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A deaf girl has been given the go-ahead to pursue her claim that the Girl Scouts violated federal law 

by denying her request for a sign language interpreter and then disbanding her troop. 

The 7th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals revived a lawsuit filed by Edie Runnion on behalf of her 

daughter, Megan, under the Rehabilitation Act against the Girl Scouts of Greater Chicago and 
Northwest Indiana. 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act prohibits private organizations that receive federal funds from 
discriminating against disabled individuals. 

The 7th Circuit rejected the argument that an organization is not subject to the Rehabilitation Act 
unless it provides a public service and is open to the public. 

Such an interpretation “cannot be squared with the text” of the act, the court wrote. 

Organizations barred from engaging in disability discrimination, the court wrote, quoting the act, 

include those that receive some federal funding and are “principally engaged in the business of 
providing education, health care, housing, social services or parks and recreation.” 

The Girl Scouts organization falls under that definition, the court held. 

The court sent the case back to U.S. District Judge Harry D. Leinenweber for further action. 

Megan joined Troop 40795 in 2005 when she was in kindergarten. The troop was run by the Girl 

Scouts of Greater Chicago and Northwest Indiana, the largest regional Girl Scout organization in the 
United States. 

She received sign language interpreter services for free for several years. But in 2011, the Girl Scouts 
told her it would no longer provide the services. 

When Edie Runnion complained, she alleged, the parents of her fellow scouts disbanded the troop. 

Runnion sued, but Leinenweber held her complaint did not sufficiently allege the Girl Scouts 
organization meets the Rehabilitation Act’s definition of a recipient of federal funds. 

Leinenweber then entered judgment in favor of the Girl Scouts, finding it would be futile for 
Runnion to amend her complaint. 

Leinenweber later vacated the judgment and granted Runnion’s motion to file an amended complaint. 

But he rejected Runnion’s proposed amended complaint because it included the allegation that the 

Girl Scouts organization falls under the Rehabilitation Act as an organization that is principally 
engaged in providing education or social services. 

Leinenweber directed Runnion to file a new amended complaint seeking relief only under a provision 

of the Rehabilitation Act barring private organizations that receive federal financial assistance “as a 
whole” from discriminating on the basis of disability. 

After Runnion filed a new complaint under that theory, Leinenweber again entered judgment in favor 
of the Girl Scouts. 
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On Friday, a three-member panel of the 7th Circuit reversed the judgment. 

The panel held Leinenweber erred twice, first when he entered judgment in favor of the Girl Scouts 

without allowing Runnion to amend her original complaint and then when he refused to allow her to 
pursue the proposed amended complaint containing the “principally engaged” theory. 

Runnion’s proposed amended complaint sufficiently alleged the Girl Scouts organization is subject to 
the Rehabilitation Act, the panel concluded. 

“Megan’s complaint cites numerous instances in which the defendant has characterized itself and its 
programs as educational,” Judge David F. Hamilton wrote for the panel. 

For example, he wrote, the Girl Scouts’ constitution describes the organization as “a nonformal, 
experiential, and cooperative education program.” 

A 2011 financial statement says the organization is “an out-of-school educational program” designed 
to teach girls the principles of the Girl Scouts, Hamilton wrote. 

“The defendant even classified the sale of cookies — perhaps the Girl Scouts’ most publicly visible 
program — as an integral part of achieving its overall educational goals,” he wrote. 

Joining the opinion were Judges Frank H. Easterbrook and Diane S. Sykes. Megan Runnion v. Girl 
Scouts of Greater Chicago and Northwest Indiana, No. 14-1729. 

Steven P. Blonder of Much, Shelist P.C. represented Runnion on a pro bono basis. 

“Opportunity was yanked away from her when all she wanted to do was to be a Girl Scout,” he said. 
“It’s particularly ironic, considering the founder of the Girl Scouts herself became deaf later in life.” 

Another lawyer representing Runnion is Barry C. Taylor of Equip for Equality Inc. 

“We’re pleased that the 7th Circuit has resolved the jurisdictional issues and that we can now focus 

on the discrimination our client experienced,” he said. 

Runnion also is represented by Marc Charmatz of the National Association for the Deaf in Silver 

Spring, Md. 

Bonnie I. Robin-Vergeer of the U.S. Justice Department in Washington, D.C., filed a friend-of-the-

court brief on behalf of the federal government in favor of Runnion’s position. 

Patrick S. Casey of Sidley, Austin LLP argued the case on behalf of the Girl Scouts. He declined to 

comment. 
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