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Hope for the Mentally Retarded

CHILDREN who are handicapped mentally may be born
into any family whether it be high or low on the social
scale, rich or poor on the economic scale. Mental
retardation plays no favourites. Anyone, and anyone’s
neighbour, can have this problem in his family. There
is no sin, shame or blame attached to it.

Pearl Buck, author of The Good Earth and a dozen
other novels, who won the Nobel Prize for her rich
and truly epic descriptions of peasant life in China
and for her biographical masterpieces, revealed to the
world through her book The Child Who Never Grew
that she was the mother of a retarded child. With this
frank and moving story she raised hope in the hearts
of legions of mothers and fathers of retarded children
the world over.

To bear a child who is retarded mentally is not, she
pointed out, an occasion for guilt feelings. Stripped
of its technical terms, retardation is simply this: As a
result of a combination of hundreds of medical,
psychological and social factors, many of which are
quite obscure, the child’s mental growth is limited
and will not progress to equal the "normal" stature of
persons at the same age level. The retarded child
learns more slowly than others and is limited in what
he can learn. Simply stated, that is all.

This is not to say that retardation is not a serious
affliction, but to deny that it is punishment for trans-
gression against divine law and therefore something to
be borne resignedly. It is, on the contrary, a challenge
to parents and to society to help the afflicted child to
make the most of his life.

The Irish, in their soft-spoken perceptive way, refer
to the retarded child as "a person requiring special
care."

Retarded children were once discarded children.
They were treated with fear and rejection. Then, under
the influence of education and science, the emphasis
progressed through pity to acceptance and under-
standing.

We know today that the vast majority of the retarded
can be successfully integrated into the mainstream of
Canadian life. A great number can in fact progress to

the point of total self-care; many can become semi-
dependent, and a substantial number become self-
supporting.

Canadians are concerned

That Canadians are deeply concerned about the
problem, and are putting forth great efforts to solve
it, does not mean that Canada is unique in the number
of retarded citizens. It does mean that mental retarda-
tion is a permanent condition and as such often shows
up in an advanced and technical society.

Our society spotlights those who cannot keep up
with the mass, but it also offers hope to them. We
believe that every child in Canada, no matter what his
limitations may be, is entitled as of right to a chance
to develop in accordance with his capacity. We must
give him- if we are to live up to our principles-
what is needed to enable him to realize his potential
whatever it may be.

The past twenty years have seen our awakening to
realization of our obligations. There has been a
dramatic increase in research directed toward preven-
tion, treatment and care. Parents have banded to-
gether in nearly every city and village to provide
facilities for application of what is learned. Govern-
ments have interested themselves, recognizing that the
mentally handicapped children are entitled, according
to their capabilities and needs, to the same privileges,
opportunities and protection as other citizens.

At the Federal-Provincial Conference in 1964 a
speaker spelled out society’s responsibility to provide
the mentally retarded with: (1) The opportunity for
self-fulfilment; (2) The preservation of personal
dignity and the protection of rights; (3) The op-
portunity to participate and contribute; (4) The
opportunity to attain happiness.

This is a high ideal, but no higher than the situation
warrants. Mental retardation is Canada’s severest
crippler, disabling ten times as many persons as
diabetes, twenty times as many as tuberculosis, and
ten times as many as polio affected even during the
peak of the scourge. We have an estimated 600,000




