
Diane L. Redleaf points to her 
parents as the source of her pro-
fessional passions. 
Redleaf, founder and executive 
director of the Family Defense 
Center in Chicago, has spent her 
entire 34-year legal career work-
ing to improve the lives of chil-
dren and families. 
“My parents’ combined interests 
have sort of produced me,” she 
said, “because my mom is very 
strongly interested in child devel-
opment and my father is very 
strongly involved in civil liberties 
issues.” 
Her father, Paul, a physician who 
later worked as an options trader, 
is strongly involved in social is-
sues, including as a member of 
the American Civil Liberties Un-
ion of Minnesota’s board of direc-
tors. 
Her mother, Rhoda, runs pre-
school programs and founded 
Think Small, a resource group for 
early childhood educators. 
Their daughter, meanwhile, cre-
ated a nonprofit center that aims 
to advocate for justice for families 
in the child welfare system, par-
ticularly families threatened with 
losing their children to foster 
care. 
The center opened to clients in 
2007 and describes itself as an 
agency that defends children 
who can be safely raised by their 
own families. It offers legal ser-
vices to parents or guardians 
targeted by the Illinois Depart-
ment of Children and Family Ser-
vices. 
“We help people through investi-
gations,” Redleaf said. “We help 
people appeal findings against 
them.” 
Last week, Redleaf received the 
Angel Award from the KLEO 
Community Family Life Center 
for her 

work on behalf of families and 
children. 
KLEO, short for “keep loving 
each other,” is a South Side non-
profit organization and facility 
that works to strengthen families 
through education, training and 
support for people in the Wash-
ington Park community. 
“They are recognizing the impor-
tance of advocacy and they are 
working to create a great com-
munity,” Redleaf said of KLEO. 
“So, it was very moving to be in 
their company and recognized for 
the work I’ve done.” 
Redleaf’s center, with a current 
annual budget of about 
$500,000, has three lawyers, a 
social worker, an operations 
manager and an administrator. It 
handles between 400 and 500 
cases annually. 
Over the last two years, 55 out-
side lawyers have handled cases 
on a pro bono basis for the cen-
ter. 
One those matters — Julie Q. v. 
Department of Children and 
Family Services, 2013 IL 113783 
— resulted in an Illinois Supreme 
Court decision in March. Six jus-
tices held that DCFS erred in 
citing a mother for child neglect 
by wrongly invoking an outdated 
segment of state law. 
The Julie Q. case led to 19,000  

000 parents having their names 
removed from the state’s child 
abuse registry, Redleaf said. 
Michael A. O’Connor, a partner 
at Mauk & O’Connor LLP, has 
known Redleaf since she 
started practicing law. 
He described her as a bright 
lawyer and passionate advocate 
who successfully combines pol-
icy and advocacy work. 
“She’s very careful in balancing 
her policy work with her direct 
service work because one in-
forms the other,” O’Connor said. 
Redleaf grew up in the Minnea-
polis-St. Paul area and studied 
philosophy at Carleton College 
in Northfield, Minn. She worked 
with a public interest research 
group at the school. 
She then decided to satisfy an 
intellectual interest by pursuing 
a legal education at Stanford 
Law School. While there attend-
ing a seminar class, someone 
handed her a written description 
of the Legal Assistance Founda-
tion of Metropolitan Chicago. 
The deadline for interviews at 
LAF was about a week away in 
late 1978. 
“I begged them to let me fly out 
immediately and interview, and 
they accommodated me,” 
Redleaf said. 
She started working at LAF in 
June 1979 and learned she 
passed the Illinois bar exam 
four months later. 
While at LAF, Redleaf worked 
on Norman v. McDonald, 739 
F.Supp. 1182 (1990). That Chi-
cago federal district court deci-
sion wasrecognized as being on 
the cutting edge  of child 

welfare reform, as it obligates 
agencies and parents to help 
maintain housing rather than 
remove children because of their 
poverty. 
During her time at LAF, Redleaf 
also wrote Illinois’ first child sup-
port withholding law. 
She remained at LAF until 1996, 
when she left along with col-
league Robert E. Lehrer because 
of restrictions on how the Legal 
Services Corp., which financially 
supports LAF, can use its fund-
ing. 
The two lawyers formed Lehrer & 
Redleaf, a public interest law firm 
dedicated to continuing social 
policy and child welfare litigation. 
While there, Redleaf worked on a 
key federal case, Dupuy v. 
Samuels, No. 97 C 4199. That 
lawsuit alleged DCFS was violat-
ing the right to due process by 
purportedly relying on nominal 
evidence when issuing indicated 
reports finding there was support 
for a claim of abuse or neglect. 
In 2001, U.S. District Judge Re-
becca R. Pallmeyer found that 
certain DCFS practices deprived 
the plaintiffs of their constitutional 
rights. 
She later entered a preliminary 
injunction requiring DCFS to 
change those practices. In 2005, 
the 7th U.S. Circuit Court of Ap-
peals affirmed most of the injunc-
tions provisions. The case settled 
two years later. 
Redleaf has also spent a year 
serving as president of the Na-
tional Coalition for Child Protec-
tion Reform. 
After Lehrer & Redleaf dissolved 
in 2005, Redleaf became a sole 
practitioner and began work on 
creating the center. 
In 2007, the center received a 
$91,000 cy pres award — recom-
mended by Edelman, Combs, 
Latturner & Goodwin LLC — 
emanating from a consumer 
class-action case. That money 
allowed the center to hire two 
staff lawyers. 
“I wanted to have a place where 
we could do advocacy (for fami-
lies and the child welfare system) 
and educate people about their 
rights in a general way,” Redleaf 
said. 
“The issues really cried out for 
there to be a not-for-profit organi-
zation that was able to do the 
kinds of work that the families 
need”. 

“ 
 I begged 
them to let 
me fly out 
immediately and 
interview, and they 
accommodated 
me.” 
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