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Remember those in prison as if you were together with them in prison, and those who are mistreated as if you yourselves were suffering.


HEBREWS 13:3, THE BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION















FOREWORD



Senator Cory Booker


The problems of our broken justice system are systemic, but its consequences—lives extinguished, families severed, futures stolen—are seen in individual lives and individual trauma. It is that focus on people that Judge Victoria Pratt brought to work every day in the courthouse. Before she arrived, many Newark residents had approached the courthouse with dread, referring to it as “The Green Monster.”


The Green Monster. A place that eats people up: processing and punishing them—for one person, a fine they’ll never be able to pay; for another, a stay in jail that will only exacerbate the problems that keep bringing them into the courthouse. There was little thought of hearing people’s stories, let alone of offering a helping hand. That was just the way it was done.


But Victoria Pratt was determined to not be a typical part of the system. When, as mayor of Newark, I appointed her to the bench in 2009, I pointed out that this wasn’t a role the founders had ever envisioned for a Latina, African American woman.


Judge Pratt was the daughter of an African American father and a mother who had emigrated from the Dominican Republic. As you’ll read, there is plenty of research showing that Judge Pratt’s approach from the bench works, but I’m willing to bet she learned as much about transforming the justice system at the Curly Comb, her mother’s downtown beauty salon, as she did at Rutgers Law School.


Judge Pratt believes in meeting people where they’re at. Newarkers are a proud and resilient people. Historically, the courts and government have failed to serve them in the manner they deserve. As mayor, I was determined to change that. For Judge Pratt, changing that culture meant treating everyone who came before her with respect. We all have an inherent dignity that can be convenient for the justice system to ignore. Her work meant trying to understand the whole person; no one is the worst thing they ever did, or is defined by their trauma, substance use, or poverty. It meant thinking of the justice system as a community-building, not community-corroding, institution. As Judge Pratt writes, how many opportunities to do good have we missed as a country because of our obsession with punishment?


A lot of this comes down to trust: Do we trust our justice system to be fair? Do we trust it to leaven consequences with mercy? Do we even trust it to keep us safe? As we saw in the great wave of protest against racist police violence that swept this country in 2020, the answer for more and more people is “no.”


For many, it’s been “no” for a very long time. When I took over as mayor of Newark in 2006, crime was at an apex, and trust in the institution of justice was at another low ebb. The dilapidated municipal courthouse was a symbol of that—piles of boxes with folders of individual cases overflowed into the hallways. Sitting in a courtroom watching people get arraigned one after the other, it could feel more like a factory. Head across the street for a cup of coffee, and you might hear people angrily dismissing the court as “only interested in taking our money.”


The outcomes such an institution generates are the opposite of what people say they want. Untold sums of money are poured into a system that is very far from just and often only makes communities less safe. It imprisons the poor, the mentally ill, people with substance use disorders, survivors of trauma and sexual abuse, and above all Black and Brown people. It’s a system that wastes what is every community’s greatest natural resource: its people.


Attempting to fix this in Newark was not the work of a moment. Appointing Judge Pratt—someone who knew and felt accountable to the community she served—was part of that effort. Another milestone was the creation of Newark Community Solutions, New Jersey’s first community court, and asking Judge Pratt to occupy its bench.


Created with the Center for Court Innovation—which had already pioneered similar successful courts in Manhattan and Brooklyn—Newark Community Solutions grew from a simple idea: what if, rather than seeing an opportunity for punishment, we saw someone’s ending up in the criminal justice system as an opportunity to get that person help so they wouldn’t end up in the same place again?


You will read the stories in this book: the father who needs help with his addiction so he can reconnect with his son; the homeless veteran who needs treatment and gets assistance from Veterans Affairs through the court; the young man struggling with mental illness who is finally connected to a therapy and treatment program and gets his life on track.


Social workers, counselors, and community-based services make up the heart of Newark Community Solutions. Redirecting money from the justice system into alternative forms of community and social support was one of the central rallying calls of the 2020 protests. With its focus on treatment over jail, the community court movement—while remaining squarely part of the traditional system—arguably laid some of the groundwork for what blossomed into a more radical demand for alternatives.


