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The Formalization of Special Education

I remember Russell, a classmate of mine in parochial
school in the seventh grade who had diabetes. A tall,
good-looking kid, he had been passed along from grade
to grade, and his reading ability was poor. I did not think
of Russell as disabled, but he was at the mercy of stu-
dents, teachers, and staff who did not know what to do
with him. At lunchtime, the teacher would ask us to tu-
tor him. He had to read aloud from an elementary reader
and identify whether certain consonants were “hard” or
“soft” sounds. I was surprised at how seriously he ap-
proached it. More honestly, I was surprised to discover
that Russell was actually smart.

The History of Special Education is the second ti-
tle in the Praeger Publishers series Growing Up: His-
tory of Children and Youth, edited by Priscilla Ferguson
Clement, professor emerita of history at Penn State Uni-
versity. Robert L. Osgood is also the author of The His-
tory of Inclusion in the United States (2005). He defines
disability as “personal, cognitive, physical, and behav-
ioral conditions that have been identified as significantly
limiting an individual’s ability to function effectively in
normal society situations: family, neighborhood, school,
and workplace” (p. xviii). According to Osgood, “this
history focuses less on laws, policies, structures, and op-
erations of special education and more on the lived ex-
periences of those involved as they were shaped by these
external forces” (p. xiv). Furthermore, “the words, de-
pictions, photographs, and narratives of those who have
experienced” quasi-permanent settings for disabled indi-
viduals directly inform the study (p. xv). As for delimita-
tions, Osgood admits that the narrative approach is com-
promised by the silenced voices of persons with disabili-
ties.

The book is divided into six chapters plus an intro-
duction. Chapter 1, “Changing Worlds of American Chil-
dren, 1800-1940,” begins with a brief overview of the his-
tory of childhood. Osgood implies that the social con-

struct of childhood itself is connected to the emerging
construct of disability but does not explore that premise.
He goes on to state that with the advent of the Progres-
sive Era (1890-1920) disability “had become a key con-
struct” (p. 7). Alarmed by immigration and urbanization,
the progressive reformers concentrated on physical and
mental disease. This was complicated, however, by the
conflation of disability with “otherness” In contrast to
earlier explanations, disability now became environmen-
tal and attributed to genetics, poverty, unsanitary con-
ditions, unfit parents, and the lack of English-speaking
skills. In response to the growing number of children,
urban schools adopted such practices as age-grading to
differentiate and better manage the burgeoning enroll-
ments. Special education began to occupy a specific cat-
egory as well: “By 1930 in the United States, special ed-
ucation in public schools had become a standard feature
of public education” (p. 12). Although Osgood only men-
tions the eugenics movement in passing, he does hint at
society’s need to use disability as a basis of discrimina-
tion.[1]

In chapter 2, “Life in Institutions to 1940,” Osgood in-
troduces the societal belief that mentally disabled per-
sons needed to be segregated from society in order “to
relieve families and society of the ’burden™ (p. 25). To
broaden the context, this is consistent with the histori-
cal trend whereby families and communities institution-
alized the poor, the disabled, and the criminals. By the
end of the century, such institutions were receiving state
support. He points out that it is unclear whether chil-
dren were incarcerated as a custodial measure or for ac-
tual instruction. It is revealing, however, that most of
the instructional programs for mentally disabled chil-
dren in institutions followed the “physiological method”
of instruction that involved formal instruction focused
on motor skills, personal hygiene, and work habits (p.
26). Blind students were instructed in vocational edu-
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cation and sensory training to compensate for the lack
of sight. Over time, institutions for the deaf and blind
concentrated more on education than custodial arrange-
ments because there was a realization that they were not
mentally impaired. Although Osgood gives the reader
fragmentary glimpses of the quality of institutional life,
he notes that “little direct or hard evidence exists that re-
veals what life in such undifferentiated settings was like
for students and teachers” (p. 42).

In the next chapter, “Public Schools and the Accom-
modation of Students with Disabilities to 1940,” Osgood
traces the growth in the number of students as well as the
growing advocacy movement. During this period, dis-
ability became a broad spectrum-it now included speech
difficulties, tuberculosis, and “crippled” students. Prior
to 1900, everybody who was disabled was thrown into
the same setting. The fact that public schools, in gen-
eral, were becoming more specialized eventually affected
the treatment of disabled children. Simultaneously, the
number of children identified as disabled increased. As
diagnostic methods became more sophisticated, large ur-
ban schools got away from the “dumping ground” men-
tality and began to aggregate students based on specific
conditions. Although he does not refer to the influence
of Alfred Binet, he does mention the Binet-Simon intel-
ligence test as an early identifier of disabled children.
In this section, Osgood includes a few quotes from ob-
servers and teachers that provide insight into special ed-
ucation classes. He summarizes the persistence of the
special class as follows: “Created and sustained by in-
terwoven drives for social control, operational efficiency,
and individualized pedagogy, the special class remained
the primary instructional setting for children with men-
tal disability until the 1980s” (p. 51).

