Cheryl Volkman

Page 1
Cheryl Volkman

Page 5

ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

Cheryl Volkman, Co-Founder and CEO Emeritus AbleNet

ATIA 2010, January 28-30, Orlando, FL

RUCKER:
Cheryl, let’s start with how and when you became interested in the whole field of disabilities. 

VOLKMAN:  Well, I was the oldest of eight children and so always was interested in children and when I graduated from high school, I knew that I wanted to work with children with disabilities.  I’d also been in 4-H leadership and had worked with a number of young kids at camp that had disabilities and really enjoyed the experience.  So the…there was an occupational therapy assistant program that had just started in our local town and I took advantage of that program and loved it and looked for a job; found a job as a certified occupational therapy assistant in a developmental achievement center that at the time was a United Cerebral Palsy Program.  It’s now Accessibility in Minneapolis, MN.  

RUCKER:  I understand you eventually became Director of that program and who were some of the people involved there and…and what were you doing?

VOLKMAN:  Well, it was a really interesting time and it’s historically interesting because in 1974, as a developmental achievement center, we served people all the way up to age 21 and a lot of the people in the developmental achievement center at that time were people that were coming out of the state institutions.  And, of course, they were extremely capable and just had not been allowed to go to schools because of the laws.  So I was there when Public Law 94-142 came in and as schools began to take more and more students into the schools, I was involved with a lot of the families making the transition from a developmental achievement center into the school setting; helping with ATA centers like PACER Center in Minneapolis was amazing to help our parents understand the educational rights that they had and then we began to serve students with younger and younger ages until finally it was a pre-school developmental achievement center.  And they would work very closely with all the local schools to help our students go at age 4 into the school district.  

RUCKER:  Who were some of the people that you started working with then in that organization?  There was a Lee Holgren? 

VOLKMAN:  Yeah, in 1980…so I had been there for…since 1974.  I’d gone to a workshop and there was a man named Neil Doughty and he worked at Cambridge State Hospital and he had received a federal grant to make technology.  And he had a switch and he was turning out battery operated toys and because our students were so significantly disabled, they weren’t…they had no control and, of course, at that time you…to work on head control and everything else, you’d go through all these physical antics and everything that you could do from a physical perspective to get them involved.  And I was so excited by the technology that I saw.  I had no idea that it was available commercially at the time, and went back to the pre-school.   

A week later, actually, I got a phone call from a man named Lee Holgren and he was a scientist at Honeywell and had been watching a television program about someone with quadriparesis who was using a switch to operate a computer.  And he’s just the kind of guy who sees a problem, has had experience with people with disabilities in his life, and he’s a doer.  So he just went that is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen.  He knew it was expensive and he thought I can do better than that.  So he opened up the Yellow Pages, looked for United Cerebral Palsy ‘cause he knew about that, and called our organization and…to see if he could help and…create anything.  And, luckily, they…they kept transferring his phone call to other people in the organization – we had eight other programs – and it finally got to me and because I had been at that conference, I knew what he could do for us.  

I took the call.  I was so excited that he called.  He came into the pre-school the next week and I remember he talks about this too, we sat on the floor with the children.  We talked about what we had seen from the switch perspective, what we might need, and from the very outset the thing that Lee constantly said was – tell me what you need and don’t hold back.  Don’t prejudge what can be done.  I work at an incredibly…at an incredible organization.  I can figure out so much, so just tell me what you need.  So we started designing our first switch.  We started with adapting battery operated toys and after about a month we… it was obvious that battery operated toys were fun for the students and they were understanding that the whole cause and effect.  They could demonstrate it.  They were in control over something in their lives by themselves and that was so exciting.  But we also noticed that with the…the battery operated devices that are available – you know, how long do you want to sit and listen to a bear drumming – and…and a lot of the kids were, you know, almost self-stiming on the…the sound and it…we weren’t moving anywhere other than having fun…which was great.  So he…we said we need to be able to use appliances that we can do something that’s more functional and he created a control unit.  And then we started being able to plug in the blender so that the students could help make their lunches and we could help make malts and we could use the popcorn popper and we can use lights – and it was…it was phenomenal.  And he and I worked together with just an incredible pre-school staff, fabulous family, 20…20 students and we…I recognized that, okay, we’re…we’re moving so far with the students but what else is there.  How can we use the technology to achieve a different set of goals?  What are the goals that we can now even imagine differently than we had in the past?  

