
JAMES R. REDEKER: When Support Center for Child 
Advocates first started out, the work was being done 
by a handful of lawyers on a pro bono basis and we 
could represent a few dozen clients at a time. How 
far have we come?

FRANK CERVONE: We’re recognized for our quality practice 
and for the commitment and skill of our staff and our 

volunteers.  Now, the court sends us 
cases, unlike in the early days when 
we had to force ourselves in. We 
represent more than 1,000 children 
a year.

We have contacts in approximately 
100-150 law firms, and we have 
child advocacy practice groups in 
24 law firms and corporate legal 
offices.  They become a nest egg of 
resources. 

We still use the title of the 
training program “How to Handle 
a Child Abuse Case,” from 1975. 
Social work is an integral part of 
our practice and we have doctors, 
district attorneys, and others talk to 
our folks about communicating with 
children. 

Guiding our volunteers are 10 
staff attorneys and 20 full-time, 

masters-level social workers. We can take a very bright, highly 
skilled associate from a large law firm who knows nothing 
about child abuse or representing a child in dependency court 
and train them up.  For them to be functioning at the top of 
their game, we need to give them substantial support.  

Each one of our social workers has a maximum of 55 
children, which we think is one of the lowest caseloads in the 
country for child advocacy lawyers.  We think of ourselves 
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017 marks the 40th anniversary of the Support Center for 
Child Advocates, the pro bono lawyer program for abused and 
neglected children in Philadelphia. Child Advocates Executive 
Director Frank Cervone discussed the beginnings, current 

successes and hopes for the future of the public interest organization with 
its founder James R. Redeker.   

Responding to the needs of abused and neglected children facing court 
proceedings without proper legal representation, Child Advocates was first 
created as a committee of the Philadelphia Bar Association Young Lawyers 
Division. In 1977, it incorporated as a nonprofit organization, hired its first 
full-time executive director and a part-time social worker. Building on the 
hard work and vision of the founders, over the past four decades Child Ad-
vocates has grown in size and scope. Since inception, the agency has served 
more than 12,000 boys and girls in crisis and trained in excess of 10,000 
volunteer attorneys and other allied professionals, to fulfill a mission to help 
children and youth find justice, healing and safety in permanent homes.
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as a law firm with social workers embedded, and as a social 
service agency doing law.

What’s your relationship with the Department of 
Human Services?       
The relationship is great. As you may recall, they went through 
some challenging times. Over the years, we worked hard to 
call attention to all the deficiencies in the system, and then, to 
help the system get it right.  

We work closely with the team of DHS professionals on the 
case and work to convince them of the quality practice that a 
child client needs.  At the same time, we’re going to make an 
argument in court that the court has a responsibility to deliver, 
to order services, and sometimes that calls for a fight for the 
best interests of our child clients.

How do you train your social workers to work with a 
client who wants to return home even though it isn’t 
a safe environment? 
The foundation of our work lies in trust, the trust you develop 
with the child so that you can help her to see what’s best for 
her.  It may take some time, and it may not come until the case 
is over.  We continue to struggle with that tension between 
what the child wants and what the child needs. It’s just like 
your own child or my child who wants to do something that 
they shouldn’t be doing.  We work hard to help convince them 
of the right path because we know that children are going to 
vote with their feet. You tell the judge that the path should be 
“X” and Susie wants it to be “Y,” and you can lose trust and 
credibility with both of them. 

We help a child understand that our role is both to be 
protective and to be their advocate, to somehow harmonize 
those efforts and to not hide from the dilemma of the conflict. 

I’m beginning to understand why you need the 
kind of staff that you have, but how do you support 
them?  
We’re a $3.5 million organization, with approximately $2 
million from charitable donations. Government, in a variety 
of ways, provides approximately 40 percent of our revenue.  
We count on law firms, corporations, charitable foundations 

and generous individuals to donate the remainder.  We end up 
each year in the black and, for better or worse, not by much 
because we spend it all by growing in new ways, adding new 
services and staff. We don’t add cases unless we have the staff 
to cover them.  

However, we’re short volunteers.  Because of the recession 
of a few years ago, our caseload went up, but the numbers 
of volunteers didn’t rise along the way.  While we have a 
tremendous volunteer presence in the community, we’re 
approximately 100 lawyers short at any given time. That’s an 
area of concern for us.  

