
Q . I heard that Child Advocates are now
guardians ad litem. Does this change 
the role of a Child Advocate? 

A . Pe n n s y l va n i a’s Ju venile Act has been
amended to re q u i re that a guardian ad litem b e
appointed in Dependency Proceedings to re p re s e n t
both the “legal” and “best” interests of the child.
This should not be a real change from the practice
at the Su p p o rt Center for Child Ad vocates where
we have traditionally served as both counsel and
g u a rdian ad litem.

Q . Does this mean that we only represent
what is best for the child, regardless of
the child’s desires? 

A. No. The Act mandates that the GAL
advise the Court of the child’s wishes and pre s e n t
w h a t e ver evidence exists to support those wishes.
Fu rt h e r m o re, a difference between the child’s w i s h e s
and the GAL’s recommendations on the child’s best
i n t e rests is not considered a conflict of interest. 

Q .What should the Child Advocate do
when the child’s wishes are contrary to
his/her best interests?

A. This issue often arises, especially with
teens. At the Support Center, we are often able to
help the child see and want what is best for him
or her. We also realize that children (like adults!)
“vote with their feet,” by obstructing a plan or
running away from a situation they do not like.
Sometimes we need to reach a realistic compro-
mise. If we cannot resolve the conflict with the
child, Advocates involved in dependency hearings
are now expected to make recommendations on
the child’s needs, state the child’s desires, and pres-
ent evidence for both positions, if available. 

Q . Does this mean that our conve r s a t i o n s
with our child clients are not confidential?

A . Yes. The lawyer-client role traditionally
i n vo l ves a confidential relationship with privi-
leged communication, but the GAL may not be
entitled to the privilege. In fact, the GAL’s re c o m-
mendations might even re veal client confidences. 
The rules for this apparent conflict have not ye t
been re s o l ve d .

Q .What are legal interests?A. Legal interests are those entitlements and
benefits which make up the law of the case.
Ac c o rding to the ABA St a n d a rds of Practice for
L a w yers Who Re p resent Children in Abuse and
Neglect Ca s e s, “[t]he determination of the child’s
legal interests should be based on objective crite-
ria as set forth in the law that are related to the
purposes of the proceedings.” In our practice,
legal interests might include: an expeditious re s o-
lution of the case, placement of the child in a
n u rturing home, planning for reunification (if
possible), permanency planning, securing tre a t-
ment or support i ve services, or placement in the
least re s t r i c t i ve enviro n m e n t .

Q .Has the role changed in other ways? 

A. The statewide changes in law now call for
all Child Advocates to meet regularly with their
child clients, acquire treatment and school
records, participate in hearings and service plan-
ning sessions, and interview and present witnesses. 

Q .Where can I find the amendments?

A.The new law, Act 18 of 2000, can be found
in Pe n n s y l va n i a’s statues, 42 Pa.C.S.A 6311, Act 18
of 2000 or as Senate Bill 380 (Printer No. 1895) in
the El e c t ronic Bill Room at w w w.legis. state.pa.us.
Su p p o rt Center Staff Attorneys can provide a copy
and try to answer your questions. We will also
a d d ress the changes in our updated Manual How to
Handle a Child Abuse Ca s e, to be distributed at the
PBI/PBEC Volunteers Training Wo rkshop on
October 19, 2000. Sign up now !
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“What’s Up?”
Working Toward “Families Without Violence”

Do you have questions about children’s
l a w, practice or services? Call the Support
Center for consultation with a Staff
Attorney or Social Wo r k e r, drop us 
a line, or visit our new website,
w w w. a d vo k i d . o rg . We’ll answer your
question in a future issue of A d vo K i d s .

