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Accessible summary • ‘Out of the Darkness Into the Light’ is Bill’s life-story about living with the label

‘intellectually disabled’.

• This life-story talks about the bullying and sexual abuse that was done to Bill

when he went to live at a special school in Ireland. Bill talks about going to

counselling to help put the bad memories of his school days behind him.

• Bill wants everyone to speak up about bullying and abuse of disabled people

because it is a huge part of people’s lives. Speaking up about bullying, doing more

research about abuse and helping people get over their past can change the bad

things that happen in disabled people’s lives.

• Bill is now writing and talking about what is important to him today: rights, anti-

bullying, the love of his family and his loving memories of his Mom and Dad.

Summary This article recounts the life-story of one man who was ‘diagnosed’ as intellectually

disabled in the early 1960s. It details the time he spent in a special residential school

in the Irish Republic after acquiring this label and outlines the bullying and abuse he

experienced. It includes his struggle as an adult to come to terms with his

intellectually disabled status and the trauma of his early life. It outlines how he

transformed these experiences into the advocacy and research work he is now

involved in, which includes supporting organisations to adopt rights-based

approaches to the issue of bullying, abuse and maltreatment of people with

intellectual disability within service and community settings. Bill’s life-story is part

of a larger writing project he is undertaking which includes a portfolio of poetry,

personal writing and social commentary.
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Introduction

In 2008, William (Bill) Roberts presented his life-story to the

Social History of Learning Disability Conference held at the

Open University in the United Kingdom. This article

includes a written version of that account and an outline

of the context in which this life-story was gathered. It

concludes with a brief discussion about the need to develop

more innovative strategies to address the causes and effects

of bullying and abuse within the community of people with

intellectual disabilities.

Bill’s life-story: ‘Out of the Darkness Into the
Light’

I used to have great fun with my father. I wish that all dads

were like that. My mother was totally different. She was

quite strict. My mother would say ‘wait ‘til your father gets
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home, he’s going to give it to you when he gets home’. My

father used to come in. He used to be very laid back, and he

used to say ‘ah leave him alone, he’s only starting on. Leave

him alone’.

(My Mom died) about 12 years ago. She had cancer. To

begin with, it was a little bit difficult but, looking back on it

now, I got to see her before she died. That was a privilege

because most people don’t get to do that. Some (intellectu-

ally disabled) people’s parents die in hospital, and they’re

not around them when they are dying. My sisters used to be

there to look after her whenever things were needed. I went

down to the day service centre. I had to do certain jobs like

pottery and things like that, ceramics and stuff. I was given a

lot of jobs to do. My dad wasn’t at home when he died. He

had a touch of Alzheimer’s and went to a nursing home. At

first, it was difficult getting used to being on my own but I

actually manage to do it. (My family) often talk about

community living but it’s my own choice to stay at home. I

do a little bit of cleaning in between and then this woman

comes in twice a week and cleans. I do it the rest of the week.

I’ve four sisters and one brother. I go up to my sister for

dinner. We have chicken, roast beef, roast potatoes, vege-

tables and ordinary potatoes. (I go to my sisters) every now

and again when they’re free enough to do that. They get in

touch with me maybe by phone, and they come down and

collect me.

The early years

I was always known as a winter baby. I had asthma as a

child and almost died from it. (When I was little) I was

known as a devil. I used to run off in my mother’s house

and go missing for a while. They’d find me in most peculiar

places. My Dad used to breed these budgies they have in

Australia. (They) used them as pets here. My Dad had a

cage for actually breeding them. I ended up inside it. How I

got in I don’t know. When my mother eventually found me

she said you daft thing, get out and I was just sitting in there

smiling at her. She had to get someone in to cut it open to

get me out.

(My Mother) was busy doing something down-stairs. She

told me to stay in one of the rooms, and I went missing. It

was a couple of hours before she found me. I don’t know

what possessed me but I got out on the ledge of the two-

story bedroom window-sill. I stood out waving at everyone

on the ground.

I went to a local school until I was about 9. The reason

why I didn’t last in it was because I couldn’t cut it. They

were strict on Irish (language) and stuff like that, and I

didn’t meet the criteria. My mother and father got me to see

someone to assess me to see what level I was at. I didn’t

have a clue. I didn’t have a clue! It was in a room in some

hospital in Dublin. I didn’t know what to make of it but my

mother used to say to me ‘well this is for your own good’.

