EQUIP FOR EQUALITY
Summary of FFY 2025 Priorities - Year Three of the Three-Year Priorities and Plan 

I. Background on Major Federal Protection and Advocacy Programs

A. Protection and Advocacy for Developmental Disabilities (PADD)
Equip for Equality (EFE) receives funding from the Administration on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services under the Protection and Advocacy for Developmental Disabilities (PADD) Act to provide protection and advocacy services to individuals with a developmental disability as defined by federal law.

B. Protection and Advocacy for Individuals with Mental Illness (PAIMI) 
EFE receives funding from the Center for Mental Health Services of the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, for providing protection and advocacy services to individuals with a significant mental illness or emotional impairment under the Protection of Individuals with Mental Illness (PAIMI) Act. Eligibility for this program was expanded to include anyone with a serious mental impairment without regard to residential setting.  However, pursuant to Congressional mandate, EFE gives priority to individuals at risk for abuse due to seclusion, restraint, and any related serious injuries or fatalities, neglect, or civil rights violations, while residing in public and private care and treatment facilities.

C. Protection and Advocacy for Individual Rights (PAIR) 
EFE receives funding from the Rehabilitation Services Administration of the U.S. Department of Education under the Protection and Advocacy of Individual Rights (PAIR) Act to provide protection and advocacy services to all individuals with disabilities, including age-related disabilities, as defined by the Americans with Disabilities Act, except for those eligible for PADD or PAIMI.

D. Protection and Advocacy for Beneficiaries of Social Security (PABSS) 
EFE receives funding from the Social Security Administration to provide protection and advocacy services to beneficiaries of Social Security (PABSS) with disabilities to help remove barriers to employment.  

E. Protection and Advocacy for Assistive Technology (PAAT)
EFE receives funding from the Administration for Community Living in the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services to provide protection and advocacy for assistive technology (PAAT) services to people with disabilities who have assistive technology needs.  

F. Protection and Advocacy for People with Traumatic Brain Injuries (PATBI) 
EFE receives funding from the Administration on Community Living of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services to provide protection and advocacy services to people with traumatic brain injuries (PATBI).  The purpose of the PATBI program is to ensure that people with TBI, who have historically been underserved by the P&A system, have sufficient advocacy and educational services dedicated to them.  

G. Protection and Advocacy for Voting Access (PAVA)
EFE receives funding from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services to provide protection and advocacy services for voting access (PAVA) to ensure full participation in the electoral process for people with disabilities, including registering to vote, casting a vote and accessing polling places.  

H. Protection and Advocacy for Beneficiaries with Representative Payees (PABRP)
EFE receives funding from the Social Security Administration to strengthen oversight and protections for beneficiaries by monitoring and reviews of representative payees to address issues of performance and suitability and ensure proper handling of funds.

[bookmark: _Hlk138925906]I. Client Assistance Program (CAP)
EFE receives funding from the Rehabilitation Services Administration of the U.S. Department of Education to provide advice and legal assistance to individuals applying for or receiving services under the Rehabilitation Act, including vocational rehabilitation services from the Division of Rehabilitation Services (DRS) and independent living services from the Centers for Independent Living (CILs).  

II. Case Selection Priorities and Special Initiatives
EFE seeks to use its limited resources to assist individuals with disabilities who have legal issues related to their disabilities, while also remedying systemic problems through special initiatives.  

A. Personal Safety, Basic Health, and Fundamental Liberty 

1.  Case Selection Priorities in Any Setting (PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PATBI, PABSS and Illinois Access to Justice (ILA2J)):

· Protect individuals’ fundamental right to be free from abuse, neglect and exploitation in institutions and community settings.
· Institutional Settings:  case selection will focus on improper restriction of rights of individuals, including the right to receive uncensored communication; to have visitors; to access their records; to be free from unnecessary restraint, seclusion, or medication; to receive medical care; to have freedom from abuse or neglect, and to have access to grievance processes in State operated mental health facilities. 
· In most cases, assistance will be limited to self-advocacy assistance on individual rights or referrals on available complaint options.  
· In select cases, limited advocacy or negotiation will be provided with the institution or an oversight state or federal agency because of the severity of the underlying issue or rights violation; the size of the provider, or the likelihood that the advocacy would result in the change of policy or practice.
· Litigation in state or federal court will be limited to egregious violations of rights that have broad systemic implications. 

· Community Settings: case selection will focus on improper restriction of rights of individuals, including the right to receive uncensored communication; to have visitors; to access their records; to receive medical care; to have time in the community; to choose activities; to have freedom from abuse or neglect, and to have access to grievance processes.
· In most cases, assistance will be limited to self-advocacy assistance on individual rights or referrals on available complaint options. 
· In select cases, limited advocacy, negotiation, or representation in orders of protection, no contact orders and other civil actions may be provided to prevent abuse, neglect and exploitation of individuals with disabilities who are targeted because of their disabilities. 

· Protect individuals from improper discharge, service termination, or denials in institutions and community settings that present a risk of harm or institutionalization.

· Community Integrated Living Arrangements (CILAs): 
· In many cases, assistance will be limited to self-advocacy assistance on individual rights or referrals on available complaint or appeal options. 
· In select cases, limited advocacy and negotiation will be provided when the action results from a systemic problem and informal efforts have been ineffective.
· Representation will be considered in administrative hearings in the Illinois Department of Healthcare and Family Services (HFS) when the discharge is based on a new need that the individual developed (i.e. wheelchair, insulin), or the discharge presents a risk of harm or institutionalization.  

