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TALK BY MISS MILDRED THOMSOW
at the meeting of the Rlce County Association for Retarded Children
Jefferson Elementary Schecol, Faribault

April 6, 1959
On my desk today is Dr. Berglund's letter which some of you
have received. In this letter, for which I thank you, the use of
the word "veteran" tended to share what I have to say to you tonight.
I have been here 35 years, sand that means that I am a veteran in years.
We have many young veterans, so a veteran is not necessarily a
person who has been some place for a long time. Rather, a veteran
is one who has worked for scmething; who has, in many ways, fought

for something., Then the question comes: have they won?

I think those of us who have worked for the mentaslly retarded

over a long period of time now feel that we were acting as advance
guards to go out and hold the line until another force--a larger
force, a dominant force--could come to back us up. And so, in that
way, I think that all of us who worked for the mentally retarded
over the years prior to 1950--or 19L5, shall we say--were holding
the line untll the time came, ﬁntil the minute of history had been
reached, when the parents themselves came up as a rear guard to take
command--to back up those of us who had been in the front ranks.
Because that is what has been done.

Working for the mentally retarded is on entirely different
thing today from what it was 15, 20, 30 years ago--very, very dif-
ferent. And the organization of parents is the thing, chiefly,
that has made it so different.

There are some of you here tonight who are parents of children
who are 15 to 20 years old or older, and you know what I am talking
about. The parents of young children rrobably do not. They have
had their experience when they had someone to turn to; when ycu
other parents, as well as the professional peorle, were ready to
help them, But you, the older parents, know what it was to have a
child who was retardsd, and to bave no place to turn, no one who
seemed to be able to understand; no one who sezmed too interested,
no one who seemed to be really nble to help you except, rerhanrs,

when possible, the institution. That was about all that we had to
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offer for the child who could not become self-suprorting.

Now, over a reriod of a good many years, there have been classes
in the public schools for the so-called "educable child," for the
child who, 1t was hoped, would become self-supporting, and who could
profit from education., However, many, or perhaps most of you that
are here tonight have children who are not going to be self-supporting,
that are never going to be independent of you or someone who stands
in your place in working or planning for them. They are always going
to have to have someone to stand back of them. And as T say, outside
of offering institutional care, when that was possible, there was no-

thing to offer these children. Whzt has haprened?

You organized. You came out and said, "lNow we are going to see
that something is done for our children. And when you did that,
things changed. But let's go back a bit to the time befors that
happened. Let's go back, in Minnesota, particularly, and just a
little bit in the country as a whole.

This institution at Fafibault is among the older institutions.
Those of you who live in Rice County can very definitely feel proud
that it has been here. And yet I doubt that up unfil recently vou
have taken a possessive interest and called it your institution.

In fact, as late as 1945 when the legislature was meefting snd was
considerinrg teking over Owatonna for the mentally retarded, the
people of Owatonna protested. They did not want an institution to
serve the mentnlly retarded in their comrmnity. Ther weuld rather
have an institution to serve children who were not retarded.

And so there was that question--there are 2 group of people
that we don’'t talk about so much; parents donit talk about it to
their frienﬁs. In fact, I should think many husbands and wives
didn't talk quite frankly to one another. The doctors didn't know
quite what to say to you; doctors were not toc much help. Psychol-
ogists did not have the knowledse that they haove now. In answer to
the question of what was to be done--if a child was found to be
retarded, there wasn't very much.

There was absclutely nothing written, other than books for
professional people. About 1943, when we thought about and begen

writing this booklet, "Tsach Me," we didn't have a parent in the
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group that was meeting together. Oh no, at that time we would not
have thought of asking‘a pzrent to come to a meeting where there was
going to be some discussion of what could be done for our rstarded.
People knew so little thet they were afraoid that they might hurt the
feelings of parents., And parents were so afraid that they would say
the wrong thing that they didn't even want to participate.

But this booklet was writfen by a group that included public
health nurses, thc people from the institution, psychologists and
soclal workers, and teachers. They met together because there wag
not one single thing in the United Btates thst I had ever heard of,
or that any parent or professional person that I knew of had ever
heard of, that would give rarents the l2ast bhit of helr in how to
care for their child at home.

