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Five Lessons Learned in 
Providing Legal Services to Older 

and Disabled Adults 
By Dominique Sanz‐David and Bertha Hayden

Who is Bet Tzedek Legal Services?

• Free legal services: low‐income, elderly, and dependent adults.

• Over half of Bet Tzedek’s clients are over age 60

• Various practice areas including 
• Aging with Dignity
• Kids in Need
• Economic Justice

• Holocaust Survivor Services
• Rapid Response
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Bet Tzedek’s
Elder/Dependent 
Adult Services

Elder 
Justice

Outreach

Med/Legal 
Partnership

Estate 
Planning

Public 
Benefits

Conservat
orship

Elder 
Abuse 

Remedies

Consumer

Impact

Real 
estate 
fraud

1. Communicating with older adults about 
restraining orders. 
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Case Sample

Help 
for Paul

Eve’s self‐determination

Lisa’s 
responsi
bilities

Protection for Eve

What We Hear 

I just want them to 
get help. 
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Challenges

Guilt

Law 
Enforcement

No HousingEnforcing RO

No Forced 
Rehab

Legal Options

Elder Abuse 
Restraining Order

Domestic 
Violence 

Restraining Order
Advance Planning

Conservatorship Criminal Action
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Best Practices

Explain legal 
options and 
entire process

Don’t rush 
the decision

Provide non‐
legal 

resources

Holistic 
approach

2. Communicating with intellectually disabled 
adults about powers of attorney

9

10



10/27/2021

6

Case Sample

Help 
for 
Patti

Medical, School, and Regional 
Center Decisions 

Promoting 
Independence 

Impact of Turning 18

Challenges

Legal Terms

Choosing  
Agent 

Logistics 
Introducing 

Life 
Situations 

Unknown 
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Best Practices

Checklist

Story Telling 

Double Appointments 

Inclusive Forms 

3. Communicating with older adults about 
financial powers of attorney
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Case Sample

Fanya

• 87, hearing and vision impairment

•Owns home, SS, 20K

Adam

•Caregiver

• In debt, borrows money from mom

Beau

• Financially secure

• In Ohio

What We Hear

• My son can tell you everything.  Can you call him?

• I don’t want any of my children to feel left out.

• I don’t think my kids would use my money improperly.
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Challenges

Getting client 
to make own 
decisions

Best Practices

• Home visit

• Social worker

• Discuss dangers of simply putting someone else on title to assets.

• Talk in terms of making things easier for relatives.
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4. Talking about conservatorship with parents 
of developmentally disabled children.

Case Sample

Help 
for 
Patti

Medical, School, and Regional 
Center Decisions 

Promoting 
Independence 

Impact of Turning 18
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Challenges

Least  
Restrictive 
Alternatives 

Capacity 
Declarations

Not a Will 

Assuming 
Advocate 
/Fiduciary 

Role 

Intrusive 
Process

Best Practices

Capacity Declaration

IEP/IPPs/ Medical Evals

Reviewing Powers Under PC 2351.5 (b)

Review Nature of the Process 
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5.  Communicating with older adults about 
fraud and scams.

Prepaid gift 
cards/debit 

cards

Unlicensed 
contract

Computer 
hacker 
scam

Identity 
theft

Solar 
panels

Property 
Assessed 
Clean 
Energy 
(PACE) 

Case Sample

Computer 
hacker scam
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Challenges

Cognitive/emotional
Recovering 

money/property
Law enforcement

Compliant Victim Foreclosure

How to talk to scam victims

Avoid Victim Blaming

Focus on Understanding

Undoing Rationalization

Develop a Plan

Managing Victim Expectations
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