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Executive Summary
From 2001 to 2006, the Oregon State Bar (OSB) and the
Oregon Judicial Department (OJD) planned and coordinated a
task force to study whether and how Oregon state courts
ensure that persons with disabilities have access to court facil-
ities, programs, and services. In 2005, then-Chief Justice
Wallace P. Carson, Jr., and then-OSB president, Nena Cook,
appointed a 16-member task force that included persons with
disabilities and stakeholders from the Oregon State Bar,
Oregon Judicial Department, and other justice system partners
in state and local government. The task force completed its
work in May 2006. The final report has recommendations to
the Oregon Judicial Department, building owners that house
state court facilities, and the Oregon State Bar to improve
access to Oregon state courts.

Methodology

The task force met over 13 months and studied access to state
court facilities, written materials for the public, and a broad
range of court programs and services. At the first meeting, the
Northwest Americans with Disability Act and Information
Technology Center presented an orientation to the Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) and related Oregon laws. It also pro-
vided valued advice throughout the study.

The task force collected information about access to Oregon
state courts from focus groups, a statewide survey, public
hearings, and a self-reassessment of ADA compliance by the
state courts. It reviewed the findings from similar studies in
other states. These sources informed the task force recom-
mendations and its scenario on how the perfect courthouse
provides access to a person with a disability.

Information Collected

Focus Groups: the task force held four focus groups to help
develop its court-user survey and provide input on access to
the state courts for people with specific type of disabilities.
Each group addressed one kind of disability: 1) hearing loss,
deafness, or late deafened; 2) visual impairment or blindness;
3) mobility impairment; and 4) cognitive or psychological 
disability. 
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Court-User Survey: the task force developed a survey for per-
sons with disabilities and for those assist with persons with
disabilities to describe their experiences using Oregon state
courts. Nearly half of the 203 respondents said they had a dis-
ability or a health condition. The task force distributed the
survey across the state through disability-related organizations,
the Oregon State Bar, and the state-court system. The Oregon
State Bar and state-court system made the survey available on
their websites. Approximately sixty percent (60%) of respon-
dents completed the survey online.

Public Hearings: the task force held two public hearings, one
in Portland on June 22, 2005, and one in Medford on
November 4, 2005. The public hearing in Medford included
live videoconference links with sites in Bend, Eugene, and
Ontario. Testimony included information on how judges, court
staff, and others in the justice system treated court users.
People also provided testimony on issues that persons with dis-
abilities have when using state courts and their facilities,
services, programs, and materials.

Oregon Judicial Department ADA Reassessment: in the spring
of 2005, every state court in Oregon completed a self-reassess-
ment survey on access to its facilities, programs, and services
for persons with disabilities. This was the first time the courts
evaluated their compliance with the ADA since 1993 when the
ADA became law in Oregon. The 2005 self-reassessment
included more than 600 questions and allowed the courts 
to identify barriers and begin making improvements immedi-
ately, independently from the task force review and
recommendations.

Commendations

Although access to Oregon state court facilities, programs,
and services needs improvement, the task force commends
the Oregon Judicial Department for its recent statewide
efforts. The Court Programs and Services Division has already
presented several education sessions for state-court personnel
on serving court users with disabilities. It has also purchased
assistive equipment and technology for several courts to
improve communication and emergency evacuation.
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Recommendations

The task force offers multiple recommendations to improve
access to state courts for persons with disabilities. The report
organizes the recommendations into three parts: facilities,
programs and services, and policies. Each part begins with a
list of current ADA standards that state courts should meet.
Each then lists ways state courts and the Oregon State Bar can
improve access beyond minimum legal requirements for court
facilities, inside and outside programs and services, including: 

• safety and security procedures

• communications 

• jury duty

• policies to address ADA standards 

• inform court users about requests for
accommodation and grievance procedures 

• prepare court contracts

• ensure reasonable modifications to court policies

• provide materials in accessible formats

• develop emergency evacuation plans for persons
with disabilities, and

• coordinate periodic self-evaluations.

Many recommendations include more education for court
staff, judges, security personnel, and lawyers about: 

• the ADA

• available accommodations, and 

• how to work effectively with persons with
disabilities. 

Some focus on access to court services, such as: 

• related community-based resources

• transportation to the courthouse, and 

• counter service. 
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Others seek to improve the quality of services and communi-
cations, including: 

• interpreter services

• information on available accommodations and
how to request them

• how to file a grievance, and 

• Oregon State Bar guides both for the public on
what to expect in court and for lawyers on how
to work with persons with disabilities. 

And some recommendations ask state courts to evaluate cur-
rent policies, such as those on: 

• court fees

• docket schedules

• support animals 

• jury service, and 

• interpreter qualifications. 

Next Steps

Finally, the task force suggests next steps for the Oregon
Judicial Department and the Oregon State Bar to implement
these recommendations and continue to evaluate their
progress in providing access to state courts for persons with
disabilities. 

Report Distribution Plan

The report was distributed to all interested parties who had
contact with the task force and is available through the
Oregon State Bar Service Desk at info@osbar.org, (503) 620-
0222 or inside Oregon (800) 452-8260.
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Introduction

History Behind Formation of Task Force

In 1999, the House of Delegates of the Oregon State Bar
passed a resolution to conduct a “comprehensive assessment
by the bar and the courts to determine the incidence of 
disability and disability concerns among its members, the pub-
lic, and the justice system (See Appendix A).” The resolution
cited three significant bases:

• the incidence of disability among lawyers and the
level of disability access within the legal
community and justice system;

• the level of disability access for the public within
the legal community and justice system; and

• lack of a comprehensive survey on disability
incidence, access, and concerns within the legal
community and justice system in Oregon.

In particular, the resolution highlighted the public function of
the Oregon State Bar. In support, the Oregon State Bar’s
Board of Governors allocated $20,000 for a joint task force
with the Oregon Judicial Department to study these issues. 

A work group composed of staff from the Oregon Judicial
Department and the Oregon State Bar and a representative
from the Bar’s Disability Law Section met periodically from
2001 to 2004 to develop a formal proposal to the Oregon
Supreme Court and the Oregon State Bar. Planning languished
but did not stop with the state budget crisis and resulting cuts
that eventually shut down the Oregon Judicial Department
one day a week in 2003.

The Oregon State Bar extended its commitment to provide
financial support, and in 2004, the work group proposed a
plan for the study and for a task force to oversee it:

This proposal recommends that the Oregon Judicial
Department and Oregon State Bar establish a joint task force
on disability access to state courts. The Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA) (42 U.S.C. 12101 et seq.), adopted in
1990 and made applicable to states in 1992, protects qualified
individuals with disabilities from discrimination on the basis of
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disability. Title II of the ADA requires that programs, services,
and activities provided by state and local governments (includ-
ing courts) be accessible to persons with disabilities. Oregon
statutes establish similar protections (See ORS 447.210-
447.280, 659A.100-659A.145, 659.400-659.460.) A Disability
Access Task Force would serve to:

• ensure that Oregon state courts are accessible to
persons with disabilities

• assist the Oregon state court system in 
ADA compliance, and 

• educate the Oregon state court system about
accessible and effective service to persons with
disabilities. (See Appendix B)

The proposal outlined three principal objectives for the task
force:

1) to evaluate the accessibility of Oregon state courts,

2) to educate state court judges and court staff about
accessibility, and

3) to offer recommendations for improving accessibility.

