
 

  
              

 
 

 
Family Defense Pro Bono Program 

 
Program Summary 
Represent wrongly accused parents and childcare professionals in appeals of abuse or neglect “indicated” findings 
in the Illinois Department of Children and Family Services (DCFS) administrative hearings unit. These hearings are 
the first opportunity an individual is given to have a DCFS investigator’s decision to “indicate” an allegation 
reviewed by a neutral decision-maker (an Administrative Law Judge (ALJ)). 
 
Volunteer Requirements  
Firms may form teams made up of staff members from their respective firms for a particular case. At least one 
volunteer must be an attorney licensed to practice law in Illinois.  
 
Training 
Volunteers will need to view the Family Defense Training Video via our website. Organizations can also coordinate 
a virtual or in-person training. Training topics include an overview of the DCFS allegation system and underlying 
investigations, a review of the appeal process, and answers to common questions, including timing, discovery, 
witnesses, evidentiary issues, and expectations for attorneys handling referred cases. 

 
How Do Case Assignments Work? 

1. Ascend Justice staff attorneys will identify cases for pro bono and send out cases to individual law firm pro 
bono coordinators, previous volunteers, and or other interested attorneys in our Family Defense 
Volunteer Pool. Cases may also be placed on Paladin. 

2. The law firm pro bono coordinator or other representative of the firm will circulate the case summary.  
3. Cases are placed on a first come first serve basis to firms or individuals who respond with interest.  
4. Pro Bono Attorneys will run a conflicts check with information provided by Ascend Justice.  
5. Once the conflicts check clears, Firms will provide names of the attorneys and staff who will work on the 

case. Ascend Justice will then send out all case documents, relevant templates, and training materials.  

 
Ways to Be Added to the Family Defense Volunteer Pool 

1. Contact Director of Pro Bono Services 
A representative of the organization wishing to place a future Family Defense case should reach out to the 
Director of Pro Bono Services. 
 
2. Express Interest on Paladin  
Attorneys and firms can also express interest in volunteering with Ascend Justice by visiting our Paladin site 
here.  
 
  

Why Should You Take a Family Defense Case? 
These cases make a difference! Over 75% of appealed findings are overturned. An indicated finding may mean the 
loss of custody of children, restricted visitation with children, the inability to adopt children, risk of future 
unnecessary involvement with the child welfare system, loss of employment, and limitations on career choices. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

https://app.joinpaladin.com/ascend-justice/opportunities


 

 

Family Defense Pro Bono Program FAQ 
 

• What types of cases are available for pro bono? 
Pro Bono attorneys represent clients in an administrative hearing. This is the client’s first opportunity to 
have a neutral review of an indicated finding of abuse or neglect.  
 

• Is this considered a full representation opportunity?  
Yes, pro bono attorneys/firms will represent clients in the administrative hearing as lead counsel.  
 

• Are volunteers covered under Ascend Justice malpractice insurance? 
Pro bono attorneys agree to represent clients under the firm’s name / their own ARDC numbers and 

therefore must be covered by their own malpractice insurance. 

 
• How many people should volunteer on each case?  

The size of the team is up to each firm. Typical teams from large law firms include at least one partner for 
supervision and one or two associates. More experienced attorneys may choose to handle a case on their 
own.  
 

• What if I have questions during my case? 
Our family defense team is available to answer any questions throughout the case.  A specific attorney will 
be assigned as the point person for any questions.  
  

• The case summary I received refers to a pre-hearing. What is that?  
The pre-hearing call is a telephone call with the ALJ and an attorney representing DCFS. Generally, the 
call is just to handle procedural matters and set the administrative hearing date. 
 

• What is the time commitment for a pro bono case?  
Pro bono attorneys spend an average of 95 hours with a median of 59 hours on their case. Hearings (full 
evidentiary mini trials) are typically set within 2-4 months of referring the case. 

 

• Are the hearings in person or remote? 
Pre-hearings are by telephone. Hearings can be in-person or remote, depending on the client’s 
preferences, location and interpretation needs (if any).  
 

• What kinds of things could I be expected to do while working on this case? 
Depending on the complexity of the case: preparing mitigation information, motions in limine, subpoena 
requests, witness preparation, working with expert witnesses, and conducting the full evidentiary mini-trial 
(opening and closing statements, argument, direct and cross examinations).   

 

• Are these cases in Chicago? 
Most of our cases are in Chicago, however we may have occasional cases available from collar counties 
(ex. DuPage, Kane, Lake, Will). 

 

• What if the client’s appeal is denied? 
Clients can file a complaint for administrative review in circuit court within 35 days. Pro bono attorneys are 
under no obligation to continue representing the client in this way, but many do (with Ascend Justice’s 
continued support and consultation)!  

 


