Inclusion-talking about my generation!
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Suspected Nazi Victims Found in Grave
MENDEN, Germany

The skeletal remains of at least 51 people--many of them children--have been unearthed, and authorities suspect some were killed by the Nazis because they were disabled and considered worthless by the regime. Twenty-two of the skeletons appeared to be of children ranging from newborns to 7-year-olds. Some showed signs of physical or mental disabilities, such as those associated with Down syndrome.

(October, 2006 reported by many media sources around the world.)
Fossils indicate early humans cared for children with disabilities

A 500,000-year-old fossil from a child with cranial deformities and probable mental disabilities indicates that human ancestors had cared for the child. Most animals do not display such behavior. "The obvious conclusion is that [this child] was being helped by other members of the social group." (Erik Trinkaus, paleoanthropologist at Washington University in St. Louis, as reported in New Scientist, March 31/09).

Is inclusion really such a new concept? Or have we been including persons with disabilities and other vulnerabilities from our prehistory?  As you can see from the two news articles above, we have both included and rejected those who are perceived as “other”. When I was a girl, my uncle was a beloved part of my family, and in fact, was the best grown up I knew—never too busy to play with us kids! But my friends were afraid to come over when he was staying with us, and it was from them that I first heard the “R” word—your uncle is a retard! I believe it was those early experiences that first sensitized me to issues faced by persons with disabilities, and it led directly to study and career choices I made in the years since.
But how have we handled inclusion within our own childcare community? Is the inclusion buzz which has taken on greater importance over the past few years a new one? Surely at least some of us have been including children with special support needs for much longer than that?

Caldwell tells us that until well into the 1950s, there was denial of the “handicapped” child, especially one with an intellectual disability in a kind of “forget and hide” response.
 Children were sent away to institutions. And many were forgotten by family or kept hidden as a shameful secret. Happily, today, children with special supports needs are growing up in their family homes, benefiting from early intervention programs, inclusive childcare, inclusive education, and even post secondary schooling before finding employment and enjoying living right in our communities. Parents can access respite and benefit from advocacy groups such as Community Living Manitoba and others. Persons with disabilities are even working in our childcare programs, serving as important role models for inclusion at every level. Have we changed so much?

At the start of Chapter 2 in Inclusion: The Next Generation, Sharon Irwin and her co-authors state: 

Since its beginnings in the 1970s, inclusive child care has gone through two identifiable generations in Canada. Though the name has changed from “mainstreaming” or “integration” to “inclusion,” it has been much more than a change in names. The old names were associated with enrollment of children with special needs as an individual decision by the director, almost as a favour to a family; this enrollment was strictly voluntary. The new name inclusion represents significant advances towards a rights-based understanding regarding children with special needs. Most centre staff now believe that children with special needs have a right to attend community- based child care…

The Manitoba government’s welcomed Inclusion Support Program announcement marks a formal change from “children with disabilities” to “children with special support needs” and confirms the rights of families with children with special support needs to access Manitoba’s child care programs---evidence of our heightened commitment to inclusion in Manitoba. Or is it? How does language shape the way we think about the value of people with disabilities in our society and influence our actions? 

Hyatt (2005) uses several examples that might make you pause. She writes that “…in English, invalid means “not valid” or “not acceptable.” Handicap conjures up an image of someone on the street corner with “cap in hand,” begging for handouts and charity.
  In a demonstration of the changing discourse about ability and difference, the Society for Manitobans with Disabilities (SMD) began as the Society for Crippled Children and Adults of Manitoba. The Canadian Association for Community Living used to be called the Canadian Association for the Mentally Retarded.  The Manitoba Developmental Centre in Portage la Prairie used to be called Manitoba’s Home for the Incurables. Why do you think they changed their names? What do their name changes demonstrate about the evolution in our thinking about persons with special support needs? And if we look back even farther, what can we learn about changes that have occurred over the generations?
Ancient Greece and Rome
Western ideas about the human body were greatly influenced by Ancient Greek and Roman ideas of the 'body beautiful'. The philosopher, Aristotle, advised getting rid of a child if it was imperfect. Greek law even dictated that a newborn baby was not really a child until seven days after birth, so that an imperfect child could be disposed of with a clear conscience. 