Judge Pratt was one of the people who willed Newark Community Solutions into existence.


When she took over in “Part Two” Criminal Court, her new courtroom, nothing was in place—there were no community services, and court staff were hardly on board with the idea of adopting a new approach. Now, more than a decade since its founding, Newark Community Solutions has thrived, inside and outside the courtroom, building a deep presence in some of the city’s most marginalized neighborhoods.


With community building as its North Star, the model has shown itself to be both adaptive and resilient. Newark Community Solutions is no longer only about working to solve problems once someone has shown up in court; at that point, many of the harms of system involvement, for both the individual and their community, have already begun. It’s become a platform for community capacity building and collaboration—one that works on new responses to violence, for example, and new ways to help young people avoid the juvenile justice system.


When Judge Pratt was sworn in, I said, “She is a leader who could do anything.” We’re fortunate that she has chosen to dedicate herself to this work. As a daughter of Newark, she grants everyone’s story significance.


The pandemic’s corrosive path through this country has laid bare how unequal we still are as Americans, how much we are all connected, and what we owe to each other. To me, that’s the message at the core of this book. If we heed it, it could transform more than our justice system.















INTRODUCTION



I have been called the judge of second chances. The truth is most of the people who appeared in my court never got a first chance. Many were lost on the wrong path long before they entered my courtroom. It was my goal to reverse the trajectory of those who appeared before me.


My mission and commitment to reform the criminal justice system has gained national and international acclaim. I’ve seen the ways the system traditionally operates, and too often it demeans and denigrates participants. Therefore, it engenders neither respect for nor compliance with the law. In contrast, my approach was human centered and respectful, ensuring that everyone maintained their dignity. During my tenure as the chief judge in Newark Municipal Court in Newark, New Jersey, I spent years gaining a deep understanding of how to deliver justice to court participants in a manner that redirected their behavior and increased their trust in the legal system.


While presiding over Newark Community Solutions, Newark’s community court program, I used innovative problem-solving and procedural justice—a proven, evidence-based approach that increases the public’s trust in the justice system. By providing alternative sentences to low-level offenders—including community service, counseling sessions, and my signature assignment of reflective essays—I was able to provide punishment with assistance. This respectful approach ensures that people are treated with dignity, and it has had a transformational impact on court participants, the community, and court practitioners.


In 2017, my TED Talk about my approach to justice, called “How Judges Can Show Respect,” went viral globally. It has been translated into sixteen languages, and across social platforms it has reached over thirty-six million views. Thrive Global has featured it as one of the Top 15 Most Viral Motivational Talks on Facebook. I’ve brought my insights to the US Department of Justice and to jurisdictions across the nation. Internationally, I’ve traveled as far as Dubai, Ukraine, England, Scotland, Trinidad and Tobago, the Dominican Republic, and Mexico, facilitating workshops and presentations for judges, attorneys, and government officials.


Donning a black robe, I served in a courtroom usually crammed wall to wall with Black and Brown bodies. I watched the police lead the predominately Black prisoners, chained to one another, out of the cellblock and into the courtroom—dragging their feet as they attempted to walk in unison with handcuffs, accompanied by the deafening clanking sounds of the chains that bound them together. It was reminiscent of the captive Africans being led to the slave ships that ripped away their humanity and forced them to embark on the grim and murderous journey of the transatlantic slave trade. It’s now the twenty-first century in the United States, and tragically the African captives’ descendants’ condition has not much changed.


