
THE ONCE AND FUTURE SCHOOLS 

Burton Blatt 

THE FIRST 30 YEARS: 

A PERSONAL HISTORY 


I've spent a lot of time on the front porch of 
Special Education, watching herds of wise men 
and enthusiasts, reformers and counterrefor
mers, thundering by. My first great teacher used 

to say that the one thing we learn from history is 
that we don't learn anything from history. Other 
people say that the more thingschange, the more 
they remain the same. Well, as I've watched from 
my porch and even thundered along with the 
herds through a few of the "periods" in this field, 
I've come around to the conclusion that we do 
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iearn something from history—we don't seem to 
learn how to avoid repeating it, but at feast we 
learn that it repeats. And, as for thingsremaining 
the same, they do—but they remain the same 
differently from the way they used to remain the 
same. So, when it comes to guessing or predict
ing what will happen in the next 10 years of this 
business, I can predict that we will repeat our
selves to some extent, make mistakes that have 
been made before, and again discover solutions 
that we oncediscarded. But I can alsoguess that 
our recapitulations will serve and perplex us dif
ferently from the way they did the last time 
around. Whether our thoughts or methods are 
new is perhaps less important than whether we 
have changed. I think we have changed, and 
quite a lot. This is what I discovered by recalling 
my first 30 years in this business. 

I've participated in the world of Special Educa
tion—as a big-shot commissioner, as a little-shot 
teacher, as a university professor, as adean, and 
as an advocate for people and as an advocate for 
Advocacy. Once upon a time, I was a segregator 
who taught a special class with enthusiasm and, 
in the mid-1950s, I worked on a study with high 
hopes of showing once and for all that separate 
special classes are superior toregular classes for 
retarded children.I was even more disappointed 
with the results of that study than my critics, for all 
of the "good guys," myself included, were sure 
there must be a flaw in my research design, so 
certain were we that any study which found no 
advantage in special classes by definition was a 
bad study.Once upon a time, we, thesegregators, 
were the "good guys" and the integrators were 
not only the "bad guys" but that was the nicest 
thing that could be said about them. Yet the 
movement changed direction, as movements al
ways do, and what was once a decent reaction to 
the neglect of handicapped children in regular 
grades became an indecent overemphasis on 
separation of one part of humanity from the rest 
of us. As the effort to give special attention to 
special needs led to the creation of a monolithic 
system of segregation, eventually I became an 
integrator, an opponent of themovement of whichI 
had once been so hopeful and supportive. It was 
a time when the once-good guys either changed 
their tune or became the now-bad guys. And, 
though in a way we were merely returning to a 
previous special-class-less cycle of history, we 

Things remain the same 

differently from the way they 

used to remain the same. 


were doing it differently. All of us, even the "bad 
guys," had changed because we could no longer 
speak of our field without the vocabulary of 
human rights and societal values. What is quite 
new historically is that for the past decade or two, 
our field has been struggling to come to grips with 
the realization that where we once spoke of 
"them," our patients or our cases, we must now 
speak of our neighbors and of ourselves. 

Other rhings have changed. Once upon a time, 
the field of Special Education had arguments 
with labor unions because thehandicapped were 
felt to be a threat to the jobs of the "typical" labor 
force. Today, we have arguments with different 
unions and for different reasons. The unions of 
teachers of "typical" children sometimes speak 
as if they want only "typical" children in their 
classes and, therefore, have been known to op
pose integration or mainstreaming or normaliza
tion. And the teachers and caretakers of the 
handicapped, too, are (understandably) worried 
about jobs. Some of their jobs may vanish as 
mainstreamed schools and community-based 
service systems bringa downturn in the business 
of the traditional "handicap industry." Once, al
truism in this field used to hold the promise of a 
secure career. Today, altruism seems to require 
that many of those careers be abolished, and we 
probably shouldn't be surprised that there are 
many among us who are reluctant to make the 
gesture. The responses of people to matters 
involving their self-interest have not changed; 
only the individuáis whose self-interest is involved 
have changed. 

Once upon a time I had to make myself into a 
spy in order to study institutions for the mentally 
retarded. I had to gain entrance literally under 
pretexts, and I had to conspire to take secret 
photographs. Whether it wascoincidental orpartly 
causal, my spying was accompanied by a lot of 
commotion and outrage and revision that seemed 
to promisesomething for everyonewho hadbeen 
hoping that people would eventually live together 
peacefully and decently. But more than 10 years 
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What was once a decent 
reaction to the neglect of 
handicapped children became 
an indecent overemphasis on 
separation of one part of 
humanity from the rest of us. 

after that commotion, my recent visits to institu
tions seem toindicate thatmy"light" was no more 
than a flash in the pan, and was not nearly as 
promising as it was once thought to be, that the 
Messiah is yet to come: we still segregate and 
neglect mentally retarded people, except that 
today we segregate and neglect them in some
what cleaner and less crowded surroundings. It 
seems that we don't yet want to fully accept the 
answer which lies in how each of us is changing 
ourselves, and how each of us views the world. 
But, as I said earlier, in this regard we're making 
progress. 

The changes we've seen in our history aren't 
linear or coherent. What's best in our field is not
invariably what's more recent, and what's most 
recent is not necessarily best. While there are 
many excellent programs today unlike anything
we did in the past, we also have the much earlier
and unsurpassed examples of Itard who civilized
Victor, and Anne Sullivan who believed a wild
beast into a glorious human being. By the same
token, as our past holds examples of stupidity,
incompetence, and callousness, no doubt some 
of our present practices and beliefs have those 
same characteristics. But because today decency
and thoughtfulness seem more often than before
to be winning over cruelty and indecency, I have 
hope for the future. Given the inexorable nature 
of human beings and their society, I have tocall it 
progress if we are still mudoied and clumsy, but 
with more respect for each other. 

