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 Clerk, U.S. District Court, ILCD 

IN THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 

FOR THE CENTRAL DISTRICT OF ILLINOIS 

DANIEL VALENZUELA, 

Plaintiff,  

v. 

LATOYA HUGHES, in her official capacity 

as Director of the ILLINOIS 

DEPARTMENT OF CORRECTIONS, 

Defendant. 

Case No.  

COMPLAINT 

Daniel Valenzuela, for his complaint, states as follows: 

INTRODUCTION 

1. Telephone access is a critical lifeline for people who are incarcerated. Research 

shows that regular communication with family and friends is essential to individuals’ 

rehabilitation and overall wellbeing, as well as reducing recidivism, improving mental health 

outcomes, and strengthening parent-child relationships. 

2. Recognizing the value of regular phone calls, in 2025, the Illinois Department of 

Corrections (IDOC) significantly expanded its telecommunications program by providing all 

people who are incarcerated tablet devices with telephone capabilities. Now, individuals can 

place up to fifteen telephone calls every day, from 8:00 a.m. to 12:00 a.m., without leaving their 

cell and without relying on IDOC staff. 

3. This is not true for Plaintiff Daniel Valenzuela. Plaintiff, a Deaf individual who 

communicates primarily using American Sign Language (ASL), uses videophones to place 

phone calls. Although IDOC-issued tablets are equipped with videophone capability, IDOC 
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blocks that feature, preventing Plaintiff and other Deaf individuals from using their tablets to 

place calls in ASL. 

4. As a result, Plaintiff and other Deaf individuals incarcerated in IDOC have phone 

access for a fraction of the time permitted for others, and only during restricted hours when staff 

are available and institutional conditions permit. 

5. Plaintiff brings this lawsuit against Defendant Latoya Hughes in her official 

capacity as Director of IDOC to challenge IDOC’s failure to provide full and equal access to its 

telecommunication program in violation of Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act 

(ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (Section 504). 

6.  Plaintiff seeks declaratory and injunctive relief against Defendant for violating the 

ADA and Section 504, and nominal damages. Plaintiff’s injuries alleged herein are ongoing and 

Plaintiff has no adequate remedy at law. Unless Defendant is permanently enjoined, Plaintiff will 

continue to suffer irreparable harm as a result of being denied full and equal access to 

Defendant’s telecommunication program. 

JURISDICTION AND VENUE 

7. Plaintiff’s claims arise under Title II of the ADA, 42 U.S.C. § 12131 et seq., and 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, 29 U.S.C. § 794 et seq. Accordingly, this Court has 

jurisdiction under 28 U.S.C. §§ 1331 and 1343. This Court has jurisdiction over Plaintiff’s 

claims for declaratory and injunctive relief pursuant to 28 U.S.C. §§ 2201 and 2202. 

8. Venue is proper in this District pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1391(b) because 

Defendant is located in the Central District of Illinois, and because the events, acts, and 

omissions giving rise to Plaintiff’s claims occurred in the Central District of Illinois. 
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PARTIES 

9. Since 2023, Plaintiff Daniel Valenzuela has been incarcerated at Danville 

Correctional Center. 

10. Mr. Valenzuela is Deaf and his primary language is ASL. 

11. Mr. Valenzuela is a qualified individual with a disability as defined by Title II of 

the ADA and Section 504. 

12. Defendant Latoya Hughes is the Director of the Illinois Department of 

Corrections. IDOC is a department of the State of Illinois and has custody of Plaintiff. 

13. IDOC is a public entity, subject to Title II of the ADA. 

14. IDOC is a recipient of federal financial assistance, subject to Section 504. 

RELEVANT FACTS 

A. American Sign Language (ASL) vs. English 

15. ASL is a unique language that is separate and distinct from spoken or written 

English. ASL has its own vocabulary, grammar, and sentence structure. Where spoken English 

relies on tone and pitch of voice to convey meaning, ASL may rely on body language, including 

body shifts and facial expressions. 

16. Because ASL is a physical and visual language, it is necessary for ASL users to 

clearly see others’ bodies from the waist up for effective communication. 