Looking at the emaciated faces, the dirt-stained clothes, I tried to imagine what they would have achieved had their lives not been derailed—lives disrupted and ravaged by a long battle with addiction, years of trauma caused by sexual molestation, or war-related posttraumatic stress disorder, to name just a few of the life destroyers I’ve encountered in the justice system. Instead of adopting the traditional approach to justice that dehumanizes people, reducing them to mere labels as offenders or victims, I decided to make the courtroom a place that could both punish and heal. The traditional approach of severely punishing people for minor acts did not work and did little to improve outcomes—it only drove people deeper into the justice system. Not to mention, we were also choosing to punish them for their station in life. Dispensing justice in that manner felt unfair. In fact, the maxim that common sense is not that common plays out every day in our long-standing approach to justice.


Normally, minor contacts with the justice system result in major life disruptions and detours for low-level offenders. They would appear before me after being arrested on offenses such as loitering, shoplifting, trespassing, drug possession, and prostitution, to name a few of the charges. These charges soon became plea deals with exorbitant fines, fees, and penalties.


Witnessing this cookie-cutter approach to justice, I quickly realized it was ineffective and lacked humanity. But what if we meted out justice in a manner that made the courthouse a place of transformation?


When I was appointed as a judge of the Newark Municipal Court by then Mayor Cory Booker back in 2009, it wasn’t considered a plum assignment. And when I was transferred to the Criminal Court Part Two, there were only two reactions: my colleagues either gave me their condolences or laughed heartily. As is true in many city courts, the churn of low-level cases into our courthouse felt relentless. In my early days on the job, I knew the work wasn’t making a difference. Many of the defendants who appeared before me quickly became familiar faces. These were not hardened criminals. These were people serving life sentences, thirty, sixty, or ninety days at a time. I realized pretty quickly that the standard options available to judges, fines or jail, wouldn’t help them with their problems.


I noticed something else from my vantage point on the bench. Many of the defendants didn’t understand what was happening to them, and they didn’t respect the court process. To be fair, they had little guidance on either count. They were dealing with an antiquated structure that appeared to be designed to keep them in the dark and cycling through the system. No one took the time to tell them how it worked or what was expected. When we spoke to defendants at all, we quite literally looked down on them—think of how the judge’s bench is elevated above everyone in the courtroom.


How the system currently works is terrible for everyone—victims, police, defendants, judges—and for justice. A judge’s job doesn’t end with issuing a ruling. If the authority is experienced by the defendant as unfair coercion, it shouldn’t be surprising when that ruling isn’t obeyed. Distrust of the justice system then radiates from a defendant—to his family, his neighbors, colleagues, and eventually to entire communities.


This takes us into the heart of a lot of heated conversations and demonstrations occurring today. Discussions are happening throughout the country about our criminal justice system’s incarceration rates and the unfair treatment of Black and Brown people and other vulnerable communities. I don’t pretend to have the answers to all these problems, but I can tell you about what made a difference in my courtroom. It was the use of procedural justice—a simple approach to transforming our court system using the power of dignity and respect. It was ensuring that I saw people and their humanity, listened deeply to people, and understood the impact of poverty on the community and on its members’ entry into the criminal justice system.


Detractors of my in-depth, respectful approach will attempt to shift our focus to how low-level defendants’ acts of self-medicating violates our laws. They’ll try to distract us from the glaring moral issue before us: Our criminal justice system is a wreck, and we must address and correct the larger problems that thrust people into it. Yes, we professionals in the justice system regularly witness others’ human failings—however, our most significant impediment to tackling these issues is our refusal to confront our own failings.


I’ve often been asked how I became a crusader for justice. Truthfully, many small and connected lessons helped create my ideology and passion for justice.


Growing up, I watched white people take advantage of my working-class parents, and I felt embarrassed when I saw them forced to be deferential while they were being belittled. My parents, descendants of the transatlantic slave trade, landed in the Caribbean and North America, inheriting the painful legacy of opression. I realized that I had to fight for them and others like them who were targeted because of their race, poverty, accents, immigrant status, or other perceived disadvantages. As a young adult, I tried to find ways I could take on an advocacy role professionally. Before entering my senior year of college, I joined Literacy Volunteers of America. The training sessions were held at Rutgers Law School in Newark. As I walked through the building, I thought about the law graduates whose portraits were displayed in framed photographs in the hallways. Why couldn’t I attend and graduate from law school? The only thing that was stopping me was fear. Hadn’t every injustice I saw in my community already convinced me that I had to do more?