Well, he gave me a series of tests, doing puzzles to see if I

can put them together, to see what your IQ was. I got some

of it right and some of it wrong. (Then) I went outside and

my mother and father went in and they were talking. I

didn’t hear what went on. They didn’t seem upset or

anything. When we went home they told me that I was

going to some school that could cater to my needs. That’s

how it all started.

I got into a National school. When you went in first you

had to go to this place. It was like a clinic for being assessed

as to which building you would go into. You had to lie in

bed for a couple of weeks. They had to mark your clothes. I

was saying what the hell is this, you know, in bed all day.

Then, I went to one of the buildings. You see they had two

buildings that were senior buildings and two buildings

adjacent to one other that were junior buildings. It went

according to age. Some of them in the far building were

about say from 15 upwards.

They were just living spaces with an office and a dormitory

and a whole lot of young people with disabilities in them.

There weren’t rooms that had individual things or anything

like that. They were big dormitories with partitions between

them. Everyone slept in each section of the dormitory. There

was a big group of them that slept in one end of it and then

others in the middle and then some in the bottom. You stayed

for about a year give or take then you’d move on to another

building to make room for somebody else.
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It was a good thing in a way. If you got to be friendly with

someone you could actually talk to them. There was a fella

called Joe, and there was a fella called Paddy. Some of them

had come from all over the place. Some of them had come

from down country. Some of them had come from Dublin

itself. Paddy had come from down country. He’d been

about a year before I was.

There was a TV room then, just 100 yards down there was

a canteen with a kitchen adjacent to it. They used to have

chairs and tables. There would be 10 tables of 4 seating

arrangements and on the other side, there would be 20 boys.

You could sit down anywhere you wanted. They’d have all

these steel things and ovens, like in an industrial place. They

took the food out of the steel trays.

There were nurses for people with intellectual disability.

Some of them wore uniforms. Some of the boys suffered

epilepsy and an odd one had a heart condition. (The nurses)

gave out tablets to anyone who was on medication. They

made sure that everyone’s locker had enough clothes and

stuff in it.

It took me a while to get used to it. I missed home which

was understandable. Being away from it for the first time,

you would. They’d tell you to be patient that you’d get

home maybe at the weekend. That’s how they used to do it.

It was about 6 months before the weekends started. See, you

had to get used to the school itself, the surroundings the

buildings and stuff like that and the actual school down in

the grounds. You had to get used to it.

Things Got Out Of Hand

To begin with, everyone was fine. There was nothing wrong

with it. We’d come back up after school. We’d be given

homework to do. They’d give you a book. You had to read a

couple of passages from it before you could watch television.

Just as time went by it got out of control. As you progressed

through the buildings, things got out of hand. When there

were no meals you’d have to go out and wander around the

grounds with nobody around. That’s where it all occurred.

I got old and progressed to the senior side. There was a

kind of bullying in it. Sometimes they’d bully you for

money. Sometimes they’d verbally bully you and some of

them would set out to physically harm you. It wasn’t in the

dormitory itself. They wouldn’t carry on like that in the

dormitory. There was always (someone) who slept out in

the room directly outside us. (Bullying took place) where

nobody was looking. It could be behind a shed, in the

school-yard. They tried to drown me on three occasions by

holding my head under water. I was powerless to resist.

My mother and father used to give me money to go back

to school. That’s where they used to get it. They’d just

demand it and if you were reluctant to give it to them,

they’d search you. I remember one time three big fellas

blindfolded me and tied me hands behind me back and led

me somewhere up about thirty feet off the ground in an

obelisk and lent me over it to throw me off. They said ‘if you

don’t get me money we’re going to throw you off’. They

kept holding me down until someone was passing, then

they let go and ran away. I tried to get the cord off. (It all

went on) for about 5 years. I tried to say at one stage. It was

a question of whether they’d believe you or not. It was more

or less your word against theirs. Most of the nurses would

say that’s none of their business. It’s part of the school. You

have to put up with it. I suppose they thought they were

tough. They were just showing off and that’s how they got

their kicks. They probably got a bit bored, probably picked

on people.

