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Agenda
❖ Welcome! 

❖ Vital Moments of 
Disability History 
across U.S. History

❖ Strategies for Access

❖ Teaching Resources

❖ Questions 



Our Process

❖ We believe in using 
strategies & tools to 
support students with 
disabilities in EVERY 
lesson. 

❖ Research tells us 
that these methods 
benefit all learners. 

Website image 
EmergingAmerica.org 

http://emergingamerica.org


     Guiding Question

Who is responsible to 
take care of vulnerable 
people in society, 
including people with 
disabilities? 



Explore 
Vital Moments of 

Disability History
Integrate within 

Existing 
State Standards



Vital Points of Disability History 
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Vital points to infuse Disability 
History into history topics in state 
content standards include: 

● Antebellum Reformers 

● Impacts of American 
Civil War

● Progressive Era

● Post-WWII Movements 
for Civil Rights 

https://www.loc.gov/item/2002708940/


Vital Points of Disability History 

Antebellum/Second Great Awakening 
Reformers worked on related issues.
● State Standards: Abolitionism, 

women’s rights, Temperance, & 
education

● Disability History 
○ Reformers: Thomas Gallaudet, 

Samuel Gridley Howe, Dorothea 
Dix, and more...



In the early days of the United States, people with 
disabilities lived and worked with their families. 
Poor people with disabilities went to local almshouses. 
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https://www.disabilitymuseum.org/


Schools for deaf and for blind students come to U.S. 
In 1817, American Thomas Gallaudet went to France to recruit 
deaf teacher, Laurent Clerc to help found the American School 
for the Deaf in Hartford. It was the first of its kind. 

http://disabilitymuseum.org


     Address Offensive Terms - Time Out

Students deserve to hear archaic offensive terms called out 
and explained. 
● Set and discuss clear class rules 
● It is sometimes OK to use such terms in a direct quote. 
● It is NEVER OK to joke about such terms or to use them in 

conversation. 

Did anyone notice in previous image? 



Student & 
Teacher

(1844) 
Laura Bridgman  

(1829-1889)

Samuel Gridley Howe (1801-1876)

Founded Perkins School for the Blind (1832)

Ardent Abolitionist:
● married to Julia Ward Howe, author of 

Battle Hymn of the Republic
● One of “Secret Six” who funded John Brown’s 

attack on U.S. Armory at Harper’s Ferry

https://www.loc.gov/item/2003674412/ 

Antebellum reformers expand support institutions. 

https://www.disabilitymuseum.org/dhm/lib/catcard.html?id=287

http://disabilitymuseum.org
https://www.loc.gov/item/2003674412/
https://www.loc.gov/item/2003674412/
https://www.disabilitymuseum.org/dhm/lib/catcard.html?id=287


Reformers worked together, across movements. 
In 1848, Dorothea Dix and Howe founded the 
“Massachusetts School for Idiotic and Feeble-Minded Youth.” 

Dorothea Dix advocated for asylums for “lunatics,” 
partly to keep them out of almshouses.

https://www.loc.gov/item/2016805517/
Worcester State Hospital

https://www.loc.gov/item/2016805517/


"I can not find any authority in the 
Constitution for making the Federal 
Government the great almoner of public 
charity throughout the United States.” 
- President Franklin Pierce vetoes Dix’es Asylum Bill, 

May 3, 1854. 

Before the Civil War, the Federal Government 
has little responsibility to care for individuals. 



Vital Points of Disability History 

Impacts of American Civil War
● State Standards: Impacts of war on 

soldiers, & state & U.S. governments
● Disability History 

○ Care for injured and for disabled 
soldiers: Dix, Howe, Clara Barton, 
and more.  

○ Veterans Pensions



Reformers take up cause of Union soldiers.

Buildings of the 
Great Central 
Fair, in aid of 
the 
U.S. Sanitary 
Commission. 

Philadelphia
June 1864. 
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The U.S. Sanitary Commission raised private funds and set up 
care for wounded soldiers. 

Leaders included Dix, Howe, author Louisa May Alcott, Red 
Cross founder Clara Barton, and doctor Elizabeth Blackwell. 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2012645623/


Responsibility of U.S. Government for 
individuals expands after Civil War.
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Puck Cartoon. (1898). 

"Number of Pensioners 
over 30 Years ...
[since] the War 
976,014. 
Number in waiting 
200,000."

