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LOYOLANS LABOR
ON BEHALF OF
CHICAGO CHILDREN
by Monica M. Walk

EE

t's time to wage war on
behalf of our children.
It won't be a battle with knives
and guns--our youth already have
seen and experienced far too much
physical violence. Instead, we must
arm ourselves with concern for the
present and future, with determination to heal an ailing juvenile welfare
system. For too many decades,
disinterested Americans have allowed the children of this nation to
slide into poverty, bereft of adequate
education, health care, and hope.
It's time to give back the
American dream.
"We want to act as a catalyst
for change," said Loyola alumna
Laurel Bellows ('74). "Chicago'S
children are in crisis."
As president of the Chicago
Bar Association, Bellows currently
oversees the CBA's "Justice for Youth
Campaign." Her husband and law
partner Joel Bellows chairs the
campaign.
"Because the problems affecting children in Cook County are
myriad, we need a coalition of
concerned people to coordinate the
solutions," Bellows said. "The CBA is
uniquely situated to put together
such a coalition: our lawyers have all
types of contacts and can bring
many individuals to the table to talk

~
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and to act. We don't want to replace
the child advocacy groups already in
place; we want to work in the same
direction with them. This is a longterm project; no one person or one
group can do it all.
"We wanted to generate broadbased involvement, because the
problems afflicting children are
equally broad-based: housing,
education, street crime, drugs,"
Bellows continued. "Yet these problems also are entwined; for instance,
80 percent of abuse and neglect
cases are drug-related. Our purpose
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is to link people in the community
who can fulfill the needs of the
clients of our juvenile welfare system, particularly those who come
before the juvenile court. In the spirit
of humanitarian concern, Cook
County formed the first Juvenile
Court in this country, but 100 years
later, we are not dispensing the
quality of justice that our children
and their families deserve. We are
working with old concepts that don't
fit the reality of today."
More than 70 individuals
accepted the invitation of the Chi-

cago Bar Association and the Chicago Bar Foundation to speak about
successful, innovative programs for
children at public hearings held last
summer. The witnesses, ranging in
profession from superintendent of
police to veteran foster parent and
representing organizations both large
and small, shared their personal
designs for a model juvenile justice
system. From these hearings the CBA
developed ten action groups, focusing on topics such as housing,
schooling, public safety, and welfare
services.
s ~ell~ws sees it, the campaign IS a cornmuruty
venture. Lawyers, she explained, by the nature of
~
their profession can use their talents
to affect legal change. "But social
issues can be dealt with only in the
context of the community," Bellows
said.
"The testimony we received at
the public hearings was fascinating,"
Bellows continued. "We heard
wonderful ideas. People didn't want
to leave the hearings, and we still are
inviting people to join the coalition.
We want to build the law around
what the community wants for
children, and we plan to advocate
for legislative reform as early as this
spring.
"We need to move cases
through the juvenile COUlt system
more quickly," she said. "The goal is
to keep the child with the family, but
when it becomes apparent that it
won't work, we need to terminate
parental rights more quickly and get

the child into a stable environment.
We need to put more resources early
on into rehabilitating addicts; we
need to get sexual abusers out of
homes; we need a probation program for children involved in petty
theft. Many of these situations can be
resolved without a court case: we

SUFFER THE LITTLE
CHILDREN TO COME
UNTO ME, AND
FORBID THEM NOT;
FOR OF SUCH IS THE
KINGDOM OF GOD.

