mike, down in Washington, urged me, if I’m not mistaken, to go to this conference in Hartford and so off I went.  And there I was exposed to some of the beginning thinking about Assistive Technology.  I’m not sure if that was the very first exposure, but in my mind it certainly was.  But there I met people and the people are what I think started me well-along the way.  Among the people that I think were there was Flo Taber, someone who was a very active advocate for Assistive Technology in those years.  I found on my shelves a book that was published by CEC in 1983 called Micro Computers in Special Education, probably the first book, I think, on Assistive Technology.  So I met Flo.  At the conference, I believe I also met for the first time someone by the name of Ed Cain.  Ed Cain was a Director of Special Education up here on Long Island and Ed was certainly a strong individual who made his presence on Long Island in Special Education and was starting to do some nice work in technology.  I recall Ed, I think, had a woman working for him and she was using early Logo language to work with children with special needs in the school district.  But Ed, if I recall correctly, also was talking about this new up-coming field called “Assistive Technology”.  I’m not sure he used those terms then because I believe that term probably was coined a bit later.  But Ed seemed to think that this was a field that was worthy of study.  In addition, and I think he was there and I certainly know he was a very influential person in my life, was a guy by the name of Gilbert Schiffman.  Gil was a faculty member.  I think he was something like a coordinator of program and special education at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore.  Gil was a wonderful guy, very outgoing, very generous, who on the one hand was very active in CEC, but also very creative in his work in the area of Special Education technology.  Gil had a few people who worked with him…Dianne Tobin, Marion Panyon who I believe now is out at Drake University in Iowa.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  And Gil was also at this meeting, if I’m not mistaken and I think out of this meeting came a conversation that said perhaps we should form a new division of CEC.  Again, my recollection is a bit fuzzy on specifics, but I somehow have that in mind.  I do know that shortly thereafter, there was an organizational meeting that was held at Johns Hopkins that Gil was at and Mike was at.  Ed Cain was there.  Flo, I’m sure, was there.  And I believe that was when, with great excitement, we decided to form a new division of CEC which met with my earlier comments about my training at Teachers College saying, go and be active in Special Education though CEC.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  So I look back, and very fondly, upon that.  We also started meeting, I think probably the year after, I went to my first “Closing the Gap” conference.  In fact, Dolores and Bud Hagen may have even been at that Hartford conference for all I know, but somehow they were also very much involved in meetings.  I think we probably had a meeting out at the “Closing the Gap” conference that I have a recollection of.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  I recall Bud and Dolores asking for people to do presentations at that conference.  I remember having a conversation with them saying, well, what could I be doing some work in?  After all, I wasn’t an active researcher in the field.  I certainly wasn’t in a lab.  And one of the things that they suggested was that I look at the use of robotics and its use with individuals with disabilities.  And for the next, I’d say, five years or so, I thoroughly investigated the use of robotic with individuals with disabilities and had a wonderful time doing it.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  I was able to search into areas such as healthcare, homecare or just the whole area of robotics, not from the technical end.  I’ve never been a techie, but certainly in the application end.  I remember going to my local library and perusing very academic journals such as Popular Science and Popular Electronic to see what was happening.  

RUCKER:  Yes.

MITTLER:  I would call entrepreneurs who were developing robotics for commercial sale to the public in Utah or in other remote places.  And I was very excited, not necessarily about the possibilities.  I think the possibilities were interesting, but the whole area of robotics lent itself as an interesting aside.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  And it allowed me to stay active in a field even though I wasn't actively working with children at the time.  So those are my early recollections.  But certainly Ed Cain, who I saw in Long Island and was important in the development of the initiation of this group called TAM, the Technology and Media division of CEC, Mike, who of course has remained a close friend and Gil.

A few years into it, I was asked by Gil Shiffman to come down to Hopkins to teach a weekend course on robotics.  So I was finding some academic applications where I was able to come in and talk to some folks about at least this part of Assistive Technology.  In the meantime, I stayed involved in the ongoing development of TAM.  I went to any subsequent meetings in the development.  It formed as a division.  I cannot specifically list all the early presidents, but I think Ed Cain was our first president and our second president may have been from Alabama…Robert something…Chauncy, you may remember his last name.  Bob Gall, I think was involved.  A nice guy from Canada.  So I was there as TAM was developing, going to all its meetings and watching it develop.  

One of the early meetings that I remember going to was in Reno, Nevada.  Again, CEC decided to hold the meeting with TAM this time, but CEC took responsibility for this meeting.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  And that was, again, an exciting meeting.  We in TAM worked hard on that and CEC also worked hard, but they ran much of the meeting. Again, it was a very fun meeting.  I’ve probably been to just about every TAM meeting since that.  I know I missed one due to a blizzard in New York sometime about 15 years ago.  But I’ve probably been to every TAM meeting since then.

