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Introduction

Dr Peter Lewis, a friend of PANDDA
Honorary Associate Professor Kathryn Weston, 
internationally recognised medical historian and 
researcher



Why this project?
• History helps us to work out how we got here – why 

we do what we do in the ways that we do them
• How did nursing in the field of intellectual and 

developmental disability get to where it is today? 
• Occupational developments in the nursing profession 

as a whole and in the care of people with IDD from 
the 1960s onwards

IDD: Intellectual and developmental disability
Image: Trainee nurse Dorothy Way preparing medicine at Sydney Hospital December 1948 From the collections of the State 
Library of New South Wales [ON 388/Box 008/Item 027]

https://dictionaryofsydney.org/contributor/state_library_of_new_south_wales


What do we already know? Existing literature

Nursing Profession and Education in Australia
• Russell (1990), McCoppin & Gardner (1994), Burrows (2018)

Histories of institutions in New South Wales
• Series of histories produced by ADHC 2010 – 2016

Histories of nursing in intellectual disability internationally
• Nehring (1999) American Association on Mental Retardation (AAMR) 

USA
• Gates et al. (2020) oral history project England and Northern Ireland



What changed in nursing? And when?

• Ongoing drive for professional recognition gathered momentum in 
the 1960s
• The key to professional recognition identified as education by ICN, 

1961. Key to education was “comprehensive”
• Introduction of some tertiary education courses early 1970s
• Turbulent 1970s
• Government policy mandate 1983



What changed in care of people with IDD?

• Normalisation
• Deinstitutionalisation
• Rejection of medical model
• Adoption of social model



1983 was a big year – half 
time in our period of interest
• NSW State Government announce transfer 

of nurse education into CAEs
• Australian Federal Government announce 

transfer of nurse education into tertiary 
education Australia wide
• Richmond Report recommends 

continuation of deinstitutionalisation and 
discontinuation of specialist education for 
nurses in intellectual and developmental 
disability



What is oral history? 
• life history interviews – for example, an 

interview that focuses on the life and the 
changes experienced by a long-term resident, 
worker or advocate
• topic interviews – information about a 

specific subject, such as an interview with 
someone about the history of a workplace or 
occupation
• a combination can work well



Why do oral histories for this project? 

• Published literature can tell us a lot, but what if there is not a lot 
written?
• Recorded life stories from people and groups who are under-

represented in the historical record can:
• give us a different perspective,
• fill in the gaps,
• provide new information,
• sometimes be the only source of information remaining.



Examples of oral histories
• National Library of Australia • Oral History Australia
https://www.nla.gov.au/colle
ctions/what-we-collect/oral-
history-and-folklore

https://oralhistoryaustralia.org.au/resources/
projects/

Examples:
Australian Generations Oral History Project
Australian Paralympic stories
Bringing Them Home Oral History Project
Greek Migration Experience Project
Forgotten Australians and Former Child 
Migrants project

https://www.nla.gov.au/collections/what-we-collect/oral-history-and-folklore
https://oralhistoryaustralia.org.au/resources/projects/
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/australian-generations
https://www.nla.gov.au/oral-history/australian-centre-for-paralympic-studies-oral-history-project
https://www.nla.gov.au/oral-history/bringing-them-home-oral-history-project
http://oralhistoryaustraliasant.org.au/interviews/
https://www.nla.gov.au/oral-history/forgotten-australians-and-former-child-migrants-oral-history-project


The plan for this project
• Interviews – to collect the memories and 

perspectives of those who were there
• Identification of themes and new knowledge
• Validating information, re-interview
• Write a book
• Add to the global knowledge of nursing 

specialisation in intellectual and 
developmental disability.



Where do you fit in?

• We would love to hear your 
story. It matters.
• Your experiences, knowledge, 

insights and recollections are 

invaluable
Valuable beyond estimation, 

priceless



Questions?

• For more information, there is a flyer in 
your conference bag
• Email Dr Peter Lewis at Western Sydney 

University

P.Lewis@westernsydney.edu.au P.Lewis@westernsydne
y.edu.au


