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Interview with Flo Taber Brown by Chauncy Rucker, August 13, 2008
RUCKER:
It’s August 13th, 2008.  I’m Chauncy Rucker and I’m having a conversation today with Flo Taber Brown who lives in Pembrooke Pines, Florida.  Flo has been involved with assistive technology for many, many years and in 1982, the Council for Exceptional Children published her book, The Use of Microcomputers in Special Education Selection and Decision Making Process.  Flo, could you begin by giving me an overview of how you got into assistive technology.  I’d like to know when and how you got started and who are some of the people that were helpful to you and what lead to your writing that first book on assistive technology.  

BROWN:
Well, I think it really goes back to 1980 when I started working at MCE Incorporated in Kalamazoo, Michigan.  And they were the first company to make software for special education and I designed much of that software and wrote very much of it.  And then later was also Director of Marketing for the same company, and so I was very much into software at that point in time, especially the area of special education.  Then I went to work for the Indiana Computer Training Project which is out of South Bend, Indiana and it’s associated with Indiana University at South Bend with John Meford and I was with them for three or four years, but during that time, first of all we sold a voice-recognition system and then I really got into the assistive technology end of things and had booths at the CEC Conference and while at that conference I was asked to write a book on assistive technology which turned out to be the very first one I think in the 
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world because I couldn’t use any references [chuckling] and that was the 1982 book.  So that’s what brought me to that book and then to the Conference.  

RUCKER:
I think of the 1983 CEC Technology Conference in Hartford, CT as kind of a marker in the history of assistive technology.  The Conference attracted so many people that presenters had to give their presentations over and over.  You ran a series of training sessions on the use of microcomputers and they were all packed.  I remember standing clear out on the edge of an overflow crowd trying to hear one of your presentations.  Flo, could you tell me about your recollections of that Conference? 

BROWN:
Well, my first recollection was we expected about three to four hundred people and then had something like – oh, it was over a thousand – thirteen hundred or something to that effect.  And I presented every day; I did the plenary sessions and it was packed and I remember looking up and seeing some of the people…probably you Chauncy…standing along the back and remember seeing Maddie Pugliese [phonetic] sitting in the front row and later she said she just sat there in awe because she wanted to take it all in. I think it was just such an awesome experience because there were so many people there and there were so many people who were hungry for information – any information -- and I think it was truly the birthing of the whole assistive technology and microcomputers and special education movement because everybody…everybody who really wanted to find information was there.  

RUCKER:
Yes.

BROWN:
And everybody who was there, incidentally, did get a copy of my book [chuckles].

RUCKER:
I interviewed Madalaine and she talked about how she discovered she had to be there way before the place even opened to get seats. She got into the habit of doing that and being the first person in line always to get in and get a front row seat and how awesome she thought it was and we don’t have a lot of conferences that compare to that one.  That was really quite a conference.  And I’ve been told by Joel Mittler and couple of others that maybe there were discussions at that meeting that later ended up being how the CEC’s (Council for Exceptional Chidren) TAM (Technology and Media) Division got started or at least the early workings on that.  Do you know anything about that? 

BROWN:
Oh yeah.  Actually we met…we met in a bar [chuckles], and after hours so to speak, after all the presentations and we were still so fired up that we were talking about all the presentations and I remember Ed Cain  was there and a number of other people. We sat around and discussed the beginnings of TAM and how important it would be and what the name should be and all kinds of things.  And it was really so exciting to listen to everybody talking about something they really believed in and in really helping kids with disabilities and I think that was just awesome.  I can’t come up with another word for that because it was just the beginning, and it was good and everybody was so excited and turned on.  

RUCKER:
Yes, that was something to remember.  So…fill me in a little bit in terms of after that conference…your history in terms of working in assistive technology.  

