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ORDER

11 Held: The circuit court’s findings that Father was an unfit parent and that termination of
his parental rights was in the minor’s best interests were not against the manifest
weight of the evidence where multiple professionals testified that Father’s
permanent cognitive limitations prevented him from independently discharging
parental responsibilities, despite his ability to function independently in many
aspects of daily life, and the evidence established that the minor was thriving in her
current placement.

12 . BACKGROUND

13 C.R. was born on July 7, 2022. On September 9, 2022, the State filed a petition for
adjudication of wardship alleging that C.R. was neglected and dependent because her environment

was injurious to her welfare because she was without proper care due to the mental disabilities of



her parents, Suzanne R. (Mother) and Christopher S. (Father). Three days later, following a shelter
care hearing, the circuit court found probable cause to believe C.R. was neglected and dependent
and placed her in the temporary custody and guardianship of the Illinois Department of Children
and Family Services (DCFS).

14 Following a status hearing in November 2022, the court directed DCFS to obtain a
parenting-capacity assessment of Father and ordered him to cooperate with the evaluation process,
comply with his service plan, and correct the conditions that resulted in C.R.’s removal from the
home. Father thereafter participated in services while the case proceeded toward adjudication and
disposition.

5  The parenting-capacity assessment, completed in April 2023 by Sarah Usery, a licensed
clinical social worker, documented Father’s history of intellectual disability, ADHD, depression,
psychosis, seizure disorder, and other medical conditions. Intellectual testing placed him within
the mild intellectual disability range. Although the evaluator noted that Father communicated well
verbally and demonstrated appropriate social skills, the assessment concluded that he exhibited
significant deficits in reasoning, judgment, problem solving, and adaptive functioning. The
evaluator also expressed concern that Father and Mother lacked an adequate support system and
questioned whether either parent could safely care for an infant without continuous assistance.
6  On August 24, 2023, the State filed a motion seeking findings of unfitness and termination
of Father’s parental rights pursuant to section 1(D)(p) of the Adoption Act (750 ILCS 50/1(D)(p)
(West 2022)), alleging that Father’s intellectual disability rendered him unable to discharge his
parental responsibilities and that his inability would extend beyond a reasonable period. The State
filed a second motion seeking findings of unfitness and termination of Father’s parental rights on

September 19, 2025. The fitness hearing was held on February 11, 2026, where the evidence



focused primarily on whether Father’s intellectual functioning prevented him from safely
parenting C.R. despite his participation in services and his demonstrated ability to function
independently in many aspects of daily life.

17 Dr. Richard Hutchison, a licensed clinical psychologist, evaluated Father in August 2025.
Dr. Hutchison administered psychological, intellectual, and adaptive-functioning assessments and
diagnosed Father with a mild intellectual disability and mild ADHD. Although Father presented
well verbally and appeared capable of functioning independently in familiar settings, Dr.
Hutchison testified that Father’s verbal abilities masked significant deficits in judgment, reasoning,
memory, and adaptive functioning. In Dr. Hutchison’s opinion, Father lacked the cognitive ability
to independently discharge parental responsibilities and would require continuous supervision to
safely care for a young child. He further testified that Father’s intellectual disability was permanent
and that, although additional instruction could improve specific skills, no treatment would
eliminate the underlying limitations that affected his parenting capacity.

18  The State also presented testimony from Usery, who observed Father and Mother during a
supervised visit with C.R. and acknowledged that Father interacted appropriately with his
daughter, helped feed and diaper her, read to her, and appeared affectionate throughout the visit.
Nevertheless, Usery concluded that Father lacked the judgment necessary to safely parent
independently. While she did not believe Father intentionally placed C.R. at risk, she remained
concerned that his limited judgment and susceptibility to influence would prevent him from
consistently recognizing and responding to a young child’s needs without constant supervision.
Usery concluded that additional services would not overcome those limitations.

