


OKLAHOMA SHAME / A GNS reprint / November, 1982

An index to

Oklahoma Shame
appears on
Page 71...

IO AR AT

- About this
~ Gannett
News Service
..special
report. ..




By CARLTON SHERWOOD
and JOHN HANCHETTE
Gannett News Service
Copyright 1982, Gennett New Servica

OKLAHOMA CITY — Children in Oklahoma's
state-run institutions fight a daily battle for survival
and dignity against conditions that one of the state’s
own psychiatrists calls “Hitlerian,” a Gannett News
Service investigation has found.

The five-month GNS examination revealed that
youths in state training schools and institutions,
whether orpbaned, delinquent or simply icall
deprived, all seem to face the same
dog struggle. .

Oklahoma Is one of the very few states that still
insist on housing most “wayward” and ‘deprived”
children in large, monolithic, strictly-secured institu-
tions on remote campuses. Literally hundreds of the
state’s own fidential d btained by GNS
reveal Kom.h supervision so macabre that it would
make Charles Dickens wince.

According to these documents, and court affidavits
connected with a four-year lawsuit by a trio of civil
liberties groups, scores of children have been victims
of brutal attacks, sexual assauits, or punitive, ramrod
discikline by state employees that medical experts
call “appalling and “barbaric.”

In coming days, GNS will detail how, with the
knowledge of high state officials, Oklahoma’s institu-

d
ngerous under-

ild abuses
. hidden by cover-up

tionalized children have been: -

o Hogtied with handcuffs, belly chains and leg
irons for extended periods, sometimes belng sus-
pended from the floor, shackled to toilets, drainpipes,
:Il:akds and beds, and kicked or beaten while so con-

o Hospitalized with serious injuries, including bro-
ken bones, as a result of attacks by adult attendants.

@ Coerced into performing homosexual acts with

state employees,

. Recrufted to joina prostitution ring.

® Provided wil ill;ifal drugs by supervisors.

¢ Thrown into squalid, 5-by-8-foot solitary confine-
ment cells for weeks at a tlme.

® Victimized by incredibly lax state hiring prac-
tices that placed convicted felons and chronic sexual
ofle&tiem n positions of authority aver vulnerable
youtha,

® Strip-searched and prevented from sending or .

receiving uncensored mail or communicating with
outside parties, including attorneys.

The articles will show that several children are
missing from state-run homes,and will portray the
constant success bf the state's czar-like welfare
director, Lloyd E. Rader, 75, in resisting executive
and legislative controls, the latest an attempt only
last month by Oklahoma’s governor to establish some
mea:llngtul oversight over the 45-year-old depart-
ment.

nZe

They will further show how a cadre of idealistic
lawyers from the American Civil Liberties Union and
other human rights projects took Rader into federal
court only to be outmaneuvered, delayed, lied to and
hornswaggled at every turn, until their class-action
lawsuit lved last month into a mishmash of
couﬁromhe and proposed settlement.

e Flant de; ent — Oklahoma's largest
agency with a $1.2 billion annual budget — operates
three training schools, two children's homes, emer-
genc{ shelters and a diagnostic center through which
about 4,000 children pass each year. The confidential
state files, covering a six-year period from 1978
through 1981, represent only a few of the thousands of
abuse cases that Rader's own men have investigated,
often confirmed, and fought to keep secret from the
public, press and state legislature.

Other records demonstrate how this statewide
system of violence and exploitation is protected by a
handful of influential Oklahoma officials.

Rader himself {s at the top of the power structure.
A craggy, silver-haired, down-home tough talker,
Rader Is known for his controlled but formidable
temper and unwillingness to countenance criticism
from anyone, whether governor, senator or underling.

Rader is the longtime director of the sprawling
Department of Human Services,which under the state
constitution operates independently of the legislature
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and the executive branch of government. The depart-
ment is at once his personal fiefdom and all-con-
suming interest.

For nearly four decades, Rader has maintained a
vise-like control over the massive agency and its
more than 14,000 jobs — the state’s largest work
force — successfully deflecting numerous attempts
by state and federal officials to unseat him and
dismantle his bureaucracy.

Oklahoma’s most prodigious employer and the
undisputed architect of the state's vast patronage
system, Rader is frequently referred to as the “Sooner
Huey Long.”