RUCKER:  Excuse me, I remember the Reno meeting because I think they anticipated that there would be a few thousand people there and when we had our keynote speaker, there was a nice size group, but there were an awful lot of empty chairs.  They didn’t invite us back.  Educators aren’t good tippers and things like that.

MITTLER:  (Laughs.)

RUCKER:  So it was a very…

MITTLER:  Probably true.  But Hartford…

RUCKER:  Yes, Hartford.

MITTLER:  But Hartford, if you remember, Chauncy and I think you probably do…I assume you were there…

RUCKER:  Yes.

MITTLER:  No doubt you were there and very involved in it…Hartford overflowed the expectations. Far exceeded the expectations in the number of people who were there.

RUCKER:  Right.  It was…you had to be up there bright and early and try to get in and not end up being out in the hall for any of the presentations.

MITTLER:  That’s right.

RUCKER:  Almost all the speakers were asked to give their presentation more than once and I know Behrmann said that he gave his several times because they needed more because they had so many more people than they anticipated.

MITTLER:  And I think Mike was involved in putting together…I thought I had that book on my shelves…a collection of those presentations. But that is also part of the early literature of the field of Assistive Technology.  

In the meantime, I was on the board, trying to find a position.  I know I was Publicity Chair for TAM.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  And did what I could there and I was happily going to these many meetings.  I met some other wonderful Special Educators, Herb Reith who was a past president and has been a chair of the Department of Special Education at the University of Texas in Austin.  A wonderful guy who was president of TAM twice, Ted Hasselbring.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  In fact, my quick story about Ted, Ted was president of TAM when we were in Reno.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  And Ted had been speaking in Russia and flew in and his plane was late and so he got into Reno sometime in the middle of the night and was supposed to be speaking or doing something as president early in the morning.  We had to drag him out of bed.

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

MITTLER:  He hadn’t gotten much sleep.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  But those were wonderfully exciting years.  I ran for vice president and joined that sequence of vice president, president elect. and president shortly after that.

RUCKER:  Right.  

MITTLER:  And continued on.  

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  The conference I became involved with also introduced me to a wonderful, wonderful person who I think has had tremendous impact on our field because I was president who ran the conference of TAM in Lexington at the University of Kentucky.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  In Lexington with Ed Blackhurst. And Ed was just…what a magnificent guy.  I knew of him from his textbooks on Special Education and got to work with him as a local arrangements person. And when I went down to Kentucky to meet with him and spoke at a conference a couple of months before the TAM conference that they had.  Even became a Kentucky Colonel, in fact.

RUCKER:  Oh, yes.

MITTLER:  I’m a commissioned Kentucky Colonel from my time there and was given a nice bottle of Kentucky bourbon which I suppose I still have that one, although I’ve finished a couple of others in celebration of my commission.  (Laughs.)

RUCKER: I got a poster, but I didn’t get any booze out of it.

MITTLER:  Well, I got the poster as well.

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

MITTLER:  I can’t tell you where the poster is, but I do know where the bourbon is. (Laughs.)

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

MITTLER:  But that was a wonderful experience, both working with Ed and his students, as well.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  Back on the home front, what also got me involved was some work that followed up back here on Long Island.  I had a wonderful dean at the time who was very entrepreneurial and, while she wasn’t a techie, she realized the value and the importance of technology in education.  So she encouraged all of us, and by that time I was the assistant dean working with her, to forge ahead into the world of technology and she would be working with the local IBM reps.   So we had a relationship that led to the following.  Between the local IBM reps and my relationship with Mike Behrmann, aforementioned, as well as Flo Taber, sometime around in the late 1980s, IBM approached Mike and asked him and Flo and me to evaluate all of their educational software.  IBM at the time was producing its own educational software and we were asked to evaluate their educational software for application with Special Education students.  They gave us all a small network which was then new to practice and to the field which my dean, of course, was thrilled that we were getting a network here and so I ended up with a small network and they gave us all the software and we came up with a whole rubric, I suppose we would call it today, for evaluating their software.  And that led to a publication in 1991, put out by IBM, on integrating the need for students in Special Education using IBM educational software.  It also allowed me and Mike, certainly, and probably Flo, to even attend a couple of their IBM conferences with school administrators to talk about the application of technology with Special Education students.

