
THE BRUE FAMILY 

LEARNING CENTER 

Secret History of Institutions and 
Institutionalization in America, 

1880-1960 
An Online Conversation Course 

Perspective from 
Alex Green, 

Writer, Scholar, and 
Lecturer 

□ American Ancestors.
by EWE LA D HI TORI GE EALOGI L O IETY 

Perspective from Alex Green

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 1



Demystifying the 
Search for Disabled 
Ancestors
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Seeing Disabled 
Ancestors in History

• One of the most humanizing
things we can see in our family
history.

• You had ancestors with
disabilities and you’ll never
know it

• Not only do conceptions
change, terms change.

• Locating and interpreting
records can be challenging.
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A Bit About Me

• Faculty of the Harvard Kennedy
School

• Visiting Fellow at the Project on
Disability at Harvard Law School

• Visiting Scholar at the Lurie
Institute for Disability Policy at
Brandeis University

• The Work…
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Disability records

• Types of individual institutional records:
• How to locate them.
• How to interpret their meaning.

• Related records:
• How to locate them.
• How to use them to understand

the context of your ancestor’s life.

• How to understand these documents
when interpreting the story of your
ancestor’s life.

• *A Quick Disclaimer About Language
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A Brief Overview of 
Institutions

• Almshouses/Poor Houses

• Orphanages

• Hospitals

• Asylums/State Hospitals

• Soldiers’ Homes

• Institutional Schools
• For people with physically

disabilities
• For the blind
• For the deaf and hard of hearing
• For people with intellectual and

developmental disabilities
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What Types of 
Records Exist 
and Where Can 
You Find Them?

• Federal Records (Including National Archives and Records Administration)
• Census
• Indigenous Institutions
• Military Institutions, including Soldiers’ Homes

• State Archives
• Institutional Records
• State Agencies, Departments, and Regulatory Boards
• Legislative Documents and Court Records

• State Vital Records
• Birth Certificates
• Death Certificates
• Marriage and Divorce Records

• County, City, and Town Records
• Vital Records
• County Almshouses (Poor Houses)
• Financial Statements

• Nonprofit and University Collections
• American Ancestors, State and Local Historical Societies
• Medical Archives
• Institutional Archives
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Roadblocks and Why

• Restrictions

• Misplaced fears

• Misinterpretations of vital records

• An ugly feedback loop: How to know what
you don’t know?

• Truth and reconciliation commission in
California

• State Commission in Massachusetts
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Institutional Names

Words Matter
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Words Matter: 
Hurtful, Dated, 
and Bizarre
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Words Matter: 
“At School”
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Words Matter: 
Inmate, Patient, 
Student
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Words Matter: 
Names & Vital 
Records

Worcester Lee Harris (P‐176)
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Words Matter: 
Names 
Continued
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Proof: Disabled 
or Not 
Disabled?
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Rules for Records

• Contradictions of Access &
Variations by State

• Health Insurance Portability and
Accountability Act (HIPAA)

• Next of Kin

• Lawyering Up
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Hot button issues

• Segregating disability records
• Yes or no thinking rather than records management
• Digital revolution
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See you Monday, March 20 

for the 6:00-7:30 p.m. (ET) 

live discussion featuring 

pan,elists Lindsay Fulton, 

Pam Fessler, an1d Alex Green 

The Secret History of Institutions and 
Institutionalization, 1,880-1960 
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