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ENVIRCNVENT--A CAUSE OF MENTAI RETARDATION

This paper 1s concerred with six million special
Americans for whom--and for whose families--our national
accomplishment has been grezt. . .and far too little.

The six million srec the notiorn's mentally retarced.
They ere as mony 2s the combined pooulatiors of Maine,
Cregon, Mississippi, North Dakote, and Wyoming. They
are «s many oeovle as live in los Angeles anc Chilcago
together., Their number would mske 12 Indiananolises,

24 Wichitas, 48 Winston-Salems .l

There are 126,000 mentally retarded childrer born

each ye=r in the-United Stetes., This is a rate of one

-

every filve mirutes.

C0f every 10CO births that take vlace,
thirty of these are borr mentally retarded.z

These snecisl Americans are pconle who arc limited
in what they can do end understard snd achleve. They are
slower to lecarn than most. They have grester ciffliculty

in copirs with swift change =snd life's growing comolexity.,

lpresident's Committee on Mental Retardation, MR e,
(Washington: 1967) p. 1.

2Wingfield, Clirton, "mental Retardation", Cpeech,
May 14, 1968,



But they sre rot helpless or hopeless.

Mental retardation is a condition where the brain
is prevented from reaching full development, limiting the
vietim's ability to learn and put learning to use and re-
tarding social adjustment. It hancdicaps an estimated three
per cent of our povulatiorn or almost six million Americans.
It 1s a handicav that ranges from slightly impaired develop-

the number one health

o0
tn
=

ment to compnlete disability. Cited
problem among chilcéren today, it is also one of our greatest
challenges,

From a sociological point of view, mental retardation
is a condition that affects the individusl's ability to
perform his social roles. DBut, it 1s not just thst since
many ohysical handicaps also prevent the afflicted pcrson
from perfdrming his social roles.fully. 1In a2ddition, mental
retardation results in behovior that is considered deviant
from the norm and which is thought to be caused by an LYo
norms1" mental condition. The severity of the disorder 1is
simply the .extent to which thcse behaviors interfere with the
person's own functioning and/or the functioning of others.?

Mental reterdation is divided into four categories--
mild, mbderate, severe, and profonnd, depending on scores
made on stendard I.Q. tests and level of functioning. The

vast mejority of retardates fall into the mild clessifi-

cation. ©Nearly 90 per cent (&9 ner cent to be exact) of

e

©Gold and Scarnitti, Combetting, v. 245,






terded from the rest of us is their inzbility at times to
meke sound judgements." Mild retardates, however, can
learn to read and write up to the sixth grade level, they
can learrn fairly complex jobs, do productive work, and
can become almost completely self-sufficient. The moderate
retardates can be taught relatively simple skills, and
some can hold down simonle undemanding Jjobs. They can
learn'to care for themselves and do simple tasks. In the
severe and ovrofound categories, manv retardztes are in-
cgpable of caring for themselves and reculre fulltime
institutional care. Althought osychological test scores
are widely used in estimating the degree of intellectual
defect, ar equally important criterion is the ability of
the person to function in a socially adequate manner.

kMentel retardation occurs 1in every country &nd among
21l peoples. No social or economic class of persons is
free of it.

mentally retarded persons may be confused, unhappy,
depressed, and uncertain about themselves., un the other-
nand, they may be hapoy, erergetic, loving, werm, &anc full
of that pure joy that goes along with loving life. Some-
times they withdrsw into their own make-belleve world, and
become only dimly aware of what goes on around them. In
the most serious stages, people may cause physical harm

to themselves or to others.
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Medical science ¥nows nelther specific cauczes of all
kinds of mental disorders nor spccific ways of preverting
them. Mental disorders sre sometimes releted to defects
in the brain that mey result from various causes. Some
defects may be congerital. Thet is, they occur before
birth. Or, the defects mey be accidentsl, as when brain
injury occurs during the birth process.

