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These facilities provided primarily protective care and management rather than 
treatment and education (Gargiulo & Kilgo, 2014). Typically, these early efforts were 
established by enlightened individuals working in concert with concerned professionals. 
They were frequently supported financially by wealthy benefactors and philanthropists 
rather than state governments. Some states, however, mainly in the Northeast, began 
to support the development of institutions by the middle of the nineteenth century. 
Such efforts were seen as an indication of the state’s progressive stature. At this time, 
there was no federal aid for individuals with disabilities.

By the end of the nineteenth century, residential institutions for persons with 
disabilities were a well-established part of the American social fabric. Initially estab-
lished to provide training and some form of education in a protective and lifelong 
environment, they gradually deteriorated in the early decades of the twentieth century 
for a variety of reasons, including overcrowding and a lack of fiscal resources. The 
mission of institutions also changed from training to custodial care and isolation. The 
early optimism that had initially characterized the emerging field of special educa-
tion was replaced by prejudice, unwarranted scientific views, and fears, slowly eroding 
these institutions into gloomy warehouses for the forgotten and neglected (Meisels & 
Shonkoff, 2000; Winzer, 2014).

Special Education in the Public Schools
It was not until the second half of the nineteenth century and the early years of the 
twentieth century that special education classes began to appear in public schools. 
Services for children with exceptionalities began sporadically and slowly, serving only a 
very small number of individuals who needed services. Of course, during this era, even 
children without disabilities did not routinely attend school. An education at this time 
was a luxury; it was one of the benefits of being born into an affluent family. Many 
children, some as young as 5 or 6, were expected to contribute to their family’s financial 
security by laboring in factories or working on farms. Being able to attend school was 
truly a privilege. It is against this backdrop that the first special education classes in 
public schools were established. Examples of these efforts are listed in Table 1.4.

The very first special education classrooms were self-contained; students were 
typically grouped together and segregated from the other pupils. The majority of their 
school day was spent with their teacher in a classroom isolated from the daily activities  

  TABLE 1.4  The Development of Public School Classes for 
Children With Disabilities

Year City Disability Served

1869 Boston, MA Deafness

1878 Cleveland, OH Behavioral disorders

1896 Providence, RI Intellectual disability

1898 New York, NY Slow learners

1899 Chicago, IL Physical impairments

1900 Chicago, IL Blindness

1901 Worcester, MA Giftedness

1910 Chicago, IL Speech impairment

self-contained: A separate classroom 
for children with disabilities, usually 
found in a public school.


