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child as well as the parents do; their experiences predate and exceed 
those of the professional. Yet only recently have professionals realized 
the value of parents and sought to establish collaborative relationships 
with them.

The history of parent–professional relationships is generally one 
of gloomy and counterproductive activities on the part of profession-
als (Gallagher, Beckman, & Cross, 1983). Today, parents are seen as 
collaborators and equal partners with professionals, but this was not 
always the case. The contemporary role of parents and families in alli-
ance with professionals has been an evolving one. Turnbull, Turnbull, 
Erwin, and Soodak (2006) have outlined the major roles that parents 
and families have played over time (see Figure 4.1). They characterize 
these shifting roles and responsibilities as a pendulum swinging back 
and forth across several dimensions:

•• From regarding parents and other family members as part of the 
child’s problem to regarding them as partners in addressing the 
challenges of exceptionality

•• From insisting on passive roles for parents to expecting active 
partnership roles for families

•• From regarding families as consisting only of a mother–child 
dyad to recognizing the preferences and needs of all members 
of a family

•• From responding to family needs in a general way to individual-
izing for the family as a whole and for each member of the family 
(Turnbull et al., 2006, p. 110)

Not only have the roles of parents and families shifted, but rela-
tionships between parents and professionals have also changed over 
the years. We believe it is possible to describe three distinct periods in 
the history of parent–professional relationships:

1.	 Antagonistic and adversarial relationships

2.	 Working partnerships

3.	 Parent empowerment and family-centered relationships

Antagonistic and Adversarial Relationships
The eugenics movement represents an early and dismal period in the 
history of parent–professional relationships. This campaign sought 
to improve the quality of humankind through selective breeding. It 
resulted in laws forbidding marriage between individuals with intel-
lectual disability and led to calls for their sterilization. The goal of 
the eugenicists was to reduce the number of “unfit” parents and 
thus, according to their faulty logic, the number of inferior offspring 

(Turnbull, Turnbull, Erwin, Soodak, & Shogren, 2015).
Although the eugenics movement gradually lost influence by the middle of the 

twentieth century, it provided the foundation for later thinking that parents were the 
cause of their child’s disability. Perhaps nowhere else was this belief more prominent 
than in the work of Bettelheim (1950, 1967), who saw parents, especially mothers, 
as the primary reason that their son or daughter was autistic. Bettelheim coined the 

  FIGURE 4.1  A Timeline of 
the Changing Roles of Parents/Families of 
Children With Disabilities

Approximate Era∗

1880 to 1950s

1930s to 1950s

1950s to 1960s

1950s to 1970s
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1970s to
the present

Mid-1970s to
the present

Mid-1980s to
the present

Parents as the cause of
the child’s disability

(eugenics movement)

Parents as founders of
parent organizations

and associations

Families as developers
of educational and
service programs

Families as recipients of
professionals’ decisions

Parents as teachers of
their children 

Families as
political advocates

Parents as educational
decision makers

Families as partners
with service providers

Role and Function of Parents

*Eras do not represent discrete time periods; roles frequently overlap.

SOURCE: Adapted from A. Turnbull, R. Turnbull, E. Erwin, L. Soodak, & 
K. Shogren, Families, Professionals, and Exceptionality, 6th ed. (Upper 
Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education, 2011), pp. 97–107.

eugenics movement: A campaign 
that sought to improve the quality of 
humankind through carefully controlled 
selective breeding.
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