Task Force Members

In early 2005, then-Chief Justice Wallace P. Carson, Jr. and
then-OSB president Nena Cook appointed a 16-member task
force, including persons with disabilities and stakeholders from
the Oregon Judicial Department, the Oregon State Bar, and
other justice-system partners in state and local government:

The Honorable Janice R. Wilson, Chair Judge, 
Multnomah County Circuit Court

Daryl Ackerman, Former Chair, Oregon Disabilities
Commission

Judy Cunio, Self-Advocacy Coordinator, Oregon Council
on Developmental Disabilities

Janine DeLaunay, Branch Manager, Central Portland
Office, Vocational Rehabilitation Services
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Brad Green, ADA Coordinator, Multnomah County Circuit
Court

Michael Hlebechuk, Residential Supports Coordinator,
Office of Mental Health and Addiction Services, Oregon
Department of Human Services

Robert C. Joondeph, Lawyer, Oregon Advocacy Center

Robert Nikkel, Administrator, Office of Mental Health and
Addiction Services, Department of Human Services

Shelley Oishi, Mental Health Counselor, Connection
Program, Northwest Human Services

The Honorable Darleen Ortega, Judge, Oregon Court of
Appeals

Val Owen, Deputy Sheriff, Multnomah County

N. Butch Pribbanow, Lawyer, TriMet

The Honorable Thomas J. Rastetter, Judge, Clackamas
County Circuit Court

Larry Sowa, Clackamas County Commissioner

Denise Spielman, ADA Technical Assistance Specialist,
Northwest ADA and IT Center

The Honorable Patricia A. Sullivan, Judge, Malheur
County Circuit Court

The following staff served the task force:

Oregon State Bar:

• Karen Garst, Executive Director

• Debra Cohen Maryanov, Pro Bono Program
Developer
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Oregon Judicial Department:

• Nori J. McCann Cross, Special Counsel, Executive
Services Division

• Maria C. Hinton, Access and Family Law Analyst,
Court Programs and Services Division

• Leola McKenzie, Assistant Director, Court
Programs and Services Division

Scope of Task Force Study

At its first meeting in April 2005, the task force discussed the
scope of its work. The first meeting made clear the need to
limit the study’s scope. Given the task force charge and the
limited time and resources available, the task force adopted
five principles to guide and focus its work:

Disabilities

The task force agreed to consider barriers to accessing Oregon
state courts and their services by people with one or more vis-
ible, invisible, physical, mental, or emotional disabilities,
including cognitive and psychological disabilities and disabili-
ties that limit physical stamina. Following the lead of the
Gender Fairness Task Force some years earlier, the task force
agreed to consider whether disability coupled with certain
other personal characteristics compounds difficulties in access
to state courts and their services. (See Report of the Oregon
Supreme Court/Oregon State Bar Task Force on Gender
Fairness, May, 1998, p. 16.)

Position

The task force agreed to study access for a broad range of
state-court users, including parties in court matters, jurors,
lawyers, the public, witnesses, and court personnel. However,
it limited the study to state-court facilities, programs, services,
and materials; it recommended a separate study on employ-
ment in the court system.
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Type

The task force agreed to study access in criminal and civil mat-
ters in state courts only (not in justice or municipal courts),
including family, juvenile, probate, and civil commitment mat-
ters, and grand juries and trial juries. 

State court facilities, materials, 
programs, and services

The task force agreed to review access to state-court facilities,
written materials for the public, and a broad range of state
court programs and services, including jury service, mediation,
and indigence verification (financial eligibility for court-
appointed counsel). 

Standards

The task force agreed to measure access against the ADA Title
II Action Guide for State and Local Governments, except
where Oregon has adopted stricter requirements. It also
agreed to recommend good or best practices that exceed legal
requirements. 

Access issues outside the scope of this study

While the following are important areas to study, the task
force agreed to exclude them as beyond the task force’s time
and resource limitations:

• obtaining the services of a lawyer

• conducting legal business that does not involve
state courts

• the substance of judicial decisions

• jails (except for transit between the jails and the
courts)

• law enforcement interaction other than court
security matters

• federal, justice, municipal, and county courts

• foreign language barriers

• transgender issues
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• court-ordered community service or treatment,
outside of judicially monitored treatment court
programs

• active illegal drug use 

• access to court-appointed lawyers 

• employment in state courts.

Task Force Work Allocation

The task force divided into three workgroups:

• focus groups and surveys

• public hearings

• the Oregon Judicial Department’s comprehensive
self-reassessment.

Focus groups and surveys

The workgroup held focus groups for people with several spe-
cific disabilities (see Appendix C for the summary of these
group meetings), seeking input specific to the task force’s
charge and to inform the design of a court-user survey that the
task force later made available in several ways:

• at courthouses throughout Oregon,

• from organizations that work with persons with
disabilities throughout the state, and

• on the Oregon State Bar and Oregon Judicial
Department websites. 

In particular, participants advised the survey designers on how
to reach persons with disabilities who encounter the justice
system, on formats and methods to increase response rates,
and on how to make survey questions clear and respectful.
The workgroup then developed, distributed, and analyzed a
web-based and print survey of Oregon state-court users on
access to state courts for persons with disabilities.
Approximately sixty percent (60%) of respondents completed
the survey online.
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Public Hearings

The workgroup held two public hearings: one in Portland and
one in Medford. The Medford hearing included live videocon-
ference links with sites in Bend, Eugene, and Ontario. Despite
widely distributed announcements, few people attended or
testified at the hearings. Those who did attend provided infor-
mation on human- and personal-dignity issues, as well as legal
issues that persons with disabilities encounter in using state
courts and their facilities, services, programs, and materials.
(See Appendix F.)

Oregon Judicial Department Self-Reassessment

With task force assistance, the Oregon Judicial Department
conducted and analyzed its first comprehensive, statewide
self-reassessment of ADA compliance since the initial assess-
ment in 1992-93 required by ADA Title II. Because the original
assessment was in narrative form and the ADA did not require
courts to keep copies for more than three years or to do reg-
ular reassessments, the Judicial Department designed its
reassessment tools to support periodic reassessment and to
evaluate improvements. All 36 trial courts, the Oregon Tax
Court, the Supreme Court, and administrative divisions in the
Office of the State Court Administrator completed surveys.
(See Appendix G.) The state required some divisions and the
Court of Appeals to relocate to temporary space for 18
months during the reassessment (seismic upgrades). Those
divisions and the Court of Appeals will complete the facility
section of the reassessment when they return to permanent
quarters. 

The Oregon Judicial Department followed up on the lengthy
self-assessment tool by contacting courts and divisions with
questions when the self-reassessment responses raised ques-
tions or were incomplete. The self-reassessment provided
valuable information, particularly on physical access to court
facilities.
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Task Force Recommendations

The task force reviewed all the information it received and
developed recommendations for the Oregon Judicial
Department, building owners that house state court facilities,
and the Oregon State Bar to improve access to Oregon state
courts. Among the recommendations, the task force asks the
Oregon Judicial Department to charge its Access to Justice for
All Committee to oversee the implementation of these recom-
mendations and urged all stakeholders to regularly evaluate
how well they provide access to Oregon state courts to 
persons with disabilities.
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Oregon and Its Courthouses
In towns of the frontier West, citizens imposed large taxes on
themselves to build impressive courthouses. The courthouse
was the dominant edifice in the county seat (indeed, in the
county). The settlers wanted to send a message that law and
order were supreme and that “civilization” had been estab-
lished.