Accidental brsin camsge from injury to the he=d ney
elso occur after birth, 'nrd cause mental disorders. Har-
Cening of the arteries, & diéeese of old age, may hrrm the
nerve cells of the brain, becaus: the blood coes rot flov
properly to the brain. Sometimes the brain cells simdly
wear out, ©s in senility, =nd the mind ¢oes not function

oroperly., Poisons from hody infections may horm the brain

or infection may occur in the brain itself. Disorderes in

0.
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body metsabolicm zuch too little sugor in the Tlood, may

WAl

affect the way the mind functions. Some experts believe

thzt defects in the adrenal glincds may also affect the mind.
Cther resecrchers believe the chemicz]l and metebolic dis-

turbences may occur in the brain snd cause certsin mental

dlsorder

wn

Most mentsl disorders cccur without sny cppasrent brain
damege. Some neyenlatrists believe that heredlty mzy cauce
such conditions. The influerice of heredity 1r mental retardation

is dif 'icult to »rove, however.



Expertse belleve that esrly famnily lifc influcnces
the developmert of some mertal disorders., A happy home
life during the first yesrs mey ¢o more than anything
elze to )reventbmany nentel illnesses, Manpy psychilatrists
believe that childhoo! experiences help cause mental 111-
ness. They believe thaot overprotectionr or frustration
Curing the first year or two of life con meke a person

maladjusted, or unable to face loter difficulties. 1t

is thought that the environment, especially the deprivations

-

of the ¢lum, can adverscly affect a caild's intelligience
at least temporarily. Thus, somehow causing impairment
of brein centers involved ir memory, perception, and con-
ceptualizatior., The mild reterdste, for example, under-
stands a good deal, but has difficulty with abstraction,
judgment, and evaluation.

Concern for the effects of the envirornzert on the
growth and development ol the cnild is not new.® Much
recearch nag beer done to support the fact that environ-
mental conditions can and do cause mentzl retardation.
Studies 1n the irea indicate that if the ervirornment 1s

not conducive to growth, development can be arrested.

8Joe Frost and Glern R. Hawkes, The Lisadvantaged
Child, (New York: 1985) p. 383.




The chart below, puklished by the President's Committee
on kental Reterdation ir 1967, shows that 75 por cert of
all mental retercetion is causcd by a socio-environmental
factor,

LENTAL RETARDATION

DY CAUSE
Psycnhological

Organic

Socilo-
Environmental

Sociocultural theories of the etiology of mental illress
focus on general festures of the culture which =re thought
to contribute to irdividual »athology. dJust why particular
environmental conditions contribute to emotional illness for
some people and notlfor others is rot known, but it 1s be-
lieved by many social scertists that cultursl factors such
s social icolation, rols incorsistcrey and ambiguity, the

inconsicterncy

o)

complexity of contemporary soclety, and the

of moderr culture hzve a cdirect bearirg unon meirtzal illrecs.’”

Q
7

Gol¢ znd “eceronitti, Combattirg, p. @4°




Faris and Dunham's social isolatior theory is one of
the best kroin sociocultursl erplanations of montzl dis-
orders.8 A4s a result of their work or the distribution of
mentel ¢isorders in Chicrgo, they discovered that the hichest
rates were in the socially disorgerized areas characterized
by great imversonzlity snd anonymity. In these areas, the
ponulation was heterogeneous, highly mobile ~nd overwhelm-
ingly lower class,

In my own three years of exverience woriking with men-
tally retorded children, I have seen numerous cases in
which the ervirormert wes the sole factor csusing the child's
retarced stoete, Most of these children come frow low-Income
homes.

Numerous labéls hzve been used to identify the children
of the poor: culturally deprived, low socioeccnomic group,
ecoroirically restricted, socially disadvantaged, and the
disacvintaged. More than & million children sterting to
scnool each fall are disadvantaged--victims of too little,
too late. The impovcrisnment of their lives 1s SO severe

thet fzlilure is a natural conseguerce.,

[A5]

Disadvantege is a relative term. When we speak of
child as being socially disadvantaged we mean that he has a

disadvantage relstive to some other child for some kind of

O

8Go1d and Scarpitti, Combatting, o. 24
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social 1ife. The socially disadvantaged child is one who

i

in

handicapped ir the task of growing up to lead a competent
and satisfying life in the American society.9
In an educstionsl context, "disadvantaged" refers to

caildren with a particuler set of educationally associated
problems arising from snd residing eitensiVely within the
culﬁure of the pcor. This is not to szy that thé ille
restricting the intellectual, social, andé physicel growth
(} - of children tend to be concentrsted here. We may change

|

% the name but the problems remain the same, passirg from
gereration to gererastion and sustained by discrimination,
lack of opportunity, and an exsloding population. In 195C,
aporoximately one child out of every ten in the fourteen

largest cities of the United States was "culturally deprived."