Running away

When things got out of control, I used to go to bed at night

(then I’d) climb out the window and run away. I used to

hide behind pillars to see if there was anything looking at

me. Then I’d go out through the front gates. It was wide

open the gate was. I used to run down the main street and

go on down to the village that was just adjacent to the

school. I used to run for hours and hours. I often didn’t get

away with it and was picked up by the guards (Irish police).

They’d say ‘what are you doing out this hour of the night?

We’ve been worried about you’. I had to tell the truth. I just

ran out of school.

They used to get in touch with my mother. They used to

ring her to collect me and bring me home. Then my father

brought me back the next day. Initially, I had to go to school

and then when I came back in the evening time I used to be

brought into the office. Then, I’d be quizzed about it -

‘where did you get to last night’? - and all that sort of thing.

Then they would say for doing that now you’re grounded.

But it would never stop. I’d still do the same thing.

I used to go away for hours and roam around the grounds

reflecting on things. I was encountered by a man. I was

about 13. He went to a teachers’ college down from the

school where I went. At first he got friendly with me, you
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know what I mean. Eventually, he used to offer to buy me

cigarettes or sweets and stuff like that. He enticed me into a

room. That’s when it started. He did it to me. It happened

on about four occasions, twice in a runners’ hut. He picked

me up in the street one night and drove me to a bed and

breakfast. Did it there again. I think the last time he was

trying to get me to stay the night with him. I said ‘oh I’m

sorry I have to go home’. I kept on and eventually he gave

in, and he drove me home. My mother was waiting at the

door, and he said to my mother ‘I picked the chap up off the

street’. He didn’t say what he was after being. I didn’t (tell

my Mom) until a couple of years after I left school. I’m not

too sure if she believed it or not. At the time I suppose she

couldn’t handle it, couldn’t do anything. What happened

was a bit awkward.

The workshop

It wasn’t like an ordinary school. They wouldn’t let you

leave at 18 - you had to leave at 17. There was nothing

available at the time when I left, no kind of idea of going out

to work. You only got what was available. (The staff at the

day service) weren’t bad. I’ve met worse. You’d have a

manager over you and then you’d have supervisors. They’d

coordinate what people were doing. We did things like

putting labels on boxes. You’d tape boxes and put chewing

gum into them. They used to use paper to put round bottles

of oil and tape it in the middle then count them and then

they’d pack them up. Stuff like that, in corrugated paper.

We’d do about 50 I suppose for about 2/6d. It was just

that the money wasn’t all that great. I remember one fella

did ask for more money but they weren’t too enamoured

with it. They were saying, ‘right this is what we allow you

now. You have to have that’ and all that kind of thing. See

they were trying to make out that they were giving you a

few bob out of the goodness of their heart and (that) you

were there at their kind of discretion. It wasn’t like where

you go to a job and work and get paid by the hour, you

know. (It was like) they made allowances for you being

there. I suppose it was just normal at the time. Things are

different because a lot of the organisations now are trying to

find ways of changing all that.

(I had a friend there). He used to talk about trains. He was

mad into trains. He used to go down to the railway station,

just off the town and watch all the trains passing by. He was

mad into it. I wasn’t really into them at all. I was more

interested in reading novels based on the Second World War.

I went to a counsellor

I actually used to run away from myself. They’d be odd

nights where I’d run out of home, run off during the night,

and I’d sleep rough around Dublin. I couldn’t carry on the

way I was. I had come to a point where this wasn’t doing me

any good. So, I decided to seek help around it. I was at home

watching television at the time when the whole thing

(sexual abuse) came out. It suddenly hit me. I worked in the

day-care centre in (the organisation) and I told the manager,

who believed me. She got me to see somebody else that gave

me the information about where to go. I took it from there. It

took me a long time to figure out how to do it, but I

eventually did. I went to a counsellor to help me put it

behind me and to look forward. She tried to work me

through it, to say it wasn’t my fault. It was the fault of other

people. I had to wind up accepting the fact that it wasn’t my

fault, it was the fault of someone else. I felt relieved. (The

running away, the sleeping rough) all that stopped.

Looking back on it, whatever happened I didn’t really

need to be running away at night and sleeping rough.

You’re not dealing with the actual sense of reality. Every-

thing is all jumbled up. You’re all confused, and you think

this is going to chase it all away and it doesn’t chase it all

away. I had a family which is more than a lot of people had.