· Community Mental Health Service Providers: Information and Referral will be provided directing to the provider’s internal grievance process and other complaint/appeal avenues.

· Nursing Facilities, ICF/DDs, MC/DDs, and Specialized Mental Health Rehabilitation Facilities (SMHRFs)
· Representation will only be considered in discharge hearings in the Illinois Department of Public Health (IDPH) when an individual is a Colbert, Ligas, or Williams class member and an improper discharge presents risk of losing class member rights or continued institutionalization. 
· Regarding all other requests, a referral to the long-term care ombudsman will be provided.

· Supportive and Assisted Living Facilities: Representation will not be considered. A referral to the long-term care ombudsman will be provided.

2. Special Initiatives:

a.  Virtual and on-site monitoring in State-Operated Developmental Centers (SODCs) from which individuals are transitioning under Illinois’ rebalancing initiative and monitoring in community residential settings into which the individuals have transitioned. (Funding primarily from Illinois Department of Human Services and additional funding from PADD) 

Goal: Engage in virtual and on-site monitoring in SODCs to help ensure that individuals are protected and supported during the transition process, by developing an appropriate transition plan and process that results in timely transitions, promptly addressing any issues delaying or preventing transition, follow-up monitoring in the community setting and critically examining challenges and barriers to a successful transition. 

b. Virtual and on-site monitoring in troubled public and private settings that serve people with developmental disabilities to ensure that individuals are receiving appropriate services in a safe setting. (Funding primarily from the Illinois Department of Human Services and additional funding from PADD)

Goal: Engage in virtual and on-site monitoring in troubled public and private settings that serve individuals with developmental disabilities to ensure that individuals are protected and receiving appropriate services by working with the State and relevant stakeholders to address areas of concern. 

[bookmark: _Hlk114458393]c. Examine the use of forced and emergency medications, restraint and seclusion and the system to oversee the use of such measures at State operated mental health hospitals. (Funding from PAIMI)

[bookmark: _Hlk114458412]Goal: At select facilities, EFE will examine the extent to which forced and emergency medications are used and the effectiveness of measures to ensure that the rights of individuals are protected, including compliance with the limited circumstances under which such interventions may be used. EFE will work with hospital administration, hospital staff and people receiving services, and conduct onsite record reviews, including review of rights restrictions, to address systemic violations of fundamental rights.

[bookmark: _Hlk114458440]d. Monitoring in settings where people with mental illness reside to identify and address systemic issues and violations of fundamental rights. (Funding from PAIMI)

[bookmark: _Hlk114458458]Goal: EFE will conduct on-site monitoring in select settings where people with mental illness reside, including public and private hospitals and residential treatment facilities to identify and address systemic issues including the misuse of restraint and seclusion, quality of care and treatment, and deaths resulting from neglect and/or restraint. 

e. Review of Representative Payees regarding performance and suitability issues. (Funding from the Social Security Administration)

Goal: EFE will conduct reviews of representative payees that the Social Security Administration has selected for periodic, predictive or quick response reviews, and other representative payees that the P&A has determined warrant review due to reports of concern about performance or suitability issues. EFE will also conduct educational visits to representative payees at the Social Security Administration’s request, and will engage in outreach activities with stakeholders.

f. Nursing Facility Safety Initiative (Funding from PAIR)

Goal: EFE will litigate class action lawsuit (Doe v. Alden) alleging systemic neglect arising from understaffing at six skilled nursing facilities. 

	
B. Community Integration

1. Case Selection Priorities (Funding from PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PABSS, Access to Justice, PATBI and PAAT):  

· Individuals with disabilities will live or maintain living in the most integrated setting.
· Community Based Settings:
· In most cases, assistance will be limited to referrals or self-advocacy assistance on individual rights and access to services.
· In select cases, limited advocacy, negotiation, and representation will be provided when the issue involves a systemic problem and informal efforts have been ineffective.
· Developmental Disability Institutions:
· In most cases, assistance will be limited to referrals, self-advocacy assistance on process for moving into a less restrictive setting, options for where to file complaints, and other individual rights.
· In select cases, limited advocacy, negotiation, and representation will be provided when the issue involves a systemic problem and/or informal efforts have been ineffective.

· Improper Discharge Planning from: 
· State operated mental health: Cases will be considered for self-advocacy, limited advocacy, or negotiation where improper discharge planning prevents a person from moving to the least restrictive environment.
· Private psychiatric hospitals and nursing facilities outside of Cook County: In most cases, assistance will be limited to information or referrals and self-advocacy assistance.

· Eligibility for State Developmental Disability Services: Cases denying access to state developmental disability services will be considered for self-advocacy assistance. EFE will develop a plan to address systemic issues identified from individual advocacy.

· Home Services and Home Modifications: 
· Eligibility Denials: The extent of EFE’s legal involvement in administrative appeals of eligibility denials depends on EFE’s resources, and the facts and strength of a particular case. 
· Service Termination or Reduction: In most cases, EFE will provide referrals to the home care ombudsman to assist with appeals of service termination or reductions. EFE may consider providing legal assistance if the home care ombudsman is unable to assist and based on EFE’s resources, and the facts and strength of a particular case. 

