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The last week of October marks the annual National Pro Bono 
Celebration, a coordinated nationwide effort showcasing the 
great difference pro bono attorneys make in the lives of the 

less fortunate. This work goes beyond the citizens it helps. Pro bono 
efforts have a tremendous impact on communities and our entire jus-
tice system, not to mention on the volunteer attorneys themselves.

“Through volunteering, attorneys have more than the opportunity to 
change someone’s life for the better,” said Sara Woods, executive 
director of Philadelphia VIP, the hub of the city’s pro bono efforts. 
“They also fulfill their professional responsibility, improve their le-
gal skills and gain valuable trial advocacy experience.”

Pro bono efforts in Philadelphia are as strong as anywhere in the 
country. A range of organizations and individuals come together 
daily to help achieve justice for citizens in need. These stories 
are often untold, but it is in hearing them that the true value of pro 
bono work is made most clear. 
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By Michael Petitti
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For as far back as 74-year-old Mildred* 
can remember, her home in North 
Philadelphia has been in her family. She 
has lived there since childhood and knows 
every nook and cranny. 

Ten years ago, with the home now under 
her care, Mildred sought some repairs. A 
trusting person with severely impaired 
vision, she welcomed a contractor into 
her home who said the repairs would 
cost $7,500. Mildred was told to sign a 
document she thought was a loan to cover 
them. Except the document was another 
mortgage agreement. 

Ten years later the loan, now serviced 
through another mortgage company, had 
ballooned to $28,000. Despite her attempts to pay each month, 
Mildred’s limited income couldn’t cover it. She was facing the loss 
of the only home she ever knew.

After the mortgage company reduced Mildred’s debt to around 
$15,000 as a result of a home appraisal, the Association of 
Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN), which 
had been assisting Mildred, needed more help. It reached out 
to Philadelphia VIP and the organization’s participation in the 

Residential Mortgage Foreclosure Diversion 
Program. Created by Pennsylvania legal 
leaders and having saved countless homes 
from foreclosure, this program is now a model 
for similar national initiatives. Recently, the 
Philadelphia Bar Association received the 
ABA’s prestigious Harrison Tweed Award for  
its work with this innovative program.  

VIP contacted Cheryl Jacobs, a sole 
practitioner, to take on the case. Jacobs 
began working with the mortgage company 
on Mildred’s behalf in July 2008. With the 
assistance of a City of Philadelphia housing 
counselor and the mortgage company’s 
cooperation, the lender reduced the value 
of the debt to $9,000. Not satisfied, Jacobs 
eventually convinced the mortgage company 

to agree to forgive the loan entirely.

“Mildred was punished because she relied on someone’s integrity,” 
Jacobs said. “I like to think our work not only helped her keep her 
home, but reminded her that there are individuals out there who 
care about what happens to people like her.”

* All client names have been changed to protect their privacy.

“I like to think our 
work not only 

helped her keep 
her home, but     

reminded her that 
there are individu-
als out there who 
care about what 

happens to 
people like her.”
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Cheryl Jacobs
Solo Practitioner

Saving a Lifelong Home
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Seventy-six-year-old Eloise and her 
11-year-old great-grandson Joshua are 
best friends. At 3 months old, Joshua’s 
birth mother wanted to put him up for 
adoption. Eloise intervened, obtaining 
primary custody. He has lived with her 
ever since.

When Joshua was 9 years old, his mother 
wanted custody. Despite his mother’s 
erratic behavior and inconsistent presence 
in Joshua’s life, Eloise did not want to 
prevent a new mother-son relationship, so 
she allowed her granddaughter to assume 
temporary primary physical custody. 
Joshua’s mom moved him to a new school, and he began exhibiting 
anger-management issues. During his time with his mother, the 
Department of Human Services made several visits to their home. 
Eloise quickly filed a petition to reverse the temporary agreement 
and reinstate the order granting her primary physical custody. She 
was granted an interim order.

