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ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY ORAL HISTORY PROJECT

Interview with Richard Wanderman 
at his home in Warren, CT, April 27, 2009
RUCKER:
Richard, I’d like you to start from before I knew you—start back in Oregon and what you were doing there and then talk about what brought you to Connecticut, and what brought you to your intense interest in disabilities, particularly learning disabilities.  And then talk a little bit about your presentations at various conferences.  I know at Closing the Gap it was standing room only and occasionally I went to the front of the room and sat on the floor so I’d have the best view.  I remember my first digital camera was because I heard you talking about what you ought to do with digital cameras.  And then take us on to other things you were involved with with disability and then talk about what happened that caused you to go in another direction to another thing you love.  

Wanderman:  You may have to help me with some of that in terms of memory of what you’ve said.  So when…I mean we could start the story in a lot of different places but I…because I have a learning disability, that’s been a major influence on the kinds of things that I’ve been interested in and done for myself—either avoiding things or looking for things to help me with the learning disability.  And one thing I got very interested in at Oregon was fine arts.  So I have an MFA in fine arts and I spent a lot of years teaching and being a practicing artist and got comfortable in that area.  But during that time I never really dealt with the learning disability piece of my life which had been …not isolated but compartmentalized and sort of thrown under the rug.  And there came a time—it was actually when I was living in Los Angles—but I went back to Oregon so that the Los Angeles experience sort of threw me into another…a problem with my life so that I decided I was going to throw a lot of things on the table that I had avoided.  And so when I came back to Oregon from Los Angeles I decided I was going to get to the bottom of the learning disabilities thing.  And so this is pre-computers—I think the Apple I had been invented but I didn’t know about it yet and certainly wasn’t in the position to find out about it, but I got myself a typewriter and started writing with the typewriter and saw right away that this piece of technology eliminated the handwriting problem for me and that was a revelation.  That may be the most important revelation in all of this because had I not seen that, I never would have seen that…I never would have been able to make a separation between handwriting and my literacy issues.  And so once that was solved and I started typing, it effectively, effectively compared to what touch typing does on a computer keyboard, solved a large enough piece of my problems that I actually saw that I could become literate someday if I worked at it.  

So I did a lot of writing.  I knew from my experience as an artist that if I did something a lot, I could get better at it.  So I never had a tool that enabled me to do that with writing but now that I had a typewriter I did that.  So for two years I did that, and at the end of the two years a friend introduced me to a computer, and it was a…it was an early IBM PC.  No hard disk; it wasn’t an AT—if I remember the AT was the one with the hard disk that came later.  It was a 2-disk drive PC.  And I went out and got that computer very, very quickly and then also other computers.  And I didn’t have a lot of money to do this but I thought that it would be important and so I started getting into computing and during that first couple of years I had Apple IIs, K Pros, IBM PCs running CPM 86 and MS DOS.  MS DOS hadn’t quite won yet.  Just…because I wasn’t quite sure which of these was going to be the easiest to use and because I had read in the process of making this transition, an interesting book that was also important in turning me on to what the possibilities were.  And the book was The Word Processing Book by a guy named Peter McWilliams.  I don’t know whether you remember that book; probably very few people in our area—he wrote a book on computers and disabilities but I don’t think it was as popular.  The Word Processing Book explained in very simple terms what writing on a computer could do for the writing process.  And once I experienced that I knew he was right and so during that time I got pretty deeply, as deeply as I could get, into this computing area and decided that what I wanted to do was document my experience, as a person with a learning disability, using technology.  

So I started taking notes.  You could say it was journal but it really wasn’t much of a journal and sent a proposal to the…I guess it was then called the ACLD, the Association for Children and Adults with Learning Disabilities…their big national conference.  I had never been to any of these kinds of things before.  I’d never made a presentation outside of a classroom before, but I knew that that would be a good thing to do to share what technology had done for me.  And at that time there was no one at any of these learning disability related conferences talking about technology at all.  No one was using it that I know of.  And I guess the year…I’m going to guess that the year was either ’79 or ’80 when this was taking place for me.  Now I realized that there was an Assistive Technology world at that time but I didn’t know anything about it.  I didn’t know anything about all these other disabilities.  I didn’t know anything except for my experience at that time and I was in isolation; relative isolation at this point. 

So before the…so I sent in this proposal.  I didn’t…I don’t know what…I mean I wasn’t sure whether it was going to get accepted or…I was pretty sure it would get rejected because it was fairly highfaluting.  I…you know I was talking about the second coming with the computer and I didn’t know that these are the kind of people who would accept that.  They were pretty much grounded in Orton Gillingham and Annie Gillingham’s books and materials and all of that.  