I had a lovely home so I didn’t really need to be doing that

at the time. That’s what I learned from it. Running away

from it didn’t do me any good anyway because by the time

you’re finished running away you still had to face it when

you come back. So, it was really pointless in that respect.

The scar I bear

I now know that as an adult I could never be part of a

physical relationship with the opposite sex or even feel

comfortable in that situation. I am afraid of it and always

will be for as long as I live. This will be the cross I will have

to bear as the counsellor gave her professional opinion, or

her verdict. At this stage of my life, I plan to accept it and

leave it to faith and to my life as best I can now and into the

future. This is for life. Doing a project on My Rights in the

day service I attend, an anti-bullying project and a life-story

project have been of benefit to me. However, it would take a

very long time to feel comfortable with myself, and others

around me. A physical relationship would send me further

over the edge, I would be a nervous wreck and would fall

into a deep depression and would hate myself all over

again. The poem below tells of the sexual abuse I suffered

while at school.

‘Out of the Darkness, into the Light’

In truth I’ve had my troubles,

And I’ve yet to see the light,

My life before me crumbles,

In the darkness of the night.

I’ve yet to find the Answers,

To the questions I often ask,

Still yet where are the answers

To my troubled past?
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For it has been a struggle,

To get by each day,

My hurt counts as Double,

And my pain refuses to go away.

For I was sexually abused,

When I was just thirteen,

What it’s like to be used,

The world has never seen.

Trapped within my torment,

I walk the streets alone,

Having been someone’s amusement,

So young and far from home.

You were such a Bastard,

In doing that to me,

Nothing more than a Bastard,

Who took away my Dignity.

William Gerald Roberts, 11th May 1974.

Looking forward

At the time when I went to school, nobody considered

bullying. Way back then it wasn’t considered an issue. It’s

only come out in recent times that (intellectually disabled)

people have encountered bullying. What I’d like is all

(support) organisations to draw up an anti-bullying policy

so they have certain guidelines and people there (in the

organisations) that can address those things should they

arise. Before, nobody addressed it. It wasn’t considered

important at the time. What used to help relieve my

anxieties was writing poetry. I just did it for my own

pleasure at one stage. In recent times, I did an odd

competition and stuff like that. I got to do the English

Leaving Certificate.

I’m doing quite a lot of things at the moment arising from

the rights project. I’ve become a member of Amnesty

International, and I’ve joined the Labour Party as well. I’m

interested in people with disability. In the areas where they

are situated there needs to be a certain amount of equality in

it. Everyone needs to be treated at the same level and

nobody looked upon as being lesser a person than the other

person just because they have a disability. It shouldn’t mean

that they are less than the person that they’re working with.

We have conferences where you can talk about labour

equality, and it takes in the issue of disability. I can give

motions and stuff like that, and I have an opportunity to do

that.

Get up and do something for other people, something that

can benefit other people in the long-term rather than sitting

down, feeling sorry for yourself. There’s always people that

you can go to, to sort things out. The staff and service users

at (the organisation) mean a lot to me and always will. I

wouldn’t say I was any different from other people, but

what I would say is that you know (my life) taught me one

thing – you shouldn’t keep silent like I did in the past. You

have to talk about it. You have to speak out.

Having been to Cape Town – and to other conferences in

Ireland and England - has made up for what shortcomings

there are in my life. Another achievement is winning a gold

medal in the Special Olympics Eastern Regional Finals in

Bocce and being selected for the Ireland Games next June.

This has been a proud moment for me. I look forward to a

trip to Italy, Rome to be precise, and look forward to a

bright future. What has been great is the support I’ve had in

taking all the challenges I’ve had to face. What is also

important to me is my family and becoming even closer to

them. I will never forget my loving parents. I’m writing my

life story in full detail in loving memory of my Mom and

Dad (R.I.P.), so they can always be proud of me for as long

as I live and so that they are never forgotten.

