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The Judicial Accountability Table (JAT) is a coalitional effort comprised of Philadelphia 

community organizations working to bring more fairness to our courts. We’ve written this 

questionnaire to be values-driven and focused on the issues most relevant to the people of 

Philadelphia, and we’ve made our questions compliant with the Code of the Commonwealth of 

Pennsylvania1. We ask that you use no more than 250 words to respond to each question.  

                                                
1 Specifically the following section of 207 Pa. Code § 4.1, Political and Campaign Activities of Magisterial District Judges and 
Judicial Candidates in General: 
The making of a pledge, promise, or commitment is not dependent upon, or limited to, the use of any specific words or phrases; 
instead, the totality of the statement must be examined to determine whether the candidate for judicial office has specifically 
undertaken to reach a particular result. Pledges, promises, or commitments must be contrasted with statements or 
announcements of personal views on legal, political, or other issues, which are not prohibited. When making such statements, a 
magisterial district judge should acknowledge the overarching judicial obligation to apply and uphold the law, without regard to 
his or her personal views. 
 
As well as the following section of 207 Pa. Code § 4.2, Political and Campaign Activities of Judicial Candidates in Public Elections: 
 
A judge who is a candidate for elective judicial office shall not make any statement that would reasonably be expected to affect 
the outcome or impair the fairness of a matter pending or impending in any court.  
 



 

Thank you for taking the time to complete our questionnaire, and we look forward to your 

response. The organizations of the JAT include: 

Reclaim Philadelphia 
Project SAFE 
Philadelphia DSA -- LILAC 
215 People's Alliance 
Philadelphia Community Bail Fund 
Youth Art and Self-Empowerment Project 
Amistad Law Project 
Coalition to Abolish Death By Incarceration (CADBI) 
The Center for Carceral Communities 
ICE out of Courts 
 
Questions 
 

1. What are your top three priorities as an elected judge? 

Access to Justice and the Civil Gideon movement.  Gideon v. Wainwright in the US 
Supreme Court established the right to an attorney if you cannot afford one in a criminal 
case.  There is no comparable right in civil cases.  This is even when fundamental human 
rights such as housing or parental rights are at issue.  Studies show having an attorney 
greatly impacts the result of a case (e.g., only 5% of tenants are evicted when 
represented by an attorney, compared with 78% when not represented).    
 
Judges are the guardians of justice.  In the absence of full Civil Gideon, judges must do 
more to balance the playing field.  The courts need to be more accessible to all people, 
regardless of whether or not they have an attorney.  Tackling this problem requires 
creativity, cooperation, and a willingness of judges to do the work to make this happen.  
I want to do that work.   
 
My entire career has been devoted to this cause.  As a legal services attorney for over 13 
years, I have never charged my clients for the work that I’ve done.  I have represented 
thousands of low income individuals facing the loss of their homes through foreclosure 
and dealing with other consumer problems.    
 
For my third priority, I see lots of small things that can be done quickly – allowing time in 
hearings for pro se individuals to explain their position and streamlining availability of 
language services in the courtroom (bilingual tip staff, prominently displayed 



multilingual signs, automatic ordering of interpreters when a party is previously 
identified as LEP).  Deeper systemic improvements take more time – such as improving 
the civil resource centers in each court and increasing the availability of fill-in-the-blank 
forms.   
   
 

2. Do you feel that implicit bias plays a role in our courts? If so, how do you think it should 

be addressed?  

Implicit bias is everywhere.  Unfortunately, by its nature, it is difficult to detect, and 
even more difficult to eliminate.  That certainly doesn’t mean we can ignore it.  It is the 
duty of the judge to conduct their courtroom in a manner that reduces all forms of bias.  
This can mean reigning in efforts of an overzealous attorney who is trying to manipulate 
the biases of the jury, or it can mean simply remember to “check yourself” in the judicial 
deliberation process.  Biases most often creep into the decision-making process when 
we try to go too quickly.  Pulling back and giving ourselves time to “sleep on it” can 
often provide new perspective and reduce the impact of implicit bias.   
 
I am also open to input that challenges our understanding of how we do things.  It can 
be useful to be forced to think critically about our own decisions from the past.  
Statistical analysis of sentencing patterns can often reveal implicit bias that we didn’t 
even realize was present.  Judges have to be open to this kind of information as a way to 
improve their performance.   
 
 

3. What is the role of bail in criminal proceedings? Do you believe the bail system in 

Philadelphia is fair? 

It is my personal opinion that bail should only be designed for the purpose of ensuring 
the appearance of the defendant at future hearings and trial.  Cash bail systems, even 
when set at small dollar amounts, have the unintended consequence of inappropriately 
leaving poor people in jail, often causing massive disruptions in their lives such as loss of 
jobs, housing, and custodial rights.   
 
