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Willowbrook workers
discover survey form
decided their futures

By BRUCE ALPERT

When Geri Powder filled ot
an employment survey last sum-
mer, she didn‘t realize her an-
swers would result in the loss of
her teaching job at the Staten
Island Developmental Center.

Ms. Powder, a West Brighton
resident, is one of 70 center em-
ployees, mostly professionals,
scheduled to be laid off today
because they didn’t express a
willingness to work in an area
where jobs turned out to be
available.

“We played Russian roulette
with our lives, only we didn’t
know it at the time,” said Ms.
Powder, a teacher at the
Willowbrook center for 5%z years.

Ms. Powder wrote on the sur-
vey form that she would accept
jobs upstate and in Westchester
and Rockland counties, But she
said she was not aware that cen-
ter employees were not given a
preference for jobs outside of
New York City. She had also
checked off Brooklyn as a possi-
ble job site, but lacked the senior-
ity to gain employment in that
borough’s developmental center.

Conversely, employees with
less experience than Ms. Powder,
but who had expressed a willing-
ness to work in places such as
Queens and the Bronx, were of-
fered jobs. .

“They just didn’t” give us
enough information,” said Donald

Desmond of St. George, a
Willowbrook teacher for 8%
years. ) ;

Ironically, the employees are
being laid off for the same reason
many of them were hired in the
first place — a 1975 consent
decree.

The decree, which settled a
suit brought on behalf of center
patients, mandated improved
care and brought higher staffing
levels to the Willowbrook
institution.

But it also ordered the state to
transfer center patients into
smaller community facilities,
where mental retardation ex-
perts believe they can more eas- *
ily reach their learning potential.
And as the patient exodus contin-
ued — Willowbrook now has
about 800 residents compared to
more than 5,000 in 1972 — there
was a need to reduce staff, state
officials said.

Many of those employees se-
lected for the first layoff contend,
however, that they could have
secured jobs at other state facili-
ties if they had been informed of
the survey’s importance.

“If they had only given us the
information, we would have filled
out the forms differently,” said
teacher Anthony Trani of Brook-
lyn, who had expressed a prefer-.
ence to work either on Staten
Island or his home borough. If he
knew that job assignments would
be based on how he filled out the
form, Trani said, he would have
indicated a willingness to work in
more locations.