Historical respect for the courthouse still resonates with
Oregonians. Ten turn-of-the-century courthouses are in use
today. The majestic, rough-stone 1909 courthouse of Wallowa
County, for example, sits high on an entire city block and is vis-
ible throughout the city. Yet, it and other older courthouses
show the signs of age, and many do not meet state or feder-
al accessibility requirements or technological needs.

A recent incident in Wallowa County illustrates the importance
of making courthouses accessible to all Oregonians. A person
involved in a court proceeding was unable to access a court-
room on the second floor of the Wallowa Courthouse because
there is no elevator. While the court arranged an alternative
venue at a local school, he wanted the court to hear his case
in the courthouse. He preferred to be carried up to the second
floor, rather than have his trial outside of the courthouse.

The Wallowa Courthouse is not unique in presenting barriers
to persons with disabilities. The task force hopes this report
inspires the justice system to make every courthouse and court
program fully accessible by all Oregonians. A glimpse of such
a court follows.
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The Perfect Courthouse
Annie is a person with disabilities. Because of an ongoing
debilitative disease, she uses a wheelchair. She also has low
vision. Her parents recently passed away; she is their personal
representative. Their estate is in probate, and Annie has hired
a lawyer to represent her in the probate case.

Before meeting, Annie asked her lawyer, Raya, to provide all
documents in large print of at least 20-point type because of
her low vision. Annie took the bus to Raya’s office downtown.
The driver helped Annie and her wheelchair off the bus; Annie
wheeled herself about one block to the office building. She
entered the building through an automated door; the lobby
had a low-level reader board that made it easy for Annie to
find the directions to Raya’s office. Annie rode the elevator to
the 13th floor and approached the front counter of Raya’s
office. The front counter had two heights; one let her reach
the counter and fit her wheelchair under it. The receptionist
led Annie to a conference room specially equipped with an
adjustable table and a computer screen in front of the seat.
When Raya reached the conference room, she set down her
laptop and plugged it into the back of the monitor in front of
Annie. Throughout their meeting, Raya used this technology
to project documents in large type on the monitor so that
Annie could read them.

At their meeting, Raya told Annie that when the court had
scheduled a hearing on Annie’s parents’ estate, she would
work with Annie to submit a request to the court for any
accommodation Annie might need at the court and would
inform any other parties.  She explained that court rules set
some deadlines for those requests and that the court could
reset the hearing if the request is late or the court cannot pro-
vide a reasonable accommodation in time for the hearing.

Raya called the court’s ADA coordinator to let the court 
know that Raya or Annie would submit a request for accom-
modation.
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On the day of the hearing, Annie came early to be sure to find
the right courtroom. The courthouse had been built to provide
both access and security for persons with disabilities and those
without. The entrance to the courthouse was flush with the
sidewalk and did not need a special ramp. It had several auto-
mated doors, and she entered through one. Security was
tight, as it is in all courthouses after the attack on the Marion
County courthouse. Although the lines were long, one was set
aside for persons with disabilities. Annie went to that line. The
security personnel carefully wanded her wheelchair and
belongings. Security personnel asked Annie whether she could
stand with assistance and helped her stand up next to a sup-
porting rail. Completing the wanding process, security
personnel asked Annie whether she knew how to get where
she was going. When she told them the room number, they
pointed to the bank of elevators that would take her to the
right floor and asked whether she would like someone to help
her find the room.  Annie thanked them for the directions and
the offer of help and said she would try to get there herself
but would ask for help if she needed it.

Arriving on the third floor, Annie got off the elevator right in
front of her courtroom.  The courtroom had an automated
pocket door whose halves slid back into the wall, making a
wide passageway. Annie did not have to lean out of her wheel-
chair to push open doors. The courtroom had wide aisles;
Annie was able to approach the table easily to meet her
lawyer. The table was high enough to accommodate her
wheelchair. It had a monitor to show large-print documents,
similar to the one in her lawyer’s office. Because Raya had
made a timely request for accommodation, both the judge
and the clerk were prepared to show every document on the
monitor in large type. Annie read them with ease. 

Annie noticed that the jury boxes had a special front row and
wide aisles to access the jury room for jurors who use wheel-
chairs. Before the hearing, Raya told Annie where to find the
accessible restroom right outside the courtroom should she
need it.

At the end of the proceeding, Raya and Annie thanked the
judge. The judge asked Annie how well the court did in pro-
viding the services Annie needed and for any suggestions for
improvements.
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Focus Groups

Introduction

Between May 31 and June 28, 2005, four focus groups met to
provide information about access to the courts from personal
experience and working with persons with disabilities. The
task force also sought their input on the development of a
court user survey, including survey topics and how to maxi-
mize the survey’s response rate. This section highlights
participants’ suggestions to make courts more usable for per-
sons with disabilities. For more information on how the groups
were organized, the questions posed, and a more complete
discussion, please see Appendix G.

Cognitive or Psychiatric Disabilities 

Seven people participated in this group: some affiliated with
disability-related organizations, one cognitive interpreter, one
person who served on jury duty twice, one survivor of abuse,
and three individuals who had participated in focus groups
previously. Most participants indicated that they had a cogni-
tive or psychiatric disability personally.  

They identified the following needs:

1. Information in advance on what to expect, how to dress,
and what court security will allow them to carry in the
courthouse to relieve the heightened anxiety that people
with cognitive and psychiatric disabilities often experience
when going to court. 

2. Large print signs throughout the courthouse, including
room numbers, bathroom signs, and elevator
information. (Stress or anxiety may make reading smaller
print difficult.)

3. Electronic door openers to help people who lack the
strength to push them open.

4. Full spectrum lighting; flickering fluorescent lights can
cause seizures for some people.

5. Courthouse security procedures that are sensitive to
people with paranoia or who have metal in their bodies.



6. Court staff who are sensitive to hidden disabilities and
willing to provide personal assistance to individuals, such
as help directing an individual to a room or filling out
forms. 

7. Judges who are aware that certain inappropriate behavior
may be caused by a disability and who are respectful in
addressing the behavior. 

8. Assistive technology for visual and hearing impairments
available in all courts.

Visual Disabilities 

Nine people participated, all of whom were blind or had sig-
nificant vision impairments. Participants included a peer
counselor for Independent Living Resources, two employees
and a student of the Oregon Commission for the Blind, the
chair of the Oregon Commission for the Blind, an attorney, a
person who uses a guide dog, and a volunteer with a region-
al organization for the blind. Participants said their experiences
with judges and court staff were positive, but they had some
issues with court security. 

They identified the following needs:

1. Adequate notice that accommodations and alternate
formats are available for persons with disabilities and
information on how to request them. 

2. Signs that indicate the location of the accessible entrance
seen easily from the front of the building. 

3. All written materials from the court available
electronically in advance to people with visual
impairments.

4. Notice that disability does not disqualify individuals from
serving on jury duty, and that accommodations are
available. 

5. Court security procedures that are sensitive to persons
with disabilities. 
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Deaf, Hard of Hearing, and Late Deafened

Four people participated in the focus group, including two
people who are hard of hearing and two who are deaf. Two
of the participants had cochlear implants. Three were former
members of the Oregon Disabilities Commission Deaf and
Hard of Hearing Access Program Advisory Board. One is cur-
rently an officer of the Oregon Association for the Deaf and
coordinates a large email network throughout the state.
Another is the President of the Portland Chapter of Self Help
for Hard Hearing (SHHH).

They identified the following needs:

1. Notice that people must request ASL interpreters, real-
time captioners, and assistive-listening devices in advance
and information on whom to contact and how to request
an accommodation.

