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tion sheets. Homework is sent by mail to the school and returned to the 
student once it is graded. 

Until recent years, special education services for exceptional learn­
ers primarily were provided by means of the special class. However, with 
more consultation and assistance currently available for regular teachers, 
placement in a regular classroom on a part-time basis at least is becom­
ing an increasingly common practice. The resource room plan has also 
emerged as a usable and effective replacement for the self-contained special 
class. We shall examine several contemporary approaches for providing 
special education services in some detail in Chapter 17. 

In this chapter we have introduced the exceptional learner as an in­
dividual whose unique functioning level is the result of the interaction be­
tween capacity and previous experience. We have also reviewed some of 
what we know about exceptional learners and the types of services that have 
been traditionally provided for them. 

With this general introduction behind us, the next two chapters will 
be devoted to increasing our understanding of the uniqueness of eleven 
types of exceptional learners. Chapter 3 considers children with behavior 
disorders, children with learning disabilities, the economically disadvan­
taged and/or culturally different, the speech-handicapped, and the mildly 
mentally retarded. Some of these children are unique because of capacity-
based deficits, but as a group, they tend to represent problems related more 
to range and nature of previous experience. 

In Chapter 4 we shall examine children with physical and severe 
handicaps. These children include the visually handicapped, hearing-
handicapped, children who are crippled or chronically ill, the severely 
emotionally disturbed, the severely mentally retarded, and the multihand-
icapped. Previous experience is certainly related to the functioning levels 
of these exceptional learners, but taken as a group their problems can be 
considered more the result of capacity-based handicaps. We are not alter­
ing our position stated earlier—that capacity and experience are never the 
sole determiners of functioning level, but rather the result of the inter-
action of both. We are still firmly committed to this position, but a divi­
sion on the basis of major determiners will permit us to more effectively 
compare the similarities and differences of the children. 
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The residential school concept discussed here primarily applies to 
the deaf and blind. Institutions for the severely retarded and disturbed 
provide educational programs but also offer the custodial care and medical 
treatment necessary tor these children. The rationale for applying the res­
idential school concept to the delinquent and socially maladjusted includes 
protection of society and corrective treatment, as well as educational re­
sponsibility. 

Hospital Instruction. When children are confined to a hospital for long 
periods of time when they are ill or convalescing from surgery, local or 
county school systems may send a teacher to the hospital to provide bedside 
instruction. In addition, crippled and chronically ill children who reside 
much of the time in convalescent homes or sanitariums may also be pro­
vided with such instruction by a visiting teacher. 

Homebound Instruction. When a child is home full time and denied even 
contact with children with similar handicapping conditions, he or she is 
the most isolated of all handicapped children. School districts have tradi­
tionally sent visiting teachers to the home to work with such children three 
times a week for one- or two-hour tutoring sessions. Children requiring 
homebound instruction may be the chronically ill, who are bedridden and 
who will never be able to attend school; those from regular schools who 
are recovering from an illness or injury or convalescing from surgery; or 
those excluded from school because no program is available to meet their 
needs. Children may be excluded because of behavior disorders that the 
school is unable to control, but with the increase in special education pro­
grams for these children, exclusion is becoming more of an emergency, 
rather than a permanent, measure. 

Recent technological advances have brought telephone and televi­
sion instruction to children confined at home. T h e teaching-by-telephone 
technique allows a teacher to call a group of children on the telephone and 
conduct a lesson while they are all on the same line. 

A sophisticated telephonic system has been developed for the Los 
Angeles Unified School District by Pacific Telephone Company. At Wid-
ney High School for the Physically Handicapped, there is a Teleclass De­
partment that has ten consoles. Each console has nineteen outgoing lines 
and one for incoming calls. Students may be connected to the consoles so 
they can hear one another's voices and hold group discussions. Teachers 
are able to prevent students from hearing each other while they speak with 
them in private; they can also divide the class so that small groups can hold 
separate discussions. T h e class periods follow the Widney bell schedule, 
and teachers offer required courses for grades seven through twelve, as well 
as electives. Parents must come to school to pick up textbooks and instruc-
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any regular school. Such schools usually serve only one type of exceptional 
learner. Their advantage is that the entire physical plant can be specially 
designed to accommodate the child. Special swimming pools, wide halls 
and doors, easy access to the building from the school bus, and special gym­
nasium and playground equipment are often features of day schools for the 
crippled and multihandicapped. Thus, costly facilities that are not pos­
sible to duplicate throughout a district may greatly enhance the excep­
tional learner's experiences in school. Such advantages may well outweigh 
the disadvantages of being separated from neighborhood peers and travel­
ling a long time by bus. 

