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        ) Circuit Court of 
(The People of the State of Illinois,    ) Williamson County.  
        )  
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        ) Nos. 24-JA-85, 
v.        ) 24-JA-86  
        ) 
Mikayla S.,       ) Honorable   
        ) Amanda Byassee Gott, 
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______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 JUSTICE SHOLAR delivered the judgment of the court. 
 Justices Vaughan and Hackett concurred in the judgment. 
   
  ORDER 
 
¶ 1 Held: The circuit court’s judgment terminating Mother’s parental rights was not against 

the manifest weight of the evidence where the State met its burden of proving that 
she was an unfit parent. Therefore, the judgment of the circuit court is affirmed. 

¶ 2 The respondent, Mikayla S. (Mother), appeals from the March 12, 2026, order of the 

Williamson County circuit court terminating her parental rights over her two minor children. On 

appeal, Mother challenges only the court’s finding of unfitness. For the reasons explained below, 

we affirm. 

 

 

  

NOTICE 

This order was filed under 

Supreme Court Rule 23 and is 

not precedent except in the 

limited circumstances allowed 

under Rule 23(e)(1). 

NOTICE 
Decision filed 08/13/26. The 

text of this decision may be 

changed or corrected prior to 

the filing of a Petition for 

Rehearing or the disposition of 

the same. 
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¶ 3  I. BACKGROUND 

¶ 4  A. Adjudication of Neglect and Initial Proceedings 

¶ 5 On November 20, 2024, the State filed petitions for adjudication of wardship concerning 

the minors Nathan S. and Sofia S., who were then two years old and seven months old, 

respectively. The State alleged that the minors were neglected due to an environment injurious to 

their safety. The petitions identified Mother and Ian S. (Father)1 as the minors’ parents. The State 

alleged that, on November 17, 2024, Mother and Father were involved in a domestic dispute in the 

presence of the minors. The dispute allegedly escalated into violence, with Father shoving and 

striking his own mother and stepmother, who were also present.2 Father’s stepmother attempted 

to call 911, but Mother grabbed the phone and threw it, breaking it. During the dispute, Father 

allegedly threatened to kill the whole family, including the two minors. 

¶ 6 Father was arrested and charged with domestic violence.3 When an investigator from the 

Illinois Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS) arrived, she noted visible injuries on 

Mother’s face, but Mother would not state how she got them. Neither parent cooperated with the 

investigator’s efforts to interview them. Mother admitted that Father’s anger issues had gotten 

worse, but she stated that the family would “deal with it” upon his release from jail and return 

home.  

¶ 7 After both parents had completed their integrated assessments, DCFS created service plans 

for them on January 23, 2025. Mother was recommended the following services: mental health, 

domestic violence victim services, parenting education, random drug screenings, stable housing, 

and employment. Father was recommended the following services: domestic violence perpetrator 

 
 1Father filed his own separate appeal from the underlying matter. 
 2On January 30, 2025, the State filed amended petitions in both cases, striking the allegations 
referencing Father’s assaults on the two additional family members.  
 3The charges were later dismissed. 
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treatment, mental health, parenting education, anger management, stable housing, and 

employment.  

¶ 8 The circuit court entered an adjudicatory order on January 30, 2025, after accepting both 

parents’ admissions to the State’s allegations of neglect. The court determined that the minors were 

neglected due to an environment injurious to their welfare, based on its findings that the minors 

were present during a domestic violence incident involving Father and the minors’ grandparents, 

and where Mother prevented an attempt to call for help. On February 27, 2025, the circuit court 

entered a dispositional order making the minors wards of the court and placing custody and 

guardianship with DCFS.  

¶ 9 In a clinical report filed with the circuit court on April 24, 2025, a domestic violence 

clinician wrote that she did not recommend any domestic violence services for Father, because 

“although he did make threats against his entire family, there is no information to suggest a pattern 

of intimate partner violence due to a dynamic of power and control.” However, the clinician did 

recommend a mental health assessment, due to the severe emotional dysregulation Father exhibited 

during the reported incident.  