BROWN:
Well, after that conference I still worked for the Indiana Computer Training Project and did a lot of things for them, but I also did a lot of presentations.  I remember I did a big presentation in Georgia. Actually I talked at your conference one summer. I did a lot of that kind of thing then. Then I went to work for the Miami Dade School system and did evaluations on children for assistive technology and worked as a team and did that for a while and then spread out and did just plain special education presentations which I did until June of this year and always integrated the assistive technology and technology in general, into all of those presentations. So for example, when I talked about accommodations and modifications for students in special education, you have to talk about technology because it’s an equalizer. 

RUCKER:
Uh-huh.

BROWN:
So you know with all of those presentations, I did that and also helped train the new people who were coming in on assistive technology into the school system and was part of a conference that we have…in fact we just had the third year conference on assistive technology…and it was designed for parents primarily.  So we went out in the community and had all-day Fridays and Saturdays in training on assistive technology and brought parents into it as well as professionals and that I think was a good thing for the community of Miami.  

RUCKER:
I’m not sure, but I think I recall at a ConnSENSE Conference  once the keynote presenter at the last minute indicated that they wouldn’t be able to be at the Conference for the keynote and I think it was Eileen Pracek and Madalaine Pugliese and I think it was you…

BROWN:
It was. 

RUCKER:
…that gave the keynote. I had to be in Hartford because of a funding project

 that if I wasn't there it would be a huge loss, so I had to be there and you three got up and did the keynote and I didn’t hear it; I don’t have any recordings of it, but everybody said it was fantastic.  

BROWN: 
Well it was really good because we played off of each other because we’d all gone slightly different directions at that point.  I was still with the Indiana Computer Training Project and of course Eileen was down here in Florida which is also why I ended up down here.  

And then, of course, Madalaine was doing her thing out in the east and was also teaching some college classes and doing some private consulting work so we all just sort of fit in with each other and we could talk about history, and we could talk about the importance of assistive technology and where technology was going to go and how.

As I said a minute ago, assistive technology is an equalizer and how it is such an equalizer for all individuals with disabilities of any age so that, it empowers them to totally live independently and to obviously have access to a computers. 

RUCKER:
It is true that you have a husband that’s also very much into assistive technology. 

BROWN:
Oh yes.  He’s an engineer and he got into it at the very beginning down in Florida, which is how I met him, and he made…

RUCKER:
You can say his name – it’s okay.  

BROWN:
Warren Brown [chuckles] …thank you.  He made a lot of assistive technology and a lot of switches and if you could design it and talk about it, he could make it. Which made it really great for everybody in Florida because we could talk about it and then all of a sudden he made it, including a music mat that the kids could roll over on a wheelchair if they wanted to or any kind of a switch.  

RUCKER:
Uh-huh.

BROWN:
So…that was great.  In fact, he worked for the Indiana Training Computer Project for a while with me and that was really interesting too because we could create unique kind of switches for kids just based on their individual needs…how they could access the switch and then relax and let go of it so we had the best of both worlds.  It really worked very well.  

RUCKER:
I had thought that you met him at ConnSENSE but you had known him before that, right?  

BROWN:
Actually, I met him at Hartford. He was another one of those people that was presenting all over the place and he and Edie Sloane were presenting all over the place in Florida.  

RUCKER:
Are there other things you’d like to add?  This has been great.  

BROWN:
The only thing I’d like to add is that I still think we have a long way to go. And I think it’s important for people to still get on the bandwagon and to still be excited, and technology is the wave of the future as far as people with disabilities are concerned because it empowers them to do everything everybody else can do. 

RUCKER:
Right, and it’s still not perfect in terms of everybody having everything they need so we need to keep working on that.  

BROWN:
There are still a lot of people who don’t have access. Not only worldwide in third-world countries, but right here in this country. There are  still pockets of people who need this kind of technology.  

RUCKER:
Well this has been wonderful Flo!  I want to thank you very much and it’s great to hear a full explanation of that career.  

BROWN:
Well, you’re very welcome.  I enjoyed it. 

RUCKER:
Good.  