· Access to Funding of Assistive Technology (PAAT): Access to funding of assistive technology equipment and related services through Medicaid, Division of Rehabilitation Services, Medicare, and PASS administered by SSA or other funding sources.
· EFE may consider whether to provide assistance, and at what level, to individuals seeking funding for assistive technology, including by providing representation in administrative appeals or litigation regarding insurance coverage or funding denials. 
· EFE does not provide legal assistance regarding coverage denials under private insurance. EFE may provide referrals to outside entities including the Illinois Attorney General Health Care Bureau, the Illinois Department of Insurance, or private counsel.
2. Special Initiatives

a. Implementation in Illinois of U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead Community Integration Mandate for People with Mental Illness (Funding from PAIMI) 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK9]Goal: EFE will advocate for Illinois to comply with the U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead community integration mandate for people with mental illness living in Institutions for Mental Disease (IMDs) through effective implementation of the consent decree in Williams v. Pritzker.

b. Implementation in Illinois of U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead Community Integration Mandate for People with Developmental Disabilities (Funding from PADD) 

Goal: EFE will advocate for Illinois to comply with the U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead community integration mandate for people with developmental disabilities living in private institutional settings and those at risk of institutionalization through effective implementation of the consent decree in Ligas v. Eagleson.

c. Implementation in Illinois of U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead Community Integration Mandate for People living in Traditional Nursing Homes (Funding from PAIMI)

Goal: EFE will advocate for Illinois to comply with the U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead community integration mandate for people with mental illness and other disabilities living in traditional nursing homes through effective implementation of the consent decree in Colbert v. Pritzker.

d. Securing Services to Prevent People with Disabilities Living in the Community from Being Institutionalized (Funding from PAAT, PADD, PAIR, PAIMI, PATBI)

Goal: EFE, in collaboration with other Illinois legal aid and disability rights organizations, will advocate through individual cases and systemic and policy advocacy to ensure that people with disabilities living in the community receive the services they need to remain living in the community. This priority includes advocacy efforts related to eligibility for services, and reductions of home and community-based services.


e. Advocate for the state’s compliance with federal HCBS regulations, including Settings Rule and State Plan (Funding from PADD)

Goal: EFE will advocate for the State’s compliance with federal HCBS regulations through investigations, monitoring, reviewing, and commenting on State policies and regulations, and submitting individual and systemic complaints. 

f. Implementation in Illinois of U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead Community Integration Mandate for People living in Medically Complex Facilities for Individuals with Developmental Disabilities (MCDD) (Funding from PADD) 

Goal: EFE will advocate for Illinois to comply with the U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead community integration mandate for people with developmental disabilities living in MCDDs or at risk of institutionalization in those facilities.

g. Implementation in Illinois of U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead Community Integration Mandate for People living in State Operated Developmental Centers (SODC) (Funding from PADD) 
 
Goal: EFE will advocate for Illinois to comply with the U.S. Supreme Court’s Olmstead community integration mandate for people with developmental disabilities living in SODCs or at risk of institutionalization in those facilities.

C. Anti-Discrimination

1. Case Selection Priorities
a) Employment Discrimination (PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PABSS, PATBI, PAAT, CAP, the Lawyers Trust Fund of Illinois, IEJF, and ILA2J)
· Employment Rights Helpline Assistance: Assistance generally will be limited to self-advocacy assistance or limited advocacy assistance (e.g. writing letters requesting a reasonable accommodation), or negotiation (e.g. sending a demand letter without filing litigation.) Assistance from the Helpline includes developing and distributing fact sheets that provide disability-related employment strategies (e.g. requesting and obtaining reasonable accommodations, navigating the DRS process and documenting discrimination.) Addressing employment barriers for Social Security recipients and DRS customers will be a priority.
· Litigation: In select cases, representation will be provided in administrative proceedings (including mediations within administrative proceedings), or state or federal court because of the importance of the underlying legal issue, the prominence of the employer, or the likelihood that representation would result in the change of a discriminatory policy. (Examples of important legal issues include: job coaching, remote work, service animals and assistive technology as reasonable accommodations, discriminatory hiring requirements, including pre-employment assessments and blanket qualification standards, and cases presenting intersectionality between disability and another protected class.)
· Employment matters regarding unemployment insurance, pension retirement benefits, health insurance, short-term disability, long-term disability, worker's compensation, and overpayments to Social Security recipients not related to barriers to employment are not within EFE's priorities.  Information and referral will be provided to callers on these matters. 

b) Access to Public Accommodations (CAP, PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PATBI, PAAT and ILA2J)
· Access to Facilities, Goods and Services – Assistance generally will be limited to self-advocacy assistance or limited advocacy assistance (e.g. providing legal rights information and complaint filing options or ghostwriting a request for a reasonable modification) or negotiation (e.g. sending a demand letter without filing litigation.) In select cases, representation will be provided in administrative proceedings (including mediations within administrative proceedings), or state or federal court because of the importance of the legal issue, the prominence of the public accommodation or the availability of pro bono assistance. Examples of important legal issues include the definition of public accommodation, digital accessibility, access to healthcare (including effective communication), and cases developing the law interpreting the Illinois Human Rights Act’s protections for people with disabilities. 
· Centers for Independent Living: CAP provides information, advice, and legal assistance to help individuals applying for or receiving independent living services from Centers for Independent Living (CILS).