¶ 10 DCFS filed service plans for both parents on May 6, 2025. Mother and Father were rated 

unsatisfactory on obtaining appropriate and safe housing, and the report noted that they were 

referred to a housing advocate in January because they had been living in a shelter and then a hotel. 

The housing advocate reported that resources had been provided, and assistance was terminated in 

April because the parents reported that they no longer needed housing. However, at the end of 

April, the parents reported that they still needed assistance with finding housing, and another 

referral was made for a housing advocate.  
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¶ 11 The report also stated that Mother was unsatisfactory on obtaining stable employment, as 

she was still looking for a job. She was unsatisfactory on parenting services, and the service 

provider reported that Mother had not engaged with them despite three attempts to contact her. 

Mother and Father were both rated unsatisfactory in communicating with DCFS, and the report 

stated that while they were cooperative with their caseworker, they had not consistently engaged 

in services. Mother was further unsatisfactory on mental health, as she was not attending 

psychiatric or therapy appointments to address her several mental health diagnoses. Mother and 

Father were rated unsatisfactory for substance abuse, and neither had completed a substance abuse 

assessment. Lastly, Mother was rated unsatisfactory on domestic violence services, as she had yet 

to engage with them.  

¶ 12 In addition to the aforementioned unsatisfactory ratings on obtaining stable housing, 

communicating with DCFS, and substance abuse, Father was unsatisfactory on employment. He 

was currently employed, but had not consistently provided his caseworker with paystubs or a work 

schedule. He had not engaged with parenting services, and was rated unsatisfactory in that area as 

well. However, he and Mother reported that they were on a waitlist to begin a parenting program. 

Similarly, Father was unsatisfactory on anger management and mental health, as he had not yet 

engaged with either service, although he was currently on a waitlist. Lastly, Father was 

unsatisfactory on domestic violence services. He had been given a contact to call, but had not done 

so. There had not been any new reports of domestic violence.  

¶ 13 DCFS filed a permanency report on June 2, 2025. It stated that Mother was engaging in 

psychiatric care as of mid-February 2025, but had yet to start therapy, stating that she had to 

reschedule her appointment. The report noted that she seemed hesitant to engage in services, and 

often wanted to do them with Father rather than on her own. Mother reported several times that 
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she had tried to contact the provider for her domestic violence referral, but was unable to get 

through. Her caseworker attempted to help her, including by transporting her to appointments. The 

caseworker took Mother to her first two appointments in May and June of 2025, but when she 

arrived to take Mother to her third appointment, Mother became upset, yelled, and asked the 

worker if she wanted to fight her. Mother eventually agreed to be taken to the third meeting, and 

later blamed her outburst on nervousness about the appointment.  

¶ 14 Mother and Father were scheduled to begin parenting classes on the day that the report was 

filed. The report stated that they would be signed up for in-person parenting services once they 

had secured stable housing. Mother and Father were living with Father’s mother and stepmother, 

and the caseworker described the house as being “in deplorable condition and *** not safe for 

home visits.” The parents reported that they planned to rent a trailer. When asked how they would 

afford it, they stated that Father’s mother and stepmother, who would also live with them, would 

pay the rent and all bills. Father’s parents’ income came from social security and disability 

benefits. At the time of the report, Mother had worked for two days, but then reported that she had 

to stop due to ankle pain from wearing too-large shoes. She further reported that she was looking 

for employment and had submitted applications to three food service businesses. Father was 

employed at the time of the report.  

¶ 15 The report described Father as “reluctant to engage in [domestic violence] services” 

because the criminal charges against him were dropped. He was attending psychiatric services and 

reported that he was attending therapy, but the records sent to DCFS from the provider showed 

that he had not yet started. He was put on a waitlist from another counseling referral, and given 

the contact information for two other service providers. Mother and Father both tested negative 

for all substances on three random drug tests, although they each did not attend seven other random 
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test dates. Both parents told their caseworker that they would follow up with their substance abuse 

referrals, but neither had done so. Lastly, both parents were attending weekly supervised visitation 

with the minors.  

¶ 16 The circuit court entered a permanency order on June 25, 2025. It found that Mother and 

Father were unsatisfactory on all services except visitation, with Father additionally being 

satisfactory on employment. The court further determined that neither parent had made reasonable 

efforts or reasonable and sustainable progress toward the minors’ return home. The permanency 

goal was set to return home within 12 months.  