His private “legislative control” records — kept
in black loose-leaf binders in his inner sanctum —
show, for example, that during the last several
months along more than a hundred state legislators
and one state supreme court judge have solicited him
for personal favors,.usually jobs. Rader puts jt all
down in his log.

Rader, who also controls the Oklahoma Children's
Hospital, routinely fields private requests from elect-
ed officials to give special consideration to certain
peog‘le seeking to adopt illegitimate children.

oremost among the prominent politicians who
call on the welfare director for patronage favors —
including adoption requests — is David L. Boren,
Oklahoma's senior U.S. senator and former governor.

Correspondence files show that Boren attempted
to use his senatorial influence to prevent the continua-
tion of the civil liberties lawsuit. When the Justice
Department refused to confirm several misconduct
charges Boren had pushed against the civil liberties
lawyers who were pressing the suit, the senator
attempted — with al success — to suspend fed+

eral funding of the organizations sponsoring it.
Politic: tronage in Oklahoma is so pervasive
that Rader himself reninded a legistative committee

that was badgering him three years ago that three out
of every four jobs in his department are filled on the
baislls of political references approved by Rader him-
sel

This system of employment, devoid of screening
and background checks in many cases, has enabled
some unqualified and ibly dangerous nnel to
occupy sensitive positions in juvenile facilities. Adju-
dicated sex-offenders, hard-core felons, alcoholics and
& former mental patient have been hired and in some
cases continue to work as state 'youth guidance
specialists.” The hiring practices have led to the
employment of medical and legal personnel unli-
censed for general practice in Oklahoma but per-
mitted to work in institutions.

In one case, personnel files show, welfare officials
investigating reports that. a youth supervisor had
sexually assaulted two pre-teen girls discovered that
the employee had “no less than 30 prior felony
convictions” and was twice commluecr to mental
institutions.

Such persons sometimes turn pp in particularly
sensitive positions. The security thief at one non-
delinquent institution had a Celifornia arrest record
for robbery, assault and sexual felony. His criminal
background was discovered when he “showed signifi-
cant signs of deception” on a golygraph test concern-
ing his involvement in a child drug and prostitution
ring at the state school. Such tests are used as an
investigative tool by the state.

The security chief was still on the job last week,
despite Rader’s admission to GNS that he is aware of
the man's history and the polygraph results.

State statutes- require that all instances of child
abuse, even minor cases, be reported to local district
attorneys. However, state records indicate that only a
handful of confirmed abuse cases are referred to local
law enforcement officials,

Documents from the Department of Human Serv-
ices show that in most cases adult supervisors proven
to have abused children are either allowed to keep
their jobs, are transferred to a similar job at another
institution or - if the case is serious enough — re-
sign on their own. Occasionally, errant employees are
promoted.

Contidential investigatory files quote state em-
ployees as saying that in October 1979 the superinten-
dent of the Helena training school kicked a 18-year-
old boy in the face while the youth was lying on the
ground, handcuffed and shackled in a hogtied position,
hands and feet behind him.

The superintendent remained on the job for nearly
a year, During that time, state files show, he was
involved in other child-abuse incidents and, according

to testimony of state employees, squgittjto.retaliatqiy questioned by welfare investigators:

‘Children are locked in their cells for approximately 23% hours a day,’ according to a court
declaration made by Dr. Robert F. Baxter, director of child psychiatry at the University of Texas.

against those who had confirmed the earlier kicking
incident.

I made a lot of people mad because I made them
go to work,” Tom Norwood, the former superinten-
dent, told GNS. “That's why they testified against me,
because I had tried to relieve them of duty. That
place (Helena) was such a general mess when I got
there, there were 35 hog carcasses and two cows that
had been on the grounds for months. Nobody was
doing anything."”

Norwood told GNS that he had authorized the
hogtying of the youth referred to In the kicking
incident, but that he merely “touched him in the head
with my foot” to keep the writhing teen-ager from
“hitting his head against the desk” — a description
disputed by some eyewitnesses. He was eventually
transferred to the Paul's Valley State School for
mentally retarded children, where he is employed
today — as the senior staff psychologist.

