
R 51

R E C O M M E N DATION No. 51

C o n c e rning the

O R G A N I Z ATION OF SPECIAL EDUCAT I O N
FOR MENTA L LY HANDICAPPED CHILDREN

The Intern ational Confe rence on Public Educat i o n ,

C o nvened in Geneva by the United Nations Educat i o n a l , S c i e n t i fi c
and Cultural orga n i z at i o n , and the Intern ational Bureau of Educat i o n ,
h aving assembled on the sixth of Ju ly, nineteen hundred and sixty, fo r
its twe n t y - t h i rd session,

Adopts on the fifteenth of Ju ly, nineteen hundred and sixty, the fo l-
l owing Recommendat i o n :

The Confe re n c e,

C o n s i d e ring the principles alre a dy laid down by the Intern at i o n a l
C o n fe rence on Public Education on the orga n i z ation of special educa-
tion in Recommendation No. 7, adopted on the fo u rteenth of Ju ly,
nineteen hundred and thirt y - s i x , at its fifth session,

C o n s i d e ring that the right to educat i o n , laid down in the Unive rs a l
D e cl a ration of Human Rights, applies to all persons cap able of benefi-
ting from it, i n cluding the least gi f t e d,

C o n s i d e ring that the principle of compulsory education for all ch i l-
d ren is unive rs a l ly accep t e d, and in many countries has alre a dy been
i m p l e m e n t e d,

C o n s i d e ring that it is an economic, social and cultural disadva n t a-
ge for a nation to include a number of mentally handicapped pers o n s
m a ny of whom might have become useful citizens if they had been sui-
t ably educat e d,
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C o n s i d e ring that any particular ability possessed by a mentally han-
d i c apped child should be used to further his educat i o n ,

C o n s i d e ring that the progress of medicine, child psych o l ogy and
remedial education has made it  possible to identify ch i l d ren suffe ri n g
f rom mental defi c i e n cy and to undert a ke their education by methods
based on diffe re n t i ated and individual teach i n g,

C o n s i d e ring that the use of the diffe re n t i ated education method
should not lead to the complete social isolation of ch i l d ren who need
to remain in contact with normal life so that they may later become
i n t egrated in it, and that the ex p e rienced teacher may take adva n t age
of this situation to cultivate in ch i l d ren of diffe rent abilit ies at t i t u d e s
wh i ch contri bute to gre ater mutual unders t a n d i n g,

C o n s i d e ring that in each country the pro blem of extending special
e d u c ation for mentally handicapped ch i l d ren is always re l ated to the
s t age re a ched in providing education for normal ch i l d ren and to diffe-
rences existing between large and small tow n s ,

C o n s i d e ring that pro blems of special education should occupy an
i n c reasing place in the field of cultural cooperation between nat i o n s
and in technical assistance progra m m e s , since these pro bl e m s , d e s p i t e
their urge n cy, h ave not yet been studied systemat i c a l ly in some coun-
t ri e s ,

C o n s i d e ring that , in spite of similar aspirat i o n s , c o u n t ries in ve ry
d i ffe rent positions must re a ch va ried solutions of the pro blem of the
o rga n i z ation of special education for mentally handicapped ch i l d re n ,

Submits to the Ministries of Education of the diffe rent countries the
fo l l owing Recommendat i o n :

I d e n t i fi c at i o n

1) It is essential that , wh e rever circumstances perm i t , the identifi-
c ation of mentally handicapped ch i l d ren should be carried out at the
ve ry beginning of the schooling peri o d, and if possible even befo re
t h ey attend sch o o l .

2) To this end it is important that techniques of observation and
p s y ch o l ogical measurement on the one hand, and the methods of dia-
gnosis ava i l able to the va rious specialists on the other hand, should be
i m p roved in order that identifi c ation may be as objective as possibl e,
so avo i d i n g, among other things, confusion between ch i l d ren with tru e
mental limitation and those whose defi c i e n cy is mere ly ap p a re n t .
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3) It is further desirable to take into consideration the way in wh i ch
ch i l d ren suspected of mental defi c i e n cy behave in their social, h o m e
and school env i ro n m e n t s .