Full-Time Placement in a Residential School. Historically, the oldest 
plan for caring for and educating exceptional learners is the boarding or 
residential school. T h e blind, deaf, and mentally retarded were the first 
to be provided with such facilities during the first half of the nineteenth 
century. The residential school traditionally became the children's home, 
and they spent time with their families during vacation or on weekends, 
depending on the distances involved between the school and their family 
homes. Placement of exceptional learners in residential schools has been 
a continuing source of controversy, particularly recently. However, there 
are both advantages and disadvantages related to such placement. 

To begin with, a twenty-four-hour school can provide an intensive 
and comprehensive program, compared to a day school or special class 
where the child is enrolled for only six hours a day. For the deaf, such a 
total program may be of great value in the area of language development. 
Other exceptional learners may profit from the specialized educational, vo­
cational, and recreational services available and, particularly at the second­
ary level, from the greater number of teachers offering special subjects. 
Children living in rural areas where local schools offer limited special 
education may receive a far better education in a residential school. In 
the Soviet Union, where a large percentage of the population still resides 
in rural areas, the residential school is the only special education plan for 
exceptional learners. 

T h e major disadvantage of the residential school is that it removes 
children from their homes and families. It also denies them contact -with 
non-handicapped children, although some residential schools do enroll stu­
dents in nearby public schools during the day. Other disadvantages of this 
placement include the stigma of going to the "deaf school," the geographic 
isolation that makes it difficult to attract the most qualified teachers, and 
recent lawsuits resulting from charges that certain institutions failed to 
provide adequate treatment, particularly for the mentally ill.13 

13 Cruickshank, 1975 
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Part-Time Placement in a Regular Classroom and Part-Time Placement 
in a Special Class. Here we shift the child's actual class assignment to a 
special classroom. In the earlier options, the child was considered a mem­
ber of a regular classroom who received outside assistance. Here the child 
is a member of a special class who participates during scheduled activities 
in a regular classroom. When possible, these will be academic work pe­
riods. However, since many exceptional learners need individualized at­
tention in academic areas, they may more often participate in regular 
classroom activities involving music, art, and physical education. 

Full-Time Placement in a Special Class. T h e special self-contained class 
has traditionally been the most frequently used placement option for the 
exceptional learner. The class and its students are assigned a label. T h e 
educable mentally retarded child goes to a class for the educable mentally 
retarded; the child with a learning disability to a class for the learning-dis­
abled. Children in special classes are isolated from other children in the 
school except during recess, lunch, after-school activities, and other total 
school functions. Usually only one type of exceptional learner is included 
in a special class, but in rural areas where the number of such children is 
small, separate classes for each type are not possible. Hence a special edu­
cation teacher might have to work with visually and hearing-handicapped 
children, as well as with the mentally retarded and children with learning 
disabilities or behavior disorders. Needless to say, considerable demands 
are made on a teacher working with children with such diverse problems. 

T h e special class has come under attack in recent years, and the 
mainstreaming movement is a direct result of criticism of and disenchant­
ment with practices of isolation and segregation in special education. (We 
shall discuss the entire issue of special class placement versus regular class­
room integration in detail in Chapter 16.) 

Part-Time Placement in a Special Day School with Part-Time Placement 
in a Regular Classroom. Special education programs are expensive and 
not every school can afford a class for each type of exceptional learner. As 
a result, some special programs may be centralized in a single school, and 
children from a wide geographical area brought in daily by buses. The 
special day school usually is the student's primary placement. As is the 
case when a child is in a special class part time and in a regular classroom 
part time, his or her degree of participation in the regular program varies. 
Isolation from neighborhood classmates is one of the drawbacks of taking 
children from their home school to a special day school. 

Pull-Time Placement in a Special Day School. This option is similar to 
the previous one except that the special day school is totally separate from 
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Full-Time Placement in a Regular Classroom with Special Education Con­
sultation. In this option, the child is a full-time student in the regular 
classroom, but instead of merely providing the regular teacher with mate­
rials and equipment, a special education consultant works directly with the 
teacher in selecting materials and teaching strategies. T h e consultant also 
may give diagnostic tests and do tutoring and counseling with students, as 
well as consult with parents. Such consultants are usually experienced reg­
ular classroom teachers with advanced training in special education. 

Full-Time Placement in a Regular Classroom with Special Education Tu­
toring. Here the child is still enrolled in the regular classroom as a full-
time student. However, the focus of the special educator is on direct service 
to children, rather than on consultation with the teacher. This approach 
traditionally has been called the itinerant teacher plan. On a scheduled 
basis, the special educator works individually with children in whichever 
area they need help. In the case of the speech-handicapped, the teacher is 
a speech therapist. For the blind or deal, the teacher is a specialist who 
aids in braille instruction or language training. This plan can be utilized 
in rural areas where schools are far apart and too small to have full-time 
special educators as staff members. 

Full-Time Placement in a Regular Classroom with the Use of a Resource 
Room. Gradually, we are moving toward more involvement of the excep­
tional learner with special education in this option. While remaining a 
full-time student in a regular classroom, the child participates in scheduled 
lessons in a separate classroom or resource room. Here small-group in­
struction may be provided by a special educator who, in contrast to those 
in the earlier options, has a special classroom facility in which to offer ser­
vices. The resource room teacher also acts as a consultant (as in the earlier 
plans) and must work closely with the regular teacher in the school. 

