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term refrigerator moms, viewing these moth-
ers as cold, detached, uncaring, and rigid.  
He even went so far as to advocate that these 
youngsters be taken away from their natu-
ral parents and institutionalized so that they 
could receive loving and competent care.

This time period (mid-1940s to early 
1970s) was characterized by professional dom-
inance. Professionals frequently adopted an 
attitude of superiority and were clearly seen as 
being in control. They were the exclusive source 
of knowledge and expertise. Doctors, teach-
ers, psychologists, and other service providers 
automatically assumed that the parents would 
defer to their judgment and passively submit 
to their recommendations, advice, and sugges-
tions. It is easy to see how this climate laid the 
groundwork for less than positive relationships. 
As a result of their treatment by professionals, 
parents often became angry, confused, frustrated, and distrustful. This “mishandling” 
by professionals (Roos, 1978) led many parents to become aggressive activists and 
advocates for change.

In all fairness, however, part of the reason for less than positive relationships may 
reside with the parents. In some situations, Gargiulo (1985) writes,

part of the blame for less than positive interaction falls squarely on the shoul-
ders of the parents. In some instances, parents have condemned the professional 
for not recognizing the disability sooner and occasionally have even accused the 
professional of causing the handicap [disability]. Some parents have inhibited 
the growth of the relationship with professionals by withdrawing. They have 
judged professionals to be insensitive, offensive, and incapable of understanding 
their situation because professionals themselves are rarely parents of an excep-
tional person. (p. 6)

Consequently, the actions and attitudes of both professionals and parents resulted in 
establishing barriers and an unfavorable atmosphere for working together.

Working Partnerships
For the better part of the twentieth century, the families of children with disabilities 
had to contend with schools, and on occasion with professionals, that were at best 
apathetic to their needs and the needs of their children (Berry & Hardman, 1998). 
This situation dramatically improved with the enactment of PL 94–142 in 1975. The 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, or IDEA, as it is presently known, requires 
that parents participate fully in education decisions affecting their son or daughter. 
Today, parents no longer speak of privileges; instead, they talk of rights.

IDEA ushered in a new era of parent–professional relationships. The status of 
parents has changed from passive recipients of services and advice to active partici-
pants—educational decision makers. These new roles and responsibilities for parents 
and families include active involvement in the identification and assessment process, 
program planning, and evaluation, as well as input on placement decisions. These roles 

Today, parents no longer speak of privileges; instead, they talk of rights.
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