By MICHAEL WINERIP
GREENBURGH
€¢ W LIKE it!” said Yaniv Gorodischer.
“What a night!”
It was a big, big night at the group
home. The three residents — Mr.
Gorodischer, 29, Jason Kingsley, 32, and
Raymond Frost Jr., 28 — along with an en-
tourage that included their group home su-
pervisor, Ernest Daniels, and their parents,
were going to the Town Board meeting to
present a petition to get a sidewalk for their
busy street, Chatterton Parkway.
All three had put on neckties. “For Town
Hall I want to look decent,” Mr. Frost said.
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“Handsome and decent.” He’d practiced his
speech six times. “I'm going to say, ‘My
name is Raymond Frost Jr.” And I'll say
that we got our neighbors to sign the peti-
tion, and 28 signed and 2 didn’t want to.”

And Mr. Gorodischer said: “First off, I'll
say, ‘My name is Yaniv Gorodischer.” And I
can remember, I remember ... shoot, I for-
got.”

For that reason, Emily Kingsley, Jason’s
mother, had written a speech for them to
read. “Just in case,” she said, handing it to
her son.

“We won't need it,” he said. “We know how
to say it.”

Several weeks before, Ms. Kingsley had

For three men with
Down syndrome, an
epic journey to
petition Town Hall.

drawn up the petition and accompanied her
son and his two roommates door to door. All
three men have Down syndrome and cannot
drive, but they are striving to be as inde-
pendent as possible, and that means walking
to their jobs along this street with its steep
hill, its blind curve and cars that whiz by.
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Ms. Kingsley, 67, had stood in the drive-
ways while the three men knocked on doors,
collecting signatures. “Most people were
very nice,” she said. “When one man re-
fused, they got confused. They couldn’t un-
derstand someone would say no to them. He
was an old guy and said if he had a sidewalk
he’d have to shovel snow. They said, ‘We’ll
shovel it for you.” And he says, ‘No, you
won’t.’ And they say, ‘Yes, we will.’ ”

Since the group home opened in Septem-
ber 2002, the three have worked hard to be
good neighbors. “Tell the story how you
called me about baking a cake for your new
neighbors,” Ms. Kingsley said.
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HELPING HAND
Jason Kingsley
with his mother,
Emily, in the
group home he
shares with two
other men in

Greenburgh.



L

8 WE

MAKING THEIR CASE

At top, standing from
left, Yaniv Gorodischer,
Raymond Frost Jr. and
Jason Kingsley with Paul
J. Feiner, the Green-
burgh town supervisor.
They are seeking a side-
walk on the busy street
in front of their group
home, at right and
above. Above right, Mr.
Kingsley’s mother, Emily,
watches as the men
touch fists in a “Three
Musketeers” pledge.

FORALLTO SEE

Emily Kingsley, a “Sesa-
me Street” writer, got
Jason on the show a
dozen times so the pub-
lic could see the poten-
tial of Down syndrome
children. At age 3, he
joined Bert on the set.

Continued From Page 1

“I don’t know that story,” her son said.

“Yes, you do.”

“It’s coming back,” the son said. “We asked
to bake a cake for the new neighbors across the

street. That was nice of us, to give them a little

treat.”
“And you called me for help with the cake,”

the mother said. “And I said, ‘All three of you are

LR1

on a diet.

“Not for us,” her son said. “For the neigh-
bors.”

“Chocolate cake,” Mr. Frost said.

“We all helped,” Mr. Gorodischer said.

“Three Musketeers,” Mr. Frost said. “Now
four beautiful years living in this house.”

“Almost five beautiful years,” Mr. Kingsley
said.

“A very big environment,” Mr. Gorodischer
said.

“Because we all three guys looked out for
each other,” Mr. Frost said.

“And what is the meaning of brotherhood?”
Mr. Gorodischer said. “We can stand tall and be
united. Meaning we can win over Town Hall!”

Then someone said it was time, and the
three piled out the door and down the stairs and
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squeezed into Ms. Kingsley's sedan, heading for
Town Hall to see if they could get themselves a
sidewalk.

HEN Jason Kingsley was born, on

June 27, 1974, the doctors told Ms.

Kingsley and her husband, Charles,

to put him in an institution. “They
told me he wouldn’t be able to distinguish us
from other adults,” she recalled. “They said,
‘Never see him again, and tell your friends and
family that he died in childbirth.” They were so
sure I would institutionalize him, they gave me
pills to dry up my milk." "

Ms. Kingsley couldn’t have known it then,
but her son was born right at the great divide be-
tween the dark years, when the mentally retard-
ed were hidden away in state institutions, and
modern times, when most of those institutions
have been shuttered and the developmentally
disabled live among us, in supervised group
homes and apartment programs.

Two years before Jason’s birth, in January
1972, Geraldo Rivera had sneaked into Willow-
brook, a snake pit of an institution on Staten Is-
land that was home to 5,400 mentally retarded
people. He filmed a ward of 60 emaciated chil-
dren, many naked, some in straitjackets, sur-
rounded by walls smeared with feces and super-
vised by a single attendant. His televised exposé
led to a federal class-action lawsuit, which Gov.
Hugh L. Carey could have settled by promising
to improve Willowbrook. Instead, Mr. Carey set
off a social revolution. In a 1975 consent decree,
he pledged to move the residents out of Willow-
brook and into state-financed community hous-
ing. Decades later, Mr, Carey would say it was
the one thing he’d done as governor that he could
really hold on to.