During the time that I was waiting to have that paper accepted I’d had something else that I had sent out for publication accepted in a publication called…I believe it was CoEvolution Quarterly was the one.  It was one of the Hollier Catalog offshoots, and it was on how computers changed the writing process for me.  And a woman up in Alaska read it; this article that I had written, and said…there was no e-mail at this point.  I think she either called me or wrote me a letter in some pretty bad scrawl which I had a hard time understanding but I got the sense that she and her family all had learning disabilities.  There were a bunch of people in her community.  Interestingly enough that community was Wasilla, Alaska, now made famous because it was the home or one of the homes of Sarah Palin.  She and her family were all… all had learning disabilities and would I consider coming up there at their expense to talk about the use of computers and… for people with learning disabilities and I said, this is great.  A trip to Alaska.  This is great.  So I went and there were no portable computers so I mean I went.  They bought an IBM PC so that I could show them I believe it was Word Star and a couple of other programs that I was using and sort of pushing for other people to use and it became a very successful.  I believe I was up there for like three or four days and then I came home and when I got home I got a call from the Dean of Education at the University of Alaska Anchorage and said we’d like you to come back next summer and travel around the state to all of our different places where we do outreach and talk about computers and literacy.  And this is all before I did this talk at National ACLD.  I think that conference it was like a one year lead team from when you submit the proposal to when you actually you know find out you did it.  Maybe a year and a half.  It was a long lead time if I remember correctly.  Nothing like normal… what I know from doing hundreds of conferences since.  

So I went up and I had my own bush pilot.  We strapped… the University of Oregon continuing education program had bought a bunch of computers and I had been teaching some computer courses in it not for people with learning disabilities.  Just for students to learn about computers.  And so they shipped at their expense these crates of these old Compaq computers.  If you remember they were the kind that looked like a sewing machine that folded down with a little screen.  We shipped 20 of those up and… oh and I have to say parenthetically during that time there had been a conference.  I’m sorry.  This is coming out in a slightly obscure order but I think the audience will get it.  There had been a conference in San Francisco that I had gone to called the West Coast Computer Fair which was card tables and geeks with pony tails.  Real nerdy guys with you know circuit boards and all kinds of stuff but it had started to grow into something a little slicker like a Mac world or one of these big electronic shows and at this one show that happened Apple was there and I got to meet some of the guys that would later be on the first Macintosh team which you know I didn’t know anything about anything at that point.  But they were working on the Mac at this point and I’m pretty sure I met Steve Jobs.  I certainly met him later, the next time I went to that conference and that was an interesting connection.  I didn’t realize that these guys had any meaning in my future.  Not that those particular guys did but I thought that was interesting.

So I went up to Alaska and traveled around the state and it was a big success and that led to many more trips like that.  Then the… I did some other things, some other writing.  I wrote an… I wrote for a number of publications including a very soon to be defunct publication called Soft Talk for the IBM PC.  You may remember that.  And my article got published.  I think I have a bunch of copies of the magazine in the basement somewhere collecting mold.  But they went under just before I was to get paid so I wrote this great article which I loved writing and I had a great editor there.  It was my first experience working with a terrific editor who was really sensitive to my writing, liked my writing and helped me make it better.  But then I never got paid so the symbolism of having that great thing get published and then of course they went under so that didn’t get circulated very widely and never got paid was kind of a… that was a downer but still I felt like there was a… I didn’t really see it at the time but it was the beginning of a direction, a new direction for my life which of course is the nature of… or was the subject of this interview.  But I wasn’t quite sure about that yet and I still had my roots in Eugene and the university community there.  Somewhat in the fine arts community although wasn’t doing art anymore.  I was very interested in computing but I wasn’t quite sure how that was going to get traction.

Before the ACLD talk which was probably an important event in terms of where I went next.  Without that talk I never would have met you.  I never would have gotten to Connecticut.  That talk was the thing that changed a particular direction.  The Macintosh came out and I went down to the West Coast Computer Fair again and this was one of the last times they actually held that fair.  That fair… I don’t think it morphed into Mac World but I don’t think it continued after that because there were other more specific PC fairs and Mac fairs and this and that.  And I walked into the Macintosh booth or the Apple booth which had a big Macintosh computer with a rear projection screen.  And in the booth was Steve Jobs and Mike Murray and Bill Atkinson and Andy Hertzfeld.  These are all the guys who became legends because they pushed this Mac.  And the Mac had just gone for sale.  It was literally… I think it came out in January or whatever and it was just being shipped to universities and there was no one in Eugene where I came from who had one of these things although I had seen the Lisa and knew something about the interface on what… that was coming on the Mac.  And I was pretty sure that this was going to be a significant machine for me.  So I… I don’t know why I did this but I walked up to Steve Jobs and I told him you know I have this contract to visit Alaska a number of times and I’m not done with it yet and I’m bringing these Compaq computers up there and this is… I’m working with Native Americans and a lot of people in Alaska who have learning disabilities and I think the Mac might be a particularly useful tool for them and I was wondering if you know you would consider possibly seating me with one and he cut me off.  He looked at Mike Murray.  He said ship one to this guy’s… get this guy’s address and ship one.  He walked away.  

