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Re: Pro Bono Opportunities 

 

Dear Colleague, 

 

Advokids is seeking lawyers to assist us with legal advocacy on behalf of foster children. 
Advokids is a legal advocacy non-profit working to make the California foster care system 
function as the law intended, keeping children safe and providing them with stability, security 
and permanency. Our legal services facilitate and support critical legal intervention on 
behalf of foster children. We need your help. 

 

Although Advokids serves children of all ages, our focus is on the youngest children in foster 
care because their long term emotional and developmental health is dependent upon a 
stable and secure caregiving relationship in their very early months and years of life. Children 
less than twelve months of age are the largest group of children to enter, remain and re-
enter foster care. Also, half of our foster children in California under the age of five will 
experience multiple foster care placements and spend almost three years in foster care 
before they are adopted. Infants and toddlers in foster care represent the “hopefuls,” the 
children in foster care who have the highest possibility of successful outcomes if their needs 
are adequately met. Intervening on behalf of our youngest children in foster care: 

• Reduces the number of children in the system now  
• Reduces the number of children aging out in the future because they were never 

provided a permanent home  
• Reduces the devastating trauma that all children face when they linger in foster care 

 

Since this could be the first time you work in the juvenile court system, Advokids offers a free, 
State-Bar-approved MCLE child welfare training for attorneys who are willing to accept at 
least one pro bono matter referred by us. Once an attorney takes a case, our legal staff is 
available to provide consultation and support to the pro bono attorney throughout the life of 
the case. If you are interested assisting Advokids as a pro bono attorney, please see the 
attached documents with additional information about Advokids and the work we do. 
Please feel free to call me at 415-924-0587 or email me at mcoyne@advokids.org with any 
questions you may have. We would also appreciate it if you would share this information with 
your colleagues who may be interested in doing pro bono work to benefit a foster child. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
Margaret Coyne, JD  

Executive Director, Advokids 

	  



Advokids was founded in 1993 by three San Francisco Bay Area child welfare attorneys and a 
child psychologist. They responded to the alarming number of children entering foster care, 
experiencing multiple placements, and lingering in temporary care, often for several years.  
 
The founders brought their legal, psychological, and social work training and experience to 
Advokids. Their experience taught them that the early years of a child’s life set the stage for all 
that follows and hold the greatest danger for long-term damage and the greatest potential for 
successful intervention. 
 
California had already adopted progressive laws requiring the courts to pay special attention to 
the permanency needs of children in foster care, but the laws were poorly implemented. Using 
the legislative mandates and the strong psychological data that supported every child’s   need 
for timely permanence, the co-founders set out to hold the foster care system accountable. They 
launched a free telephone hotline, created a legal educational website, and began conducting 
regular legal trainings for attorneys and child welfare professionals. 
 
Since Advokids was founded, there has been an explosion of research on early childhood 
development. Current neuroscience research has confirmed the devastating effects that 
instability and placement disruptions have on the brain development of children. Advokids’ 
hotline, website, and legal trainings equip child advocates with the legal and scientific principles 
that they need so that they can more effectively advocate for the well-being of the child and 
encourage persistent judicial focus on every foster child’s need for safety, emotional security, 
and developmental health. 

__________________________________________________________ 
 

 

  
DEPUTY DIRECTOR and co-founder Janet G. Sherwood JD has more than 
35 years of experience in the field of child welfare law.  Ms. Sherwood is 
a National Association of Counsel for Children (NACC) certified Child 
Welfare Law Specialist (CWLS) and a certified Appellate Specialist 
through the State Bar of California’s Board of Legal Specialization. Ms. 
Sherwood is also a consultant, trainer, and frequent speaker throughout 
the State of California on juvenile dependency issues.`   

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR and co-founder Margaret Coyne JD has been with 
the organization in different capacities since its creation in 1993. Ms. 
Coyne has been practicing child welfare law since 1983, starting out as 
county counsel for the City of San Francisco and in private practice 
representing foster children exclusively for 23 years. Since 2006, Ms. 
Coyne has devoted her time to developing Advokids’ legal services. 

A D V O K I D S ’  EXECUTIVE STAFF 

Working to make the foster care system safer, kinder,  
and more responsive to the needs of children. 