Bill’s Life-Story: adding the context

I came to the National Institute for Intellectual Disabilities

(NIID), Trinity College in early April 2007 as a researcher to

work on a survey of people with intellectual disabilities and

their family members. A number of projects were running

concurrently, including the ‘No Longer Researching About

Us Without Us (NLRASUS)’ initiative, an inclusive research

project designed to support people with intellectual disabil-

ities in Ireland to take action about matters of importance to

them (Johnson 2009). Bullying was isolated by the members

of this project team as a huge problem and as an issue they

wanted to do something about. After lengthy discussions, an

initial workshop for people with intellectual disabilities was

held for them to explore ways of raising awareness about

bullying behaviour and how to deal with it. The workshop

was memorable. NLRASUS group members shared open,

honest and painful accounts of the physical and emotional

abuse they had experienced in family homes, services and

community settings. They shared the humiliation and shame

they felt resulting from these experiences. A parent spoke

movingly of her relationship with her daughter with intel-

lectual disabilities, acknowledging how quickly interactions

between herself and her child could become abusive despite

her best intentions. Workshop participants then broke into

small groups to share their own experiences and concerns.

Emotions ran high as these stories were told. Some did not,

or perhaps could not share their experiences, but chose to

bear witness to what others were saying with dignity and

compassion. It was an unforgettable experience. Bill was one

of the coordinating group who facilitated this workshop.

When I began the ‘A Story To Tell’ project, I recalled the

experiences Bill had shared that day. I tracked him down and

asked if we could work together to substantiate this account

and to tell the rest of his life-story. He agreed. This

collaboration became the reminiscence that begins this

article, which he titled ‘Out of the Darkness, Into the Light’.
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Conclusion

Bill’s life-story presents a vivid picture of how 54 years of

time has been spent by one Irish person labelled ‘intellec-

tually disabled’. It also represents a facet of the social history

of many other disabled people who were placed in institu-

tional settings in Ireland1 and in other Western countries2 in

the past. In addition, it strongly challenges a still-prevalent

belief, that people with intellectual disabilities are not

affected by bullying and that they do not understand what

is happening to them.

A search of recent academic literature suggests that

disabled adults are two to five times more likely to be

bullied than nondisabled adults, while risk factors for

individuals with intellectual disability remain particularly

high (Emerson et al. 2005). Despite this shocking statistic

and a number of high profile news media cases (for

example, Cornwall 2007), research in this field remains

dismally small with the same handful of dedicated research-

ers undertaking much of the work. Comparing the very

small quantity of academic studies published in this area

with the sizeable number of publications devoted to the

promotion of ‘best-practice support for an exceptional

quality of life in community settings’ has been an instructive

but depressing exercise. Bullying-related studies suggest

that the ongoing failure of service systems to maintain

ethical working relationships between service users and

workers is a critical factor in the development of abusive

behaviour (Wardhaugh & Wilding 1993). Yet while the

necessity for support structures to recognise, report and

respond to incidents of bullying behaviour is now estab-

lished, responding to incidents that have already happened

does not address the pressing problem of how to protect

people before such incidents occur. A pervasive lack of

choice and autonomy for people with intellectual disability

can indeed lead to the development of controlling, disre-

spectful and ultimately abusive support cultures. In this

regard, isolating good practice guidelines for staff has been

a significant service response. Yet while bullying behaviour

remains conceptually tied to the idea of the actions of

malicious, deviant or thoughtless individuals, it becomes

more difficult to move research agendas towards a thorough

examination of the underlying material, social and emo-

tional issues from which incidences of bullying derive. It

would be a useful step forward for policy documents

related to bullying behaviour to be more firmly set within

pro-active rather than reactive agendas. However, a key

issue isolated by the NLRASUS group, that information

about bullying must be fully accessible to people with

intellectually disabilities themselves, highlights the neces-

sity for support systems to at least provide accessible

versions of these documents. Setting aside funding provi-

sions for access to group or individual therapy for people

with intellectual disability, facilitated by skilled therapists,

is another clear necessity. Finally, more innovative research

projects that will underpin the adoption of more holistic

approaches to this problem are also required.

Bill’s life-story has become part of an on-going research

project at NIID, funded by the Irish Research Council for

Health and Social Services, to collect and archive the life-

stories of fifteen older intellectually disabled people in

Ireland.3 At the time of writing, Bill still lives in his family

home and his sisters and brother continue to support him.

He spends his time advocating for the rights of disabled

people who continue to experience the challenges of

material, social and emotional disadvantage. He does this

with the humility, grace and deep passion for the principles

of justice, tolerance and respect for all people exemplified by

his own actions towards others.
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