¶ 17 DCFS submitted another permanency report on September 9, 2025. Mother had started 

attending psychiatric appointments monthly, and began mental health counseling in June of 2025. 

According to her treatment provider, her attendance at counseling was inconsistent. She also began 

domestic violence victim counseling in June of 2025 and had missed at least one session. She was 

also not communicating with her caseworker to schedule a meeting to discuss how Father treated 

her. Mother and Father completed a parenting course as of early September 2025, and the instructor 

described them as “great students, always on time, and ready to take notes.” They reportedly 

participated in class discussions, and even attended an extra class on grief after Father’s mother 

passed away.  

¶ 18 Mother had not completed a substance abuse assessment, while Father completed one in 

August of 2025 and was not recommended for further services. Both parents tested negative on 

two more drug tests since the last report. The parents’ plans to move into safe and appropriate 

housing fell through with the passing of Father’s mother, and they met with a new housing 

advocate in August. Father never attended meetings with the advocate. Mother was given housing 
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applications to complete, and was offered assistance in doing so. However, she never completed 

them and stopped returning the housing advocate’s calls. They did not have safe, stable housing.  

¶ 19 Mother remained unemployed, and Father continued to work at his previously-reported 

job. However, he never submitted paystubs or proof of employment. Father began domestic 

violence classes in May of 2025 and had completed 16 out of 25 sessions. He had not attended 

psychiatric appointments since February of 2025 and had not engaged in therapy. He completed 

an assessment for mental health and anger management in August of 2025 and was recommended 

to attend weekly therapy sessions for six months.  

¶ 20 In its permanency order of September 25, 2025, the circuit court found Mother to be 

satisfactory for domestic violence, mental health, and visitation (although the court noted that she 

needed to improve her therapy attendance); and unsatisfactory for substance abuse and drug 

testing, stable housing, and employment. Both parents were found to have completed a portion of 

their parenting services, although the court noted that they still needed to complete the in-person 

portion, which required them to first obtain appropriate housing. Father was also found to have 

completed substance abuse services, given the results of his assessment. He was satisfactory on 

domestic violence, employment, and visitation; and unsatisfactory on mental health, drug testing 

(due to missing random test dates), and housing.  

¶ 21 The circuit court found that both parents had made reasonable efforts toward the minors’ 

return home, but not reasonable progress. Mother and Father still needed to find suitable housing, 

demonstrate that they had learned from their services, and engage in and/or complete their service 

plans. Additionally, Mother needed to obtain employment to support herself and the minors. 

¶ 22 On November 4, 2025, DCFS filed a service plan dated October 29, 2025. As of late 

October, the parents were still rated unsatisfactory on housing, as well as on parenting services 
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given their lack of appropriate housing in which to raise the minors. Mother was unsatisfactory on 

finding employment, but started the process of applying for disability income. Mother was also 

noted to be inconsistent with engaging in services overall. She was rated unsatisfactory on mental 

health due to that inconsistent attendance. She also had not completed a substance abuse 

assessment. Both parents continued to skip random drug testing, although they both tested negative 

when they did attend. Nonetheless, they were rated unsatisfactory on substance abuse. Mother was 

also unsatisfactory on domestic violence services, as she had not attended classes since August of 

2025.  

¶ 23 Despite reporting that he remained employed, Father was unsatisfactory on employment 

due to inconsistently submitting paystubs. He started attending anger management counseling, but 

his attendance was inconsistent. He was rated satisfactory on anger management, but 

unsatisfactory on mental health services, as he was not engaging in general therapy. Father was 

satisfactory on domestic violence services, and had completed 21 out of 24 counseling sessions.  

¶ 24 DCFS also submitted Mother’s parenting capacity assessment, which was conducted in 

September and October of 2025. The assessment report stated that while Mother had a deep love 

for her children, she had “very minimal skills” relating to supporting them financially and 

providing a safe environment. She had not made the changes necessary to mitigate the risks that 

the minors would be exposed to domestic violence, environmental danger, and neglect if returned 

to her care. She also had not shown that she could maintain a safe and clean home environment 

for the minors, as demonstrated by her ongoing resistance to accepting assistance or allowing 

professionals into her home.  