19 Irma Martin, the DCFS child welfare specialist assigned to the case, acknowledged

Father’s positive qualities as a parent. Martin testified that Father consistently attended visits,



behaved appropriately with C.R., and demonstrated affection toward her. Martin observed only
one minor parenting mistake during visitation. She nevertheless testified that Father continued to
require repeated instruction concerning routine parenting matters and remained unable to
independently manage C.R.’s ongoing medical and developmental needs, which required frequent
appointments with specialists and careful follow-up. In Martin’s opinion, Father could not safely
parent C.R. without substantial assistance.

110 Father presented testimony from Kalyn Morgan, a case manager with Marion County
Horizon Center who had worked with Father and Mother for several years. Morgan described
Father as maintaining employment, paying his bills, preparing meals, cleaning his residence, and
functioning independently in the community. She had never observed unsafe conditions in Father’s
home and believed transportation could be arranged for C.R.’s medical appointments if
reunification occurred, since Father did not have a driver’s license. Morgan further testified that
Father demonstrated an ability to live independently and had made progress while participating in
services.

111  After considering the testimony and documentary evidence, the circuit court found that the
State proved by clear and convincing evidence that Father was an unfit parent under section
1(D)(p). Although the court recognized Father’s ability to maintain employment, live
independently, and care for many of his own daily needs, it found those abilities did not establish
that he possessed the capacity to safely discharge parental responsibilities for a young child with
ongoing medical needs. The court found Dr. Hutchison’s testimony particularly persuasive and
concluded Father’s inability would extend beyond a reasonable period.

112  The matter then proceeded to a best-interest hearing. Timothy R., C.R.’s foster father and

Mother’s brother, testified that C.R. had lived with him and his wife since infancy and had become



fully integrated into their family. He testified that C.R. viewed them as her parents, was thriving
in their home, attended preschool and church with the family, and that he and his wife wished to
adopt her. Martin likewise testified that C.R. had achieved stability and permanence in her foster
placement and that adoption served her best interests. Although Martin acknowledged Father
consistently visited C.R. and shared a loving relationship with his daughter, she believed
permanency through adoption was in C.R.’s best interests.

113  After considering the statutory best-interest factors, the circuit court concluded that
termination of Father’s parental rights served C.R.’s best interests. The court found C.R. was safe,
secure, and thriving in her foster placement and that adoption would provide the permanence and
stability she required. Accordingly, the court entered an order terminating Father’s parental rights.
114 I1. ANALYSIS

115 Father first argues that the circuit court’s finding that he was an unfit parent pursuant to
section 1(D)(p) of the Adoption Act (750 ILCS 50/1(D)(p) (West 2024)) was against the manifest
weight of the evidence. Specifically, Father contends that the State failed to prove by clear and
convincing evidence that his intellectual disability prevented him from discharging his parental
responsibilities or that any such inability would extend beyond a reasonable period. We disagree.
116 The termination of parental rights under the Juvenile Court Act of 1987 (Juvenile Court
Act) (705 ILCS 405/1-1 et seq. (West 2024)) and the Adoption Act (750 ILCS 50/0.01 et seq.
(West 2024)) involves a two-step process. First, the State must prove by clear and convincing
evidence that the parent is unfit under one or more of the statutory grounds set forth in section
1(D) of the Adoption Act (750 ILCS 50/1(D) (West 2024)). In re D.T., 212 IIl. 2d 347, 352-53
(2004); In re Gwynne P., 215 Ill. 2d 340, 354 (2005). If the circuit court finds the parent unfit, the

proceeding advances to the best-interest stage, where the focus shifts from the parent’s interest in



maintaining the parent-child relationship to the child’s interest in a stable, loving, and permanent
home. D.T., 212 Ill. 2d at 364. Because the circuit court is in the superior position to observe the
witnesses, assess credibility, and weigh the evidence, its finding of unfitness is entitled to great
deference and will not be disturbed unless it is against the manifest weight of the evidence. Gwynne
P., 215 Ill. 2d at 354-55. A finding is against the manifest weight of the evidence only where the
opposite conclusion is clearly apparent. Inre D.F., 201 Ill. 2d 476, 498 (2002); Gwynne P., 215
Il. 2d at 354.