ADVOKIDS’ HISTORY 



PRO BONO ATTORNEY TESTIMONIALS 
 

 
“I practice civil law in Los Angeles, and had never been to the Edelman 
Children's Court in Monterey Park when I first found Advokids. I was helping a 
single mother through the adoption process pro bono. What had begun as a 
straightforward adoption placement became very complicated. At the age of 
one, this was the little girl's third placement and she was determined not let go 
of her new mommy even for one minute, and she screamed furiously when 
placed to sleep in her crib at night. Her cause was a call to arms. 
 

Where do you go when you need answers from the universe? The internet, of 
course. I knew that I needed information that was state specific to California. 
After devouring the content on Advokids’ website, I called the hotline and that 
call led me to Margaret Coyne and Jan Sherwood, Advokids’ hotline attorneys. 
Despite my lack of experience in dependency law, Margaret and Jan patiently 
coached me through every procedural step in the process to a successful 
adoption. That process, ultimately involved giving the Court a window into the 
experience of this little girl's life, and reminding the court of the importance of 
stability and trust in children's formative years. Now, witnessing the joyous life this 
7-year-old girl leads, surrounded by loving friends and family, I consider this one 
of my most important achievements. I made a real difference in someone's life. 
Advokids helped me do that.”  -Jennifer Hughes, 2014 

___________________________________________ 
 

“I really appreciate the opportunity Advokids has given me to give pro bono 
legal representation to people who care deeply about the well being of foster 
children. I am a civil trial lawyer with 32 years of experience helping people who 
have been injured. It's been a really rewarding career. But the feeling I get from 
making a difference in a child's life by using my trial skills, with the expertise of 
Advokids supporting me, is truly fulfilling. For example, I helped prevent a 
dangerous placement disruption of a toddler from the only parents she had 
ever known, a traumatic move that would have led to unnecessary multiple 
placements and could have had serious developmental repercussions. In 
another case, I was able to provide a voice in the courtroom to prospective 
adoptive parents who otherwise would have been silenced. And in every case 
I've handled, I knew more about the law and the child development science 
than anyone else in the courtroom. I recommend working with Advokids to 
every lawyer looking for a rewarding pro bono experience.” -Tom Paoli, 2014 

___________________________________________ 
 

“As dependency attorneys and as human beings, the most significant 
contribution we can make is to advocate for deserving families. Every child 
should begin from a place of love and support. Advokids empowers attorneys to 
step up and make it happen. I was fortunate enough to play the smallest of 
roles when Advokids enlisted me to appear on behalf of a foster parent who 
was fighting an adverse system to adopt a child she very much loved. I’m proud 
to say that my client is now celebrating several years as mother to her son. 
Never have I spent so little time to such great effect.” -Alan C. Metea, 2014 



“A more vulnerable 
population in American 

society does not exist than 
children removed from the 

custody of their parents and 
placed into foster care.” 

 

- American Medical 
Association 

 

PRIORITY 

 The Problem: A Child's Sense of Time 

 

•  More than  397,000 foster children remain in foster care in  
      the United States 

•  More than  62,900 foster children reside in California 

•  35% of all California foster children are under the age of 5 

 
 
Infants and toddlers in foster care have emotional and developmental 
needs that are different from older children — their needs for 
permanency and stability are critical, yet they: 
 
•  Remain in foster care longer than older children 
•  Experience multiple placements 
•  Are more likely to re-enter care 



“Children enter foster care through no fault of their own and 
they must not pay a lifelong price for our system’s failures.”  
– Margaret Coyne, Executive Director   

Statistics on 23 and 24-year-old youth  
who age out of foster care: 

 
 

81.2% - of males will have been arrested 
77% - of females will have become pregnant 
40% - will have become homeless 
24.4% - will have no high school diploma or GED
  
   
  
  

A PREDICTABLE DISASTER 

“The first few years of life are a time of unparalleled growth. 
A child’s experiences and relationships during these critical 
years build the foundation for their future social, emotional, 
and cognitive development…” 
 
-Margaret Smariga, Visitations with Infants and Toddlers in 
Foster Care: What Judges and Attorneys Need to Know  



