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Preface

Special education began with mentally retarded learners—because they were
recognizably “different” from their peers. Thus, for at least 200 years we have been
compiling a considerable body of knowledge about how retarded people learn, about
how and what to teach them, about how we as a society treat our retarded citizens.
Yet society is, of course, always changing. Recent events such as the development of
systematic instructional techniques and the passage of the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act (P.L. 94-142) have accelerated the rate of change in our
field and made critical the need for well informed, well educated teachers of the
retarded. Our purpose in this book is to give you up-to-date information on the
characteristics of retarded learners, the causes of their retardation, its assessment,
and available placement services and programming for retarded people from
preschool age through the elderly. We've tried to digest the research and add what
we've learned through our own experience. We present the results in a way that we
hope is engaging, meaningful, and scholarly without being overly technical.

In teaching introductory students, we've often found them to be unenthusiastic
about the mental retardation course. To combat this attitude, we've designed this book
to be more useful for you as future teachers and other professionals working with
retarded people. When possible, we try to show how understanding a given topic
relates to teaching. For example, we've tried to show why definitions and prevalence
figures are important to you; to "decode" many of the big words in the discussions of
causes of retardation and relate them to the students you may eventually encounter in
the classroom or residential setting. We've linked the learning characteristics of
retarded students to suggested teaching strategies for them.

In addition, you'll find short vignettes in each chapter that give you a real-life picture
of the retarded, their teachers, and their communities. Like the text, these vignettes
cover all age ranges—from preschool through adulthood—and all levels of severity—
from mild through profound. Finally, the book progresses from a basic understanding
of definition and causes to assessment, teaching procedures, and considerations of
the mentally retarded individual in family and society. In sum, we have tried to pick the
best of what we know about retarded people, and whet your appetite to learn more
and to be a part of this changing, growing field.

We owe our appreciation to many people who helped us with the development,
research, or production of this book. The creation of a book like this one takes
considerable time, and so it is quite possible that we have overlooked some people in
this acknowledgment, and to them we apologize. Nevertheless, there are several
individuals to whom we are deeply indebted. We are especially grateful to:

e Linda Wilberger, our typist, for understanding the importance of early morning drop-
offs and for diligently and patiently typing and retyping the manuscript.

e Francie Margolin, for her expert editorial work and for her dedication to this project.

e Various colleagues, especially Lori Inaba, Derrick Kobayashi, Maggie Morton, and

Julie Smith, for assisting with library research, typing, and so on.

e Marianne Taflinger and Bill Lochner, at Charles E. Merrill Publishing, for their
unending enthusiasm, support, patience, understanding and dedication to this
book.

J.R.P.
J.S.P.
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Dorothy & John Patton
Helen & Cecil Payne
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1
Historical Perspectives

Many significant events and people have influenced the development of the
field of mental retardation, and a look at some of them seems an appropri-
ate place to start. Historical reminiscing can be interesting and beneficial
for at least two reasons—we can gain a better understanding of our present
state, and we may knowledgeably plan for the'future based on what we know
from history (Mesibov, 1976). This chapter discusses what we feel have
been the most significant and representative influences on the field of
retardation. Since there is a significant amount of material which could be
covered, inevitably some events and people will not be discussed. (For a
more detailed discussion, consult Hewett and Forness, 1977; Kanner, 1974;
and Maloney and Ward, 1978.)

While many of the gains in services for mentally retarded people have
been due to the unending and devoted efforts of individuals, there have
also been strong sociopolitical forces that most certainly have influenced
the development of the field. Clearly, when studying history, we must ap-
preciate the social climate of a given time. Simply stated, in the past, much
of what has happened to mentally retarded individuals has been deter-
mined largely by sociopolitical forces. And it is no different today. Rappaport
(1977), while referring to social sciences in general, captures the essence
of these dynamics.

All of man's quest for understanding . . . can be shown to be influenced by
social forces, mediated through personal values and beliefs. (p. 26)

Rappaport's idea of mediation can be extended one step further to include
the ultimate conclusion about the influence of social forces—social forces
affect the actions of people in history. Rappaport goes on to state that it is
important to “recognize that applied social science and the human service
professions are inherently political" (p. 26).

Thus the purpose of this chapter is to give you an appreciation of how
social and political forces have affected our interactions with mentally
retarded people, both in the past and today. In addition, we will attempt to
establish a case for what we call a “recycling phenomenon.” Many issues
which have received our attention in recent years may not be as new as
they seem.

Many people also think that the issues facing special education today are

new. But if you read the historical literature of special education, you will see
that today's issues and problems are remarkably similar to those of long ago.

This chapter was contributed by James R. Patton.



