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The main goal of this study is to analyze the manual titled 
Special education in general written by special education 
teacher Zoltán Tóth. In this book report, innovations created by 
the author – which appeared primarily in conceptualization – 
will be presented. His concept and progressive aspect could be 
found in the subsequent typology. Phenomenon of physical 
disability gets special attention in this work, which starts with 
the introduction of the author and with a brief historical 
overview. Then, I would like to present the features of this 
book and the basic terminology used in special education 
literature – as giving priority attention to the definition of 
physical disability. There will be an outline about the situation 
of common special educational terms compared to normal 
education, and I attempt to establish their proper definitions in 
the frame of contemporary and actual way of thinking. In 
addition, I would like to discuss the relevance of the issue of 
disability from the aspect of social policy. Tóth’s works and 
opinions in this field shaped the development of the issue of 
disability and pedagogy. Based on these information, the main 
purpose is drafting the contemporary mental picture regarding 
to children and adults with disability – especially with physical 
disability. Finally, there will be a summary as well. 

 
Introduction 
 
Normative nature is considered usual in educational theory. It 
is focused on the description of normal pedagogical 
phenomena. However, major trends of history and theoretical 
thinking of special education are directed towards such people 



Újítások és újdonságok, ISBN 978-3-903317-05-5 

110 

whose development alters from normal in any way. In the 
analysis of the manual titled Special education in general by 
Zoltán Tóth, I would like to present the context of disability – 
especially physical disability – in that particular age. In this 
present study, interpretation of disability is being considered as 
a negative difference and person-oriented paradigm. The first 
part of the study starts with the introduction of the author and 
with a brief historical overview. Then, I would like to present 
the features of this book and the basic terminology used in 
special education literature – giving priority attention to the 
definition of physical disability. The part Comparison of terms in 
special education and in normal education will be the next 
major unit. This will be continued by the presentation of applied 
terms “then and now”. At the end of study, I try to present the 
relevance of the issue of disability from the aspect of social 
policy and to draft a contemporary mental picture regarding to 
children and adults with disability – especially with physical 
disability.  Finally, the summary of the study will be found. 

 
Introduction of the Author 
 
Zoltán Tóth (born on 5 December, 1883 in Nagykeszi, (today it 
is in Slovakia) and died on 17 May, 1940 in Budapest, Hungary) 
was a special education teacher, a natural history and 
chemistry major high school teacher, and master of arts. First, 
he graduated in Léva as a teacher in 1903, and then as a 
special education teacher in 1906 in Budapest. He also studied 
psychology, pedagogy and philosophy at the University of 
Budapest, and graduated as high school teacher and master of 
arts later on. As an entrant, he worked as a teacher from 1905 
in the Center for the Blind in Budapest. Furthermore, he also 
functioned at the academy of Ranschburg Pál. During the First 
World War, he was the head of social office in the Person with 
Disability Affairs Office. From 1919, he was the director of the 
Center for the Young Blind that belonged to the National 
Association for Helping the Blind, additionally, he was a lecturer 
in the Ministry of Religion and Public Education. By his 
organization, the lecture hall of the Special Education Teacher 
Training College in 1922 was founded. He was its director from 
1924 until his death. We can consider Zoltán Tóth as the most 
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consistent representative of integrated special education 
teacher training. His work facilitated that a four-year long 
Special Education Teacher Training College had started to 
operate in Hungary from 1928. This training was established by 
expanding the three-year long Special Education Teacher 
Training College. By his activity, he became recognized both 
nationally and internationally. Elaboration of the training 
program and the first organization regulations of the Special 
Education Teacher Training College were also related to his 
work. He started to work as general secretary in the Hungarian 
Association of Special Education in 1922, and at this point we 
can mention his name as a founding member, as well as the 
member of the directorate for Child Protection League. In 1938, 
he was selected for the position of vice president of the 
International Association of Special Education – which was 
founded in Budapest – as an acknowledgment for his work 
(Gellért, 2015). Major works of Zoltán Tóth based on the 
summary of Gordosné: 