ADVOKIDS’ SOLUTIONS 
 Telephone Hotline  

•  The only free telephone hotline support service of its kind in California 
•  Legal information and support for anyone seeking to advocate for a child 

in foster care 
•  Instructs callers on how to effectively bring information about a child to the 

attention of the Juvenile Court  
•  Improves accountability and standards of practice in Juvenile Court, 

keeping children safer and improving their long-term outcomes 
  

Attorney Consultations 
•  A dedicated telephone hotline for children's attorneys to assist with 

identifying persuasive legal arguments and strategies for promoting the 
child’s best interests 

•  Promotes better representation and improved outcomes for foster children 
 
Comprehensive Website 
•  Information and instruction to assist people with bringing information about 

a foster child to the attention of the Juvenile Court 
•  Provides child welfare statutes, regulations, rules of court, and court forms 
•  Psychological research and resources to protect and promote the physical, 

emotional, and developmental health of children in foster care 
 
Statewide Trainings and Conferences 
•  Legal and multi-disciplinary education for attorneys, social workers, CASA 

volunteers, relatives and caregivers  
•  Provides legal tools and the latest psychological and neuroscientific 

research on attachment and systemic trauma 
•  Arms foster child advocates with the science and the law to encourage 

the persistent focus on the psychological and emotional needs of foster 
children 

 
Appellate & Amicus Project  
•  Provides assistance in preparing appellate briefs and amicus curiae (friend-

of-the-court) briefs on selected cases where our legal staff has identified a 
question of law that is critical to protecting the health, safety or well-being 
of foster children in California 

•  Important safeguard for children under the jurisdiction of the juvenile court 
and a powerful catalyst for systemic change 



Advokids is building momentum. Each 
person we teach how to help a foster child 
adds to the corps of people who are 
motivated to do something about 
changing how the system works, one child 
at a time. In the past ten years, we have 
helped foster children in Del Norte County, 
in San Diego County, and in every county in 
between. Our statewide reach has allowed 
us to identify systemic problems at both the 
state and county levels and direct our 
efforts at reforming policies and practices 
that fail to serve the needs of children. 

Map of Advokids’ hotline cases and training attendees by county 

STATEWIDE REACH 



A DAY ON THE LEGAL HOTLINE 

Foster Mom - Bringing information and concerns to the court 
Ryan came into foster care at birth and was almost 18 months old 
when his foster mom Jacylyn called Advokids looking for help. 
Ryan was starting overnight visits with his mother in a rehab facility 
and he was returning from visits angry, upset, and suffering from 
respiratory distress. Advokids taught Jacylyn how to bring her 
concerns to the juvenile court judge. 
 
 
 
Grandparents - Securing essential support and care for 
grandchildren who suffered serious neglect 
Ron and Laverne had their two granddaughters, ages 2 and 4, 
placed in their care for one year after child protective services 
removed them from their parents because of serious neglect. The 
county was returning the girls to their parents and their 
grandparents were very concerned that the special therapies that 
the girls had been receiving to meet their special physical and 
emotional needs had not been put in place. Advokids taught Ron 
and Laverne how go to court and fight for the services the 
children needed. 
 
 
 
Non Relative Extended Family Member - Letting 2 little boys know 
that they were not alone 
Raphael had been working in a homeless shelter when he met a 
mother with two boys, 8 and 5. Raphael formed a mentoring 
relationship with the boys over many months until they left the 
shelter. Six months later, Raphael learned that the boys entered 
foster care but he was frustrated in his attempts to reconnect with 
the boys. Advokids taught Raphael how to go to court and gain 
"Non Relative Extended Family Member" status. 



MEET OUR CHILDREN 

Julia and Jace came into foster care at two 
months old. They suffered from severe 
malnourishment and neglect. A stable, loving, 
and secure home was the “intervention” they 
needed to become the happy healthy 
children they are today. Advokids taught the 
twins’ foster-to-adopt parents how to 
advocate for them and bring information to 
the juvenile court about their special medical 
needs. Like most young children who enter 
foster care, they were far from ordinary and 
deserved extraordinary care. The twins were 
adopted in 2014.  