117  Here, the circuit court found Father unfit under section 1(D)(p) of the Adoption Act. That
section provides that a parent is unfit where he is unable to discharge parental responsibilities
because of a mental impairment, mental illness, intellectual disability, or developmental disability,
and there is sufficient justification to believe that the inability will extend beyond a reasonable
period. 750 ILCS 50/1(D)(p) (West 2024).

18 As the Second District explained in In re Cornica J., “[i]n order to prove a parent unfit
under section 1(D)(p) of the Act, the State must (1) present competent evidence that the parent
suffers from a mental impairment, mental illness, or mental retardation sufficient to prevent the
discharge of normal parental responsibilities; and (2) present sufficient evidence to conclude that
the inability will extend beyond a reasonable time period.” In re Cornica J., 351 Ill. App. 3d 557,
566 (2004) (citing In re M.M., 303 Ill. App. 3d 559, 566 (1999)). The court in that case ultimately
reversed the finding of unfitness because the psychologist’s opinion rested upon only a handful of
interactions with the parents and was contradicted by substantial evidence demonstrating the
parents’ relationship with their children and their ability to function appropriately. Unlike In re
Cornica J., the professional opinions in this case were corroborated by multiple witnesses and

independent evidence regarding Father’s parenting abilities.



119 Father correctly observes that an intellectual disability alone does not establish parental
unfitness under section 1(D)(p). As the court recognized in In re Cornica J., “a low 1Q does not
automatically translate into an inability to discharge parental responsibilities.” Id. at 569. Rather,
the relevant inquiry is whether the parent’s impairment actually prevents him from discharging
normal parental responsibilities and whether that inability will extend beyond a reasonable period.
Id. at 566.

120 The evidence in this case established considerably more than Father’s diagnosis or 1Q
score. Dr. Hutchison, a licensed clinical psychologist, conducted a clinical interview, administered
a mental status examination and multiple standardized psychological and intellectual assessments,
and obtained Father’s social and developmental history. After completing his independent
evaluation, Dr. Hutchison reviewed the integrated assessment, family service plans, parenting-
capacity assessment, and other background materials to determine whether those records were
consistent with his conclusions. Although Father presented well verbally, objective testing
revealed significant deficits in his judgment, reasoning, memory, and adaptive functioning. Dr.
Hutchison explained that Father’s verbal abilities could make him appear to function at a higher
cognitive level than the testing demonstrated.

21  More importantly, Dr. Hutchison explained how Father’s cognitive limitations affected his
ability to parent. Father exhibited concrete thinking and had difficulty taking information learned
in one situation and applying it when circumstances changed. According to Dr. Hutchison, Father
demonstrated little insight into the reasons C.R. had been removed from his care, and his reported
parenting behavior reflected difficulty understanding and utilizing parenting education. Thus,
although Father could learn and perform particular tasks through instruction and repetition, his

cognitive limitations impaired his ability to independently exercise judgment and adapt what he



had learned to new parenting situations. Dr. Hutchison concluded that Father’s intellectual
disability was permanent and that no treatment would eliminate the underlying cognitive
limitations affecting his parenting capacity.

122  The extent of the assistance Dr. Hutchison believed Father required is significant. When
the circuit court asked whether there was anything Father and Mother could do, either individually
or together, that would enable them to safely parent C.R. without a full-time staff member assisting
them, Dr. Hutchison testified that he did not believe there was. Thus, his opinion was not that
Father merely required the occasional assistance or guidance commonly needed by a first-time
parent. Rather, Dr. Hutchison concluded that Father’s permanent cognitive limitations prevented
him from safely parenting without continuous support.