And so by the time we… we had driven down to the West Coast Computer Fair and by the time I got home it was there.  I had a 128K Mac.  I didn’t have a second disk drive and if you remember that was a tough thing but I called up Mike Murray and he sent me a second disk drive and I had you know Mac Write and Mac Paint and all of this stuff and I was due to get to Alaska pretty soon so I figured I better learn something about this before I get up there and so I spent some time immersed in the Mac and pretty much that immersion was my transition.  I was pretty sure that this was going to be my future and I wasn’t going to be using Apple IIs or IBM PCs or any CPM machines anymore.  So I went to Alaska with one Mac in the little bag and 20 Compaq computers, sewing machine types you know.  Maybe there were a little better then that at this point but I went with the University of Oregon’s computers.  We were still using the University of Oregon as a launch point for this.  And I flew around the state with my… with my trusty bush pilot and when I landed and we set all this up no one wanted to use the IBM PC to write.  Everybody wanted to just play around with the Mac and of course this little 9 inch screen, black and white whatever.  How could you know?  So you know it was like pulling teeth to get people to boot up the IBM PC or the Compaq or and use Word Star or whatever we were using at that point.  It wasn’t Microsoft Word or anything like that.  It was pre all of that as opposed to this Mac.  And when I got home from that trip I realized that my days were done with these earlier computers.  So I transferred as much as I could onto the Mac and started a users’ group in Eugene.  One of the first users’ groups in the country, the Eugene Mac Users’ Group and went down to ACLD to do this presentation.  

And I think I’ve got the timing wrong a little bit in there on how much time transpired but there was a lot of time that transpired between the time I put in the proposal and the time that I actually made the presentation and what I decided at that point… and when I made the proposal a good thing it was generic because I didn’t even know about the Mac.  But when I went down and did the presentation I brought my Mac and I had Mac and what was it called?  MacinTalk and so I essentially wrote a script for the Mac with a bunch of pauses in it, put the Mac up on a pedestal, put a microphone in front of it, stood on the other side of the stage with a microphone and opened this presentation, first one I ever made to a large group, and they were… I don’t remember.  It was a large group.  It was a big group.  It was at that point people were starting to get interested in technology.  No one had done anything with it yet.

I led the presentation by doing a presentation talking to this little Mac.  You know I… how are you doing?  It was sort of like something Apple might do you know.  I was inspired by their early ads and so I had this conversation with the computer.  The computer talked to me.  People thought it was unbelievable.  I was doing ventriloquism or something and then I… there was no… unfortunately we didn’t have the ability to project computer screens at that point.  We probably did but I didn’t know about it and certainly this tech… this was not a tech conference so they wouldn’t have known about it.  So I did some writing on the machine.  No one could see it but I described what I was doing.  I showed them the mouse.  I talked about this multi-sensory interface.  How easy it was to correct things and the place went nuts.  They… you know I said I think this is the future of I didn’t use the term assistive technology but I think this is going to be a significant tool.  Maybe the most significant tool for the population that I am one of and that you’re dealing with.  The place went bananas.  People came up to me.  Can you come to this place?  Can you come to… I mean I’ve never seen anything.  It was like early days of Closing the Gap where you do a good presentation and everybody wants to you know bring you somewhere.  Well I’d never had that happen in my life before but one of the people who came up at the end she was very polite.  Let all the group… potential groupies clear and while I was tearing stuff down she came up and said look, I’m the development… I’m the head of… not development.  I’m the head of boy I don’t remember what it was called.  I guess staff development or whatever the term was for it at the mfa School, a small school for kids with learning disabilities in Litchfield, Connecticut and I would really like you to come back and do an in-service for our faculty on computing.  We’re… we were interested in computers but we don’t really know that much about it and I think you’re the person to do this because you’re like one of our students but you’re also more sophisticated technologically.  And I thought this sounded great and so I went and that was in the summer.  

It was a summer in-service for teachers and it was a huge success and then they asked me to come back during the year and do a week long thing for all the kids.  Little did I know that they were sort of seeing if I could deal with kids because they wanted to hire me.  I had no idea.  I just thought they wanted a workshop you know to start a computer program and I did this and it was exhausting but I enjoyed it and interestingly enough during that time and this is a… I’m going to weave it back into one of your other interviewees.  During that time I had made a connection in Eugene because I started the Macintosh Users’ Group and I’d used that connection to meet… I never… at this point I hadn’t met her personally but I had emailed a woman named Robin Fryer who you’ll remember who was a sales rep, I think an educational sales rep.  I don’t know what her territory was but she certainly worked in Connecticut and covered these schools and I asked her if she could help me by supplying some technology for this thing that I was going to do and she said yeah, I can but I think I’d rather put you in touch with someone at corporate as well.  And so that was my first introduction to Alan Brightman and I don’t know that Alan… I think it was Robin who supplied all this.  It’s possible she got some support from Alan but we had a bunch of computers at that school that Apple supplied.  A truck came up.  You’ve experienced this.  And they unloaded the computers and there they were and the truck came back at some point after I was gone and picked them up.  So that was my first experience with Apple supporting something that I was going to do and Robin and I as you know became friendly and she did a lot of support for things that I did both at ConnSENSE for you and elsewhere on the East Coast and of course Alan my connection happened with  later.