¶ 25 Her ongoing relationship with Father, whose aggressive outbursts and domestic violence 

led to the opening of the case, was troubling, as was Mother’s reported plan to leave the state and 
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be cared for by a former partner. The assessor noted that this plan had the potential to repeat 

patterns of domestic violence. There was further concern that Mother was “not equipped with the 

skills of daily living that she would need” to keep her children and herself safe and healthy, 

particularly in light of her mental health conditions and possible developmental disabilities.  

¶ 26 The assessor concluded that Mother was making “slight progress in her parenting journey, 

though it is far from complete.” She displayed insight into her mental health and past traumas, and 

could connect her experiences to her current situation. However, she had not provided evidence 

that she could translate those insights into behavior and sound decision-making regarding the 

future safety of her children. The assessor opined that increasing her visitation freedoms was not 

a safe decision at the time of the assessment.  

¶ 27 DCFS filed a permanency report on December 26, 2025. Mother was inconsistent in 

attending therapy; between June and November of 2025, she kept just over half of her 

appointments. The provider of Mother’s domestic violence counseling reported to DCFS that 

Mother had not attended since August 13, 2025. Mother reported to DCFS that Father was 

physically abusive to her when he was under the influence, and he was trying to stop smoking 

marijuana because it made him violent. However, Mother stated that Father was verbally and 

emotionally abusive even when sober. In addition to herself, Father also directed his abuse at his 

mother and stepmother. Mother also shared that she was in contact with a former partner who lived 

in North Carolina; she described him as her “soul mate” and said that she planned to get a job, 

save up money, and regain custody of her children before moving to North Carolina to be with 

him.  

¶ 28 Mother still needed to obtain safe, appropriate housing in order to complete the in-person 

portion of her parenting services requirement, in addition to completing her housing requirement. 
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Mother was not communicating with her housing advocate, and the advocate reported in mid-

December that she had not made any progress. Additionally, Mother had not attended any of the 

seven drug tests scheduled between August and December 2025. As of late December, Mother 

reported that she was still looking for employment.  

¶ 29 Father continued to not engage in psychiatric services. Since August of 2025, he had 

attended four therapy sessions and did not show up for three. Like Mother, he could not complete 

his parenting requirement without safe housing, and he was not submitting to any drug tests. He 

continued to report employment, but was not submitting paystubs or proof of employment. Father 

was not attending meetings with the housing advocate. Both parents continued to attend visitation.  

¶ 30 The State filed a petition for termination of parental rights as to both parents on December 

29, 2025. It alleged that Mother and Father were unfit to parent by reasons of (1) failing to protect 

the minors from conditions in their environment injurious to their welfare (750 ILCS 50/1(D)(g) 

(West 2024)) and (2) failing to make reasonable progress toward the return home of the minors 

during the nine-month periods of January 30, 2025, through October 30, 2025, and March 30, 

2025, through December 29, 2025 (id. § 1(D)(m)(ii)).  

¶ 31 In its permanency order of January 8, 2026, the circuit court again found that Mother and 

Father had completed a portion of their parenting services requirement, but still needed to compete 

the at-home portion. Mother was unsatisfactory on her cooperation with DCFS, domestic violence, 

mental health, and housing. She was satisfactory on visitation and employment, and the court noted 

that she had applied for disability benefits. Her substance abuse and drug testing requirements 

were removed from her service plan. In addition to the aforementioned parenting services, Father 

was found to have completed domestic violence services and was satisfactory on visitation and 

employment, although he needed to show proof with regards to the latter. He was unsatisfactory 
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on cooperating with DCFS, mental health, drug screenings, and housing. The circuit court found 

that neither parent had made reasonable efforts or reasonable and sustainable progress toward the 

minors’ return home.  