123  Usery’s parenting-capacity assessment provided further evidence of how those limitations
manifested in the parenting context. Usery observed Father and Mother with C.R. during a two-
hour supervised visit and acknowledged several positive aspects of Father’s parenting. Father was
engaged and affectionate with C.R., correctly instructed Mother regarding the amount of formula
to place in C.R.’s bottle, cautioned Mother against allowing C.R. to put her fingers in her mouth
because of germs, and discussed disciplinary techniques he had learned in parenting classes. Those
observations supported the circuit court’s recognition that Father loved C.R., had benefitted from
services, and was capable of learning particular parenting skills.

124  Those positive interactions, however, did not resolve Usery’s broader concern regarding
Father’s ability to independently parent C.R. Usery explained that parenting requires more than
learning discrete tasks; a parent must be able to apply learned information when circumstances do
not occur precisely as they were taught. That was particularly significant for Father because his

concrete thinking impaired his ability to generalize information from one circumstance to another.



Usery ultimately concluded that Father could not meet minimum parenting standards without
continual supervision and that additional parenting instruction would not remedy the underlying
intellectual disability. Her testimony therefore reinforced Dr. Hutchison’s conclusion that Father’s
limitation was not simply a lack of parenting experience or education that additional services could
correct.

125 Those limitations were also reflected in Father’s performance during supervised visitation.
Although Father completed parenting education and could verbalize information that had been
taught to him, the circuit court focused on whether Father could translate that information into the
practical tasks required to care for C.R. As the court explained, the question was whether the
parents could “take what they learned and put it into action.” The court then identified “concrete
examples” demonstrating that difficulty, including evidence that “[d]iapers could not be put on
correctly on the child” and that there were “problems feeding the child” because the parents had
difficulty “being able to put the right amount of liquid into a bottle” and prepare it properly. These
were not merely failures to complete parenting classes or follow recommendations; they
demonstrated Father’s difficulty applying learned information to the basic, day-to-day tasks
involved in caring for an infant.

126  The circuit court also considered C.R.’s particular needs, although it did not treat those
needs as the primary basis for its finding. The court noted Martin’s testimony concerning C.R.’s
medical appointments, tubes in her ears, eye issues and surgery, and the need on one occasion to
travel to Peoria for treatment. The court contrasted those needs with the parents’ inability to drive
and their own reliance upon assistance to attend work and appointments. Significantly, however,
the court characterized this circumstance as “just at least maybe a minor fact that also suggests

parental unfitness here.” Thus, the court’s determination did not rest upon the mere fact that C.R.



had medical appointments or that Father lacked a driver’s license. Those circumstances were
considered as part of the larger question whether Father possessed the functional capacity to meet
C.R.’s needs without continuous assistance.

127  The evidence further established that Father’s limitations were not temporary or reasonably
likely to improve with additional services. Dr. Hutchison testified that therapy might assist Father
with emotional issues arising from past trauma, but it would not change his IQ or his ability to
function independently. When the circuit court asked Dr. Hutchison whether there was anything
Father and Mother could do, “either individually or collectively short of having a full-time staff
member helping them” that would enable them to parent C.R., Dr. Hutchison responded, “I do not
believe so.” This testimony supported the court’s determination that Father’s inability to discharge
parental responsibilities would extend beyond a reasonable period of time.

128 Importantly, the circuit court expressly recognized that intellectual disability, standing
alone, does not establish parental unfitness. The court stated, “This is not an issue of simply you
have a low 1Q and therefore you lose your parenting rights.” Rather, the court considered the
evidence as a whole, including Dr. Hutchison’s testing and opinions concerning Father’s
intellectual and adaptive functioning, the testimony concerning Father’s need for continuing
assistance in his own daily life, and the concrete difficulties Father demonstrated when attempting
to perform basic parenting tasks. The court further found that there was no evidence of “any sort
of medication, therapy, or anything else” that would enable the parents to parent and concluded
that they “would not be able to discharge their parental responsibilities at any time, let alone a
reasonable time period.”

