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Tavarus Wesley (he/him)

Dedicated Self Advocate and Community Leader

e Currently serves on the Board of Directors and Executive Committee of
The Arc of lllinois and has also served on the lllinois Council on
Developmental Disabilities

e Former President of the self-advocacy group PossABILITY Partners and
past Chair of the lllinois Self-Advocacy Alliance

e Graduate of Partners in Policymaking-lllinois
e Regularly speaks at the Speak Up and Speak Out Summit and has
presented at national events including the Self Advocates Becoming

Empowered (SABE) Conference and the Tennessee Mega Conference

e Long-time staff member of the maintenance team at New Star in
Chicago Heights, lllinois




Housekeeping

e A recording of this meeting will be sent out along with notes
and a link to the presentation within the week.

e Please keep yourself muted while our presenter is talking.
Please leave questions until the end of the presentation.

e Captioning is available by pressing the “CC” button at the
bottom of your zoom screen.

e Please be respectful.



Words to Know

Citizenship: Belonging to a country and having rights, responsibilities, and a voice in how it is governed

Disability Justice: A way of thinking and organizing that centers disabled people and works to remove
barriers so everyone can live with dignity

Ableism: The belief or practice that treats disabled people as less important, less capable, or less
human

Neoliberal Individualism: The idea that people should succeed on their own and that needing help
means failure

Capitalism: An economic system where people and companies make money by owning businesses and
property, often valuing profit over people

Intersectionality: The way different parts of a person’s identity, like disability, race, or immigration
status, overlap and affect their experiences

Marginalized Communities: Groups of people who are pushed aside or excluded from power and
resources



Chris Ramos (he/him)

Latinx and Immigration Community Development Organizer at Access Living

e Leads Cambiando Vidas (CV), a group of Latinx immigrants with
disabilities in organizing and advocating for systemic change

- e Brings extensive community organizing and leadership training
from Access Living, Alianza Americas and the Chicago
h.'.— Community Learning Partnership
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e Growing up in Chicago as the son of Salvadoran and Guatemalan
immigrants, they witnessed the intersecting challenges of war
trauma, undocumented status, displacement and disability

e These experiences fuel their commitment to advocacy, coalition-
building, and grassroots action, working toward a future where
Immigrants with disabilities are empowered to lead lasting
change




Access Living of
Metropolitan Chicago

e Access Living is a disability service and advocacy organization based in Chicago

e Since 1980, our organization has been
o challenging disability stereotypes
o protecting civil rights
o and championing social reforms to create an accessible and inclusive society
for disabled people to live self-directed lives of their choosing

We offer vital services and supports for Chicagoans with disabilities, as well as
consulting services to companies and nonprofits to help make their business practices
more inclusive. We are a Center for Independent Living, and the majority of our staff
and board are people with disabilities.
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What Citizenship Means

Why it Matters

How Informed and Active People Protect

Democracy and the Common Good




A Disability Justice Core
Truth About Democracy

e “Nothing about us without us” Iis not just a slogan, it is a
democratic principle

e Real democracy is measured by whether people most impacted
by decisions have power in making them

e Democracy is not inherited; it is built, defended, and expanded
through collective action
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ADAPT protst (c198®s) Photo by Tom Olin. Smlthsoman Natlonal Museum of
American History.
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Citizenship and
the Common Good

e Most people are never taught how to be citizens

e Citizenship is not just a legal status, it means having rights and responsibilities within
a government

e Citizenship also means recognizing that we depend on one another

e Disability justice teaches that independence is not the goal, interdependence is
o All people rely on care, systems, and one another

e A society that values only productivity and self-sufficiency creates exclusion

e This shapes public policy and is especially harmful to people with disabilities

We have the power to change this!




Responsibilities of Citizenship
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e Citizenship includes political ‘
responsibilities |

e These responsibilities are not just
about voting

e Voting without understanding how
things impact people reinforces
iInjustice and weakens democracy

Chattanooga Transit Protest, Summer 1990. Photo of Michael Gibson by Tom Olin.
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Responsibilities of Citizenship

An informed citizen asks:
Who benefits?
Who is excluded?
Who is harmed?

e The success or failure of the Constitution and representative government
depends on its people

e Democracy fails when disabled or other marginalized people are treated
as an afterthought




Informed Citizenship

e |ln a representative democracy, participation matters, but informed
participation matters more

e Informed citizenship means understanding the issues, the candidates,
and the systems that shape decisions

e This includes:
o Learning about elected officials and their policies
o Reading reliable news and voter resources
o Understanding how laws impact your daily life
o Becoming familiar with the U.S. and the |IL Constitution
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Active Citizenship

e Democracy requires active citizenship
o This means participating in community life to shape the future

e Start by identifying the issues you care about and understand the
iIntersectionality between them

e YOU can join organizations or groups that work on these issues

e Ask yourself:
o Are they trusted?
o Do they align with my values?
o Do they center impacted communities?