And the amazing connection/partnerships that we had with the schools, when our students went to the schools, was great.  And a particular student, Jacob Lieberman, who was a very special child – they all are but I had a unique connection with him and his family.  He went to a local district; District 287, and one of the therapists, a speech therapist, Jackie Levine, was in the intake meeting and we talked about Jacob using technology and Jackie talked to me about…that she was doing some similar things in the school and I was so impressed with how she and the team were talking about the kind of goals that he could achieve; how we would look at communication and how we would look at a…different types of academic goals, which of course, were very different back then.  That was in 1981.  

And Honeywell was very excited about what Lee was doing and at that time, Honeywell was encouraging their staff to be involved in their community in a very pro-active way.  And Lee’s boss asked me what I would do with a thousand dollars; what we would do with our volunteer project.  And I said…you know that was a lot of money at the time.  We were very excited about that and I thought, you know, I really need more direction.  I really think that Jackie Levine can offer the kind of assessment, a different type of assessment for the students, that we can understand what they really need from a communication and functional skills perspective and then help us direct what we wanted to achieve and then start saying, what kind of technology would really help us get there, in addition to strategies, etc.  

So we hired her.  She started doing that work and…and then Jackie said, you know, Lee, if you can make all of this equipment…and he had other people now at Honeywell starting to help us, what…what could you do?  Could you help us at our school, and could you help other people.  And Lee said, well, of course.  Instead of making just equipment, let’s show people how to make it themselves and so we started having night workshops.  Our…our first workshop, we sent out flyers to the local developmental achievement centers that we knew of and our first night we had 45 people—which was astounding.  We were in our…the cafeteria at the program and it was a lot of work to hand-cut all of that material and…and teach people how to solder and it was extremely fun.  People were so excited.  And the next day, the awakening happened when people started calling and saying, okay, great.  I have one switch.  Now I want another one, and, oh, it doesn’t work anymore and how do I get repair parts and it was, like, oh, no – trying to run the pre-school and calling Lee on lunch hour and we’re going how do we do this?  

And…and then about that time when this ball started to roll, Jackie…Jackie’s husband had a friend named Willis Bright, just an amazing person who worked for corporate responsibility and economic…economic development at Honeywell and he…Jackie was telling him about what we were doing and he said, wow, you guys…have you considered starting a company.  You may have an opportunity here.  And so he invited us down to his office at Honeywell.  We were going from our little organization, going to Honeywell in this beautiful boardroom, and he had put up paper all over the walls and just started asking us questions.  If you had…if you had all the money in the world, what kind of business would you start?  What kind of products would you sell?  How would you sell them?  Who would you sell them to?  How would you repair them?  What would be…what’s your vision?  You know, it just…all of these questions and there was hardly a second in-between the question and the answers that we were giving and there was so much energy in the room.  And by the time we left, we…I’m sure we looked like ghosts because we were going, oh my gosh.  We think we can do this.  We don’t know how we’re gonna do this but we think we can do this and we need to do this.  

And…and Honeywell and Lee were so inspirational in getting more volunteers.  I asked for a female mentor because I hadn’t actually been in business and so she worked with me.  We had lawyers.  We had market research people. We had marketing people, finance people, and they were helping us with the vision.  And Jackie’s vision, understanding how schools worked, understand…and having a huge vision about what was potentially possible worldwide of how many people with disabilities could actually use this equipment—there was so little available—and we had always worked with students with the most significant disabilities and that was…we were having so much fun.  And so, we wanted to bring that simplicity, that fun…we knew that we needed to have products that were indestructible because we didn’t have much money, as a non-profit, to do any repair, so we didn’t want any repair.  And, Lee, being a scientist and a chemist, his natural talent was to look for everything that could go wrong.  He would stay up nights thinking what could happen with the…you know, the control unit using electrical power.  What do we need to do?  How are we going to pass UL testing?  And, Jackie, always thinking how can we inspire teachers to know what’s really possible.  

When we first started, we spent more of our time trying to influence people to be excited about what could be possible with a switch and a control unit for a student with the most significant disabilities—because our switch was $29.  Our control unit was $80 and people would say, you know, spending $100…$110 on the student that, you know, we don’t know what they understand and if all they can do is turn on a blender, is it really worth doing that?  So I remember one of our first materials was a hundred appliances that you could use with a control unit and…and talking about putting together slides and showing what leads from using…doing a functional activity to…to being able to communicate and what those basics were.  We put together…we wrote books.  We did videos.  We did workshops all over, showing slides of students that were showing what they could do and people were going oh, yeah, I guess those are my students and I can do that!  