c) Government Services (CAP, PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PATBI, PAAT and ILA2J)
· Program Access – Assistance generally will be limited to self-advocacy assistance or limited advocacy assistance (e.g. providing legal rights information and complaint filing options or ghostwriting a request for a reasonable modification) or negotiation (e.g. sending a demand letter without filing litigation.) In select cases, representation will be provided in administrative proceedings (including mediations within administrative proceedings), or state or federal court because of the importance of the legal issue or the availability of pro bono assistance.  Examples of important legal issues include digital accessibility and access to healthcare (including effective communication). Calls about access to the courts will be limited to self-advocacy assistance.
· Division of Rehabilitation Services: CAP provides information, advice and legal assistance to help individuals applying for or receiving vocational rehabilitation (employment support) services from the Division of Rehabilitation Services, including disputes with the Division of Rehabilitation Services related to higher education.

d) Barriers to Higher Education (PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PAAT, PATBI, PABSS, and ILA2J)
· Generally, cases involving barriers to higher education will be limited to self-advocacy assistance. 

e) Housing (PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PATBI and ILA2J)
· Cases involving zoning seeking to limit community living for people with disabilities, cases involving service or support animals, cases funded by the Access to Justice grant.
· Access to Justice: Cases for individuals with barriers to re-entry based on history of incarceration are within priorities. 
· All other housing cases are not within priorities, as other legal services are available.  
1. Eviction cases (regardless of location) in which people with disabilities have fair housing defenses based on their disabilities are not within priorities, as other legal services are available. General landlord tenant cases (e.g. nonpayment of rent evictions, security deposit issues) are not within priorities as they are unrelated to disability.

f) Transportation (PABSS, PATBI, PAAT and ILA2J)
· Assistance with individual transit calls will be limited to limited advocacy assistance unless case presents systemic issues not being addressed by other organizations or pro bono assistance is available.  Personal injury cases arising from transportation are not within priorities.

g) Voting Access for People with Print Disabilities (PAIR, PAAT, PAVA)
· Informal advocacy for and assistance with ensuring that local election authorities are effectively providing electronic in-person and by-mail voting for people who are blind, have low vision, or have other print disabilities. 
2. Special Initiatives:

[bookmark: OLE_LINK12]a. Employment Applications and Testing (Funding from PAIMI and PABSS)

Goal: EFE, in conjunction with its PAIMI Advisory Council, will investigate employers who are using pre-employment inquiries and tests that may be in violation of the ADA, including personality tests, to address any problematic practices that are uncovered. EFE will continue its advocacy via structured negotiations with a major retailer that uses pre-assessment tests that adversely impact people with intellectual and developmental disabilities.

[bookmark: _Hlk138960891]b. Voting Access Chicago Project (Funding from the Chicago Board of Election Commissioners and PAVA)

Goal: In collaboration with the Chicago Board of Election Commissioners (CBOE), EFE will develop recommendations for and implementation of temporary and/or permanent remedies to address identified accessibility barriers in polling places in the City of Chicago in order to make them fully accessible, as well as barrier to accessible voting by mail.  EFE will conduct ADA checks of accessibility renovations of CBOE polling places throughout the year and conduct ADA accessibility surveys on Election Days to evaluate the progress made towards implementing the recommended remedies and taking further action as necessary.

c. Voting Access in Institutions Initiative (Funding from HAVA)

Goal: After learning that people in nursing facilities and other institutions had questions and barriers to voting, EFE educate and assist people with disabilities in institutions on their voting rights.

d. Digital Accessibility Project (Funding from PAAT)

Goal: In collaboration with the disability community, EFE will continue the current collaboration with the State of Illinois to ensure that State websites and other information technology are accessible. 

e. Advocating for the vote by mail process to be made fully accessible for people who are blind, have low vision or have print disabilities. (Funding: PAVA or unrestricted funds for lobbying activities)

Goal: Building on advocacy in FFY 2024, in collaboration with other disability advocacy groups and organizations, EFE will continue to advocate for the State Board of Elections and local election authorities to ensure that voters who are blind, have low vision or have print disabilities are able to receive, cast and return their vote by mail ballots privately and independently. 

f. Park Districts & Special Recreation (Funding from PADD)

Goal: EFE will investigate legal strategies to determine whether there is a route to assist Illinois residents who have been excluded from park districts and special recreation programs because their disability-related needs require assistance that the park districts are unable or unwilling to provide. 

g. Transportation Access (Funding from PABSS, PATBI and PAAT)

Goal: EFE will investigate barriers people with disabilities face to safe, accessible, and reliable transportation that prevent them from obtaining and maintaining meaningful employment. Transportation barriers can include inaccessible public rights of way, lack of accessible pedestrian signals, problems with paratransit, problems with mainline transit and lack of access to any transportation. Priority will be given to areas outside of Cook County. 

h. Employment First Implementation in Illinois (Funding from PABSS) 
Goal:  Legislation was passed to implement Employment First in Illinois, which requires competitive, integrated employment at a competitive wage to be the first option for people with disabilities.  EFE then conducted a 50-state research project to identify best practices for Employment First in other states and published a Blueprint with recommendations for the successful implementation of Employment First in Illinois.  In FFY 2025, EFE will continue to work with stakeholders and policymakers regarding the need to comply with Illinois’ Employment First Act and to participate in the implementation of the State’s Employment First Final Strategic Plan developed by the Governor’s Task Force for the Employment and Economic Opportunity for People with Disabilities. 