By 196C, tnis figure had risen to one in three. This ever

increasing trend is due to their rapid migrstion to urban

; centers. DBy 197C, 1t 1s estimated there may be one deprived

child for every two enrolled in schools in these large cities .10

From his birth, the child's environment has a strong

effect upon nis 6evelopment.ll Four common conseguences

9Frost and Hawkes, Disadventaged Child, p. 16.

10Frank Riessman, The Culturally Deprived Child, (MNew York:
1962) p. 1. -

llyario D. Fantini snd Gerald Weinstein, The Disadvantagec .
Challence to Education, (New York: 1968) p. 55.
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the effects are to be lasting.l5

Many cdisadvantaged children nre pl=mced in special
classes for the merntally retsrded. Most of these children
suffer no apparent neurclogical def=cts but rather are
mentally restricted by the imvoverishmenrt of their cultural
experiences,

A study by Wakefield hes revealed that =2 large pro-
vortion of the educeble mentelly retarded children in the
nublic schools come from f2omilies of low intelligerce,
poor schooling, and inferior economic staotus, =nd con-
cluded that a very lorge pooulation of retarded individuals
might owe their retardation to envirorntertal factors.l4

In an irvestigation of the effects of stimulztion
on mentally retazrded children by Skeels, thirteer mertally
retarded chilérer (experimertal group) were transformed
at an esrly sge to an institution which providsd a persdnal
relationship with adult mentslly retsrded women. ILater,
eleven of these childrer were transferrec to =2coptive homes.
A contrcl group of twelve children, initielly =2t a higher
level of intelligence, remeined in a relatively unstimulating
environment for & prolonged period., In the initilial study
the childrer in the experimerntal group showed a decided

increase in rate of umental growth, while the control group

3 3T -~ s b 1
L3Frost and Hawikes, LDissdvantaged Child, p. 9%2.

14pprost, child, p. 12.






our society are as complex as the problems of cultural
Geprivation. The desigration of cultural deprivation
should not be equated with membership in =n ethnic group,

but should be defined 1in terms of characteristics of the

individual 2nd/or the characteristic of his environment .1
It should =lso be noted thzt cultural deprivetion should
not be ecuated with race. The Negro child who is culturally
deprived has all the learning problems of other culturally
deprived children. However, in addition to these problems
he suffers from the special problems created by the preju-
dices and attitudes of others.l?

The home environment has been studiec¢ as a mesans of
understending the factors which influence the development
of children. Studies repeatedly show thet the home 1s the
single most importznt influence on the intellectual snd
emotional development of children, particularly in the
preschool years.

It is whet the perents ¢o in the home rather than
their status characteristics which are most influential on
the achlevement of their children. The ways in which
parents spepd time with their children st meels, in'play,

1

nd at other times during the day heve been found to be

o

16Benjamin <. Bloom, Allison Davis, Robert Heess,
Compensatory Education for Cultural Deprivation, (New York:
1965) v. 5
4 J . o

lr7Eloom, Compensatory, p. 29.




central factors in developing sikills which prepare children
for school. The objects in the nome, the amount of parental
interest in learning, and the amount of practice and en-
couragement the child 1s given in conversation and general
learning have been founé to be significant influences on
language 2ncd cognitive developmert, development of interest
in learning, attention span, and motivation of the child.

The negative side of the underorivileged family is
easy to see: the femily may be prematurely broken by
divorce, cesertion, and death; the home is overcrowded,
the housing fzcilities inzdecu=te; considerable economic
incecurity orevails; both parents frecuertly work, and thus
the children may be neglected; und typicelly'the irritable,
tired pacrents use physicel punizhuent in order tc meintain
discipline. Mary commentators have placed considerable
limportance on broken homes ag the source of cmoticnal in-
stabllity, menrtal illness, Jjuvenile delin¢ucrcy, &nd the
like.

Some of the mein factors which sffect the child's
leck of readiness for school hzve already been wmentioned.
Another such factor is the leck of variety of stimulation
in the home. Arother handicap suffered by the culturally
¢lsadvantaged 1s their lack of books, pictures, magazines,
and newspopers which are a major source of knowledge for

middle-class children. The printed page 1c rerely encountered
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