¶ 32 The circuit court held a combined fitness and best interest hearing on March 12, 2026. Amy 

Slone testified on behalf of the State, explaining that she had been the DCFS caseworker assigned 

to the minors’ case since the minors came into care in November of 2024. Slone stated that both 

parents’ service plans included an integrated assessment, housing, employment, mental health, 

parenting, domestic violence, and substance abuse, the last of which was later removed from 

Mother’s plan. Regarding housing, Slone testified that the parents’ current living situation was 

unsafe. There was a large hole in the living room, inadequate heating, no running water, and 

structural issues. While the parents had not allowed Slone to visit their home until late January of 

2026, they had previously reported these issues to her. She also observed that the home was dark, 

cluttered, and dirty, and there were feces and urine on the kitchen floor.  

¶ 33 The State also introduced photos that Slone took during her home visit. The circuit court 

allowed the exhibits over Mother’s counsel’s objection that they were taken outside of the two 

nine-month periods alleged in the State’s petition regarding lack of reasonable progress. The 

circuit court noted that the State’s allegations that the parents failed to protect the minors from 

conditions injurious to their welfare had no time limit.  

¶ 34  Slone next testified that both parents completed their domestic violence service 

requirements, although Father was “slow to get started.” Slone also reiterated that the parents 

completed parenting classes, but could not complete the hands-on parenting requirement because 

of their housing situation. Regarding mental health and anger management, Father was originally 

unsuccessfully discharged for not attending, but he completed a second mental health assessment 
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in February 2026. He recently restarted counseling, which applied to both his mental health and 

anger management service requirements. By the time of the hearing, Father had not yet reengaged 

for long enough to receive psychiatric care. Mother was currently attending therapy, but Slone 

stated that there had been a period of time in which that was not the case. She had been attending 

psychiatric appointments throughout the life of the case and was taking her medication.  

¶ 35 Mother was also working on her application for disability benefits, while continuing to 

look for employment. She worked for approximately one week in June 2025, but had otherwise 

been unsuccessful in finding a job. On cross-examination, Slone testified that Mother was 

developmentally disabled, and was receiving assistance with filling out her disability application 

because she struggled to do it on her own.  

¶ 36 Overall, Slone testified that both parents had made “minimal” progress on their service 

plans over the span of the case. She identified transportation as a major barrier for them, but stated 

that she offered “over and over again” to take them to appointments. She added that the parents 

took her up on the offer “[s]ometimes,” but there were also many instances where she arrived to 

transport them, but the parents did not come out. On cross-examination, Slone stated that Father 

had worked at his current job “for a while,” and he had provided her proof of his employment the 

day of the hearing.  

¶ 37 She also testified that Father, unlike Mother, did not have substance abuse services 

removed from his service plan. While his February 2026 substance abuse assessment did not result 

in any treatment recommendations, he had previously taken an assessment which did. However, 

he was unsuccessfully discharged due to lack of engagement, thus necessitating the second 

assessment. DCFS was concerned about his substance use because Father reported that when he 

would smoke marijuana frequently, he would “black out or not realize what was going on,” and 
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he could not be there for his children in those times. Slone also denied that the period of time 

during which the parents were living in a homeless shelter and a hotel prevented Father from 

completing his services, because he still held employment during that time, and the places he was 

staying were close to where his services were. He also had a phone the entire time, and had been 

living with his parents for about a year.  

¶ 38 Slone further explained that when the minors were removed, Nathan S. was dirty and 

underweight, and he had suffered from frequent ear infections. He made significant progress after 

being placed with a foster family, but he was undergoing testing to determine whether his health 

issues were related to malnourishment from when he was a baby. Slone opined that both parents 

loved their children, but there was an “inability,” rather than an unwillingness, on both of their 

parts to safely care for the minors. She did not believe that correcting the conditions preventing 

reunification—in particular, their unsafe housing situation—had been a priority for the parents, 

and she did not foresee reunification as a possibility. Slone further testified that both parents’ main 

barrier to parenting was not a lack of desire or love for their children, but their mental health.  