B.  Communication Technologies for Deaf Individuals  

17. Because Deaf individuals cannot effectively use a traditional telephone, many 

technologies have been developed for Deaf individuals to communicate at a distance. 

18. One such technology is the teletypewriter (TTY), though it is no longer widely 

used in the Deaf community. To communicate via TTY, a caller types a message, which is sent 

to a recipient’s TTY device, and the recipient types a response, which is sent to the caller’s TTY 

3 



 

 

  

   

    

   

   

    

    

   

    

  

    

    

    

   

 

  

 

   

   

   

  

 

2:26-cv-02284-CSB-EIL # 1 Filed: 09/02/26 Page 4 of 16 

device. TTY technology requires both the caller and the recipient to have specific TTY 

equipment. TTY technology—invented in 1964—is largely considered antiquated. Because a 

TTY requires users to write and read messages in written English, it does not offer effective 

communication for Deaf individuals whose primary language is ASL. TTYs also operate 

significantly slower than modern, real-time phone communications. Most Deaf people in the 

community no longer have TTYs, further limiting the potential for direct phone communication. 

19. Deaf individuals can use a TTY to communicate with a hearing person using TTY 

Relay. To communicate via TTY Relay, a Deaf user types a message into a TTY device, and a 

third-party operator reads the message to a hearing person using a standard voice telephone. The 

hearing person then speaks their response, which the operator converts to text and remits via a 

TTY for the Deaf person to read. As with TTYs, because TTY Relay requires users to read and 

write in English, TTY Relay does not provide meaningful communication for Deaf individuals 

whose primary language is ASL. TTY Relay also operates significantly slower than modern, 

real-time phone communications, and communications can become garbled as they are converted 

from speech to text and vice versa by a third party. 

20. Internet Protocol (IP) Relay is similar to TTY Relay, except that instead of using 

a TTY device, a Deaf caller can use any device that connects to the internet, including a tablet. 

But because IP Relay still requires a Deaf individual to type out their message and read the 

response in written English, it poses the same barriers as TTYs and TTY Relay for Deaf 

individuals whose primary language is ASL. Although these text-to-speech services are 

important accommodations for Deaf or hard of hearing people who do not know how to use sign 

language, such as many with age-acquired hearing loss, they are of very limited utility for ASL 

users. 
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21. Deaf individuals whose primary language is ASL far more commonly use 

videophones and Video Relay Service (VRS). A videophone is a device with a camera and a 

screen that transmits a video signal permitting Deaf people to see one another and communicate 

directly in ASL. For ASL users, videophones allow individuals to communicate in their native 

language without reading or writing in English. Videophones also permit simultaneous two-way 

communications, which provide a faster mode of communication, very similar to a telephone 

call. 

22. Deaf individuals can also use videophones to communicate with a hearing person 

using VRS. To communicate via VRS, a Deaf individual signs to the videophone camera, and a 

third-party operator interprets ASL to spoken English for the hearing person on the voice 

telephone. The hearing person can then respond in spoken English, and the operator interprets it 

into ASL for the Deaf individual. 

C.  IDOC’s Tablet  Program  

23. In or around February 2025, IDOC distributed electronic tablets to people who are 

incarcerated. These tablets were provided through a contract with vendor ICSolutions. 

24. Beginning in or around September 2025, IDOC launched a phone dialer 

application on all tablets “to enhance family connections and increase access to technology that 

supports rehabilitation.” Illinois Department of Corrections Launches New Educational Content 

Portal on Tablets, ILLINOIS.GOV (Apr. 7, 2026), 

https://www.illinois.gov/news/release.html?releaseid=32367. 

25. As a result of the phone dialer application, since 2025, people who are 

incarcerated can place telephone calls from their tablets when connected to the internet, 

including from within their cells. 
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26. IDOC policies and procedures permit people who are incarcerated to use their 

tablets to place up to fifteen phone calls per day, from early morning to midnight. Each phone 

call may last up to twenty minutes, with a ten-minute lockout period between calls. In total, 

individuals can access telephone services up to thirty-five hours per week. 