 

  



4. What do you believe is the purpose of incarceration, both pre-trial and post-trial? 

I approach criminal justice from a utilitarian perspective.  I do not believe in retributive 
justice.  I believe society should use the criminal justice process to prevent future harm.  
Ideally, sentences should be crafted to guide an offender to prevent recidivism and 
future harm to others.  Incarceration rarely serves that purpose. 
 

5. One in three Philadelphians has a criminal record. In your opinion, how can judges 

support successful community re-entry?  

The recent clean slate initiatives passed in Pennsylvania go a long way to improving the 
options for those with old criminal records.  Judges still play an important role in that 
process to waive outstanding court costs or fees, or to grant discretionary 
expungements.   
 
Judges can also craft sentences that build better results from the start.  When criminal 
behavior is a symptom of addiction or mental health issues (including past emotional 
trauma), a judge should craft a sentence that builds support for these underlying needs, 
and creates a carrot and stick approach for the person who has been convicted. 
 
 

6. When, if ever, do you think it’s appropriate for a judge to reject an agreement between 

the District Attorney and the defense? 

It is always within a judge’s discretion to reject a plea bargain.  However, all parties in 
our current justice system rely upon plea bargains to create predictable, often mutually 
desirable, results.  A judge should not upset an agreement freely entered into by the 
parties unless it offends the conscience.  For instance, deals where the agreement is 
grossly disparate from the typical sentencing terms – either too low or too high.  The 
instance in California where a rapist received only six months probation comes to mind.  
I could also see a scenario where the sentence is too high for the situation.   
 
Other instances where judicial rejection of a plea would include where the defendant is 
not accepting responsibility for his actions.  There was a prominent example in the court 
where I began my career as a law clerk, the United States District Court for the Middle 
District of Pennsylvania.  There, the “kids for cash” scandal shocked the entire nation.  
State judges were accepting bribes to sentence juvenile offenders to long sentences in 
privately owned facilities.  Of course, the victims were often poor.  One of the former 
judges, now the defendant, had agreed to a plea deal.  He stood in court, pled guilty, 
walked out of the courtroom, and declared his innocence to the press.  The federal 
judge in that case rightly rejected the plea deal because the defendant was not abiding 
by the terms of the deal by not accepting responsibility for his actions.   



7. According to a study from Columbia University’s Justice Lab, about 44,000 adults in 

Philadelphia are on probation or parole, which is a much higher figure than many other 

large cities. Pennsylvania is also one of the leading states in long probation tails, 

sentencing many people to probation for ten years or more after a jail sentence. What 

do you see as the long term effects of this? 

The restrictive conditions of probation and parole which send many people to jail 
unnecessarily for technical violations has massive negative costs to both the individual 
and the community.  Disruption of a life through incarceration can put an individual into 
a downward spiral – it can threaten their jobs, their homes, and even their custodial 
rights with their children.   
 

 

8. When, if ever, is it appropriate to incarcerate someone for technical violations of 

probation when they haven’t committed a new crime? What factors would you consider 

here? 

If a person is earnestly trying to comply with the terms of probation, the court should 
not react harshly to a few minor slip-ups.  But if a person is routinely flaunting the 
court’s orders, that could raise concern.  A judge should always review allegations of 
parole or probation violations for merit, rather than blindly follow the recommendations 
of the parole office.   
 

9. Probation detainers make up over 50% of the city’s jail population, and individuals are 

often held without signed judicial warrants. What do you think of this? 

Due process is essential at all steps of our legal system.  A detainer system must be 
subject to judicial review.  
 
  

  



10. Philadelphia is at the center of the opioid crisis. In order to prevent more deaths, 

advocates have worked on harm reduction initiatives including needle exchange 

programs, Narcan distribution, and overdose prevention sites.  What can judges do to 

help expand and protect programs to combat the opioid crisis and continue to reduce 

harm?  

Judges can work creatively with social services to find solutions for the needs of the 
people in their courtrooms.  I recently attended a lecture by a judge in Montgomery 
County who is single-handedly addressing the opioid crises in her courtroom.  Her 
jurisdiction is part of the travel corridor used by people to go to Philadelphia to 
purchase opioids to feed their addiction.  When confronted with a spike in people 
suffering from addiction in her courtroom, she built new support systems.  She 
developed a network of detox and rehab facilities which she could immediately place 
people into, straight from her courtroom.  This gives the person asking for help the 
opportunity to immediately begin recovery.  While there are no cookie-cutter answers, 
judges must be willing to address the problems they see in their courtroom with 
creative solutions.   
 

11. According to the National Coalition for Child Protection Reform (NCCPR), Philadelphia 

now leads the country in removing children and placing them in foster care. What do 

you see as the long-term effects of this? What can judges do about this? 