When this booklet came out in 1945 or 'L6, it was the first of
its %ind published. It was not only the first in Minncsota, it was
the first in the United States. We sent a few copies of the booklet
tc people who were interssted in the mentally retarded, just as a
motter of interest, and what harrened?! Immediately, requ~sts came
from instiltutions; they wanted'to give this booklet to parents.
Peorle were saying, "There is nothing--absolutely nothing--to help
parents do anything for their children." DNow this is a very simrle
booklet, and it's hard to realize that only 15 vears ago there wssn't
even that much that had been done in the United States to help peorle
know how to take care of their retarded children.,

lio parent had sver written a story such as Pearl Buck, who was
one of the very first to write about her child, But prior to that,
rarents didn't write, they didn't talk, and nobody did glve any very
grett amount of help. When that bhooltlet crme ont for riimmesota
rarents, we began getting requests and sold it outside of the state,
You may he intercsted in knowing that the numher of copies that have
now heen sold has reached about 100,000. It's bsen about 15 years
now since it was published, but still orders are coming although many
other things have been written.

There was one parent in one of the countrics of South America
who wrote in, sending five dollars, szying that he had heard of our

booklet. Please send it to him, he wurocte, no metter what it cost,
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and if he were sending too much ﬁoney, just keep it and give it to
some other parent. It was the only thing he had ever heard of.
People from India, from England, from other South American countries,

from Canada, wanted it., There had been nothing, Jjust nothing.

Incidentally, one of the countries of South America--I believe
it was Colombla--used "You Are Not Alone", which came luter, as a
guide, and has written, in Spanish, for their parents, some thing
quite similar, though giving a little more informetion on institutions.

"Tezch Me" was one of thé first helps written. Its wide use
makes you realize what your own organization hes mesnt. It is hard
to realize that there was so little matericl available not so long
ago.

Well now, let's po back o 1ittle fvather., Whe vas it thet wes
interezted in these children? As I s0id, Peribcult is ore o iLhe
¢ ldest irztituticne--TI om ol sure of the exact date, but I think
that it wes some place around 1872 or '73, that arrancements were
made for retarded children to be placed in Faribault along with the
deaf and blind children that were here. Until 1$05, the deaf and
the blind and the mentally deficient--the three groups--were more or
less a rart of the same general institution. Then in 1905 a defin-
itely separate institution was built.

Dr. Rogers, of whom most of wou, I am sure, have heard,‘was
surerintendent here for many, many years. He was one of the super-
intendents who felt that he nezded to talk with other superintendents.
Now remember, at that time the only place where clasces in the schools
or speclal methods of teaching was considered was within an institu-
tion. There were no classes in public schools; there had been no
thought that there shounld be classes in public scheols, Even asg
late as 1905 there were no psychologists. I think I would be right
in saying that there were nrractlically no tests, that one didn't
think of tests as o meons of findirng out what a rerson was cspable
of doing. And so it was just a sort of guess work. The reason that
reople got into the institution and remained there was because of
unusual behavior. With tests being used today, they may test up
above the level that we consider mentally deficient, Mit They wore

inshliubicnalise” Jiooh "vwercess there were no tests. A more or less
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subjective determination was uscd., If a person had had an oprortunity
to learn, had had an orrortunity to be a part of a commmnity, and had
been unable to make the grade, we said that he just couldn't succeed.
He was retarded. Because of such problems, Dr. Rogers felt the neced
to talk to other surerintendents,

Now most of the surerintendents in that day, as today, were
doctors, physicians, and there were very few, if any, other profes-
sions that were particularly intergsted. Socizal vork hadn't come intfo
existence at all. Sociszl work is a very new rrofession. So the
superintendents 80 years sgo, of the institutions that were then in
existence over the country, decided that they must get together and
discuss their problems in order that they might do a better job in
taking care of the patients that they had. That is the heginning of
the American Associztion on Mental Deficiency, of which I am sure all
of 7ou have heard, z2nd of uhich many of vou arc members, They were
the professional group that held the line as did the people working
in the states until the parents were ready to back them up so that
the progress could be faster and better.

If you could read scme of the old Journals of the American
Assoclation on Mental Deficiency you would know of the intense in-
terest on the part of the superintendents in finding the best uay
to work wilth the retarded children amd in finding out what conld
be done., Must the children, whon they came to the institution, re-
main there for life? Was there anything available for thiem outside
of the institution? At first it was felt there was not, that if
they came to an institution they had come to remain for life.\ 0la
Dr. Rogers, who was an oubstanding rerson, had the Ceeling very
definitely that a retarded rerszon who cnhme to an institutlion came
in because he did not fit into hig home, nor wns there a place for
him in the community. Now that he had come to the institution, it
mist be made into a harpy home for him. because that was where he
was goling to spend the rest of his life, That was the attitude;
that was all that p.rents could see, If they had nnt been able to
take care of that child, if they had come to the place where thsy

had to have institutional care, then it was for life. And further-
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more it was better for them to Lrealt thz ties somewhat. After all,

there were the other child
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ren in the home to consider, there should
be other children in the family, and those children were the ones
that must have their parent's attention.

