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Models of Children�s Law Offices 
 
Children have an urgent need for advocacy and representation in a wide array of situations. 1  
There are a myriad of legal programs designed to meet children�s legal needs across the country, 
and yet there is a desperate need for more.  This booklet outlines several kinds of programs that 
work effectively in their communities to meet existing needs. 
 
Before starting a program, several questions need to be answered:  What is the problem?  What 
needs to be changed?  Then there should be an outline of the focus and goals of the program:  
What will be our approach?  What do we want to accomplish?  Who will be our target population? 
 
    
STRUCTURES and MODELS OF SERVICE 
 
�   Free Standing 501 (c)(3) Organization 
 
� Oklahoma Lawyers for Children, Oklahoma City, OK 

(http://www.oklahomalawyersforchildren.com) 
 
In 1997 Don Nicholson, a lawyer with Eagleton and Nicholson, and D. Kent Meyers, a lawyer 
with Crowe and Dunlevy, created Oklahoma Lawyers for Children (OLFC), a 501(c)(3) 
organization through which volunteer attorneys represent children in abuse and neglect cases.  
When the office first started Don and Kent recruited fellow private attorneys, provided them with 
CLE training, and then took turns assigning cases to volunteers, with their office staff keeping 
track of the information.  Later a part-time person was hired at Don�s office to coordinate all the 
cases and volunteers.  Eventually, the program became large enough so that Don and Kent raised 
funds to hire a full time staff person, and office space was donated within a downtown building 
that houses several private law firms.  The current annual budget is $125,000; funding comes from 
grants, donations and fundraising.  The local bar has selected OLFC as the beneficiary of several 
fundraising efforts.  Other needs have been met by in-kind donations from private investigators, 
copy companies and lay volunteers. 
 
�  Children�s Law Center of Minnesota (http://www.clcmn.org) 
 
Children�s Law Center of Minnesota opened for operation in 1995 after eight years of work by 
attorneys, social workers, youth workers, judges, teachers, pediatricians, and other children's 
advocates.  Events that led up to the incorporation of the CLC were Minnesota's first Law for 
Children Conference in 1989; the creation in 1990 by the Minnesota State Bar Association 
(MSBA) of the multidisciplinary Committee for Children; and the Roundtable Discussion on 
�Children & The Law� in October 1992 at which members of the ABA Section of Litigation Task 
Force on Children provided expert advice and consultation on the creation of a children�s law 
center (the Task Force on Children was the predecessor to the Children�s Rights Litigation 
Committee).  Finally, in 1993, the release of the ABA Report on the Unmet Legal Needs of 

                                                      
1  See ABA Steering Committee on the Unmet Legal Needs of Children, America�s Children Still at Risk, A Report of 
the Steering Committee on the Unmet Legal Needs of Children (2001) (depicting unresolved legal issues facing 
America�s children and recommending ways individual lawyers and the organized bar can address this crisis). 
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Children provided the catalyst for the incorporation of Children�s Law Center of Minnesota.  CLC 
received a bridge grant from The McKnight Foundation in 1994 and hired the executive director in 
1995 to begin operations of the organization.  For more than a year, the executive director was the 
only staff person, but eventually a social worker was hired. 
 
Individual lawyers, law firms, and the state and local bar associations contributed to the success of 
CLC by co-sponsoring CLC�s first major event, a two-day training for lawyers, judges, and child 
advocates on juvenile protection law in preparation for lawyers to represent children.  CLC held 
many meetings collaborating with social services, attorneys, county attorneys, and judges to 
develop the curriculum and faculty for the training.  Lawyers, law firms and bar associations 
continue to support CLC by co-sponsoring training programs, recruiting volunteer attorneys, 
holding trainings at their law firms, and giving financial support. 
 