The Su p p o rt Center for Child Ad vo c a t e s ,
Women In Transition ( W I T ) and the Wo m e n
Against Abuse Legal Center ( WA A LC) h a ve come
together to serve the special needs of women and
c h i l d ren who live with domestic violence. A cre-
a t i ve, cutting edge initiative, Families Wi t h o u t
Vi o l e n c e , will offer direct re p resentation and sup-
p o rt i ve services to the child and the non-abusive
p a rent. Funded by the Pew Charitable Tru s t s ,
Families Without Violence will improve our system’s
ability to respond to troubled families. 

In today’s system of care, collaborative profession-
al intervention for children and mothers who live
with domestic violence is inconsistent, at best.
This lack of coordinated effort creates a gap in
services that results in missed opportunities for
families to heal. The traditional separation of
child and adult creates issues that also pose serious
risks to health and safety, particularly for children
who witness parental violence, but are not them-
selves the targets of abuse. In Philadelphia, as in
most parts of the country, when children are
i n vo l ved in a domestic violence case in the court s ,
they are unable to obtain appropriate pro t e c t i o n ,
unless they are threatened or abused a n d i d e n t i f i e d
as such in the court petition. Child we l f a re officials
a re rarely informed of domestic violence in the
home if the abuse is not specifically directed at the
child. When authorities get invo l ved, the child may
be separated from the family, or a determination is
made that the perpetrator is out of the home, and
the case is closed. In either scenario, the deep seat-
ed causes and lasting effects of family violence
remain unre c o g n i zed and unre s o l ved. 

The wounds and scars of the child who witnesses
p a rental violence are harder to detect than those of
the abused child, and their problems often last sig-
nificantly longer. Yet, the behavioral disturbances
d i s p l a yed by both populations are essentially the
same. Both maltreated children and those who wit-
ness parental violence routinely exhibit withdrawal,
l ow self-esteem, nightmares, bed-wetting, self-
blame, post-traumatic stress, and aggression against
peers, family members, and pro p e rt y. 

The mothers of these children are understandably
confused and disorganized. As battered women,
they feel terrorized and helpless. They sometimes
relinquish many of the duties of parenting to their
children, who become “parentified” at a young
age and feel responsible for parent and sibling
protection. The battered woman often finds her-
self unable to end the relationship before harm
comes to her children, and they are taken from
her. She needs help to strengthen and learn new
parenting skills. 

Families Without Vi o l e n c e will focus on stre n g t h e n-
ing the bond between the child and the non-abusive
p a rent, and will work to improve her ability to raise
and nurt u re her children. The Project will study the
linkage of domestic violence and child abuse fro m
inside the cases to help families rebuild lives filled
with safety and stability. WIT social services will
include compre h e n s i ve needs assessment of child
and parent, peer support group counseling, and
individual and life management counseling.
Volunteer Child Ad vocate lawyers from the Su p p o rt
Center will re p resent the children in child we l f a re
dependency proceedings and in criminal pro s e c u-
tion of the perpetrator, while WA A LC vo l u n t e e r s
and staff will provide legal re p resentation and lay
a d vocacy for the victimized parent. 

The Su p p o rt Center helped start Ph i l a d e l p h i a’s dia-
logue on the connection between domestic violence
and child abuse in June 1995 at a joint meeting of
the Law En f o rcement Child Abuse Pro j e c t and the
Domestic Violence Coalition. Co-sponsored with
Women In Tra n s i t i o n, the meeting was called to help
c reate a child-centered, family-oriented, coord i n a t-
ed, and caring response to victims of domestic vio-
lence. Families Without Vi o l e n c e is also historic as the
Su p p o rt Center’s first grant from The Pew
Charitable Trusts. Watch for updates on this initia-
t i ve in upcoming editions of Ad vo Ki d s .

The Pew Charitable Trusts support nonprofit activities
in the areas of culture, education, the enviro n m e n t ,
health and human services, public policy, and re l i g i o n .
Based in Philadelphia, the Trusts make stra t e g i c
i n vestments to help organizations and citizens deve l o p
p ractical solutions to difficult problems. In 1998,
with approximately $4,734 billion in assets, the
Trusts granted more than $213 million to 298 
n o n p rofit organizations.


