Module 1, Activity 2
Exploration of Willowbrook State School
Introduction to activity
In 1972, Geraldo Rivera’s TV report exposed the overcrowded, unsanitary, and neglectful conditions at Willowbrook State School for children with intellectual disabilities. The shocking footage sparked widespread public outrage and prompted lawmakers to pass reforms that improved oversight and funding for residential care. Culturally, it fueled the disability rights movement by highlighting the need for community-based services and respect for the dignity of people with disabilities.
Tasks
1. Read
a. Disability Justice. (n.d.). The closing of Willowbrook. https://disabilityjustice.org/the-closing-of-willowbrook/ 
2. Watch
a. Skinner, S., & Sproutflix. (1972). Willowbrook state school: The last great disgrace [video]. Alexander Street. https://video.alexanderstreet.com/watch/willowbrook-the-last-great-disgrace (or can be found at Geraldo Rivera’s Youtube Page: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5F7CrMAwCw4) 
b. NYS Council on Developmental Disabilities. (2023, March 27). The path forward: Remembering willowbrook - full documentary [Video]. YouTube. https://youtu.be/ev80qEtp2u4?si=R4uiS6ZsMgpTQd8j

Follow-Up Options
1. Discussion
a. How did the institution justify the treatment and living conditions of residents? What does this reveal about societal attitudes toward disability at the time?
b. What role did media coverage play in shaping public perception and policy?
c. What parallels can you draw between the treatment of residents at Willowbrook and broader patterns of segregation or control of marginalized groups?
2. Paper
a. How should society balance the need for care and support with the right to live independently and with dignity?
b. Do you think something like Willowbrook could happen again today? Why or why not? 