Do you work with the corporate clients of law firms 
to do pro bono work?  
It’s a little secret of ours that we reverse engineer the 
recruitment, both for the volunteer participation and the 
charitable resources. Sometimes the best way to engage the 
law firm is to work with their client first because a law firm 
has a business responsibility to please their client. We’re glad 
to take advantage of that partnership. On occasion, we’ll have 
in-house counsel from the corporate client and lawyers from 
the firm all working on our cases. That’s an area that we hope 
to continue to build upon.  

One of my hopes was that if we could establish a 
program here that would be successful, we might 
be able to replicate that elsewhere. Are you having 
an impact on the rest of the country?     
The American Bar Association Section of Litigation started an 
initiative in the early 1990s to help folks start children’s law 
offices.  We took our model on the road as a kind of cookbook.  
The Children’s Law Center of Minnesota, in Minneapolis-St. 
Paul, is celebrating 20 years of service this year.  We were 
there just before their beginning.  Oklahoma Lawyers for 
Children, created by two senior members of the Oklahoma 
City Bar, continues to this day taking cases, and we did their 
first training program.

Closer to home, in Norristown, Pa., the Montgomery 
Child Advocacy Project was modeled after us.  One of our 
volunteer lawyers, and now a judge, Hon. Wendy Demchick-
Alloy, Montgomery County Court of Common Pleas, went to 
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Norristown as a practitioner and asked 
us to help set up an organization there 
like ours. Child advocacy is resource-
intensive work, and mostly it needs to 
be done locally because so much of 
children’s law practice is local. 

When we started out, the 
leadership and governance 
was structured as a part of the 
Young Lawyers Committee, now 
Division, of the Philadelphia 
Bar Association. Once we 
incorporated in 1977, we had 
a board of directors and an 
executive director. How have you 
seen that evolve?   
We’re now a 32-person board. It’s a 
working board and it takes a lot of 
horses to pull this wagon. We count 
on our board members to help in that 
process, to help us open doors to meet 
new friends, both companies and 
individuals.  

We have a Leadership Council 
comprised of community leaders, 
philanthropists, entertainers and others 
who help us by lending their name and 
their wisdom so that the world beyond 
us can see our work.  Child abuse 
continues to be a quiet, almost secret 
phenomenon, and for those of us who 
are working in the field, our work often 
flies under the radar. When you go out 
to fundraise, people might say, “Oh, I 
don’t know you. I don’t read about you 
in the paper.”  Well, that’s on purpose. 
We try to keep our children out of the 
limelight so they can get on with their 
lives.

What else are you doing to 
engage the community?
There are two other very important 
components of our mission that both 
grew out of our roots: policy-reform 
work and training. As you know, from 
the beginning we’ve been training 
volunteer lawyers, and for the last few 
years, we’ve hosted all our training 

work in the Center for Excellence and 
Advocacy. We’re now training more 
than 4,500 individuals a year in more 
than 100 different training sessions, 
large and small.

On the policy side, we’ve always 
been of the mind that when we see 
a recurrent problem, we want to go 
upstream and get it fixed. It’s not going 
to be good enough for us to put out a 
single fire and then see it again, three 
days or three weeks or three months 
later. That calls us, instead, to be 
engaged with leadership, to be engaged 
with legislators, to generate ideas for 
how the law should be changed and how 
programs should be run. Sometimes it’s 
convening the practitioners and lawyers 
and other leaders to chart a new path to 
an old problem.

 
Do you play a role in stimulating 
those services that can work 
with the parents so that they’re 
not the adversaries, as they may 
be in the beginning?   
We’re making a significant effort 
to work with parents. There’s an 
organized parent’s bar, who are our 
colleagues and friends. Even as they are 
party-opponent in a case, we also work 
hand-in-hand with Community Legal 

Services and other advocates to develop 
resources. We encourage and work with 
the children and youth agencies here 
and in Harrisburg, to develop and fund 
programs for parents and for families.

All children come with their 
own individual needs and family 
dynamics. With the increase 
in caseload, how does Child 
Advocates address special issues 
of each child?  
We’ve seen that specialization is an 
important part of the system, and so 
we have a special project working 
with medically needy children, and 
one working with LGBTQ youths. We 
have a project that focuses on education 
advocacy inside of our cases, another on 
behavioral health needs of our clients. 
Our newest area is working with child 
victims of human trafficking.  These 
are the new frontiers of child advocacy. 
We’re breaking new ground and we’re 
finding ways that the community can 
respond effectively to the needs of 
these children and families. 

James R. Redeker (jredeker@
duanemorris.com), partner at Duane 
Morris LLP, is the founder of Support 
Center for Child Advocates.
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Sometimes the best way to engage the law firm is to  
work with their client first because a law firm has a  

business responsibility to please their client.