One of the major advantages of the resource room is that it allows 
children with similar learning problems to receive group instruction, 
thereby making more efficient use of the teacher's time and also helping 
the children learn how to work in a group setting. 

Learning how to pay attention and participate in a lesson presented 
by the teacher from the front of the room to the entire class is often diffi­
cult for exceptional learners enrolled in regular classrooms. T h e resource 
room teacher can help the children develop group-learning skills; he or she 
can repeat directions as often as needed and answer questions with less de­
lay. Resource rooms may serve many types of exceptional learners, partic­
ularly those with learning disabilities and other learning and behavior 
disorders. 
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because of their fear that "maniacs" would run loose and terrorize the 
community. It was no small task to counter this opposition and build the 
institute on schedule. Today the issue no longer exists, and the earlier 
fears have never been justified. We are in an era that is challenging Plato's 
and history's contention that the handicapped should be hidden away. 
This is reflected in institutional programs for those who need custodial 
care and treatment and in special education in the public school. 

When we survey the types of special education programs available 
for exceptional learners, we can conceive of them along a continuum of in­
tegration to segregation—of mainstreaming to isolation from the regular 
classroom program. This continuum has been described in various models 
that have appeared in the special education literature.11 12 It begins with 
full-time placement of exceptional learners in the regular classroom and 
ends with their total isolation and home instruction. We shall consider 
this continuum in the following discussion. 

Full-Time Placement in a Regular Classroom. Despite the existence of 
the special class, special education has never removed all exceptional learn­
ers from the regular class program. Regular teachers often react to the 
announcement that mildly retarded, disturbed, and learning-disabled chil­
dren are going to be mainstreamed into their classrooms with a remark 
such as, "So what else is new? I've always had children with learning and 
behavior problems in my classroom." Such a reaction reveals that main-
streaming as a concept is certainly not new. What is new is a systematic 
effort to provide the opportunity for as many exceptional learners as pos­
sible to broaden the range and nature of their experiences in school. 

Placement of an exceptional learner on a full-time basis in a regular 
classroom usually involves providing the teacher with a wider range of in­
dividualized instructional materials so that, particularly during academic 
lessons, these children will have work appropriate for their functioning-
levels. Speech-handicapped children are usually full-time students in reg­
ular classrooms, and seldom need such materials. However, for the mildly 
retarded and for children with behavior disorders or learning disabilities, 
remedial programs that stress fundamentals and that have high interest 
levels are necessary. Some visually handicapped learners who work well 
independently with brailled texts (copies of regular texts), braille-written 
texts (specifically prepared for the blind), or talking books also can be full-
time students, as can the partially hearing whose hearing loss can be com­
pensated for with a hearing aid. Many crippled children could be full-time 
students in regular classrooms if doors were widened for wheelchairs and 
ramps and lifts were available in place of stairs. 

11. Deno, 1970 12 Dunn, 1973a 
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TABLE 2-4 
Comparison of Educational Costs for Normal and Exceptional Children 

Mildly retarded 
Severely retarded 
Emotionally disturbed 
Learning-disabled 
Speech-handicapped 
Visually handicapped 
Hearing-handicapped 
Crippled 
Multihandicapped 

Cost Index 
per Pupil 

1.87 
2.10 
2.83 
2.16 
1.18 
2.97 
2.99 
3.64 
2.73 

Special Education 
Cost per Pupil 

$1225 
1376 
1854 
1415 
773 

1945 
1958 
2384 
1788 

Marginal 
Cost 

$ 570 
721 

1199 
760 
118 

1290 
1303 
1729 
1133 

From Rossmiller, R. A.; Hale, J A.; & Frohreich, L E. Educational programs for excep­
tional children: Resource configurations and costs. National Educational Finance Project, 
Special Studies No. 2. Madison, Wisconsin: Department of Educational Administration, 
The University of Wisconsin, 1970. 

personnel required to assist them; and to the specialized equipment and 
materials necessary for such a program. The speech-handicapped are usu­
ally full-time members of a regular classroom program, and additional 
costs relate to the salary of a speech therapist who may work with them for 
scheduled periods each week. Hence, special education costs are the low­
est tor this group. 

What Types of Services Has Special Education 
Traditionally Provided for Exceptional Learners? 

T h e current concerns with mainstreaming exceptional learners into reg­
ular education whenever possible contrasts sharply with the historical prac­
tice of segregating them. Over two thousand years ago Plato specified, "If 
any one is insane, let him not be seen openly in the city." Commenting 
on treatment of handicapped children at birth, he stated, "Those of infe­
rior parents and any children of the rest that are born defective will be 
hidden away, in some appropriate manner, that must be kept secret." Fol­
lowing this philosophy, custodial-care institutions were built apart -from 
major cities even up to recent times, and the earliest educational plans for 
exceptional learners placed them in self-contained classrooms, removed 
from their normal peers. 