S50 the ties were broken in many nlaces--consciousgsly broken.

That was the very sarly philosophy. Well, gradually that has
changed. We got public education in the schools, nnd then came the
vhilosorhy That those children who could bscome independent, who
could learn to be gelf-suprorting, should have training and rebturn
to the communities and support themselves. For those who were not
going to be self-surporting, there was very little done.

In Minnesota in 1917 there was a concept Ehat, I think, differs
from that of any other rplace in the country to some egtent, Thers
was a recognition that retarded persons, even those who were brighter
and were self-supporting, could never be absclubtely independent,
Even the brighter retarded vperson uwuwst have consone whom he can go

to for guidance, who can steer him onto the right rcad wvhen the
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oing gets tough, someone who can interpret some of tisg lack of under-
standing at times to an employer, so that he will be able to keep on
the Jjob. Those who are in the trainable group, or the total care
group, are alweys golng to need somesone to definitely provide for
them.

Until 1917 there was not a law in Minnesota to protect children,
The state accepted responsibility only for the 1=20vle who needed
special help and who "ad to be placed in an institution. The Board
of Control wss a state agency and it hal the responsibility for a
number of institutions, but the local communities loclied after
everything else, What the local communitv coulld do was limitel, so
the local community Aidn't do much, and children ware not properly
cared for.

There were children found in Minnearolis whose parents had
pladed them somewhere %to hosrd because they wanted to put them out

o

of rhe Wome, Somebody s2id, "I will take them if vyou pay me some

money, "

and then the children were very badly ftreated. There were
some very terrible siturtions fournl. There was nothing that could

be done. The parents had put them there, and the parents' rights
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had to be considered. Finally the legislature was asked to investi-
pate to see if there could not be laws Lor the protection of children,

The govermnor appointed a commission--a very fine commission that
had a very excellent executor, Investigations were made, and 30-o0dd
laws were drawn up for the protection of children, Four of those
laws appliéd to the mentally retarded as well as to other children.
One law stated that the Board of Control might accept guardianship
for demendent and neglected children as well as for retarded children.
This had never been possible before. Another law stated that there
should be a child welfare board in every county to be aprointed by
the Board of Control which would have the responsibility, .under the
direction of the Board, of carrying out the laws pertaining to
children.

The Board of Control would have general responsibility for the
welfare of the defective, illegitimate, dependcnt, neglected, delin-
quent children. It was to cooperate with svery other agency that
was working for the welfecre of these children and to take the initia-
tive when nobody else did. It was not worded gquite like that but it
was as broad as that--general welfare applied to all retarded chil-
dren.

The guazrdianship lcw aprlied to adults as well as children, and
provided for committmenf to the guardianship of the Board of Control,
now the Commissioner of Public Welfare. I am not going into an
exrlanation of the guardianship law because wmost of you have dis-
cussed it. You have read the booklet "Looking Ahead", which I see
here, and you have discussed it, perhaps, with your welfare board.
But the thing is this: this guardianship law was different from
the guardianship law for the dependents and neglected. That was a
guardianship because the parent was an incompetent parent--or there
was no perent. The guardianship law for the mentally retarded wecs
hosed on the fact that the individual would never be able to be
independent of someone. Therefore, the state feels that 1t can
offer to the wzrent a sort of dual responsibility so long as the
parent is able to take care of the child, and then be ready to step
in and take the pérentls rlace when that is necded.

Now of course that law also aprlies to rersons who are rroblems
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in the community. Iiot all the mentally retaried come from parents
such as you who are in this room. There are mentally retarded
parents with mentally retardesd children--two or three generations

of them--with children who rresent many problems., In the early year:,
parents like you were not thecusht of as in need of help from the
state. That was one of the rezsons that you didnt't have help. The
state felt a respensibility for the indigent family whose children
were running wild, and getting into difficulties-~stealing and bad
sex habits. Some of these children can be taupht to be self-support-
ing. This comprises a very important group. One of the things that
makes me very harpy is the fact that you as én organization are
accepting the responsibility for this group of fths retarded,.