4) The decision to withdraw a child from ord i n a ry education and
the choice of the class or school to wh i ch he should be sent is the re s-
ponsibility of the education authori t i e s , if possible in agreement with
the parents; it is desirable for an observation period to precede the
d e c i s i o n .

C o m p u l s o ry sch o o l i n g
5) All educable mentally handicapped ch i l d ren have the same ri g h t

to education as other ch i l d ren; it fo l l ows there fo re that the educat i o n
a u t h o rities have an imperat ive duty to provide for them an educat i o n
suited to their needs.

6) The principle of compulsory schooling can only be invo ked in
re l ation to the mentally handicapped child in so far as the sch o o l
a u t h o rities are able to provide suitable education for him; it is eve n
h i g h ly desirable for this education to be extended beyond the offi c i a l
s ch o o l - l e aving age.

7) As the principle of free schooling is a coro l l a ry of that of com-
p u l s o ry sch o o l i n g, m e n t a l ly handicapped ch i l d ren should re c e ive ins-
t ruction free of ch a rge, even though special education re q u i res a gre a-
ter financial effo rt .

8) When mentally handicapped ch i l d ren have to attend a board i n g
s ch o o l , grants should be made ava i l able to assist parents whose means
do not permit them to pay for their ch i l d re n ’s maintenance and tra n s-
p o rt whether the institution concerned is official or privat e.

A d m i n i s t ration and inspection
9) In countries wh e re the extent of special education justifies it, i t

is useful to institute a specialized bra n ch of the education service to
c o n t ri bute to the development of education for all cat ego ries of handi-
c apped ch i l d re n , p a rt i c u l a rly by coord i n ating effo rts made in this
fi e l d.

10) As far as mentally handicapped ch i l d ren are concern e d, the spe-
cial education bra n ch should undert a ke, either by itself or with the help
of documentation or educational re s e a rch centre s : a) the establ i s h-
ment of precise definitions for the diffe rent cat ego ries of mental defi -
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c i e n cy; b ) the compilation of statistics on the pro p o rt ion of sch o o l -
age ch i l d ren in these diffe rent cat ego ries and on the number of
them who attend school ; c ) studies on present provis ion and future
re q u i rements in this field; d ) the prep a ration of plans for the sys-
t e m atic and progre s s ive expansion of special education; e ) t h e
s t u dy of pro blems aris ing in connection with the vo c ational tr a i-
ning of mentally handicapped ch i l d ren and conditions of employ-
ment  for them; f ) the study of va rious  fo rms of  post-school care fo r
these ch i l d re n , e t c.

11) The special education bra n ch should also be re s p o n s i ble for the
s u p e rvision of the public and private institutions under its juri s d i c t i o n ;
as soon as the number of such institutions justifies it, their superv i s i o n
should be carried out by specialized inspectors or adv i s e rs cap able of
guiding teach e rs and of contri buting to the development of this type of
e d u c at i o n .

12) Wh e re there are no sep a rate inspectors for special educat i o n ,
the ord i n a ry inspectors , p a rt i c u l a rly those re s p o n s i ble for schools in
small towns and ru ral are a s , should take an active interest in the case
of isolated mentally handicapped ch i l d ren and should enlist the sup-
p o rt of teach e rs , e d u c ation authorities and social we l fa re orga n i z at i o n s
in helping these ch i l d re n .

13) The education of mentally handicapped ch i l d ren seems to
constitute a field in wh i ch cooperation between private initiat ive and
the education authorities may be part i c u l a rly effe c t ive; for this re a s o n ,
wh e rever possibl e, it is desirable to support the wo rk of private asso-
c i at i o n s , wh i ch have often been in the fo re f ront of education and we l-
fa re wo rk for mentally handicapped ch i l d ren and who still often help
to compensate for the lack of official action in this sphere.

Special education system
14) In view of the dive rsity of fo rms of mental defi c i e n cy and the

p a rticular circumstances of each case, it is important to prov i d e
va rious kinds of class and establ i s h m e n t , so enabling education to be
d i ffe re n t i at e d.