2. Real-time captioners and high-quality ASL interpreter
services available in all courts. 

3. Judges and court staff education on hearing
impairments, including ASL and other means of
communicating, English as a second language, speaking
slowly and ensuring that the listener can see the
speaker’s whole face. 

4. Court security personnel who are knowledgeable and
respectful in helping persons with disabilities pass
through security (e.g., aware that metal in a person’s
body, such as cochlear implants, can set off metal
detectors).

5. Court staff who do not discourage or dismiss persons
with disabilities from jury service. 
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Individuals with Mobility Impairments

Four people participated in the focus group, including two
lawyers, one advocate who is legally blind, and one represen-
tative from student services.  

They identified the following issues:

1. Many elderly people have visual, hearing and mobility
impairments but do not consider themselves to be
individuals with disabilities. This has implications for
whether people are aware that help is available to them
and for reaching a large group of potential respondents
to the court user survey. 

2. Courts should provide information in the body of court
notices/summons about the availability of
accommodations and should notify individuals who come
to the courthouse where services are located.

3. People in rural areas may not be able to reach court
facilities by public transportation or taxi service.
Courthouses need ramps for people who use
wheelchairs, and law libraries need to be accessible to
people who use wheelchairs.

4. Signage was poor in the Clackamas and Multnomah
County Circuit Courts. The Washington County Circuit
Court booklet on where services are located is a model
for other courts. 

5. Judges or court staff sometimes question or doubt the
need for accommodations requested by people with
hearing loss. 

6. The quality of accommodations provided is not always
satisfactory.

7. The court may have a responsibility to provide cognitive
interpreters.

8. Some grievances may not be resolved because of
uncertainty as to who is is responsible to provide
accommodations.

9. Court staff sometimes discourage persons with disabilities
from jury service. Accessible restrooms are not always
available on the same floor as the deliberation room.
Some jury boxes and witness boxes are not accessible.
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Court-User Survey

Introduction

The Surveys Workgroup of the Task Force on Access to State
Courts for Persons with Disabilities fielded a web-based and
print survey, the “Oregon State Courts User Survey,” at the
end of October 2005. Approximately sixty percent (60%) of
respondents completed the survey online. The final sample
size used for analysis was 203. Nearly half of the respondents
(49%) reported personally having a disability or a health con-
dition. The rest of the respondents reported working with
people who have a disability (judges, court staff, lawyers, fam-
ily, friends, and personal assistants). Respondents had
experience with a wide range of disabilities, noting mobility
impairments (38%) and chronic medical conditions (28%)
most frequently. In some cases, the number of respondents
answering particular items is extremely small. Although these
findings may represent the perceptions, experiences, or opin-
ions of the populations to which these respondents belong
(e.g., court users with disabilities), readers should not draw
conclusive generalizations. For more information on the
methodology of the survey, the demographics of the respon-
dents, survey limitations, and a more complete discussion of
findings, please see Appendices D and E. 

Communication Issues

1. Twenty-seven (27) respondents with disabilities reported
trouble communicating with the courts. Among them, 24
(89%) reported trouble communicating with the courts in
person because of a disability or health condition; 14
respondents (52%) reported trouble communicating with
the courts by phone. Other modes of communication (e-
mail, US mail, and the Internet) were problematic for only
one or two respondents.
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2. The majority of respondents with disabilities (61%) and a
significant number without disabilities (43%) reported
that the courts did not inform them at all that
accommodations were available to them. Among
respondents that were informed that accommodations
were available, the greatest number said they were
informed by jury summons (11% of respondents with
disabilities; 13% of respondents without disabilities).  

3. The majority of respondents with and without disabilities
reported that the person doing the security screening
treated them with dignity and respect.

4. Approximately half of respondents with and without
disabilities reported that court staff were helpful and
treated them with dignity and respect.

5. Forty percent (40%) of respondents with disabilities and
53% of respondents without disabilities reported that
judges treated them with dignity and respect.  

Facilities and Physical Access

1. The majority of respondents with and without disabilities
reported that they did not have transportation difficulties
(63% and 66%, respectively).

2. Respondents were given a long list of physical structures
and areas that may present challenges to accessibility to
or within Oregon state courts and were asked to indicate
where they had encountered difficulties. Respondents
with disabilities identified the most difficulties with
parking (28%), courtroom seating (21%), security
checkpoints (15%), stairways (15%), pathways in
courtrooms (14%), pathways into the courthouse (13%),
getting into the stall in restrooms (13%), and getting into
the jury box (13%).
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Programs and Services

1. Thirty-nine percent (39%) of the respondents with
disabilities had requested an accommodation and less
than half of them received the accommodation when
they needed it.

2. The types of accommodations most frequently requested
by people with hearing loss or deafness were assistive-
listening devices and sign language interpreters.

3. Among respondents who used court accommodations for
hearing loss or deafness, 46% of respondents with
disabilities and 70% without disabilites rated the
accommodations of high or average quality.

4. Among respondents who used alternate formats for
written materials provided by the court, 60% of
respondents with disabilities and 67% without disabilities
rated the accommodations of high or average quality.
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Public Hearings

Introduction

Two public hearings were held during the course of the task
force’s investigation, one in Portland on July 22, 2005 (ten tes-
tified) and one in Medford, November 4, 2005 (seven). The
Medford hearing included live videoconference links with sites
in Bend, Eugene, and Ontario. See Appendix F for a complete
summary of the public hearings. The task force asked for tes-
timony on access to state court facilities, programs, services,
and policies; however, some feedback provided was beyond
the scope of the task force.  Speakers identified the following
issues:

Communication Issues

1. A person who is legally blind had an attorney who did
not return her repeated phone calls. 

2. A person who is legally blind had an attorney who did
not read the summons to her in court regarding her son’s
legal issue, and therefore she did not know what was
going on. 

3. A lawyer who is blind testified that signage in Braille at
critical sites in court facilities is very important.  The signs
need to indicate where the sites are in a way a person
with a visual impairment can understand. 

4. A man who is deaf testified about having difficulties with
the interpreter and stated that not all deaf people can
sign and some sign different languages. 

5. A legal aid attorney testified that interpretation for the
deaf, especially in rural counties, is the biggest problem
area.

6. A person who has bipolar disorder was appointed an
attorney for her court appearance different from the one
who had first visited her. 
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7. A person indicated difficulty in communicating with
medical personnel and attorneys when he was at
Dammasch State Hospital. 

8. A mother testified that the detention facility where her
son with traumatic brain injury was held could not
accommodate his needs.

Facilities and Physical Access

1. A woman who has a mobility impairment related
problems with how she was treated by security and by
library personnel. 

2. A man using a wheelchair testified that he served on a
jury but had to sit outside the jury box. 

3. A legal aid attorney testified that often counters are too
high for persons in wheelchairs, and some courtrooms
are too small to admit motorized wheelchairs. 

4. An attorney who has a vision impairment offered
suggestions on how to communicate with a person like
himself in a crowded and noisy area such as a
courtroom. 

5. A person with bipolar disorder was brought to the
courthouse in public view in handcuffs and with a leather
belt between her legs. 

6. An attorney testified that a “safe room” is needed in
each county to provide a safe and secure place for both
adolescents and adults who have substance abuse or
mental health concerns.

7. An attorney who defends medical marijuana patients and
caregivers stated that there should be an area where
patients can medicate that is not in public view. 

