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RUCKER:
How you got so involved in the field of assistive… in uh the field of disabilities and I’m sorry.

FEIT:  No problem.  I’d always wanted to be a teacher.  I went and got an undergraduate at… in early childhood education.  I taught in the South Bronx and I did subbing around New York City.  Found that the students that I worked best with were students with special needs.  I really was attracted to those students, felt I wanted to make a difference and help so I went back and got the masters in special education and then several years later I had a son with downs syndrome.  So all of a sudden not only was it imperative that I learn about education but how to really put together how students learn.  How to engage them.  And at that point that was just at the beginning of early intervention and so had he been born a year or two early there would… earlier there would never have been an early intervention in his life.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.
FEIT:  But he was right at the beginning of that 32 years ago and I’d looked at the different programs and I looked at what was out there and contacted experts all over the country and you know what were the best ways to teach kids like this?  What was the way to structure his learning environment?  I put him in several different programs over the years because I wanted a program that would not tear down the ego, not turn him into a puppet, not put a label on him but in fact say this is a neat guy – how are we going to educate him?  What are we going to do with this?

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  And as I worked through the different programs in the school system and really avoided public school.  He was reading by the age of five.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:    He was doing all kinds of things.  We found great speech pathologists who really… she had been teaching the deaf and hard of hearing and the big philosophy at that time was students learn speech and language when they learn to read.  So he had been exposed to phonemes and literacy and language from a very early age.  And then we went and kind of ran out of public… uh private programs and started at the public school.  And so getting him into a school and getting him into a program you actually went in at… with language delays because he was functioning much higher than a lot of the students his chronological age.  They said we can put him in a program and I said well he’s eight years old, where would you put him?  And they said well we’ve got this great program of kids working the same skills as him.  I said really?  Show me.  And they said well they happen to be 13 years old.  I said 13?  He’s… he’s this small.  He had a severe heart defect as a child.  That’s not appropriate.  That’s not the least restrictive environment.  I was not the most popular person in the school system.  But then the Alliance for Technology Access came along and Donna Dutton, who had a center in Santa Monica, said well gee, wouldn’t it be great and one of our administrators from my local town, which was not far from Los Angeles said well why don’t we get a center um which was part of the Alliance for Technology Access grass roots where parents and educators and people in the community could come and learn about technology.  I said you want me?

RUCKER:  [laughter].

FEIT:  Me who’s a thorn in your side to help educate, to train parents to… to you know motivate people to be more involved in their student’s education?  I did not know that the Director of Special Ed was actually leaving his job.  But we started the center.  It was wonderful.  I got to network with all the vendors, all the people in the Special Ed community and that was at the beginning with Apple donating computers to the center, IBM, Unicorn Engineering at that point, which became IntelliTools, Don Johnson.  So I worked with all of the different companies in the industry and for ten years I ran the center, did assessments and started to present the different conferences.  My first Closing the Gap was in 1989 just learning how to use a McIntosh with Richard Wanderman.  And grew from there and then in um well 1994 IntelliTools approached me and said well gee, would you be interested in working on some projects because my focus was really educating the teachers on how to use the technology.  It’s not the computer.  It’s not… it’s not the software.  It’s really how do we get the kids to be as independent as we can and work with them to feel good about themselves.  You know I don’t want to turn these kids into puppets.  I want them to be allowed to make mistakes, to realize what’s wrong and then to be able to correct themselves.  So talking word processor, multi-sensory interface, all of that were just key components and started telecommuting.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  I’ve been telecommuting for 20 years now but started working at IntelliTools.  We jump ahead.  IntelliTools was acquired by Cambium and so no my… now my job is implementation and training at uh Cambium Learning Technology.  And I’m working with IntelliTools, I’m working with IntelliKeys, I do training on Kurzweil so it’s really a wonderful opportunity to really look at the entire learning curve.  Taking students with multiple challenges or students with minor you know learning challenges and um one day I could be teaching IntelliTools and the next day Kurzweil.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:    One day I could be teaching students… teachers with students with very significant disabilities.  The next day I could be teaching adults who have learning disabilities using Kurzweil.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  So…

RUCKER:  Um and have you already mentioned the whole notion of your… your great love of collaborating with all the other vendors.

FEIT:  Okay.  So because I’ve had that background and you can take someone out of a non profit resource center but you can’t take the… the non profit giveaway support synergy out of me so what I love to do most is look at the situation, look at the classroom, look at the goals and objectives and figure out what’s the best tool.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  To make all this come together.  So in the past I’ve done nice presentations, collaborations.  We did a whole collaboration where we had AbleNet and SoftTouch and Slater. We had a whole bunch of companies get together and we did a… a collaboration, did presentations all over the country at different conferences.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  I’ve also done uh presentations with just people from different companies and so one of the most recent projects was my role as implementation and training and we had a nice purchase in Broward County in Florida and Corpus Christi in Texas.  They bought Classroom Suite and they said to me we bought all this.  We want a network.  We want to put this software in all of our classrooms.  We also have the Unique Curriculum which is from News-2-You to you which is a very structured curriculum.  We love it.  It comes in paper and our kids can’t necessarily access paper.  So we want to take the Unique Curriculum and connect it with Classroom Suite and I heard this in various places where I would go training.  I would say do you know the Unique Curriculum?  They would say yes, and we wish that it was in Classroom Suite.  So we’ve gotten together in the last several months.  We’ve actually created 12 new templates.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  That are aligned to the goals and objectives of the Unique Curriculum that include data collection, modeling good teaching.  We presented it at conference.  We just presented at Closing the Gap.  We’ll be presenting it at ATIA and what it is is combining wonderful things.  We’ve got administrators looking to collect data.  We’ve got educational um content specialists looking to say we want… we have content.  How can we bring it to our students?  We’ve got assistive technology people saying how can we access our students?  We’ve got teachers saying I have content.  I want access.  I want it all in one package.  So we’ve collaborated with this Unique Curriculum where we can… we’ve created the templates.  We’ve given them the templates for free.  They are putting their curriculum into the templates.  They’re uploading it for free for people who have the Unique Curriculum and now we’ve taken the same templates and we’re going to be selling them and then people can modify their own curriculum.