The Children's Law Center of Minnesota�s mission is to promote the rights and interests of 
children, especially children of color and children with disabilities, with the goal of improving the 
lives of foster care youth.  To meet its goals, CLC employs three strategies: (1) training child 
advocates including volunteer lawyers for children; (2) representation of abused and neglected 
children; and (3) systemic reform benefiting Minnesota�s children.  CLC currently has six staff 
members: the executive director, an executive assistant, two attorneys (one of whom is employed 
through a fellowship), a social worker, and a development director.  CLC also provides internships 
to undergraduates and law school students.  In 2004, CLC recruited and retained over 170 
volunteer attorneys, and currently represents more than 400 children.  CLC recruits volunteer 
lawyers from law firms and corporations within the Twin Cities as well as from solo practice, and 
volunteer lawyers team with the staff social worker to represent clients.  During 2003, CLC�s 
volunteer lawyers gave over 7,000 pro bono hours conservatively valued at over $700,000 of legal 
representation.  Children's Law Center of Minnesota has an annual budget of $432,943.  CLC 
seeks funding from family and community foundation, law firm foundations, and individual 
donations.  CLC also has an annual benefit to raise money for the organization. 
 
� Support Center for Child Advocates, Philadelphia, PA (http://www.advokid.org) 
 
The Support Center for Child Advocates (�Child Advocates�) is Philadelphia's volunteer lawyer 
program for abused and neglected children, providing legal assistance and social service advocacy to 
more than 700 children each year.  Each child receives the service of one of eight staff social workers, 
who is teamed with volunteer attorneys throughout the term of representation; the agency is also 
staffed by eight attorneys who provide technical assistance and service on special projects.  Child 
Advocates currently works with over 300 volunteers. 
   
Child Advocates provides legal and social work services to children in the context of its five Core 
Programs: a) Child Abuse and Neglect; b) Medically Needy Children; c) Kids 'N Kin; d) Adoption; 
and e) Child Advocacy Leadership.  The agency represents child victims in criminal prosecutions for 
child abuse and children who are parties to civil dependency proceedings.  In its Kids 'N Kin: The 
Caregiving Program, Child Advocates provides in-home legal and social services to relative 
caregivers.  Child Advocates� Volunteer Attorneys for Medically Needy Children is an advanced 
volunteer program targeted at children with serious medical needs. Another targeted initiative is the 
Paralegal Program, which offers paralegals and legal assistants the opportunity to serve children in 
casework, legal research and initiatives for systemic reform.  
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Although incorporated in 1977, Child Advocates actually began in 1971 with the assistance of the 
child abuse committee of the Young Lawyers Division of the Philadelphia Bar Association.  In 1971, 
a Philadelphia Judge turned to the Young Lawyers Division seeking a volunteer attorney to represent 
a child victim hospitalized as a result of abuse.  In the late 1970s, Child Advocates� budget was less 
than $80,000.  Today, Child Advocates is among the largest child advocacy programs in the country 
with an annual budget of $1.8 million and a staff of 28.  Child Advocates relies heavily on 
Philadelphia law firms as a major source of support, both financially and in terms of their most 
valuable resources -- lawyers willing to take a child�s case.  The agency sponsors Child Advocacy 
Practice Groups in several major law firms.  Other sources of funding include charitable foundations, 
corporations, court and city contracts for conflicts representation, and federal funding under the 
Victims of Crime Act (VOCA). 
 
Other examples: 
� Children�s Law Center of DC (http://ww.childrenslawcenter.org) 
� Rocky Mountain Children�s Law Center (http://ww.rockymountainchildrenslawcenter.org) 
 
 
CHILDREN�S PROJECTS WITHIN AN ORGANIZATION  
 
� Law firm 
 
� Covington and Burling (http://www.cov.com) 
 
Covington & Burling's pro bono program traditionally has included representation of 
disadvantaged children and organizations dedicated to addressing their needs. Early in 1996, the 
firm renewed this commitment in its response to a city-wide call from the chief judges in the D.C. 
courts and the D.C. Bar for all lawyers to increase their pro bono involvement. It created the Child 
Welfare Initiative and pledged to handle an increased number of custody and adoption cases and 
to draft legislation to improve D.C.'s child welfare laws. It also dedicated resources to a new 
rotation program; a Covington attorney and a paralegal now spend six-months on a rotating basis 
at the Children's Law Center handling custody and adoption cases.  
 