So at the end of this workshop for kids the head of school, a guy who was to die literally six months later, he had cancer.  A guy named Richard Purse who was the head of the Forman School at the time came up to me… actually he didn’t come up to me.  There was a cocktail party as a send off for me at his house and I really believe that when he made this proposal he had been doing quite a bit of drinking but I… that just makes for a good story.  I don’t know.  But he called me over during the party and sat me down and said look, what would it take to get you to leave Oregon and come back here?  And I said I was never really thinking about that.  I didn’t know this was a job interview.  I’d… I don’t want to leave Oregon.  You know he said well you have an opportunity here because I want to start a program and I think you’re the right person for it and we have a couple of people on the staff here who have told me that you’re the right guy.  We’ve been looking for this.  If we start this program it’ll be the first program of its kind anywhere and I’d like you to put your imprint on it and I won’t give you a contract that says you have to stay forever but I want you to at least kick start this with us.  That sounded really good to me and I said well I think we’re going to need a big space.  We’re going to need some technology.  This is going to need a budget.  And I didn’t know anything about independent schools and I also didn’t know about guys like Richard Perse who even if he didn’t have the money was you know he waved his hands and said oh yeah.  Whatever you want.  I’ll build a building.  I’ll pay you whatever you want.  Whatever.  But that’s what he did.  He said I’ll build a building.  We’ll wire the school.  We didn’t even know what wire the school meant yet but he said I’ll wire the school.  He didn’t know what he was getting into but he threw a lot of big words around and big money around and said yeah, yeah, we’ll meet whatever salary you want.  Whatever.   And you know I didn’t know.  I…  you know I was working adjunct at the University of Oregon.  What did I know about a salary to live in Connecticut, right?  In Eugene you could live on a dollar a year in those days.  So I thought this was great.

So I… I said I’m going to do this conservatively.  I’m going to go back to Eugene and I’m going to see if I can talk a leave of absence from my job there so I got something to come back to in case this is a disaster.  And he said that’s fine.  Just let me know soon because we want this to get going.  I knew I was going to do this.  It was… I think that was the only time I ever bluffed in my life.  I’m not a very good bluffer.  And so I… I didn’t… I actually… I don’t believe I ever took the leave of absence.  I just quit and… although I wanted to tell them that thinking maybe that would get me a higher salary or whatever but it didn’t… it didn’t matter.  I knew this was going to be a great thing for me to do.  So I went back there and I ended up working with a woman named Laurie Faise who was a PhD linguist and the head of their language training program and Laurie and I put the program together.  As a matter of fact probably when you came there and I believe you came there before I came to you.  It’s possible.  A lot of people… once we got on the map and it only took about three or four months for us to get on the map people from the state started coming in.  People from New York started coming up and they wanted to see what we were doing so they could either replicate it or document it or send post docs to us or whatever because we knew that we needed to… the one thing that we knew that was very important that I believe to this day.  I don’t think it’s done to this day enough.  We knew we had to rewrite the entire curriculum at least the language component of this school.  Okay?  And the great thing is we had the head of the school in our pocket.  He was willing to let us do that.  Actually the head of the curriculum committee at the time was less inclined to do that but… and the head of the English department thought it was a disaster but we won him over.  He became a huge zealot and a Mac guy.  

But it was just not quite there yet and the deal involved Robin Fryer and Alan Brightman throwing some money and computers at this school.  It involved me documenting the whole thing with a newsletter if you remember.  I think it was called the Macintosh Lab Monitor.  Where we posted all of our research and Laurie, the linguist… we had a perfect population because no one had used computers before so we pre-tested all these kids and then we post-tested them and we did all these tested adolescent language blah, blah, blah.  She did a whole bunch of stuff like that.  This is… you can’t find a control group… you can’t find anything like this now.  But it was a good opportunity and Laurie knew about it and so we did a whole bunch of stuff like that and I feel… after two years I was done but during that two years it… I feel like we established that not only just anecdotally but through data that this connection was real and enough places had replicated it quickly and now it was time for me to go.  Forman was off and running.  Laurie was actually leaving and she was… after I met her we worked so closely together she became one of my best friends and she was going to Japan to do some research and you know I didn’t want to stick around there anymore.  So I decided to leave but not before, and there’s the segue into the next piece, she and I presented once together at Closing the Gap our research findings.  We had come up with these research findings after year one and in year… in whatever.  Closing the Gap’s in October so that October we shared our research findings from year one at Closing the Gap and that was my first experience there.