Aisha Barbour, an associate at Ballard Spahr Andrews & Ingersoll, 
LLP and a former member of SeniorLAW Center’s Board of 
Directors, has represented Eloise since 2007, when Joshua’s 
mother first filed the petition to obtain custody. SeniorLAW 
Center protects the legal rights of seniors in need by providing 

free legal services, advice, referral services, 
and advocacy.

Barbour partnered with SeniorLAW Center 
staff attorney Brian Krase in Eloise’s 
representation. For two days, a full hearing 
was conducted that included testimony from 
Eloise, her great-grandson’s teacher, and her 
great-grandson’s physician. All agreed Eloise 
was a wonderful caregiver, so the court 
granted her sole legal and primary physical 
custody of Joshua.

Since returning to Eloise’s home, Joshua 
has had a perfect school attendance record 

and attends religious services with his great-grandmother. Their 
lives in Eloise’s North Philadelphia rowhome have gone back to 
normal, with Joshua calling his great-grandmother “Mama” and 
she calling him “Moses,” the boy she rescued.

All agreed Eloise 
was a wonderful 
caregiver, so the 

court granted her 
sole legal and 

primary physical 
custody of Joshua.

Preserving a Loving Relationship

Aisha Barbour and Brian Krase
Ballard Spahr | Senior Law Center



36   the philadelphia lawyer   fall 200936   the philadelphia lawyer   fall 2009

Steven had battled with drug addiction and 
spent time in prison. Finally out of jail, he 
had one focus: retaining custody of his son. 
It would be a long battle requiring the efforts 
of several caring volunteers.

Upon his release, Steven entered the 
Supervision to Aid Re-Entry (STAR) 
program, an initiative spearheaded by U.S. 
District Court Magistrate Judges Timothy 
Rice and Felipe Restrepo that assists federal 
prisoners with assimilation into society. 
In 2008, just months after the program 
began, Judge Rice attended a Delivery 
of Legal Services Committee (DLSC) 
meeting to enlist volunteers. DLSC is part of the Philadelphia Bar 
Association’s Public Interest Section and co-ordinates a variety of 
pro bono and public interest efforts in the city.

At the meeting, Eve Biskind Klothen, the assistant dean for pro 
bono and public interest programs at Rutgers Law School in 
Camden, N.J., suggested that area law students help with STAR. 
Her ideas were embraced, and soon Erik Solivan, a Rutgers law 
student, met with Steven under the supervision of STAR re-entry 
coordinator and former Assistant U.S. Attorney Maureen Barden.

Solivan sat with Steven for more than an hour discussing his 

situation. He found the former inmate 
needed legal representation to retain 
custody of his son. Steven’s ex-wife, who 
allegedly suffered with drug and alcohol 
addictions, sought to alter her current 
supervisory visiting rights to full custody. 
VIP agreed with Solivan and reached out 
to Craig Sokolow, a sole practitioner.

“It is an enjoyable and enriching process 
working in the pro bono field,” Sokolow 
said.

Sokolow worked with Steven for three 
months, representing him in court twice. 

He fought to have an unfounded contempt charge against Steven 
dropped and eventually helped him secure full custody of his son. 
The judge commended Steven on his turnaround.

“The STAR program presents the opportunity to sharpen law 
students’ legal skills while meeting unmet legal needs in the 
community,” Solivan said. “It also gives former inmates a genuine 
second chance.”

He fought to have 
an unfounded 

contempt charge 
against Steven 

dropped and even-
tually helped him 

secure full custody 
of his son.

Erik Solivan
Rutgers Law School Student

Reuniting a Father and Son
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Derrick loves the things most 12-year-old boys 
do: swimming, inline skating, hanging out with 
his dad. He is also deaf-blind, with minimal 
vision and, due to a cochlear implant, limited 
hearing.

