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

First, to create and maintain a safe, democratic space in which people can talk about the worst things that have 
happened to them and force the government to account for the actual realities of their lives. Second, to contribute to a 
broader legal culture that centers the experiences of the most vulnerable people who interact with the system rather 
than being centered around the repeat players like lawyers, etc. Third, to cultivate objective systems and measures of 
accountability for my work as a judge on systemic problems like bias, fatigue and secondary trauma. 

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

The persistence of bias in our courts has been proven again and again by rigorous social science. There can be no 
debate. Living as a transgender man, I have experienced first-hand implicit and explicit biases. I'm running for judge 
to represent everyone who has been marginalized or disenfranchised by the system. I don’t think I have a silver bullet 
but I have been reading and learning as much as possible on decision theory and racial bias in the courts. I think it is 
vital to have an active, affirmative plan, from one’s first day on the bench in order to combat bias. Even very good, 
well-meaning people, grew up in the same toxic, racist, bigoted atmosphere that we all did. It’s important to me, that I 
see people of color in Philadelphia thriving and living in their excellence. Otherwise, if all I’m seeing is what’s 
happening in the criminal courts, I will start to believe that what I see is all there is, even if I know that’s not true. 
Fortunately, Philadelphia offers many opportunities to see Philadelphians of color making the city better and showing 
the best of themselves. Over time, as I accrue credibility on the bench, I want to push the First Judicial District toward 
more proactive measures to combat bias, something beyond a feel-good training, something sustainable with 
objective goals and measures.  

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

The ostensible purpose of bail is to secure future court appearances and to protect the public. The ACLU has filed a 
lengthy and detailed complaint that goes to the heart of the question of whether the bail system in Philadelphia is fair. 
I am also familiar with the social science on disparate bail outcomes and racist application of bail guidelines. Beyond 
this, all I feel that I can tell you because of the pending litigation is that I’m very aware of the issue. 

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

Pre-trial incarceration is supposed to be about securing court appearances and protecting the public. Post-trial 
incarceration is supposed to be about the needs of the community for safety and the needs of the individual for 
rehabilitation. In fact, rehabilitation is difficult to accomplish without connection to other human beings, especially 
given the current trend toward incarcerating people far from their homes and families. I have grave concerns about 
incarceration’s impact on people struggling with mental illness and addiction. They need to be connected to networks 
of support, care, and love, not disconnected at their most vulnerable moment.  

 

5. One in three Philadelphians has a criminal record. In your opinion, how can judges support successful 
community re-entry? 

I have extensive experience with expungements and I have seen the harsh impact that even an arrest record without 
convictions can have. One of the simplest things that judges can do to support re-entry, is to be flexible about court 
appearances and hot urines. They should prioritize employment, and other forms of community engagement and not 
allow technical or minor violations to sever those ties. It is much more important to someone’s long term healing to 
stay in a decent job or to keep a decent apartment than it is to never to use marijuana. Many people who are working 



low paying or under-the-table jobs have no control and little warning as to their work schedule. When judges are 
unaware of this they can sometimes take a failure to appear as a personal slight when in fact a vulnerable worker has 
found out at the last minute about a schedule change at work. People in re-entry or otherwise under the court’s 
supervision should not have to choose between angering an irrational boss and angering an irrational judge.  

 

6. When, if ever, do you think it’s appropriate for a judge to reject an agreement between the District Attorney 
and the defense? 

First, if the sentence is illegal it cannot be imposed. Second, although I think this discretion should in most judicial 
lifetimes be exercised rarely, I do think it is vital that the judiciary act as an independent branch of government, 
separate from the District Attorney, which is part of the executive branch. The philosophies of recently elected District 
Attorneys have varied widely. That pattern may recur in the future. Judicial independence is always important. 
However, where the sentence is legal it would be rare for me to reject an agreement between the parties. To answer 
this context outside of a specific case is very difficult. What’s important is that, regardless of whether the District 
Attorney is one who tends toward mitigation or one who tends toward tough-on-crime rhetoric, the judiciary remain 
independent and focused on the individual whose life is the subject of the case rather than prioritizing an agenda from 
the executive branch of government from which judiciary must remain independent.  

 

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 long term effects among others are a gradual erosion of human dignity as people who have been contributing to 
their community for years continue to be poked and prodded and made to provide bodily fluids they have greatly 
diminished rights of privacy and they must live in fear constantly that some minor incident will turn into a violation of 
their probation or parole. This constant atmosphere of fear and dignitary harm is toxic, both to rehabilitation and to 
human thriving.  

 

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? 

I do not feel able to talk about what I would do as a judge even in hypothetical cases with this level of specificity. I 
would consider every factor that the statute requires and I would consider what factors I know to lead to reintegration 
and reconnection. Most of all, I would consider what the individual themself said about both the nature of the violation 
and the effect of any court intervention based on that violation to that person’s life.  

 

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? 



