Scrutiny of Denton State School opens debate about care
Some say scrutiny a sign that advocates are being heard 
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AUSTIN – A U.S. Justice Department investigation of the Denton State School – the second federal inquiry in two years into a Texas facility for people with disabilities – is reigniting the fierce debate over how the state cares for its most vulnerable residents. 
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Maria and Roberto Lopez's son Manuel died at the Denton State School in January. 

Word of the inquiry has given advocates for the mentally disabled new ground to call for the closure of Texas' 13 institutions. And it raises serious questions about how well the state reacted to a scathing 2006 Justice Department report on the Lubbock State School, those advocates and some state officials say. 

"For the Department of Justice to now take on another state school tells me they recognize the problem the advocacy community has been talking about for years," said Richard Garnett, executive director of The Arc of Greater Tarrant County. "They could probably go into any state school in Texas and find the same kind of issues." 

Officials with Texas' Department of Aging and Disability Services say they've gone to great lengths to improve conditions at all their institutions since the Lubbock review, which revealed shoddy health care, mistreatment, and more than 17 deaths in an 18-month period. In other states, federal inspectors have moved from one state facility to another, they said, so the Denton investigation is not surprising. 
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Pictures and memorials are all Maria and Roberto Lopez have left of their son. 

"When there's a drumbeat from groups in the state that say all institutions are bad, the Department of Justice is going to keep checking on what's going on," said Rep. Larry Phillips, the Sherman Republican who chairs a committee studying the state schools. "I'm in no way criticizing the department for doing its job. But if their culture is about leaning toward deinstitutionalization, then that's the approach they're going to take." 

Justice Department officials declined to comment on an open investigation. 

Advocates for the disabled have been clamoring for years about mistreatment inside Texas' state schools, the large institutions for the disabled that have been mostly phased out across the country. A Dallas Morning News investigation last year found hundreds of cases of confirmed abuse and horrific conditions at some of the worst facilities. 

But many opponents of institutionalized care say Denton – which is the largest in the state, with more than 600 beds – has had more than its fair share. 

As early as 1986, The News reported on a woman who died at the Denton State School after choking on dozens of cigarette butts she found in a trash can. Staff members failed to call 911 and argued over who had to give her CPR. Other reports documented Denton employees waiting five days before telling a mother that her daughter had been raped and failing to notice a patient who died after ingesting plastic checkers. 

The case that probably drew the Justice Department to Denton involves Hasib Chishty, a young man who was beaten into a coma in 2002 by an employee in the throes of a drug-induced rage. Mr. Chishty, 34, now uses a wheelchair and must be fed through a tube. The same year he was attacked, the Denton State School received its best state audit in 17 years, news reports show. 

Farhat Chishty, Mr. Chishty's mother, said over the last year she has had several meetings with federal investigators about her son's case. Because Mr. Chishty is still living in the Denton State School – the result of major complications coordinating his in-home care – his mother says she's become the eyes and ears on the ground. 

Mrs. Chishty said her research on the Denton State School has turned up 10 unexplained deaths and close to 60 unexplained injuries in the last six months alone. In one case, a resident was swiped by an employee's car, she said. In another, she said, a client was restrained in a wheelchair and left overnight in a bathroom. 

"I don't know if I'll ever be able to move my son out in my lifetime," Mrs. Chishty said. 

State school officials say the services their facilities provide are vital to Texans with disabilities, and that they are constantly making improvements. Since the Lubbock investigation, they say, they have changed superintendents at eight state schools and are hiring more than 1,600 new employees. That's in addition to overhauling management and programming at the Lubbock State School. 

"Our improvements to the state schools are ongoing and systemwide," spokeswoman Laura Albrecht said. "That's something we continuously do." 

DENTON STATE SCHOOL 

Population: 650 people with developmental disabilities live in a combination of apartments and homes. Many are medically fragile, and more than half require wheelchairs for mobility. 

Facility: The 200-acre campus has a central kitchen, 30-bed infirmary, café, cemetery, workshop, chapel, beauty shop, dental clinic and swimming pool. 

Staff: With 1,500 employees, the Denton State School provides round-the-clock care. 

History: The facility opened its doors in 1960, and within a year, had 1,700 residents. 

Budget: The Denton State School costs the state more than $44 million a year to operate. 

Where it fits: The Denton State School is the largest of 13 state campuses for people with disabilities. The total population at these facilities is nearly 5,000. 
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