The author recalls the furor created in the mid-1950s by the an­
nouncement that a neuropsychiatric institute would be built on the campus 
of the University of California at Los Angeles to hospitalize one hundred 
and fifty mentally ill children, adolescents, and adults. Property owners, 
businessmen, and other concerned citizens united to try to stop the plans 
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Estimates of the number of handicapped children by type of hand­
icap, also based on figures supplied by state education agencies, are shown 
in Table 2-3. 

The estimates in Table 2-3 reveal that half of the nation's school-
age exceptional learners were receiving services in the schools in 1972 to 
1973. For some types of exceptional learners, there has been a marked 
increase in services since 1969. For example, in 1969, 48 percent of the 
mentally retarded were unserved,10 while in 1972 to 1973 this figure had 
dropped to 17 percent. Forty-nine percent of speech-handicapped children 
were reported unserved in 1969, with only 19 percent unserved in 1972 to 
1973. Figures for the crippled and chronically ill dropped from 67 percent 
unserved in 1969 to 28 percent in 1972 to 1973. The multihandicapped 
also received more service in 1972 to 1973 (67 percent unserved) as com­
pared with 1969 (85 percent unserved). Visually handicapped children 
gained in service from 66 percent unserved in 1969 to 41 percent unserved 
in 1972 to 1973. For the emotionally disturbed child and the child with a 
learning disability, however, the percentages unserved in 1972 to 1973 were 
approximately the same as those in 1969. This was also true of the hearing-
handicapped. Again, there may be some question as to whether special-
education services are actually required for many exceptional learners. 

How Do Special Education Program Costs Compare 
with Expenditures for Regular Education? 

Using a median figure of $655 per normal-pupil expenditure in regular-
education programs, cost indices for providing special education for excep­
tional learners have been estimated (see Table 2-4). T h e cost index reflects 
the increased expenditure required for special-education services. Thus , 
according to Table 2-4, if such an index is 2.10 for the severely retarded, 
then expenditures necessary for providing a special-education program for 
this group are slightly greater than twice the normal-pupil expenditures of 
$655, or $1,376. Marginal costs reflect additional per-pupil costs for special-
education programs. 

Table 2-4 shows that special education per-pupil costs are from ap­
proximately two to three and one-half times greater than expenditures for 
regular education. When these additional costs are added to the marginal 
costs required to provide a special program, special education emerges as 
an expensive enterprise. Costs relate directly to amount of time children 
must be provided a program separate from the regular classroom; to the 

10 Annual Report. United States Office of Education. Bureau for Education of the Handicapped, 
1969. 
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What Is the Extent of Services Available for 
Exceptional Learners? 

Table 2-2 reports the incidence of handicapped children and adolescents 
being served during the fall and winter of 1975, based on data from state 
education agencies. 

TABLE 2-2 
Number of Handicapped Being Served in 1975, by Age Group 

Age 

0-19 
6-19 
0-5 

Served 

3,947,000 
3,687,000 

260,000 

Unserved* 

3,939,000 
3,062,000 

927,000 

Total 
Served and 

Unserved 

7,886,000 
6,749,000 
1,187,000 

Served 

50% 
55 
22 

Unsaved 

50% 
45 
78 

United States Office of Education, Bureau for Education of the Handicapped, March 4, 1975 
The term "unserved" refers to children who are receiving inadequate services or no services 

at all. 

TABLE 2-3 

Number of Handicapped Being Served in 1972-73, by Type of Handicap 

United States Office of Education, Bureau for Education of the Handicapped, March 4, 1975 
The term "unserved ' refers to children who are receiving inadequate servicess or no services at all 
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Not all of the children included in the 12 percent estimate require 
extensive special education services. It has been estimated that only 1 1/2 
percent are severely disabled and that the rest are candidates for at least 
part-time placement in regular educational programs.7 Children with 
speech handicaps usually remain full time in regular classes. Those who 
are crippled may also be in regular-class programs, provided physical facil­
ities are furnished to meet their special needs. Many exceptional learn­
ers previously considered full-time special education students are being 
viewed differently and provided experience in regular-class programs when 
appropriate. 

How Many Exceptional Learners Have More than 
One Handicapping Condition? 