¶ 39 Next, Father testified on his own behalf. He denied that he was ever recommended for 

substance abuse treatment, stating that after both assessments, he was told he did not “fit the 

criteria” for a substance abuse issue. He also testified that the “brief time” in which he and Mother 

were homeless was a barrier to his engagement in services, because he was devoting his full 

attention to finding a place to live. He and Mother moved back in with his parents once the criminal 

charges against him for the domestic violence incident were dropped, and he was off of electronic 

monitoring.4  

 
 4There had previously been a no contact order in place preventing Father from living with his 
mother and stepmother. 
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¶ 40 Father was asked about the steps he was taking to correct the condition of his home, to 

which he responded that he was “currently looking for someone” to make repairs, but that it was 

difficult to find help because the house was very old. However, he stated that he found someone 

who would fix the roof. He and Mother were also considering moving, and were aware that they 

had a housing advocate assisting them. He stated that he had not met with the advocate because of 

his work schedule, but he knew that Mother was working with her. He admitted that he would not 

let a child inside his current home due to the unsafe condition, and further admitted that this meant 

that a portion of the reasons why the minors came into care had not been fully corrected.  

¶ 41 Mother testified that she had two domestic violence classes remaining in her course, and 

would complete the course by next Friday. She stated she was still looking for employment, but 

had not had any success. She was also filling out an application for disability benefits, but found 

the application very difficult. She agreed with Father’s statements regarding their home. On cross-

examination, she was asked whether, through her domestic violence classes, she had become aware 

of any issues she needed to resolve in her relationship. She answered that there were no domestic 

violence issues, and the only matter to resolve was housing.  

¶ 42 Following argument, the circuit court announced its findings. It began by noting that this 

case was unusual because the issues that brought the minors into care—domestic violence and the 

failure to protect the minors from domestic violence—was no longer the most significant issue 

preventing their return, which was now adequate housing. The court further recognized that the 

State did not make allegations about the condition of the home in its petition, and the court lacked 

evidence of said condition at the start of the case.  

¶ 43 However, the court found that the State had proven by clear and convincing evidence that 

the parents failed to protect the minors from conditions in their environment injurious to their 
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welfare, because it was established that there was domestic violence in the home in the minors’ 

presence. Furthermore, Father was still living with his stepmother, who was one of the victims of 

the domestic violence.  

¶ 44 Based on the exhibits and testimony, including the parents’ own admissions, the circuit 

court found that the parents still did not have appropriate housing, and had not made reasonable 

progress in obtaining it. The court stated that because the home was “so unsuitable, unsafe, [and] 

unclean,” the State had proven unfitness based on lack of reasonable progress by clear and 

convincing evidence. The court further found that in no nine-month period following the 

adjudication of neglect did either parent make reasonable and sustainable progress toward the 

return of the minors, and the current state of the home demonstrated that the parents were not close 

to reunification.  

¶ 45 Thus, the circuit court determined that both parents were unfit, and proceeded directly to 

the best interest hearing. During this portion, the court heard testimony from the minors’ foster 

mother and foster father, as well as additional testimony from Slone. Following testimony, the 

court delivered its findings. 

¶ 46 The circuit court stated that it had reviewed the evidence and heard the testimony, and 

listed the statutory factors that it needed to consider under the Juvenile Court Act. The court noted 

that it was clear that the parents loved their children. However, it found that “almost every 

[statutory] factor” weighed in favor of termination. Both minors had developmental and other 

health concerns, and the foster parents were getting them the appropriate care. The court also took 

judicial notice of the parents’ testimony during the fitness portion of the hearing that their home 

was not safe for the minors to live in. The court did not believe that the parents, in their current 

circumstances, had the ability to provide for the minors’ safety and wellbeing, including providing 



16 
 

them with adequate food, shelter, healthcare, and clothing. Nor could they adequately care for the 

minors given the children’s special needs.  

¶ 47 The circuit court also found that the minors were clearly loved in their foster environment, 

and had various community ties, including church, school, friends, and the foster/adopt support 

network. The court also noted the importance of permanency for the minors, and found that they 

had permanency in their foster placement as well. The court did not believe that giving Mother 

and Father an additional six months, or even an additional year, would make a difference in this 

case. The parents had been living in their current home for over a year, and in that time, they had 

made “virtually no efforts” to either put the home in suitable condition or obtain other housing. 

The parents also had limited income to provide for all of the minors’ needs. Thus, the court found 

that it was in the minors’ best interests that Mother and Father’s parental rights be terminated.  

