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It is startling to see your life depicted on a television show, especially when that show is a top-rated
crime drama. This week’s episode of Law & Order, titled “Challenged,” showcased the challenges facing
millions of American families, including mine.
The plot revolved around Pete, a 47-year-old man with intellectual disabilities who had been sent
to a state institution by his parents when he was only 3. Willowbrook, the real-life New York institution
closed in 1987, was described as a “hell hole.” Now living in a community home, Pete today enjoyed
his unique group of friends, diverse caregivers and the respect of his employer.
This episode’s moral dilemma questioned parents who willingly place a child with disabilities in a
state institution. It bitterly, and quite accurately, described the immeasurable stress that disabilities
bring to a family and the lack of support they receive.
The writers, however, made one mistake. Several times the dialogue referenced, “that’s how things
were done then,” suggesting times have changed. For many families, things have hardly changed at all.
As the parents of 8-year-old identical twins with severe developmental disabilities, my wife and I
have come face to face with this moral dilemma. Our pediatrician recently told us that we should “prepare to place them somewhere” in the next couple of years. In other words, he recommended we institutionalize our children.
This happened in 2008, not 1964. While many parents make this difficult decision, it does not
come easy. As reported in The Dallas Morning News, all 11 Texas “state schools” for people with developmental disabilities are currently under investigation by the Department of Justice for alleged abuse.
Most families want to stay together. However, as shown on Law & Order, the physical, emotional
and financial strain on a family without support can be insurmountable. Community-based services
cost less than institutionalization, but Texas people with disabilities endure waiting lists for nearly a
decade before receiving help. Not surprisingly, for families who can no longer go it alone, there is no
waiting required to place their child into our DOJ-investigated institutions.
With almost 100,000 people on waiting lists, and more citizens institutionalized than in any other
state, Texas ranks among the worst five states in the nation for disability services. Collin County has
the lowest per capita funding for people with developmental disabilities in Texas. In cruel irony, Plano
was recently named the wealthiest city in the United States.
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In other words, the most prosperous city in America is at the bottom of the bottom for helping
God’s children most in need.
The lack of adequate care for people with disabilities is pervasive. Earlier this week, local news aired
video from a Dallas County school bus showing a driver choking a student with disabilities. While
most professional caregivers are compassionate, abuse is not isolated to certain areas, just as it was not
isolated to the 1960s.
Caring for people is a matter of choice. Our state lawmakers can choose to end the waiting lists,
while the federal government can choose to provide funds to upgrade education, housing and employment options. Our schools can choose to improve staff training and provide quality programs and
supports. Our churches can choose to respond to God’s word and “treat with special honor” those he
created differently.
While these choices are not cheap, the costs pale in comparison to the destruction of families who
have no choice at all.
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