Annie was abandoned by her mother and 
entered foster care at birth. She then spent her 
first 4 years of life with her grandmother but was 
removed from grandmother’s care due to 
neglect. After she was returned to foster care, 
Annie experienced five placements in three 
months before she was placed in what would be 
her adoptive home. Haley, Annie’s  new “mom,” 
was committed to helping Annie heal from the 
trauma she had suffered in her short life. 
 
Court proceedings to secure Annie’s adoptive 
placement were continuously delayed. Annie 
faced additional heartache when her new baby 
sister came into foster care and was placed with 
Annie and Haley only to be moved to the care of 
a relative who was elderly and infirm. Advokids 
referred Haley to a dedicated attorney and 
helped Haley fight for Annie and her baby sister. 
Their futures are finally secure in their forever 
home with Haley. 



Column The voice of foster kids

AUGUST 24, 2014, 4:00 PM

Jim Newton
LOS ANGELES TIMES

jim.newton@latimes.com

H eather Whelan has been a foster mother to some 20 children. She has nurtured

broken babies back to health and worked closely with parents to fix families. She has

also cringed as social workers made lifechanging decisions about her charges without

consulting her. In one case, she says, the county abruptly separated a pair of sisters she'd been

caring for, traumatizing the baby girls because the social worker did not know how much the girls

had come to rely on each other.

Carrie Chung is a professional social worker who became a foster parent in 2008. She describes

how she once cared for a very young infant who required special foods and exercise to grapple with

a difficult ailment. When a hearing was scheduled to decide whether the child could be safely

returned to her family, Chung says, no one even bothered to tell her it was taking place.

Over the past three years, I've spent a lot of time in the Los Angeles foster care system — in

courtrooms and waiting rooms, with children and lawyers, birth parents and foster parents. And

while I can't say whether Whelan and Chung are the exception or the rule when it comes to how the

county's Department of Children and Family Services relates to foster parents, I can say that there

are persistent breakdowns in communication between social workers and foster parents — and that

kids are suffering as a result.

Of the 20,000 or so Los Angeles County children who were living outside their homes this summer

under DCFS supervision, about 6,500 were placed with nonrelative foster parents. The children

have social workers, but they only see them once a month or so. Their lawyers are often

overwhelmed. Foster parents are often the only people who see these children every day and can

know if they're having nightmares or trouble with bullies or if they are sinking or recovering.

"Next to relatives, they are the most important people in these children's lives," Philip Browning,

http://www.latimes.com/lanews-jim-newton-20130507-staff.html
mailto:jim.newton@latimes.com?subject=Regarding%20The%20voice%20of%20foster%20kids


director of DCFS, told me last week in discussing foster parents. "Social workers … really do need

to take into consideration their views."

But at least some foster parents believe their views are not being solicited, and that important

decisions made by judges in the county's Dependency Court are made without adequate knowledge

of the children in their care. They have filed a lawsuit alleging that DCFS, in violation of state law,

routinely fails to provide notice to foster parents of actions that affect the children in their care.

Whelan and Chung are among the plaintiffs in the case, and they both spoke to me last week about

the frustrations that caused them to go to court.

Browning and other DCFS officials declined to comment about the lawsuit but stressed that they

recognize the importance of the information that foster parents are privy to. "It's our job and

obligation," said Jeff Gibbs, a DCFS assistant regional administrator, "to make sure to involve the

foster parents."

Deborah Dentler, a lawyer who represents a number of foster parents in this action and other

cases, said the county is failing in that obligation; her clients are often shut out of important

decisions. Social workers, she said, neglect to inform them of upcoming hearings and of tools they

could use to challenge decisions they think are not in a child's best interests.

DCFS has, for instance, a grievance procedure that can allow a foster parent to protest the removal

of a child, but Dentler says few foster parents know about it, and almost none avail themselves of it.

It's important for foster parents to know about the process, she added, "because it allows the

agency to selfcorrect" before doing something that might hurt a young person.

Instead, children who have bonded with a foster parent, who have just begun to settle into new

routines, are sometimes abruptly pulled from foster homes in attempts to reunite them with

parents, house them with relatives or locate them elsewhere. It's known as "foster care drift."

Advokids, a Northern California group that advocates for children in foster care, says its hotline is

deluged with complaints from Los Angeles foster parents. Three years ago, it received about 300

such calls, a third from Los Angeles; last year, the overall number had jumped to 600, and more

than half were from here. That's why the group has joined the lawsuit against DCFS, said Margaret

Coyne, the organization's lead hotline attorney.

