
 

 

Special Education 
By Patty Cummings, Director of Special Education 

Celebrating History and Education for All 
 
Did you know that December 2 is National Special 
Education Day? This national holiday was named in 2005 to 
mark the 30th anniversary that our nation's first federal 
special education law was signed by President Gerald Ford. 
We are now in the 40th year of this life-changing law, and a 
lot has occurred in those four decades. Let’s take a walk 
down memory lane and take time to truly appreciate what 
this law did.   
 
Before 1975, not all students had the right to attend public school. This is something that would 
be difficult to fathom nowadays, but at that time, only one in five students with known disabilities 
were allowed to attend school. In fact, many states had laws that prohibited children with 
disabilities from attending school. The students most likely to be excluded were those students 
with more significant disabilities.   
 
If one were to look at a timeline of events in the development of special education, it would be 
found that from the 1800s up to the 1970s, there weren’t many changes being made to further 
the education of individuals with disabilities, but what did occur was groundbreaking. In 1817, 
the American School for the Deaf was founded in Hartford, Connecticut, and in 1832, the Perkins 
Institution of the Blind opened in Boston, Massachusetts. It was in the early 1900s that the 
country started seeing the first legal actions taken that would set the precedent for questioning 
“separate but equal.” While not only specific to education, the outcomes of these actions provided 
a foundation for change in the school setting.  
 
From the 1920s to 1965, there was a consistent but slow parade of developing advocacy groups 
in the form of councils and parent associations. One sad but true practice that was taking place 
was that students were being excluded from public education based solely on the fact that they 
looked physically different from other students. On May 17, 1954, change began to take place 
much more rapidly, and the landmark case of Brown v. Board of Education (separate is not equal) 
helped forward the movement of education for ALL students.   
 
The 1970s found our country moving forward on court cases and educational acts at an 
unprecedented level. In 1965, our government signed the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act which offered grants to school districts that created programs for students with disabilities.  



 

 

Special Education, cont. 

In 1972 and 1973, the United States saw two important laws come into effect: Section 504 and 
Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA). Both made discrimination based upon 
disability illegal in the educational setting. Since 1975, there have been many updates to the 
EAHCA with each providing more protection for the rights of students with disabilities. In 2017 
and 2018, there were 7 million students receiving special education in the United States. 
 
Did You Know?   
To prevent marginalization and dehumanization of individuals with disabilities, it is important to 
use person-first language. Started in the 1980s, person-first language describes what the 
individual “has,” not what the person “is.” Using this language literally puts the person first in the 
statement. While a person without disabilities should never make assumptions about those 
individuals with disabilities, using person-first language assures that respect toward individuals 
with disabilities is valued.  
 

Person First  Not Person First 

Student with a disability Disabled student 

Student with autism Autistic student 

She uses a wheelchair She is wheelchair bound 

 
 
 


