Wagons to Waivers - Segment 3: Oklahoma Parent Movement

Reba McEntire: Although there were hundreds of children with disabilities being raised in institutions, many Oklahoma parents chose to ignore the advice of doctors and keep their children at home.  Those parents found that their children were not able to attend public schools, and they were basically on their own.  In the early 1950's, groups of Oklahoma parents began banding together to form their own specialized schools and training centers.  One of the first community agencies to be founded was the Dale Rogers Training Center in Oklahoma City.

In 1953, a group of parents formed their own school for young children, and a work training center for adults.  Many of the families had been inspired by a book written by Dale Rogers about her own daughter, Robin, who was born with Down's Syndrome.  In the book, "Angels Unaware", Dale recounted the blessings that Robin had brought to the lives of she and her famous husband, cowboy actor and singer Roy Rogers.  

Soon, other parent-led programs started springing up in other areas of the state.  In 1963, the Gatesway Foundation opened in Broken Arrow, founded by Helen Gates and other parents.  The Home of Hope in Vinita opened five years later, founded by a group of parents that included former Welfare Commissioner Jane Hartley.  Other private agencies would eventually follow wherever parents could find each other.

Because there were no state or federal funds for these private schools, parents had to conduct fundraisers to keep their dreams for their children alive.  Dale and Roy Rogers would visit their namesake school and training center regularly over the years. The Rogers lent their star power and their Hollywood contacts to help raise donations for the center, and to generate public awareness about people with intellectual disabilities.  

Beginning in the early 60's, parents in Oklahoma lobbied the legislature until an advisory committee on mental retardation services was created.  This committee gave parents and advocates
a voice with the government on current and future services.