Feudal and Medieval Europe


In the middle ages, most disabled people were accepted as part of the family or group, working on the land or in small workshops. But at times of social upheaval, plague or pestilence, disabled people were often blamed for the disasters as “sinners”. In the 15th century, many people believed in black magic and felt evil forces were ever-present. Martin Luther, the founder of Protestantism, speaking of a congenitally impaired child, said: Take the changeling child to the river and drown it.

The Industrial Age

In the 1800’s, as more men and women worked outside their homes, there began to be a greater segregation of people with disabilities, although they were viewed as 'worthy poor', and given aid. People with disabilities became more and more dependent on the medical profession for cures, treatments, and benefits. 

In the late 1800’s, a growing number of 'eugenicists' --  scientists, writers and politicians -- began to interpret Darwin's theories of evolution and natural selection to mean they could improve the quality of the human race by selective breeding. They argued that people with impairments, particularly those born with a congenital condition, would weaken the gene pool of the nation and reduce competitiveness. Increasingly, people with disabilities were shut away in single-sex institutions for life, or sterilized. Separate special schools and children’s centres were set up which meant children no longer grew up together. 

In Canada, the first residential institution for people with intellectual disabilities opened in 1859 as a branch operation of the “provincial lunatic asylum.” In 1876, it was reopened as Canada’s first training school for children, called the Orillia Hospital for Idiots and Imbeciles. It eventually housed 2400 residents and was Canada’s largest institution.

Early 20th Century

In the first half of the century, eugenicist ideas, along with charitable initiatives, led to increased institutionalization and/or sterilization of disabled people. Canadians with disabilities were still being sterilized into the 1970’s. The rationale for sterilization was based on ideas like these:

"… these girls --- unless cared for permanently in an institution -- usually become immoral or are led away into bad marriages.  In either case their children are apt to be mentally defective, with more or less pronounced animal instincts diseased and depraved, a curse and menace to the community" (Bullard, 1910).

The United Kingdom Mental Deficiency Act of 1913 firmly categorized disabled people as idiots, imbeciles, feeble-minded, or moral defectives. 

The Third Reich

As you saw in the media report above, in Nazi Germany, disabled people were considered 'useless eaters' and a burden on the state. 140,000 physically and mentally disabled adults were murdered in 1939-40 at the hands of the doctors of the Third Reich. The killing of over 100,000 disabled children went on until 1945.

20th Century Rights Movement

In the 1920s and 1930s, First World War veterans formed the first disability movements through which disabled people organized collectively against discrimination. Over the last 50 years, the Canadian disability movement has grown and strengthened. Wolf Wolfensberger’s normalization theory influenced advocates to push for inclusive and community based services. Large institutions began to close and community living became the focus for many families and disability organizations. 

The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms (1982) reflects the principles of liberty, equality, accommodation of a wide variety of beliefs, respect for cultural and group identity, and human dignity that define us as Canadians. It guarantees that all individuals must be treated equally, regardless of their race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical disability. 
The 21st century

On December 13, 2006, the UN General Assembly adopted the historic Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the first international human rights treaty of the 21st century. The Convention recognizes that a change of attitude in society is necessary if persons with disabilities are to achieve equal status. In March 2007, Canada signed the Convention and indicated ratification would follow which will further require us to progressively work toward measures that ensure full citizenship for persons with disabilities. 
Today, many Canadians believe full citizenship begins with children’s entitlement to inclusive early learning programs. As we move forward and meet the requirements of Manitoba’s Inclusion Support Program parameters, all childcare facilities in Manitoba will become inclusive, opening their doors to children in their communities, and developing more inclusive vision statements and practices.  As a long time advocate for children with special support needs, I am proud to be a part of this generation!
______________________
Debra Mayer, MA is Director of SpeciaLink, the National Centre for Child Care Inclusion at the UW and a member of the Community Living Manitoba Child Care Inclusion Committee. The committee welcomes new members who are committed to inclusion. Their vision statement is All children bring gifts and have the right to be valued, accepted and included. We embrace inclusion and celebrate diversity as the means to foster the well being of every child and thereby enrich our communities.
All are entitled to full participation and support to meet their individual needs using a strength based, family centered approach whereby we all learn from each other.

This article is based on modules developed by the author for Red River College’s on line Certificate in Special Needs Child Care (Foundations in Inclusion) and is used with the permission of RRC.
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