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RUCKER:
David, I’d like you to give us an idea of how you got the earliest start in terms of getting into the field of disability.  Then I’d like you to lead us on through whatever involvement you had with Special Ed, and then tell me whatever must have gotten you into the notion of having this huge conference and this whole thing called ATIA and trace us through that.  

dit
DIKTER:
Okay.  So when I was a child in kindergarten as a matter of fact, so five years old, there was a little girl in that classroom…I don’t remember her name, but I do remember by the time I went on to first grade, she was back in kindergarten.  So she repeated.  Back then it was really clear and obvious that she was different.  There was something different about this little girl, and now as an adult I know that, in fact, she had some developmental disabilities.  There were some cognitive issues as I look back at those experiences and I’m able to trace that completely to my desire to go become a teacher.  When I went through school I had my own struggles.  I think a lot of kids have their struggles and my personal school experiences also lead me to want to be a teacher.  So as I got to college and I went to a school and I was focusing on early childhood education and special education and the training that goes along with that.  I went to school in Boston; a school called Wheelock College.  While I was there I then had enormous opportunities to do not just the college level work, the courses and whatnot, but I spent a lot of time working out in the field.  That was one of the values of a school like Wheelock College.  It’s a small school, and a lot of opportunity to have a great practical experience.  I really believed in that; that it would really enhance my ability to then go into classrooms and be a teacher.  

So I went into Special Education young and green, not knowing what I was doing and I started working in classrooms in 1986.  I was teaching in a learning center, a scenario, in a suburban school district in Massachusetts  – Ipswich, MA, and we were doing something incredibly unusual at that time.  This school district had developed a model called mainstreaming.  It was a big deal; it was the big buzz and it was really amazing and the model that we had was even unique within Massachusetts.  There were three full time Special Education teachers and paraprofessionals.  We took a few kids out of the classroom as learning support teachers, but we went into classrooms.  We were working in classrooms.  We were working in partnership with teachers, and at that time, there were some computers.  There were already Apples II’s out at that point.  We had one.  It was pretty rare at that point but we had one and so there was some word processing stuff that we were starting to do but it really didn’t emerge…it wasn’t as strong right then and there.  

I also had my first experience in that teaching environment of using the DISTAR (Direct Instructional System for Teaching and Remediation) reading program which for anybody whose been back to the days of phonics and rote memory – kind of that controlled learning environment thing and it was powerful for me because that was also the same time as language development, the whole movement on literacy that’s now today turned into something very different.  So I was thrown into this environment of teaching kids in ways that I generally didn’t necessarily believe in and it gave me a great balance in terms of how do we in fact teach children with learning disabilities, whether they be mild and moderate or fairly significant, because I did have some kids who were having some significant troubles learning.  

Very shortly after that teaching experience I went to the Boston Public Schools to work which was the bulk of my teaching career.  I spent15 years teaching, but most of that time in the Boston Public Schools, working across a variety of settings.  My first teaching experience was with students with behavior issues.  It was a self contained classroom; had never been in a self-contained classroom by myself.  I had eight behaviorally involved kids, emotionally involved kids with learning issues and the whole nine yards.  They were 3rd, 4th, and 5th graders and I got kicked every day by at least one of them and there was a lot of craziness.  But in that same year in the Boston Public Schools I was introduced to somebody that many people will know of, and that was Madalaine Pugliese.  So Maddy was running the Special Education Technology Center.  What did I know?  Not a whole lot, but I had already been using an Apple so I had already been bringing my computer into the school and I had heard that she got this Apple grant; this grant from Apple Computer to give teachers computers.  So I went to one of the sessions and there are all these teachers.  Here I am 21 or 22, whatever, really young, and there are all these teachers who were you know…lots of experience, much older than I was clamoring for getting into this project, putting in their application, and had never used a computer before.  And I walked in and said, yeah, we can do this and we can do this and the Echo and the talking Text Writer and I’m trying to remember all of these pieces of software that were coming with it and how we were going to do this and I thought this is awesome!  This is just what I need for my kids.  I mean I knew it.  Even in college for me I was already using an Apple computer to do my word processing.  I didn’t use a typewriter in college.  I had an Apple II Plus and IIe with dot matrix printers and was doing that work already.  So that was my first exposure to the beginnings of a lot of Assistive Technology.  

From there I did different kinds of classrooms and worked with different students; tended to stay in elementary school.  Really enjoyed the most my work with the early childhood world so I had self-contained classrooms and inclusive classrooms over the years and continued to work with the Special Ed Technology Center.  As Madalaine moved on, Kristen Eichleay who a lot of folks also know, took over and started working with them doing the training.  So I started to do some of the training around the technology, writing grants with them, and being involved in the projects and getting the new technology as best we could.  