D. Self-Determination

1. Case Selection Priorities (PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PATBI, PABSS and Access to Justice):

· Protect individuals with disabilities from unwanted guardianships.
· Guardianship Defense and Restoration of Rights: Self-advocacy assistance will be provided on rights under the Illinois Probate Act, steps they can take to better position their case to meet their goals and alternatives to guardianship. Higher levels of assistance will be considered for callers under PATBI and determined by considering EFE’s resources, presence of systemic issues, and the facts and strength of the case.
· Advance Directives, Powers of Attorney, and Change in Representative Payee: EFE will provide callers with self-advocacy assistance, as well as information and referrals, but will not prepare the actual documents or provide representation.

· Conflicts with Guardians: Protect individuals with disabilities to address guardian actions that are contrary to the ward’s wishes; are interfering with the ward’s desire for community integration; are interfering with the HCBS settings rules; or that are abusive or neglectful.
· The extent of EFE’s legal involvement depends on EFE’s resources, the presence of systemic issues, and the facts and strength of a particular case. When advocacy or legal representation is not provided, EFE will provide clients with self-advocacy assistance to help them better understand their rights and steps they can take to better position their case to meet their goals.

2.  Special Initiatives 

a.   Involving People with Disabilities in the Public Policy Process (Funding from PADD, PAIMI and PAIR for educational activities and unrestricted funds for lobbying activities) 

[bookmark: OLE_LINK13]Goal:  EFE will continue to directly involve more people with disabilities in the public policy making process by providing training and technical assistance to people with disabilities on an ad hoc basis, participating in community groups, disseminating through the internet, up-to-date legislative and other policy-related information, and providing educational materials to assist with participation in the public policy process, including advocacy strategies and tips.  To the extent these activities would fall within the definition of lobbying, non-federal funds will be used. 

b. Maximize self-determination by providing education regarding alternatives to guardianship and the proper role of a guardian under the Probate Act’s decision-making standards (Funding from PADD)

Goal: EFE has developed and will continue to develop fact sheets for EFE’s website and training materials on alternatives to guardianship and the guardian’s role in the decision-making process to provide training to providers, individuals with disabilities and/or guardians or prospective guardians. EFE will further identify appropriate forums at which to present this information to increase the use of alternatives to guardianship, including for students with disabilities turning 18, and informed decision making for people with disabilities. The fact sheets EFE developed are available on EFE’s website. 


[bookmark: _Hlk109658481]E. Criminal Legal Systems

Using a variety of strategies, EFE will continue to advocate for disability justice in the criminal legal systems with the goal of reducing criminalization of disability, addressing the harms of incarceration, and enforcing the civil rights of people with disabilities under the Americans with Disabilities Act and Rehabilitation Act in criminal legal systems, including jails and prisons. 

[bookmark: _Hlk114458217]1. Case Selection Priorities (PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PATBI, PAAT, Access to Justice, and Equal Justice Works):
· Disability rights legal violations that lead to over incarceration or institutionalization of individuals with disabilities, including specifically resulting from police misconduct and; 
· Abuse and neglect of people experiencing acute symptoms of mental illness within pre-trial criminal legal systems. This specifically includes: 
· Improper use of restrictive and isolated settings and use of force, including restraints, resulting in harm to individuals with mental illness and developmental disabilities who are incarcerated.
· Delays in procedures relating to Unfit to Stand Trial (UST) including fitness evaluations that lead to gaps in needed treatment and slow adjudication of criminal cases, resulting in prolonged incarceration or institutionalization.
· Legal barriers to re-entry for individuals with disabilities including (1) expungement and sealing of criminal records; (2) discrimination based in whole or part on criminal history, disability, and/or race; (3) access to programs and services needed for successful re-entry; and (4) failure to provide disability-specific re-entry planning that addresses gaps in state services and systems that place people with disabilities at a disproportionate risk of re-incarceration/re-institutionalization.

Cases will be accepted for litigation based on the strength of the factual issues, the importance of the legal issue, and the prospect of obtaining meaningful remedy or changes to policies/procedures of the entity. Most cases will be handled through non-litigation advocacy or negotiation.

2. Special Initiatives

a. Class Action Litigation to Enforce the Federal Rights of People with Mental Illness Incarcerated in the State Prison System (Funding from PAIMI)

Goal: Through class action litigation, EFE will advocate for the proper treatment of the thousands of people with mental health disabilities incarcerated in Illinois prisons, including to address abusive conditions of confinement, inadequate treatment, and excessive restraint and seclusion. This work will be done through appeal of the Daniels v. Hughes (previously Rasho) case as well as development of new litigation.
 


[bookmark: _Hlk151113278]b. Improving Physical Accessibility and Program Access for People with Mobility Disabilities Incarcerated in Correctional Centers in Illinois (Funding from PAIR, PAAT, and PATBI)

[bookmark: _Hlk151113366]Goal: EFE will continue to work to address accessibility for individuals with mobility impairments held in targeted correctional centers around the State that have uniquely dangerous conditions of confinement, in some cases due to the aging and limited structures. EFE will do this in large part through renewed efforts arising out of the structured negotiations agreement with the Illinois Department of Corrections to reach a settlement agreement that provides for physical accessibility, safety, and program access for individuals with mobility disabilities incarcerated in Stateville, Pontiac and/or Menard correctional centers. EFE will also continue to follow up on last year’s reports regarding dangerous conditions at the Northern Reception Center and at Big Muddy River Correctional Centers. 

