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I, THERESA D. BRUNSON, ESQUIRE, certify that the information provided on this questionnaire is 

accurate and the opinions stated here accurately reflect my own positions.  

 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Please complete, sign and return this via email in both Word Doc and PDF format to 

phillyjat@gmail.com on or before March 18, 2019 

 

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.  
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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? 

My top three priorities as an elected judge will be: 

• To treat everyone who appears before me with dignity and respect; 

• To carry out my duties in a manner that will increase and maintain the public 
confidence in the judiciary, which I believe, is at an all-time low in our country and 
Philadelphia in particular; 

• To maintain a connection to the community at large and not become a cloistered 
individual who has no contact with everyday people, places and situations. 
 

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

addressed?  

In my personal view, implicit bias plays a huge role in our courts from the moment a person 

seeks to participate in the legal system as a litigant or hauled into court as a criminal 

defendant. I have experienced and observed this implicit bias from court staff, city employed 

attorneys, private attorneys, judges and judicial staff. Overall, I believe this implicit bias 

should be addressed directly. For court employees, I believe that pre-employment screening 



and questionnaires designed to identify individuals with internal bias and prejudice. Upon 

hiring there should be regular employee trainings seeking to eradicate implicit bias and to 

create and maintain professionalism amongst employees who work with the public.  Lastly, 

there should be a hotline where individuals can report instances of implicit bias without fear 

of retribution.   

 

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

Philadelphia is fair? 

  It is my understanding that the main purpose of bail in criminal proceedings is to 

ensure that an individual who has been arrested, appears in court for subsequent proceedings. 

Another purpose of bail is to protect the public from an individual who is viewed as dangerous.  

  In my personal view, the bail system in Philadelphia is not always fair. The 

overarching issue in setting bail is not ensuring an individual’s appearance in court. In my 

experience, the Bail Commissioner sets bail based upon their perception regarding the seriousness 

of the charges and the accompanying police allegations. As an assistant district attorney serving in 

the charging unit, I watched defendants being arraigned and having bail hearings via  CCTV (close 

circuit television). At times, they had no attorney available if they had not been assigned a Public 

Defender by Pre-trial services.  In these instances, an ADA assigned to the charging unit would step 

in to represent the Commonwealth and basically parrot  the police version of events and argue 

the severity of the charges and danger to the community. A defendant’s ability to pay the required 

bail was never brought up and if it  was they were told to contact family members from the jail to 

determine if they could pool their resources. 



 

 

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

 I believe the purpose of pre-trial incarceration is to ensure that a person, who has a 

determined history of failing to appear in court, appears in court to answer the charges for the most 

recent arrest. Additionally, pre-trial incarceration is appropriate where there is an allegation of 

certain violent acts, and an injury has resulted.  Pre-trial incarceration may be appropriate to ensure 

the safety of the community. Additionally, pre-trial incarceration may also be appropriate where 

there is an allegation and probable cause that a witness is being intimidated to keep him/her from 

testifying in court. 

 In my viewpoint the purpose of post-trial incarceration is for the state to punish an 

individual upon his/her conviction or guilty plea to a violation of Title 18. There could be an 

argument that the purpose of post-trial incarceration is to afford a crime victim a measure of 

satisfaction or retribution. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



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

support successful community re-entry?  

Judges can support successful community re-entry by understanding that an individual who 

completes a term of incarceration will usually have an extremely difficult time integrating 

themselves back into the community without strong support in obtaining housing, 

education, employment and health care. A Judge should gain education regarding the 

numerous programs in Philadelphia that specialize in assisting returning citizens in many 

aspects of life. The Judge can use this information by requiring the Probation Department to 

immediately refer the individual to these services upon release from incarceration. Also, a 

Judge could confer with the President Judge and urge her to request that City Council and 

the State Legislature include and increase funding for services for returning citizens in the 

City and State budgets. Insuring that returning citizens have structures in place to help them 

move forward in life, will decrease recidivism and help stabilize the communities that the 

citizens return to. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



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

between the District Attorney and the defense? 