¶ 48 The court also entered a written order stating these findings and its rulings on March 12, 

2026. Mother filed a timely notice of appeal from the circuit court’s decision. 

¶ 49  II. ANALYSIS 

¶ 50 On appeal, Mother argues that the circuit court’s unfitness finding was against the manifest 

weight of the evidence. She does not challenge the court’s best interest determination. 

¶ 51 A parent’s right to raise his or her child is a fundamental right, which a court may not 

terminate without the parent’s consent except as authorized by statute. In re Gwynne P., 215 Ill. 

2d 340, 354 (2005). A court’s statutory authority to involuntarily terminate parental rights is 

governed by 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)). Id. Pursuant to the Juvenile 

Court Act, the involuntary termination of parental rights requires a two-step process. In re Donald 

A.G., 221 Ill. 2d 234, 244 (2006). First, the court must determine, by clear and convincing 
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evidence, that the parent is an “unfit person” as defined by section 1(D) of the Adoption Act. Id.; 

705 ILCS 405/2-29(2) (West 2024); 750 ILCS 50/1(D) (West 2024). If the court makes a finding 

of unfitness, it next considers whether termination of the parent’s rights is in the best interests of 

the child. In re Donald A.G., 221 Ill. 2d at 244; 705 ILCS 405/2-29(2) (West 2024). 

¶ 52 Here, the circuit court based its unfit-person ruling on the failure to protect the minors from 

conditions in their environment injurious to their welfare (750 ILCS 50/1(D)(g) (West 2024)) and 

a lack of reasonable progress (id. § 1(D)(m)(ii)). Section 1(D) of the Adoption Act sets forth 

numerous grounds under which a parent may be deemed unfit. However, only one properly proven 

ground is sufficient to enter a finding of unfitness. See id. § 1(D) (stating that the grounds of 

unfitness “are any one or more” of an enumerated list); see also In re C.W., 199 Ill. 2d 198, 210 

(2002). We begin our review with the failure to make reasonable progress, and find that the circuit 

court properly found Mother unfit on this ground. Therefore, we need not address its finding 

pursuant to section 1(D)(g) of the Adoption Act. However, we note that the evidence we discuss 

below would support the circuit court’s finding under either statutory ground for unfitness. 

¶ 53 As applicable to the underlying case, the Adoption Act defines an “unfit person” as: 

 “D. ‘Unfit person’ means any person whom the court shall find to be unfit to have a 
child, without regard to the likelihood that the child will be placed for adoption. The 
grounds of unfitness are any one or more of the following ***: 

    * * * 
               (m) Failure by a parent *** (ii) to make reasonable progress toward the 
return of the child to the parent during any 9-month period following the 
adjudication of neglected or abused minor ***.” 750 ILCS 50/1(D)(m)(ii) (West 
2024). 

 
¶ 54 Under the Adoption Act, “reasonable progress” is determined by an objective standard, 

which is based upon the amount of progress measured from the conditions existing at the time 

custody was revoked. In re Za. G., 2023 IL App (5th) 220793, ¶ 47. The Adoption Act provides 

guidance for measuring reasonable progress as follows:  
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“If a service plan has been established *** to correct the conditions that were the basis for 
the removal of the child from the parent and if those services were available, then, for 
purposes of this Act, ‘failure to make reasonable progress toward the return of the child to 
the parent’ includes the parent’s failure to substantially fulfill his or her obligations under 
the service plan ***.” 750 ILCS 50/1(D)(m)(ii) (West 2024). 
 

Under section 1(D)(m) of the Adoption Act, the benchmark for measuring reasonable progress 

“encompasses the parent’s compliance with the service plans and court’s directives in light of the 

condition that gave rise to the removal of the child and other conditions which later become known 

that would prevent the court from returning custody of the child to the parent.” In re D.T., 2017 IL 

App (3d) 170120, ¶ 17 (citing In re C.N., 196 III. 2d 181, 208 (2001)).  