When Legal Aid of Western Oklahoma and two
other civil liberties groups focused attention on the
state juvenile system with a class-action lawsuit in
federal court, the plaintiffs complained not only of
specific abuse, but of a general pattern of neglect of
progressive treatment and care.

iminal justice consultants apd medical experts
have testified that the human services d=partment’s
institutions are “psychotic breeding grounds,” and
that the treatment accorded chlldren is responsible
for the high recidivism rate,

Lynn Sagerser, a veteran social worker at the
Boley Training School,' put it more succinctly when

‘‘Students assigned at Boley would leave the insti-
tution with little knowledge other than training in
unnatural sex and other undesirable activities.”

Several of Oklahoma's larger state facilities were
built 50 to 75 years ago,when they served as sexually
and racially segregated reform schools.

A state report commissioned by Rader himself
concluded in 1980 that the state’s “child-care institu-
tions are collectively old, malplaced and insufficiently
staffed.”

The study, d d by an independent Oklah
City Iting firm, luded that three of the
largest and most notorious institutions — Helena,
Boley and Whitaker — had “outlived their useful-
ness” and should “cease child-care operations.”

The same report made two more discoveries:

o Despite popular perception to the contrary, onl
7.49 percent of the students in Oklahoma you
institutions entered as juvenile delinquents.

® No state or court records existed to explain how
or why more than half of the children being detained
i’ state homes and training schools were placed there.
The report, which was delivered to Rader but never
publicized, found that Oklahoma officials could not
determine why 51 sercent of the state’s juvenile
inmate population had been institutionaiized.

Rader’s own reporuni system, however, was more

ful. It resulted In cabi after cabinet of
quietly filed reports on child abuse in his homes and
schools — chils choked with their own jeans, strip-
searched a; t their will, and threatened with a
dentist's through the gums.
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OKLAHOMA CITY — Oklahoma’s juvenile care
system s operated by a department that’s gone by
three official names in the last three decades:

The Public Welfare Department, the Department
of Institutions, Social and Rehabilitative Services
("“Dizriz,” as employees kept pr ing the initials),
and the Department of Human Services.

Oklahomans still keep calling it the Welfare De-
partment.

The  understandable confusion that results is
heightened by the welter of programs and services
falling under this huge umbrella agency, and by the
question of who runs it, and how.

The department was_established in 1938 under an

d to the Oklah constitution, which also

set up a nine-man commission to run t- The commis-

sion has the sole constitutional power to appoint the

department's executive director — making him a

very powerful man in the state, since he's free of the

governor and legislature from a job-holding stand-
point.

Lloyd E. Rader has held that job since 1951, and
everyone in the state capital knows his longevity is
due to a clear fact of political life here: He tells the
commission what to do, not vice versa.

As the problems of modern society multiplied, so
did the programs and social headaches that the
governor and legislature placed under Rader’s
mantle. Because he proved one of the strongest, most
autocratic administrators in the history of 20th cen-
tury state governments, Rader soon found his depart-
ment in charge of the needy, the aged, the
handicapped, the depend the sick, the deprived,
and children.

So Rader today, at the age of 75, not only person-
aily administers cash assistance grants, but 30 other
programs that include 19 institutions. Attempts by the
legislature in recent years to dismantle and decentra-
lize this behemoth bureaucracy have failed, largely
due to Rader’s astute political sense and the fear by
some lawmakers that no one else will take on that
much work.

The Oklah j ile syst
cludes:

Three schools for'the mentaily retarded, at Enid,
Hissom, and Pauls Valley, The Oklahoma School for
the Blind at Muskogee; The Oklahoma School for the
Deaf in Sulphur; emergency shelters in Tulsa and
Oklah City for abandoned and neglected children;
a camp at Lake Tenkiller; an intake genter calledsthe

under Rader in-

" Besides confusion res
frequent departmental name changes, the
adminstrative offices to run all these
institutions on a daily management level
fall under an alphabet soup of

divisions. Even state employees asked to
explain the system confess confusion
because Rader keeps changing the order
of drill and the organizational chart.

erew NET N 4 gt

uiting from the
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LE. Rader Diagnostic, Evaluation, and Treatment
Center at Sand Springs, two residential children’s
homes,- the Oklahoma Children’s Center at Taft and
the Whitaker Children's Home at Pryor; three training
schools, the Boley State School for Boys, the Helena

“State School for Boys, and the Central Oklahoma
Juvenile Treatment Center at Tecumseb; and commu-
nity youth homes in Lawton, Tulsa and Oklahoma City
that are operated by the Court Related and Commu-
nity Services office.