All of the firm's departments are committed to pro bono representation of children and the issues 
that affect them. In the past year, a wide range of legal services, including litigation, drafting 
incorporation documents, contracts, and legislation, securing tax exempt status, lease negotiations, 
copyrights, lobbying, and advice on real estate law, health benefits, liability issues, and general 
legal matters has been provided to: 21st Century School Fund, America's Promise, Charles E. 
Smith Jewish Day School, Children's Defense Fund, Community Impact, Council for Court 
Excellence, D.C. Appleseed Center, District of Columbia Child and Family Services, Executive 
Office of the Mayor, Frank D. Bell, Sr. Scholarship Fund, Georgetown Children's House 
Endowment To Promote Quality Early Childhood Education, Girls Inc., Ivymount School, 
Kidsave International, Latin American Youth Center, Let Loose Learning, Inc., Marshall Heights 
Youth Development Program, Inc. , Medical Aid for Iraqi Children, National Campaign to Prevent 
Teen Pregnancy, National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, National Head Start 
Association, OyØ Palaver Hut, Inc., Public Defender Service for the District of Columbia (Oak 



   

' Children�s Rights Litigation Committee and Support Center for Child Advocates 

Hill), RUGMARK Foundation USA, Southern Anne Arundel Special Education Support 
Foundation, Inc., Tech Corps, Thurgood Marshall Academy, Inc., Toldot.org and Walden School.  
 
The firm's commitment to children also is reflected in its 12-year-old partnership with Cardozo 
Senior High School, a public school with an ethnically diverse student population located in the 
heart of downtown Washington, D.C. The partnership takes many forms: a "Saturday Academy" 
in which firm personnel offer students enrichment classes held at the firm, summer employment at 
the firm for Cardozo students, technical assistance for the school's library, security system and 
computer network, "Family Night" dinners and entertainment for school staff and parents, and 
legal instruction to Cardozo's Street Law students as they prepare for the annual "Mock Trial" 
competition. In 2003, the firm launched a high school-embedded legal clinic at Cardozo in 
collaboration with Georgetown Law Center. The Clinic expanded in its second year of operation, 
and now offers Cardozo students both legal services and social programs, the latter provided by 
the neighborhood-based Latin American Youth Center.  
 
� McDermott, Will and Emery, LLP ( http://www.mwe.com ) 
 
In the fall of 2002, McDermott Will & Emery decided to concentrate a portion of its overall pro 
bono efforts in all of its U.S. offices in a defined area by launching Kids First, a program that 
focuses especially on the needs of disabled children for special education services.  The program, 
started with the help of the Children and Family Justice Center at the Northwestern University 
School of Law, was begun with a U.S. office-wide video conference featuring children�s lawyers 
who trained firm lawyers on federal special education law.  The firm holds a national video 
conference twice a year to train lawyers on national law, and each office is encouraged to have 
individual training sessions.  While the national focus remains on disabled children and their 
educational needs, individual offices are encouraged to follow their own interests in children�s 
issues in order to best meet the needs of their communities; some offices focus on abuse and 
neglect cases and others on benefits for children.  Each office forms a long-term relationship with 
a legal services agency which refers cases.  Children�s law cases have given associates 
opportunities early in their careers to take personal responsibility for cases and develop their 
negotiation, mediation and advocacy skills.  The program is coordinated locally in each office by a 
lawyer on the firm's Pro Bono Committee.  MWE ensures the involvement of senior partners in 
Kids First to build participation by others.  The first 60 hours of pro bono work each year for 
every lawyer in the firm is treated as client billable work.  Hours over 60 in a year are also treated 
as client billable with approval on a showing that the work is, like regular client work, high 
quality, necessary work and being efficiently delivered.  In addition to providing legal services, 
MWE supports community service, charitable giving and other activities to benefit children. 
 