During his early elementary school years, 
Derrick lived at a school for the blind in New 
England. Every weekend, his parents flew from their home in 
Pennsylvania to retrieve their son, and every Sunday night they flew 
back to New England to drop him off until the next weekend. 
In 2004, when Derrick was eight years old, this routine had become 
unbearable. Derrick and his parents wanted him home and educated 
in a neighborhood public school with non-disabled children. 
But their local public school district felt it was inappropriate for 
Derrick to go there. 

Derrick’s parents enlisted the help of the Education Law Center 
(ELC) and Kelly Darr, who was working there at the time. ELC 
is a legal advocacy organization dedicated to ensuring access to 
quality public education for Pennsylvania’s children. 

After an initial administration hearing, a hearing officer found in 
favor of Derrick. This victory, and subsequent decisions on the 
case, would be contested by the school for three more years. ELC 
reached out to Morgan, Lewis & Bockius LLP for help. Through the 
firm’s relentless pro bono work and that of partner Greg Parks and 

associates Peter Smith and Kathryn Potalivo, 
Derrick was permitted to remain in the school 
and also provided the necessary support 
services he needed. Over this past summer, 
ELC and the three attorneys worked on a 
settlement with the school district, including 
obtaining funds Derrick had previously been 
denied and implementing a detailed education 

program for his school team.

But Derrick’s successes went beyond him, his family and his 
volunteer attorneys. Immediately upon his arrival, his classmates 
embraced him. They helped him navigate the school’s hallways 
and eagerly learned sign language. One Christmas, they planned a 
performance of “Jingle Bells” in sign language and presented it to 
the entire school at a holiday assembly. When students were asked 
to chronicle their first 100 days of the school year, Derrick’s class 
chose to take photos of the signs they learned and compile them on 
a bulletin board for display outside their classroom.

“Those young students developed such an understanding of 
Derrick – not just of his disabilities but of his curiosity, charm, and 
humor as a fellow student,” Parks said. “We’re glad our efforts 
paid off for him and his classmates.” 

“We’re glad our 
efforts paid off 
for him and his 

classmates.”

Helping a Child Grow

Peter Smith, Kelly Darr, Kathryn Potalivo and Greg Parks
Education Law Center | Morgan, Lewis and Bockius
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Mauritania is a country in Northwest 
Africa bordered by Algeria and Morocco. 
It had an ambassador stationed at its 
embassy in Washington D.C. including an 
assitant since March 200. This assistant, 
Louis, performed a number of tasks 
while his wife and three young children 
remained in his home country.

In August 2008, Mauritania’s government 
was overthrown. Shortly thereafter, the 
ambassador working in D.C. resigned in 
protest and went into hiding, leaving Louis 
behind. Those responsible for the coup 
were intent on finding the ambassador, 
and thought Louis had inside information. They began to monitor 
him and his home in Mauritania, frightening his wife and children. 
Police interrogated his family, using all forms of intimidation short 
of physical violence. At one point, Louis’ wife was forced to keep 
their children from school.

To protect himself and his family, Louis filed a petition for asylum 
in March 2009. The following April, Sapna Anderson, an attorney 
with Ballard Spahr, took on Louis’ case. With the guidance of 
Ayodele Gansallo, a staff attorney at HIAS and Council Migration 
Service of Philadelphia, and Brooke McDermott, an attorney fluent 
in Louis’ native French, Anderson secured Louis’ asylum this past 

July. Louis plans on working with HIAS to 
achieve asylum for his family as well, with 
the hope of one day being safely reunited.

“It was a case that involved life and death 
circumstances,” Anderson said. “Pro bono 
work is not something [attorneys] should do,.
It’s something we have to do.”

Louis plans on 
working with HIAS 
to achieve asylum 

for his family as 
well, with the hope 

of one day being 
safely reunited.