I should also say that during that first year I came to you… I think I came to you before Closing the Gap at ConnSENSE or at whatever it was called back then and met… maybe it was in the second year but during one of those two years before I left Forman I met the people at CAST and the people in Connecticut that you had Flo Taber Brown and I don’t remember all their names.

RUCKER:    Right.

WANDERMAN:    But R.J. Cooper and all of those people I… I wasn’t aware of the larger disabilities community.  I was not that interested in it.  Closing the Gap was… I may have even heard about Closing the Gap from you but I doubt I met David Clark at it.  I think that came later but I think I was still at Forman or I was… it was my second year when I came and taught that summer course at UConn and I met David Clark.  But I went to Closing the Gap with Laurie in that second year at Forman and we presented and I believe that our presentation… I don’t have a great memory of it but I’m pretty sure it was well attended.  It was on the Macintosh.  It was the first mention of Macintosh probably at closing the Gap and because of this Alan Brightman was very happy about this and I remember very, very… this I remember absolutely.  Alan Brightman met me for the first time.  I’d never met him before.  In the trade show Apple had a big booth back then and I was giving out copies of our Macintosh Lab Monitor which was a nicely printed piece done by a guy around… right around here actually that I shipped out there and he was just… he was just between the data that we had which he ended up using.  This piece… he said what can I do for you.  I said well I’m probably leaving this place and he just… this guy is like… his visionary capabilities were in full swing then and he said look, I’m going to have Jane Lee, a person who works with me, get in touch with you and we’re going to talk about some consulting at Apple because I’ve… I’m pretty sure that there’s a lot we can do together.  And that… so I left Forman knowing that I was going to do this kind of thing on a larger scale.  I hadn’t really embraced even though I went to Closing the Gap and Laurie and I walked around I didn’t really embrace this other larger assistive technology world.  I was still trying to do my thing which was just this more narrow world of learning disabilities and very simple technology.  Nothing… in those days there was nothing specialized for anything.  The most specialized thing was the possibility of possibly getting your computer to talk although MacinTalk in those days was pretty crude.  Still useful but pretty crude.  

And I should say at this point I never used any of those assistive technologies personally.  I wrote and did all the things that everybody else does with their computer.  Never really felt the need for that.  By this point in my life I was already over the hump that a lot of people go through a lot earlier in their lives.  So I don’t remember exactly what happened in that second year but I got exposed to the beginnings of… now what was this called?  It’s now called the Alliance for Technology Access but it had another name before that. 

RUCKER:    Mmhm.

WANDERMAN:    Whatever that name was Alan said Jackie Brand and I are starting this thing up I believe and I may have this history wrong but and we’re going to need training on the Mac in a lot of these different places and I would like you to do that.  So that was my first deal with Apple and through that I started traveling around to these different places and I have to say that the person who facilitated that the most was not Alan.  Alan is the guy that says it but someone else actually does it and the one who did it was Jane Lee.  Jane Lee was my mother at Apple.  I mean she taught me how to deal with Apple.  How to write an invoice.  How to be a consultant.  How to travel easily.  She was a very important resource for me and you know I dealt with Alan but less so.  I dealt with Jane a lot more and I guess during that time there were a bunch of us who got on a advisory committee I guess at Apple.  I don’t know whether you Chauncy were on it but there were a number of people who probably you’re interviewing who were on that committee who were Mac users.  I know what’s his name?  The guy in Kentucky who does all.

RUCKER:    Ed Blackhurst?

WANDERMAN:   No.  Um, there’s another guy down there.  Not in Kentucky.  In Lexington.  You know who I mean.

RUCKER:    Yeah.

WANDERMAN:    He’s a pilot.  Yeah, you know who I mean.  Anyway, he was on that committee.  First time I ever met him but there were a bunch of other people on that committee.  I believe even it’s possible Madalaine Pugliese was on that committee, advisory board, not a committee.  But that advisory board was fantastic.  It was… I think Alan Brightman came and you know did a talk and the… and then we would talk among ourselves and it was the beginning of I believe it was the beginning… and it was recommended by people in this committee that Apple have a… or that the disability solutions group which was Apple’s… Alan’s group at that time have a say in what is now universal access in the system.  We wanted some of the stuff that we were talking about as add ons to be built into every Mac.  And there wasn’t any universal design discussion at that point I don’t… it may have been discussed elsewhere but I never heard about it.  But this was the beginning of I think that group’s influence on the system and those kinds of things were in the early systems and that was this committee… this advisory board and Alan Brightman’s push into that area.  

