
Inside TC profile: Karen Gourgey 
File name: finkelstein_gourgey002 
Word count: 738 
 
Headline: 
Making assistive technologies available to all 
 
Summary: 
Karen Gourgey at the Computer Center For Visually Impaired People wants 
students to explore the "great city out there" 
 
Key words: 
Teachers College, Computer Center For Visually Impaired People, CCVIP, 
Baruch College, assistive technologies, Karen Gourgey, John Gill, tactile maps, 
Braille, Freedom Scientific, Jaws, New York State Commission for the Blind and 
Visually Handicapped 
 
By Barbara Finkelstein 
 
Story: 
Karen Luxton Gourgey remembers the day at Teachers College when she heard 
assistive technologies developer John Gill talk about tactile maps and other 
schematic embossed surfaces that help blind and visually impaired people orient 
themselves in subways, buildings or cities. 
 
"It was the late 1970s and Dr. Gill came over to TC from England to speak to us 
blind and visually impaired students," Dr. Gourgey recalls. "After the lecture, I put 
my hand on one of those maps, which I had experienced until then as a 
handmade artifact on paper or fabric. I couldn't believe something this textured 
had come out of a computer. I knew we needed computer-generated tactile maps 
in this country too." 
 
That lecture was a turning point for Gourgey, who has been legally blind since 
childhood. While working on her dissertation at TC, Gourgey got involved with the 
Computer Center For Visually Impaired People (CCVIP) at Baruch College and 
brought her enthusiasm for tactile maps and other assistive technologies with 
her. Since 1980, she has been active in "crashing the print barrier" with every 
available technology, from electronic Braille displays to synthetic speech systems 
in which a synthesizer does the speaking and a screen reader tells it what to say. 
 
As a long-time user and advocate of assistive technologies, Gourgey has 
witnessed firsthand the serpentine road these technologies have taken. When 
she first came to CCVIP, Gourgey learned how to use FORTRAN, a 
programming language that she used in connection with 80-column punched 



cards.  
 
"You didn't dare drop them or you would play havoc with your step-by-step 
computer commands," Gourgey says. 
 
Despite the unwieldiness of the card system, it was congenial to blind users 
because they could associate specific characters with unique functions. Typing in 
a "field definition" of 12, for example, and an "alphabetic shift" of 1 would yield the 
letter "A." Unintuitive, perhaps, but systematic and, most important, tactile. 
Moreover, the punch card set-up could be connected to a computer and printer 
and print out Braille. 
 
Gourgey -- now director at CCVIP -- says the biggest technology challenge for 
the blind and visually impaired arrived with the graphical user interface (GUI). 
Now a user had to interact with pixels -- the complex visual data structures that 
make up graphical icons. Computer information was accessible through the click 
of a mouse, not through text commands. Developers were called upon to create 
assistive software, such as Active Accessibility (R), that could translate GUI 
information to a screen reader.  
 
"If that sounds complicated, it was," says Gourgey. "In fact, we have been 
dealing with the GUI challenge for more than twenty-five years." 
 
Even more formidable than ever-changing assistive technology has been its price 
tag. Today Jaws, the Windows-based screen-reading software, costs about 1200 
dollars. 
 
"That's a lot of money for a population with a more than 70 percent 
unemployment rate," Gourgey says. 
 
Aware of the financial realities that limit employment opportunities, Gourgey has 
overseen the expansion of the Center's vocational track, which encompasses 
training in the use of Microsoft Word, Excel, Powerpoint, Internet navigation and 
Microsoft Access, a relational database management system. 
 
To secure funding for qualified students of all ages, Gourgey works with the New 
York State Commission For the Blind and Visually Handicapped. Students 
without Commission sponsorship are offered fees on a sliding scale. "Ideally, we 
would offer everybody who wants to take advantage of our services in the 
Division of Continuing and Professional Studies here at Baruch some kind of 
scholarship," Gourgey says. 
 
To that end, Gourgey is exploring the possibility of corporate underwriting, 
especially for the bimonthly workshops run out of the CCVIP demonstration 



center where people can try out different assistive technologies. 
 
With money tight at the local and state levels, Gourgey nonetheless says that 
advocates for the blind and visually impaired are taking an innovative approach 
to finding funding sources. A resource room teacher from Long Island, for 
example, enlisted the backing of a Lions Club to support local students who want 
to take CCVIP's vocational track. The benefits to the students have been 
extraordinary:  
 
+ They acquired computer skills. 
 
+ They met role models who are blind or visually impaired. 
 
+ They learned how to get around New York City independently. 
 
"Learning the technology is essential, of course, but being able to say, 'Hey, 
there's a great city out here and I can get around in it' -- that's my favorite thing 
about what we do here," Gourgey says. "That's a pretty emancipating 
combination." 
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inline links 
John Gill 
http://www.johngilltech.com/jgt_About.html 
 
tactile maps 
http://www.tiresias.org/happytourist/tactile_maps.htm 
 
Computer Center For Visually Impaired People 
http://www.baruch.cuny.edu/ccvip/ 
 
FORTRAN 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fortran 
 
Jaws 
http://www.freedomscientific.com/fs_products/software_jaws5udfea.asp 
 
New York State Commission for the Blind and Visually Handicapped 
http://www.ocfs.state.ny.us/main/cbvh/ 