 In my personal view, it is appropriate for a judge to reject an agreement between the 

 District Attorney and the defense where the judge knowns that the agreement includes a 

 sentence that is not within the recommended guidelines and neither side has provided a 

 good reason for mitigation or a sentence that is higher than the guidelines call for.  

 

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? 

 In my personal viewpoint, the long-term effect  is that individuals are set up to fail when 

an individual can be hauled into court for a ‘technical’ probation violation several years into their 

probationary term, then subsequently sentenced to a term in jail or given a completely new 

(lengthy) term of probation. Over time, this becomes overwhelming to the adult probation 

department where a probation officer supervises individuals who are new to probation, as well as 

those who have been on probation for a decade. In my personal viewpoint these policies frustrate 

individuals in their attempts to move forward in life, raise a family, obtain a job and even move 

out of the city seeking better opportunities. These policies are also expensive and cause limited 

probation department resources to be spent handling technical violations on aged, long-term 

probation cases, as opposed to adequately supervising new cases and helping to prevent 



individuals from engaging activities that will lead to direct violations, i.e. rectivism. 

 

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? 

It is my personal view that it is never appropriate to incarcerate an individual for 

enumerated technical violations of probation where there has been no arrest for a new 

crime. Common technical violations include, failing a required drug screen, missing a call in 

or a scheduled visit with the Probation Officer, having unstable living conditions or lack of 

employment. These are issues that would signal to me that the probation department 

should be doing more to refer the individual for drug treatment, or a re-entry program which 

could address any other issues which lead to filing the technical violation with the court, 

triggering a probation violation hearing. Instead of considering incarceration, I would focus 

on the specific issues hindering the individual toward successful completion of the 

requirements of the probation and work towards solutions to the issue(s) so that he/she 

may complete the term and move forward in 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? 

 In my personal view the City’s policy of allowing Probation Officers to ‘drop’ Probation 

 detainers on individuals without signed judicial warrants is bad policy and a complete  

 violation of the person’s 4th Amendment right to be free from unreasonable (search and )



 seizure.   

 

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?  

The programs referred to were created with one goal in mind, to save the lives of individuals 

who are suffering from the disease of drug addiction, a condition which the U.S. Supreme 

Court has held must not be criminalized. In my personal view, Judges can help expand and 

protect these programs by deciding that these programs save lives and urging their President 

Judge to advocate for initial and continued funding for these programs and sites when the 

President Judge appears before the City and the State legislature during their respective 

budget hearings. Hearing this information from the Court may urge legislators to realize that 

although a Judge could not order any individual into these programs, their existence may 

result in a person troubled with the affliction to seek drug treatment. 

 

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? 

 As an attorney who has represented parents in dependency matters and having also 

 worked as a law clerk for a Common Pleas Judge sitting in dependency court, I have a 

 unique viewpoint regarding this issue. I have seen children stripped of  their parents due to 



parental mental instability, lack of stable housing  and overall being caught up in a cycle of poverty. 

Most of the matters that I participated in involved people of color, creating a reality that many of 

these children “age-out” of the foster care system and are left to their own devices to learn how to 

move forward in the world as an adult without the assistance of the bureaucracy that raised them. 

These young people face instability from growing up in the foster care  system and the long-term 

effects range from situational mental health issues, behavioral health issues, and economic 

challenges.  

Judges need to exercise extreme care when determining whether to terminate parental rights and 

leave children to languish in the foster care system. Understanding that the child dependency laws 

provide parents with specific amounts of time to correct their issue(s), I believe Judges should 

advocate for a conservative lengthening of  the time period  if they believe the statutory time period 

is insufficient.  

 

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

 In my personal view the school to prison pipeline is based upon the idea that schools have 

enacted harsh discipline policies and an increased school police presence, which have been utilized 

in higher percentages against students of color, resulting in the overuse of suspensions, expulsions 

and actual arrests.  These punitive measures have had the effect of turning children “off” to school 

and since there is no attempt to address the child’s issue, they may stop attending school altogether 

which may lead to truancy proceedings and juvenile placement. All of this is viewed as a pipeline 

that funnels children of color into the adult penal system.  