Although no comprehensive study has been done, the fact that many ex­
ceptional learners have more than one significant handicapping condition 
is receiving increased attention. Speech handicaps, mental retardation, 
and behavior disorders have been found to cut across categories more than 
other handicapping conditions. In a study of 195 children who were crip­
pled or had chronic health problems, the following combinations of hand­
icapping conditions were found: 

• 3 7 % had speech problems 
* 43% evidenced some degree of mental retardation 
• 25% were considered psychologically maladjusted 

T h e psychologist and social worker who interviewed the children's 
parents in this study found that some 20 percent of the families were ex­
periencing adjustment problems as a direct result of the stress brought 
about by the presence of a handicapped child in the family. We shall ex­
amine such stress and its effects on both the exceptional learner and his or 
her family in some detail in Chapter 6 

Dunn postulates that about one-hall of all exceptional learners have 
one educationally significant disability, another quarter have two such dis­
abilities, and the final quarter three or more." He also points out the con­
founding effect of such multihandicapped conditions on the determination 
of accurate incidence estimates. (We shall discuss the multihandicapped 
child in more detail in Chapter 4.) 

7. Ibid 9. Dunn, 1973a 
8. Friedman & MacQueen, 1971 
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TABLE 2-1 

Percent of Exceptional Learners in School-Age Population* 

Exceptional Learner % of School-Age Children 

Emotionally disturbed 2.00 
Mentally retarded 2.30 
Learning disabled 3.00 
Speech handicapped 3.50 
Visually handicapped 0.10 
Deaf 0.075 
Hard of hearing 0.50 
Crippled and health-impaired 0.50 
Deaf-blind & other 

multihandicapped 0.06 

United States Office of Education, Bureau for Education of the Handi­
capped, 1975. Data based on estimates from various sources, including 
national agencies and organizations, state and local directors of special 
education, and population estimates of the Bureau of Census, as of 
July 1, 1974. 
*The terms "incidence" and "prevalence" are both utilized in relation 
to estimates of the number of percentage of handicapped children The 
term "incidence" is considered by some to be more strictly related to 
the rate of occurrence of a condition in a population over time, while the 
term "prevalence" is considered to be more strictly related to the actual 
rate of occurrence of a condition in a population at a given point in 
time. We shall not be concerned with strictness of definition but shall 
use the term "incidence" as it was used on the document provided by 
the Bureau for Education of the Handicapped, from which these fig­
ures were taken. 

of severity constitute the criteria for placement in the multihandicapped 
category? 

Variations in definitions of behavior disorders and emotional dis­
turbance also confound the incidence issue. A child rated "disturbed" by 
one teacher might merely be seen as "strong-willed" or "pensive" by an­
other. Also, such disorders are often transient and disappear over time as 
do speech handicaps. Thus, we are not always dealing with stable handi­
capping conditions when compiling incidence figures. Geographic differ­
ences also present problems. The mildly retarded are found in greater 
numbers in the inner-city as compared with the suburbs, while the reverse 
is true for the gifted. While not included as an Office of Education cate­
gory, social and economic disadvantagedness is also a geographically specific 
problem. Finally, separate estimates at preschool, elementary school, and 
high school levels may be more meaningful since actual incidence figures 
and needs for special education services may vary among levels.6 

6 Dunn, 1973a 
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aspects of experience that facilitate strengths, rather than those that facil­
itate weakness. 

Now that we have focused on the interactions of capacity and ex­
perience as the determiners of a child's functioning level at any given time, 
let us define the exceptional learner: 

An exceptional learner is an individual who, because of uniqueness in 
sensory, physical, neurological, temperamental, or intellectual capacity 
and/or in the nature or range of previous experience, requires an adaptation 
of the regular school program in order to maximize his or her 
functioning level. 

All of the children traditionally labeled as exceptional fall under 
this definition. T h e use of the term "uniqueness in" rather than "limita­
tions in" allows us to include the gifted learner in this definition. (As 
stated earlier, we shall discuss this group of children, whose uniqueness in 
capacity is enhancing rather than restricting, separately in Chapter 15.) 

WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT EXCEPTIONAL LEARNERS? 

How many exceptional learners are there? What types of services have 
been provided for them? In this section we will consider these and other 
questions that relate to basic background information in special education. 

How Many Exceptional Learners Are There? 

The incidence figures in Table 2-1 reflect the percentages of school-age 
children falling into traditional special education categories. 

The percentages in Table 2-1 estimate that approximately 12 per­
cent of children from ages six to nineteen and 6 percent of all children 
from infancy to age five are handicapped. However, interpreting such in­
cidence figures with finality or actually considering some 12 percent of the 
nation's school children as requiring special educational services may be 
wrong. To begin with, since many exceptional learners have more than 
one handicapping condition, how do we account for these in specifying 
incidence figures? Suppose a child is mentally retarded, has a speech hand­
icap, and also manifests a behavior disorder? Which is the primary hand­
icap for this child? Do we only count the primary handicap or are all 
three to be counted separately? Or do we consider such a child multi-
handicapped? If so, how many handicapping conditions of what degree 
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nation to be self-sufficient. How different the outcome of the story might 
have been if the "vegetable" prognosis had been accepted and the parents 
had considered the boy totally lacking in the capacity necessary for attain­
ing self-sufficiency. T h e parents' determination to maximize their son's 
functioning level through training and stimulation and their conviction 
that he could learn to participate in many normal activities of childhood 
and adolescence made the difference. 