Sapna Anderson
Ballard Spahr

Keeping a Family Safe
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National Pro Bono Celebration 
Philadelphia Events Oct. 26-30

Pro bono work is more than a concept. It is the personal lives 
of attorneys, non-profit groups, and struggling citizens coming 
together to achieve a common goal. For every five success stories, 
there are hundreds more.

“In doing pro bono, attorneys help individuals with issues that 
affect their day-to-day lives and well-being,” said Joseph Sullivan, 
co-chair of the Philadelphia Bar Association’s Delivery of Legal 
Services Committee. “At the same time, lawyers benefit by 
developing the skills they use in all aspects of their practice.”

As National Pro Bono Celebration approaches, attorneys are 

asked to evaluate their efforts toward this great cause and, 
while celebrating every success, consider how much more their 
contributions could help achieve.

“As every lawyer who has done pro bono will attest,” adds Sullivan. 
“The feeling of making a difference in the life of a less-fortunate 
neighbor is its own reward.  There is nothing like it.”

These stories were compiled with the help of the individuals and 
organizations profiled here, then written and edited by 
Michael Petitti (mpetitti@philabar.org), communications manager 
for the Philadelphia Bar Association.

Monday, Oct. 26
•  Chancellor’s Forum on Celebrating Pro Bono 

Collaborations, 12 p.m.
    Philadelphia Bar Association, 1101 Market St.
   Register at philadelphiabar.org
•  Pro Bono Open House Fair, 5 p.m.
   Duane Morris LLP, 30 S. 17th St. 
   To register contact Nicole Friant at anfriant@duanemorris.com

Tuesday Oct. 27
•  VIP Pro Bono Opportunities Day, 8:30 a.m. - 12 p.m.
   Montgomery, McCracken, Walker, & Rhoads LLP, 123 S. Broad St.
    Program will feature CLE training in mortgage foreclosure, public 

housing and quiet title.
   To register, call 215-523-9550 or e-mail phillyvip@phillyvip.org
•  Homeless Advocacy Project Legal Clinic, 10 a.m.
    UHCH, Penn Center, St. Agatha/St. James, 38th and Chestnut
   Register with Marsha Cohen at marsha@philalegal.org

Wednesday, Oct. 28
•  Support Center for Child Advocates CLE training program 

on How to Handle a Child Abuse Case, 8:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.   
 The CLE Conference Center, Wanamaker Building, 13th and 
Market streets, 10th floor.

   Register with PBI at 1-800-247-4724
•  Homeless Advocacy Project Legal Clinic, 10 a.m.
   Kirkbride/Traveler’s Aid, 111 N. 49th St.
   Register with Marsha Cohen at marsha@philalegal.org

Thursday, Oct. 29
•  SeniorLAW Center HelpLine volunteer training program
   11 a.m. to 1 p.m.
   Fox Rothschild LLP, 2000 Market St. 
    Register with Sue Wasserkrug at 215-701-3216 or 

swasserkrug@seniorlawcenter.org 
•   Homeless Advocacy Project Legal Clinic, 10 a.m.
   Eliza Shirley Shelter, 1320 Arch St.
   Register with Marsha Cohen at marsha@philalegal.org

Friday, Oct. 30
•   SeniorLAW Center training program 
    Personal Planning 101: Wills, Living Wills, and Powers of 

Attorney for Older Pennsylvanians, 12 to 3 p.m.
   Duane Morris LLP, 30 S. 17th St.
   Register with Roxanne Crowley at rcrowley@seniorlawcenter.org
•   Capstone CLE Forum - Pro Bono: Where Do We Go From 

Here, 9 a.m. to 12 p.m.
    University of Pennsylvania Law School, 34th and Chestnut
   3 CLE credits (pending approval)    
   Register with Arlene Finkelstein at arfinkelstein@law.upenn.edu 
•   Homeless Advocacy Project Legal Clinic, 10 a.m.
   St. John’s Hospice, 1221 Race St.
   Register with Marsha Cohen at marsha@philalegal.org

Making a Difference




