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nonexistent. The first public school class for “slow learning” youngsters was formed in 
Providence, Rhode Island, at the very end of the nineteenth century. You might remem-
ber that these programs were largely segregated or self-contained classes and would 
remain so for the better part of the twentieth century. Classes for higher-functioning 
pupils with intellectual disability began to grow, in part as a result of the popularizing 
of IQ testing. Scheerenberger (1983) reports that by 1930, sixteen states had enacted 
either mandatory or permissive legislation regarding special classes for children with 
intellectual disability. By 1952, forty-six of the forty-eight states provided an education 
to children with intellectual disability. Youngsters with severe or profound intellectual 
disability, however, were largely excluded from public education.

The 1960s and 1970s marked the beginning of an era of national concern for the 
rights of individuals, a focus that continues today. People with intellectual disability 
would benefit from this attention. Aided by the actions of President Kennedy, who 
had a sister with intellectual disability, enlightened social policies, new educational 
programs, and a national research agenda were all forthcoming. At the same time, 
advances in the field of psychology and education demonstrated that, to some degree, 
all individuals with intellectual disability are capable of learning. Professionals also 
began a movement toward less restrictive and more integrated educational placements 
for students with intellectual disability—an emphasis with a very contemporary flavor. 
But perhaps the principal legacy of this era, which is foundational to today’s educa-
tional programming, is a greater acceptance of persons with intellectual disability and 
their right, as fellow citizens, to live their lives in the most normalized fashion possible.

Prevalence of Intellectual Disability
How many students in the United States have an intellectual disability? According to 
data from the U.S. Department of Education (2015), approximately 415,200 children 

The 1960s and 1970s marked the beginning of an era of national concern for the rights of 
individuals, aided by the actions of President Kennedy.
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