A type of child who seems to defy the interactional paradigm of ca­
pacity and experience recently has received increasing attention by child 
psychologists: the "invulnerable" child who thrives despite genetic, psycho­
logical, or environmental disadvantages. Invulnerable children have been 
studied at the University of Minnesota by Professor Norman Garmezy.6 

Typical of such children was one boy, age ten, with a schizophrenic mother 
who has been in and out of institutions, a father who is in prison, and an 
older sister confined to a home for the mentally retarded. Although from 
the day he was born, this boy has only known poverty and chaos at home 
and should have turned out to be a delinquent, schizophrenic, or worse, 
he is described by teachers as charming, bright, a good student, a natural 
leader, and loved by everyone in the school. Eleanor Roosevelt has been 
identified as an invulnerable child. She had great stress in her childhood 
and was extremely shy. Her father was an alcoholic and her mother re­
jected her. When her parents died she went to live with her grandmother 
in considerable isolation. Yet in her adult life she demonstrated an un­
usual sensitivity to the needs of others and courage and strength that was 
the admiration of many. 

Among; some 300 to 400 children in one school who were studied, 
almost 10 percent were identified as invulnerable by a variety of tests, inter­
views, and investigations. They were not always bright children, although 
most tended to be. The invulnerable has been found to show good prob­
lem-solving ability and the ability to focus attention on a task to the almost 
total exclusion of distracting stimuli. They tend to be unusually well liked 
and friendly and able to learn, and seem to have a sense of their own power 
rather than a feeling of powerlessness. They do not blame others for their 
problems and work actively to find their own solutions. From where the 
source of such invulnerability stems is not clearly understood. It may be 
superior capacity overcoming environmental adversity, or it may be that 
adversity itself actually leads to the development of courage and a survival 
orientation. The concept of invulnerability is a complicated and subtle 
one. In the past we have concerned ourselves far more with what makes 
people vulnerable rather than invulnerable. It may be that as we learn 
more about children who demonstrate invulnerability we will refocus on 

5. Los Angeles Times, Feb 16,1976 
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authors comment, however, that there were no problem behaviors in the 
one area where her parents had been consistent—safety rules. 

T h e boy had achieved a somewhat marginal but adaptive function­
ing level as a result of the consistent and patient nature of experience pro­
vided by his parents who understood and accepted their son's uniqueness 
and gave him support. The girl had steadily developed a behavior dis­
order as the result of the inconsistent and rejecting nature of experiences 
provided by her parents. No one can say that had the boy been raised by 
the girl's parents and the girl by the boy's parents, the boy would have de­
veloped the behavior disorders and the girl would be making a satisfactory 
adjustment. Sex itself is a capacity-given, and perhaps both families may 
have reacted differently to a child of the opposite sex. 

This longitudinal example of two children's dramatic difference in 
functioning level at five and one-half years, contrasted to their similarity 
in functioning during the first two years, underscores the contribution of 
range and nature of experience to functioning level. Had the girl been 
an "easy child" from birth, her behavioral outcome would probably have 
been very different. It was her unique capacity from birth in interaction 
with her parents' expectations, attitudes, and child-rearing practices that 
made the difference. 

Throughout this text we will stress the importance of the interac­
tion of capacity and range and nature of experience in discussing other 
types of exceptional learners. We shall see that children born blind or 
crippled do not have a completely predestined future with respect to func­
tioning level because of their capacity-based handicap at birth. Patience, 
acceptance, consistency, encouragement for independence, and exposure to 
a wide range of experiences on the part of the parents may result in a far 
different functioning level in childhood than hopelessness, impatience, re­
jection, inconsistency, and overprotection. 

T h e author recalls seeing a picture and reading a newspaper ac­
count about a fifteen-year-old boy and his father who had bicycled 150 
miles in two days. What made this accomplishment remarkable was the 
fact that the boy was blind, had epilepsy, and had been partially paralyzed. 
His father blew a whistle while they were riding to guide his son along the 
right-of-way and out of danger. T h e story revealed that the parents had 
been told by a neurologist when the boy was two years old that he would 
be little more than a vegetable since his capacity-based problems were so 
severe. Refusing to accept this, the parents placed their son in an inten­
sive physical therapy program and provided him with as normal a range of 
experience as possible. As a result of the therapy, the paralysis was over­
come, and medication brought the epileptic seizures under control. T h e 
boy was planning to enter a regular high school program and was described 
as having an excellent attitude about his handicap and a strong determi-
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under two years of age, one subgroup emerged that were called "difficult 
children" by the more formal of the researchers, and "mother killers" by 
the more informal. This group was found to be distinctly different from 
the other children in the study. They had irregularity of biological func­
tions (sleeping, eating, eliminating), negative reactions to new stimuli, 
slowness in adapting to change, high frequency of negative moods, and a 
predominance of intense reactions. Two other subgroups were also iden­
tified as "easy children" and "slow to warm up children," each with a char­
acteristic temperamental pattern that was unique. 

