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SOME OBSERVATIONS ON MENTAL DEFECTIVENESS AND
MENTAL RETARDATION AMONG CHILDREN.'

By Wonas L. Teeunesr, Pasend Amdstas) Surgeos, Unilod Fisies Fulilie faith Srvice

The popularity and simplicity of ecertain formal psyehologieal
tests hes led some to rely implicitly on them for diagnosing the
condition known as [eeble-mindedness. By such a method an
artificial standard has been fixed whereby an individual grading
bolow a certain point has been classified as feeble-minded and above
such o point a2 normal. In fact, however, at least among children,
no distinet demarcation exists between the se-called higher types
of fechle-mindedness on the one hand and normal mentality on the
other, Mature's method is one of gradation; shading, as it were,
all her activittes from one complexion to snother. Moreover, the
routine application of the formal psychological tests by untrained
persons may readily bead to serious mistakes by classiflying ns fecble-
minded, children whose men tal development has merely been retarded,

Binet® and Simon, in diseussing the paychology of the feeble-minded
ehild, point out that he dora not resemble a normal child whos
mentsl development is simply retarded.  In the ease of the former,

say, the reterdation has not been uniform, showing s an end
result & g;nuater development of intelligence in some respects than
in others. Dinct and Simon, therefore, conclude that the mental
equipmont of the fecble-minded lacks equilibrivm or proper bal-
ance, They also stade that fecble-minded children, while they
resemble, by repson of retapded intellect, much younger mormal
chiliren, show defeots of rensoning, understanding, and imagination
which do not appear in the lattor. These authors are of the opinion
that the mental powers of the feeble-minded child show individual
peculiaritics of a pathologieal kind.

Howe claimed that mestal defectives resemble the insane in that
they hoth show intellectunl or moral desradation or & combination
of the two. Hoffbauer thought this was true in the case of the
higher grode mentnl defectives, becavse he considered that their
powers of judgment wers elouded with evil and beenuse they had
pessionate aitacks of anger. It appears that a number of clnssifi-

1 Reqeing Irom id Felbde Hemlth Boparis, vel 36, Na. B Age. 10, 1909, fj. T1-338
¥ Binel sl Simom, = Mentally Debactve Chibdren,”  Astborizod iramialion by W, B, Dymmesl,
Pultinkesl by Valw, Armabd, 1L
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eationa have heen devispd '|.r'|:'|i1'l| eanfound iTIH-l.I'IilJ" and mental
deficieney, This confusion is partly explained by the fact that
cortain poculinntics of moke-up or affective reactions which put
the individunls ot of ||-|'|II!|'|u||'| with their ooviromment show s
maore or less low grade of J:IIILl-llj.,J.nu whin nn iniellizence senlps ar
other psychological test for grading of intelligence is applied. The
relationship, therofore, botween the higher grade Tooble-minded and
the inaane ® closer (han it wonld fiest appear (o iosn u“lﬂ']ﬂﬂiﬂtﬂﬂ
with peyihinirie probiema.

There has long been an insistent domand an the part of peychia-
trists that the fuets be faced and that the existencs of o borderlsnd
group which bridges the gap betwesn a condition of feeblo-mindedness
and normality be recognized.  Among this borderland group arg
certuin imdividunls whose constitutional muke-up it so badly
ﬂ-l]jll'."llll'."d to the demands of socioly that it brings them within the
purview of the eriminal eode or leads to conflick with certain con-
ventional standards. Among medical men, snd especially those
experienced in the care, treatment, and manngement of the insane,
it hng long been recognized that o number of these borderland coses
hoeame insane in alter life or are elassed as so-called criminals whose
pl-thn may eventunlly lead to hospitals for the insane. This

“psychopathie  twilight zoue™ between fechle-mindedness and
insanily on the oue hond and oormality oo the oiher s, ..'[t,a-r..‘ﬂ:|r
spanned by s bridge of few arches, The understanding of them
constitutes one of the many problems in mental hiygiene and is &
problem best to be solved by one lll.ﬂr.g a knowledgo of clinical
pavehintry.  Pavchintric knowledge is, therefore, to e regurdad a8
an essential requisite for one whn 'imuld disgmose the higher |
of fechle-mindedness, But this is not all. The work dmmﬂ, in
addition, sound medieal knowledge.