27.  Further, recognizing the “vital role communication plays in the lives of 

individuals in custody,” on or about November 3, 2025, IDOC implemented the Voices of 

Connection Program, which provides each person who is incarcerated with monthly credits for 

no-cost phone calls. Voices of Connection: No-Cost Communication Pilot Program, FAQ, ILL. 

DEP’T OF CORR. 1 (2025). According to IDOC, this Program is “part of a broader strategy to use 

technology to provide reliable, affordable, and effective communication channels that promote 

connection, learning, and personal growth.” Id. 

D.  Plaintiff’s  Inequitable Phone  Access  

28. Despite recognizing the importance of regular phone conversations for people 

who are incarcerated and providing widespread phone access to the IDOC population, IDOC 

severely constrains access for Deaf individuals, including Plaintiff. 

29. IDOC does not permit Plaintiff to access videophones or VRS from his IDOC-

issued tablet. 

30. IDOC tablets are equipped with the Purple 3 application that could provide 

Plaintiff with videophone and VRS access; however, IDOC blocks Plaintiff’s access to this 

application, preventing him from using tablets to place calls via videophones or VRS. 

31. Several correctional facilities around the country allow Deaf individuals to access 

videophones and VRS from their tablets. 

32. IDOC tablets are equipped with IP Relay operated by OneTRS. IP Relay is a text-

based communication system that requires the use of written English. 
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33. IP Relay is not equivalent to telephone access. It does not permit Plaintiff to 

communicate in his primary language, ASL, instead requiring him to use written English. 

34. Additionally, IP Relay does not provide simultaneous communication. Instead, 

Plaintiff and his family members must wait several frustrating minutes between each exchange 

only to receive garbled text messages. At best, such messages are useful for relaying brief, 

simple information; they cannot replace actual conversation or provide meaningful opportunities 

for connection. 

35. Further, Plaintiff cannot even use the IP Relay service on the tablet to supplement 

his limited VRS communications—if he opts to have the text-based relay application enabled on 

his tablet, he is no longer allowed to use the VRS at all. IDOC requires Plaintiff and other Deaf 

incarcerated individuals to choose between access to VRS (not on tablets) or IP Relay (on 

tablets). 

36. Each IDOC facility has approximately one or two VRS devices, which are located 

in central locations outside of individuals’ cells and housing areas. 

37. For most of Plaintiff’s incarceration, Danville had two VRS devices: the primary 

VRS located in the Administrative Building for all calls, and the Sorensen VRS located in the 

Receiving Building exclusively for legal calls. 

38. In June 2026, IDOC installed one additional VRS in the same room in the 

Administrative Building; however, the service did not connect reliably due to functionality 

issues. 

39. Because the VRS is located outside of Plaintiff’s cell and housing area, he must 

get permission from staff to leave the housing unit during the hours the Administrative Building 

is open, with either a prescheduled pass or an escort. 
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40. On several occasions, IDOC denied Mr. Valenzuela access to the VRS because of 

facility-wide lockdowns, during which people who are incarcerated are not allowed to leave their 

cells. Such lockdowns do not prevent hearing individuals from accessing the telephone via their 

tablets. 

41. Because the VRS is located outside of Mr. Valenzuela’s cell and housing unit, he 

must travel outdoors regardless of the weather conditions. On several occasions, Mr. Valenzuela 

had to walk through pouring rain without proper rain gear to be able to access the phone. 

42. IDOC places other substantial limitations on Mr. Valenzuela’s access to VRS. 

While hearing individuals can access at least fifteen telephone services daily, during a sixteen-

hour period and without reliance on IDOC staff, IDOC restricts Mr. Valenzuela’s VRS access to 

limited hours, subject to the availability of IDOC staff. 

43. Throughout his incarceration at Danville, Mr. Valenzuela has been restricted to 

using the VRS once in the morning and once in the evening, during limited hours, subject to the 

availability of IDOC staff, and without alternatives if the VRS is malfunctioning. 

44. On several occasions, IDOC staff denied Mr. Valenzuela VRS access based on 

the time of day of his requests—both when Mr. Valenzuela asked for access in the morning, and 

during the second shift. 

45. On several occasions, IDOC denied Mr. Valenzuela VRS access because the 

primary VRS was broken, the secondary VRS is permitted only for legal calls, and no other 

backup VRS was available. 

