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 Current ly  serves on the Board of  Di rectors and Execut ive Commit tee of
The Arc of  I l l ino is  and has a lso served on the I l l ino is  Counci l  on
Developmenta l  Disabi l i t ies 

Former Pres ident  of  the sel f -advocacy group PossABILITY Partners and
past  Chai r  o f  the I l l ino is  Sel f -Advocacy Al l iance 

Graduate of  Par tners in  Pol icymaking–I l l ino is

Regular ly  speaks at  the Speak Up and Speak Out  Summit  and has
presented at  nat ional  events inc luding the  Sel f  Advocates Becoming
Empowered (SABE) Conference and the Tennessee Mega Conference 

Long- t ime staf f  member of  the maintenance team at  New Star  in
Chicago Heights,  I l l ino is

Tavarus Wesley (he/him)
Dedicated Self Advocate and Community Leader
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Housekeeping
A record ing of  th is  meet ing wi l l  be sent  out  a long wi th notes
and a l ink to  the presentat ion wi th in the week.

Please keep yoursel f  muted whi le  our  presenter  is  ta lk ing.
Please leave quest ions unt i l  the end of  the presentat ion.  

Capt ion ing is  avai lab le by press ing the “CC” but ton at  the
bot tom of  your  zoom screen.

Please be respect fu l .
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Words to Know
Cit izenship :  Belonging to a country  and having r ights,  responsib i l i t ies,  and a voice in  how i t  is  governed

Disabi l i ty  Just ice :  A way of  th ink ing and organiz ing that  centers d isabled people and works to remove
barr iers  so everyone can l ive wi th d igni ty

Ableism :  The bel ie f  or  pract ice that  t reats d isabled people as less important ,  less capable,  or  less
human

Neoliberal  Individual ism :  The idea that  people should succeed on thei r  own and that  needing help
means fa i lure

Capital ism :  An economic system where people and companies make money by owning businesses and
proper ty ,  o f ten valu ing prof i t  over  people

Intersect ional i ty :  The way d i f ferent  par ts  of  a  person’s  ident i ty ,  l ike d isabi l i ty ,  race,  or  immigrat ion
status,  over lap and af fect  the i r  exper iences

Marginal ized Communit ies :  Groups of  people who are pushed as ide or  exc luded f rom power and
resources
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Chris Ramos (he/him)

Leads Cambiando Vidas (CV),  a  group of  Lat inx immigrants wi th
disabi l i t ies in  organiz ing and advocat ing for  systemic change

 
Br ings extensive communi ty  organiz ing and leadership t ra in ing
from Access L iv ing,  Al ianza Amer icas and the Chicago
Communi ty  Learn ing Par tnership

Growing up in  Chicago as the son of  Salvadoran and Guatemalan
immigrants,  they wi tnessed the in tersect ing chal lenges of  war
t rauma, undocumented status,  d isp lacement  and d isabi l i ty

These exper iences fuel  the i r  commitment  to  advocacy,  coal i t ion-
bui ld ing,  and grassroots act ion,  work ing toward a future where
immigrants wi th d isabi l i t ies are empowered to lead last ing
change

Latinx and Immigration Community Development Organizer at Access Living
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Access Living of 
Metropolitan Chicago

Access L iv ing is  a d isabi l i ty  serv ice and advocacy organizat ion based in  Chicago

Since 1980,  our  organizat ion has been
 chal lenging d isabi l i ty  s tereotypes
 protect ing c iv i l  r ights
 and championing socia l  re forms to create an accessib le and inc lus ive society
for  d isabled people to  l ive se l f -d i rected l ives of  the i r  choosing

We of fer  v i ta l  serv ices and suppor ts  for  Chicagoans wi th d isabi l i t ies,  as wel l  as
consul t ing serv ices to companies and nonprof i ts  to  help make thei r  bus iness pract ices
more inc lus ive.  We are a Center  for  Independent  L iv ing,  and the major i ty  of  our  s taf f

and board are people wi th d isabi l i t ies.
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What Citizenship Means

Why it Matters 

How Informed and Active People Protect
Democracy and the Common Good
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A Disability Justice Core
Truth About Democracy

“Noth ing about  us wi thout  us”  is  not  just  a  s logan,  i t  is  a
democrat ic  pr inc ip le

Real  democracy is  measured by whether  people most  impacted
by decis ions have power in  making them

Democracy is  not  inher i ted;  i t  is  bui l t ,  defended,  and expanded
through col lect ive act ion
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ADAPT protest. (c1980s). Photo by Tom Olin. Smithsonian National Museum of
American History.
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Citizenship and 
the Common Good

Most  people are never  taught  how to be c i t izens

Ci t izenship is  not  just  a  legal  s tatus,  i t  means having r ights  and responsib i l i t ies wi th in
a government

Ci t izenship a lso means recogniz ing that  we depend on one another

Disabi l i ty  just ice teaches that  independence is  not  the goal ,  in terdependence is  
Al l  people re ly  on care,  systems,  and one another

A society  that  va lues only  product iv i ty  and sel f -suf f ic iency creates exc lus ion

This shapes publ ic  pol icy and is  especia l ly  harmful  to  people wi th d isabi l i t ies 

We have the power to  change th is !
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Responsibilities of Citizenship

Cit izenship inc ludes pol i t ica l
responsib i l i t ies
These responsib i l i t ies are not  just
about  vot ing
Vot ing wi thout  understanding how
things impact  people re inforces
in just ice and weakens democracy

Chattanooga Transit Protest, Summer 1990. Photo of Michael Gibson by Tom Olin.
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Responsibilities of Citizenship
An informed c i t izen asks:

Who benef i ts?
Who is  exc luded?
Who is  harmed?

