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By ROBERT J. RICCA

Aﬂgbla a' l4-year-old
retdrded child who lives at
Willowbrook Developmen-
tal Center. This is a very
special day for her be-
cause she 1s going to meet
two people who may
change her life for the bet-
ter.

They are interested in
bringing her into theijr
home and giving her the
opportunity to grow in a
normal environment, If all
the conditions are right,
that Angela likes them and
that they, in turn, can
offer to her the love and
care she desperately
needs, then she will have a
chance at life the same as
the rest of us who are
blessed with being ‘‘nor-
mal.”’

The people at_Willow-
brook who are responsible
for this happy occasion all
work for the Metropalitan
Placement Unit (MPU),
an ‘arm of the State De
partment of Mental Hy-
giene. They have been
working diligently to make
this day possible, and
when Angela goes to stay
with her new foster
parents they will continue
working with her by re-
viewing her case at least
every three months.

One of the driving forces
behind this placement ef-
fort is the 32-year-old dep-
uty director of MPU, Karin
Eriksen, whose whole life
is wrapped up in helping
those. who have been born
with the “‘curse” of retar-
dation.

As she explains, “The
retarded have rights the
same as you and me, and
one of those rights is the
opportunity to live in a
normal home environ-
ment, surrounded by peo-
ple who care and under-
stand. What the retarded
person needs least is sym-
pathy and, what’s worse,
to be dumped some place
so that he'll be out of soci-
ety’s way. This is where
MPU comes in,

“Qur job is to provide a
program of normalization,
which means placing’ the
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retarded person in sur-
roundings where he will
have the opportunity to de-
velop.

“We must get the com-

_munity ready tp accept the
retarded person as part of
society, and once hap-
pens — and it is beginning
now — we won't. need
places like Willowbrook
any more."’

She recalled that during
her childhood in Bay Ridge
neighbors who had a re-
tarded son refused to send
him to Willowbrook be-
cause they felt that allow-
ing him to grow up around
normal people was the
best thing.

Both he and Miss Erik-
sen were playmates and “'I
was never really aware
that he was different.”
Perhaps it was this singu-
lar ‘event in her life wat
caused Miss Enkse
alize that she had
vice to offer people.

When she was graduated
from Wagner College in
1965, she became a social
worker. It was this first
professional experience in
the field which several
years later got her in
touch with Barbara Blum,
MPU'’s director.

“I first started with Bar-
bara as a special assistant
on another project,” said
Miss Eriksen, “and when
that was finished we lost
contact for a while. But

+,She remembered me and

2when she was hired as
“director, she asked me if 1
was interested in being her
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deputy. I didn‘t have to
. think twice -about _accept-

"I con31der myself
luu.(v to work for some-
thing T believe in and for
someone I believe in."

Since she started last
March, Miss Eriksen has
put in an average of 12
hours a day, four hours of
which consists of evening
meetings with community
groups. “But still I don't
have enough time to do all
that must be accom-
plished.”

Yet, with all her “lack
of adequate time,” Miss
Eriksen adroitly super-
vises a staff that includes
22 professionals at Willow-
brook, 20 in Brooklyn and
at least 10 in each of the
other boroughs

“We're aIl involved in

the business of people, our
specialty being the retard-
‘ed” ‘For" the children, we
attempt to place them in
foster homes where nor-
mal activities will help
them attain growth; for
the older retarded person,
we invoive him in day pro-
grams — and this also
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She helps’ rétarded en ter~;nbrmal socuety

Y chapters. It is almed at
college freshmen who in-

{ tend to deal in hyman ser-
% vices, and discusses self-

VerY ' awareness,

goes for the kids as well — |

and sometimes we are
able to place him with
other people his own age
away from the institution-
al atmosphere.”

Miss Eriksen shares her Wf,é"ﬁ‘eﬁ’
expertise wifh students in-' ig,hﬁ}g “8bo

vtendln ‘to enter the fxeld
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working with
groups and dealing with
administrations.

As far as writing is con-
cerned, Miss Eriksen was
also called upon by HEW
to put together a pamphlet
on child abuse.

When she was asked why
she chcse the field of

| human services, there was
|a long silence, not of inde-

cision but of how to expa-
lin why anyone gets in-
volved with people.

'Finally, her blue eyes

twinkled and the finger
that had been gently sup-
porting her cheek slowly
lowered.

““I have a kpack for it,” .
she said, “and I get some- '
Thing out of it: Satisfacﬂonw

3,_'.""-the satisfactiogfthat -
lgin ,;people v% '1‘
a'ésperate ‘need gthers

who_care. It's a good job:

{and I love the work.”

Her future is filled with
the aspirations typical of a
young 20 th century
woman, though she herself
is anything but typical.

“I would like to get a
doctorate in social work.

(But I would also like to
"teach more and write

J

more,”’ . »
Miss Erlksen s gual fnr

ar,_is fo e§
erat on “fer

, ‘the ‘new kid In

t u:e‘%f.‘nllegf ison the increase.

%‘l&aclﬂng a''class on so- ! town "« Which she claims

Staten I and

She has hterally-rewnt :

ten the book on teaching

hurhan services by dis-*

carding the text-that had
been used at the school
previously and working
from her own “‘in the
field” experiences.

She must have done
something right because
Prentice-Hall asked her to
put her knowledge be-
tween the covers of a new
book that book will be pub-
lished next month.

Entitled “Human Ser-
vices Today,”’- Miss Erik-
sen lightly refers to it as 7

“her ““how to save the :
_world",

book™in 10
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* * *

The Metmpolitan Place-
ment Unit is in need of
ple who are willing to
ﬁgré their homes and
‘their lives with 4 retarded
%olg For more mfom '
n call ?75-1616 e
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