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DAVIS:  When I finished college, I moved to a small town in the Panhandle of Florida and just got a job working at a juvenile detention facility as a teachers’ aide the first year and then a teacher the second year.  And at the end of that second year, I had majored…one of my majors in college was music.  At the end of that second year, I found out that there was a job opening for a music therapist at a local rehabilitation center.  And so I applied for that job and got it.  Really had no idea what I was getting into but went there and started and absolutely loved it and worked a lot with a very diverse group of people.  Had a wide range of students—from students with autism and no communication skills, students with extreme behavior disabilities, and students that were…mostly their problem was behavioral.  As far as their intellectual capabilities, they seemed fairly fine but they had some behavior problems.  And I did that for about eight years and so it was in that time period that I got additional education; became a Certified Behavior Analyst and really started to look at the world of how to provide supports in education for people with disabilities. 

RUCKER:  And then how did you…what happened in terms of the…when the computer came along or whatever—how you got into so much with Assistive Technology?  

DAVIS:  Okay.  While I was working at this center, we started looking at ways to provide some different types of choice activities and stimulation activities.  This was a very large residential center.  It was actually at one time an Air Force base, so there were cottages all over the place and a lot of the residents would spend most of their time just in the cottages.  It was not a real good setup but this was back in the late ‘70’s and early ‘80’s and there were a lot of things going on then that thankfully have changed.  But we were trying to find ways to give them choice so we actually found an engineer in a local city who was able to create switch systems for us and we started putting in different light and sound displays in different cottages with switch systems just to see how the residents would respond—if they would change things on their own.  Now, for us, this was new.  It sounds commonplace and…and…the people probably would wonder now what…what were you thinking?  Why didn’t you do it this way or that way?  But at that time, we really didn’t know what we were doing.  There wasn’t a lot of help.  We didn’t understand a whole lot.  We were exploring.  This was new territory for us.  So we started putting these systems in place and that started working out—except for the students that would eat the switches!  We had a little problem with that; we had to work through that but…but we did and it was great.  

Then the computers started coming out and one of the…there were two things that happened there.  One was that they…I asked them if they would allow me to start to buy small computer systems so we could try to do some programs—not for the residents to do programming or for the students to do programming, but figure out some way to use them as data collection and to create stimulation rooms, again, where students could control their environment and we could control what was going on and use the computers to control the switch systems.  So this was really exploration for us.  We got a Commodore Vic-20 and I would take joysticks and tear ‘em apart and hook them all together.  So you could have three joysticks going into the same joystick port and each joystick would be connected to a switch so depending on the switch you hit, it activated one of those three joysticks.  And then I would write a basic program that would respond to the switches and we just kept exploring different types of systems for students to use where they could hit something or touch something and activate the computer and get something on the screen like music or shapes or whatever.  And at that period we had some early black Apples—and I don’t know how many people are familiar with black Apples.  I believe Bell & Howell came out with them, so they were Apples II’s—Apple IIe’s but they were completely black.  And so we used that and the Vic-20 to do some programming on and just explore how to create an interactive environment…environment for these students. 

RUCKER:  And so what happened next in your career?

DAVIS:  Um…that worked pretty well.  We got some additional stuff.  There was another facility in Tallahassee, Florida that actually put together, for students with significant cognitive and physical involvement, had put together a large bed that had switches all around it and depending on the switch, they would get different scents, the bed would move or rock, they would hear music.  It would just really change the environment.  And these were students that had very little stimulation in their life during the day so when that facility closed, because of my work…the facility I was in, that we inherited that because they thought we would be the best folks to look at using it.  So we continued with that.  I continued working, once I got certified as a Behavior Analyst with Florida, started working on the behavior review teams.  And in the mid-80’s I was offered a job as an academic specialist on a regional diagnosis center evaluation team.  So we were responsible for intake.  I would go in and do adaptive behavior scales and assessments, work on a habilitation plan reporting, work with social services—things like that.  Covered several counties and also worked on the behavior program review committee that was outside of that residential facility but that served several of the districts.  

