TUESDAY, JANUARY 30, 1996  Staten Jaland Aduanee

s e

ﬁi“ " "
emembering Willowbrook

o . Through good

o2

f hen Sen. Robert F. Kennedy visit-
ed Willowbrook State School in

- 1965 and described it as bordering

) dély s and bad’ on a snake pit, Norma Allison
s . s : couldn’t help but be hurt.
. a patient’s Wl She was doing the best she could
P 1/ taking care of mentally retarded adults in Build-
S Smite ing 27 on the sprawling campus. It seemed she
: . was constantly changing their diapers, feedin
made it all M . ohi

or bathing them. They couldn’t talk, so she taught
. herself to read their faces, to speak to them
worthbwbhile with gestures and her eyes. They were like chil-

dren, many
with physical
disabilities in

' addition to
LAIJRA BR[ ]I JO their retarda-

tion, but Ms.

: Allison recog-
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tor’s charac-
terization of
- Willowbrook
‘somewhat -
personally. el X Zia
She had heard i ADVANCE PHOTO B JAN SOMMA

IS)?; e caotilo(ﬂf Norma Allison worked for more than 36 years

tions in other &t Willowbrook State School and the facilities

buildings, and ., thal succeeded it R
'she knew Her AR o i PO LR e g A
ownwasover-  were open to the vast improvements that grew
crowded and out of public criticism.
understaffed,  After giving more than 36 years in direct care
but she took at Willowbrook and the facilities that succeed-
pride in her edit,55-year-old Norma Allison of West Brighton
work and she retired earlier this month and recently spoke to
" ADVANCEFILEPHOTO cared about the Advance about all that she witnessed at one
of the nation’s most notorious institutions.

She reflected not on Willowbrook’s painful

Instructors assist - .. - th% Patieélts-t-- ) : " £
Willowbrook residents ennedy stopped by around supper time on |
in play therapy in 1975. September evening in 1965. Though it was a sur- past, but on all the people she worked with and
prise inspection, “We were told he was looking who cared deeply about the clients and were ea-
for a place for his sister,” Ms. Allison said. ger to learn better ways to administer that care.

Kennedy's sister, Rosemary Kennedy, was born - She is proud to be part of Willowbrook’s legacy
- with mental retardation. of change.

But if Ms. Allison and some of her colleagues
felt wrongly accused by the negative publicity

that ensued over the following years, they also PLEASE SEE WILLOWBROOK, PAGE A 15
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Nurses assist
children with
their drawing in
this photograph
taken in the
“'baby building"
at Willowbrook
in 1965.

The landmark Willowbrook
Consent Decree of 1975, which
arose from a class action lawsuit
on behalf of 5,300 residents of the
school, laid the groundwork for
statewide reform in the care, ed-
ucation and housing of people with
developmental disabilities.

Ms. Allison recalled a new sy-
pervisor directing her and other
staff members to take clients for
a walk.

“We didn't know if they could
stand,” she said. “But we got
everyone outside, ... and lo and
behold, some of them could stand.
It was like an awakening. We
looked at the patients differently
then.”

As workers were educated to
teach the clients how to become
more self-sufficient and as more
rehabilitative and recreational
programs were instated, many
residents started to blossom, she
said. -

“It was good for the clients, it
was good for morale, it was good
for everybody,” Ms. Allison said.
' “Education, education, educa-
tion,” she said, became the hall-
marks of the Staten Island De-
velopmental Center, ‘which suc-
- “teeded ‘Willowbrook,

* In 1987, when the developmen-
tal center closed, Ms. Allison

stayed on to work in the remain-
ing small residences that houge
about 120 clients. Most former
Willowbrook residents were relo-
cated to community-based group
homes. A number of former Wil-

lowbrook buildings went on to be

refurbished and included on the

' College of Staten Island’s Willow-

brook campus that opened more
than two years ago. g

Working under Robert
Witkowsky, director of the Staten
Island Developmental Disabilities

Services Office, Ms, Allison said, -

was a pleasure. He’s efficient and
professional but never stuffy, she
said. =5 :

Ms. Allison worked in a,super-
visory capacity for most of her
tenure, but always had direct con-

-tact with residents. She worked

every shift and with a variety of
residents, retiring as a develop-
mental assistant. -

“I've ‘enjoyed working out
there,” she said. “I really loved
my job. There've been some sad
times; there’ve been some hard
times, but something would al-
ways come through. A patient
might look at you once in three
years and give you the most mar-
velous smile — that would make
it all worthwhile.”
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This, 1972 bhotograph shows profoundly retarded patients curled up on chairs at Willowbrook
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