46. For example, Danville’s primary VRS was broken from May 24, 2025 to June 1, 

2025. During that time, IDOC staff denied Mr. Valenzuela’s request to use the Sorenson VRS for 

his monthly calls with a caseworker from the Illinois Department of Children and Family 
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Services. Without any other options enabling Mr. Valenzuela to communicate effectively, he was 

forced to miss these scheduled calls. 

47. During this time period, without access to an alternative VRS, on multiple days, 

Mr. Valenzuela was forced to use the TTY, which is not an effective telephone option for him.  

48. From November 2025 to January 2026, the primary VRS was not functioning for 

fifty-four days in a row, including over Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year’s. Mr. 

Valenzuela was not able to speak with his family during the holidays, causing him a great deal of 

grief and depression. 

49. Hearing people who are incarcerated have access to several backup phones in case 

of tablet malfunctions. There are eight backup phones in each of the five housing units, eight 

phones outside of the yard, and four phones inside the gym building. 

50. There are at least three other Deaf individuals at Danville who primarily use ASL 

to communicate and rely on VRS. This further limits each person’s availability to use the VRS 

machine. 

51. After the tablets were issued to people who are incarcerated in the fall of 2025, 

Mr. Valenzuela signed up to use IP Relay on the OneTRS application, but found it frustrating 

and difficult to use. When he attempted to use the VRS machine as usual, he was unable to sign 

in. Staff explained that he had to choose between using IP Relay on the tablet and the VRS 

machine located in the administration building. Mr. Valenzuela chose the VRS, as the text relay 

option is not effective for him. However, he was still unable to use the VRS for the next several 

weeks while his account was reinstated. 

52. Mr. Valenzuela has advocated for equitable telephone access within the IDOC 

system. 
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53. For example, on September 26, 2025, Mr. Valenzuela sent a letter to IDOC’s 

statewide ADA Coordinator and Danville’s ADA Coordinator requesting use of VRS instead of 

IP Relay or TTY. 

54. On several occasions, including October 1, 2025, and October 24, 2025, Mr. 

Valenzuela asked IDOC to permit him to use the Purple 3 videophone application on his tablet. 

55. On or around October 24, 2025, Mr. Valenzuela reported to the facility that only 

one VRS is available for him to use, with no backup option if it malfunctions. He also reported 

that the VRS cannot be used freely or during lockdown, and can only be used once during the 

daytime and once during the nighttime. 

56. On November 7, 2025, Mr. Valenzuela filed a grievance about inequitable phone 

access and not being allowed to use the VRS application on his tablet. On May 19, 2026, the 

Administrative Review Board denied his grievance. 

57. Without regular, consistent, and equitable access to VRS, Mr. Valenzuela has 

suffered great stress and increased symptoms of anxiety, including chest tightness and shortness 

of breath, and depression, especially when he had no access to the VRS around the holidays to 

talk to his family. 

COUNT I: VIOLATION OF TITLE II OF THE ADA 

58. Paragraphs 1-57 are incorporated as if fully restated herein. 

59. Under Title II of the ADA, “no qualified individual with a disability shall, by 

reason of such disability, be excluded from participation in or be denied the benefits of the 

services, programs, or activities of a public entity, or be subjected to discrimination by any such 

entity.” 42 U.S.C. § 12132; see also 28 C.F.R. § 35.130(a). 
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60. Under Title II of the ADA, public entities may not, in providing any benefit or 

service, directly or through contractual, licensing, or other arrangements, on the basis of 

disability: 

a. Deny people with disabilities “the opportunity to participate in or benefit 

from the aid, benefit, or service,” 28 C.F.R. § 35.130(b)(1)(i); 

b. Afford people with disabilities “an opportunity to participate in or benefit 

from the aid, benefit, or service that is not equal to that afforded others,” 

id. § 35.130(b)(1)(ii); 

c. Provide people with disabilities “an aid, benefit, or service that is not as 

effective in affording equal opportunity to obtain the same result, to gain 

the same benefit, or to reach the same level of achievement as that 

provided to others,” id. § 35.130(b)(1)(iii); 

d. Provide people with disabilities “different or separate aids, benefits, or 

services to individuals with disabilities . . . than is provided to others 

unless such action is necessary to provide qualified individuals with 

disabilities with aids, benefits, or services that are as effective as those 

provided to others,” id. § 35.130(b)(1)(iv); or 

e. Otherwise limit people with disabilities’ “enjoyment of any right, 

privilege, advantage, or opportunity enjoyed by others receiving the aid, 

benefit, or service.” Id. § 35.130(b)(1)(vii). 

