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Rucker: Ted I’d like you to start out with how and when you got into the field of disability.

Hasselbring: The way I got into disabilities was kind of through the back door.  I was a graduate student at Indiana University and I was actually a biology major.  I was working on a masters in Biology and uh but I needed a job and uh Mel Semmel who was at that time a Director of the Center for Innovation Teaching the Handicapped uh was looking for someone who could do data analysis.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: And uh I’d done a lot of data analysis even as an undergraduate.  The old I… IBM punch cards and you know bio med stat programs and uh so he hired me to start doing data analysis at the research center.  Well I became so enthralled with the work that they were doing around disabilities I decided to finish my master’s degree but then go in and get a masters in Special Education.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: And uh did that and um decided I loved that so much I would continue and go on into a doctorate.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: And so for you know, I don’t know, it was almost ten years uh I was working you know in the center uh I left for a while.  Went out and taught in a Special Ed classroom in Yorktown Heights, New York.  Came back and finished my doctorate.  Uh and did my dissertation using technology.

Um-hmm.

So uh Mel was really instrumental in getting me involved in the whole use of technology around disabilities and he was such an innovator.

Rucker: Yeah.

Hasselbring: I mean he just did so much great work and continues that today.  I mean he’s still uh still actively involved even though he’s retired but uh boy he was uh… he was fantastic and a great mentor and uh quite the innovator.

Rucker: Was the university in New York?

Hasselbring: No.  Actually I was at Indiana University.

Rucker: Okay.

Hasselbring: But left to go to New York.  We… we actually ran a research project up there.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: Uh in New York and uh I met the administrators uh where we were doing the research and told ‘em I was looking for a teaching job and they said well, come on up.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: We’ll hire you.  So I left the… the… the uh program and went and taught for three years and came back and finished.  So it was a great experience.

Rucker: How’d you happen to get so involved with assistive technology?

Hasselbring: Well I think it was a natural movement into assistive technology.  I always thought that uh you know technology had a place uh in a… in a wide variety of areas in… in… in disabilities and so it was not much of a stretch to move into the use of technology.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: For… for disabilities.  My first foray into um using technology in a… in a meaningful was more around teacher training than it was directly with kids.  Um back in the uh early ‘80s, I guess it was 1981 and ’82 um Carol Hamlett and I um developed a program called AIMSTAR which was based upon the work of uh Norris Haring and Kathleen Liberty and um the… the folks out in University of Washington and I realized that you know it was around precision teaching and to sit and collect data, plot it by hand.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: Uh you know do all that for lots of kids was almost an impossible task and I looked at that and I go we could do that on a computer and we did.  We ended up developing the program called AIMSTAR that uh automatized almost all of the uh data analysis, decision rules and plotting of the data.  The teachers still had to collect the data.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: But everything else was uh, was automatic uh on the computer and it… it was a wonderful program.  Lots of people used it.  The problem was at that time there weren’t very many computers around so uh you know in the early ‘80s you know they were pretty rare so the program was probably ahead of its time.

Right.

Hasselbring: And uh but that was our first uh first foray into development.

Rucker: Can you tell me about your first Computer?

Hasselbring: My very first computer.  I love this… this computer.  Uh it was a Radio Shack TRS80 uh model one.  It obviously black and white back then.  No color at all.  I didn’t even have a disk drive when I bought it.  I had an old tape deck and you would you know load the programs in with a tape and about once out of every ten times it actually worked.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: And the same thing if you wrote a program you would write it to the… the tape drive.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: And… and it would work and uh the first program I wrote on that uh on that computer, this is a really funny story.

[laughter].