So it just kept leading one to another.  We had amazing people and…and a team that brought all these talents together and in 1985, we started our business.  Mary Kay Walsh was our first employee after myself.  Lee continued to volunteer and Jackie was a paid consultant.  She stayed in her school district and working with us part-time as we built the business.  We had, at that point, 130 volunteers that were helping us.  We were making our battery device adaptors at night with pizza parties and making, you know, small metal disks on punches in local companies that were doing the…the punching for us on their lunch hours.  And it was extremely exciting.  Mary Kay and I were…we were just talking last night and just are celebrating our 25th anniversary and Jackie, Lee, Mary Kay and I, and our new CEO, and Lee’s wife, Rose, were out for dinner last night celebrating and Mary Kay and I are talking about we would run up to the mail every day and we’d get three orders in the mail and we were so excited!   

And another interesting thing is we called our first switch, Switch 100, because we had gone through this huge effort to come up with the name, AbleNet, and by then we were really tired and one of the Honeywell people said, well, to name the switch, you know, you’re gonna have more switches so why don’t you just call it Switch 100 and then you can call the next one Switch 200.  But the orders that we kept getting in the mail were 2 big red switches and we went, ohhh, you know, that’s a good name and everybody’s calling it…let’s…and we have a lawyer on our advisory committee.  Let’s…you know, let’s trademark it.  So we did and that was kind of the beginning of this…this…how to put fun in and personality even into the products.  And, you know, we were the first ones with the plastic injection molded switch because of this high quality that we…we wanted.  We wanted…we knew…in fact our testing was we’d take the Big Red Switch and through it 16 feet in the air against the brick wall of the back building to see if it still worked.  And Lee actually drove over one with his car and it still worked!  And we were delighted.  We passed our first UL testing.  

We started in January and we did a field test in Minnesota and Iowa and hand made with our volunteers, a hundred units and a hundred Big Reds and had them tested for two months.  And we took the products back after they filled out the evaluation forms and we have found out in the last couple of years that not everybody turned them in.  We knew they didn’t but we didn’t know where it was, and we’ve gotten some of those original Big Reds back with micro-switches that were not anywhere near the quality that we went to and they were still working!  And it’s been really, really exciting to…to look at that.  

And so I think it was the influence of, you know, all of these talents and this vision that we could do it, and having all of these incredible people from Honeywell and other organizations.  We had, the first couple of years, there was no way we could survive on the money that we had gotten.  We were part of this larger non-profit organization still, Accessibility, and we knew we wanted to be self-sufficient.  So we…all those people helped us develop incredibly great business practices while we brought the essence of what we wanted to have happen to the people with the disabilities and we knew so much what was…what was going on with people that actually had to do the service.  We could not be the company that we are or have reached the…the goals that we’ve reached, without incredible people in the field, believing that they, too, can make a difference.  And ATIA is filled with amazing researchers and university people that have just made a huge impact in challenging how we move forward. 

And one of the things I’m really proud of for AbleNet is that a lot of our product development occurred as best practices in fields we’ve developed in.  So when…you know, when we first started it was cause and effect and…and going, okay, you know, now what?  What’s now in the, you know, the scope and sequence, and how do we start from a single message communication device going up to a number of, you know, other messages.  So we… remember we started peer interaction with such an important best practice and how do we use technology to get peers working together and so we developed a product where two switches had to be depressed at the same time for something to happen.  And that was a simple $19 product but it made a huge difference. 

And we had other people come into our organization.  Peggy __ was just an amazing person who pushed us to say…she…she brought us a product, Speakeasy, that had been made by Chuck Frame [phonetic] in Wisconsin and she said…we said, well, we don’t…we don’t do communicate ‘cause we were doing access at…at the time.  She said, of course you do communication.  The kids are communicating with everything they do and   and you guys are the perfects ones to do it!  And so we took on the Speakeasy product and very shortly after that realized that we could create in the Big Red Switch…we could create the voice, and we created Big Mac with the personality of giving a student a voice with just a single message.  And that just led to so many other things so it was really the best practice and the research, and the influence.  It was so many other people helping us make sure that the features that we were putting into our products, that the…that the training that we were providing, was always pushing the edge of what was possible for people with disabilities.  

