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 Concepts addressed in this course:  
Interrelationship between the historical movements and trends in special education related to trends 
in the society at large  

Text: Heward, W. L. (2005). Exceptional Children: An Introduction to Special Education, Upper 
Saddle, NJ: Merrill Prentice Hall.  

Key areas to review:  

In the l800s and until WWII, residential schools provided the few educational opportunities for 
students with disabilities. Most states provided specialized schools for specific disabilities (blind, 
deaf).  

In 1930s, the focus was on large-scale institutionalization and segregation of individuals with 
disabilities. These facilities were overcrowded and staffed by people with little professional training. 
The education for individuals was considered of little value.  

In 1940s, as veterans returned from the war with disabilities, society became more accepting of 
differences and interested in helping all individuals with disabilities. 1950s and 60s saw 
advancements in research, technology, and general knowledge and disabilities. Medical research and 
technology saved lives and provided avenues for assisting individual with disabilities participate in 
all aspects of school and community life.  

By the 60's and 70's parents organized around issues related to their children with disabilities, 
advocating for rights and access to schools and communities. National parent organizations such as 
National Association for Retarded Citizens, United Cerebral Palsy Association and other similar 
organization played key roles in increased visibility of children with disabilities, upgrading 
institutional programming and in organizing community-based facilities for students with disabilities. 
During this same time period, the principle of normalization (Wolfensberger, 1972) urged that the 
education and care of individuals with disabilities should be as culturally normative as possible. 
These ideas led to the social and educational approaches for individuals without disabilities should be 
the model for designing programs and services for individuals with disabilities. The terms such as 
integration, mainstreaming, and inclusion have changed over the years, but the basic concept is the 
same.  

The civil rights movement of the 60s and 70s brought national attention to the inequities in access to 
education and unfair practices related to race and then to disability. Social and political advocacy of 
famous families such as the Kennedy's helped bring disabilities to the national limelight. Supreme 
Court cases and national legislation ensured that appropriate educational opportunities were provided 
to individuals and students with disabilities.  

Current laws such as No Child Left Behind and IDEA 2004 focus on accountability of educational 
practices and ensuring that all children are making progress towards identified standards and 
benchmarks.  