EFE will also work to address years-long program denials to wheelchair users at Pinckneyville Correctional Center. This work will be done with multi-plaintiff litigation for individuals who have been denied access to law library, school, mental health groups, and other programming located on the second floor of the program building.  


d. Community Mental Health Outreach Initiative (Funding from PATBI, PABSS, Access to Justice and Equal Justice Works)

Goal: 
EFE will continue to conduct targeted outreach to community mental health agencies, including specifically to provide specific clinical hours on -site at Trilogy in Chicago and outreach materials, in order to provide legal services to people with mental health needs on relevant legal issues, including to expunge or seal criminal records. 

[bookmark: _Hlk114460853]e. Chicago Police Department Reform (Funding from PAIMI)

[bookmark: _Hlk114460870]Goal: 
Monitoring and enforcing the Chicago Police Department consent decree through representation of the Communities United plaintiff group in the Community Coalition to ensure the proper treatment of people with mental illness and other disabilities.

f. Legal services to reduce the impact of over-incarceration and the risk of re-institutionalization for people with disabilities in Illinois during re-entry or in preparation for re-entry to the community (Funding from PATBI, Illinois Acccess to Justice and Equal Justice Works)

Goal: EFE will continue to provide legal services to individuals and communities impacted by overincarceration through the Illinois Access to Justice grant by CLS’s work targeting the legal barriers to successful re-entry that are specific to people with disabilities. This includes work to assist in navigating court systems, access to rehabilitation programming and mechanisms for earlier release, and expungement/sealing of criminal records. 

The EJW project will work to stop the re-institutionalization of people with disabilities after they leave prison in Illinois. This two-year project will work with both currently and formerly incarcerated clients, through direct advocacy and representation, using the ADA’s anti-discrimination and community integration mandates to compel the state to provide needed discharge planning and coordination of services, so that clients can successfully live in the community upon reentry.

g. Enforcing individual civil rights of people with disabilities in criminal systems that present uniquely important issues, novel issues of law, or opportunities for systemic changes. Currently, this initiative includes a case enforcing rights under the Illinois AIDS Confidentiality Act (with funding from PAIR) and a new case to address the denial of ASL interpretation for needed mental health treatment (with funding from PAIMI) in Illinois prisons. 

h. Monitoring in select county jails to investigate concerns for the treatment of people with disabilities to identify and address systemic issues and violations of fundamental rights. (Funding from PAIMI, PATBI and Illinois Access to Justice)

Goal: EFE will conduct monitoring at St. Clair Co. Jail where ongoing issues have been identified with regard to overuse of seclusion and solitary confinement and denial of needed psychiatric are during pre-trial detention. Strategies to be utilized include both advocacy with county sheriffs to address treatment of detainees in the jail and engagement with other county stakeholders to identify opportunities for diversion and address problems with over-incarceration and barriers to re-entry. EFE will also continue its investigation of issues specific to individuals who have been found Unfit to Stand Trial who are being subjected to dangerous conditions and prolonged delays of their court cases. 

F. Special Education

1. Case Selection Priorities (CAP, PABSS, PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PATBI, and PAAT):
a) [bookmark: _Hlk114458298]Priorities for Representation:
· Services in the least restrictive environment (LRE) – cases where the student is not in the student’s LRE or is being removed from the student’s LRE for virtually the entire school day will be given priority over other LRE cases.  In most cases, the LRE will be a setting with non-disabled peers; but for those with communication needs or other unique needs, the LRE may be a setting that provides educational interaction with teachers and peers in another setting. 
1. Behavior supports – cases where the student faces suspension or expulsion or where behavior puts student at risk for being pushed out of school, placed in a more restrictive setting or institutionalized, particularly for students in the juvenile legal system.
· Transition Services and Plans - EFE will provide advocacy to ensure transition-age students receive the services they need to achieve meaningful postsecondary education/training, employment, and independent living outcomes.
· Division of Rehabilitation Services. CAP provides information, advice and legal help to youth with disabilities applying for or receiving transition-related services provided by or funded by the Division of Rehabilitation Services (DRS), including pre-employment transition services.
· Restraint, Seclusion and Abuse - (see also special project below)
· Assistive Technology with specific prioritization for AT required to support students’ communication needs: i.e., Augmentative and Alternative Communication (“AAC”) (see also special initiative below)
· Eligibility for Special Education Services. Representation in eligibility cases will remain a priority, but specifically for referral to pro bono attorneys in general eligibility cases, and for the entire Clinic when students are experiencing improper exclusion from school and/or are involved in the juvenile legal system. 
· Families and Children with Language Access Needs. Representation of families who do not speak English as their primary language and require assistance to ensure their rights to meaningful parental participation in special education planning are enforced. Representation of students with language access needs (i.e., access to appropriate evaluations, dual enrollment and receipt of appropriate English Learner and special education services).  

b) Priorities for Helpline Assistance:
· All other special education calls unless pro bono attorneys are available and EFE has the resources to support them.