Racid PR 141

|{ g from the frequent
departmental name changes, the administrative of-
fices to run all these institutions on a daily

Rader says the necessity -of mixing delinquents in

with merely deprived children is his biggest headache. -

I don't know what to do with all these hard-core
children committed to us,” he told GNS. “It just
breaks my heart to see these-little kids certified
adults. T know when you do that you're sending them
down there to be punks or convicts.”

One reason Rader’s agency is so gh-‘erome is the
broad definition given to delinquents in Okla} —

"a child who violates any federal, state, or municipal
ordinance.”

PRt

traffic laws and ordinances if the

ment level fall under an alphabet soup of divisions.

Even veteran state employees asked to explain the
system confess confusion because Rader keeps chang-
ing the order of dril) and the organization chart.

Rader does this by executive fiat and command
decision. During one day-long interview with Gannett
News Service reporters Jast week, Rader wiped out an
entire level of middle management, restored it, and
wiped it out again in reaction to questions indicating

istakes and mi g t at one children’s facili-
ty or another.

"'As of today,” he would tell an employee, “you'll
be reporting directly to me.”

Rader told GNS he was insistent on restoring his
personal command of intimate details of the running
of the homes and schools because the abuses listed in
a recent federal court lawsuit only started when he
decentralized his own authority.: He will restore
longtime aide Dr. Ted Baumberger as his right-hand
man, he said.

“We're going to get this back under Ted Baum-
berger's and my control,” Rader told GNS, “just like
it used to be. That is not pointing a finger at anybody.

"“If we've got anything to clean up, we'll clean it
up. I may be a little egotistical in telling you I can
clean it up, but I will.”

By frequently shifting divisional supervisors
around without warning, Rader keeps everyone under
him — all 14,000 department employees — on the
very tips of their toes.

Rader, under the constitution, is the personal legal
guardian of the children under his department’s care,
and this knowledge is sometimes exercised to keep a
strong grip on the underlings who would change
Oklahoma's status as one of the few states that still
puts non-delinquents in state institutions.

The department statisticians say about 48 percent
of the children in the homes and schools have been
adjudicated delln?uent, but this is widely disbelieved,
and Rader himself admitted to GNS that it's more like
20 percent. B R R A NI

violation is “habitual,” a term loosely defined to mean
twice under Oklahoma law.

Further, the term "In Need of Supervision” — the
reason about 200 children were in the homes last year
at any one time — Is deltheId under the law as any

child “who has repeatedly T ble and
Jawful directions of his parent.”
Truancy — from home or school — is another

thing that can land you In a school or home run by the
state. If you are “voluntarily absent from home
without consent of a parent” then, bingo, you're
eligible. School truancy is defined as four days absent
without an excuse within a four-week period, or 15
such days in a semester.

The state says about 11,000 children passed
through all intake processes last year, and that about
4,200 of these ended up going through the training
schools, homes or the diagnostic center. At any one
time, enrollment in that system is probably between
800 and 1,100, with some of those on leave,

The civil liberties lawyers who pressed the reform

laimed that an itably large ber of
children are allowed to “age out” In the system,
meaning they stay In the schools or homes until
reaching adult status. Most human services officials,
however, say the average stay is much shorter —
estimates range from two months to about a year,
Many of these children, of course, are repeaters, and
no one here seems to have a handle on just how many
come back, or how often,

One big cnmﬁllfinl of the suing civil liberties
groups is that a child can enter the Oklahoma system
as merely deprived or in need of supervision, and soon
find himself adjudicated a juvenile delinquent for
golng AWOL or getting into other trouble, which pops

* up with ample opportunity in the schools.

Oklahoma, essentially, has set up a juvenile sys-
tem with more service groups and program units and
spiffy brick-and-mortar facilities in place than many
larger states. But management J;rncUc harking back
to'an earlier era have attracted serious criticism and
an'ymeertain Yutupes. werS oo Lol
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