8. An attorney suggested a volunteer program is needed to
ensure that people can get to and from court hearings,
especially in rural areas. 
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Programs and Services

1. A disability specialist noted that the high counter and
glass window at her courthouse is intimidating, especially
for persons with developmental disabilities or mental
illness, or for persons of short stature.  

2. A deaf woman who is a psychologist stated that she is
frustrated because the forensic psychologists used by the
court system are not familiar with the issues of
assessments for deaf people. 

3. A disability specialist said that courts should ensure that
people with a disability understand the charges against
them and can appreciate the consequences of their
actions. 

4. A woman testified that a non-professional made an
erroneous psychologial evaluation of her that had
affected her case. 

5. An attorney suggested the use of a facilitator to
determine which services a person with mental illness
needs to access the court. 

6. A woman who has epilepsy testified that her work as an
advocate has taught her that drug courts are not
accommodating to persons with disabilities. 

7. A legal aid attorney suggested a checklist for judges to
review guardianship matters, including a presumption
that a party receiving social security disability is indigent
and cannot pay fees and costs unless affirmatively shown
otherwise. 
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OJD Reassessment

Introduction

In the spring of 2005, the Oregon Judicial Department (OJD)
completed a self-reassessment of the accessibility of state
court programs and services for persons with disabilities. This
is the first reassessment the courts have completed since their
initial assessment completed in 1993. The 2005 Self-
Reassessment was conducted to coincide with the work of the
task force. The 2005 Self-Assessment included more than 600
questions and was divided into three sections: Facilities; Court
Programs, Services and Materials; and Court Administration.
See Appendix G for the methodology of the reassessment,
participation by individual courts, and more complete infor-
mation on the findings. 

Programs and Services

ADA-specific training

1. Many courts (72%) indicated that administrators, staff,
and judges who evaluate and make decisions regarding
grievances have not received specific training in federal
and state disability laws.

2. Many programs indicated that staff need training for
their roles and responsibilities under the ADA. 

3. Not all written agreements with private sector entities
require compliance with ADA accessibility and
communication provisions. 

4. Courts generally provide little written ADA information to
the public. 

5. Several programs do not provide notice of the grievance
policy in alternate formats.

6. Seven (7) courts allow parties to bring their own
interpreter, but it is unclear whether the judge qualifies
these interpreters before they serve. 

7. Eleven (11) programs indicated they do not provide
alternate formats upon request for some information
which is communicated visually.
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ADA Coordinators

1. On a local level, various people have responsibility for
receiving requests for ADA accommodations, determining
whether a person is qualified under the ADA, and
approving/denying requests for accommodations. 

2. Local ADA Coordinators are not always notified of ADA
requests and the public is not always notified of ADA
policy and grievance procedures.

3. Court staff do not always know who the local ADA
Coordinator is or are unaware that the position exists.

4. Court staff generally lack understanding of disabilities
and accommodations.

5. Staff (especially point-of-contact staff) need education to
learn that all ADA Coordinator names and contact
information are readily available on the Web and on the
state court system’s internal database in Lotus Notes.

6. Twenty-five (25) of (36) jury coordinators handle ADA
requests directly rather than going through a central ADA
Coordinator.

7. Some programs require persons with disabilities to make
individual accommodation requests for each proceeding
or event in a single process.

8. Nineteen (19) courts have never provided real-time
captioning. Further evaluation is needed to determine
how many of those courts received requests for real-time
captioning services. 

9. Fifteen (15) courts have old assistive-listening devices that
need to be replaced.

10. Although 22 courts allow sign language interpreters in
the deliberation room, three  courts with real-time
captioning services do not allow real-time captioning in
the deliberation room, and seven courts do not allow
personal assistants in the deliberation room.

11. Eleven (11) courts have jury summonses with no or
inadequate notice about ADA accommodations, and (22)
courts do not include a TTY number.

TASK FORCE ON ACCESS TO STATE COURTS FOR PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES 27



12. Thirteen (13) courts are not prepared to provide court
documents in accessible formats upon request.

13. Twenty-two (22) programs stated they do not have access
to or know how to use a TTY.

Facilities and Physical Access

1. Twenty-five (25) courts that have inaccessible main
entrances do not have signs showing the location of the
accessible entrance to the building.

2. Twenty (20) courts that have inaccessible public
restrooms do not have signs giving directions to an
accessible public restroom.

3. Some courts have ramps that are not slip resistant; have
lifts that cannot be operated without assistance but do
not have call buttons; have accessible entrances locked
during working hours; and have some accessible parking
spaces that are not close to accessible entrances.

4. Seven (7) courts have objects in routes through public
areas that are not cane-detectible.

5. Most courts report that they have no evacuation plans or
procedures for persons with disabilities.

Task Force Commendations

The task force commends the Oregon Judicial Department 
for its recent and continuing efforts to improve access to state
court facilities, programs and services.  Here are some examples:

The Court Programs and Services Division (CPSD) 

• coordinated a one-day training for Trial Court
Administrators and ADA Coordinators in February
2006. The training included the “Empower
Workshop” facilitated by the Northwest Americans
with Disability Act and Information Technology
Center (NW ADA/IT Center). Experts from the
Oregon Commission for the Blind, the ARC of
Multnomah and Clackamas Counties and the
Brain Injury Association of Oregon provided useful
materials and offered exercises that simulated
mobility, vision, hearing and cognitive
impairments;
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• is working with one rural and one urban state
court to test new software that allows personal
computers to function as text telephones (TTY).
Other courts have purchased new TTYs; and

• designed a three-day “Clerk College” to include
instruction, written materials, and interactive
sessions on “Serving Customers with Disabilities”
and “Creating a Culturally Responsive Court” in
which participants handle assistive-listening
devices and experience communication barriers
from a unique perspective.

Several courts have done one or more of 
the following:

• purchased Evacu-trac equipment to help evacuate
people with mobility impairments from court
buildings in emergencies; (the Office of the State
Court Administrator also has an Evacu-trac);

• evaluated their FM sound systems and purchased
new and additional assistive-listening devices;

• invited the NW ADA/IT Center to present the
“Empower Workshop” to their staff and other
courthouse occupants; and

• requested and received training materials on the
ADA for their staff from the Court Programs and
Services Division.

One court purchased portable, wheelchair-accessible
tables.

The Oregon Judicial Department

• completed a lengthy reassessment of its facilities,
programs, and services that educated many state-
court staff on ADA issues and will guide efforts to
improve access to Oregon state courts;
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• printed and distributed tent cards to all state
courts for public display. These cards inform the
public that Oregon state courts are accessible and
list common accommodations available at no
charge to court users upon request. The cards also
serve to remind court staff that Oregon state
courts ensure access to facilities, programs, and
services for persons with disabilities;

• appointed Carol Kerfoot, coordinator of the
Federal Violence Against Women Act in Clatsop
County, to provide community education to local
justice system agencies, including law
enforcement, focusing on a user-friendly process
to help people with a psychiatric disorder, such as
schizophrenia or depression, bipolar, obsessive
compulsive, or panic disorder; and 

• developed a database to track ADA-
accommodation requests in the state-court
system; and

• developed a database of ADA information 
and resources for all state-court system personnel
to use.
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Task Force Recommendations 

Introduction

The accessibility of Oregon state courts is the joint responsibil-
ity of building owners and the Oregon Judicial Department.
With few exceptions, the Oregon Judicial Department does
not own the court facilities and cannot make structural
changes. For trial courts in the state court system, state law
requires counties to:

• provide suitable and sufficient courtrooms, offices,
and jury rooms for the court, the judges, other
officers, and employees of the court and juries in
attendance upon the court, and provide
maintenance and utilities for those courtrooms,
offices and jury rooms, (ORS 1.185); and 

• pay expenses of the court in the county other
than those expenses required by law to be paid by
the state, (ORS 1.185).