THE NEXT TEN YEARS: A GUESS 
Even the most thoughtful among us want to 

believe the silly idea that the ideas we have will 
never change. It's not that we think of ourselves 
as know-it-alls or people who don't want to listen 
or learn, but we manage to convince ourselves 

that we have listened and have learned, and 
something oranother/s settled. While I know I'm 
going to think differently about all manner of 
things in10 years, and althoughI don'tbehave as 
though I will think differently, you've asked for my 
conceptions of the future world, and who can 
resist the luxury of an audience awaiting one's 
pontifications? 

I feel certain that, as people got on and off the 
segregation train of the 50s and 60s, there are 
going to be those same people and of course 
others too who will get on and off the integration 
bandwagon of the 70s. And, as I said in a recent 
paper, one has to be careful about bandwagons, 
even though most of us don't want to remember 
that bands can play at funerals as well as on 
happy occasions. It willnot surprise me if not only 
the teachers' unions become enemies of main
streaming, but the very individuals and organiza
tions who powered the passageof our now famous 
Public Law 94-142 join in the final resistance. 
Indeed, what will be theposture of ourCouncil for 
Exceptional Children if and when mainstreaming 
takes such a giant leap that special education 
itself becomes a small, and to that degree, minor, 
field of education?  

Of course, I'm hoping that people will wake up 
and realize that, all things being equal (which 
they never are), small is better then large: the  
small school is better than the large school, the  
small institution is better than the large institu 
tion, no institution is better than even the small  
institution, and one-to-one is better than one-to 
30. And I'm expecting that, eventually, when  
people realize that small isbetterthan large, they 
will also realize that, after all is said and done, 
people are people. In theend, we'reall thesame,  
because from the beginning, people are people.  
And certainly if we realize that fundamental idea, 
not only realize it but live it, then we will also 
understand that, while the miracle of Anne Sulli
van's triumph with Helen Keller was in the crea
tion of agreat and talented person,what caused the 

I have to call it progress if we 
are still muddled and clumsy, 
but with more respect for 
each other. 
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miracle to work was the unconditional nature of 
their partnership. If Anne Sullivan had required 
Helen to learn—that is, to change— as a condi
tion for the continuation of their relationship, the 
miracle would in all likelihoodnever have occurred. 
Helen Keller would almost certainly have wound 
up as merely another cipher in the records of the 
Massachusetts School for the Feebleminded. 
There are three lessons to be learned from this re
markable event, lessons which there is some 
chance we may begin to appreciate in the next dec
ade. First,there isthe lessonof human educability, 
the idea that peoplecan change in remarkable, un
predictable ways. We are pretty well underway 
toward grasping this one. But the second lesson 
is more elusive—that one should not be required 
to change to deserve proper care or value as a 
human being. This is implicit in much of the 
legislation and litigation relating to the rights of 
handicapped people, but it will take some time, 
and luck, before our societycan be said tobelieve 
it. 

In the end, we're all the same, 
because people are people. 

The third lesson is a seeming contradiction: the 
likelihood of a human relationship resulting in a 
miracle like Helen Keller's is inversely propor
tional to the importance which the prospect of 
such a miraclehas to the relationship. This will be 
very hard for us to learn, and I doubt that a mere 
10 years will beenough time to learn it. Because 
we have gone so far in professionalizing and 
medicalizing and competency-basing our atti
tudes toward the people we wish to help, the 
importance of producing the miracle is para
mount in our relationships with them. We need 
our clients to change because our professional, 
psychological, and economic survival depends 
on it. The lesson that Anne Sullivan might have 
taught us long ago and that is gradually becom

ing more inescapable is that this is not an auspi
cious starting point for fruitful relationships. There 
is a basic and beautiful contrariness about human 
beings that makes them likely to give more the 
less is demanded, to resist manipulation but 
respond to mutuality. And they also have an 
uncanny sensitivity to the difference between 
genuine friendship and professional intervention. 
In preparing future teachers we will probably 
concentrate no less on their mastery of theories 
and methods. But we will have to become far 
more deeply concerned with their attitudes and 
values and motives, with the way they view the 
world. And important changes will have to be 
made in the institutions which prepare teachers. 
Just as a severely handicapped person is apt to 
balk at the approach of an impersonal "interven
tion," our student teachers certainly don't develop 
their best qualities when subjected to the imper
sonal machineryof thecertification process. Per
haps in the coming decade we can enable them 
to feel less as hostages, paying ransoms to 
universities—ransoms of money, time, and the 
ordeal of meaningless courses—until they are 
issued lifetime passesto work inAmerica's school
houses. 

All of these changes imply a serious diminish
ing of the powerof ourcurrentlydominant institu
tions. Schools of education, state certification 
boards, professional organizations or unions, 
and professional individuals will all become less 
immune to each otherand thepeople they serve. 
But what I am banking on in support of my 
optimism is that as our fieldbecomes lesspower
ful, we will accomplish more. 

Of course,I could be wrongin thinking we have 
changed enough to permit these things to hap
pen. But in that case very likely society—through 
the movement of advocacy, consumerism, ac
countability, the liberation of our various ex
cluded groups—will make us change whether we 
are ready or not. I like to think we are capable of 
doing the right thing before it becomes inescap
able. 

Burton Blatt, Dean, School of Education, Syracuse University, Syracuse, New York. 

16 TEASE, 1979, 2 (2) 


	THE FIRST 30 YEARS:A PERSONAL HISTORY