 In my personal view and experience, the school to prison pipeline is at work in 



 Philadelphia. As an Assistant District Attorney serving in the Juvenile Court, I encountered 

 many cases which resulted from the Philadelphia School system’s ‘zero-tolerance’ policies 

 that criminalized, fist fights, bullied children acting in self-defense, and children 

 accidentally leaving small blunt scissors in their bookbags. These instances resulted in 

 juvenile matters which were eventually heard and determined by a judge, most of which 

 resulted in a delinquent adjudication. 

  Most recently, I observed the struggles of a young cousin who was suspended from 

 three  separate junior high schools during one school year as a result of relatively minor 

 incidents that used to be dealt with via in school detentions and extra gym classes.  

 

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? 

  In my personal viewpoint, Philadelphia’s increasing eviction rate leads to housing 

 instability for some of our most vulnerable citizens which may ultimately lead to 

 homelessness for women, children and entire families. Additionally, there is a lack of 

 available space in city homeless shelters for individuals and women/men with children,  and 

 a massive waiting list for housing choice vouchers.  

  Judges can ease the difficulties caused by evictions by carefully considering the facts 

 of the  case before evicting tenants. Judges should insist that all proceedings be placed on 

 the record, especially agreements reached between attorneys representing landlords and 

 unrepresented tenants. This practice results in abuses that the Judge presiding over the 



 matter has no knowledge of.  Unfortunately, in Landlord/Tenant court, Landlord attorneys 

 negotiate with unrepresented tenants who are so desperate to maintain their housing, 

 they enter into contracts of adhesion with all benefits flowing to the landlord and at times 

 the landlord’s attorney, to whom they agree to pay attorney’s fees for. 

 

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? 

 If no policy regarding this issue currently exists, I would support an initiative by 

Philadelphia Judges to create a uniform policy of prohibiting court personnel from 

contacting ICE to facilitate arrests on federal matters in a state courtroom. I believe this 

action should be coordinated with federal and state officials and not acted upon by court 

personnel in Philadelphia. 

 

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 should play a leading role in ensuring equal justice to all citizens 

without regard to immigration status. If elected I would seek audience with the President 

Judge of the court where I am seated, to discuss requiring court personnel to redact all 

immigration status information from any pre-trial documents included in the court 

records. Immigration status should not be relevant until and unless someone is being 



sentenced upon conviction. 

 

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?  

A judge may consider mitigating factors in determining a fair and just sentenced for an 

individual convicted of a crime. The level of trauma a person has endured during their life 

can be considered during sentencing should a judge feel it is appropriate to do so. 

Women who have been subject to trauma may need to undergo mental health 

assessments to help the Judge determine the type of sentence that is best for them and 

the location where the sentence should be served. I believe each situation would be 

provided the proper consideration of all facts and factors involved, including any formal 

diagnosis the defendant is found to have. A community-based sentence with required 

mental health treatment could be appropriate in certain instances involving trauma-

informed individuals convicted of a crime. 

16.    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? 

  I personally believe that United State Supreme Court jurisprudence established that 

 it is cruel and unusual punishment for a juvenile to be sentenced to life in prison without 



 the possibility of parole for any crime including homicide. I do not believe that children 

 should be treated as adults when accused of and charged with certain enumerated crimes 

 for the same reasons announced by our Supreme Court.  

  I personally believe that the long-term impact of incarcerating children in adult 

 prisons impacts the United States standing as a country governed by the rule of law and a 

 Constitution which bars cruel and unusual punishment. The incarceration of children in 

 adult prisons obviously has a negative impact on the child defendant who is housed in such 

 a facility with adult individuals who are not there to guide them into adulthood, but 

 instead to possibly teach them to become more adept at criminal behavior.  