Active Citizenship

e Other ways to activate citizenship include:
o Teaching and sharing lived experience
o Creating spaces for dialogue that are accessible
o Building awareness campaigns
o Monitoring government actions and harm
o ldentifying local problems and naming unmet needs
o Developing community led solutions
o Organizing to change local policy

Disability justice demands that impacted people lead!




Capitol Crawl, 1990. Photo by Tom Olin.




Civics as Power Literacy

e Civics is the study of the rights and responsibilities of citizens and how government
functions

e This helps us learn how power operates and how to challenge it
e Participation builds belonging and shared responsibility

e People who engage civically are more likely to vote and organize to demand
accountability

e Civic participation strengthens democracy and helps government better reflect the will
of the people




Political Participation

We have the power to choose leaders who make laws and policies that shape
daily life

Political participation includes:
e Accessible voting and registration
e Advocating for things that matter to you
e Joining or forming political or issue-based groups
e Volunteering and supporting campaigns
e Attending town halls and public meetings
e Speaking at city council or school board meetings
e Getting involved makes your voice harder to ignore




Local and State Power

e Most policies that impact you are made with your State and local governments
e Citizens elect governors, legislators, mayors, judges, and other officials

e Residents also serve on boards, commissions, and advisory councils that
advise government leaders

e Local engagement builds collective power, deepens understanding of local
problems and leads to more effective solutions

e Participation makes government more responsive and accountable
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Atlanta, Georgia 1989. Greyhound
Bus Shutdown during ADAPT Fall
Action. Photo by Tom Olin.
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Working for
the Common Good

e Serving the community is a powerful form of citizenship
e This can mean building systems that work for those most excluded
« Examples include:
o Care work
o Education
o Public health
o Mutual aid
o Volunteering
o Advocacy
o Community organizing
e« The common good requires shared responsibility
« Disability justice recognizes care as essential labor, not charity




Challenging the System

e Popular sovereignty means the people hold ultimate power and have the right to
resist injustice

e Active citizenship includes knowing when and how to challenge unjust systems

* Nonviolent action has driven disability and civil rights forward, including
assembly, direct action and protest

e Social change has often come from organizing and can happen inside systems or

outside them
o People can work within the system by running for office, supporting candidates,

or shaping laws




* % ¥k Call to Action * % ¥k

e Citizenship involves solving shared problems and is a collective
responsibility

e Democracy only survives when people stay informed, engaged, and
accountable

« Government is one actor among many

e Real solutions require communities, organizations, and people working
together




- X K Call to Action

You can:
Stay informed
Learn constitutional principles
Monitor public officials
Hold leaders accountable through voting and lawful action

Real change comes from organized communities acting together

Citizenship cannot be taken for granted!




Washington, D.C., “Wheels of Justice” March, 1990. Photo by Tom Olin.
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Questions and Answers
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Thank you!

Contact Information:
Chris Ramos: cramos@accessliving.org

Jennifer Thibodeaux Sands: jennifer@thearcofil.org

Rio Goodwin Perez: rio@thearcofil.org




Coming Up Next

e Looking Up Your Legislator and Current Legislation, February 2 at
10:00 am

e How To Submit a Witness Slip, February 9 at 10:00 am

e Crafting an Elevator Speech, February 17 at 10:00 am

e Arranging a Meeting with Your Legislator, February 23 at 10:00 am

e Discussing Political Issues with Civility, March 2 at 10:00 am

e How a Bill Becomes a Law at the Federal and State Levels, March 9
at 10:00 am
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We will send out the meeting

recording, slides, resources,
and vocabulary words after the
session
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Thank you to our sponsor!

Ilinois Council on
Uevelopmental

Disabilities

“In partnership with the Illinois Council on Developmental Disabilities. This communication is supported in part by
grant number CFDA 93.630 from the U.S. administration for Community Living, Department of Health and Human
Services, Washington, D.C. 20201. Grantees undertaking projects with government sponsorship are encouraged to
express freely their findings and conclusions. Points of view or opinions do not, therefore, necessarily represent
official ACL policy.”
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