� Hospital 
 
� Family Advocacy Program (http://www.familyadvocacyprogram.org) 
 
The Family Advocacy Program (FAP) was founded in 1993 as part of the Pediatrics Department at 
Boston Medical Center.  FAP provides low-income children and their families with legal 
representation on a host of issues to improve child health by ensuring that families� basic needs are 
met.  FAP staff includes six attorneys, 3 post-grad fellows and an outreach coordinator, as well as 30-
40 students each year (undergraduates, law, public health, medical and education graduates), and a 
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host of volunteer attorneys.  Last year FAP served over 1,000 families; about 60% of cases are 
extensive advice and counsel, 20% are full representation, and 20% are referred out to pro bono 
counsel.   Volunteer lawyers receive formal training and are teamed with a staff attorney who 
monitors cases through phone calls, written requests for updates and self-reporting by volunteer 
attorneys.  Families are referred for assistance by Boston Medical Center health care providers who 
are trained by FAP staff to recognize legal red flags. FAP staff then partner with the relevant 
professionals (e.g. social workers, child development specialists, psychologists, etc.) at Boston 
Medical Center to address the problem identified by the provider and family.  Besides taking cases, 
volunteer attorneys also assist the program through research, training development and by staffing a 
clinic.    
  
FAP conducts trainings for hospital personnel on a variety of legal issues.  The program also 
identifies issues of concern to a variety of patients and advocates for policy changes to make 
government services more responsive to the needs of patient-families.  FAP was the first program of 
its kind in the country and there are now over 25 sites across the US in hospitals and clinics, 
partnering legal services and pediatric health care providers.  The current budget is $375,000.  FAP is 
supported by a variety of state, federal and foundation grants, including IOLTA funds.  Start up 
programs typically initiate services using part of an attorney, so up-front cost can be as low as 
$25,000. 
 
� Law School  
 
� Children�s Law Pro Bono Program at the Children and Family Justice Center (CFJC), 

Northwestern University School of Law (http://www.law.northwestern.edu/cfjc/) 
 
In 1992 Northwestern University School of Law formed the Children and Family Justice Center 
(CFJC), a holistic children's law center, where seven clinical faculty attorneys and one social 
worker supervise over 60 law students and some 10 social work students each year, providing 
legal representation in delinquency and crime, school law and asylum and immigration cases 
which address the whole spectrum of children's needs: health and disability, safety (domestic 
violence, child neglect, abuse), education, adoption, custody and immigration, delinquency, 
mental health, asylum, constitutional, criminal and human rights.  The CFJC serves as a catalyst 
for improving the administration of justice and policy/law reform for adolescents. 
 
The Children's Law Pro Bono Project of the Children and Family Justice Center recruits, trains, 
mentors, and supports volunteer attorneys to represent children in juvenile delinquency and school 
expulsion cases.  The Project provides law firms with sample documents and a manual on the type 
of case they will be handling.   A staff attorney at the Children and Family Justice Center 
coordinates the project, screening all cases, recruiting and training volunteer attorneys, and 
matching them with a case. She also supports attorneys, once they have taken a case.  The CFJC's 
social worker also works closely with the volunteer attorneys.  Law students, paralegals and lay 
volunteers help with the administration of the project.  
 
Over the seven years the Children's Law Pro Bono Project has been in existence, more than 350 
attorneys from more than 50 prominent Chicago firms have participated in the Project achieving 
outcomes for their clients that may not have been possible without the quality advocacy of these 
private firm lawyers. Lawyers represent children in juvenile delinquency cases (estimated 25-50 
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hours); juvenile expungement cases (estimated 5-10 hours); and school expulsion cases (estimated 
10-40 hours).  Volunteer lawyers combine their high quality law firm training with mentorship and 
guidance from the Children and Family Justice Center staff in practical areas including:  client 
interviewing and counseling, witness examinations, motion argument, trial strategy, and 
negotiation.  Last year 14 law firms handled 44 delinquency cases and 6 law firms handled 22 
school cases.  The Pro Bono Program is funded through a grant from the Jane Adams Juvenile 
Court Foundation. 
 