Carrie Chung doesn't blame social workers. She says she understands the crushing obligations of

caseloads, the challenge of sizing up a child's situation in a brief, occasional visit. But Chung is

determined to force the agency to listen to people like her.

"These kids lack a voice," she told me. "Foster parents are an invaluable voice."
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I 
spend many hours working on my cases trying to 
do everything I can to help my clients. If I succeed, 
my clients receive the compensation they need, and 
I am paid for my time. Sometimes no matter what I 

do, I can’t recover everything my clients are entitled to; some-
times I can. Sometimes I don’t make very much money; some-
times I do.

I am a trial lawyer who helps injured persons. I’m not a bad 
person because I sue for money; I’m a good person who wants 
to help my clients, and who wants to make a good living, sup-
port my family, and maybe even buy that sports car I’ve been 
lusting after. !ere’s nothing wrong with working hard, earn-
ing money, and buying something nice for yourself - is there? 
Of course not!

It’s all very satisfying, really. 
   
But this article is not about the rewards of a personal injury 

practice. !is article is about helping someone without being 
paid. Helping without any motive other than the satisfaction 
of doing something good for someone who needs help - the 
kind of help we, as trial lawyers, are uniquely qualified to 
give.  

I should tell you right o" that I wouldn’t be writing this 

article if I didn’t happen to be married to Margaret Coyne, a 
very fine lawyer whose entire legal career has been dedicated 
to helping foster children. If not for her, I would have had to 
find my “selfless contribution” in some other forum, of which 
the number is undeniably countless. But because of Marga-
ret’s work, I have been able to step up and volunteer my time, 
experience, and skill as a trial lawyer to assist in cases of foster 
children whose circumstances pose challenging di#culties for 
the child welfare system that is in place to protect them. 

Let me start by describing briefly the work Margaret is 
doing. She is the executive director and a sta" attorney of the 
non-profit Advokids. Founded in 1993 by Margaret and other 
child advocates, including Jan Sherwood, an expert in depen-
dency law and also the president and a sta" attorney at Advok-
ids, its mission is to help foster children. !ey do this by train-
ing child welfare professionals, providing enrichment services 
for foster children, and providing immediate free legal infor-
mation, instructions and referrals for child advocates seeking 
to bring critical information concerning a foster child to the 
attention of the juvenile court. !eir free telephone hotline, 
the only one in the State, together with their comprehensive 
legal education website, teach the public how to understand 
and access the legal system on behalf of foster children. 

!ere are more than 86,000 children in foster care in Cali-
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fornia, over 40% of whom are under the age of three. Infants 
- babies less than twelve months old - are the largest group to 
enter, remain and re-enter the foster care system !e future 
facing these children is daunting. Foster care is supposed to 
be temporary, and infants and children who enter foster care 
need to be placed in secure, and potentially permanent homes, 
in case their return to their parents is not possible. Potentially 
permanent placements at the outset assures that children do 
not linger in the foster care system and su"er emotional and 
developmental harm from multiple placements. !e fate of 
children who linger in care is abysmal.

Advokids educates and advocates for early, stable, and per-
manent homes, especially for infants and children who are 
passing critical child development benchmarks. 
Advokids educational and informational programs 
provide the child welfare community, including 
attorneys, social workers, CASA volunteers, 
and caregivers, with an understanding 
of California law and the early child-
hood development research that 
supports the “permanency 
imperative” to protect the 
psychological and emotional 
needs of foster children.

Advokids also seeks out law-
yers who are willing to provide pro 
bono representation of foster parents, 
caregivers and others who need help to have 
access to a system that is closed, secretive, con-
fidential, and essentially unaccountable except in 
the most egregious cases of failure. I’ve had a first-hand look 
into this system by representing a young couple who were told 
they would not be considered as prospective adoptive parents 
of two young sibling foster children who they knew well and 
loved and  they wanted to adopt, and a foster mom who chal-
lenged the wisdom of moving an infant she had parented since 
birth to another temporary foster home. 