That evolved actually into moving out of the classroom into working at a district-wide level in bridging assistive technologies and general education and curriculum.  So when I was hired by their, at that time their Office of Instructional Technology, the Special Ed Tech Center was actually not part of the Special Education Department.  It was part of the Educational Technology Department.  

And it was a lot of fun.  At that time we were giving away computers left and right in the Boston Public Schools.  There was a lot of money flowing in for computers.  The Mayor of Boston committed to buying a huge amount of technology and we were charged with coming up with the professional development models that would get that technology into the hands of teachers.  I was able to have an enormous project to buy AlphaSmarts for schools. The project was kind of interesting in its development in that it had to be a Special Education teacher and a Special Education self-contained classroom.  I had to also include general ed 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade teachers.  So the age range was the 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade level.  It also had to include bilingual teachers if they were in the school, so bilingual self-contained classrooms because that was also a challenge, it’s still challenge, but it was a challenge.  We created these teams in the schools and we gave them all full classroom sets of AlphaSmarts to use.  It was a huge project from a dollar point of view; the school system made a very large investment and that was just a real exciting time in taking technology and really figuring out how do we help educators really bring the tools that they need for students and work with them so that they’re used appropriately and that students get the best advantage of their use.  Of course there were all range of other technologies at that time; all the IntelliTools technologies and the IntelliKeys and using Kurzweil products and I remember when Clicker came on to the market.  A lot of it focused on the learning disability arena but there were also the folks who were making switches and the folks who were using some of the blindness products and figuring out how do we get JAWS (Job Access With Speech) software into schools and how do we pay for these things and the challenges that go into that.  

But it was very exciting and there were great opportunities and teachers are always, today and then, enthusiastic and hungry for not just getting their hands on the technology but also, and I know this in my current work that I do, but figuring out what are the things that are going to work for the students that I have in front of me today.  It’s not always the same because all of our students are so individually unique and have needs that are unique and what technologies fit and make the most sense.  Today we’re faced with so many more issues in the classroom with the levels of testing that are required, with the pressure on teachers to conform, not necessarily to the standards which I think standards have their right place, but conform to curriculums that don’t necessarily fit cleanly with the way their students learn.  In some ways it brings me back to why didn’t DISTAR work.  DISTAR reading didn’t work because you can’t apply one method of teaching to everybody and sometimes it just kills kids who have whatever variety of learning issues and disabilities to learn so I am passionately committed to the world of really keeping an understanding that the assistive technologies out there are for the groups but also for individuals, for the learning for an individual.  Not one piece of that technology fits everybody, and that’s not the nature of Assistive Technology.  

So I had some changes in my life and I wanted to experience outside of public education.   I didn’t want to go the route of administrator in schools so I left teaching altogether and I went into some corporate world work.  It was not too different…some directors of training roles and some software development…software companies.  And even in that environment, Section 508 had just started to bubble up so we were doing some work with the Defense Department and we were doing some work on developing training, online training things for them, and the issue of accessibility came up and it was like wow!  Who would have thought some of my background that I had in schools would fit into this world.  And that was in a time where software companies were closing left and right, and it was also at a time where ATIA, the Assistive Technology Industry Association had already started.  So these companies, these 30 some odd companies and people like Arjan Khalsa and Joan Cunningham, and Dean Blazie and folks from all the different companies got together and said, hey, we want to start something up and it turned out that they wanted to start up an event. They had already launched the conference, and they’d gotten to the point, grown enough where the volunteers, the business leaders, couldn’t really run things anymore.  I happened to be available and was having to make a decision – do I go back to teaching and to schools because I had just lost a job at a company, or do I make this other move.  I took some risks and I think the Board of Directors at that time took some risks and said let’s see if there’s a good fit here.  And in that first year, first six months actually, the conference – we shifted a whole bunch of stuff around the conference and really looked at the educational program and the partnerships because I’m committed today as much as I was committed when I first started to having an organization that opens its arms to work with anybody and everybody that’s committed to this same mission that we all have.  It’s not just about Assistive Technology; it’s about how do we get the right kinds of things, technologies in this case, into the hands of kids and adults and people with disabilities so that we can enhance their lives. So we can change things because we know, we’ve always known we weren’t reaching everybody but we also know that there is a much brighter future for everybody.  It kind of goes back to my story at the beginning.  That five year old that I met; I knew that that five year old was being treated differently.  The opportunities for her at that point in time, and I have no idea where her life lead her to and I have no idea of the exact details, but now today, in terms of learning, the opportunities are far greater with the technologies that are available from everyone of our companies.  Not just companies, from everyone out there – from teachers and all of the things that teachers do, the opportunities are far brighter today than they were then.  I’m committed to that because I believe that in 10 more years or in 25 or 35 more years, this five year old who’s in a classroom today and might click and see as somebody who is different, will be able to say when they’re umpteen whatever number years olds that I might be (which I won’t put on camera) that the opportunities today are better than they were in  2008.  And I think that’s what we all, in this field, want; that’s what our goal is.  Whether it be education or independence or work or just quality of life issues, that’s the commitment.  That’s my personal passion.  

