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LEONARD A. BERNSTEIN: Why did you decide that you 
wanted to be Chancellor of the Philadelphia Bar 
Association?

DEBORAH R. GROSS: During my tenure as president of the 
board of trustees of the Philadelphia Bar Foundation, I became 
more involved with the Association. I started attending the 
monthly Delivery of Legal Services Committee meetings and 
the Association's Board of Governors meetings. I felt that I 
could be helpful to the legal nonprofit services community by 
getting more involved in the Association.

Talk about your time with the 
Foundation.       
I've been a trustee of the Foundation 
for more than 12 years, and president 
of the Board of Trustees for two 
years. During my presidency, the 
Foundation turned 50 years old. We 
decided it was time to celebrate this 
special occasion by interviewing the 
past presidents of the Foundation to 
memorialize the importance of the 
Foundation and to have a grand 
event at the National Constitution 
Center.  The Foundation is the 
charitable arm of the Association, 
raising funds to distribute without 
any limitations to more than 30 legal 

nonprofit organizations in Philadelphia. We make site visits, 
vet their applications, interview the executive directors and 
make grants to these amazing organizations. It was a great two 
years of working with the legal community in that capacity, 
but it has been a terrific 12 years with the Foundation.  The 
humorous part of my tenure is how it began.  We had a cy pres 
distribution from a significant case in the Eastern District of 
Pennsylvania and I met with past Chancellor Ed Chacker.  He 
suggested that I join the Foundation, but for my first year, 
I didn’t even know there were board meetings. Well, I have 
come a long way since then.  
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What are some of the goals you have for 2017? 
One goal is to put a spotlight on our legal nonprofit community.  
The Philadelphia legal community is very supportive of several 
different organizations, but there are still many lawyers out 
there who aren't aware of the variety of the organizations that 
we have in this city and how amazing each one is.

One focus of mine as a trustee of the Foundation has been 
working on a project called the Equal Justice Center. While 
it’s been discussed for a little bit,  I am very excited that 
we'll be submitting a response to a request for proposal in 

December for a single building that will co-locate at least 20 
public interest organizations. Right now, there is expressed 
interest for 120,000 square feet by these organizations.  We 
are working with the city on a site, and it truly would be a 
phenomenal opportunity. Instead of taking days off to go to 
three different organizations in different areas of the city, 
clients could take one day and make only one appointment. 
We have remarkable partners working on this project, all 
working in a pro bono capacity.

At the ABA convention in San Francisco, I went to see a co-
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location building in Berkeley, like our 
concept, that focuses on environmental 
issues. It would be very special to me 
to see something like the Equal Justice 
Center happen during my term. 

I also want focus on the ACE 
Committee. ACE stands for 
“Advancing Civics Education” and it's 
a program where judges and lawyers 
go into high schools in Philadelphia 
and present a program on civics, often 
missing in the schools’ curricula. It's a 
great opportunity for older and younger 
lawyers to work together to develop a 
mentoring relationship with students.

What can members do to get 
involved to support you, but also 
to support the Association? 
Contact me. We need people for 
ACE. The different legal nonprofit 
organizations need assistance. We're 
working with Philadelphia Court of 
Common Pleas President Judge Sheila 
Woods-Skipper and Judge Marlene F. 
Lachman to set up some programs.  The 
First Judicial District recently opened 
an Elder Justice Center in City Hall 
to provide legal assistance and we're 
trying to figure out how we staff it and 
provide services. 

I also want to have an individual from 
each of the Association’s Sections and 
Committees dedicated to overseeing 
pro bono. If there is a problem that 
arises and you need pro bono help, you 
know where to go. For example, I have 
a friend who's involved with Jewish 
Employment Vocational Services 
(JEVS). JEVS had hired somebody 
who had a past criminal history, but 
had turned himself around. However, 
he had a recent run-in with the law and 
was denied bail. My friend called me 
and I then called Kevin Harden, chair 
of the Association’s Criminal Justice 
Section and president of The Barristers 
Association of Philadelphia, Inc., and 
asked him for some pro bono help. The 
Criminal Justice Section does not have 

a member dedicated to pro bono. Kevin 
took this on himself, and that's what led 
me to the concept of each Section and 
Committee having somebody who's 
focused or dedicated to pro bono for 
their specific practice areas.