2. Special Initiatives:

[bookmark: _Hlk114461050]a. Decriminalizing Disability: Education Justice Project – Court-Involved Youth and Those at Risk of Court-Involvement Initiative (primary funding from PADD, PAIMI, Access to Justice, Redeploy Illinois, and Comprehensive Community Based Youth Services; additional funding for outreach activities from CAP and PABSS) 

Goal: EFE will advocate that court-involved youth and those at risk of court-involvement will receive needed special education and related services to help them remain in school, have success in school, and remain out of the school-to-prison pipeline. In addition to advocating for the special education needs of court-involved youth with public school districts, EFE will attend court on behalf of clients to ensure that the judge and other court stakeholders appropriately consider the youth’s disability as a factor in the alleged offense and/or the youth's ability to comply with court-ordered terms. EFE will provide this assistance statewide, with an emphasis on supporting youth in Cook, Winnebago, and St. Clair/Madison Counties. More recently, EFE has expanded its reach within Winnebago and Boone Counties through grant funding from Redeploy Illinois and the Comprehensive Community Based Youth Services (CCBYS) grant program, administered by the Department of Human Services and Youth Services Network. 

In addition to continuing to represent individual students in juvenile and adult correctional settings, the Clinic will continue its work to monitor and advocate for access to special education services in juvenile and adult jails and prisons throughout Illinois. EFE will continue its monitoring efforts at the Cook County Juvenile Temporary Detention Center to ensure that detained youth with disabilities are receiving appropriate special education services and are not subject to inappropriate physical restraint and isolated time out. The Clinic will expand its monitoring to include the Winnebago County Juvenile Detention Center, also to ensure detained youth with disabilities receive needed special education programming, including connecting them to DRS, and are free from improper restraint and timeout. 

i. Class action litigation to ensure the provision of special education services in the least restrictive environment to adult youth incarcerated in the Illinois Department of Corrections (primary funding from PAIMI). Through individual case work, the Clinic has become aware that the Illinois IDOC does not provide any special education programming to eligible youth (i.e., ages 18 – 22). The Clinic has represented multiple clients through administrative due process proceedings and will have filed a class action lawsuit to ensure the creation of a high school program and the provision of special education services and high school education to which incarcerated young adults are entitled. 

b. Medical-Legal Partnership to Support Children with Developmental Disabilities in Accessing Critical Early Intervention and Early Childhood Special Education Services (primary funding from PADD)

Goal: EFE will continue its Medical-Legal Partnership (“MLP”) with the Pediatric Developmental Center at Advocate Children’s Hospital and its innovative ECHO Autism in Primary Care program, which connects expert medical providers with primary care physicians statewide. The MLP will continue to primarily serve families of children ages 0 to 6 in accessing highly needed early intervention and early childhood special education services.  

c. Restraint and Time Out Initiative (primary funding from PADD and PAIMI)

[bookmark: _Hlk114461360]Goal:  EFE will continue its efforts to ensure Illinois schools’ compliance with Public Act 102-0339 (passed in 2021), which aims to substantially reduce and eventually eliminate the use of physical restraint and timeout. Now that the Illinois State Board of Education (“ISBE”) has ended its stakeholder work group to develop reduction goals and benchmarks, EFE will take on different activities to monitor compliance and highlight and address concerns about specific schools and/or increase awareness and understanding of the law and the RTO complaint process. 

d. AAC for Students with Complex Communication Needs (primary funding from Equal Justice Works and PAAT) 

Goal: EFE will continue the project which started in the fall of 2023 with funding from Equal Justice Works to represent families of students with complex communication needs in accessing the AAC technology, instruction, training, and related services they need to communicate effectively with peers, school staff, and their families. In addition to providing direct legal assistance, the Clinic will prioritize outreach, training, and technical assistance for families and community-based providers that support students with complex communication needs.   

e. Prevention of Exclusionary School Discipline and Enforcement of Special Education Rights for Students of Color (primary funding from Skadden Fellowship Foundation and Access to Justice) 

Goal: EFE will begin a new special project in the fall of 2024 with funding from the Skadden Fellowship Foundation to provide legal representation, outreach and training, and policy advocacy on behalf of Black students with disabilities in Illinois to address persistent disproportionality of exclusionary school discipline. The project will target advocacy in communities with high rates of exclusionary school discipline for students of color who also have disabilities.  

III. Outreach and Training (Funding from CAP, PADD, PAIMI, PAIR, PABSS, PAAT, PATBI, PAVA, Great Lakes ADA Center and Illinois Equal Justice Foundation)

As resources allow, EFE will develop and update self-advocacy legal rights materials (including simplifying language), and provide legal rights training and outreach to people with disabilities, families, employers, service providers and businesses. Priority for training and outreach will be given to communities of color, Spanish-speaking families for issues related to special education, veterans and other underserved populations. Funding from the Illinois Equal Justice Foundation will specifically focus on training people with disabilities on their legal rights related to expungement and sealing of criminal records related to cannabis.
 