Hasselbring: Was a spelling program.  I… and today there’s still the… the test of written spelling that Pro Ed puts out.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: When Pro Ed first came out they had four tests.  Now their catalog’s about two inches thick.  But they had four tests.  One of them was a test of written spelling.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: And what you would do is you would you know pronounce the word to the student.  The student would spell the word.  Then you’d pronounce another word.  So it was a one on one spelling test and then you would go back and you would do a diagnostic on… on how the kids did and I thought you know what?  We could do that on the computer.  But what I did is I recorded the spelling words on an audio tape and wrote the commands that would drive the audio tape.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: To you know pronounce a word.  Then it would stop.  The it would pronounce another word and stop and the child, the student would type the… type the word on the computer.  And then it did all the… the diagnostics by the computer and I was so proud of that program.  I was just excited that you know I had put this thing on the computer.  So I wrote a letter to Don Hamel.  I said look what I’ve done.  I said I’ve taken your test of written spelling and put… put it on the computer.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: Thinking he would think that’s a great idea.  Instead I get a letter back from his lawyer.  It was a cease and desist letter.  They told me they were going to sue me if I.  [laughter]… if I would do anything else with that.  So I stopped doing that.  But that was my first, that was my very first program that I ever wrote was that… that program.  So anyway.

Hasselbring: Looks okay.  Yeah.

Rucker: Yeah.  I… I seem to recall in Hartford an early conference sponsored by CEC where they expected a few hundred to show up and uh that was a very important conference to… there were a lot of people like me who were on the edges looking on, having a great time and then there were people like you who actually were presenting.  Can you tell me about your remembrances of that conference?

Hasselbring: Oh I remember that conference so well.  I think it really was a landmark conference.  It uh… like you said I think they expected a few hundred and got a few thousand.

Yes.

Hasselbring: Uh standing room only and we had to present multiple times because we couldn’t get enough people in the rooms and it was… it was great.  But yeah, I uh… I was at that conference.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: Uh presented our work on AIMSTAR at that time.

Yeah.

Hasselbring: And… and uh showed people what we were doing with technology.  I met Mike Behrmann for the first time.  Mike was actually doing work with babies.  He and Liz Lahm were doing work with stimulus response and uh… uh young, very young uh children.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: Um and met a lot of other people there uh Joel Mittler and you and um Flo Tabor and it was really I think the first time that we got that group of people together and.

Right.

Hasselbring: Really was the… the start of TAM.

Right.  Right.

Hasselbring: That’s when TAM really started was at that conference so that was a major, major uh landmark in assistive technology.  That’s for sure.

Rucker: Flo said it started in uh the bar after… after the sessions and that they wrote a lot of it on the napkin.

Hasselbring: I think that’s true.

Rucker: That’s how they started TAM.

Hasselbring: Yeah.  Well it’s interesting you say that.  I… I think a number of the software programs that I’ve written have started on napkins.  Not… not always in bars but certainly on napkins so.  Yeah.

Rucker: [laughter].  Kind of a low tech approach.

Hasselbring: Yeah.  Yes.  Well it’s really funny that um, uh you talk about napkins because uh Laura Goin, who still works with me, Laura’s been instrumental in developing a large number of programs that… that we’ve done.  Laura still has the napkin that we sat… now there’s a place down in, near Vanderbilt called uh San Antonio Taco where we would go for lunch, a little taco place and we sketched out our uh first math fluency program on a napkin and she’s still got that napkin and it was uh… that was uh, oh my god, that was 20 or 25 years ago when we did that.

Uh huh.

Hasselbring: So there’s been a lot of good work done on napkins.  That’s for sure.

Rucker: Um tell me about your unique relationship with… with Apple and how that got started.

Hasselbring: Well Apple has been very good to me over the years.  Um you know the people there, Alan Brightman especially, has been instrumental in a lot of what we’ve done.  James Kelley, who’s been there, Jane Lee, Gary Moulton was there.  I mean a lot of wonderful people in the area of assistive technology.  But um yeah I… I met Alan early on and um… uh he was doing work in disabilities and there was a separate group that James Kelley was uh was headed up.  That was the work that was done in adult literacy which almost no one knows about.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: And uh together James and… and um and Alan uh gave my lab four Apple II you know it was um Mac IIs uh to start doing development work on and that totally changed everything for us.

Rucker: Yeah.