Again call out offensive language, “Fatman.” 

https://www.loc.gov/item/2012647590/


     What order best explains events? 
A B C
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     What order best explains events? 
A B C



     Some Plausible Arguments 
A B C

A-B-C: Veteran applies for pension; tells story of his 
injury; relaxes, knowing he’s taken care of.

B-C-A: Care expands: from wounded soldiers; to 
veterans who are disabled; to all veterans with 
bonuses for disability.

C-B-A, B-A-C… ??? 



Vital Points of Disability History 

Progressive Era Reforms 
State  Standards: immigration, impacts 
of WWI, Eugenics, government growth
● Disability History

○ Government Regulation
○ Immigration
○ Eugenics
○ World War I Veterans 



Progressives campaign for government regulations.
Samuel Gridley Howe leads state 
commission investigation of almshouses. 

Tewksbury Almshouse
Public Health Museum, Tewksbury MA [1890]
http://www.afb.org/asm/asmgallery.asp?FrameID=97 

Teacher: Anne Sullivan 
(1866-1936)
Student: Helen Keller
 (1891-1894)
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http://www.afb.org/asm/asmgallery.asp?FrameID=97
https://www.loc.gov/item/2016691955/


Progressives campaign for government regulation.
Nellie Bly feigns insanity, spending a week undercover in an 
asylum. Her report makes headlines, exposing abysmal conditions 
in Blackwell’s Island Asylum. 

Ten Days in a Madhouse
Nellie Bly [Elizabeth Cochrane Seaman]
Publisher: Ian L. Munro
1887.
http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/bly/madhouse/madhouse.html https://guides.loc.gov/chronicling-america-nellie-bly 

http://digital.library.upenn.edu/women/bly/madhouse/madhouse.html
https://guides.loc.gov/chronicling-america-nellie-bly


U.S. inspectors examining 
eyes of immigrants, Ellis 
Island. (c1913)

Library of Congress
http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97501532/ 

In 1882 U.S. bars, “Any convict, lunatic, idiot, or… 
person unable to take care of himself or herself.” 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97501532/


Eugenicists push to exclude immigrants and 
to force sterilization of people in institutions.

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030214/1912-02-18/ed-1/seq-16/# “This man, thirty-seven years old, 
has only the mentality of a child 

of eight and one-half years.” 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83030214/1912-02-18/ed-1/seq-16/#


Vital Points of Disability History 

1940s-1990s Campaigns for Civil 
Rights 
State Standards: Civil Rights Movement
● Disability History

○ Disability Rights Organizing:
■ 504 Sit-Ins (1977) 
■ Americans with Disabilities Act 

(1990) 



The Disability Rights Movement learns from African American 
Civil Rights Movement and Anti-War Movement. 

ht
tp

s:
//w

w
w

.n
et

fli
x.

co
m

/ti
tle

/8
10

01
49

6

1972 New York City street protest 
Image from “Crip Camp,” 2020 Netflix film. 

https://www.netflix.com/title/81001496


President George H.W. Bush signs 
Americans with Disabilities Act (1990)
“Prohibits discrimination on the basis of disability 
in employment… government, public 
accommodations, commercial facilities, 
transportation, and telecommunications.”

Defined as: “A person who 
has a physical or mental 
impairment that 
substantially limits one 
or more major life activities.”

https://www.ada.gov/videogallery.htm

https://www.ada.gov/videogallery.htm


Struggles for civil rights continue. 
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/ Arthur Lee Guerrero. (2008). 
Veterans History Project 

"I accept the responsibility for 
advocating for those who can’t, 
because I’ve already paid the 
price, and I have that right." 
Guerrero arrived in Vietnam in September 1966. On 
his first mission in the field, he saw the man next to 
him killed and others wounded. 

Seven months later, horribly wounded and piled into 
a helicopter like a piece of wood, Guerrero hung on 
to life and underwent extensive rehabilitation. 

https://memory.loc.gov/diglib/vhp-stories/loc.natlib.afc2001001.64052/


     Guiding Question

Who is responsible to 
take care of vulnerable 
people in society, 
including people with 
disabilities? 



Why Focus on History 
of People with 
Disabilities? 



     Why do we focus on Disability History? 