IV. Issues In Which Information & Referral Will Be Provided

The following issues are outside of the subject areas that Equip for Equality handles or would require Equip for Equality to engage in activities prohibited by law, and thus the assistance provided will be limited to Information & Referral (I&R):

	Category
	EXAMPLES
	EXCEPTIONS

	Consumer
	Bankruptcy, Foreclosure, Creditor/Debtor, Taxes
	

	Criminal Defense
	Representation for criminal proceedings
	Representation when disability closely linked to criminal matter, collaborating with pro bono attorneys representing clients in criminal and juvenile court, and consulting with a criminal defense attorney about a disability issue.

	Discharge from Nursing Home, SMHRF, ICFDD, Assisted or Supportive Living Facility 
	Representation in discharge hearing in IDPH for nursing homes, SMIRFS, ICFDDs or assisted living facilities and HFS for supportive living facilities.  
	Representation considered in IDPH administrative hearing when individual is a Colbert, Ligas or Williams class member and an improper discharge presents risk of losing class member rights and continued institutionalization.  

	Employment -- not related to discrimination & disability
	Short and Long-Term Disability, Worker’s Compensation, Unemployment Insurance
	ADA related issues

	Estate Planning
	Wills, Trusts, Estates
	Exploitation/Neglect of the estate of a person with a disability.

	Family Law
	Divorce, Separation, Annulment, Child support, Custody, Adoption, Visitation, Paternity
	

	Financial Exploitation
	Requests regarding financial abuse and neglect when no guardian, power of attorney or rep payee
	

	
	
	

	Guardianship – pursuit of; or Power of Attorney – pursuit of
	Requests from anyone wanting to get or maintain a guardian or a power of attorney for themselves or anyone else.
	Abuse & Neglect (for example, seeking a different guardian due to alleged abuse by current guardian).

	Confidentiality (including HIPAA)
	
	Matters that fall within existing EFE priorities (e.g. institutional rights, employment discrimination, etc.)


	Housing, including Landlord/Tenant
	
	Access to Justice - Individuals experiencing barriers to reentry.

Housing cases involving access to assistance animals or that involve zoning seeking to limit community living for people with disabilities anywhere in Illinois are within priorities.


	Immigration
	
	Disability access to immigration services

	Insurance
	Health, life, auto, home, etc. Includes short-term disability, long term disability, etc.
	Matters involving technology equipment and related services through Medicaid, Division of Rehabilitation Services, Medicare, and PASS administered by SSA or other funding sources may be considered for legal representation if EFE staff resources are available.

	Medical Records Access
	
	Matters that fall within existing EFE priorities (e.g. institutional rights, employment discrimination, etc.)


	Not related to disability
	Age/Race discrimination, Neighbor disputes, consumer, immigration, traffic, etc.
	
- -


	Out-of-State laws - Any request involving an issue that does not arise in Illinois
	

- - 
	

- - 

	Parental Rights
	Representation in neglect, abuse, dependency, and termination of parental rights 
	

	Prisoner Letters – where issue does not fall within priorities
	Letters from prisoners who: 
· do not have disabilities;
· have disabilities, but issue is unrelated to disability; 
· have issue covered by a non-EFE class action
	

	Private psychiatric hospitals
	Complaints about conditions or discharge
	Referrals will be provided.

	Professional Malpractice
	Medical malpractice, legal malpractice
	- -

	Public Benefits  
(including Social Security)
	Applications, Eligibility, Denials, Appeals, including Medicaid denial as a basis for nursing home discharge


	Access to public benefits serve as a barrier to community integration from an institution. 

Social security overpayment related to an employment barrier and Ticket to Work issues can be referred to PABSS.

Medicaid, Medicare, and Division of Rehabilitation Services calls can be referred to PAAT if the caller is looking for or has been denied Assistive Technology.

	State Circuit Court Accessibility
	Requests for an accommodation in a civil case within the Illinois Circuit Courts
	Refer to the Circuit Court’s Office of Accessibility and Education’s Court Accessibility Coordinator. The U.S. 7th Circuit Court of Appeals will not review the decision to deny an accommodation from a state court judge.  

	Traffic
	- -
	- -

	Worker’s Compensation
	- -
	ADA related issues.

	
	
	



V. Miscellaneous Case Selection Guidelines

A. General Case Acceptance Guidelines
All cases need to meet the following general case acceptance guidelines: the case has merit; there is a definable client case objective; the client is willing to participate actively and cooperate in the case resolution process, as appropriate; the client would not likely prevail without assistance from Equip for Equality; an unfavorable outcome would have a significant negative impact on the individual or the disability community; and there are few or no appropriate referrals.  However, even if a case meets case priorities criteria and general case acceptance guidelines, a case may not be accepted if current caseloads prevent the case from being accepted or there are not sufficient resources to devote to the matter.  Finally, at the discretion of the program, an individual may be provided with advocacy services even if the case does not fall within the above priorities if it enhances Equip for Equality’s services to an un-served or under-served population.  At a minimum, all individuals contacting Equip for Equality will be provided with information and referral to other sources of assistance.


B.  Litigation Guidelines 
For a case to be accepted for litigation, consideration should also be given to the following criteria:
· The case resolution is likely to benefit other people with disabilities by changing a policy, practice, law or physical environment.
· The case involves a fundamental right under the state or federal Constitution or statute.
· The case is likely to enhance public understanding and support of the rights of people with disabilities.
· The case involves a challenge to Equip for Equality’s statutory P&A Access Authority (i.e. any attempt to limit Equip for Equality’s statutory access to individuals, records or facilities as mandated by federal or state law).
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