In 8t. Peul the parent group has organized a sort of club for
the brighter retarded boys anli girls that have no homes, They have
been iﬁ'an institution, and their homes have broken up comrletely,
or the home is not ons that they con return te, so they sre living
in boarding homes, The St., Prul rarents! group is sponsoring this
club for this particulsr group of retarded, not one of whom is a
child of any parent who is a membsr of the organization., It zeems
to me that, in doing this, your organization has -sotten the
objectivity that is needed.

Because of Mimnesota's guardianship law, and this general law
giving resronsibility for the mentally rstarded to the Board of Con-
trol, our state, since 1917, has had in nddition to the institution
an overall program for the retarded, There hos been, therefore, the
poszibiliby of getting community sroups together, of getiing groups--
always with the institution a part of every community group, becausse
the institution 1s an integral nrart of any program. There are many
children who are roing to heve to hive institutimmnl care if not
today, some doy. It may not be [for lilfe; it may be for a perlod of
training--or it may be for 1lifc., Ib 1s somslb-ing thot we all wont
to think of as a facility when it 1s neaded and then when it is not
needed and the child can return to the community, it is still there,
in the background, to be used when needed.

Another thing that hac alwoys given me plezsure about the
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parents' group in Minnssota is the fact that you are not breaking
up into segments. 1In certain states the parents who have children
in one Instltution organize for that; and the group whose children
are in another institution organize there. Then those parents
whose children are not in an insbilution come in the middle and
think, "My chill is not in the instiiution so I am not particularly
interested. I'm just interested in community." Now in lHinnescta
every parent has been interested in a total program, and that, to me,
is very wonderful,

Following this law of 1917, and this possibility of having a
total program for the mentally retarded, we built up, little by
little--and 1t was little by little, too--very little. When I think
that today your organization is on a state level, that it is going
to the legislature and insisting that there must bhe more money for
the retarded children, that the rarents are going to the legislators
and saying, "My child is retarded. My child needs schcol, My child
is in this institution in this building, and I know what I am talling
about.” I think back to the vears when we, who were trying to get
more snpace for the retarded, sald over and over and over again, "Oh,
if only the legislators could talk to these parents and could know
what their problems areil" We thought they would help, And then
they did.

Why 1t haprened when it did, I wonder. It's just one of those
things--the time was right. All over the country there began to be
little groups of parents coming together one way or another, Our
organization on mental deficiency that has heen in existence for so
many vears for the professional reople was ready to say to the
parents from over the country, "Come to our meetings. We!ll arrange
so that you can get together with one another and talk about what
you want to do and vhat you have donel That harpened two years, in
1949 and in 1950. And then parents s&id that they wanted to organ-
ize on 2 national basis, and they came to Minnezpolis.

The end of September, 1950, was a thrilling time, Parents
came from 23 states outside of Minnesota, from j0-0dd towns. With

the parents in Minnesota, they organized and got reedy to begin.
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They had no money, they didn't know one another, they had nothing on
a local level so they built from the top down to the local level.
They got together determined to get recognition for retarded children.

What has haprened? Recognition has come. The fedaral govern-
ment, never interested‘before, has speclal consultants in a1l of its
agenciss now--in the Federal Children's Bureau znd in the MNational
Instituté for Mental Health. The Children's Bureau hss just gotten
out an excellent booklet for parénts. Congreses 1is aprroprilating money
to be spent through its agencies'for demonstration end research pro-
jects, more money is being appropriated through the National Institute
for Mentsl Health for other types of projects. Millions of dollars
are being spent to study and find out more about retardation, but
there had been not a remny before vyou organized. WNo interest. No-
body writing., And what happens now? Why, the books are coming out
by the dozens and the hundreds. There are magazine articles--parents
writing to tell other parents. You can get all the information now;
you have peorle to talk to. You know--you are the leaders. We who
are in the profsssicnal fleld, wﬁo came before vou lmew how, or were
ready to come out and work with us, and who held the line until vou
could back us up--we have welcomed vou.

Next year--not !'59, but the fell of '60--you will celebrate in
Minneapolls your tenth year of a national organization. I am sure
at tha% time the accomplishments of ten viurs, over the whole
country, and to some extent over the world, a2s well as in Minnesota,
will be added up and you will feel very, very harry that you have
been a part of this great movement for your children and our chil-
dren, because they are a part of the comnunity, and therefore the
children of 211 of us,

I thank you.