129 Having concluded that the circuit court properly found Father unfit, we next consider

whether the circuit court’s determination that termination of Father’s parental rights served C.R.’s

10



best interests was against the manifest weight of the evidence. Once a parent has been found unfit,
the parent’s interest in maintaining the parent-child relationship must yield to the child’s interest
in a stable, loving, and permanent home. D.T., 212 Ill. 2d at 364. At the best-interest stage, the
State bears the burden of proving by a preponderance of the evidence that termination of parental
rights is in the child’s best interests. Id. A circuit court’s best-interest determination will not be
disturbed unless it is against the manifest weight of the evidence. 1d. at 367.

30 In making that determination, the circuit court must consider, within the context of the
child’s age and developmental needs, the factors set forth in section 1-3(4.05) of the Juvenile Court
Act (705 ILCS 405/1-3(4.05) (West 2024)), including the child’s physical safety and welfare,
sense of attachment, community ties, need for permanence, continuity of relationships, and the
least disruptive placement alternative.

131 The evidence presented at the best-interest hearing supported the circuit court’s
determination. Timothy R. testified that C.R. had lived continuously in his home with his wife
since shortly after her birth. During that time, C.R. became fully integrated into their family and
viewed them as her parents. Timothy testified that C.R. developed close relationships with the
other children in the home, attended preschool, participated in church and family activities, and
was thriving in a safe and stable environment. He further testified that he and his wife wished to
adopt C.R. and provide her with the permanence and stability she deserved.

132 Martin testified that C.R. remained safe, secure, and well-adjusted in her foster placement
and recommended that the permanency goal be changed to adoption. Martin explained that C.R.
was thriving in her placement, all of her needs were being met, and the foster parents were

committed to providing her with a permanent home. Although Martin acknowledged Father’s

11



consistent visitation and the loving relationship he shared with C.R., she nevertheless concluded
that adoption by the foster family best served C.R.’s long-term interests.

133  The circuit court recognized Father’s consistent participation throughout the proceedings,
his appropriate interactions with C.R., and the genuine bond they shared. Nevertheless, the
existence of a loving parent-child relationship does not control the best-interest determination.
Once a parent has been found unfit, “the parent’s rights must yield to the child’s best interest.”
In re Tashika F., 333 Ill. App. 3d 165, 170 (2002). Here, the evidence established that C.R. had
spent essentially her entire life in a safe, nurturing, and permanent foster home where all of her
physical, emotional, developmental, educational, and medical needs were being met.

134  The circuit court properly considered C.R.’s need for permanence. At the time of the best-
interest hearing, C.R. had lived outside Father’s care for more than three years. During that time,
she developed strong emotional attachments within her foster family and became fully integrated
into that home. Section 1-2 of the Juvenile Court Act (705 ILCS 405/1-2 (West 2024)) recognizes
that children are entitled to permanence and stability within a reasonable time. Continuing
substitute care in the hope that Father might someday independently acquire parenting abilities the
expert testimony established he would not attain would not have served C.R.’s best interests.
135 The court acknowledged Father’s employment, his independent living skills, his
commitment to visitation, and the affection he consistently demonstrated toward C.R. After
weighing those considerations against C.R.’s need for safety, stability, and permanence, however,
the court reasonably concluded that termination of Father’s parental rights served her best interests.
The opposite conclusion is not clearly apparent. The evidence established that C.R. was thriving
in a loving and permanent foster home whose members wished to adopt her; that her physical,

emotional, developmental, and medical needs were consistently being met; and that adoption

12



would provide the permanence and stability the Juvenile Court Act seeks to achieve for children
who cannot safely be returned home. Accordingly, we cannot say that the circuit court’s
determination that termination of Father’s parental rights served C.R.’s best interests was against
the manifest weight of the evidence.

136 [11. CONCLUSION

137 Because an opposite conclusion is not readily apparent, we find that the trial court’s
decision finding Father unfit and terminating his parental rights was not against the manifest

weight of the evidence.

138 Affirmed.
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