15) It is necessary to avoid as far as possible the complete sep a ra-
tion of the mentally handicapped child from his env i ro n m e n t , and in
p a rticular from more gifted ch i l d re n , though he should not be made to
compete with them in fields in wh i ch he will prove infe rior; for this
re a s o n , it is desirable to open special classes in ord i n a ry sch o o l s .
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16) For the more seri o u s ly affected mentally handicapped ch i l d,
special sch o o l s , whether day or boarding sch o o l s , seem to provide a
better solution; the boarding school ap p e a rs to be necessary ab ove all
when the parents live too far away from a specialized day sch o o l , wh e n
home conditions are unfavo u rabl e, or when the mental defi c i e n cy is
accompanied by behaviour disturbances.

17) In large towns in countries wh i ch have the necessary means and
wh i ch have solved the pro blem of unive rsal compulsory pri m a ry
s ch o o l i n g, it is well to contemplate the progre s s ive opening of sch o o l s
and classes of the type mentioned ab ove.

18) In small towns or spars e ly populated are a s , wh e re it is not pos-
s i ble to open special schools or cl a s s e s , one or other of the fo l l ow i n g
solutions may be contemplat e d : a ) i n d ividual instruction in ord i n a ry
classes; b ) attendance at a special class or school in a neighbouri n g
t ow n , on condition that tra n s p o rt and, if necessary the midd ay meal are
p rovided; c) instruction at home and the system of travelling teach e rs ;
d ) b o a rding school educat i o n .

19) In countries wh i ch have not yet the means of organizing syste-
m atic education for the mentally handicap p e d, and even in those wh e re
c o m p u l s o ry schooling for all has not yet been fully implemented, it  is
d e s i rable to undert a ke at least pilot ex p e ri m e n t s , wh i ch will enable a
c e rtain number of mentally handicapped ch i l d ren to attend school and
will serve as a point of dep a rt u re for a full special education system.

P rogrammes and methods of educat i o n

20) The education of mentally handicapped ch i l d re n , m o re than any
other kind of educat i o n , should be functional and concrete; it is there-
fo re desirable to use methods wh i ch stimu l ate mental processes by
means of activity re q u i ring practical intelligence and permitting the
basic skills to be acquire d.

21) Instruction should be highly indiv i d u a l , so that it may be adap-
ted to the particular ab i l i t i e s , needs and pace of each child; it should
also allow for group activ i t i e s , whether wo rk or play, in order to deve-
lop the pupils’ social sense.

22) For all the ab ove re a s o n s , i t is important that as far as possibl e
one teacher should not be re s p o n s i ble for the care of more than ab o u t
fifteen pupils.
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23) Revision and rep e t i t i o n , aimed at consolidating the basic skills
and at ensuring the retention of know l e d ge wh i ch is within the powe rs
of mentally handicapped ch i l d re n , should not be neglected; adequat e
attention should also be given to the fo rm ation of good habits and to
the development of ch a racter and of socially and mora l ly accep t abl e
b e h av i o u r, in order to cultivate in the mentally handicapped child qua-
lities wh i ch may compensate for the shortcomings of his intellige n c e
and give him self-confi d e n c e.

24) It is important to stress the value of speech therapy for mental-
ly handicapped ch i l d ren as a means of re - e d u c at i o n .

25) Play, p hysical and rhythmical educat i o n , music and ch o ral sin-
gi n g, d rawing and the visual art s , fo rm an integral part of the educa-
tion of the mentally handicapped child; these are means of ex p re s s i o n
wh i ch will help him to acquire self-control and will contri bute to the
h a rmonious development of his pers o n a l i t y.

26) Handicrafts have an essential role to play in the education of
m e n t a l ly handicapped ch i l d ren from the ve ry begi n n i n g, and may lat e r
fo rm the basis of a real introduction to vo c ational wo rk .

27) Collab o ration between the school and the fa m i ly is part i c u l a rly
n e c e s s a ry in education for mentally handicapped ch i l d ren; constant
e ffo rts should be made by the teach e r, and when necessary by the
social wo rke r, to help parents or guardians understand the part i c u l a r
needs of their handicapped child; they should even be invited to take
p a rt  in certain school or ex t ra - c u rricular activ i t i e s .