Hasselbring: All of a sudden we had lots of resources and we could start using one for development but also for our research.  We were able to take those computers, put them in front of students uh you know kids and adults and uh… and do… do our research with them.  And so it was probably Apple um that really jump started all of our work.  That was… that was major in terms of what we ended up doing.  So I owe a lot to Apple.  I owe a lot to Alan and… and James and um they’re still out there today doing what they do so well.

Rucker: I recall the disks you made.  Bigger than a head.  Just huge things.

Hasselbring: Yeah.  Big video disks.  Yeah.  We… I was actually in a meeting today we were talking about those disks.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: And the fact that today you know we can drive everything digitally.

Rucker: Yeah.

Hasselbring: And we don’t need ‘em anymore which is…

Rucker: Yeah.

Hasselbring: Is wonderful but uh.

Rucker: You can put it on your iPhone.

Hasselbring: You bet.  Well that’s what we’re trying to do.  We’re taking something the old uh Jasper Woodbury uh stuff that we developed back in the uh back in the ‘80s and we think that you know the content is still good.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: And the theory behind it is still good.  We just want to move it to you know iPhone or iPad.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: Or… or something like that because um there’s a… there’s a place for it.

Rucker: Why don’t you tell me a little bit about your future and you can mention some of the things you just said earlier about iPad in there too.

Hasselbring: Yeah.  Well part of the… the… the biggest thing I’ve ever done um well there… there are two big programs that I you know feel really were game changers for me and we continue to work on those today.  So it’s kind of you know where we are and where we’re going.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: Um the two… the two big programs that have had the most influence I think… one is our math fluency work that we did and that goes back again to the mid ‘80s when we were actually doing uh video disk work on mathematical problem solving and we were in Special Ed classrooms watching kids try to solve these problems.  But what I noticed was the kids couldn’t compute.  I mean they could.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: Conceptually understand what was required of them but I would watch them try to add two numbers together and they would sit and count on their fingers and never get to the you know to the solution.  And so uh that’s what uh Laura and I… Laura Goin and I ended up um attacking as a problem and develop the, initially the DLM um uh uh fast facts program that really never saw the light of day.  Uh it… it.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: It uh deal down was sold right after we published it and that program really never uh materialized.  But it’s been resurrected by uh Tom Snyder and is out there today called um FASTT Math and uh is being used in thousands and thousands of classrooms across the United States and is being um having a huge effect on kids and that’s been really exciting to watch.  So what we’re doing is we’re kind of moving from there and moving into more complex mathematics and looking at how we might use technology for things like fractions.  We just got a… an IES research grant um that uh for the next three years we’re going to look at virtual manipulatives and how we can build um conceptual understanding of fractions and proportions, decimals with kids.  And we… we’ve done some uh preliminary work and have had some very good results so far.  So that’s really encouraging research.  The other area that um probably has even been bigger is the whole area of uh reading intervention and uh we developed the um Read 180 program that um uh you know started back again in the mid ‘80s and then uh we continue that research for a decade.  We were very fortunate we got three rounds of O… OSEP funding.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: To keep building that program and… and… and extending it and then in 1997 uh Scholastic purchased the uh the rights to our prototype and then they converted that into what’s Read 180 today and you know it’s in every state in the country and I think uh somewhere around a million kids a day get on that program.  I mean it’s huge.

Rucker: Yeah.

Hasselbring: Whoever would’ve thought that would happen.  But that really, that program really grew out of that work at Apple.  I mean uh.

Rucker: Right.

Hasselbring: The early adult literacy work and then… then we moved it into um with OSEP funding moved it into middle and high school and then uh… then we moved it down into elementary school and so it was a very, very um slow and deliberate uh.

Rucker: Right.

Hasselbring: Research program that developed that but it was good.  So what we’re doing uh you know uh from there is we’re starting to look now at these new evolving technologies.  And the thing that’s just absolutely captivated me is the whole iPad um you know what a wonderful tool I think for… for everyone but certainly for kids with disabilities I think and for very young kids.  Uh what we’re looking at is… is you know taking that down to maybe um preschool or even kindergarten and start doing reading intervention very early on so we don’t wait ‘til middle or you know even high school to intervene with these kids that uh just don’t get it early on and… and I think… I think we’ll be successful.  I think that’s… I think it’s a game changer.  Uh I think you look at that and you look at um uh you know we’re moving the mouse, we’re moving the keyboard and designing something for that… that touch screen and I think it’s going to be just revolutionary.  So that’s really kind of where we’re going with this whole thing.  I think we’re working both math and reading um around that touch pad uh technology and I’m pretty excited about that.  I think it’s going to be uh… I think it’s going to be really fun.

