on topics related to education law and child
development, and sessions to update the panel
on changes in the law. These seminars offer an
opportunity for volunteer attorneys to broaden
their skills, to further develop their substantive
knowledge, and to remain current on relevant
issues.

Professional Mentoring

The Law Center assigns a mentor to each cli-
ent/attorney pairing. That mentor is available
to the attorney for questions and strategy ses-
sions. Pro Bono attorneys are also required,
through submission of regular reports, to keep
the Law Center up to date regarding the status
of their assigned case and to discuss with their
mentor any decision to take the case to a higher
level, such as filing an appeal or a request for
hearing. The Director of Pro Bono is also
available to consult with participating attorneys
on an as-needed basis.

Program Participation

Because our clients are children, the Law Cen-
ter requires that each member of the panel
complete an application. The Law Center
checks the applicant’s references as well as
their criminal background. Participating attor-
neys may specify the type of case that they
would prefer to be assigned, and they may re-
quest assignment of a case from a specific geo-
graphic area. Because we cannot control the
subject matter and locations of cases that come
through our intake process, however, attorney
choices cannot always be honored.

Case Assignment

The Law Center obtains most of its education-
related cases through its hotline. Members of
the public call the hotline to request assistance
in the form of representation, referrals, and ad-
vice. Requests for Assistance (RFAs) are re-
viewed by Law Center attorneys to assess po-
tential clients’ eligibility. All cases referred
through the Pro Bono Program must meet the
Law Center’s income eligibility guidelines.

RFAs come to the Law Center at many differ-
ent stages. When an RFA falls within the
Law Center’s mandate and eligibility criteria,
staff will conduct an investigation prior to
accepting the case for representation. In some
cases Pro Bono attorneys may be asked to
take a case at the investigation stage. In other
cases, when a dispute is manifest, the attorney
can assume representation immediately. The
panel requests that participating attorneys
commit to taking at least one case referral per
year.

To volunteer or to obtain more information
about how you or your law firm can become
involved in the Children’s ProBono Program,
contact Alexandra Echandi, Director of the
Program at (781) 581-1977.

Representing children is a rewarding and
unique experience. The Law Center is com-
mitted to providing comprehensive legal rep-
resentation to its clients while also providing a
fulfilling volunteer experience to participating
attorneys. We welcome you and/or your law
firm to join us in this endeavor.

For more information call:
Children’s Law Center
PO Box 710
298 Union Street
Lynn, MA 01903
781-581-1977 (tel); 781-598-9364 (fax)

Phone Assistance Hours
Tuesday & Friday 9:30 am—12 noon
1-888-543-5298

This agency is supported in part by the
Massachusetts Legal Assistance Corporation,
Massachusetts Bar Foundation
and
UNITED WAY
of Massachusetts Bay
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The Children’s Law Center Mission

Founded in 1977, The Children’s Law Center
of Massachusetts is a private, non-profit, legal
advocacy and resource center providing direct
representation to low-income children in East-
ern Massachusetts, and technical assistance and
training to lay and professional communities
throughout New England on issues affecting
children’s health, education, civil rights, cus-
tody, and welfare. The mission of the Law
Center is to 1) provide legal representation to
children with complex legal problems; 2) pro-
vide information and training to parents, advo-
cates for children, school personnel, social
workers, and other child welfare workers; 3)
provide resource and referral information on
child welfare and juvenile justice issues; 4)
assist in developing child welfare, juvenile jus-
tice, and education policies with a special em-
phasis on access to equal opportunity for low-
income youth and families.

Children’s legal problems are unique. When
caught in the legal system, children often have
a confusing array of educational, emotional,
social and cultural needs, requiring advocates
who can offer special expertise and commit-
ment. Representing such a constituency re-
quires proficiency and resources not available
to the general practitioner. Children, of course,
do not have the financial means to pay for such
experienced legal representation. Law Center
services are free of charge.

The Children’s Law Center Philosophy:

The Children’s Law Center uses a coordinated
and comprehensive approach to delivery of
legal services. The Law Center is known
within the child advocacy community for its
“holistic” approach to legal assistance. This
approach requires each staff attorney in the
office, most of whom specialize in one area of
child advocacy, to become familiar with all
other areas of the law in which the Law Center

provides services. This “holistic” practice
allows each attorney to offer assistance to each
child client in areas beyond those for which the
Center is originally retained. A delinquency
assignment, for example, can quickly turn into
a special education matter or a CHINS.
Attending to the full panoply of our clients’
legal needs avoids unnecessary overlap of work
among agencies, strengthens the attorney-client
relationship and fosters the possibility of
stabilizing and improving the clients’ lives.

The Children’s Pro Bono Program

The Children’s Law Center created the Chil-
dren’s Pro Bono Program in 1996. The Pro
Bono Program was developed to expand the
reach of the Law Center to assist those children
who need legal representation in education
matters and whose families cannot afford the
high cost of legal services. The program meets
this need by matching children throughout
Massachusetts with private attorneys who are
willing to provide legal representation and ad-
vice on a pro bono basis. The program is
staffed entirely by volunteer professionals, and
therefore it provides quality legal services at no
cost to our clients and their families.

Children’s Law Center staff provides initial
and ongoing training to support all Pro Bono
members of the panel. Each Pro Bono member
is also provided with a mentor from the Law
Center staff. The Law Center also provides
malpractice insurance coverage for cases re-
ferred to attorneys who participate in the pro-
gram.

Nature of Pro Bono Representation

The Children’s Pro Bono Program is as unique
as the Law Center. Because we serve only
child clients there are special considerations
attendant to the representation. For example,
attorneys must recognize that it is the child’s
objectives, not the parents’ that are paramount
in the representation. The attorney must take

special care to meet with the child outside the
presence of the parents to independently de-
termine the child’s objectives. Because the
child is the client, the attorney cannot pursue a
course of action that is against the child’s ob-
jectives even if the parent and the attorney
believe that the child’s best interest would be
served. In addition, the attorneys must take
special care in determining the wishes of very
young or severely cognitively delayed chil-
dren.

Areas of Pro Bono Representation

The Pro Bono Program offers representation
to children primarily in matters involving
school expulsion and special education. Oc-
casionally the program provides representa-
tion in other educational matters and in claims
for Supplemental Security Income (SSI) for a
disabled child. Each child client is matched
up with a participating attorney who is respon-
sible for handling that child’s case. School
expulsion matters generally require the attor-
ney to represent a student who has been
charged with a disciplinary offense at a school
hearing. These cases are generally of an ur-
gent nature and some litigation experience is
recommended. Special education matters are
more administrative in nature and generally
require participation in meetings and negotia-
tion of educational plans. These matters may
also ultimately require representation at a
more formal hearing at the Bureau of Special
Education Appeals or at mediation.

Professional Training

New members of the Pro Bono Program panel
are asked to attend an orientation program that
includes substantive and procedural training
on the laws governing special education and
school exclusion matters. Law Center staff
and other experts in the field of education law
conduct the seminar. From time to time, the
Law Center also offers specialized programs