-ST. MARK
need alternative dispute resolution."
Bellows also sees a need for
more private lawyers to become
involved in the juvenile justice
system. It's a question of using talent
and experience where it's needed,
she said. "Our public guardians and
our public defenders are doing what
they can with the system as it now
is," she said. "I know lawyers are
willing to give of their time. I ask
that they dedicate their pro bono
work to the juvenile area.
"My husband and I believe
children have rights and deserve
better protection under the legal
system," Bellows continued. "That's
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why we are so involved in this
campaign. It is in corporate
America's best interest to educate
children now for the jobs they will
hold tomorrow: if this country is to
have a tomorrow, we need to take
care of our children now. We also
believe that city dwellers have to
step forward now, or the city will
become an abyss. What will this city
be like if we don't do something
today? I hope that in ten-to-If years,
we will have a city that works for
our children."
Geoff Wexler ('89), Sister Mary
Louis Russley, O.P. ('86), and
Michael Slajchert ('82) are among the
Loyola law alums doing what they
can within the present juvenile
justice system. Most days find them
in the dimly lit hallways and courtrooms of the Cook County Juvenile
Court building, amid crying babies,
fidgety adolescents, and sullen teens.
The adults accompanying the children in the brown brick waiting
rooms register worry, distraction,
and, sometimes, relief.
Both Wexler and Russley are
public defenders at the Cook County
Juvenile Court. Russley represents
parents in the Abused and Neglected
Children's Unit; Wexler, too, has
worked in the abuse and neglect
unit, but now represents delinquent
minors.
"Anything an adult can dokids do, too," Wexler said, breaking
for a quick lunch between court
appearances. "And if they are over
15 years old, they may be tried as
adults. You can't lock a kid up until
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he's ten, but we do have nine-yearolds up for trials and plea bargains. I
had a case where two nine-year-olds
stole a car. Typically, kids found
guilty of delinquency go to the Audy
Home, the Juvenile Temporary
Detention Center, for 30 days, but if
they've committed a serious crime
they can be sent to the Department
of Corrections for three months,
eight months, or 30 months for

murder. An adult would get 40 years.
"Representing delinquents is
about being a criminal lawyer," he
continued. "1 like criminal defense.
It's the state's job to prove these kids
are guilty. It's my job to poke holes
and expose the state's attorney's
weaknesses. The judge says the state
has to meet the burden of proof, and
these kids are innocent until proven
guilty."

,/
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With 200 of his 500 cases
active, Wexler finds his job wearing.
"The kids lie. They say, 'You're a
White guy, whadda you know?' I've
been here for two years, and I have
to admit, I'm getting ready for a
change," he said. "But, when time
permits, I try to talk to the kids I
represent about their making a
change. I tell them to go to school,
that their parents aren't mean for
giving them a curfew. Sometimes,
some of them listen and walk the
right path and we never see them
again. But a lot of them are here
over and over. By age 14, a kid may
be involved in four or five cases.
"I work with one judge who
used to be a teacher, and he never
lets a kid leave his courtroom without a message about education,"
Wexler said. "He also tells the kids,
'I'm an old man and I've never been
arrested. What are you doing here so
young?' But one time, the same
judge sent a juvenile found delinquent for the first time to the Juvenile Department of Corrections. That
bothered me; I really didn't think the
judge was fair in sending a first-time
offender away for that length of time
for a non-violent offense."
ducation and employment
are the keys to eliminating
many of the problems that
fill Cook County's Juvenile
Court, Wexler says. "It's socio-economic. We never see cases from the
affluent; no one from Wilmette or
orthbrook winds up here, but the
courtrooms are always full," he said.
"Up on the orth Shore, kids may

m

get into trouble with the law, but
they are likely to get into even more
trouble with their parents if they
break the law; here, the mothers
have no power over their kids.
"The Chicago Housing Authority projects breed violence-but
drugs aren't the problem, guns aren't
the problem," Wexler continued.
"The socio-economic system is the
problem. Kids grow up in poverty,
and abuse is handed down. I know
and you know that ropes and belts
are not appropriate discipline. But
the parents who wind up here don't
understand that-that's
how they
were raised. And a kid has the
choice of making a couple of thousand dollars a week selling cocaine,
or earning $4.75 an hour at a fastfood restaurant. Drug cases have
really eroded our system; they
account for more than 50 percent of
our juvenile delinquency cases. But
we only get the small-time dealers;
the big guys are too smart to get
caught. So a dime-bag of coke winds
up costing thousands of dollar in
court costs."
More positive influences and
positive outlets also would slow
down the flow of children who pass
through Wexler's case files.
"Chicago's midnight basketball is
great," he said. "It gives the kids
something to do and a place to go
when their parents aren't home. If
you hang out on the street, you get
into trouble. If every kid had a place
to go after school, they wouldn't be
in gangs. And parents need to spend
more time with their kids, be more

