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Reseda Center Offers Haven for Severely Disabled, Hope for Parents 
By Michael Luo - Times Staff Writer
Photos by Brian Vander Drug 
Tonja Rogers, 25, has been an outcast for most of her life. At 3 weeks old, her tiny body was ravaged by a rare genetic disease, herpes encephalitis, which left her severely retarded, blind and prone to violent fits. 

Her parents, Larry and Sherry Rogers, didn’t know it at the time, but Tonja’s problems would alienate her not just from the outside world, but also from facilities that traditionally care for the developmentally disabled or the blind. 

“Nobody in this world wants to care for severely retarded, totally blind, extremely active kids,” Sherry Rogers said. 

The Reseda-based Therapeutic Living Centers for the Blind, now approaching its 25th year and poised to break ground next month on a unique senior care facility, does.

It has become a haven for dozens of patients like Tonja, who have nowhere else to go. 

Of the 8,000 developmentally disabled residents of the San Fernando, Santa Clarita and Antelope valleys, about 455 are severely visually impaired, officials said.

Little Steps, Major Breakthroughs
“Little steps . . . are major breakthroughs, for us,” said Ford Neale, executive director of Therapeutic Living Centers.
Residents must overcome not only their cognitive deficits but also their inability to learn tasks simply by observing them, as those with development lags frequently do. Therapists must break down the specific task, like drinking from a glass or brushing teeth, into multiple steps, then physically guide residents through the steps until they have been conditioned to do them on their own.

The residents suffer from a range of conditions, including cerebral palsy, Down syndrome and autism. Many were so-called oxygen-tent babies, whose brains were damaged by super-oxygenated air pumped into their incubators; others were, exposed to rubella in the womb. Still others were stricken later in life, by diseases such as meningitis.

It is an extraordinarily tedious process, therapists say, but all part of the center’s daily mission. “We’re here not to make a profit but to change some lives,” Neale said. Each success lends a measure of dignity to lives that are decidedly undignified by traditional standards.

Centers for Disabled Often Lack Facilities for Blind
Parents of children with developmental disabilities typically have several options, including live-in centers run by the state and special-education schools, some of which house students. Most of these facilities, however, lack staffers trained to deal with the additional burden of visual impairment.
“You name’em, they’ve got an organization for them,” said Bernice Pearlman, one of the Reseda center’s founding parents. “You add blindness to it, and you have no place.”
Schools for the blind are similarly limited. The Foundation for the Junior Blind, in Los Angeles, is one of only a handful of such schools across the country that has even a small residential program for mentally retarded children. But once they reach the age of 21, they are forced to graduate, often to uncertain futures.

“Most of these kids are so disabled that they don't go home,” said Nancy Swanson, director of the program. “The only place they have to go is an adult facility, but it’s so difficult to find places that are sensitive to the visual impairment and the disability.” In 1975, a group of parents unwilling to pack their kids off to state institutions banded together to form Therapeutic Living Centers.

The residential and educational facility opened its doors in 1977 to its first 10 residents - all blind and with multiple disabilities. Since then, the center has expanded to house 60 patients in 11 residential homes, while maintaining a resident-to-staff ratio of 2 or 3 to 1.

Four of the center’s homes are clustered on its Lindley Avenue main campus, which features classrooms and offices for administrative and medical staff. The other homes are scattered around the San Fernando Valley. 

The waiting list varies according to the requirements of prospective residents, Neale said. Some get in immediately, while others have to wait years.

Residents’ care is paid for mostly by Medi-Cal. The center also receives funding from various state agencies, private foundations and individual donors.

In addition to homes, the center operates a day program with participants from both its residential population and other developmental homes in the area.

Tonja Rogers of Fremont went through two state hospitals and a community board-and-care facility in Northern California before arriving at the Reseda center three years ago.

“We went through a nightmare with physical abuse, sexual abuse and inappropriate programming,” said Sherry Rogers.

The Rogerses waited eight years after first hearing of Therapeutic Living Centers for a spot to open for their daughter. Still, they said, it was worth the wait.