The imagination of the blind. (“A vakok képzeletvilága.”), 
Budapest, 1927; Development of Ranschburg and special 
education. (“Ranschburg és a gyógypedagógia fejlődése.”) In: 
Schnell János (Ed.): Psychological studies for the honor of Prof. 
Pál Ranschburg. (“Psychológiai tanulmányok prof.dr. 
Ranschburg Pál tiszteletére.”) Budapest, 1929, 203-209.; The 
first ten years of the Hungarian Association of Special 
Education. (“A Magyar Gyógypedagógiai Társaság első tíz 
éve.”) Magyar Gyógypedagógia, 1932,5-7. 33-37.; Special 
education in general. (“Általános Gyógypedagógia.”) Budapest, 
1933; The role of special education in the development of 
universal educational thinking. (“A gyógypedagógia szerepe az 
egyetemes nevelői gondolkodás kialakulásában.”) Magyar 
Gyógypedagógia, 1935.9-10. 76-80.; Education and training in 
healing pedagogy. (“A gyógyító neveléstudományi képzés és 
továbbképzés.”) Magyar Gyógypedagógiai Tanárok közlönye, 
194, 6. 108-115., 87. 129-130. (Cited from Mesterházi: 
Gordosné [Gellért, 2015, 9.])  

Tóth – similar to Gusztáv Bárczi – is an outstanding 
representative of the first and legendary era of Hungarian 
special education. His activity and reasoning were revolutionary 
and innovative from several perspectives (Zászkaliczky, 2015). 
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I try to present his work on an appropriate level along these 
lines. 

 
Historical overview 
 
In order to truly appreciate this piece of work, it is essential to 
get to know its historical background. In 1915 before Zoltán 
Tóth, O. József Vértes had already designed the system of 
general healing pedagogy. Moreover, he developed the 
historical concept of healing pedagogy. However, Zoltán Tóth 
described the historical concept of special education and the 
system of disciplines of healing pedagogy in 1933 (Gordosné, 
1962, 1963). His present work was created in a difficult and 
challenging period of time. In those precious periods, several 
institutions and academies were founded and developed. This 
demonstrates that new challenges emerged regarding the issue 
of disability – whether in training or education.  Beside the 
beginning of practical development, contours of the core 
concept of the theoretical system started to show. Remarkable 
attempts appeared in education (Tóth, 1933). This 
development promoted the formation of special educational 
institutions. Special attention to the training and education of 
people with disability evolved in Hungary with a delay. At the 
beginning of the 19th century, the possibility of institutional 
education appeared – especially for those two groups with the 
most severe disabilities – School of the Deaf in Vác, Hungary in 
1802 and the Center for the Blind in Pest, Hungary in 1825. 
Introduction of the new law of public education of 1868 
facilitated this development. In 1875, progression of citizenship 
gave rise to new types of school for people with moderate 
disability (imbeciles) and with significant intellectual disability 
(idiots). The first institution for people with speech or language 
impairment opened in the capital city in 1891, while for children 
with mild intellectual disability (retarded) in 1900. The 
educational law of 1920 gave a further push to the 
development of these institutes. This law stated the compulsory 
education for trainable disabled. As a result, an institution was 
founded in 1922 for hard of hearing children, and for students 
with poor vision in 1928 (Göllesz, é.n.). The establishment of 
special education teacher training is closely related to the 
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progression of special education institutes. Special education 
teacher training had started in the College of Special Education 
Teacher Training in Vác, Hungary in 1900. It was the 
predecessor of today’s Faculty of Special Education Bárczi 
Gusztáv College at the Eötvös Loránd University (Gordosné, 
2010). The evolution of this process and the work done had 
stopped at the beginning of the conflagration with dramatic 
suddenness. Scientific thoughts and national journals went 
silent, which caused the reduction of foreign contacts. The idea 
of founding new institutes and academies could not arise not 
even as a thought in the era of absolute poverty. The destiny of 
ruined institutions left as the results of the war was doubtful as 
well. Reorganization in special education had also started. They 
tried to extend their activity to all areas and to questions of the 
issue of disability (Tóth, 1933). According to Tóth (1933), busy 
and diligent hands of both normal and disabled people are 
necessary in reorganization. He highlighted that with the 
prevention of disability a healthy generation could come into 
existence, moreover, thought of the protection of people who 
became disabled was also born. These tasks cannot be 
arranged in school settings. Firstly, there is a need for social 
activity that guarantees prevention and protection. The whole 
content of special education has to become systematic in an 
acceptable and clear way. As Zászkaliczky (2015) points out, it 
is important to notice that this book was written in a time of 
contradictory ideas. He mentions the book of Bindign and 
Hoche as an example in which “the possibility of extinction of a 
worthless life” comes up. This piece of work was published only 
six years before Adolf Hitler’s “Euthanasia program” – on 1 
September, 1939, on the day when the Second World War 
began. In those days, opposite ideas stood in contradiction. 
Beside the desire to help, the claim to formulate a pure 
Hungarian race emerged as well. 