Rucker: Have you bought an iPad?

Hasselbring: I have.  It’s uh.

Right

Hasselbring: It’s uh being shipped from China um and if the volcano ever stops erupting and they can uh you know fly planes into this country.

Right.

Hasselbring: It’ll eventually get here I think but uh.

Right.

Hasselbring: It’s been uh slowed down a bit by the… by the air traffic controllers so.

Rucker: Yes.  The people when they listen to this 20 years from now.

Hasselbring: Will have no idea.

Hasselbring: What we’re talking about.

Rucker: But if they’re good historians.

Hasselbring: They will go back and look.

Rucker: They can take this date and find out about the..

Hasselbring: Right.

Rucker: The… the uh volcano in Iceland.

Hasselbring: Right.  Exactly.

Rucker: That closed down all the.

Hasselbring: The airspace yeah.

Rucker: So you’re having so much fun you’re never going to retire?

Hasselbring: Well you know it’s interesting I… I kind of have got one foot in retirement.  Uh when I left uh Vanderbilt in January of 2000, went to the University of Kentucky.  And while I was there I directed the National Assistive Technology Research Institute.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: That we… that we funded there and we had that seminar or that institute for six years and then the funding dried up and I decided well that’s a good time to you know kind of retire. 

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: So I had um my endowed chair at Kentucky and I gave that up and went back to Vanderbilt and took a non-tenured position.  I took a research professor position uh with the understanding that they would let me do whatever I wanted to do and I never had to teach again.  So uh… so I’m having the time of my life because I’m able to do the research I want to do.  I’m able to you know spend my time without all the strings of committee uh work and uh I still direct doctoral students.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: In research but uh I don’t have any undergraduate or masters students that I have to worry about so I am just as happy as I’ve ever been.  So things are going very well.  So I’m kind of working toward retirement.

Right.

Hasselbring: So uh.

Rucker: You gave up a chair?

Hasselbring: I gave up an endowed chair to come back and do what I wanted to do so uh and you know what?  I loved Kentucky.

Uh huh.

Hasselbring: But I’m really happy that I did and I’m just having the best time so uh.

Rucker: Probably doesn’t happen very often.

Hasselbring: Doesn’t happen very often.  No.  No it doesn’t.  Uh.

Rucker: Anything you want to say to wind this up?

Hasselbring: Uh well I have great hope for uh for assistive technology.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: I think you know there’s some… some really good people out there doing some great work.  Uh you know David Rose at CAST I think is just uh.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: David’s legendary uh he’s a good friend of mine and I just respect the work that he’s doing, that center’s doing, they’re…

Yeah.

Hasselbring: They’re really doing some great stuff uh you know Mike Behrmann continues to do great stuff.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: Our… I just really think uh Mike is one of a kind and.

Yes.

Hasselbring: Uh he’s been great for the field and so there’s.

Yes.

Hasselbring: Just some really great people out there and I think it’s really… it’s been a game changer for a lot of kids.

Yeah.

Hasselbring: That uh you know without people like that uh we wouldn’t be nearly as far along as we are and uh some great companies out there.  I mean um the work that Don Johnson has done over the years.

Um-hmm.

 Hasselbring: I mean.

Um-hmm.

Hasselbring: Don to his credit is you know focused on the disability community and has done some wonderful stuff and I’ve enjoyed working with Don and… and Ruth and those folks and they’re just some great people in this field and… and I think uh everyone’s uh better for it.  So it’s been fun.  It’s been a… it’s been a good ride.

Rucker: Thank you very much.

Hasselbring: Thank you.  It’s been really fun.
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