So ATIA has evolved and grown pretty dramatically over my seven years now being Executive Director, and we have over 130 companies that are members.  We do more than just our conferences now.  We are actually starting a second conference in Chicago, so we have our Atlanta conference and we have our Chicago area conference.  But we also are working to bring our members together around research and around partnering and creating new technology.  Where do they need to go?  We have information technology companies who are involved and who are supporters and who are committed, and it’s very dynamic.  It’s very exciting.  

My job…I’m as passionate about this job as I was as a teacher which I was incredibly passionate about as a teacher and being a teacher.  Do I miss classrooms?  Always, although I try to visit schools as much here and there in my life as I can; most definitely.  I have a 12-year old myself and I’m watching him in school and his learning and it’s fascinating; this whole different perspective as a parent, of course, than being a teacher so that’s where I come from in this and I’ve met just all of the folks who have been the leaders, the people that I have incredible respect for.  I remember the first time I attended an AT conference and it was Closing the Gap and I don’t remember the year anymore but it was a long time ago.  It was a long time ago in numbers of years; it feels like it was yesterday.  I remember how dynamic and exciting that was.  The scope of the technology, what the technology does today from then is so different.  I wish I knew in the same depth that I knew then about some of the technology.  It gets harder and harder to keep up with all of it, and I just continue to believe it’s only going to get better.  This industry and this community is obviously here to stay and stronger than ever.  Politics and government stuff aside, the worldwide spectrum of where Assistive Technology fits today is brighter and greater than ever before.  When I go to places like China and we know that very small numbers of people with disabilities are served in China, but we also know there’s a greater and greater commitment to changing that from within China.  When I go to places like Singapore and Thailand and all over Asia, and places like Europe which are doing great things but now Eastern Europe doing things…it’s pretty powerful how far the reach is for the work—a lot of the work that was started here, in Europe as well, but a lot of work that was started in companies here in the U.S. and that expansion is really important.  And then the bringing in of all the technologies being done elsewhere.   

So that’s a bit about my story up until the present time.  I continue to be passionate and love what I do and hope that there’s another 20 some odd years of work left in me [laughter] to keep this going and growing it.  

RUCKER:
Well I hope they aren’t too odd but I hope there are the 20 years anyway…and thank you.

DIKTER:
Thank you very much. 

RUCKER:
Nice job.  Look at the impact…you can’t count the number of people that come and go out and each one of those touch people, so good for you. 

DIKTER:
Yeah, I don’t get the opportunity…like when you’re in a classroom, you have that direct touch point with children and then for some of them you get a chance to see where did they end up. Did they go to school?  Did they go to college?  Did they get a job?  Did they have the right stuff all the way through?  What I do now doesn’t have that same path. The dots are not that cleanly connected, but I’d like to believe that the education program of our conference and of all the advanced things that people do is incredibly empowering and that is really the focus and our members agree and believe in it.  That it’s not just about vendors as an industry association.  It’s not just about learning about the products.  It’s about learning the implementation…how do I use it?  What do I do with it?  How does it fit with the students that I have? Whether it be teachers in Special Education or whether it be rehabilitation areas or whether it be employment areas, getting the folks who have been doing it and doing it well and having them share that with this incredible audience that comes to our conferences.  We know that not everybody gets to come to a national conference, any of the national conferences.  We only see a percentage of the whole world of Assistive Technology.  But we know that for every teacher than comes to a conference or comes to an educational opportunity, if they walk away with some one thing or two things it’s really powerful.  Then they bring that back and share that, and that’s the reward.  That’s what I hope is happening and I know that that’s happening.  That’s what I used to do; I know the teachers are the same in that way… so thank you. 

RUCKER:
Thank you.  
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