involved. It would be a more positive experience to watch their kid
play basketball, than to go to court
for his trial."
To atone for the stress of
working with unhappy and unhealthy kids day in and day out,
Wexler coaches a youth hockey team
in Skokie. "I really found I needed to
be around kids who weren't getting
into trouble," he said. He al 0 joined
the board of directors of the Jewish
Council for Youth Services, an organization that runs day care centers
and a day camp.
Working in the abuse and
neglect unit was "the worst" in
Wexler's estimation. "Coke babies,
six-month-olds left on doorsteps, 11year-old daughters sold for sexual
favors to buy gym shoes," he recalled. "I always did my best for the
parents I represented, but sometimes
there honestly were cases that I
didn't want to win."
espite Wexler's grim description, Public Defender
Russley has worked with
parents in the Abused and
~
Neglected Children's Unit for four
years. "Public defenders all have a
wilted look about them," she acknowledged. "The sheer numbers of
our cases take us to the wall, because we have an epidemic here.
"I stay in the abuse and neglect
unit because it is the most rudimentary level where lawyers can make
changes in sociery," Russley said. "I
deal with the family unit here, and
my contribution makes an impact on
people's lives."

LOYOLA

LAW' • SPRl'.:G 1992

Russley came to the law profession after working as a teacher,
administrator, missionary, and social
worker. She believes her life experience and religious vocation add to
her effectiveness as a public defender. She was among the experts
who testified at the CBA hearings,
addressing the need for permanency
planning to prevent children from
languishing in temporary placement
settings.
"I per onally want to work
with the poor and with minorities,
where the call is great and difficult,"
Russley said. "The people who come
through this system have to deal
with so much. They are poor and
often transient. I've helped parents
and children get back on their feet
with food and furniture donated by
my Dominican order and other
agencies and I've come to understand how people can be hopeless
and careless when their basic needs
for food and shelter go unmet. There
is a tremendous amount of apathy
because this is a generation without
hope.
"I represent the constitutional
rights of the parents who wind up
here, but I am honest with them,"
Russley continued. "I tell them they
don't have a chance of keeping their
kids if they don't follow their clientservice plan. They have to kick
drugs and go to therapy, and learn
to break patterns of abuse. Everything we do here is for the best
interest of the children involved. And
I personally believe that if parents
are making reasonable efforts and

5

are not neglectful or injurious, their
children should stay with them."
Parents who follow their plans
receive emotional support from
Russley. She regularly sends notes of
affirmation to one mother still struggling to reclaim her children, and
offers a supportive hug whenever
they meet.
"With this mother, and with all
the parents who come through my
office, I discuss the importance of
their children," Russley said. "I explain how the children must have
preparation for life or the syndrome
will continue. These people don't
know what they don't know; they
haven't been taught how to parent."
fter three years as a public
guardian for abused and
neglected children, Michael
Slajchert has shared many
~
hours with public defenders and
prosecuting state's attorneys in the
dreary confines of juvenile court. But
he is focused solely on the child.
"I represent the child's best
interests in and out of court," Slajchert
said. "If the child is in foster or residential care, I'm involved. I make
sure the child's needs are met -that
he or she has enough clothes, is
getting an education, is not being
abused. I talk with the kids-and
that
can be tough if they are very small or
very frightened.
"But I often get a little smile
when I tell them 'I'm your lawyer, ,,,
Slajchert said, "and they will tell me
things they haven't told anyone else,
because they know I'm on their side."
Slajchert deals with 70-to-80