A number of years' exporionce in the mental exemination n]'-
American school children has rovealed the faet thet inavition snd
auditory defects retand proper mental development. Duurdmﬂ
the nose and throat that induee inflammatory diseasos of the mi
ear also nct indireetly as o cause of mental retardation. Thase w)
deal with educational problems should therefore appreciate the
fact that reliance can not be placed upon formal, purnhnhquﬁ
tests for diagnosing the higher grade cases. In this connoction
may be stated that the Binet-Simon sealo for grading Enlnlligmh:
(or its many modifications which have so many points in ¢o :
nre fairly relinble for the purpose intended—the grading of in
genee,  Moreover, although many things besides mental def ;
ness modify the results of these tests, this is not & fault of the tests,

The applieation of these tests to a lnrge group of Amneriean school
childreny living under varying social and economie conditions has
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ghown that many normal children—normal from the standpoint of
sehool work—grade either ono year in advance or one vear behind
their mﬂhﬂ‘m‘l are. Thus, it was found that the 6, 7, 8 and @
year old children graded either regular, one year advanced, or one
yoar retarded. In the case of children 10, 11, and 12 years old,
chronologienlly, larpe numbers graded cither regular, one vear
advaneed, or one or two years retarded.  The 14, 15, and 16 year old
children graded largely within the limits of 11 and 15 years, mentally,
and those of 17 to 20 years of age graded from 12 to adult,

The grading of children by these tesis gives one, for ﬂqumlmngi
purpeses, and in o comparatively short time, an insight into their
mental capacity. The results, moreover, are ususlly eorrect to
within ¢ne year. To obtain similar results by ohservation methods
usually requires a much longer period of time. It may therefore ba
conchided that the Binet-Simon scals & a desirable adjunet in the
rapid classification of the intelligence of a group of ndividuals for

ical ressons and thaet it folfills the need for which it wos
intended.

The rezults of an intensive study condueted by the United States
Poblic Health Serviee of 2,185 rural school children indicate that
the limits of normul intelligence, as shown by prading with the
Binet-Simon scale, hocoms wider as the higher chronological ages
are reached.  With the approach of adolescence the mental equip-
memt hecomes maore eomplex and i3 less pecurately measured by
an arbitrary seale than it iz in early childhood. Thus it is found
that children of 6 vears who are 4, mentally, of 7 who are 5, of Bwho
B or 6, of 9 who are 6 or 7, of 10 who are 6 or 7, of 11 who are 7 or 8
of 12 or 13 who ara 8 or 9, of 14 or 15 who are 9 or 10, of 16 who are
10; of 17 o 20 who are 11, are classified as retarded children and
are considerad ma a bhorderland feeble-minded group, Below this
group ara the defitely fachle-minded whose mental developmont
will never be greater than thet of o child,

“In this connection it is important to consider the azo of the indi-
viduonl graded and to bear in mind the rate of mental progress which
attends the different periods of life. Unfortunately there is at
present no acournte means of measuring the rate of mental progress,
It s well known, however, that the rate iz rapid for the first fow
years of life, but becomes slower as maturity is approached., The
differance in the mental development of o normal 2-yvear-old child
and one 3 venrs old 1 readily recognized, This diference becomes
difficult to note betweon the ages of 6 and 7, and between 11 and 12
yearsof age the recognition of mental differences by ordinary ebservn-
tion is quite impossible.  Mental development during any one-vear
period doss not represent accurstely s umit of mental growth,
because the older tha child the less is the rate of menial dovelopment
and the less noticeable is the retardation in any one-year age period.
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Morvover, rotardation in very young children presonts two possl-
hilithea.  In the first ploce, when sonditions nre fnvorabils owing to
the greater number of years intervening before maturity, thess
chitlilren eventoolly tay sttain normal mental du\'u]_.ul“mt_ ﬂﬂ.
the other hand, when conditions are unfavorable, retardation may
accumulate and become increasingly evident with advancing ags,
In consequence, the ultimate mental development of young children
thug elassified ean not be foretold,