These levels of incarceration make me uncomfortable, but this looks like a question about active cases and I really 
shouldn’t comment on active cases. I support policies that treat putting people in cages as an absolute last resort. For 
me, a judge-only bench warrant is a powerful tool to be used only when absolutely necessary.  

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? 

First, judges can ensure that every courtroom has Narcan. Here’s why: many individuals use substances during 
stressful times and trials, sentencings and turn-in dates are very stressful. Some people will use the remainder of 
their “stash” prior to turning themselves in for a period of incarceration. This higher-than-usual consumption puts them 
at greater risk. An analogy can be made to problems in New York where condoms were used as evidence of sex 
work, a policy that is antithetical to public health. Judges should consider evidentiary policies about Narcan and 
harm-reduction. I also wish that, rather than focusing on the “opioid crisis” (like we did with the “crack epidemic” in the 
80s), we instead focus on an epidemic of hopeless and disconnectedness. The substance is almost incidental. The 
social phenomenon has much more to do with the fact that, in my 42 years of life, wages in America have been 
stagnant or decreasing. Harvey Milk was right when he said that people need hope. The fact that a significant portion 
of our community wants to anesthetize itself should give us grave concerns about many social issues beyond the 
availability of that anesthetic.  

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 longterm effects of 
this? What can judges do about this? 

First, I acknowledge that I have little experience in family court. It is hard to generalize about foster care without 
looking at individual cases and a lot of social science. As an out transgender person, I hope that kids like me who are 
at extremely high risk of homelessness have better options than cookie cutter foster care and shelter placements. I 
am unlikely to be placed in family court but if that happens, I will spend a lot of time researching these issues. I myself 
have experienced total parental rejection and, for a brief time, homelessness. Boys like me have an attempted 
suicide rate above half. Many are harmed in their homes. I don’t know how to solve that problem but I do know that 
they deserve hope that they will be loved and find a community that appreciates them.  

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

The “school-to-prison pipeline” is one manifestation of what I call cage culture. Cage culture is the idea that we can 
solve complex social problems by putting people in cages. For decades, it has been a failure as a mental health 
system and a failure as a public safety system. It is a grim new reality as an immigration system. Public schools look 
more like prisons now than they have at any point in the past. A problem that, twenty years ago, would have been 
dealt with by a teacher or maybe a guidance counselor or assistant principal now falls to the police. The results are 
as predictable as they are heartbreaking. Philadelphia is far from immune to this trend.  

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 longterm effects of this? What can judges do about this? 

After my father lost his union job and was blacklisted from government employment, I went to five elementary schools 
in six years. This kind of instability keeps kids from learning and from developing long-term friendships. It can even 
keep them from learning how to make friends in the first place. The long term social effects of instability like this are 
extremely harsh. These kids are at high risk for many health problems including serious mental health difficulties. 



Judges must, within the constraints of the law, do everything they can to center the experiences of the vulnerable 
parties before them and to act in the best interest of those parties.  

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? 

I cannot say I would support a policy unless I have read the actual policy (that’s just the lawyer in me). I am disturbed 
that any court personnel would, without consulting the judge with whom they are working, contact a separate law 
enforcement agency about an active matter. I believe such conduct violates current court protocols.  

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? 

The judiciary is the smallest branch of government but it and its members have an absolute duty to ensure equal 
access to justice, regardless of immigration status. There are steps I would like to take but most require building 
consensus with other judges. One technique I would want to explore is the use of technology to secure testimony 
from people who don’t feel that they may safely come to the courthouse and testify live.  

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? 

This is a hard question to answer in the abstract but it is a very important question. As someone who was treated the 
way women are treated for 35 years, I am very aware of the kind of trauma women carry. I am a survivor of sexual 
assault and have been sexually harassed in the workplace in multiple jobs. Mitigation is there to help take into 
account the way that trauma begets trauma and to give us some room to start to break that chain. I can’t speak to 
alternatives in the abstract but I am very interested in coming up with better solutions for problems than putting 
human beings in cages.  

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? 

The use of the word “ever” makes it hard for me to answer this question because we, as potential judges, should stay 
away from taking all-or-nothing positions on these important issues. In general, I am strongly motivated by the wealth 
of social science that says that brain development is not finished by the age of 18. It seems cruel in a Constitutional 
sense to fail to acknowledge that science when dealing with children in the criminal justice system. Certainly, I 
strongly oppose a blanket policy of incarcerating children with adults because of the extreme risk of physical and 
sexual assault and this is yet another instance of using a cage to try to solve a complex problem. I myself acted out a 
lot during my teen years. For various reasons including the fact of my being white, I haven’t been made to wear a 
permanent badge of shame and exclusion because of things that I did in high school. In fact, I am applauded for 
overcoming adversity but it could just have easily have gone differently for me. To try the person I was then as an 
adult would’ve been ridiculous. We also know that many children of color have levels of PTSD rivaling those found in 
Baghdad. PTSD bombards the brain with stress hormones inhibiting its development. Rehabilitative goals for such 
children should focus on healing not punishment for its own sake and not neutralizing members of our community.  

 