2 Historical Perspectives

Issues, problems, and ideas arise, flower, go to seed, and reappear when the
conditions are again right for their growth. (Payne, Kauffman, Patton, DeMott,
& Brown, 1979, p. 131)

Throughout this chapter, we will mention issues which were discussed
and debated long ago. You may feel dismayed by the fact that so much
time has elapsed and these issues still remain just that—issues, with no final
“solutions” in sight. Consequently, this chapter has three objectives. First,
we will focus on the historical context of “mental retardation,” giving you a
glimpse of the sociopolitical influences that have determined where we are
today and some recurrent themes expressed throughout the short docu-
mented history of the field. Second, we will present the “content” of history;
that is, the names, dates, places, and events that are typically associated
with history. Third, we hope to introduce you to the complexities of human
services as they relate to programming for mentally retarded people.

AN HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

Figure 1.1is found on
pages 4-5.

Phenomenologically it is difficult for people to recognize the social forces
influencing their behavior, attitudes, and beliefs because these forces are
often diffused and are mixed with the common-sense beliefs of the time. We
cannot easily become “unstuck” in time, and we pay little attention to the
importance of when we live on how we think. (Rappaport, 1977, p. 27)

While attitudes toward and treatment of mentally retarded persons can
actually be traced back to ancient civilizations (including Egypt, Sparta,
Rome, and China), for all practical purposes, the documented history relat-
ing to the mentally retarded is rather brief, approximately spanning the last
200 years. In order to appreciate how brief 200 years really is, let us refer to
Sagan’'s (1977) “cosmic calendar" analogy, from his book Dragons of
Eden: Speculations on the Evolution of Human Intelligence. Sagan com-
pressed the lifetime of the universe into the timeline of one calendar year,
with January 1 of the reference year representing the “Big Bang” and
January 1 of the next year representing the present. Based on this timeline,
the first humans arrive on the planet Earth at approximately 10:30 pm., on
December 31 (New Year's Eve). Continuing the analogy, the birth of Christ
occurs at 11:59:56 pm. of the same day and the birth of the field of mental
retardation (nearly 2 centuries ago) arrives at 11:59:59 pm. Certainly, this
analogy exaggerates the point that the field of mental retardation is very
young indeed. Looking at the history of services to mentally retarded
people over this “short” 200-hundred-year period, we may be astonished at
the changes that have occurred.

Figure 1.1 graphically depicts some of the significant events and people
that have influenced the field in the last 200 years. This figure will serve as a
guide, placing into perspective much of what is presented in this chapter.
Even though we have arbitrarily partitioned this historical review into peri-
ods, in order to facilitate communication, we would prefer not to limit our
review to specific time frames. Our time periods are “ball park” figures and
should not be rigidly accepted as definitive.



Accordingly, we can divide the history of the attitudes toward and treatment
of mentally retarded people into nine periods. The nine eras are

1. A state of confusion prior to 1700
2. The awakening 1700-1800
3. Nascent optimism 18001860
4. Disillusionment 1860-1890
5. Sounding the alarm 1890-1930
6. “On hold" 1930-1950
7. Reawakening 1950-1960
8. “Center stage” 1960-1970
9. A time for introspection 1970—present

Before we proceed through the various periods, we must address the
problem of terminology. Throughout this chapter, those who are called
mentally retarded will be described in accordance with current systems of
classification. While this terminology will help us maintain a consistent stan-
dard, we would be remiss not to mention that, historically, terms such as
“fool," “idiot," “imbecile," “feebleminded," “moron," and “mental defective"
(among others) have been used frequently.

Historical Perspectives 3

See chapter 2 for a
more complete discus-
sion of classification and
labeling.

A State of Confusion: Prior to 1700

Before the 18th century, the concept of mental retardation, regardless of
the name used to describe it, was enigmatic to a world that did not have a
sophisticated knowledge base with which to understand it. As a result,
people around the world held a wide variety of attitudes and perceptions
toward the mentally retarded.

Basically, there was no consensus among Western societies as to who
these deviant people were, why they acted the way they did, and how they
should be treated. Different societies' responses to these questions ranged
from treating mentally retarded individuals as buffoons and court jesters to
perceiving them as demons or as capable of divine revelations. Evidently,
throughout ancient history, different patterns of treatment developed, reflect-
ing an overall confusion.

Throughout this early history and continuing until the early 1900s, when
we refer to persons with mental limitations, we are specifically speaking of
relatively severely handicapped individuals. “Mild" retardation as we per-
ceive it today had not been defined and was not recognized in the true
sense of the term. As Hewett and Forness (1977) mention, “the borderline
retarded individual was not noticeably backward in a day when few could
read and write” (p. 30). Most mildly retarded individuals blended into soci-
ety without too much difficulty; it was not until the 20th century that mild
retardation came to be recognized as a describable condition.

Before 1700, certain developments resulting from the Renaissance of the
14th, 15th, and 16th centuries created a new social climate that would
eventually have direct implications for mentally retarded persons. Although
the Renaissance was important to the world in many ways, Maloney and
Ward (1978) suggest that two features were appreciably noteworthy.

The Renaissance
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