 
Features of the book 
 
Present book has the following title: Special education in 
general Part 1. It was published in 1933 in Budapest, Hungary 
by the Hungarian Association of Special Education. Its author is 
Dr. Zoltán Tóth. The aim of the author – similar to the 
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Hungarian Association of Special Education which was founded 
in 1923 – is to continue the more increased and regular 
theoretical activity regarding the healing education of children 
and adults with disability, and to extend this activity to every 
fields and questions of disability. With the establishment and 
clarification of the terms connected to healing education that 
could stimulate the validity of the national interest, the author 
sets a goal of assurance of a healthy generation. There is no 
table of contents in the book. Dedication written by the author 
to Dr. Ernő Finánczy can be found at the beginning of the book, 
and this is followed by an introduction part written by Dr. Gyula 
Komics state secretary and public ordinary professor. In this 
part, the author highlights the definition of education and the 
importance of bilateral interdependence between theory and 
practice.  It is an old saying but absolutely true: theory without 
practice - wheel without axle (Tóth, 1933). 

Then, we can find a preface written by the main author in 
which he points out the significance and relevance of his work. 
As mentioned before, there is no table of contents in the book, 
but in this part the author tries to compensate and to outline 
the structure of the book, but it seems rather complex and 
inserted into the text in a complicated way. While reading the 
book, the marking of the different levels is not coherent and its 
classification is hardly interpretable. Sometimes its language is 
difficult to understand, and it seems that the author tries to 
rephrase the same content again and again. 

 
Presentation of basic terms in special education 
 
The definition of “healing education” was the basic term of 
special education literature in those time. According to Tóth’s 
unique idea, special education practice is a kind of a coherent 
and complex practice or complex practical activity. It is not just 
a choice but duty to operate the interplay of effects throughout 
the whole life of a disabled person – not merely in childhood. It 
follows that – and as Zászkaliczay (2015) mentions as well –, it 
would be a rational step to insert the analysis of social 
problems determining the life of people with disability within 
the framework of special educational studies. Beyond these 
issues it is also necessary developing practical elaboration 
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options and solutions. He makes an emphasis on the fact in his 
book – remember we are in 1933 – that he criticizes those 
authors (Hanselmann and Boop in particular) who consider the 
question of healing in childhood as priority. According to the 
preference of this understanding, healing education in 
childhood is forced into a unilateral and exclusive role. Issues 
about social prevention of disability are overshadowed. Options 
of social support, protection and economic assistant are 
neglected. As a result, elaboration reaches only detailed 
finishing. Global approach of the issue of disability does not 
occur (Zászkaliczky, 2015). Tóth (1933) points out in his work 
that the words “special” and “education” do not match each 
other with respect to the science of healing. He believes that 
these words do not cover the real activity of the 
abovementioned global approach. Moreover, he also believes 
that the viewpoint of education which denies the scientific 
sense of healing could be explained with the absolute false 
report and misinterpretation of the term of healing. Another 
fact is connected to this incorrect perception: there is no 
attempt to designate the term of medical healing. It would be 
necessary to determine “healing” in that sense which could be 
applied into the thinking and activity of healing training as well.  
Nevertheless, it should express the concept of healing training. 
It is, thus, considered that the opponents of this concepts 
support wrongly the standpoint which says that the word 
“special education” neither explains nor covers the real 
meaning of this entity. According to their point of view, training 
and education are the tasks of the teacher, while healing is the 
task of the physician. On that view, terms used in medicine, 
pedagogy and special education cannot be compared and 
compatible with each other. 