� Bar Association   
 
� Children�s Rights Project of Public Counsel, Los Angeles, CA (http://www.publiccounsel.org) 
 
Public Counsel is the public interest law office of the Los Angeles County and Beverly Hills Bar 
Associations.  It is the largest pro bono law firm in the U.S.  The Children�s Rights Project is a 
Public Counsel program that provides free legal and advocacy services to children and youth.  The 
Project is staffed with eight attorneys, three social workers and two legal assistants.  The 
Children�s Rights Project has many components, including the Adoptions Project, the Pro Per 
Guardianship Clinic at the Probate Court, the Peace of Mind Project, the School-Based Legal 
Assistance Project (Teen Legal Clinic and Community Legal Clinic), the Dependent Children�s 
Tort & Guardian Ad Litem Program, and the Education Rights Advocacy Program.  Staff also 
provides assistance to youth emancipating from foster care, legal representation to abused and 
neglected children on immigration cases, and guidance to pregnant and parenting teens.   
 
Staff provides legal representation, general counsel and advice, resources and referrals on child-
related issues.  Cases are assigned to in-house attorneys, volunteer attorneys, and law student 
interns.  The project provides technical support to lawyers, policy makers and service providers 
who work with children and youth.  The Children�s Rights Project offers free educational and 
training materials on child-related issues, and has written many brochures on legal topics relevant 
to youth.  Staff also offers seminars and workshops to bench officers, attorneys, social workers, 
foster and adopting parents, probation officers, schools, health care workers, and state and county 
government agencies.   
 
�    Legal Aid Staff Project or Legal Aid Referral Panel 
 
� Kids� Legal Aid at Pinetree Legal Assistance (http://www.kidslegalaid.org) 
 
Pine Tree Legal Assistance is a general statewide legal services office with 25 attorneys on staff.  
Starting in 1999, special grant initiatives allowed the program to focus staff attention specifically on 
the needs of low-income children and this effort ultimately allowed the program to formally launch a 
new statewide project, Kids Legal Aid of Maine with 3 staff attorneys and an intake assistant.   
Clients are referred from juvenile court, social service agencies, schools, health care professionals, 
other attorneys and the child him/herself.  In addition to general advocacy for low-income children 
(including education, benefits and housing issues), KIDS currently includes a medical/legal 
collaboration with a local children�s hospital and a �Team Child� initiative focused on tribal 
residents.  
 
� Children�s Attorney Project, Clark County Legal Services 
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(http://www.clarkcountylegal.com) 
 
 
SUBSTANTIVE PRACTICE AREAS 
 
There is an enormous variety in the types of cases covered by the title children�s law.  Types of 
cases range from litigation to transactional work.  Lawyers can advocate for children utilizing a 
variety of skills including negotiation, mediation, dispute resolution, interpersonal communication, 
trial and deposition advocacy, research, writing, client interviewing, and counseling.  There are 
substantive areas of children�s law where impact litigation may be the only avenue for justice for 
children.  Many other areas allow trial lawyers to gain live court experience on behalf of 
individual children and families.  In every area, good lawyers can make a difference in the 
outcome of cases which can have a tremendous impact on the child client�s life. 

 
�  Abused / Neglected Children (Child Welfare) 
 
Traditionally, child welfare cases are ones in which the state is alleging that a parent has abused or 
neglected a child and is attempting to take custody away from the parent.  These cases involve 
several hearings and at least one trial during the course of the case.  Lawyers who represent a child 
in an abuse and neglect case can have a tremendous impact in the life of that child whose custody, 
safety, and indeed entire future will be decided by the end result of a case.  Other types of child 
welfare projects involve adoption, domestic violence or children in the permanent custody of the 
state. 
   