● Engage learners with 
history they see selves in

● Correct demeaning views 
(such as insulting terms)

● Model putting primary 
sources in context

● Expand historical record 
to include all people 

● Address new standards 
(including Massachusetts, 
California, & others) 
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https://www.loc.gov/item/2010644408/


Primary Sources: 
Many Means of 
Engagement, 

Presentation of 
Information;

Active Learning



Primary source sets offer multiple 
paths to Engagement.



Primary sources offer multiple types 
of Engagement.

● Can make human stories vivid

● Can offer visual, narrative, tangible, audible, or 
quantitative entry points – written word alternatives
 

● Offers students the source information history-book 
writers use – lets STUDENTS (re)write the history

● Offers teachers the chance to select sources that 
connect history to students’ own experience, or 
remedy omissions. (Disability History for example.)

 



Connections between past and 
current events



   

Excerpts provide focus points for 
readers of all levels



   

Visual sources offer testimony to the 
power of images to convey ideas



Strategies 
for designing lessons

to meet the needs of 
ALL learners



Incorporate Strategies for Access
Universal Design for Learning

Explanation of grid for lesson design at EmergingAmerica.org
Grid adapted from Social Studies & Exceptional Learners. NCSS. (2016). 

http://www.emergingamerica.org/teaching-resources/emerging-america-lesson-accessibility-grid


Select and explicitly teach 
ESSENTIAL VOCABULARY

Grid explanation at EmergingAmerica.org
Explanation of Culturally Relevant Pedagogy

Provide look-up lists of words that 
are not essential for this lesson. 

FOCUS

http://www.emergingamerica.org/teaching-resources/emerging-america-lesson-accessibility-grid
http://emergingamerica.org/blog/culturally-relevant-pedagogy-and-primary-sources


1. Quickly Source the document:
a. Who is the author? 
b. Who is the audience? 
c. What is the date? 

2. Quickly Scan the “Architecture” of the 
document
a. What kind of document is this? 
b. Mark sections with “A”, “B”, “C”, etc.  

3. Read through the whole document. 

4. Go back and highlight the three most 
important sentences in the document. 

5. Circle the three most important words in 
each of those sentences. 

Practice close-reading steps together



"I can not find any authority in the Constitution for making the Federal 
Government the great almoner of public charity throughout the United 
States…
It would in the end be prejudicial rather than beneficial to the noble 
offices of charity to have the charge of them transferred from the 
States to the Federal Government.” 

Digital tools translate difficult text
Tr
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Cartoon 
Strip 

Offer more than one way to show 
understanding



Offer more than one way to show 
understanding
of Research

 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Citizenship_ceremony_Nara_20180411-02-005_(39695004610).jpg

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Citizenship_ceremony_Nara_20180411-02-005_(39695004610).jpg


Invite engagement, imagination, and 
empathy 
    Find ways to offer movement.
er Dive with UDL

Select a person in the photo 
and give them voice. What 
might they say? (expression)

In your group, imagine what the 
people in the photo might say, 
think, or do. Get up and act out 
the scene. (expression)
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Investigate: Conduct Original Research

Students 
search for 
sources within a 
rich yet finite 
collection. 

e.g. Disabled 
Veterans: 
“The Unhealed 
Wounds” 
www.loc.gov/vets/ 

https://www.loc.gov/vets/stories/ex-war-disabledvets.html
https://www.loc.gov/vets/


Teaching Resources
Expanding options 

for all learners.  



     Teaching Resources Library@ 
Searchable Teaching 
Resources Library: 

● Accessible lesson 
plans 

● Primary source sets
● Content features: 

Disability History, 
Civics, Immigration,    & 
Industrial Revolution 

● Classroom activities

● Assessments

● Readings

● Guides for accessibility



     Professional Development 
Upcoming courses: 

● Accessing Inquiry 
for Students with 
Disabilities through 
Primary Sources

● Content courses: 

○ U.S. Constitution, 
World History, & 
Disability History

● Online    

and

● In-person with Library 
of Congress TPS 
Consortium members 
across U.S. 



Questions?



Rich Cairn
Program Director, Emerging America

Alison Noyes
     Asst. Director, Emerging America

Library of Congress: Teaching with Primary Sources at CES

@collaborative.emergingamerica

#emergingamerica

rcairn@collaborative.org 

anoyes@collaborative.org

Thank you! 