 
Comparison of terms in special education and in 
normal education 
 
Tóth proceeds on the basis of person-oriented and clinical 
model of disability (Zászkaliczky, 2015). Its primary purpose is 
that the monopoly of this paradigm was prominent in that time. 
The author discusses the “diminished value” of personal skills 
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adapted to the contemporary terminology. He describes 
disability compared to normal definition as a kind of negative 
difference or deficiency. In this point, Tóth makes his 
predictions about the visions of fulfilling and holistic paradigms. 
Statement of disabled skills is not enough in the aspect of 
disabled people. There is a need for examination of the overall 
personality of the individuals showing disabled skills. It is 
because of that not the disabled maturity of certain skills 
decides the biological, social and pedagogical values of the 
disabled person, but the collection of biological and 
psychological skills and their individually variable, harmonious 
and inharmonious relationship, consequently the constitution of 
this totality (Tóth, 1933). 

The definition appearing in the interpretation of Zoltán Tóth 
could be defined within a complex social context. In his line of 
thoughts, the basics of functional limitations, and the 
International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health 
return (ICF) (Zászkaliczky (2015). Presentation and comparison 
of these terms to the normal level are essential in addition to 
gather information about the contemporary mental picture 
regarding to children and adults with physical disability. Later 
on I will also mention the drafting process of the contemporary 
mental image. 

 
Applied terms then and now 
 
In this part, I would like to present those valuable umbrella 
terms that could be applied with respect to the development of 
healing and training ideas used in that time, as well as the 
connecting healing and training disciplines – examining the 
group of people with physical and movement disability. The 
main goal from the research perspective was, firstly, to explore 
the signs of description of physical disability. In respect of that 
time, we cannot find in the book any specific terms and phrases 
used in today’s jargon. Terms of movement disability and living 
with physical disability are recent phenomena in special 
education. From the study’s perspective it is indispensable to 
clarify the conceptual meaning of the words “special 
educational needs” and “special educational disability”. 
According to the definition of the 4. § Point 13 of Act No. CXC 



Újítások és újdonságok, ISBN 978-3-903317-05-5 

117 

of 2011 on National Public Education, students with special 
educational needs are children or students who are: 

a) children or students with special needs: 
aa) children or students with individual needs, 
ab) children or students with adaptation, learning and 

behavior problems, 
ac) highly talented children or students. 

 
However, it is worth to analyze these categories in details, 

and to discuss the clarification of the term “movement 
disability” or “handicap”. The Institution on Educational 
Research and Development (2009) determines handicapped 
people as the following: people with permanent and irreversible 
change in their motor and posture functions. This change can 
occur after an injury, or these functions can absent from birth. 
Although the Act on Public Education does not use the term 
“handicapped” but physical disability.  

The author’s aim in the examined book is to update the terms 
used in that time. In addition, he strives to create new, 
complex, holistic and correct terms. Tóth (1933) supports the 
following classification (Table 1): 
 

1 1: Classification of basic concepts in special education 
I. Sensory disabled 
(1) People with visual impairment 
a) poor vision 
b) blindness later in life 
c) blindness before the age of 5 
(2) People with hearing impairment 
a) hard of hearing 
b) deaf later in life 
c) deaf-mute 
II. Diminished people because of impairments and disorders in 
personality controlling organs 
(1) Socially disabled with diminished mental ability 
a) socially disabled with diminished mental ability - trainable 
b) socially disabled with diminished mental ability - adjustable 
c) mentally and socially disabled needing long-term care 
(2) Socially disabled with normal mental ability 
a) Instinctive and willful socially disabled (actives) 
b) Non-instinctive and weak-willed socially disabled (passives, 
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inactives) 
3.) People with speech or language impairment 
a) stuttering 
b) cluttering 
c) dyslalia 
4.) Group of special individuals 

(Source: Tóth, 1933:190-191.) 
 

He refers to the contemporary definitions several times. He 
also relies on the fact that there is an irregularity within the 
classification. Besides, numerous contradictions and the lack of 
planning appear, especially in connection with the terms of 
blind, deaf-mute, diminished mental ability, diminished 
potentiality or imbecility. These are connected with physical and 
spiritual health, without exception. Based on the text, we can 
conclude that people with physical disability were called like 
crippled or ill-formed. Moreover, we can also draw the 
conclusion that people with these types of disabilities were 
listed into the group of special individuals. I consider as 
important to highlight that this concept attaches physical 
anomalies to almost every disability group as secondary 
symptom. It gives us an example: posture defects are 
inevitable in the case of blind and visually impaired people. It 
mentions the signs detectable on the face of people with speech 
and language disability – physical differences in other words. 
These people with secondary symptoms are not listed into the 
group of people with physical disability. But it connotes these 
as secondary symptoms or consequences. Zászkaliczky (2015) 
says that Tóth refers to his field of science as a complex 
discipline. The most important part in his interdisciplinary 
system is pedagogy. While at the same time, he states that it is 
not the only essential part: 