Covington & Burling in Washington D.C. has several projects that involve child welfare including 
an initiative that rotates an associate and a paralegal for a six-month period to the Children�s Law 
Center of D.C. (see previous description). 
 
� Delinquency cases 
 
Children in delinquency cases are charged with crimes and the proceedings are similar to criminal 
cases, however delinquencies are civil matters in almost every state.  Firms involved in 
delinquency pro bono representation are interested in the cases in part because they focus on 
interviewing clients, preparing witnesses, negotiating with prosecutors, and making decisions in 
the context of litigation.   
 
Thomas V.M. Linguanti, a partner at Baker & McKenzie in Chicago, a firm that has focused on 
delinquency cases, sees even more benefits: "Our associates are active in pro bono representation 
of children in Juvenile Court for a number of reasons, such as to serve the community, to defend 
the interests of those who can't afford it, and to be able to take charge of their own clients and their 
own cases.  Advocating on behalf of children meets and exceeds all of those goals."  Additional 
advocacy within the delinquency context can include the sealing of juvenile records or handling 
justice of the peace cases. 
 
�  Education  
 
Education cases can include a variety of areas, two of which are special education and school 
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exclusion (zero tolerance).  The representation of children within special education cases 
concentrates on securing the appropriate services mandated under federal and state law for 
disabled children within their educational setting.  Advocacy can include negotiation with a school 
system, administrative appeals within a state system, and/or appeals to federal or state court.  The 
representation of children in expulsion or long-term suspension cases involves advocacy at a 
school hearing or if a lawyer wants to get involved in the appellate procedures perhaps an appeal 
to a superintendent (or school board) and/or to state or federal court.  Zero tolerance rules that 
mandate inflexible long term suspensions and expulsions can permanently end or disrupt a child�s 
education, and lawyers are imperative to ensure fairness within a system that sometimes sentences 
children to long term exclusions from school due to relatively small infractions.   
 
McDermott, Will & Emery has created Kids First Project (see previous description), a national pro 
bono program focused generally on eliminating barriers to a student�s education, whether through 
the lack of appropriate services to a disabled child or through an expulsion from school.  Each 
local office chooses its specific focus on special education, school exclusion or some other 
children�s legal issue depending on lawyers� interests and the needs of the local community.  
 
JustChildren is a program of the Legal Aid Justice Center, a non-federally funded legal services 
program with offices in Charlottesville, Richmond, Petersburg and Falls Church, VA.  Since 1999 
our lawyers have instructed and supervised students in the newly created Child Advocacy Clinic at 
the University of Virginia School of Law, focusing on education and other children�s law issues. 
 
� Immigration 
 
Each year, approximately 5,000 children arrive in the U.S. without a parent or guardian and end up 
in the custody of the INS. Many detained children who fear abuse or mistreatment by their 
governments or groups their governments cannot or will not control in their homelands may have 
cognizable claims before the Immigration Court.  These children have no right to counsel though 
they face a contested hearing against a government attorney.   
 
In 2001, Latham & Watkins established a Child Refugee Project that focuses on representing 
individual refugee children, legislative advocacy for this population and systemic advocacy (for 
example, helping to write model standards for lawyers doing this work).  The firm has found that 
because each of the firm�s U.S. offices is involved in the project, it has been a tremendous help 
with team building within the firm.  Through Latham & Watkins particular focus in this area, the 
firm is now recognized as an expert in this field, and receives calls from across the country 
inviting them to represent refugee children in exciting and groundbreaking cases. 
 
� Benefits 
 
Benefits to families include food stamps, Medicaid, housing and cash benefits such as TANF 
(Temporary Aid to Needy Families) or adoption or foster care subsidies.  When a family�s benefits 
are cut off, the end result could be homelessness, hunger and perhaps even state custody for the 
child.  Advocacy by an attorney can often prevent these devastating results.  Benefits advocacy is 
ideal for transactional lawyers since the majority of these cases are resolved through negotiation 
rather than through litigation.   
 