In addition, the ADA requires courts as public entities to make
each service, program, or activity, when viewed in its entirety,
readily accessible to and usable by individuals with disabilities,
(28 CFR 35.150).

This report organizes the following recommendations by 
topic and by one of three stakeholders: the Oregon Judicial
Department, Oregon State Bar, and building owners. Some
recommendations address meeting existing state and federal
disability laws; others recommend that Oregon courts meet a
higher standard of accessibility. Recommendations are listed
roughly in the order that people encounter the courthouse. 
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I. RECOMMENDATIONS ON FACILITIES

Preface

The ADA requires building owners to make their facilities
accessible to persons with disabilities to the maximum extent
possible without incurring an undue burden. Oregon statutes
and administrative rules incorporate the ADA, with some addi-
tional requirements. In Oregon, counties own most, but not
all, facilities that house the state court system. Other owners
include the state and private owners that lease space. Because
the state court system is responsible to make its programs and
services available in any case, court administrators should take
the lead in working with building owners to implement these
recommendations. Court administrators may be able to imple-
ment some improvements unilaterally, while more substantial
changes may require action by counties and other building
owners. For example, most state courts can improve signage,
if needed, on their own. A few courts cannot, because the
building owner restricts signage.

When a building owner remodels or permits an Oregon
Judicial Department tenant to remodel Oregon Judicial
Department facilities, plans must include bringing the areas up
to ADA standards. The ADA requires that “each facility or part
of a facility constructed or altered by, on behalf of, or for the
use of a public entity shall be designed and constructed in
such manner that the facility or part of the facility is readily
accessible to and usable by individuals with disabilities” (28
CFR 35.151(b)). Oregon law requires that “every project for
renovation, alteration or modification to affected buildings
and related facilities that affects or could affect the usability of
or access to an area containing a primary function shall be
made to insure that, to the maximum extent feasible, the
paths of travel to the altered area and the rest rooms, tele-
phones and drinking fountains serving the altered area are
readily accessible to and usable by individuals with disabilities,
unless such alterations are disproportionate to the overall alter-
ations in terms of costs and scope” (ORS 447.241(1)).
Alterations to the path of travel are disproportionate if they
exceed 25 % of the cost of altering the primary function area.
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Preferred future:

Each courthouse has ADA-accessible parking and an accessi-
ble pathway from the parking to the courthouse. The main
entrance is ADA-accessible. Its security checkpoint contains
any adaptation necessary for court users with disabilities. All
areas for the public or staff are accessible - courtrooms, rest-
rooms, jury rooms, etc., including counters of varying heights
and appropriate signage indicating how to find the ADA
Coordinator, the accessible restrooms, the law library, and
other public areas.

Examples of Input Received: 

• A participant at one of the public hearings was
unable to find the accessible entrance to the
courthouse (there was no sign at the main
entrance), had to enter through the same door as
the accused criminal defendants traveling from the
jail, and was unable to support herself when
asked to rise from her wheelchair during the
security check because there was nothing to lean
on. At the law library, she was unable to reach
books on upper shelves, and there was no one to
assist her.

• According to the Oregon Judicial Department
Reassessment, 25 courts that have inaccessible
main entrances do not have signs showing the
location of the accessible entrance to the building.
Twenty (20) courts that have inaccessible public
restrooms do not have signs giving directions to
an accessible public restroom.

• Most survey respondents (nearly 80%) reported
difficulty with one or more physical areas of
Oregon state courts.  Five percent (5%) or more
of respondents reported difficulties with all of the
26 structures and areas identified in the survey.
Among respondents with disabilities, the most
problematic structures and areas reported were
parking (29%), courtroom seating (21%),
stairways (15%), and security checkpoints (15%).
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• A participant in the focus group for people with
cognitive and psychiatric disabilities noted that
some people react negatively to fluorescent
lighting and recalled a woman who has seizures
when exposed to flickering lights. 

Recommendations

These recommendations are not listed in a priority order.

A. The task force recommends that state courts use the
2005-06 Reassessment to develop a plan with the building
owners to improve the following court facilities as needed
to meet or exceed ADA standards in the ADA Accessibility
Guidelines (ADAAG) and Oregon Structural Specialty
Code (OSSC):

1. Parking [ADAAG 4.1, 4.6; OSSC 1104]

2. Path of travel to the building  [ADAAG 4.1, 4.3; OSSC
1108.1.1, 1109.4]

3. Pathways inside courthouse [ADAAG 4.1, 4.3; OSSC
1108.1.1, 1103.2.4, 1109.4]

4. Security checkpoints [ADAAG 11.1.2, 12.2.2; OSSC
1108.6, 1109.19]

5. Signage inside and outside courthouse [ADAAG  4.1,
4.30; OSSC 1108.4.12, 1109.15]

6. Elevators  [ADAAG 4.10; OSSC 1108.3, 1113.3.4]

7. Stairways [ADAAG 4.9; OSSC 1109.4.6, 1109.8,
1113.3.3]

8. Doors [ADAAG  4.1, 4.13; OSSC 1109.9, 1113.3.6]

9. Restrooms [ADAAG  4.1, 4.22, 4.23; OSSC 1108.2,
1109.10, 1113.3.7]

10. Drinking fountains [ADAAG 4.15; OSSC 1108.4,
1109.12]

11. Telephones [ADAAG 4.1, 4.31; OSSC 1109.13,
1113.1.2.3]
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12. Service windows and counters [ADAAG  7.2; OSSC
1109.23.2]

13. Offices [ADAAG 4.1, 4.2 ; OSSC 1108.1.1, 1109.2,
1109.3, 1109.4, 1109.5, 1109.6, 1109.9]

14. Libraries [ADAAG  8.1; OSSC 1109.24]

15. Jury boxes, orientation rooms, and deliberation rooms
[ADAAG 11; OSSC 1108.5]

16. Seating [ADAAG 4.32; OSSC 1109.18]

17. Waiting areas [ADAAG 4.3; OSSC 1109.4.2]

18. Courtrooms, including tables, bench, and witness box
[ADAAG 11.2.1; OSSC 1109.4.2, 1109.18]

19. Required areas of rescue assistance [ADAAG 4.3.11;
OSSC 1107.2]

B. The task force also recommends that the Oregon Judicial
Department and building owners that house the Oregon
Judicial Department do the following: 

1. Ensure that the main public entrance in particular is
accessible. 

2. Improve courthouse signage. 

3. Ensure that signage is accessible to people who use
wheelchairs and to people who have low vision or 
are blind. 

a. Provide signage to accessible parking spaces,
ramps, and facility entrances. 

b. Place exterior signs on every side of the building
and at all inaccessible entrances to indicate the
location of the accessible entrance(s). 

c. Place signs at all inaccessible restrooms to indicate
the location of accessible restroom(s). 

d. Install directional signage throughout the buildings,
including signs directing court users to accessible
entryways, elevators, restrooms, court business/fil-
ing rooms, jury assembly rooms, fully accessible
courtrooms, the local ADA Coordinator, and law
library.
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4. Install power-assisted or automatic doors wherever
possible. 

5. Make ALL restrooms fully accessible, including
location, entryway, stalls, toilets, wash basins, and
counters. 

6. Make ALL courtrooms fully accessible, including jury
boxes, to accommodate people who use wheelchairs,
whether a participant in the proceeding or a public
observers.