Removal of a child from his or her family is a traumatic event.  Sometimes, this action is 
necessary and appropriate when the child is being victimized by ongoing abuse.  But too 
often removal is being used to address problems that could be better addressed 
through interventions while the child remains with his or her family.  We must always 
weigh the harm of removal against the harm of the abuse, and work to minimize 
 trauma and ongoing harm to the child.    
 
 

  



12. What is the “school-to-prison pipeline” and do you see it at work in Philadelphia? 

The school to prison pipeline describes a series of policies where school officials refer in-
school behavioral problems to the juvenile or criminal justice systems.   These practices 
have been fueled by “zero tolerance” polices for an array of infractions.  I disagree with 
these practices.  In short, we should not be criminalizing school disciplinary problems.   
 

13. According to EvictionLab.org, in 2016 Philadelphia led the country in eviction rates at 

3.84%, 1.14% higher than the national average. What do you see as the long-term 

effects of this? What can judges do about this? 

Low-income families who are evicted often end up in homeless shelters or in housing 
that is less affordable or less habitable than the housing they were forced to 
leave.  There are costs that we do not see – domestic violence victims who stay with 
their abusers because they have nowhere else to go, children who fall behind in school 
because they do not have a safe place to sleep, recovering addicts who relapse because 
they do not have a stable home base to support their recovery process.   

The consequences of eviction go far beyond displacement and loss of 
shelter.  Compared to a criminal record, it is nearly impossible to remove eviction filing 
off of your credit or tenancy record.  Judgments based on evictions lead to lost housing 
benefits and the inability to qualify for new rentals for the rest of one’s life, leading to 
dangerous cycles of poverty and instability.  A lack of affordable housing has been 
consistently identified as one of the leading causes of homelessness among families 
with children, and the legal system can be punitive toward people who cannot afford 
housing. 

The easiest thing judges can do is make sure that the eviction process is fair.  Uniformly 
applying the laws that already exist, including holding landlords accountable for 
habitability issues and other failures to comply with the law.  Judges can continue to 
work with legal services to build programs that give unrepresented parties access to 
advice and full attorney representation. 
 
 

  



14. Would you support the court instituting a uniform policy prohibiting court personnel 

from contacting ICE and discouraging ICE arrests on court property without judicially 

signed warrants? 

My platform focuses on making the courts more accessible.  Justice cannot work when 
people are fearful to attempt to appear in court.  Judges need to do everything within 
their power to make the courtroom a place where people can appear and be heard.  
 

15. What should the role of the judiciary be in ensuring equal access to justice for all city 

residents, regardless of immigration status? What steps would you personally take if 

elected? 

My entire career has been devoted to this cause.  As a legal services attorney for over 13 
years, I have never charged my clients for the work that I’ve done.  I became an attorney 
to be a voice for those who don’t have one.  I want to be a judge so all voices are heard.  
Judges are the guardians of justice.  In the absence of full Civil Gideon, judges must do 
more to balance the playing field.  The courts need to be more accessible to all people.   
 

I see lots of small things that can be done quickly – allowing time in hearings for pro se 
individuals to explain their position and streamlining availability of language services in 
the courtroom (bilingual tip staff, prominently displayed multilingual signs, automatic 
ordering of interpreters when a party is previously identified as LEP).  Deeper systemic 
improvements take more time – improving the civil resource centers in each court and 
increasing the availability of fill-in-the-blank forms.  I would love to work towards a “pro 
se school” that would be available to unrepresented parties.  I envision it as a series of 
mini-classes with information for each step of the court process.  These could be 
recorded and made available online.   
 

  



16. 86% of women who enter the Philadelphia courts have experienced some form of 

trauma, and this is especially true for Black women. How could you use mitigation in 

your sentencing as a way of reducing harm? What alternatives to incarceration would 

you consider for women who have experienced trauma?  

Judges can craft sentences that build better results from the start.  When criminal 
behavior is a symptom of addiction or mental health issues (including past emotional 
trauma), a judge should craft a sentence that builds support for these underlying needs, 
and creates a carrot and stick approach for the person who has been convicted. 

 
 

17. Current PA state law allows children under 18 to be prosecuted as adults in some cases, 

despite growing efforts locally and nationally to remove children from the adult system. 

Do you believe that children should ever be treated legally as adults? What do you think 

the long-term impacts are of incarcerating children in adult jails and prisons? 

As a judge, it would be my responsibility to apply the law and constitution.  Personally, I 
believe it is not appropriate to hold children criminally liable for their actions.  Our 
juvenile system is designed specifically for the purpose of reform rather than 
punishment.  We know that the human brain is not fully developed until at least the age 
of 25.  The prefrontal cortex, the part of our brain that controls impulse control, is the 
last part of our brain to develop.  When a person is facing long term sustained stress (for 
instance, from trauma or poverty), it can impair that development even further.  We 
need to teach our youth and give them support to learn how to be full members of our 
society.  We don’t achieve this by treating children like adults.   