A real important period in our lives was when we realized at about 1998, that even though we had so much technology available at that time…and we probably had 50 products, you know, with the number of varieties of the same product, as well as many new products, that even though…there were still a lot of new teachers coming in, there were a lot of people that weren’t doing a lot of additional new things.  And a lot of things were happening in…in the U.S. as well as in the nation where No Child Left Behind was being developed.  We…people were going…finally starting to be comfortable with literacy versus learning.  For a long time we used the world learning because a lot of teachers with students with the most significant disabilities… like how do we teach literacy and there weren’t good protocol out there.  There weren’t…there were no curriculums and we thought, how can we develop a curriculum for some one that would embed the best teaching practices and use only as the tool to achieve the…the program and they’ll learn to use the technology without knowing that they’re using…learning it.  And our first curriculum was the Star Reporter and a classroom or a school would create a newspaper and in the process of creating a newspaper, students would read a…maybe one feature would be a Book of the Month and they would read a couple of books and they would vote on which book they wanted to do a book report on and if they couldn’t actually make a choice with their voice or cognitive, we had an alternate spinner where they would hit the switch with the choices on the alternate and wherever it landed, that was their choice and their choice got put up on the board.  And this constant reinforcement that they were part of the decision-making; they were part of creating a newspaper.  And it was a… an amazing experience for what the schools were able to do.  How the teachers brought their vision and their creativity and their fun, and there were…there was competition between classrooms and teachers weren’t just working, you know, trying so hard in their own classroom to…to do really tough work.  Now they were working together and they had this newspaper that was going home and the administrators were seeing it and so proud of it.  

And that led us to looking at our next program which was MEville to WEville and we…there was another important partner.  We worked with Karen Erickson who had… Dr. Karen Erickson who had worked with us and Penny L__ on, you know, embedding some of the best practices in our products and she said, oh, your MEville to WEville concept is great but you can make it a stronger literacy…literacy program.  And, again, we kind of were – are we really the right company to do this and, like, Peggy laughed.   You’re the perfect company to do this.  And she did research in four months and came back and said these are the results and if you guys don’t do this, we’re gonna do it anyway.  So, it was, like, okay!  We’re…we’re gonna do this.  We put Mary Sakesteader [phonetic] and Kristen Zombrock [phonetic] and worked with…with Karen on what would be an amazing best practice, research-based literacy program and MEville to WEville was born.  

And then it led to more amazing people – Ann Myer who has been…was an assistant special education director and had done just an incredible job in implementing the Star Recorder in her local school district and understood the multi-levels of how the…the leadership at the administrative level influences the teachers and supports the teachers and what do they need to actually be able to do their work.  Oh, with her vision and her experience, she can help take this nationwide.  And at…now that we’ve adapted Weekly Reader, we’re…we’ve got a summer school program and we just came out with an amazing K-12 math curriculum that has lessons teaching the essence of math concepts for students with the most significant disabilities, moderate disabilities and mild disabilities, bringing them up to the general ed standards.  

So we have that.  We hired a new CEO a couple of years ago.  I looked for someone to take my place.  We found an amazing person, Jan Tolever [phonetic], and she, along with Adam Wing who is our Vice President for International Business has brought new types of environment communications systems, where our environmental control systems are working in hospitals.  The other…that hospitals…so we’re serving people from birth through death with all types of disabilities. 

Another key partnership was we purchased the TASH Company a couple of years ago from Colin Wheeler and his amazing team.  And that whole product line has helped us serve a whole new set of people with different types of needs.  

So, to answer your question… that was a very long answer to how many products do we have.  I’m sure from a…a…actually, SKUs…you know, products on the shelf that we can ship, we’re talking over a thousand probably.  So it’s been an amazing transformation.  We’ve gone from a non-profit organization to 100% ESOP owned and that, too, has been an amazing accomplishment, I think, because the people that have built the company have really shared in every aspect of developing it and…and the rewards that we get from an intrinsic perspective of what we’ve been able to accomplish with all these other people – and to really build a company that is very…very strong and growing.  

RUCKER:  Apart from business, what are you going to do after this business?

VOLKMAN:  Well, right now I’m extremely excited because we’re going to be grandparents and also…which is very exciting.  And my husband and I are building a log home up in Northern Minnesota.  And we’re doing…once the logs are up…we did that with a 3rd generation log home builder and my husband’s an electrician and then we’re doing the rest of the work.  I’m the stainer and painter and…and the cook that helps, again, bring all these people together.  And I’m working part-time with AbleNet right now on the research aspect, working with researchers to…to help make sure that what we’re doing is understood from a best practice perspective—that we are improving everything that we’re doing from that aspect.  And it’s been great.  We’re working with some people in Washington and CTI; other partnerships that I’m sure are gonna help lead us to, like, a whole, you know…we’re celebrating 25 years so we’re asking everyone that’s coming into our 25th anniversary booth – what do you…what do you envision for us the next 25 years.  Thank you for helping us do what we’ve done already and what’s…what’s the next essence.  So I’m going to enjoy watching what AbleNet does because it’s got a very strong team and I think what we can do now, with this type of infrastructure and…and baseline of…of hope and vision and belief, it’s just gonna be amazing.  

RUCKER:  Thank you very much. 

VOLKMAN:  Welcome!  
END OF AUDIO
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