At the time, there were 26,000 people living
in 20 state institutions for the retarded in New
York and just 1,570 in state-financed group
homes.

Today there are 32,722 developmentally dis-
abled New Yorkers in community residences,
and fewer than a thousand — the most severely
disabled — in a handful of institutions. In 1980,
New Jersey had just 471 community beds; Con-
necticut had 963. Today New Jersey has 7,173,
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Connecticut 5,313. They are paid for hv the
states, and most are run by nonprofit agencies.

In 1974, the Kingsleys started on what was
then a new parenting approach for children with
disabilities called early intervention, which to-
day has become standard practice. The infant is
exposed to high levels of stimulus and physical
therapy. Ms. Kingsley did Jason’s room in bright
colors; she made a quilt for him with every
patch a different material. “We surrounded him
with motion and music, and we’d talk and talk to
him,” she says. To “wake up his senses,” she
filled a tub with Jell-O, and plopped him in.

“I had people tell me that he wouldn’t be
able to read,” she recalled. “He started reading
at age 4. It was so exciting. Everything they said
he wouldn’t do, he was doing.”

Jason’s parents would take him to Broad-
way musicals, and he would memorize all the
songs. To this day, if Ms. Kingsley challenges her
son to adapt a show tune for his roommates, he’ll
burst into a verse of “Singing in the Raymond”
or “Some Enchanted Yaniving.”

The Kingsleys lectured at medical schools
about the untapped potential of children with
Down syndrome. “Doctors needed to see the old
stereotypes didn't apply,” she said. Ms. Kingsley
is a veteran writer for “Sesame Street” — she
has won 17 Emmys — and she pushed to have Ja-
son on the air, so the public, too, would see. Jason
appeared a dozen times, starting at 15 months
(sitting on Buffy Sainte-Marie’s lap as she sang).
At age 6 he did skits with Ernie, at 8 with Forget-
ful Jones.

Being pioneers, Ms. Kingsley and her hus-
band (who died nine years ago) had no sense
where the limits were, and it was hard when they
learned. “I thought he was so smart, I thought I
had fixed it,” she said. “But between 6 and 8 all
the typical kids caught up and passed by. Typical
kids got sophisticated and streetwise, picked up
nuances about relationships that he could not.

“Jason was great at parlor tricks, he could
count to 10 in 12 languages,” she said. But when
she put him in a youth soccer league, he too often
ran the wrong way. He mastered the mechanics
of reading but struggled with comprehension.
“He learned, but took longer than regular kids.”
Regular kids would say, “Do we have to have
him on our team?”
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k An audio slide show about the group home
and the lives the boys lead is available at !
www.nytimes.com/intheregion.

“I realized this was in fact a child with D.S.,”
she said, “and as hard as I worked, it would not
go away.”

Thanks to his mother’s background in tele-
vision, the son had opportunities most never get.
At 10 he appeared on the TV show “The Fall
Guy”,; at 19, on “Touched by an Angel.” With his
mother’s help, he and his friend Mitchell Levitz
wrote a book about Down syndrome, “Count Us
In,” published by Harcourt in 1994.

But when Mr. Kingsley was no longer young
and cuddly, things were harder, Having mingled
with the stars, he grew impatient with mundane
work. He had a job shelving videos at a library,
and came up with his own system for reorganiz-
ing the collection. “It made perfect sense to
him,” his mother says, “but nobody could find
anything.” He now delivers mail in an office
building, though he still lists his career goal as
“directing animated feature films for the Disney
corporation.” His roommate Mr. Gorodischer
works in the mailroom of a law office. Mr. Frost
is a clerk at Petco, specializing in fish and small
animals.

The Kingsleys set their son up in his own
apartment in the late 1990s, but over time, he be-
came isolated, the apartment grew messy, and
he stopped shaving and bathing regularly. “We
were too optimistic,” Ms. Kingsley said. “He
needed more structure.” The group home, which
is run by Westchester Arc, a nonprofit agency,
has counselors on duty from 4 p.m. to 8 a.m. to
provide both oversight and routine. It’s a com-
fort for the mother, who will not live forever.

S they walked into Town Hall, Mr. Goro-
discher lagged behind, and Mr. Frost
yelled, “Yaniv, move up, you're with
us.”

Inside, Channel 12 was waiting. “How long
have you been fighting for this?” the reporter
asked.

“This is our first time,” Mr. Frost said. :

“But you have petitions?” the reporter said.

‘d"We hope to win over Town Hall,” Mr. Frost
said.

They launched into a “Three Musketeers”
cheer — all for one and one for all! — that caught
Channel 12 off guard. “Hold on, we missed that,”
the reporter said. “Let’s do it again. Quiet . . . ac-
tion.”

Before the meeting, Paul J, Feiner, the town
supervisor, told the men he supported the side-
walk and credited them with forcing the Town
Board to develop a sidewalk policy, but said it
could be two years before there was any action,

They were first on the agenda, and it must
have been more nerve-racking than they had ex-
pected, because, after a few hems and haws, Mr.
Kingsley pulled out the speech his mother had
written, and each of them read a few sentences.

“You should go home tonight feeling very,
very proud,” Mr. Feiner said. “You've already
accomplished a lot, and I'll work hard to make
your dream of sidewalks a reality.” :

The whole thing took about three minutes,
and soon the entourage was back at the group
home with everyone gathered around the dining
room table eating cake. While the guests chatted
away, Mr. Frost and Mr. Kingsley slipped up-
stairs. It was getting late, and they had work in

the morning.
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