In terms of your practice area, tell 
us about the litigation that you 
do.
I practice plaintiff class action work 
in securities, anti-trust and consumer 
fraud law all over the country, mainly in 
federal courts. The cases are complex, 
last for years, and unfortunately, rarely 

go to trial.  In one case, we actually 
picked a jury, took a break and then 
we received word that the stock market 
had crashed.  That was a quick way to 
reach a settlement.  I have travelled to 
England and Japan to take depositions.  
My experience in Japan was very 
interesting as a female lawyer was truly 
not welcome.

What's one of the most 
memorable cases you’ve tried?     
Well, as I said I have never actually 
tried a class action in my over 30 years 
of practice.  However, we have come 
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very close. In that matter, the case was in federal court in 
Chicago.  I was co-counsel with another firm.  That firm had 
brought in a lawyer to specifically try the case.  I had been 
working on the case since its inception, developing the case.  
In our first meeting, the attorney said he needed some gray 
hair at the counsel table for the trial.  I could tell where this 
was headed.  At our next meeting, I arrived early, sat with my 
back to the door and was wearing a gray wig.  I caught the 
entire team off guard, but after that, I never heard any more 
comments about gray hair at the counsel table.

What was the balance like for you trying to be a 
great mom, as well as a leading legal practitioner?   
It was not easy. I was pregnant with my first child and I was 
working for my father.  He and I had discussed what was 
going to happen when I delivered. There were, maybe, four 
attorneys who assisted me with the securities fraud work, and 
he said “You'll take time off. You'll take your maternity leave 
and then you'll come back.”  Well, it didn't work out that way 
because two attorneys left the firm. Then my oldest came 
four weeks early, so we had to rethink the plan and I ended 
up bringing my son into the office. He stayed in a play pack 
behind me for three months.  

If I had to go to court, my sister, also an attorney at my 
father’s firm, would help, and my mother was the office 
manager. The staff was a family and everyone helped me out. 
My other two children arrived close in time and came into 
the office for the first three months of their lives. I had three 
wonderful kids within four years. We just made it work. 

I've always been there for my kids’ games, school and 
activities, but I've always been working.  My husband, also 

an attorney, is an equal partner, amazing friend and keeps me 
very active. We used to sit at night and discuss the next day's 
schedule and who was covering what because we had to make 
it work for our family. I now have three adult kids who are 
dynamite, very independent and strong, and of whom I am 
extremely proud.     

Tell us about some of the things you've done over 
the years outside of working and chasing your kids 
around.
I've been involved in my synagogue, Temple Adath Israel. I've 
been on the executive committee for many years and involved 
with fundraising to complete a capital campaign, on which 
we're still working. We raised the largest number of funds in 
its history, created an award-winning sanctuary and are now 
working on the last phase.     

I’ve been involved also with William Penn Charter School, 
where my kids attended. I started a program there where I 
take the third-grade class every year to see a naturalization 
ceremony. I have been doing that now at for at least 16 years 
and it's an amazing experience. The students meet with the 
presiding judge and talk about immigration. We discuss the 
naturalization ceremony, and discuss the importance and value 
of democracy, participating in it and preserving it through 
voting and sitting on a jury.  

Additionally, I participated in a citizenship day, sponsored 
by HIAS Pennsylvania, to help individuals become citizens. 
I have a female client and we're waiting for her immigration 
approval. I wanted to participate. I didn't want to just be an 
observer.  
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When you're not working hard as a great securities 
class action lawyer, saving the world with all the 
community work you do or helping the Foundation, 
what do you do in your free time? 
I love to play tennis.  I play once or twice a week with a few 
groups of women.  One is a group of doctors and another is 
a group of special friends. I go away once a year at the end 
of January to play tennis and watch the Australian Open with 
your wife, a college roommate who I've known since high 
school and a friend who I met through our kids growing up 
together. 

I also love to hike. I live in Gladwyne and there are more 
than 30 miles of horse trails that have been preserved through 
the Bridlewild Trails Association. I can't believe the trails are 
only 10 miles outside of the city. They’re just magnificent.    

Who inspired you?  Who is a key mentor?  Who has 
helped get you to where you are now?
One individual is my father. I worked for him and with 
him for more than 30 years and always saw his passion for 
helping individuals. When I was growing up, he was a state 
representative in Harrisburg and he commuted there three days 
a week. It was a part-time job, but he made it an important part 
of his and our lives.  Another individual is my husband, who 
has enabled me to do what I want to do and always supports 
me. Finally, my kids. I’ll come across something and they'll 
say, “Mom, you can take care of it.  You can do it.” It's great 
that they have that confidence in me.

Leonard A. Bernstein (lbernstein@reedsmith.com) is a partner at 
Reed Smith LLP.
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