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pro Bono spotlight - community lEgal sErvicEs

Helping Clients Gain Stability Through SSI
n  By Katharyn I. Christian McGee and  

John S. Whitelaw

For more than a year, Duane Morris LLP pro 
bono attorneys have taken an increasingly important 
role in providing crucial legal representation to two of 
the most vulnerable populations served by Community 
Legal Services (CLS) – immigrants and individual with 
disabilities.

CLS operates a Medical-Legal Partnership (MLP) at 
Rising Sun Health Center in the Olney section of Phila-
delphia, where staff attorney Lydia Gottesfeld represents 
medical patients in welfare and utility matters. The MLP 
serves a large immigrant community, a legal area where 
CLS does not practice, so Duane Morris LLP Pro Bono 
Partner Valentine Brown, an immigration practitioner, 
trained CLS attorneys and assists clients with their immi-
gration cases pro bono.

In one particularly compelling situation, Duane Morris 
aided Ms. J, an immigrant with legal permanent resident 
status due to her marriage to a U.S. citizen. After they 
were married, Ms. J’s husband became abusive and disap-
peared from the household. To maintain her status, Ms. J 
had to affirm to United States Immigration and Citizen-
ship Services that she and her husband still were married 
two years later, or explain why they were not. Brown 
helped Ms. J, navigate the immigration process and retain 

her legal permanent resident status. 
In addition to critical representation for patients at 

Rising Sun Health Center, Brown also represented a client 
of CLS Public Benefits Unit Supervising Attorney Louise 
Hayes.  Mr. M and his wife, immigrants from Albania, are 
both blind. They were living on Pennsylvania Department 
of Human Services’ State Blind Pension, a little known 
program that provided a minuscule monthly income. 
Brown represented Mr. M in obtaining his U.S. citizen-
ship, which he proudly received in a moving ceremony 
in July 2016.  As a U.S. citizen, Mr. M can apply for 
Supplemental Security Income (SSI), due to his blindness, 
that will offer a considerably more stable lifestyle than the 
State Blind Pension. She also represents Mr. M’s wife in 
seeking her U.S. citizenship. Without Brown and other 
Duane Morris attorneys’ collaboration, CLS clients likely 
would go unrepresented in stabilizing their immigration 
statuses, which has the added benefit of helping stabilize 
their benefits and financial statuses.

While CLS does maintain an active and busy SSI 
disability practice, the need for representation far exceeds 
CLS’s capacity. On average, 10 individuals with meritori-
ous appeals weekly are declined representation from our 
area legal aid agencies due resource constraints. Learning 
about this shortfall – in addition to seeking to deepen my 
disability law experience and respond to my colleagues’ 
similar pro bono goals – CLS Supervising Attorney John 

Whitelaw and I launched a new SSI disability pro bono 
project to help ameliorate the justice gap. Following 
Whitelaw providing a comprehensive training, partner 
Lauren DeBruicker and I began representing CLS clients, 
winning one difficult case and suffering a challenging loss 
in another before a notoriously strict administrative law 
judge (ALJ). The latter case is on appeal, and we continue 
to represent the client. In the former case, we successfully 
advocated for a grant of benefits to a client who suffered 
debilitating fibromyalgia symptoms, which often can be 
difficult to diagnosis and prove for SSI. Additionally, part-
ner Jim Holman and associate Chad Odhner are collabo-
rating with CLS on an appeal pending in Federal District 
Court.  We have high hopes this initiative will lessen the 
number of vulnerable individuals appearing without rep-
resentation before ALJs in their disability hearings as well 
as support CLS in its federal appeals practice.

We are grateful to CLS for supporting our pro bono 
interests and are proud to work with CLS on behalf of 
some of Philadelphia’s most vulnerable residents who so 
desperately need representation in securing immigration 
and disability benefits that will help stabilize their lives.  

Katharyn I. Christian McGee (kichristianmcgee@duanem-
orris.com) is an associate at Duane Morris LLP and John S. 
Whitelaw (jwhitelaw@clsphila.org) is a supervising attorney 
at Community Legal Services.

Tuesday November 1, 2016

Register Now! • 215-656-4374
On-Line www.adrdri.com

PA Convention Center, Philadelphia • Room 119 • 9:15 AM – 5:00 PM
(Enter @NW Corner of 13th & Arch Sts.)

    
    

 

Special
Pricing!

$199

Personal
Injury

Practicum

A N N U A L

Special Judicial Faculty

PRESENTED BY: THE DISPUTE RESOLUTION INSTITUTE
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Robert Lynch, Esq.Lauri A. Kavulich, Esq.
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M               

             
           
           

    
 

          
              

     
 

               
              

              
                

             
       

 
                

               
        

 

Bernard W. Smalley, Esq.

Robin Schleifer Weiss, Esq. Sara Woods,  Esq.

Harris T. Bock, Esq.
Director

The Dispute Resolution Institute
Course Planner