6

children on a short day of 40 cases.
More typically, he handles 60 or 70
cases per day. "That's the major
defect in the system," he said. ''We
have too many cases and not
enough people to deal with them.
We have increased our staff, but it
still is like swimming upstream. I
have 300 active cases right now, and
another 1,000 inactive cases in my
file cabinet. Very few of these cases
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involve only one child. Every one of
these children deserves a three-week
hearing, but they don't get it."
A child whose case does get
more attention, as did a recent
highly publicized custody trial of a
child called "Sarah," unfortunately
adds to the backlog of cases. "Media
attention like this has pros and
cons," Slajchert remarked. "We need
to educate the general public about

.
child welfare, but the case of this
child reported by the media could
have been anyone of 1,200 kids in
the same position. A scenario with a
formerly drug-addicted, former
prostitute natural mother reclaiming
her child from a long-term foster
family is not unusual. And all the
attention focused on this one case
led to the cases of another 900-to-

1,000 kids being postponed during
the publicized trial."
Despite the acknowledged
hardships, Slajchert says he considers
it a privilege to work as a public
guardian. "I chose to be here, because I consider this important
work," the former school teacher
said. "The law is designed to protect
the powerless, and there is no one
more powerless than a child. I like

to give power to these children. And
my clients are always the good guys:
I know they deserve whatever help I
can get for them."
He values his own family
greatly, and laments the lack of
value shown to the children he
represents. "Because of drugs and
poverty, these kids just get what's
left over," Slajchert said. "It really is

month. Why not pay that money to
the mother, let her pay her bills, and
keep the family together? True, there
are some mothers who don't deserve
their kids, but there are others where
you know it's bad to split up the
family.
"As it is, if nothing is done to
solve the situations of these children,
I believe I someday will see my
clients coming back into the system
as mothers, repeating the problems
of their own childhood."
t Loyola's law school, Professor Diane Geraghty, J.D.,
teaches the course on
juvenile justice, and Slajchert
~
credits her for spurring his interest in
juvenile law.
"I'd actually like to offer a
'children and law' class," Geraghty
said. "There are so many more areas
involving children, families, and the
state that I would like to cover, but
there isn't enough time to do all that
in one class, and I do want our
students to know about the juvenile
court system. Nonetheless, there are
many parallel and important issues
involved in domestic relations and
the breakup of families that have
implications for children.
very sad."
"Until quite recently, juvenile
The money doled out for foster
justice was a backwater issue. In fact,
care could be better spent, Slajchert
believes. "If a mother of nine kids
it was considered a 'women's issue,'"
loses those kids due to poverty-no
she said. "But I am proud of the fact
food, no medicine-and
the kids are
that early female lawyers, despite
their limited opportunities, explored
placed in foster homes, the foster
issues that involved themselves and
parents will receive approximately
their roles in their families.
320 per month per child to cover
"Now, we've seen a dramatiexpenses," he said. "Multiply that by
nine and that's close to $2,800 per
cally increased awareness of abuse
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and neglect among the general
population, and the law has to catch
up to this phenomenon," Geraghty
continued. "There has been a significant amount of new thinking on the
role of lawyers and their responsibility to children."
Geraghty herself has done
more than a fair amount of thinking
and writing on the topic. Her interest
and experience with juvenile justice

developed while working at orthwestern University's legal clinic, just
after receiving her law degree. "Any
legal assistance clinic works with
poor clients, and the largest and
growing numbers of the poor are
children," she said.
"The present juvenile justice
system hasn't worked for kids on
any level," Geraghty stated. "But I'm
optimistic that recognition of the