7. Ensure that service windows and counters allow court
users to communicate with court staff adequately,
e.g., court user with hearing loss can hear through
glass, person using a wheelchair can see over counter. 

8. Provide a quiet and safe place to wait for individuals
who find the court environment overly stressful. 

9. Charge the Oregon Judicial Department State Security
and Preparedness Committee with including
accessibility issues when planning security and
including those issues in any standard template for
court remodeling.
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II. RECOMMENDATIONS ON 
PROGRAMS AND SERVICES

Preface

Preferred future

All court staff and judges understand the needs of court users
with disabilities whether the disability involves a physical
attribute such as vision loss or an invisible one such as bipolar
disorder. Information is readily available in all alternative for-
mats such as Braille and whenever reasonably possible is
written at a fifth-grade reading level. The ADA Coordinator is
easy to find to request an accommodation for a party, lawyer,
juror, witness, or public observer so that every court user can
participate fully in any judicial process. Assistive devices such
as assistive-listening devices are available upon request and
always in working order. To augment the court’s services,
court staff refer court users with disabilities to community
resources, such as organizations that may provide transporta-
tion to and from court appointments. Each court user with a
disability has an opportunity to comment on the accommo-
dations provided.

Examples of Input Received: 

• The task force just scratched the surface of the
needs of court users with cognitive or
psychological disabilities. One participant at a
public hearing expressed the shame she felt in
being led from a car in shackles to the
courthouse. She had bipolar disorder and was
being transported from the State Hospital. She
also shared that the lawyer who represented her
at the hearing was not the same one who had
worked with her previously, thus adding to her
anxiety. 

• One task force member suggested the following
training exercise to simulate the experience of a
court user with schizophrenia: two different
people talk in a person’s left and right ears while
the person tries to listen to a third person. 
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• According to the Oregon Judicial Department
Reassessment, some court programs require
separate ADA requests for each proceeding or
event.

• According to the Oregon Judicial Department
Reassessment, 21 court programs do not have
access to a TTY device for incoming or 
outgoing calls.

• According to the Oregon Judicial Department
Reassessment, 19 courts have never provided real-
time captioning services. Further evaluation is
needed to determine how many of those courts
received requests for real-time captioning services.

• On the survey, a majority of respondents who
requested accommodations (51% of respondents
with disabilities and 55% of respondents without
disabilities) said they did not receive the
accommodation when they needed it; a sizable
number (41% of respondents with disabilities and
40% of respondents without disabilities) said they
did not receive an accommodation at all.  

• Participants in the focus group for cognitive and
psychiatric disabilities want more personal
attention and consideration from court staff to
help find their way around the courthouse, read
documents, and fill out paperwork. 

• A participant from the focus group for people
who are deaf, hard of hearing, and late deafened
was called to jury duty three times before he was
finally accepted. The first time, the court told him
it did not have captioners, and when he arrived at
the court, he was dismissed. The court did not
inform him in advance that he was dismissed. The
second time, the court told him that it had tried
to get a captioner but none was available. The
third time, the court had a captioner available,
and the participant was able to serve. 
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• A participant in the focus group for people who
are deaf, hard of hearing, and late deafened went
to court to file papers. He brought a dry-erase
board to write communications on because he
was in the process of receiving a cochlear implant
and could hear no sound. He told the security
guard that a magnet in his head might trigger the
metal detector, and the guard agreed to use the
wand instead. He was emptying his pockets when
a deputy sheriff grabbed him from behind, rolled
him around to the wall, told him to empty his
pockets again, and frisked him. When he told the
officer he found his treatment to be demeaning
and dehumanizing, the deputy sheriff patted him
on the shoulder and said thank you. 

Recommendations 

These recommendations are not listed in a priority order.

A. The task force recommends that state courts improve the
following court programs and services as needed to meet
or exceed ADA standards:

1. Ensure that persons with disabilities can participate
fully in court programs, including jury duty. [28 CFR
35.102, 130]

2. Establish safety and security processes for persons
with disabilities who use court facilities, programs, or
services. [28 CFR 35.102, 130]

3. Provide qualified interpreters and real-time captioners
in a reasonable time after a request for
accommodation. [28 CFR 35.104, 160]

4. Ensure that all Oregon Judicial Department web
pages are accessible to persons with disabilities. [28
CFR 35.102, 130]

5. Provide TTYs and assistive-listening devices in working
order to court users. [28 CFR 35.133, 160, 161]
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B. The task force also recommends that the Oregon Judicial
Department improve court programs and services in the
following areas:

Court Personnel and Judge Education

1. Provide ongoing education for court staff, judges,
security personnel, and lawyers on the ADA, available
accommodations, and how to communicate and work
effectively with court users with disabilities, including
people with psychological, cognitive, or other
“invisible” disabilities. Use experiential methods and
provide written resource materials. In particular, the
task force recommends the following:

a. Educate judges and staff on how to handle 
disability accommodation requests and how to help
court users with disabilities without providing legal
advice.  

b. Educate safety and security personnel regarding
the needs of court users with disabilities. 
Include information on etiquette, searching, pass-
ing through metal detectors, and wanding.

c. Educate judges and staff on working with court
users with hearing loss, the difference between
sign language and signed English, the need to
speak clearly and look up when speaking, and how
to use auxiliary aids provided by the court, such as
TTYs and assistive-listening devices.  

d. Educate judges on qualifying interpreters who are
not certified and determining interpreter qualifica-
tions to ensure that interpreters for court users with
disabilities are well versed in the court process and
roles of parties in any proceeding. 

e. Educate judges, staff, security personnel, and
lawyers on working with court users with visual
impairments, including identifying the person who
is speaking, not distracting guide dogs, orienting
the person to an area, and using appropriate assis-
tive technology.   
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f. Educate judges, staff, security personnel, and
lawyers on communicating with court users with
psychiatric disabilities, including schizophrenia, anx-
iety, and mood disorders. 

g. Educate judges, staff, and lawyers on how to sim-
plify information and reduce stress for court users 
with cognitive or psychological impairments. 

2. Collect and share feedback from judges and court
staff on issues, problems, and solutions they have
observed in serving court users with disabilities. 

3. Develop a handbook for judges, court personnel, and
lawyers with specific guidelines on interacting with
court users with disabilities. 

Access to Services

4. Have local ADA Coordinators prepare, distribute, and
regularly update a local guide to community-based
resources for court users with disabilities, such as
Minnesota’s guide.

5. Provide alternatives to standing in line for court users
with mobility impairments or stamina issues.

6. Work with local governments to ensure that public
transportation is available to and from courts for
court users with disabilities. 

7. Involve persons with disabilities and disability-related
organizations to assess periodically barriers that
persons with disabilities face when using Oregon
state courts. 

8. Charge the Oregon Judicial Department’s Access to
Justice for all Committee with evaluating the
Recognizance Release Program using the Oregon
Judicial Department’s Reassessment instrument.

9. Establish procedures and provide portable equipment
that permit court proceedings such as civil
commitment hearings to be conducted offsite when
necessary to provide access or avoid serious harm to a
participant.
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Quality of Services

10. Implement an ongoing customer satisfaction survey in
an accessible format that includes questions on access
to state courts for court users with disabilities. 

11. Allow extra time to communicate effectively with
court users who use interpreters. 

C. The task force recommends that the Oregon State Bar
develop the following resources and publish them on the
bar’s website:

1. A primer for court users at no more than a fifth-grade
reading level in multiple formats on what to expect
when using Oregon courts. 