We can assume that the difficult children at this young age were 
manifesting temperamental behaviors that were primarily the result of ca­
pacity and that were present at birth, although during the two years when 
the actual patterns were identified, experience was already at work influ­
encing the children. Two children were described by the authors as show­
ing similar temperament characteristics in the early years. One was a girl, 
the other a boy, and both exhibited irregular sleep patterns, constipation 
and painful evacuation at times, slow acceptance of new foods, lengthy ad­
justment periods to new routines, and frequent and loud periods of cry­
ing. The two children also had a difficult time adjusting to nursery school 
when they were four years of age. 

However, while the temperamental characteristics of the two were 
similar, the nature of their experience differed greatly. T h e girl's father 
was impatient and angry with his daughter. He spent little time with her 
and was often punitive in response to her problem behavior. The girl's 
mother exhibited concern for the child and was more understanding and 
permissive but quite inconsistent. The one area in which there was con­
sistency between the two sets of parents related to regard for rules of safety 
T h e boy's parents were seen as unusually tolerant and consistent. His 
problems with adjustment were accepted in a calm manner. When fric­
tion arose between the boy and his siblings, it was dealt with good-humor-
edly. The parents waited out his negative moods without getting angry 
themselves. They were very permissive but set safety limits and consis­
tently pointed out to their son the needs and rights of his peers when he 
was playing. 

At the age of five and one-half years, these two children, who had 
been so similar in early life, became remarkably dissimilar in their behav­
ior. The boy had experienced initial difficulties in nursery school, but 
these had disappeared, and he was now an accepted and constructive mem­
ber of his class and had a group of friends He also functioned smoothly 
in most areas of his daily life. T h e girl had developed a number of symp­
toms of increasing severity. She was given to explosive anger, negativism, 
fear of the dark, encopresis (lack of bowel control), thumb-sucking, exces­
sive demands for toys and sweets, poor peer relationships, and lying. The 
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Here genotype represents the sum total of the individual's hereditary prop­
erties. The interaction of the genotype with the environment results in 
the phenotype, or "all external and internal structures of the organism."2 

Our use of the terms capacity-experience-functioning level, instead of such 
terms as nature-nurture , heredity-environment, or genotype-environment-
phenotype allows us to apply the equation to the educational and adjust­
ment problems of the exceptional individual in a simpler and more direct 
manner. 

Thomas, Chess, and Birch have investigated the relationship be­
tween temperament in infants and young children and the development 
of behavior disorders in later childhood. A visitor to a maternity ward 
nursery may be struck by the individual differences among young infants 
even hours after birth. Some are active, intense, and responsive, while 
others appear passive, lethargic, and unresponsive. These differences are 
the result of the individual uniqueness in temperamental capacity of the 
infants. From observations of infants and young children and interviews 
with parents about their children's behaviors during the first months and 
years of life, a number of temperamental characteristics were identified 
that were typical of the children in this study. We will not present the 
study in its entirety but will draw from it an important example for stress­
ing that interaction between capacity and experience, not capacity or ex­
perience, is the determiner of functioning level at any time in life. 

Three of the temperamental characteristics identified in the study 
(with examples of parent comments) were 1) activity level ("He moves a 
great deal in his sleep" versus "I don't think he moves at all during the 
night"); 2) rhythmicity or regularity of basic biological functions ("He 
never naps the same time any day" versus "He always naps the same time 
every day," or "He eats about the same time" versus "He eats at times that 
differ widely day to day"); and 3) approach or withdrawal ("He always 
smiles at strangers" versus "Whenever he sees a stranger, he cries"). Chil­
dren are born with these characteristics and others, defined by the Thomas, 
Chess, and Birch studies. The characteristic of temperament, however, is 
not considered immutable. Like any other characteristic of the organism 
(i.e., height, weight, intelligence), it "may be relatively unchanged by envi­
ronmental influence, or it may be reinforced and heightened, diminished, 
or otherwise modified during the developmental course."4 In this text we 
shall refer to temperament as a capacity-based characteristic, as compared 
to one acquired as the result of experience. Its actual source (i.e , genetic, 
prenatal, or perinatal), however, is not known. 

While the children in the Thomas, Chess, and Birch study were still 

2. Dobzhansky, 1950, p. 161 4 Ibid.,p 4-5 
3. Thomas, Chess, & Bitch, 1969 
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Thus , in an effort to describe what Ms. Thompson sees as she works 
with Henry, Mark, and Susan, we can speak of capacity differences among 
them and of differences with respect to range and nature of experience. 
Ms. Thompson cannot see Henry's capacity or pin down Mark's and Susan's 
previous experience specifically. What she sees is each of the children's 
functioning level. Henry's continual slowness, Mark's lack of preparation, 
and Susan's inattentiveness represent their functioning levels in the class­
room during the arithmetic lesson. But can we state with finality that 
Henry's functioning level is due to lack of capacity, Mark's to lack of ex­
perience, and Susan's to nature of previous experience? We cannot. 