8
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importance of the problem is growing. The organized bar in Illinois and
Chicago both are devoting major
portions of their agendas to children.
The media has played a role and
focused attention on the system in
the way it handled the Sarah case.
Loyola's Institute for Health Law
recently held a symposium focused
on children. We need to make
juvenile justice a priority in our
curricula, in the allocation of resources, in the assignment of judges,
and in the advocacy of the legal
community and the public.
"Sunlight is a disinfectant, you
know, and the more attention this
area receives, the better the opportunities for improvement," Geraghty
concluded. "I honestly believe
juvenile justice is gaining the status
of a cutting-edge topic. I know I am
seeing more of our graduates singling out this area as a way to better
society and show their commitment
to justice."
arol Amadio's heart has
been in child welfare for
more than 20 years. She first
applied herself as a social
~
worker at the Department of Child
and Family Services (DCFS), placing
the earliest heroin-addicted babies
and specializing in foster care,
adoption, and family counseling. She
earned a master's degree at Loyola'S
School of Social Work, and attained
the top DCFS state administrative
post in the area of adoption.
"Matthew Schoenbaum was the
dean of social work while I was in
school, and he was a lawyer, too,"

Amadio said. "He convinced me that
I could be of more help to children if
I had a law degree so, after receiving
my M.S.W., I continued working for
DCFS and enrolled in night school at
Loyola. I received my J.D. in 1975
and I later went on for an LL.M.
degree at lIT-Kent."
From then on, social work and
law became an intertwined profession for Amadio. Armed with her
Loyola law degree, she changed
positions at DCFS, abandoning her
administrative role for that of staff
attorney. After eight years of litigation, she pursued more social work
administration and then joined
Loyola's social work faculty.
"\'{1hen I joined the faculty at
the School of Social Work, I thought
I'd stop practicing law," said Amadio,
who advises students enrolled in
Loyola's dual degree program in
social work and law. "But then two
judges told me that with my specialty, I shouldn't leave the legal
field. With that encouragement, I
have continued to work part time
with a firm that specializes in child
welfare. I enjoy the legal work, and
also know that it makes me a better
social work professor because I am
keeping up with changes in the law
that my social work graduates will
face.
"I am pretty specialized,"
Amadio admitted, "and I often act as
an expert witness. I've devoted most
of my career to adoptions. I've set
up adoption-screening
processes,
created a model for special adoption
teams, and helped place many

children. Adoption is a life-long
process, and I've done what I can to
make the court situation healing and
useful. I've been at this long enough
to know many of the judges who
perform adoptions, and they go to
great lengths to make the adoption a
special occasion for the children and
families. "
hrough her work at the law
firm, Amadio served as the
trial attorney for the foster
parents of the child called
"Sarah" by the media. Amadio offered advice to the couple and
assistance to the child's attorney.
\>7hen columnist Bob Greene,
spurred by community concern,
began writing about Sarah's plight as
a five-year-old foster child returned
to birth parents she did not know,
he contacted Amadio.
"After I received permission
from my clients, I discussed the case
with Bob Greene to the extent that
confidentiality would allow," said
Amadio. "I felt that the media and
the general public had to know that
this was not an isolated case. It
happens all over the country. Children are born addicted to drugs,
abandoned by their birth parents,
and taken in by special families
where they begin to have normal
and healthy experiences. Then they
are removed from the families that
have raised them and returned to the
birth parents who suddenly reappeared after years of abandonment.
It doesn't take a psychologist to
figure out that this is damaging to a
child.

m
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"When a child is separated
from his or her parents, the child
can't wait forever for the adults to
get their act together," Amadio
stressed. "Children need stability;
they have emotional needs that must
be met. Children without stable
relationships with adults have very
serious emotional problems. Our
present system waits too long to
make decisions, and everybody
involved suffers."
On the wall of her office at the
university, a bumper sticker reads,
"It's never too late to have a happy
childhood." The sticker was an
inspirational gift from an adolescent,
a girl Amadio had been trying to
lead through the juvenile system for
years.
"She asked me not to take it
down until she was adopted,"
Amadio explained. "After her adoption was final, she decided I should
keep it up so that I would remember
to help other children like her. She is
one of the special children I always
will remember, and while not every
case I have handled has had a fairy
tale ending, those that end happily
make bucking the sy tem worthwhile."
Echoing the sentiments of
other Loyola alums toiling in the
juvenile justice system, Amadio said,
"All the hard work is worth it:
Children are worth it...and there is
justice to be done."
•
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