Did that for about five years and in 1990, because of folks that I had met while is was an academic specialist, was offered a job with the Florida Diagnostic and Learning Resources System as a technology specialist.  I started that in 1990 and that’s when I really started focusing on things like communication systems, AugCom devices, switch systems—the early touch windows on the Apple computers where you have to put the Apple software in and create your own activities for the touch windows.  Just that whole era back then, where everybody was making their own switches and we were always going to dollar stores looking for what can you make a switch out of that a student would like and…and…and it was a great time for collaboration back then.  There was a real camaraderie at that time because everybody was having to create everything and so you were always working together to share what you had created and to get things created.  It’s one of those things that, to a degree, we’ve kind of lost over the years.  We have a different camaraderie now but that was…that was unique at that period because we were always exploring something completely new and then having to develop it ourselves rather than what we do on a large scale now which is look at products that are coming out and sharing with each other what we’re finding and how we’re using it.  But…but that was fun, that period.

Once I started working with FDLRS in 1990, I really started learning quite a bit.  The FDLRS Network in Florida as well as what they had at that time—they had a communication center in Orlando that had excellent, excellent people as far as looking at AugCom devices and how to…I went down and we would program Wolf’s over and over and over and trap it.  Do another overlay and trap ‘em and you just would dream about these motions you were making on these machines ‘cause…because you were having to do so much to program everything in.  But it was a great time and so anything I could go to, whether it was communication, positioning, switch systems, how to support education and learning—all of this we did.  We had excellent leaders.  We had Eileen Pracek who was in charge of FDLRS/TECH, and she taught us a lot and brought in people to teach us a lot as far as building switches and writing software and sharing software with teachers and helping teachers to use their computers.  We had one school in the area that I was at where…this is the late ‘80’s, early 90’s…they bought every teacher an Apple computer.  And the next year, they bought every teacher a monitor to go with the computer—because the first year they didn’t have enough money to buy every teacher an entire system but they wanted to be equitable with all the teachers.  So by the second year, they started actually having a system.  And that was one of the things a lot of us did in…in the early ‘90’s, is that we would take [phonetic] around public domain software and share it with the schools, because schools…and I think it’s the same today in a lot of areas…once they buy the computers, you don’t have a whole lot of educational software and now __ you have to get it approved through the IT Department even to get on there.  But there just wasn’t, you know…that resource was missing.  You’d get the system and then it’s what do I do with it? So we spent a lot of time going around and helping teachers and then the students that had the AugCom devices and positioning needs, we would work the OT’s and did a lot of work in supporting that and helping to program the devices.  And did that quite a bit through the 90’s.  

As we got into the mid-‘90’s we started looking at things like universal design and that took us in some different directions and we…Eileen came up with this system called a Universal Access Station.  Basically what she had done was put together a computer, an IntelliKeys keyboard and switches and a trackball and then Inspiration software and Jaws and tech-to-speech software and a couple of other software programs, so that trying to get people to understand that you could have a computer system that was accessible to a wide variety of students as far as their needs.  If they needed to use just a switch system, you could accommodate that.  If they needed an alternative keyboard, you could accommodate that.  And so we actually put those in about 40 different schools throughout Florida in the media centers just as demonstration models to help districts start to understand what the possibilities were.  

That was a lot of fun, and for some schools, that actually was the only computer station where a lot of students with disabilities went for their instructional activities because this was new, still, for a lot of schools.  They just weren’t used to this.  And then in…around the mid…around 2004, Eileen retired and that’s when I took her position and became coordinator for the FDLRS Technology Network.

RUCKER:  So what’s different about your job now that you’re in charge of FDLRS?  