So I was nicely involved in my little way without having a major training program, without doing any research and without having direct application with students.  But it allowed me to stay active in TAM and certainly to stay active within the field.  I know I can tell you that the years certainly passed, as TAM has been around for about 25 years.  I’ve somehow managed to stay on that board for about 25 years in a bunch of different capacities and remain on that board to this day.  About 10 years ago or so, I took on the responsibility of being the CAN Coordinator for TAM, the Children’s Action Network Coordinator that looks at policy issues primarily in Washington and how they affect students who are gifted or who are disabled.  I’ve been doing that for at least 10 years, which allows me to certainly stay active, to go down and meet with members of Congress.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  But again, just a recollection, I have wonderful memories.  I have a hard time putting a date on it, but I was at one of these CAN meetings, probably before IDEA ’97, it might have even been before an earlier version of IDEA, then EHA.  A few of us were asked at that meeting to sit down and actually write legislation that would incorporate Assistive Technology into the Special Ed law.  We were asked to put down a couple of phrases that would do it and I felt tremendously excited that somehow a few of us would actually have some input into the law.  That was kind of fun.  In the ensuing years, I know I have commented on regulations as they relate to Assistive Technology, regulations for IDEA and somehow hope I’ve influenced the legislation in some small way for the benefit of those of us interested in children and Assistive Technology.

RUCKER:  Sure you have.  Could you broaden the notion about your reaction to “No Child Left Behind” and people with disabilities?

MITTLER:  Well, I sometimes think about the what I sometimes call the intersection of “No Child Left Behind” and IDEA.  IDEA fundamental…fundamental to IDEA is what we say is Special Education which, as many of us believe, is based upon the individual needs.  Special Education is uniquely designed instruction or instruction that’s designed to meet individual, unique needs of children.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  At the same time, we have a “No Child Left Behind” law that, in many ways, is overriding.  I’ve spoken to a few folks who say it really replaces IDEA in some ways.  But “No Child Left Behind” seems to make assumptions about all kids.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  All kids will become proficient by a certain point in time.  So there seems to be certainly some conflict between individual needs and all kids that still has to be worked out.  There’s some overlap having to do with highly-qualified teachers that was done intentionally.  We know that at the last version of IDEA, the amendments in 2004 were written to conform with “No Child Left Behind” so there should be other similarities.  There are with the emphasis on evidence-based education.  But philosophically, my personal view is that they still somewhat differ.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  Now, the good news is…well, there’s a bunch of good news and as we sit here in almost the summer of 2008, no one’s quite sure if there will be another “No Child Left Behind” depending upon the elections in the fall, certainly.  And, quite frankly, even considering the current status of Senator Kennedy, the Chairman of the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pension Committee that is responsible on the Senate side for “No Child Left Behind”.  But if there is, the good news is that everyone is talking about putting in these growth models of assessment into “No Child Left Behind”, which, depending upon how they’re developed, every state that wants to is currently being asked to develop their own models.  The growth models may go back and take into account an individual’s growth.  So we’ll measure how much a child actually grows, even though there will be an assumption that they will all be proficient by 2014.  So, perhaps “No Child Left Behind” is moving back towards the notion of individual needs.  Although, as I say, it’s far too early to know what the next version of “No Child Left Behind” will look like, if at all.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  And it certainly won’t happen until there’s a new president.

RUCKER:  What’s the future for Joel?

MITTLER:  The future for Joel is one of continuing at my university where I’m happily engaged.  Certainly staying as long as I have both the excitement and the energy to involve with CEC.  CEC, and TAM in particular, have given me an opportunity to be connected with many of the finest special educators in the country.  I mean, how else could I have a personal relationship with wonderful researchers?  I’m an idealist, Chauncy.  I say to my students sometimes…I remind them, “Where does knowledge come from”.  And knowledge comes from people and much of it comes from university people, researchers.  And, you know what, I’m a wonderfully lucky guy that I’ve been engaged with some of the most wonderful researchers and developers over the course of my academic career and perhaps not even in research, maybe just in development.  I certainly can recall those early days when IBM and Apple were competing for attention from TAM and Alan Brightman, a leader within Apple, would show up with a Macintosh and Dave Keefe from IBM would show up with a PC Jr. or something like that and we would all laugh at the meetings.  But, more than that, I’ve gotten to know the researchers within the field of Special Education, both in and outside of technology and have been able to relate to them.  So I’ve really been a very fortunate person in that regard and tend to believe for the near future to stay active within the field.  My students sometimes say to me, “How come you know everyone?”

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

MITTLER:  I only say, “I’ve been around a long time and have been fortunate enough to meet them”.  And a remarkable thing, Chauncy, and I think you know this, they’re good people.

RUCKER:  Yes.

MITTLER:  You know, down deep.  I once said to Frances Connor, the Chairperson from Teachers College in response to a comment about people who graduated from Teacher College, I said, “Dr. Connor, not only did you prepare bright, capable, wonderful leaders in our field of Special Education, in many ways you’ve prepared good people”.  And I must tell you, Chauncy, and I think you know this as well, these people are wonderful people, as you and I have gotten to know them through the years.  Some of them are dear friends and you know you can count on them when the chips are down.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  And that’s been remarkable.  This has little to do with technology, but certainly some of the people, as well-known as they become, they still retain their ability to be good folks.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  And after all, isn’t that what it’s all about when we’re all finished.  So I’ve been a very fortunate guy and I have no immediate intension of slowing down, although I will comment that I watch as some of my other colleagues, yourself included…

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  …have retired already, but you’ve been one of those wonderful guys who have figured out a way of staying on.