Consider Henry. Whatever limitations he may have in intellectual 
capacity, his previous experience may contribute to understanding and ex­
plaining his present functioning level. His range of experience may have 
been limited in arithmetic because previous teachers considered him too 
slow for academic work and gave him pictures to color during arithmetic 
lessons, rather than basic number tasks that he could do successfully. His 
nature of previous experience may also be a determiner of his low func­
tioning level. Unable to do some of the assignments given him, he may 
have been called "stupid" by the other children and have received exas­
perated looks from the teacher. Such negative experiences can hardly be 
conceived as maximizing Henry's capacity for learning. 

What about Mark and Susan? Their functioning levels appear ba­
sically the result of previous experiences. But perhaps Mark has missed 
school a great deal, partly because of his poor vision. Susan could have a 
slight hearing impairment that has never been identified; perhaps part of 
the reason she drifts off during class lessons is that she has difficulty hear­
ing the teacher's voice. Susan might also exhibit a range-of-experience 
problem due to her frequent withdrawal and Mark a nature-of-experience 
problem related to missing school, getting behind, and experiencing rid­
icule because of his thick glasses. 

T h e point that our example of Henry, Mark, and Susan aims at is this: 

No matter what the child's capacity or the range and nature of previous 
experience, the child's present observed functioning level represents a 
complex interaction of both capacity and experience—not the singular 
effect of either one. 

This relationship can be expressed in the following equation: 

capacity X experience = functioning level 

This equation essentially expresses the same relationship between heredity 
and environment presented in the more formal statement: 

genotype X environment = phenotype 
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tunity the individual has had for learning about the physical properties 
and social expectations of the environment and for development of motor, 
language, and intellectual skills. 

Susan's problem may also relate to previous experience rather than 
to capacity, but whereas Mark suffers from a limited range of experience, 
her behavior may reflect nature of experience. Continued frustration and 
failure in the school setting or negative family relationships could have 
resulted in Susan's seeking escape through excessive daydreaming and with­
drawal. Nature of experience refers to the qualitative (or positive versus 
negative) aspects of the events in a child's life. Thus, it is not only impor­
tant to consider the range of experience the child has had, but also whether 
or not that experience was supportive or suppressive, enhancing or restric­
tive, rewarding or punishing. 
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CAPACITY AND EXPERIENCE: 
THE DETERMINERS OF DIFFERENCE 

T h e difference of opinion about Victor's potential for training illustrated 
by the positions of Pinel and Itard continues to be expressed within fields 
concerned with human development. In their day, Pinel and the "nativ-
ists" believed that human potential for development was largely fixed at 
birth and, as individuals matured, their level of functioning represented an 
unfolding of a basic capacity. Itard and the "sensationalists" believed the 
mind was a blank tablet at birth, waiting to be written upon by the indi­
vidual's sensory experience as he or she grew and developed. Since that 
time the issue has been represented as nature versus nurture or heredity 
versus environment. Even to the present day, some explanations of indi­
vidual human differences will stress one as the basic determiner to the vir­
tual exclusion of the other. 

In order to establish the orientation of this text with respect to the 
heredity and environment issue, let us return to Ms. Thompson's classroom 
and observe an arithmetic lesson. 

As Ms. Thompson surveys the group before her, she singles out three 
children who do not appear to have profited from the lesson on fractions 
she has just presented to the class. First, there is Henry who does not seem 
to grasp even basic number concepts. Ms. Thompson questions whether 
Henry really has the ability to keep up with the academic expectations of 
the third grade. Then there is Mark, who has moved three times over the 
past two school years and arrived in Ms. Thompson's class with almost no 
preparation for fractions. Susan was looking out the window, apparently 
daydreaming, and despite several reminders to "pay attention," she was 
continually distracted from the lesson. 

Henry, Mark, and Susan are unique individuals with respect to 
what they bring to Ms. Thompson's classroom. Henry may be an ineffec­
tive learner because he lacks the intellectual capacity for keeping up with 
third-grade work. There is no question that children vary with respect to 
their potential for learning in school. But attributing Henry's slowness 
only to lack of capacity may be a serious oversimplification. In .terms of 
capacity, children also vary in temperament and in their basic potential for 
receiving sensory stimuli, perceiving it accurately, and eliciting motor and 
verbal responses. These potentials may be largely determined at birth, but 
injury and illness can alter them throughout an individual's lifetime. 

Mark may well possess the capacity necessary for learning at the 
third-grade level, but since he has moved so frequently and missed so much 
school, he has a limited range of experience with respect to preparation for 
Ms. Thompson's lesson. Range of experience can be defined as the oppor-
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