In chapter 4, “The Worlds of Childhood Disability,
1940-1960-Generating Public Awareness,” he cites “a dra-
matically heightened visibility and awareness of disabil-
ity, prompting a greater scrutiny of the institutions and
policies that affected the lives of exceptional children”
(p. 80). In particular, the deficit paradigm began to be
challenged, and advocates argued for a broader concep-
tion of normalcy. For the regular grades of public school,
though, the provision of special services within a segre-
gated setting predominated. The inhumane conditions
that characterized many of the institutions for the men-
tally disabled were unmasked through a series of exposés
using photography and film evidence. This may have
been precipitated by the same impulses that marked the
beginnings of social unrest in the 1950s. At the least, dis-
ability followed the trend of other “civil rights” that made
considerable headway during this period.

The role of the Supreme Court ruling in Brown v.
Board of Education of Topeka (1954) is underestimated in
chapter 5, “Ensuring the Rights and Enhancing the Lives
of Children with Disabilities In and Out of the Classroom,
1960-1980." Brown is widely recognized as an umbrella
case that raised the question of whether “separate”-in
any context—could ever be “equal”’[2] Along with the in-
crease in federal intervention and regulation and the rise
of more advocacy groups, another conflation resulted in
new labels and explanations for behavior. The terms “at
risk,” “disadvantaged,” “culturally deprived,” and “handi-
capped” once again suggested environmental factors for
disability and resurrected the deficit paradigm (p. 103).
The federal role increased as students with disabilities be-
came a protected class. All the while, the numbers of
students who were placed into the expanded category
of special education increased. Samuel Kirk’s designa-
tion of “learning disabilities” in 1963 meant that special
educators now had to address needs of children “whose
struggles in school previously had not fallen under ex-
isting categories of disability and thus had not been for-
mally recognized and categorized.” By 1980, this had be-
come the “single largest category of disability recognized
under federal law” (p. 112).

Osgood does not discuss the affect of the develop-
ment of the field of multiculturalism on disability or the
rise of disability studies. In addition, he does not explore
the cultural dimensions of disability. For example, Deaf
Culturists may find separation to be preferable to an in-
tegrated setting in which deafness is considered a handi-
cap.[3] Certain religious groups consider disability to be
divinely ordained (in other words, “God made them that
way”) and resist intervention on the part of school per-
sonnel or social workers.[4]

The title of the last chapter, “Voices of the Present,
Echoes from the Past: Considering the Lives of Children
with Disabilities,” points out one of the deficiencies of the
book. Osgood reminds the reader that the book has “ex-
plored the lived experiences of children with disabilities
who have been shaped by a world that has offered them a
multitude of contradictory messages” (p. 123). Although
the reader sees glimpses of this, particularly in chapter
5, this is not a narrative history. As the voices of per-
sons with disabilities are silent, the voices of advocates
and teachers are silent as well. Instead, the author has
given a survey of the history of special education that
demonstrates the formalization of the field and its rela-
tionship to the changing nature of schools and society. In
his desire to cover so much ground (1800 to the present),
Osgood has sacrificed much-needed context as well as a
more robust narrative approach. In addition, the subti-



H-Net Reviews

tle of the book suggests that equality has been achieved
in regard to special education students in public schools.
If anything, however, disability remains a contested and
misunderstood issue.[5]

Overall, this is an appropriate text for an introductory
course in special education or as a recommended text for
courses in the history of U.S. education. Special educa-
tion teachers and pre-service students enrolled in those
courses, however, will find themselves to be largely un-
represented. But historians of education who want an
overview of the history of disability and its relationship
to schools—particularly urban schools—will find it to be
helpful. The book is well referenced and well written
but it does not deliver on its promise to reveal the lived
experiences of those who were classified as disabled for
political, social, or economic reasons and separated from
society. And it does not fully explore the complex role
played by disability, itself, in a society that discriminates
along racial, socioeconomic, and gender lines. To para-
phrase Philippe Aries (Centuries of Childhood: A Social
History of Family Life [1962])—-and return to the begin-
ning of Osgood’s book-the concept of disability remains
a “manifestation of the same intolerance towards variety,
the same insistence on uniformity” as the construction of
childhood itself (p. 415). As a result, public schools are
unlikely to fulfill the promise envisioned by progressive
reformers as democratic spaces anytime soon.
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