RUCKER:  Well, I’m working harder at what I’m doing than I ever did as a professor.

MITTLER:  (Laughs.)

RUCKER:  I’m not all that smart, I don’t think.

MITTLER:  Maybe because you don’t have to.

RUCKER:  Maybe that’s it.

MITTLER:  I’ll give you another early history.  I became, as I mentioned, friendly with Ted Hasselbring who then was doing much wonderful development work at Peabody before he went to Kentucky and now back to Peabody at Vanderbilt.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  But I remember Ted coming to conferences wherever he would be and bringing along, of course, a Macintosh, but bringing along a Macintosh, bringing along a monitor, bringing along a video disc player, bringing along speakers.  Literally, he needed a team of two or three people to walk into a presentation.

RUCKER:  (Laughs.)

MITTLER:  Today, if you ask Ted or anyone, Chauncy, as you know, to do a presentation, they put their MacBook under their arm and they walk into a room.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  And to me, that’s absolutely phenomenal.  We would just lug all this stuff that had to be used for a presentation, just to demonstrate to folks.  One other thing, I needed a way to bring best of technology, specific technology to at least my academic interests back here on Long Island, so I started a one-week summer institute on Assistive Technology which would be an intensive look every summer in what was going on in Assistive Technology.  This did a couple of things.  It allowed me to bring some wonderful people to Long Island to introduce Assistive Technology to the Long Island teachers and to the schools and so on.  But this really allowed me to do something else, and, Chauncy, you recall it, it allowed me to spend some time relaxing right here with some of the most wonderful people. And, of course, Chauncy, you were here one summer to do a presentation and I could probably list dozens of other folks who came in and, not only did they present, but we got the opportunity to sit down and have lunch or dinner, as well.

RUCKER:  Yes.

MITTLER:  And what a grand opportunity that was for me though the years.

RUCKER:  You were a great host.  It was fun to be there.

MITTLER:  Well, thank you.  But one thought is where is our field today because I can tell you that a summer institute like that one is not as effective any more.  Maybe we are taken for granted or maybe everyone is doing it or maybe everything is being integrated, as well.  I’m not sure what’s reflective of the field, but certainly it seems to be training.  I think, Chauncy, as we look around at the Assistive Technology training programs at universities, there used to be more.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  Hopkins was doing stuff. Mike Behrmann and George Mason were doing stuff.  Kentucky was doing wonderful stuff.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  And there are far fewer now.  So something is going on.  Either our technology has been integrated into more general education or more mainstream Special Education or it’s just not commanding that much interest.

RUCKER:  Behrmann would definitely state that he’s still heavy into that.  He has so many students and they’re doing so much stuff.  I’ve done the pod cast with him and I’ll have you listen to it sometime.  It’s just fun to listen to the number of things he’s done there.

MITTLER:  Michael is a magnificent person.  As I say, he’s my closest buddy.  I think he’s probably the brightest person I know.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  But, yes, he certainly does a lot and remarkably so and deserves all the credit that he gets for doing that.  But other than he, you know, the Kentucky program is a little weaker now.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.

MITTLER:  Blackhurst is gone.  You were doing wonderful stuff with students up in Connecticut.  I’m not sure if that’s still going on.  

RUCKER:  No, it turns out that you have to have Assistive Technology in the public schools, but you don’t have to have it in the university training program.

MITTLER:  That’s right.

RUCKER:  So when I retired, they got rid of my staff and got rid of that program and there is no program like that now.

MITTLER:  That’s right.  And yet, there are still good people.

RUCKER:  Right.

MITTLER:  But they’re not the centers any longer that they used to be, so we could identify some good folks, but not focused in the centers any longer.  So either we’ve grown up, matured…and I agree with you.  In New York State, it must be part of the teacher training preparation as well and everyone says they’re doing it, but no one is doing it with quite the same focus that was going on in the ‘80s when you were doing all your stuff and Mike and so on.  So, yeah, there is some concern over that.

RUCKER:  Ok.  Well, we better stop or we’re going to get depressed.

MITTLER & Rucker:  (Laugh.)  

MITTLER:  Well, that’s why I have that bottle of bourbon, Chauncy.  Come on, we’re both Colonels.  We could celebrate with that.

RUCKER:  Right!  Thank you.  This has been wonderful to listen to.

MITTLER:  Well, thank you.  I think it’s a great thing that you’re doing and I’m honored that I was asked to join in.  If I could fill in any outstanding information, let me know.

RUCKER:  Ok.

MITTLER:  Be well, my friend.