61. Title II of the ADA requires public entities to “make reasonable modifications in 

policies, practices, or procedures when the modifications are necessary to avoid discrimination 

on the basis of disability, unless the public entity can demonstrate that making the modifications 
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would fundamentally alter the nature of the service, program, or activity.” 28 C.F.R. § 

35.130(b)(7)(i). 

62. Title II of the ADA further requires public entities to “take appropriate steps to 

ensure that communications with . . . participants . . . with disabilities are as effective as 

communications with others.” Id. § 35.160(a)(1). As a result, public entities must “furnish 

appropriate auxiliary aids and services”—including videophones—“where necessary to afford 

individuals with disabilities . . . an equal opportunity to participate in, and enjoy the benefits of, a 

service, program, or activity of a public entity.” Id. § 35.160(b)(1). Public entities must give 

“primary consideration” to the individual’s requested auxiliary aid and service and provide 

auxiliary aids and service “in such a way as to protect the privacy and independence of the 

individual with a disability.” Id. § 35.160(b)(2). 

63. Title II of the ADA prohibits public entities from “utiliz[ing] criteria or methods 

of administration . . . [t]hat have the effect of subjecting qualified individuals with disabilities to 

discrimination on the basis of disability.” Id. § 35.130(b)(3)–(b)(3)(i). 

64. The Illinois Department of Corrections is a public entity within the meaning of 

Title II of the ADA, because it is a department of the State of Illinois. 42 U.S.C. § 12131(1)(B); 

see also 28 C.F.R. § 35.104. 

65. Defendant’s telecommunications service is a program, service, or activity within 

the meaning of Title II of the ADA. 

66. Plaintiff is an individual with a disability because he is substantially limited in the 

major life activities of hearing and communicating. 42 U.S.C. § 12102(1)(A), (2)(A). 
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67. Plaintiff is a qualified individual with a disability because he is an individual in 

IDOC custody who is otherwise eligible to participate in IDOC’s telecommunications programs 

and services. 42 U.S.C. § 12131(2); see also 28 C.F.R. § 35.104. 

68. By failing to provide Plaintiff with access to IDOC’s telecommunications 

program and service in a manner equal to that enjoyed by his nondisabled counterparts, 

Defendant has violated and continues to violate Title II. 

69. Due to Defendant’s actions and inaction, Plaintiff has suffered harm including 

physical, mental, and emotional injuries, and will continue to be injured and aggrieved by 

Defendant’s discrimination. 

70. Defendant’s actions and inaction constitute an ongoing and continuous violation of 

Title II of the ADA and, as a result, Plaintiff is entitled to declaratory and injunctive relief, nominal 

damages, as well as reasonable attorneys’ fees, expenses, and costs. 

COUNT II: VIOLATION OF SECTION 504 OF THE REHABILITATION ACT 

71. Paragraphs 1-57 are incorporated as if fully restated herein. 

72.  Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 provides: “No otherwise qualified 

individual with a disability . . . shall, solely by reason of her or his disability, be excluded from 

the participation in, be denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any 

program or activity receiving federal financial assistance[.]” 29 U.S.C. §  794(a).  

