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By name and locale, Willowbrook
State School seems a pleasant enough
place: a teaching institution on a 400-
acre bucolic tract on Staten Island in

‘New York_Harbor. Actually, Willow-
brook, the world's largest ‘institution -
.. for the mentally retarded, is a school ‘
.in name only. It is instead a grim re-

pository for ‘those whom socicty has

‘ abandoned.  What _sets Willowbrook
- apart from similar ' facilities in other .
states is sudden cxposure. Parents, leg- -
*islators ‘and newsmen have
:made headlincs by attacking the sys-

tem that allows such a place to exist.
In the process, they have won some

-~ small sops for Willowbrook’s pathetic

prisoners, More important, they have

shown how hopeless and archaic is the
custodinl approach to the problem of

recently

live in small .brightly decorated dor-

mitories. These youngsters, considered

trainable, attend classes that teach read-
.ing and self-care. :

But for most of Willowbrook’s res- -
warehouse,

idents, the institution is a
a place capable of providing only shel-
ter and the barest essentials, for those
whose familics are either unwilling or
unable to care for them. One building
designed to accommodate 188 current.

- ly houses 250 severely retarded and se- -

riously disturbed adolescent girls in

conditions so crowded that one bed |

must often be moved in order to reach

- another. Training of any kind is nons -

cxistent, though recent experience elsc-
where has shown that scemingly hope-
less cases can benefit from professional
attention. The girls spend their days sit-

~ tling, standing or lying in a large, mar-

rc’s vision of hell. Barc and Hip -
inged, its walls covered with flaking
green paint, the room is redolent of
sweat, urine, excrement—and despair.

‘Many of the patients ‘arc incontinent;
_the few attendants are kept busy chang-

ing them or putting clothes back on

- those who keep tearing them off. There
is no time left to carry out rehabili-

tation programs. “It just kills me,” says

one attendant. “We're so busy that we ’

can’t do anything that really helps
them.” :

Wards for profoundly retarded

children are no better. By .night, the
children, many of whom have phys-
ical handicaps as well, sleep in closcly
spaced cribs. By day, they sit strapped
into special chairs, recline in  two-

‘whecled wagons that look like ped-
dler’s pushcarts or lie listlessly on mats |

on the flpor. Some of the youngsters
weep or grunt unintclligibly; most

make no sound at all. A few c\hildrcn' :

with severe physical handicaps but nore
mal intellects share the aecommodae-

-~ ble-floored room ‘that resembles Sars

* WILLOWBROOK STATE SCHOOL WARD FOR SEVERELY RETARDED ADULT PATIENTS

mental retardation,
The battle of Willowbrook began
last December when two staff members,
. Dr. Michael Wilkins, 30, and Mrs. Eliz-
. abeth Lee, 29, a social worker, began
. urging parents of ‘Willowbrook chil-
- dren to campaign for better conditions. ¥
~The two, who were later fired, trig-
gered an emotional avalanche. A local -
. daily, the Staten Island. Advance, took
. up the cause with a damaging series
ofatticles on the institution. New York
- television stations dispatched camera
. " crews and gave generous amounts of
, air time. Politicians also visited the in- .
" stitution. “All reached the same ‘con.
1 clusion: conditions - at  Willowbrook -
. werc intolerable. *’ ; b3~
- “.Odor of Despair. Built in 1941
;.o house' 3,000, .Willowbrook now has :
" a _population of 5,200. Half the “pa-:.: |
'tients™ are under 21, and at least three- ik
. quarters are classified as “profoundly”
. retarded (IQ under 20) or “severely” re-
. tarded (under 36). For a handful of its’
. residents, the school lives up to its.
name: it has a clean, new and well-
staffed education section where *
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ave made 3
Conditions in s the men’s
wards would have made Bedlam look
inviting. One ward holds 40 scriously

. disturbed adults, some of them vio-

lent. The ward is staffed by two at-
tendants, one a woman; they have all
they can do to keep their patients from
hurting themselves or each other, They
cannot always keep their patients
healthy. Hepatitis. which thrives on -
poor hygiene, is rampant at Willow-.
brook. Many of the patients have dis-
cases and defects that will ultimately
kill them. Some die of other causes:
ten years ago, a measles epidemic swept
ugh the institution and killed 250.-
125 patients who.died of var-
durin

; ’ ‘nine choked
ach ‘them e e
Conditions at Willowbrook ‘were.
not always like this; seven years ago
they were even worse. When Dr. Jack
Hammond, the present director, took
over the institution in 1964, the pa-
tient population was up to 6,500, “It |
was both inhuman and unhealthy,” says |
Hammond. “They were literally packed
in here like cattle.” To relicve the over-
crowding, Hammond persuaded the
state’s department of mental hygiene
to halt admissions except for special
cases. But Hammond, with a budget
of $33 million a year, has not been
able to relieve Willowbrook’s gross un-
derstaffing. In December 1970, the state
imposed a hiring freeze on all insti-
tutions. Willowbrook, which then had .
274 staff vacancies, is now 900 short
of its authorized roster of 3,628. For
sections housing the most retarded, the
recommended staff-patient ratio is 1
Willowbrook’s worst

W

i

g;xplains Hammond. “We need" 9:

~
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. Such an accomplishment seems

~* possible. Most of Willowbrook

211,000

™ Waiting "List, relic
Ssight, Tho department of mental hys
piene's 1971 budget of F580 million
had been threatened with 4 $20 million
cut in the coming fiscal year, Respond-
ing to public pressure, Governor Nel-
son Rockefeller has canccled the cut,
announcing that the department’s bud-
get will instead be increased by $20 mil-
lion. That will allow Willowbrook to fill
at least 300 vacant positions. But it is
unlikely to improve conditions at the

institution. “Attendants aren’t cnough,”

000 patients out of here.”"

 ime
s pa-"
tients are there because there is no-
where else for them to 80. Nearly all
experts in mental retardation argue for
small centers where patients can re-
ceive intensive attention from doctors,
therapists and tcachers, They also rec-
ommend day schools that aliow all but
the most seriously aMicted to live with
“their familics but still have carc. In -
most states such facilitics arc simply
nonexistent. Willowbrook, despite.dis
well-advertised:h rs;”

,000 awaiting