The success or  fa i lure of  the Const i tu t ion and representat ive government
depends on i ts  people
Democracy fa i ls  when d isabled or  other  marginal ized people are t reated
as an af ter thought

13



Informed Citizenship
In  a representat ive democracy,  par t ic ipat ion mat ters,  but  in formed
part ic ipat ion mat ters more

Informed c i t izenship means understanding the issues,  the candidates,
and the systems that  shape decis ions

This inc ludes:
Learn ing about  e lected of f ic ia ls  and thei r  po l ic ies
Reading re l iab le news and voter  resources
Understanding how laws impact  your  dai ly  l i fe
Becoming fami l iar  wi th  the U.S.  and the IL Const i tu t ion
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Active Citizenship
Democracy requi res act ive c i t izenship

This means par t ic ipat ing in  communi ty  l i fe  to  shape the future

Star t  by ident i fy ing the issues you care about  and understand the
intersect ional i ty  between them

You can jo in organizat ions or  groups that  work on these issues

Ask yoursel f :
Are they t rusted?
Do they a l ign wi th my values?
Do they center  impacted communi t ies?

15



Active Citizenship
Other  ways to act ivate c i t izenship inc lude:

Teaching and shar ing l ived exper ience
Creat ing spaces for  d ia logue that  are accessib le
Bui ld ing awareness campaigns
Moni tor ing government  act ions and harm
Ident i fy ing local  problems and naming unmet needs
Developing communi ty  led solut ions
Organiz ing to change local  pol icy

Disabi l i ty  just ice demands that  impacted people lead!
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Capitol Crawl, 1990. Photo by Tom Olin.
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Civics as Power Literacy
Civ ics is  the study of  the r ights  and responsib i l i t ies of  c i t izens and how government
funct ions

This helps us learn how power operates and how to chal lenge i t

Par t ic ipat ion bui lds belonging and shared responsib i l i ty

People who engage c iv ica l ly  are more l ike ly  to  vote and organize to demand
accountabi l i ty

Civ ic  par t ic ipat ion st rengthens democracy and helps government  bet ter  ref lect  the wi l l
o f  the people
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Political Participation
We have the power to  choose leaders who make laws and pol ic ies that  shape

dai ly  l i fe

Pol i t ica l  par t ic ipat ion inc ludes:
Accessib le vot ing and regis t rat ion
Advocat ing for  th ings that  mat ter  to  you
Join ing or  forming pol i t ica l  or  issue-based groups
Volunteer ing and suppor t ing campaigns
At tending town hal ls  and publ ic  meet ings
Speaking at  c i ty  counci l  or  school  board meet ings
Get t ing involved makes your  vo ice harder  to  ignore
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Local and State Power
Most  pol ic ies that  impact  you are made wi th your  State and local  governments

Ci t izens e lect  governors,  leg is la tors,  mayors,  judges,  and other  of f ic ia ls

Residents a lso serve on boards,  commiss ions,  and advisory counci ls  that
advise government  leaders

Local  engagement  bui lds co l lect ive power,  deepens understanding of  local
problems and leads to more ef fect ive so lut ions

Part ic ipat ion 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

Serv ing the communi ty  is  a powerfu l  form of  c i t izenship
 This  can mean bui ld ing systems that  work for  those most  exc luded
Examples inc lude:

Care work
Educat ion
Publ ic  heal th
Mutual  a id
Volunteer ing
Advocacy
Communi ty  organiz ing

The common good requi res shared responsib i l i ty
Disabi l i ty  just ice recognizes care as essent ia l  labor ,  not  char i ty
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Challenging the System
Popular  sovere ignty means the people hold u l t imate power and have the r ight  to
res is t  in just ice

Act ive c i t izenship inc ludes knowing when and how to chal lenge unjust  systems

Nonvio lent  act ion has dr iven d isabi l i ty  and c iv i l  r ights  forward,  inc luding
assembly,  d i rect  act ion and protest

Socia l  change has of ten come f rom organiz ing and can happen ins ide systems or
outs ide them

People can work wi th in the system by running for  of f ice,  suppor t ing candidates,
or  shaping laws
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Call to Action
Cit izenship involves solv ing shared problems and is  a co l lect ive
responsib i l i ty

Democracy only  surv ives when people s tay in formed,  engaged,  and
accountable

Government  is  one actor  among many

Real  so lut ions requi re communi t ies,  organizat ions,  and people work ing
together
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Call to Action
You can:

Stay in formed
Learn const i tu t ional  pr inc ip les

Moni tor  publ ic  of f ic ia ls
Hold leaders accountable through vot ing and lawfu l  act ion

Real  change comes f rom organized communi t ies act ing together

Ci t izenship cannot  be taken for  granted!
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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
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Coming Up Next
Looking Up Your Legis lator  and Current  Legis lat ion,  February 2 at
10:00 am
How To Submit  a  Wi tness Sl ip ,  February 9 at  10:00 am
Craf t ing an Elevator  Speech,  February 17 at  10:00 am
Arranging a Meet ing wi th Your  Legis lator ,  February 23 at  10:00 am 
Discussing Pol i t ica l  Issues wi th Civ i l i ty ,  March 2 at  10:00 am
How a Bi l l  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!

“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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