My foray into the closed court system was eye-opening. 
As an outsider advocating for clients whose caregiver status 
makes them outsiders as well, since they are not “parties” to 
the actions, I encountered resistance by the court and the 
parties to my clients even being heard. !ere are very clear, 
relatively new laws that recognize the importance of, and 
encourage participation and input by non-parties who may 
have valuable information about a foster child. But, as with 
many things new, change can be di#cult to accept, especially 
in the context of a closed  - confidential - forum. And, this 
confidentiality, together with the court’s position of having to 
rely on the system to provide it with the expertise it needs to 
make the right decisions, makes the job of all the participants 
more complex and di#cult.

Armed with the law and child development expertise pro-
vided through the Advokids’ network, we raised the level of 
advocacy in the juvenile courtroom. I wish I could tell you 
my e"orts in both of these cases resulted in courtroom vic-
tories for me, and a happy ending for all the children. In the 
first case, we fought hard just to be heard by the court, and 
then our e"orts were apparently only successful in  securing a 
permanent home by adoption by the children’s foster mother, 
not by my clients. And it is far from clear that the announced 
adoption has taken place; the last indication I saw from the 
court is that those children, who my clients were fighting to 
adopt are still, three years later, in “long term foster care.” I 
wish I knew the outcome; I don’t because it is confidential.

!e second case is a di"erent story. After fighting every step 
of the way, in court and through administrative hearings, 

we prevailed in preserving the foster child’s life long 
f o s t e r placement until a permanent adoptive 

home was secured, thus avoid-
ing an apparently needless 
lateral move to another tem-
porary home, and the poten-
tially harmful disruption of her 

development.
I got a lot of satisfaction from 

both of these cases. Knowing now 
how critical it is for children 0-3 

years-old to have permanence and 
stability in order to have healthy cog-

nitive development, and how multiple 
placements can cause serious long-term 

emotional damage, I can see that my e"orts made a real di"er-
ence, for the children whose interests I advocated for, and in 
the way the system responded to the arguments and science I 
brought to the cases. It was particularly gratifying to me that 
even as she denied the specific relief I was seeking (which to 
my chagrin happened more often than I care to recall) the 
judge hastened to add, to the other lawyers and social workers 
in the court, “we all need to understand the arguments Mr. 
Paoli is making.”

!e consequences of not helping Advokids in their mission 
are simply not acceptable. In a system where 50% of children 
0-3 years old experience multiple foster care placements, and 
multiple placements decrease the chance of adoption by 32%, 
the gruesome facts of life facing California foster children who 
never find a permanent home, and “age out” of the system at 
18 years old are truly frightening. Some of these facts are: 43% 
became homeless within one year of aging out (becoming 18); 
46% never finish high school (this statistic is much higher 
in the Bay Area); 3% graduate from college; 50% are unem-
ployed; 33% are on public assistance; and 10% of females and 



27%	  of	  males	  are	  in	  jail.	  
	   One	  of	  the	  problems	  with	  issues	  like	  those	  facing	  foster	  children,	  and	  the	  system	  
that	  protects	  them,	  is	  that	  they	  are	  so	  big	  and	  complicated	  that	  they	  are	  also	  seemingly	  
unalterable.	  We	  find	  ourselves	  saying,	  “what	  can	  we	  do.”	  The	  answer	  of	  this	  article	  is	  to	  do	  
what	  we	  can	  –	  support	  groups	  like	  Advokids,	  with	  our	  money,	  and	  our	  time	  and	  experience.	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  



SUPPORT THE WORK OF ADVOKIDS 

FOUNDATIONS: 
•  Award a grant for general operations, capacity building or expansion 

of existing programs 
 
CORPORATIONS: 
•  Participate in the annual corporate campaign fund 
•  Sponsor a fundraising event for Advokids 
•  Reach out to your employees and ask them to join our advocacy 

efforts  
 
INDIVIDUALS: 
•  Make a monthly or yearly donation  
•  Contribute to Advokids’ fundraisers or advocacy projects 
•  Volunteer your administrative or technical skills for projects, or assist 

with an event 
•  If you are a mental health expert, lend your expertise 
•  If you are an attorney, join the Advokids’ pro bono attorney team 
•  Inform your friends and colleagues about foster children and work to 

improve their lives 

For more information please contact us at advocate@advokids.org  