Tha problem iz not so complex, however, in the ense of adults or
individuals who have reached a chronolopiesl sge st which the rate
of mental development ks slower, Retandation below s certain poink
ean not be overcome in the shori time intervening before maturity
at the slower rate of development, snd the mentnl status in these
cases may be determined with a fair degree of certainty,

In attempting to decide whether or not a given ense of mtanded
mentul development is fechlo-minded, inguiry is vsually made as to
possible hereditary influenses.  Heredity, no doubt, plays a part ns
a cause of mental retardation, but exactly how this operates is not
at present clearly understood.  In some of these individuals it may
be {ound that one or more of the anteccidents aro insane, feoble-
minded, epileptio, nervous, eriminal, addicted to aleohol or drugs,
or that they manifest other less marked, antizocial tendeness. On
tho other hand, s number of the aniesedents may be found o ba
intallectually brilliant and to be playing an important part in shaping
the progressive sactivities of a comumunity. Morcover, it is not un-
common to find thet one or more brothers or sistors of these retardod
ensos are either mentally retarded or very brllisnt; in the lsiter
case bordening on genius.  Unfavorable heredity, therefore, is not
sufliciently understood Lo draw gonclusions as to whether or not these
rotarded eases are definitely fechle-minded. It i= a factor, however,
and the person with such beredity should be regarded as possessing
the so-called *‘nenropathio taint.”

A number of those with this go-called peuropathic pmd:upl.'dhm
ha.w. been agitators of reforms that were considered irregular or far
in advanes of their time. Many of them sppear to follow the by-
paths of thought and seem to have s genius for looking at things in
a different manner from that in which those untainted by such
heredity look. In eonsequence they have left behind them gems in
literature, musie, and art, and have led and advocated social reforms
that ehanged the moral conduet of man, and exercised good influences
over his activities and thoughts However, before conclusions ean
be reached in regard to the eventusl mental outcoms of the border-
land cases, study and observation are necessary. It is already known
th;hnm.:indlﬁﬂmh#hnmdﬁt{]ﬂhﬂdﬂhﬂdmm
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aro some in whom faulty habits of training are responsiblo for menial
rotardation. Environment ulso plays a part in its production, but
how mmich and in what way it operates are not well understood.  One
neod but tum to the history of democraey to find it replete with
great men and women who have come from what is regarded s
untowand environments,  Limited educational epportunities also
play a port in the Tailure of certain individuals to seore & high mark

- when graded by formal psychological tests.  These are the cases that

have been dmﬂ s ““dull but not tainted."

Therefore, befors o mentally retarded individual is definitely diag-
nosedd s feeble-minded, it is necessary to learn something of his total
mental make-up.  This should include, besidea o knowledge of his
heredity, envieonment, and edveational opportunities, an examina-
tion of his grasp of general and school knowledge, his efforts or
energy ontput, and; in fact, an understunding of his whole person-
ality and developmental history, physical ns well as mental. Such a
knowledge is also important from the standpoint of understanding
traits of charactor that are potentially good or bad for adaptation to
the more or less complex situstions of life, Moreover, it permits the
adoption of suilable treining methods to develop the desirablo traits
and to restrain or overshadow the undesitable ones,

During the past few years carnest efforts heve been oxpended in

~the study of thesa traits of character, elforts which have pointed the

way to o better understanding of the borderland eases. When
this knowledge has become perfectad the psychopathic twilight zone
will have been traversed and mental hygiene will have como to occupy
an envinble position in preventive modicine.
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