So that’s what I did for a long time and the relationship with Apple eventually ended because that group ended.  Although during that time I also worked with other people.  That group had a larger umbrella run… I don’t know whether Alan was the head of it or Alan and a guy named James Kelly were parallels and James Kelly had a woman named Tina Ruppelt working for him and Tina Rupelt was the head of… they… that group had to do with adult literacy and I… because the adult literacy world and the learning disabilities world are very similar.  They have parallels.  Mostly the learning disabilities world is dealing with kids although it doesn’t have to and the adult literacy world is certainly dealing with adults who make it through.  But there’s a high component of learning disabilities in the adult literacy world.  Not that all adults were illiterate who have learning disabilities but many do.  And so I did a lot of work for Tina and James Kelly as well under the umbrella of Apple.  They sent me around and I did things in that area.  As a matter of fact interestingly enough I… I never met her although I was at a conference and we were sitting up on a panel and it had nothing to do with political disagreement but Barbara… Barbara Bush funded not her directly but her foundation funded quite a bit of the work that I did in Virginia in West Virginia in the area of adult literacy with Apple and at some big conference we were sitting up on a panel.  Here’s the dais.  Here’s my… you know I was probably on the left side.  She was probably on the right side but we never actually met although she introduced me I think if my memory is correct.  So there was… so Apple became sort of a great connector the way you Chauncy were a great conn… and UConn was a great connector for some of that… some of that stuff that happened.  But I have to say that the biggest deal and during this time I was going to Closing the Gap every year and sort of building an audience there as the Mac guy and I remember my presentation room was always the one on the end of the… I don’t remember.  The shorter hotel.  The second floor up on the end if I remember correctly.

RUCKER:    Oh.  Mmhm.

WANDERMAN:    It was a small room and they only expanded it later as the Mac got more popular but I remember on the corner room, what is his name?  Gordon?  The guy who was always with the soft… PC Software, a million different.  Yeah.  He had… and this is long before Bill and Richard and the beanies and all of that came years later when and I knew Bill during this time but we weren’t presenting together.

RUCKER:    Mmhm.

WANDERMAN:    And something happened.  I guess it was… I don’t remember the year.  It might’ve been ’88?  ‘89?  This new product came out.  It was announced at Boston Mac World.  It was called HyperCard.  So HyperCard came out and I was in the audience when Bill Atkinson presented on HyperCard and I just… there was something about this that it was like the thing that excited me about the Mac?  That same thing and even more excited me about HyperCard and a lot of people who subsequently got exposed to it thought it was very interesting.  But I just thought this was wow.  This is really something.  HyperCard coupled with my friendship with Bill Lynn and continuing to go to Closing the Gap and seeing all this general assistive technology stuff got me more interested in the bigger world of assistive technology.  So making switch accessible scanning kinds of things in HyperCard was like a piece of cake.  And so I did some of that stuff and got… I won’t say my heart was in it or I have any background in it or know half as much or a billionth as much as Bill Lynn and other people who make environmental control and switch accessible stuff applications for people but I got exposed to that.  It put a bigger view on my image of what assistive technology is all about.  That coupled with the fact that the learning disability money was starting to dry up and that the… that Apple really wasn’t interested in sending me around just to talk about LD.  This is a bigger world that you’ve got to deal with and there’s… you know people are buying these computers for all kinds of things, not just the LD component.  So I thought well, I better broaden my horizons.  

So for a number of years I certainly did although I have to say that I think I probably lost my way.  I mean HyperCard was great.  I’m delighted to have met all those people and worked with them but I have no background in physical disabilities.  I mean so for me to make software for that I mean I would need to be under the tutelage of someone who actually knew what they were talking about.  I liked writing code at that point.  I was delighted with the fact that I could actually do it and so doing it was great.  But the actual making an impact on someone who needed a switch accessible application wasn’t that meaningful to me.  It was great to do it but it wasn’t my background.  And so at some point especially after working with Apple they dissolved.  When Steve Jobs came back to the company after he had left or had gotten fired and gone to Next or started Next and then came back I don’t know exactly what happened.  Alan may have talked about this but Alan’s group was dissolved and I think about a year before that my relation… they had been struggling and my relationship with them had petered out into nothing.  And so I was doing a lot of training for… a lot of talking and training all over the country and world at that point so I didn’t need that Apple connection anymore.  They had launched me.  Thank you very much Jane Lee for helping me with that um and Alan.  But um I went back and pretty much focused on learning disabilities.  At Closing… and at Closing the Gap at that point it was probably… it may not have been the wisest decision but I said you know I don’t know about nor do I care about the windows operating system so I’m not going to talk… I’m not going to learn it.  I’m not going to buy a machine.  I’m going to just stick with the Mac because I know about it and I like it and I want to use it every day and then I can talk from experience.  
And so when I made that move that coincided with deciding to do a presentation with Bill Lynn.  And so that’s when we did four, five years of Bill and Richard’s excellent adventure or whatever it was called.  And we stood up there in our beanies and red suspenders or whatever we had and talked about cool things on the Mac.  So that was another sort of era if you’re looking at this sort of as a stack of strata of Closing the Gap experience.  And the things that we talked about had… some of them had direct AT use and the… but also at this point because so many of the people who were in the audience were teachers who used technology personally many of the things we talked about were for them to use for their personal productivity.  They didn’t… nothing to do with AT.  We were at an AT conference but talking about general stuff for teachers and that was a great release because I didn’t know that much about AT generally but I knew a lot about all this cool stuff on a Mac so Bill and I did that for a number of years.