It is a hard task to determine and to explain the definition of 
healing education because of the versatility of the questions 
raised in the issue of disability, the conditions seeming 
incompatible many times, and because of the completely 
different and distant past history. Certain circumstances like 
pedagogical, socio-political, economic, and legal questions 
make it more difficult to formulate valid terms. This 
comprehensive issue incorporates frontiers which belong to 
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natural science, theology, psychology and psychiatry (Tóth, 
1933:34-35). 

 
Relevance of the issue of disability from the 
aspect of social policy 
 
In the center of this historical analysis, I would like to 
demonstrate the relevance of the issue of disability from the 
aspect of social policy (prevention; legal, social and economic 
protection). Tóth (1933) mentions prevention as the core 
concept of social policy in the issue of disability. It deals with 
the development and expansion of the possibilities of abnormal 
irregular development. First of all, from the aspect of 
deterioration that includes physical and spiritual deterioration 
as well. Tóth highlights those fields that could have the biggest 
impact on prevention: 

Summarizing what has been said, we can conclude that the 
progression of the thought of prevention in the definition of 
social policy of the issue of disability can be guaranteed by the 
examination and evaluation of ideology, culture, social 
organizations, different political orientations, tradition, folklore, 
legal actions, marriage and family life. The abovementioned 
factors are those which should be examined in particular from 
the aspect of deterioration of human life, because by these 
researches we can gain valuable control over prevention (Tóth, 
1933:223). 

Tóth’s thoughts about the significance of the principle of 
social prevention emerges among the basic principles of our 
relevant acts on equal opportunity. In addition, social 
empowerment that is needed in the case of people with 
disability has to be formed and instinct. Furthermore, Tóth put 
a special emphasis on the importance of legal, social and 
economic protection. The public administration and the justice 
system are two central and integral parts of public life, that 
were meant to provide social, legal and economic protection for 
all citizens. The operation of these protections “systems” has to 
be secured as equal for both the society and for the individual. 
According to his opinion, the most important components of 
protective actions in healing training and education should be 
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established and implemented within the framework of the 
justice system and public administration. Protections should be 
secured for “deteriorated” people – to adopt the contemporary 
expression of injured people – according to civil rights and 
duties, and provided up to that level which is reasonable and 
appropriate.  He also points out the relevance of setting limits. 
It is needed because of the interests of policing which concerns 
the next generations, the public morality, and the society 
(Zászkaliczky, 2015). 

 
Contemporary mental picture regarding to 
children and adults with disability – especially 
with physical disability 
 
As I indicated in the historical overview, contradictory aspects 
emerged in that age relating to the opinions of disability. Desire 
of help and the development of special education may suggest 
that the issue of care and healing education of people with 
disability starts to become thematic as public affair in one 
certain part of the society. However, in the case of 
representatives of contradictory attitudes we can definitely 
speak about “anti-disability”. As a result, we cannot talk about 
a universal approach of disability. It would be worthwhile 
broadening our knowledge related to this era by exploring 
additional sources. 

 
Summary 
 
The work of Zoltán Tóth had a great impact on the 
development of special education. Zászkaliczky (2015) 
highlights in his work that the abovementioned author emerges 
from the theorists of his age: 

Zoltán Tóth was generations ahead of his time in the sense of 
theoretical thinking of special education. The reason why we 
can consider him as forerunner of later paradigm shift is the 
following: his obvious and categorical commitment to social 
policy including the issue of disability respecting the equal 
opportunities principles. These principles and orientations 
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almost do not arise in contemporary literature. On the contrary, 
Tóth establishes and builds special education as a whole in his 
socio-political approach containing the issue of disability, 
including its all possible ecological and economic connections 
(Zászkaliczky, 2015:17). 

Tóth influenced the theoretical thinking of special education 
through his work. His aspects on social policy and disability 
shaped the pedagogical and special educational thinking of the 
next generations of teachers and special education teachers. 
His heritage may also earn not just researches on the field of 
disability and history of science in a strict sense, but further 
interest in the broader area of pedagogy. 
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