DAVIS:  Um, every time somebody takes something over, they’ll do one of two things.  They will continue on the path that…that was going and they will maintain that—or they will go somewhere very different.  And one of the first things that Eileen ever shared with me was an article in the early ‘90’s—I want to say it’s by David Thornburg but I could be completely wrong, and it was on the use of metaphors.  And the article said that anytime somebody comes up with a metaphor…which when I think about the article, this actual…actually makes no sense to me, but I have used it whether it makes any sense or not because it…functionally it makes great sense.  I just don’t understand—maybe I misread the article, but what I got out of it was that anytime somebody creates a metaphor, four things happen.  One – something new is created; something new is put in place.  Secondly – something dies; something is taken away.  Third – something is resurrected from the past and brought into play, and fourth – you have set the stage up for whatever you’re doing to die and something new to come in place.  So it’s actually a change model; any time you’re going through change, four things will happen.  You will bring in something new, you will get rid of something you’re doing, you’ll resurrect something from the past, and bring it in to add a new context—which is one reason why people say, well, we did that before.  We’re just doing it again.  Well, sometimes it’s because you’re just following a change model and things are resurrected from the past.  And then the fourth thing is you’re setting the stage for change again—for somewhere down the road, for somebody else to come in and say, okay, we’re gonna bring in something new.  We’re going to drop something we’re doing, resurrect something from the past, and set the stage for the next change.  

So when I took over for Eileen, that was my concept; that’s one of the main things that I got from her early on and I realized that what I would do is continue what we were doing but with an understanding that somewhere in all of this, there was gonna be change and something new would come into place.  Something old would be dropped.  Something would be resurrected from the past and then when I leave and somebody else takes over, they will do the same thing and it will change again.  So we have moved into a different direction in that we have…have added a little bit more organization to our statewide network.  We have brought in five regional technology specialists who are organizing their regions so a lot of things that was done at the state level, that Eileen was responsible for, I’ve now given those responsibilities to the regional people and they take care of that.  And that actually gets more services out to technology folks in the districts and to local assistive technology specialists because now, things that were done at a state level can be done regionally in five regions.  And that’s made a difference.  

Another thing that we’re doing is in the State of Florida is we’re looking at data collection systems—statewide so that when any discretionary project goes out…this is a piece I’m working on with the State.  Any time, for example, that somebody goes and works with a teacher on technology or a teacher implements a piece of assistive technology with a student or with a group of students, they can report back on the effectiveness of what happened—what they liked; what they didn’t like, and doing that on a statewide basis so that we get reports of it.  The ESC directors get reports of it, and people can look and…and as a group, determine how we need to move and shift our services—to what areas are doing good; let’s move to this area now.  So getting that information in place is one of our big focuses now and we think that’s going to make a big difference.  

Within the FDLRS Network we had really great people who provided a lot of skills because they had been in the field working with communication devices and assistive technology a lot in the 80’s.  So when I started with this group in 1990, I had a lot of support, but one of things everybody had me do was at some point—I think it’s around ’92—started going to Closing the Gap in Minneapolis.  And that was great; that was…the camaraderie back then, again, just like in making stuff together, was really super because people would get together and they would share, talk about all the stuff they were doing, and it was…it was sort of a family atmosphere.  It was really, really nice and people were [clear throat] …excuse me…were very happy with each other as far as being kind of each other.  I remember one session I was in, a large packed out session, and they were talking about some different types of communication systems and I raised my hand and I said – can I ask a stupid question?  And they said –there are no stupid questions.  And I said, well, can I ask an ignorant question?  And they said, there are ignorant questions—yes, you may ask that!  [laughter] So I asked my ignorant question and got my answer and…but it was a great thing and I have been going to Closing the Gap probably almost every year since then and presenting and just being a part of that family.  And that is what, again, one of the nice things about the particular conference—is that people have been going to it for a long time so there is, for a lot of folks there, very much a…a family atmosphere and just that joint agreement in providing services and supports for students with disabilities.

RUCKER:  Thank you very much.  

DAVIS:  You’re welcome.
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