Vo c ational training and post-school care

28) If the special school is not able to provide vo c ational tra i n i n g
p ro p e r, it would be useful to institute supplementary courses and tra i-
ning wo rkshops for mentally handicapped persons and to allow fo r
t raining periods of adequate length.

29) It is of importance to provide nu m e rous activities wh i ch will
fa c i l i t ate adap t ation to daily life and integration into ord i n a ry wo rk i n g
conditions; in particular the “ s ch o o l - e m p l oy m e n t ” s y s t e m , wh i ch
entails part-time wo rk under the supervision of the sch o o l , m ay be
found useful in some countri e s .

30) Young mentally handicapped persons should be helped to fi n d
e m p l oyment suited to them, so that educational activity does not cease
e n t i re ly when they leave school and so that the salary they earn may
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p revent them from being a bu rden on society; vo c ational guidance
and employment services should undert a ke a systematic survey of
those posts wh i ch a re best suited to mentally handicapped pers o n s ,
p a rt i c u l a rly in indus try.

31) Po s t - s chool care is indispensable for mentally handicap p e d
ch i l d ren and services providing such care should be extended both on
the official and the private planes; these services should remain in
contact with mentally handicapped young persons and their fa m i l i e s ,
t a ke an interest in wh at becomes of them, and give them the social pro-
tection and advice wh i ch they need.

S t a ff

32) Special education demands from both teach e rs and educat o rs
qualities of self-sacri fi c e, p atience and tact without wh i ch specialize d
t ra i n i n g, h owever thoro u g h , cannot bear full fru i t .

33) As the education of mentally handicapped ch i l d ren sets special
e d u c ational and psych o l ogical pro blems; it is important to provide fo r
t e a ch e rs who intend to take up this wo rk specialized courses of ade-
q u ate length in addition to their ge n e ral teacher training; it is also
d e s i rable that they should be encouraged to take periodical re f re s h e r
c o u rs e s .

34) Superv i s o rs , who are re s p o n s i ble for the care of ch i l d ren outsi-
de their regular cl a s s room wo rk , p a rt i c u l a rly in boarding sch o o l s , h ave
an essential part to play from the point of view of the ch i l d ’s deve l o p-
ment; it would be useful to provide specialized training for them also,
as is alre a dy the practice in seve ral countri e s .

35) The salaries of teach e rs and superv i s o rs should adequat e ly
re flect the difficulty of their task and any additional training they may
h ave re c e ive d.

36) Since dose re l ations must be maintained between ord i n a ry edu-
c ation and special educat i o n , and since a large number of ord i n a ry tea-
ch e rs are liable to have in their classes ch i l d ren who have difficulty in
ke eping up with school wo rk , i t is ve ry important for all teach e rs and
i n s p e c t o rs to be accurat e ly info rmed on pro blems of mental defi c i e n-
cy.

37) It is desirable for special education inspectors to be drawn as
far as possible from the ranks of special education teach e rs .
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I n t e rn ational cooperat i o n

38) Countries wh i ch lack the financial means and qualified staff to
i n t roduce or improve special education should be provided with tech-
nical assistance wh i ch might take the fo rm of sch o l a rships for study
and re s e a rch , m at e rial aid, visits from ex p e rt s , e t c.

39) It would be useful if Unesco, in cooperation with others concer-
ned in the pro bl e m , would draw up as soon as possible basic term i n o-
l ogy for the broad cat ego ries of handicapped ch i l d re n .

40) It is desirable that Unesco should take part in setting up a new
i n t e rn ational body, or should coord i n ate the wo rk of existing intern a-
tional bodies, for the purpose of helping special education services in
all countries by the provision of documentation on progress made in
re s e a rch , i d e n t i fi c at i o n , o b s e rvat i o n , t e ch n i q u e s , m e t h o d s , t e a ch i n g
m at e ri a l , a d m i n i s t rat i o n , e t c. in connection with special educat i o n .

41) It is also desirable that Unesco, in collab o ration with the
I n t e rn ational Bureau of Education and other intern ational orga n i z a-
tions concern e d, should assist countries in a similar situation to
ex ch a n ge their ex p e riences in the field of special educat i o n .
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