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FRONTLINE and ProPublica Examine New York Residents’ Transition From
Institution to Independence in “Right to Fail” 

Right to Fail
Tues. February 26, 2019, at 10/9c on PBS & online
pbs.org/front/right-to-fail
www.facebook.com/frontline | Twitter: @frontlinepbs
Instagram: @frontlinepbs | YouTube: youtube.com/frontline


In 2014, a federal judge ruled that New York State had violated the civil rights of people with severe mental illness by allowing them to languish in adult homes – group housing that had been plagued by allegations of abuse and neglect. 

The landmark ruling gave a class of about 4,000 adult home residents the chance to move into their own subsidized and supported apartments, have the freedom to cook in their own kitchens, administer their own medication and budget their own expenses with help from private case management agencies. 

The ruling was front-page news, but until now, there’s been little known about how the plan to move people from institutions to independence has actually worked out. 

On Tuesday, Feb. 26, FRONTLINE and ProPublica go inside New York’s supported housing program in a special investigation called Right to Fail – exploring human struggles and the complex debate behind giving people with severe mental illness the right to live independently and succeed on one’s own terms with the right support, but also the right to fail. 

Through interviews with mental health experts, caseworkers and health officials involved with the court ruling and the program, as well as people with mental illness trying to live independently, the joint investigation finds that the transition into supported housing has in many instances proven perilous, and even deadly.

Correspondent Joaquin Sapien, along with Director Tom Jennings (Being Mortal, American Terrorist) and their colleagues, spent over a year investigating how the 2014 ruling has affected formerly institutionalized people living on their own. “There had been stories already on the bad state psychiatric hospitals and bad adult homes… [but] no one’s really explored what it looks like when people leave,” says Sapien. 
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]
The transition to supported housing is overseen primarily by the Office of Mental Health – one of  the same government agencies that had been sued over the quality of care in adult homes. And while the office told FRONTLINE and ProPublica the vast majority of former adult-home residents have thrived in their new homes, they acknowledged that a percentage did not succeed in supported housing. After repeated questioning, the agency revealed that 39 residents returned to adult homes and 33 had died. 

Right to Fail closely follows the journey of one 52-year-old man in the supported housing program named Nestor Bunch. Diagnosed with schizophrenia, Bunch had spent most of his life under some form of supervision, whether in a group home or psychiatric hospital. His medical assessment noted that he was hearing voices and believed he could heal others telepathically, but based on the 2014 court settlement, none of this disqualified him from living independently. 

The film offers a window into how Bunch struggled in the supported housing program.  He became suicidal, witnessed the death of a new roommate, was hospitalized multiple times and doctors suspected he was beaten within an inch of his life – yet through it all, continued to say he wanted to live on his own.

“These are not 24-hour supervised settings, nor were they intended to be,” says David Woodlock, the CEO of one of the non-profit agencies that cared for Bunch.  

“In order for somebody to have agency, dignity, integrity, they have to be able to make a choice,” says Antonia Lasicki, a supported housing advocate who serves as the executive director of the Association for Community Living. “I tend to take the position of more freedom is better than less freedom, but there are cases where you have to wonder.”

Bunch’s story, and the stories of others profiled in Right to Fail, illustrate the extraordinary fragility of some former adult-home residents and the limits of the support they receive – exposing the risks at the heart of the supported housing program, and a system that, for many of the most vulnerable, has ultimately failed them. 

Credits
[bookmark: _GoBack]Right to Fail is a FRONTLINE Production with 2over10 Media in partnership with ProPublica. The director, producer and writer is Tom Jennings. The reporter and correspondent is Joaquin Sapien. The executive producer of FRONTLINE is Raney Aronson-Rath. 

About FRONTLINE
FRONTLINE, U.S. television’s longest running investigative documentary series, explores the issues of our times through powerful storytelling. FRONTLINE has won every major journalism and broadcasting award, including 91 Emmy Awards and 20 Peabody Awards. Visit pbs.org/frontline and follow us on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, Tumblr and Google+ to learn more. FRONTLINE is produced by WGBH Boston and is broadcast nationwide on PBS. Funding for FRONTLINE is provided through the support of PBS viewers and by the Corporation for Public Broadcasting. Major funding for FRONTLINE is provided by The John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation and the Ford Foundation. Additional funding is provided by the Abrams Foundation, the Park Foundation, the John and Helen Glessner Family Trust and the FRONTLINE Journalism Fund with major support from Jon and Jo Ann Hagler on behalf of the Jon L. Hagler Foundation.

About ProPublica
ProPublica is an independent, nonprofit newsroom that produces investigative journalism in the public interest. With a team of more than 75 dedicated journalists, ProPublica covers a range of topics, focusing on stories with the potential to spur real-world impact. Its reporting has contributed to the passage of new laws; reversals of harmful policies and practices; and accountability for leaders at local, state and national levels. Since it began publishing in 2008, ProPublica has received four Pulitzer Prizes, three Peabody Awards, two Emmy Awards and seven George Polk Awards, among others.

Press Contact: frontlinemedia@wgbh.org | 617-300-5312
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