¶ 55 In reviewing a court’s findings that a parent is unfit and that terminating parental rights is 

in the best interest of the child, we do not retry the case; rather, we must determine if the findings 

are against the manifest weight of the evidence. In re Za. G., 2023 IL App (5th) 220793, ¶ 31. The 

lower court’s finding of unfitness is afforded great deference because that court was best positioned 

to view and evaluate the parties and their testimony. Id. Accordingly, on appeal, we will not 

reweigh the evidence or reassess the credibility of the witnesses. Id. A decision is contrary to the 

manifest weight of the evidence “if the opposite conclusion is apparent or when findings appear to 

be unreasonable, arbitrary, or not based on the evidence presented.” Id. 

¶ 56 On appeal, Mother argues that the circuit court based its finding of lack of reasonable 

progress solely on her failure to obtain suitable housing, and failed to consider that she had 

completed most of her other recommended services. She contends that the evidence showed that 

she had completed a parenting class and mental health assessment, was attending therapy and 

psychiatric appointments, completed an application for disability benefits, and was submitting job 

applications. She had two remaining sessions of domestic violence counseling remaining before 
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she completed the program. Slone testified that Mother was cooperative and was attending 

visitation. 

¶ 57 Mother acknowledges, both on appeal and before the circuit court, that she lacks suitable 

housing, and that the housing issue further prevented her from attempting the at-home portion of 

her parenting requirement. However, she argues that the circuit court did not consider the reasons 

for the parents’ lack of suitable housing. She contends that they moved back in with Father’s 

parents in April of 2025 because his mother was very sick and Father was taking care of her. 

Mother adds that she and Father attempted to make the necessary repairs to the house, and points 

to Father’s testimony about finding someone to fix the roof and looking for someone to make other 

repairs. She further notes that the parents’ poverty was an obstacle to making these repairs. Lastly, 

Mother argues that she was working with a housing advocate to try to move somewhere that would 

be safe and appropriate for the minors. She points to her testimony that she had submitted one 

housing application, and was waiting on Father’s birth certificate to arrive in the mail before the 

housing advocate could proceed further.  

¶ 58 We first note that Mother’s arguments relating to housing involve the specific barriers she 

faced in completing this portion of her service plan, including the parents’ poverty and difficulty 

finding help to make repairs, Father’s mother’s health, and delays in obtaining Father’s birth 

certificate. Reasonable progress is measured by an objective standard, under which a parent’s 

personal circumstances that impede her ability to make said progress are irrelevant. See In re Je. 

A., 2019 IL App (1st) 190467, ¶ 73 (stating that while the respondent’s incarceration impeded his 

progress, his personal circumstances were irrelevant to the objective standard); In re F.P., 2014 IL 

App (4th) 140360, ¶ 89. Thus, we need not consider her aforementioned arguments.  
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¶ 59 Furthermore, Mother discusses her cooperation with the housing advocate to which DCFS 

referred the parents in April of 2025. Mother and Father were referred to a housing advocate in 

January of 2025 and did not take advantage of this assistance to find suitable housing at that time. 

This was despite the fact that they were long aware of the many issues with Father’s mother’s 

home. Additionally, in her argument on appeal, Mother downplays the significance of housing as 

a barrier to reunification—the circuit court found that housing had become a major obstacle to 

returning the minors to the parents. 

¶ 60 Regarding her other services, the record shows that Mother only began applying for 

disability income toward the end of the later relevant nine-month period, and as of January of 

2026, the circuit court found her to be unsatisfactory on her cooperation with DCFS, domestic 

violence, mental health, and housing. Indeed, the circuit court consistently found in its permanency 

orders that Mother had not made reasonable progress. While Mother points to various examples 

of her engagement in services, the majority of it is too late to be relevant. Her original service plan 

was created in January of 2025. Her recent progress cannot make up for approximately a year of 

relative inaction.  

¶ 61 Thus, we find that the circuit court’s determination of parental unfitness based on Mother’s 

lack of reasonable progress during both of the State’s alleged nine-month periods was not against 

the manifest weight of the evidence. Therefore, the court did not err in finding Mother unfit to 

parent the minors.  

¶ 62  III. CONCLUSION 

¶ 63 For the reasons stated, the circuit court did not err in terminating Mother’s parental rights. 

The judgment of the circuit court is affirmed. 
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¶ 64 Affirmed. 

 