RUCKER:  Right.

FEIT:  And every time you open one of these and assign it to a student you can take anecdotal data.  You can you know work with them.  It’s not just oh, you’ve got the answer right.  Big deal.  It’s like if you get it wrong let’s talk about it.  Let’s discuss it.  We have it at smart board, we have small groups.  We’re really modeling software that has good teaching strategies.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  As well as collecting the data and when it comes time for that IEP meeting or that student study team we can sit down and say this is what… you know this is what Mary did.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  And this is what the results are and it was because she got distracted or it was because she really knew that the crackers were salty but she um started talking to me about that candy cane and how sweet it was.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  So all of that anecdotal data shows not just that she got it right or wrong but what was going on in that moment of time.  Wonderful stories to tell and my center was in the rehab unit of a hospital.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  So I worked with people who had stroke and traumatic brain injury not just in the schools.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  And I had one woman who um was young.  She was in her 50s.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  And um she had a stroke and she wasn’t able to speak and she was in  the… this long term care facility and uh put her in front of an IntelliKeys and IntelliTalk and we’re talking the early ‘90s.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  And she started to type I’m very unhappy.  The… the aides are using fisticuffs.  They’re mean to me.  But she hadn’t been able to communicate this.  She had been in this re… center.  She didn’t speak.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  They… nobody gave her a pencil.  She couldn’t really write but she was able to use that keyboard and type.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

FEIT:  So that’s the kind of stuff I…

RUCKER:  You probably saw it but some of those original Apple movies showing how kids and people and there was a wonderful one of a woman with cerebral palsy who got finally an AAC device and the first thing she wrote was this is… I’m so happy.  Now I’m going to tell my husband I want a divorce.

FEIT:  We did this… this connection with unique and then I have some other teachers who are saying well that’s great but I have the Attainment softwares.  So I gave them templates.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  Can’t take that non profit away.  Um I gave them the templates and today we presented and she had her Attainment.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  Her yeah software.  So if we got a framework where people can actually go.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

FEIT: So that's my story.  My son now is 32.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

FEIT:  He’s very independent.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  He can get on the plane and fly to Oregon, change planes twice, see his sister.  He’s got 120 people on his Facebook page.  I walk around the exhibit hall and everybody asks about him.

RUCKER:  Uh huh.

FEIT:  And this was a kid who wasn’t supposed to talk.

RUCKER:  Right.

FEIT:  And wasn’t supposed to do and wasn’t supposed to… you know he still has downs syndrome.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  He still has some challenges.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  But he works full time in an electronics firm.

RUCKER:  Hmm.

FEIT:  He’s in the mailroom.  

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  Delivers the mail and talks to everybody.

RUCKER:  Right.

FEIT:  Engages them in all kinds of conversation.  So.

RUCKER:  Excellent.

FEIT:  So from a child whose biggest problem was will he ever speak to.

RUCKER:  Right.

FEIT:  Will he ever be quiet and focus on his work.

RUCKER:  [laughter].

FEIT:  That’s his biggest problem and when I think about you know what a delight that is to have this totally socially integrated you know.

RUCKER:  Right.

FEIT:  So… so that’s why I do what I do because I’ve seen it.

RUCKER:  That’s.

FEIT:  I’ve lived it and…

RUCKER:  Well this was neat.

FEIT:  Okay.  Well thank you.

RUCKER:  You had a great career.

FEIT:  Yeah.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

FEIT:  It’s been a wonderful career.  It’s been a wonderful ride.  Uh you know I’ve met incredible people.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  Who I network with all over the world.

RUCKER:  Right.

FEIT:  Um I… I did an IntelliKeys workshop I… I’ve been able to travel around the world doing some of this stuff and I was in Ireland one time and um it was just IntelliKeys and [mingled voices].

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  And I said you know chances are you’ve got an IntelliKeys in the closet because they live in the closet and tend to speak up and I said and you know you can use it with PowerPoint.

RUCKER:  Mmhm.

FEIT:  And um iTunes and all these different things and people are sitting there going yeah, right, you know?  You’re wasting my time.  You’re from the states and don’t know nothing and you know and you could pick up the energy from that.

RUCKER:  Yeah.

FEIT:  You know so I left and I came back several months later to BET in England and this woman came up to me.  She goes you know what?  You were right.

RUCKER:  [laughter].

FEIT:  I said what?  And she goes you were right.  There was an IntelliKeys in the closet.  I don’t know how you knew this but it was there and she said and furthermore we have this kid and he was 12 years old and he wouldn’t do anything and he wouldn’t interact or anything and I… and I opened up iTunes just like you said and I put songs he liked and songs he didn’t like and he started making choices and he had never done anything before that.  And I said oh really?  And then what?  Well then we went to other things of course.

RUCKER:  [laughter].

FEIT:  Okay.  [laughter].
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