
I will call him “Rick.” His start in life was difficult, and then it 
got worse. In that way, Rick is not very different from many 
of the more than 900 children we expect to serve at ProKids 

this year.
As a volunteer attorney at ProKids, I witness not only the 

unspeakable horror of some children’s lives, but I also see how 
ProKids, relying on community volunteers, helps to break the 
vicious cycle of child abuse and neglect. These volunteers serve 
as court appointed special advocates (CASA volunteers) who are 
responsible for advocating for a child’s best interests in Juvenile 
Court and in the schools and other organizations and agen-
cies which serve children over whom the court has assumed 
jurisdiction.

Rick’s early childhood was a nightmare. His first experience 
in life was to go through withdrawal from the cocaine that was in 
his system when he was born. He was removed from his mother’s 
custody at the hospital by a worker from Hamilton County Job 
and Family Services (JFS) and placed in foster care. 

A case in the Juvenile Court began shortly afterward on the 
abuse, neglect, and dependency docket of the court. The sixth 
floor of the Juvenile Court is where approximately a dozen magis-
trates hear such cases. It is a busy place. The carefully designed 
processes of the county and the court seemed to work in Rick’s 
favor. When the court determined that his mother, because of 
her addiction, was unable to get her life in order, it gave custody 
to a family member. Unfortunately, despite a clean background 
check, that family member abused him. JFS removed him from 
that placement and made sure criminal charges were filed against 
his abuser.

A caring family friend with good intentions provided his 
next home. But children, such as those we serve at ProKids, have 
suffered horribly. I’ve learned that children like Rick pay a price 
for being a victim of what are called “adverse childhood experi-
ences” (ACEs) in their early years. A child who has experienced 
multiple ACEs is more likely to engage in risky behavior such as 
substance abuse or criminal activity at a young age. While his 
caregiver tried to mitigate the damage, Rick was acting out and 
there was no choice but to return custody to JFS.

It was at that point that I first heard Rick’s story. The court 
appointed a ProKids CASA manager to serve as his guardian 
ad litem (GAL) and a ProKids volunteer to serve as his CASA. I 
was assigned by ProKids to represent the GAL and CASA in my 
capacity as a volunteer attorney. Together, we serve as an advo-
cacy team.

As members of this team, we each bring an area of knowledge. 
I bring knowledge of the law. A CASA manager is an expert on the 
child protection system and supervises the volunteers. The CASA 
volunteer is trained by ProKids to become an expert on the child. 
Each CASA volunteer gets to know the child well, investigates 
and recommends what is needed to provide for the safety, health, 
education, and welfare of the child, and regularly reports to the 
court. A CASA volunteer is typically assigned one child or one 
sibling group to represent. In cooperation with the JFS workers 
and the organizations which JFS retains to provide services for the 
children in its care, the CASA volunteer and the CASA manager 
try to map a route to success for a child.

For Rick, because of his unruly and sometimes frightening 
outbursts, the decision was made to place him in a group home. 
When his behavior escalated, he was placed in residential care 
to get intensive therapy and a more structured environment. I 
worked with the CASA manager and the CASA volunteer to advo-
cate for both of these placements, hoping that Rick would get the 
help he needed before he turned 18.

It is not possible for me to explain exactly what happened, but 
life changed for Rick. He began to think about his future and he 
focused more on his education and his behavior, and he was able 
to graduate from high school. I remember vividly how concerned 
the magistrate was that Rick would be able to attend the annual 
celebration which is held for the children in Hamilton County’s 
care who graduate from high school. 

There was soon to be more to celebrate in Rick’s life. His CASA 
volunteer, in cooperation with the workers from JFS, found a 
small college that would accept Rick as a student. His freshman 
year was a bit rocky. Because of one particular incident, Rick was 
in danger of being expelled. His new-found luck held. A sympa-
thetic school administrator agreed to give him another chance. 

Rick is moving from no hope to hope for a normal, productive 
life. As a volunteer attorney for ProKids, I get to regularly watch 
as CASA volunteers and CASA managers hand children what I 
call ‘lightning in a bottle.’ The hope is that, at some point in their 
lives, the flash from that little bottle will show children one of the 
most important things in life: that someone cared about them. 
That chance for hope is why I volunteer at ProKids. 

To volunteer at ProKids as a CASA volunteer, visit www.
prokids.org/volunteer. To volunteer at ProKids as an attorney, 
contact phunt@prokids.org.
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