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Mr, R, Wilkes, Asst, Program Director/
Chairman, Region II Council For Mental Retardation
Coney Island Hospital

2601 Ocean Parkway, Brooklyn, N, ¥, 11235

Greeting and Blessing:

This is in reply to your letter of Aug. 8, in which you ask for my views
on "the care and education of Jewish retarded ehildren,” ovilining some of
the problems connected therewith and prevalining policies, ete.

I must, first of all, make one essential observation, namely, that while
the above heading places all the retarded in one group, it would be a gross
fallacy to come up with any rules to be applied to all of them as a group. For
if any child requires an individual evaluation and approach in order to achieve
the utmost in his, or her, development, how much more so in the case of the
handicapped.

Since the above is so obwvious, [ assume that you have in mind the most
general guidelines, with a wide range of flexibility allowing for the necessary
individual approach in each case. All the more so, since, sad to say, our
present soclety is poorly equipped in terms of manpower and financial resources
to afford an adequate personal approach to each handicapped boy and girl, Even
thore regrettable is the fact that little attention {(at any rate little in relation to
the importance of the problem) is given to this situation, and consequently little
is done to mobilize more adequate resources to deal with the problem.

Now, with regard to general guidelines, [ would suggest the following:

{1} The social worker, or teacher, and anyone dealing with retarded in-
dividuals should start fromthe basic premise that the retardation is in each case
onlya temporary handicap, and that in due course in could certainly be
improved, and even improved substantially. This approach should be taken
regardless of the pronouncements or prognosis of specialists in the field. The
reason for this approach is, first of all, that it is a precondition for greater
success in dealing with the retarded. Besides, considering the enormous
strides that have been made in medical science, human knowledge, methodology,
and knowhow, there is no doubt that in this area, too, there will be far-reaching
developments., Thus, the very confidence that such progress is in the realm of
possiblility will inspire greater enthusiasm in this work, and hopefully will also
stimulate more intensive research.
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(2) Just as the said approach is important from the viewpoint uI\the
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worker and educator, so it jg important that the trainees themselves should
be encouraged - both by word and the manner of their training - to feel con-
fident that they are not, G-d forbid, "cases,” much less unfortunate or hope-
less cases, but that their difficulty is considered, as above, only temporary,
gnd that with a concerted effort of instructor and tralnee the desired improve-
ment could be speeded and enhanced,

* {3) Needless to say, care should be laken not to exagpgerate expectations
through far-fetched promises, for false hopes inevitably result in deep dis-
enchantment, loss of gredibility and ¢ther undesirable effects. However, a
way can surely be found to avoid raising false hopes, yel giving gpuarded en-
couragement,

(4) As part of the above approach which, as far as I hnow has not been
used before, is o involve (some ofi the frainees in some form of leadership,
gpuch as captains of teams, group leaders, and the like, without arousing the
jealousy of the others, The latter could be avolded by making guch selecations
on the basis of seniority, speclial achievement, exemplary conduct, etc.

(6) With regard to the efforts which have been made in recent years to
ereate "group homes' for retarded individuals, which, as you gay, has been
& spurce of controversy - {t {s to be expected that,as in most things in our
imperfect world, there are pros and cons. However, | believe that the ap-
proach should be the same as in the case of all pupils or students who spend
part of their time in group environments - school, dormitory, summer camp,
etc, , and part of their time in the midst of thelr fa milies, whether every
day, or at weekends, ete. Only by individual approach and evaluation can it
be determined which individual fits into which category.

(6} There is surely no need to emphasize at length that, as in all cases
involving Jews, their specific Jewish needs must be taken into account. This
js particularly true in the cased of retarded Jewlish children, yet all too
often disregarded. There is unfortunately a prevalent misconeception that
gingce you are dealing with retarded ehildren, having more limited caps bilities,
they should not be "burdened” with Jewish education on top of their general
education, so as not to overtax them. I[n my ¢opinion thia is a fallacious and
detrimental attitude, especially In light of what has been said above about
the need to aveid impressing the child with his handicap. Be it remembered
that a child eoming from a Jewish home probably has brothers and sisters,
or cousina and friends, who receive a Jewish education and are exposed to
Jewish observances. Even in the American soclety, where chservant Jews
are not in the majority, there is always soma meagure of Jewish experience,
or Jewish angle, in the child's background, Now therefore, if the retarded
¢hlld sees or feels that he has beensingled out and removed from that experience,
or when he will eventually find out that he is Jewish, yet deprived of his
Jewlsh identity and heritage - it is very likely to cause irreparable damage
to him.

On the other hand, if the child is Involved is-involved in Jewish education
and activities - and not in some general and peripheral way, but in a regular
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and tangible wa y, such as in the aetual performance of Milzvos, customs
and traditions - it would give him a sense of belenging and attachment, and
a firm anchorage to hold on to, whether conseiously or subconsciously.
Eventually even a subconscious feeling of inner security would pass into
the conscions state, especlally if the teacher will endeavor to cultivate and
fortify this feeling,

I am, of course, aware of the arguments that oa y be put forth in
regard to this idea, namely, that it would require additional funding, gualified
perscnnel, etc,, not readily avallable at present. To be sure, these are
arguments that have a basis in fact as things now stand. However, the real
problem is not so much the lack of resources as the prevailing attitude that
considers the Jewish angle as of secondary importance, or less; consequently
the effort to remedy the situation is commensurate, resulting in a sell-
fulfiliing prophecy. The truth of the matter is that if the importance of it
woitld be aeen in its true light - that it is an essential factor in the development
of the retarded Jewish child, in addition to our elementary obligation to all
Jewish children without exception, the results would he quite different.

Perhaps all the aforesald is not what you had in mind in soliciting my
views on “group homes," Nevertheless, | was impelled to dwell on the
gsubject at some length, not only because it had to be said, but also because
it may serve as a basis for solving the controversy surrounding the creation
of "group homes' for those children who are presently placed in an environ-
ment often quite distant from the individual's home and community - to
paraphrase your statement,

Finally a concluding remark relating to your laudatory reference to the
Lubavite h movement, "with its deep concern for every Jewish individual's
welfare, " ote.

Needless to say, such appreciation is very gr-a'tu:ﬂng, but [ must confess
and emphasize that this is not an original Lubavitch idea, for it la basic to
Torah Judaism. Thus, our Sages of old der:lared that ve' ﬂh:nrf.n Ire'acho
with the accent on “as yourself," since every.person surely has a very
special, personal approach to himaelf. To the credit of the Lubavitch emissarie:
it may be said, however, that they are doing all they can to implement and
live by this Golden Rule of the Torah, and doing it untiringly and enthusiastically.

B e ———

your sincerw efforts to help them in their need, especially in your capasity
as Reglonal Chairman of the Council For Mental Retardation, stand youin
good stead to succeed in the fullest measure and stimulate your dedication
for even greater achievements,

With esteemn and hl:aaing.m..}_t ;:_%f:_ﬂ ki
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