And that was it.  I mean I… you know I’ve probably been to every what are they called?  ESC, Educational… whatever.  Before Bush got rid of many of them I went to just about every if not every educational training center… or educational service center in Texas and Florida.  The two big AT states during the sort of top of the bell curve of my training experience.  During that time I had dinner with the late Anne Richards.  I just did a lot actually in the State of Texas.  That was… that became a big deal for me.  And did quite a bit overseas.  Went to developing countries.  Got involved with the folks who make AlphaSmart keyboards because I thought this was… had the AlphaSmart been around when I got started I would have probably embraced it immediately because it was the epitome of simple writing tool that did everything that many of these kids need to have done.  Ended up being on their advisory board.  The two brothers who started AlphaSmart, Ketan and Manish Kothari decided to send me and Bart Pisha a guy who was then at Cast to India to talk about not just the AlphaSmart but assistive technology in general and we spent a couple of weeks in India talking about all this stuff.  And so I’ve… so I feel like I got to do a whole lot of things and evangelizing assistive technology and learning disabilities but also general AT for all kinds of things.  

I would say that by the time I reached about a million miles on United and God knows how many on Delta and God knows how many on the other airlines I was starting to show burn out and I think my wife saw it at the same time that I saw it but I just… I wasn’t quite sure why but I would get up in front of a big group, start doing a talk and a little piece of me would homunculus or something would come out of my head and sort of say what are you doing here?  Wouldn’t you rather be doing something else?  And when that started to happen often and god for… I mean thank god I never really lost my place too many times when that happened because people can implode when those kinds of things happen when you’re doing a talk.  I thought it was a sign.  There was something going on here when it started to happen a lot.  And it also just started to be logistically difficult to travel and then 9/11 happened and interestingly enough 9/11 meant nothing to me.  I mean I actually was on a plane on my way to Florida when 9/11 happened.  I was at Bradley Airport on an early flight, a 767 on my way to Atlanta and then to, I don’t remember what’s… probably Orlando or some… somewhere in Florida and they cleared the plane and 9/11 happened.  I came home here to watch it on CNN and all and frankly I had more trouble during the first… when the… during the first Arab.  When Israel got scudded by whoever.  I don’t remember who scudded them but I was in O’Hare when that happened and I got profiled and pulled a room and strip searched and all that.  But during the… during the 9/11 incident when I was at Bradley I mean Bradley was chaos.  I got out of there.  I came home.  I went on a trip… well as soon as we could fly again I had trips scheduled and I started flying and it… from then until the time that I actually stopped I… I don’t think it was any worse for me with my Semitic look than it was for anybody else.  I had a lot of technology that became a problem but I just talk.  They’d hear I have a… what I think is sort of a normal or whatever accent and comply with TSA and I’ve never… I never have trouble traveling.  Even to this day I just don’t have trouble with it.  So that wasn’t the reason that I stopped although I could easily say oh, after 9/11 it became a hassle and I’m sure it has for many people who travel with a lot of tools but it wasn’t for me.  I was burn out and I just needed to stop.

So I just didn’t… I couldn’t see a way to stop.  I couldn’t see a way to stop monetarily and I couldn’t see a way to stop emotionally.  I felt like I still had to keep going.  But I also knew at the back of my head that if I kept going and was really burn out I would stop in a bad way.  I would stop at a low point in my career and I decided to make successful… make some successful presentations and then really try to end it while I was on a high note.  And so that if people… if I had any kind of legacy it would be more positive then oh that guy was just doing it for the money you know and I wasn’t.  I mean I was really on a mission and I wanted to do this.  So I stopped taking new work and it took a couple of years, maybe three years to actually finish the old contracts and the sort of getting out of the work and when I stopped I… and this goes back to your original question which I can’t believe I still remember I didn’t know I was going to become a professional photographer or have anything to do with anything.  I just knew I needed to stop that.  The way my life works sometimes there’s overlap and sometimes there’s not.  Sometimes I screw around for a couple of years saving my money or living on canned soup or whatever and something comes along.  I mean I’ve always been that way.  I left Oregon for Connecticut on a whim.  I mean you know I had a job but I didn’t know if it was going to work.  So I wasn’t quite sure what I was going to do next but I knew that I didn’t want to do that anymore.