2. To encourage lawyers to learn how to work with
persons with disabilities, a practical guide for lawyers
on this issue and working with local bar associations
and the Northwest ADA and Information Technology
Center to develop local free or low-cost continuing
legal education programs for lawyers and law-office
staff.

III. RECOMMENDATIONS ON POLICIES

Preface

Preferred future

The Oregon Judicial Department provides detailed policies on
how to accommodate each court user with a disability to the
fullest extent possible. Policies accommodate service animals
used by people with mental, sensory, or physical impairments
and the presence of a trusted friend or relative during any
court process. ADA Coordinators share their experiences and
best practices with each other and court administrators on
meeting and exceeding the ADA, state law, and Oregon
Judicial Department policies. When the Oregon Judicial
Department denies a requested accommodation, the Oregon
Judicial Department provides the grievance policy and the
name and phone number of the currently designated protec-
tion advocacy center in Oregon to the person who made the
request. 
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Examples of Input Received:

• Some court users have a disability that causes
severe anxiety and may use animal to reduce the
anxiety. While not technically a service animal like
a seeing-eye dog, an assistance animal can reduce
the anxiety level for certain court users with
psychological disabilities. 

• According to the Oregon Judicial Department
Reassessment, many courts do not have
documents in accessible formats on hand. Oregon
Judicial Department policy directs state courts to
send documents out to convert them to an
accessible format for the court user requesting
them.

• The court-user survey asked how the court informs
court users that accommodations are available.
Most respondents with disabilities (61%) and
many without disabilities (43%) reported that the
court did not inform them in any way.  

• Approximately one-quarter of survey respondents
(27% of respondents with disabilities and 21% of
respondents without disabilities) reported that
court staff showed little or no knowledge about
working with persons with disabilities.  A slightly
smaller percentage (21% of all respondents)
reported that judges showed little or no
knowledge about working with persons with
disabilities.

• A participant in the focus group for people with
cognitive or psychiatric disabilities was afraid
when she received a notice to appear in court,
but she read it carefully and did what she was
supposed to do. She recommended providing
information to court users in advance about what
to expect when going to court, including what
not to wear or carry to the courthouse. 

TASK FORCE ON ACCESS TO STATE COURTS FOR PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES 43



Recommendations

These recommendations are not listed in a priority order.

A. The task force recommends that state courts adopt and
enforce the following policies to meet or exceed ADA
standards:

1. Post contact information for the local ADA
Coordinator in several public areas of every
courthouse (such as the jury room, the entry hall, and
the clerk’s office), including how to request
accommodations and submit grievances. [28 CFR
35.106, 107]

2. Notify court users in all written communications (e.g.,
written notices, summonses, flyers, and mailings) that
ADA accommodations are available. [28 CFR 35.106,
107]

3. Include ADA-compliance language in all Oregon
Judicial Department contracts. [28 CFR 35.130(b)(1),
(3)]

4. Ensure that policies permit reasonable modifications
to give court users with disabilities an equal
opportunity to participate. [28 CFR 35.102]

5. Provide materials on jury service, ADA
accommodations and grievances, court programs and
services in Braille, audio tape, computer disk, large
print, and in other alternate formats on request. [28
CFR 35.130]

6. Ensure that emergency evacuation plans for court
users (and personnel) include planning for evacuation
of persons with disabilities. [28 CFR 35.102, 130; see
also “An ADA Guide for Local Governments: Making
Community Emergency Preparedness and Response
Programs Accessible to persons with disabilities” at
http://www.ada.gov/emergencyprep.htm.]

7. Regularly reassess programs, services, activities,
policies, procedures, and facilities. [US Department of
Justice recommends every 2--3 years]
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B. The task force also recommends that the Oregon Judicial
Department consider the following policies and protocols:

Notification

1. Include the local ADA Coordinator in every state
courthouse phonebook listing and on each state
court’s website homepage. 

2. Develop a pamphlet that identifies 
available accommodations and provides court policies
and forms to request accommodations and submit
grievances. Make it available in several places in each
courthouse. Include the information on court voice
mail messaging systems (including TTY).

3. Notify court users of readily available
accommodations, including auxiliary aids and services,
using countertop “tents” or other prominent displays.

4. Include information in jury summonses 
and orientations about specific accommodations
available.  

5. Inform court users about the grievance policy when
they request accommodations for a person with a
disability.

6. Include the name and contact information of the
currently designated protection advocacy center in
Oregon on grievance forms and on notices denying
accommodation requests.

7. Use basic language (fifth-grade level) in all public
notice and correspondence to the extent possible.
Include a notice that court users with a disability who
need help to understand the document can contact
the ADA Coordinator for assistance. 

8. Ask security personnel to tell court users with
disabilities where to find emergency exits and give
other basic emergency information as those users
enter the building.
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Policy Evaluation

9. Designate a single point of contact 
for persons with disabilities to request
accommodations. 

10. Develop uniform statewide forms to facilitate
provision of alternate formats. 

11. Ask the Oregon Judicial Department’s Fee Waiver
Deferral Committee to consider an automatic or
expedited fee waiver system for court users whose
sole income is from Supplemental Security Income
(SSI). 

12. Schedule court users with a cognitive disability to a
less busy time on the docket, and allow them to have
a friend, relative, or counselor with them during court
proceedings. 

13. Clarify Oregon Judicial Department policy on service
animals and companion animals, and communicate
the policy to those responsible for security.

14. Articulate a clear statewide policy on excusing jurors
from service to ensure inclusion of persons with
disabilities. Courts should presume that all qualified
persons eligible for jury service are capable of
performing the duty unless the court finds the person
is not capable, even with reasonable accommodation,
or excuses the person for other reasons permitted 
by law.

15. Allow or provide auxiliary aids and services in the jury
deliberation room for jurors with disabilities who are
otherwise qualified. Consider revisions to jury statutes
under ORS Chapter 10 as needed.

16. Consider developing state certification for ASL
interpreters.

17. Educate judges and court staff on standard
procedures for scheduling and qualifying interpreters.
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18. Ask the Oregon Judicial Department Statewide
Security and Emergency Preparedness Committee to
develop policies, procedures, and training materials on
courthouse entrance security and emergency
evacuation to address the needs of court users with
disabilities, including employees. Review these
policies, procedures, and training materials with
judges and court staff frequently (every 6-12 months)
to ensure preparedness and to assess any needed
change(s). 

19. Adopt the recommendations of the Oregon Judicial
Department ADA Self-Assessment Self-Evaluation, and
seek funding as necessary. 

NEXT STEPS

The Oregon Judicial Department should:

• Take a leadership role in convening justice system
partners to implement these recommendations,
assess progress, plan improvements, and seek
community support and necessary funding.

• Charge the Chief Justice’s Access to Justice for All
Committee to monitor and evaluate progress on
achieving recommendations, as it does for the
racial, ethnic, and gender task force
recommendations.

• Complete a self-evaluation plan every two to three
years to review current and new court policies,
programs, and services for compliance with the
ADA.

• Make local court transition plans for areas
needing corrective action an integral part of the
Oregon Judicial Department budget for the next
legislative session. 

• Evaluate mental health commitment hearings and
other legal proceedings to assess whether persons
with disabilities receive equal treatment as people
without disabilities, including any potential
disparate treatment by gender, race, or ethnicity
in combination with disability.
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The Oregon State Bar should:

• Study the issue of access to lawyers and lawyer-
client relationships for persons with disabilities. 
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