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There were hundreds in line outside the courtroom, waiting to resolve their intimate 
family disputes. While some waited at the Domestic Relations Division of the 
Philadelphia Family Court with a child or other close family member, almost all of them 
waited without a lawyer. 
  
Court statistics show that 85 percent to 90 percent of litigants in Philadelphia are without 
legal representation in cases of custody, support and protection from abuse. 
  
Setting up initiatives to help pro se litigants in family law cases understand and endure 
the court proceedings is the main goal of the Consumer Education Committee, created by 
the family law section of the Philadelphia Bar Association in November 2003. 
Philadelphia Common Pleas Judge Idee C. Fox, supervising judge of the Domestic 
Relations Division of family court, has been working closely with committee members to 
generate educational materials to help those unrepresented litigants understand the law 
process. 
  
“You can spend a full day [in the Domestic Relations Division] and never see an 
attorney,” said Fox. 
  
Committee member Terry L. Fromson said the main reason that litigants lack 
representation is the cost. 
  
“There are not enough resources to fund free legal services, and there aren’t enough 
lawyers to provide the services that are needed,” said Fromson, managing attorney of the 
Women’s Law Project. 
  
Fox said that because the parties don’t have proper representation, many are often 
unprepared and lack the proper documentation when they come to court, making the 
process take even longer. Fox said that in order to assign custody to the best-fit parent, 
she needs to review certain documents, such as official forms stating both parents’ 
income and the cost of day care for the child. 
  
“As opposed to [the mother] just thinking, ‘Hey I’m the mother so I should get the kid,’” 
Fox said. 
  
Fox said the courts operate more efficiently when litigants are prepared. 
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“You don’t want to rush [the litigants.] You want to make sure they know what’s going 
on and what their rights are,” Fox said. 
  
Solo practitioner Pat Dubin, another committee member, said the committee is designing 
brochures and making information and legal forms available on the Web to help pro se 
litigants make their way through the process smoothly. 
  
“Custody cases often go on for a long time, so it can become very expensive to have a 
lawyer for every court case,” Dubin said. “We’re trying to educate the public so when 
they have to do things on their own they can.” 
  
Committee member Lise Fisher said the committee is also planning to design videos on 
selected family law topics for litigants to watch while they sit in the waiting room. 
  
“We want [the litigants] to know what to expect, and we’re hoping to get lawyers and 
actors involved working on funding,” said Fisher, a lawyer with the Law Offices of 
Michael E. Fingerman. 
  
One of the committee’s recent achievements is the development of the “friendly blue 
subpoena,” which makes it easier for parties in domestic disputes to bring character 
witnesses to court. 
  
Fromson said pro se litigants are often unaware that they need a subpoena in order for a 
witness to testify on their behalf, or they are uninformed on how to obtain one. To avoid 
any confusion and to simplify the process, the committee worked with the court to 
develop a system by which litigants can obtain the friendly blue subpoena at the 
courthouse. While court administrators would prefer that this be done in advance, parties 
may obtain the subpoena as late as the day they are required to appear. 
  
Fox said the friendly blue subpoena has made her routine easier. Prior to the new system, 
witnesses had difficulty getting in to the building because of tight security, often because 
they didn’t have the necessary subpoena. Fox said she would have to call the security 
office downstairs to grant the witness access. Sometimes witnesses who had difficulties 
getting in would wander off just before they were called into the courtroom. She said now 
litigants can make sure their witnesses have the subpoena to get in the building and the 
witnesses can sit in the waiting room just outside the courtroom 
  
A big part of the problem, Fromson said, is that the courthouse is small and was not 
designed for the way it’s being used. The family court domestic relations courthouse at 
34 S. 11th St. was converted from use as an office building. 
  
“The current place is not an appropriate building for a courthouse,” Fromson said. 
“Family court needs a building with enough security conducive to having it open to 
public access.” 
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Fromson said the design of the courthouse limits access even for family members, which 
she thinks conflicts with constitutional rights. 
  
“You can’t go in to just accompany someone even as a support system,” Fromson said. 
“Many [litigants] need support, especially abused victims, [who] will feel uncomfortable 
in a waiting room with their [abusers].” 
  
Fox said she agrees that family court needs a new building, but she said security concerns 
dictate that in the court’s current building, non-witnesses cannot be granted access. 
  
Domestic violence cases can be volatile and often the litigants are very emotional, Fox 
said. 
  
“[Litigants] want to bring family, but we’re trying to maintain order in the courtroom and 
make sure everyone seems safe,” Fox said. “We’re dealing with people’s dearest 
possessions: their money and their children.” 
  
“[The building] is not a big enough facility to hold everyone,” Fox said. “[The] problem 
is putting an undue burden of [deciding] who should be allowed and who shouldn’t. If 
these people are your witnesses then you should have a subpoena.” 
  
Fromson said the committee released a report in April 2003 highlighting what areas of 
family court needed improvement, and now the state Supreme Court is considering these 
requests. Advocating these changes and talking to key players in the community are their 
next steps to improvement in family court, she said. 
  
The report states that in the short term, the 34 S. 11th St. courthouse should be renovated 
to alleviate security concerns while allowing parties to bring family and friends for 
support. In the long term, the report states, family court should be relocated to another 
facility. 
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