And in the process of looking back on that decision my wife has helped me understand that it wasn’t just burn out.  It was that I got into this because I had something personal to work out and share with people through tech… about technology and about my own experience with it and what she said is okay, you got it worked out already.  You know you’re done.  You’re… you know you’re successful.  You know you’re smart or more… or more intelligent then you thought you were.  You’ve done all the things that this expedition you’ve been on was supposed to get you.  Now you’re done.  You’re there so why keep going?  You know.  There’s no reason to keep going.  It isn’t necessarily… for me it wasn’t like I chose this as a career.  It was a calling to share something that I had experienced with other people.  Well, that was done.  

Now there is a sort of flip side or not a flip side but there’s sort of a cynical take on all of it and that is that during the last part of me… during the end of my career doing this things like No Child Left Behind and high stakes testing and a heavy emphasis on bubbling in exercises on you know not necessarily process learning and the kinds of open ended and Piagetian things that I was very interested in and had fostered.  Those things were really gone and there were a number of presentations I did at the end where you know people would come up to me and say you know that’s really a great philosophy but it doesn’t really help me on Monday morning in a classroom.  And while their need was real I knew that I was not interested in helping them do the things that I thought were not very good for kids on Monday morning in the classroom just because that was what they had to do to get federal funding for their special ed programs.  And at that point I knew that my cynicism about the whole thing.  And it wasn’t necessarily cynicism about George Bush although that was there.  It was… it was cynicism about an area that I think is bigger than George Bush and it started long before he became president.  It was this area that accountability and teaching to the test and schools that adhere to the University of Kansas protocols and Mel Levine and all of these kinds of things.  It was formulaic instead of ad hoc which I thought was better.  Ad hoc puts more responsibility on the actual teacher to have a nice bag of tricks and use them creatively and there’s no particular way.  There’s just me and what I know and your particular student and your needs and that was the way I thought that it should be.  And what I wanted to do with my career was give people a bigger bag of tricks and then let them go and whatever they did with it that’s great.  You know I don’t… didn’t have any particular thing that I thought they ought to do with it.  I just wanted to get them excited about doing something with whatever and once I realized that the world hadn’t gone that way I knew that this was not a fight that was going to be a good one for me to have.  So that coupled with the fact that I was done and burn out led me to be doing done.

So I stopped and during that whole time I had always been interested in fine arts because it’s my background.  I wasn’t doing anything as an artist per se but it was pretty easy to pick up photography and I had probably started picking it up seriously before I had stopped doing this other piece.  And once I had the time and the mostly it was time, less resources, I just picked it up and started seeing if I could use some of those old skills that I had in the fine arts world when I was actually a production potter to doing some photographic work and so I’ve been you know I won’t say I’m struggling with it.  None of it’s a struggle.  It’s all a joy.  I don’t feel like I have to replace my consulting career with being a professional photographer.  I don’t… I really would rather call myself an amateur photographer who sells a couple of prints and note cards and has fun with it and my wife says the minute selling gets in the way of your enjoyment I think you should go back to consulting or get into selling fire wood or doing something else.  So that’s where I am with that and you know I’m happy and I won’t say that I’m retired.  I’m always doing work and making money doing various things but I’m… I definitely am not on the same career path I was on before.  

However, I’m glad to have this opportunity because if I can… you know the things that I did I’ve never really… I mean this is the first time anyone has ever come and asked me to talk about those kinds of things and they were significant for me and if they were significant for other people I think that’s great.  It makes me happy to think that people may have found it that way.

A year after I left Forman I did an Apple event in New Jersey which was a statewide event put on by Apple for parents and teachers who were interested in computers and learning disabilities and I think I… I may have done the key note at this event and I was doing this talk and there were a lot of people in the audience and I mentioned that I had done… I had just spent two years at the Forman School and we had developed this innovative program there and at the end during the Q & A the woman in the back stood up and said you know my daughter goes to the Forman School and she’s never even seen a computer at the Forman School and I said oh, well that’s interesting.  My guess is that your daughter has an older language training teacher who probably is scared of computers and doesn’t want to take your daughter into the lab because she or he is frightened.  But if you call up the head of the language training department or the head of the school and don’t make a big deal about it but just you know mention that you’d like your daughter to be using computers maybe that can be facilitated.  That was it.  

About a year later I got invited to a party at Forman and I walked in and I didn’t really know anybody there anymore because I hadn’t been there and there were many new teachers but I knew the person who was putting on the party and I heard out of the corner of my… or I saw out of the corner of my eye a person sitting on a couch and she stood up and said Richard Wanderman, I know you.  You ruined my life.  And I said oh my god.  I looked at this woman.  I never saw her before in my life that I could remember and I… but I was intrigued.  Pretty attractive woman and to say something like that and so I got a beer and sat down next to her and she proceeded to tell me that she was the language training teacher who got forced to bring a student into the computer lab and that she was not… had no problem with computers but the student was this beautiful young Brazilian girl who flirted with all the guys and she couldn’t take the girl into a public place.  Well it ends up that that woman is my wife.  We… she says I’ve been making it up to her ever since.

RUCKER:    Beautiful.
Copyright © 2009 by The Assistive Technology Oral History Project