73.  Section 504 prohibits recipients of federal financial assistance from:   

a. Denying people with disabilities “the opportunity accorded others to 

participate in the program or activity,” 28 C.F.R. § 42.503(b)(1)(i); 

b. Denying people with disabilities “an equal opportunity to achieve the 

same benefits that others achieve in the program or activity,” id. § 

42.503(b)(1)(ii); 
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c. Using “criteria or methods of administration that either purposely or in 

effect discriminate on the basis of” disability or “defeat or substantially 

impair accomplishment of the objectives of [its] program or activity,” id. § 

42.503(b)(3); 

d. Failing to “provide appropriate auxiliary aids . . . where a refusal to make 

some provision would discriminatorily impair or exclude” people with 

disabilities from participation in programs and activities, id. § 42.503(f); 

or 

e. Failing to provide reasonable accommodations as necessary to ensure that 

people with disabilities have meaningful access to programs, activities, or 

benefits. See Alexander v. Choate, 469 U.S. 287, 301 (1985) (finding that, 

under Section 504, “an otherwise qualified [disabled] individual must be 

provided with meaningful access to the benefit,” and “to assure 

meaningful access, reasonable accommodations . . . may have to be 

made”). 

74.  Defendant is a recipient of federal financial assistance  as it  received federal 

financial assistance at all times relevant to the claims asserted in this Complaint. 34 C.F.R. 

§  104.3(f), (h).  Thus, Defendant is governed by Section 504. 29 U.S.C. §  794(a)  (prohibiting 

disability discrimination “under any program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance”).  

75. Defendant’s telecommunications service is a program or activity within the 

meaning of Section 504, because it is operated by a department of the State of Illinois. Id. § 

794(b)–(b)(1)(A). 
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76. Plaintiff is an individual with a disability because he is substantially limited in the 

major life activities of hearing, speaking, and communicating. Id. § 705(20)(B); 34 C.F.R. 

§ 104.3(j)(1), (2)(ii). 

77. Plaintiff is qualified for the IDOC’s telecommunications services because he is an 

individual in IDOC custody who is otherwise eligible to participate in the IDOC program or 

activity of telecommunications services. 34 C.F.R. § 104.3(l)(4). 

78. By failing to provide Plaintiff with access to IDOC’s telecommunications services 

in a manner equal to that enjoyed by his hearing counterparts, Defendant has violated and 

continues to violate Section 504. 

79. Due to Defendant’s actions and inaction, Plaintiff has suffered harm including 

physical, mental, and emotional injuries, and will continue to be injured and aggrieved by 

Defendant’s discrimination. 

80. Defendant’s actions and inaction constitute an ongoing and continuous violation 

of Section 504 and, as a result, Plaintiff is entitled to declaratory and injunctive relief, nominal 

damages, as well as reasonable attorneys’ fees, expenses, and costs. 

PRAYER FOR RELIEF 

WHEREFORE, Plaintiff respectfully requests that the Court grant the following relief: 

1. Declare that Defendant’s conduct has violated and continues to violate Title II of 

the ADA and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act; 

2. Enter preliminary and permanent injunctive relief enjoining Defendant from 

violating Title II of the ADA and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and requiring Defendant 

to undertake remedial measures including, at a minimum, ensuring that Plaintiff’s access to 

videophone services are equivalent to the access enjoyed by his hearing counterparts to 

telephone services; 
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3. Award Plaintiff nominal damages; 

4. Award Plaintiff reasonable attorneys’ fees, costs, and litigation expenses; and 

5. Such other and further relief as the Court deems just and proper. 

Dated: September 2, 2026 Respectfully submitted,  

/s/ Steven P. Blonder 

Rachel M. Weisberg (6297116)  

Emily Roznowski  (6333265)*

R. Raika Kim  (6353153)*  

DISABILITY RIGHTS ADVOCATES  

980 N Michigan Ave., Ste 1090  

PMB 509115  

Chicago, IL 60611-4521 

Telephone  (510) 665-8644  

Email: rweisberg@dralegal.org 

eroznowski@dralegal.org 

rkim@dralegal.org 

Amanda Antholt  (6277047)  

Sophia R. Lau (6330401)  

EQUIP FOR EQUALITY  

20 North Michigan Avenue, Suite 300  

Chicago, IL 60602  

Telephone: (312)  341-0022  

Email: amanda@equipforequality.org 

sophia@equipforequality.org 

Steven  P. Blonder  (6215773)  

MUCH  SHELIST, PC   

191 North Wacker Drive, Suite 1800  

Chicago, IL 60606  

Telephone: (312) 521-2402 

Email: sblonder@muchlaw.com 

*Application for admission to the Central 

District of Illinois forthcoming 
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