Later in my legal career, I served as Counsel to the Council President in Newark. In that role I met with constituents about the full range of their concerns. The most common issues often centered on unemployment, underemployment, high crime rates in their neighborhoods, lack of health insurance, a scarcity of affordable housing, and impending foreclosure. During this time, Cory Booker became mayor in a landslide electoral victory, ushering in a new era of progressive thinking in Newark. As I sat in on the hearings for new judges nominated by Mayor Booker, I thought, The municipal court, the entry point to the courts. What an amazing opportunity to make an impact.


This notion began my journey to becoming a judge. After some lobbying of council members, the corporation counsel, and the chief of staff, Mayor Booker decided to steal me away from the legislative branch and appoint me as the first judge of Dominican descent to the Newark Municipal Court. Councilman Ras Baraka, who later became mayor, would subsequently appoint me to serve as the court’s chief judge.


This journey ultimately landed me at the Newark Municipal Courthouse at 31 Green Street. Residents had given the building the unaffectionate nickname “The Green Monster.” Imagine that. The people who relied on this institution to dispense justice, fairness, equity, and restoration believed it to be a frightening, threatening creature with cruel intentions, recklessly inflicting great harm on those it captured.


But residents were right not to trust us. The Green Monster feasted on thousands of victims every year. People were arrested for minor infractions, charged, released, and rearrested for failure to appear and failure to pay. Situated above the city jail, the courthouse churned through its prey in a never-ending, revolving cycle of injustice. The city jail had also been ordered condemned years earlier due to its conditions, and numerous suicides occurred there while people were in police custody. During President Barack Obama’s administration, the Newark Police Department was the subject of a US Department of Justice consent decree, which forced the department to correct its practices and protect its citizens’ rights. A DOJ investigation found what Black residents already knew: that Black people in Newark made up 85 percent of unconstitutional pedestrian stops, even though they made up only 54 percent of the city’s population. Black residents were more frequently stopped, frisked, and searched than their white and Latino counterparts. I became a judge in a climate where the public’s trust in the judicial system was nonexistent.1


The distrust was well placed. We weren’t delivering justice. Judges were reduced to ineffective bill collectors, imposing fines we knew would never get paid. The most vulnerable in the community routinely received quality-of-life tickets for having the audacity to exist when they could not afford housing. We were voyeurs observing the worst parts of their lives, and we punished them for their hardships. It was as if the Green Monster were lying in wait for people to make a mistake. As people went about their day, it seemed that justice system officials could leap out in a “gotcha” moment and swallow them whole.


How we currently deliver justice undermines confidence in our justice system and discourages the public from participating in or respecting the process—a process that is intended to hold up the existing order in society, when that social order crushes millions who have no path out of poverty. The justice system maintains the existing social, economic, and racial stratification in this country. When the people believe they are being subjected to a kangaroo court (a sham legal performance with no regard for justice or fairness), confusion, disillusionment, and antagonism reign, providing fertile soil for distrust to grow. This distrust is so prevalent in people of color that they won’t seek available justice system resources for help. African Americans and Latinos are less likely than whites to call police to report disturbances or crime, even when there is a need for medical emergency services.2


We punish people for not respecting the legal process, but we fail to look at the underlying causes for that lack of respect. We fail to consider how our decisions and actions perpetuate and worsen existing inequality. We don’t consider the long-lasting, far-reaching effects of unfairness in our institutions. A ruling for one person will have an immediate effect on their family and friends. Yet we rarely see or acknowledge the resulting damage those decisions have on people and their communities. For example, a marijuana conviction will prevent a father from obtaining gainful employment or volunteering at his child’s school. Asking a person to return to court repeatedly to show proof of payment of fines may lead to them losing their job due to tardiness.


Judges, despite being overwhelmed with inundated court calendars, are expected to dispense justice promptly and concisely. They are not given the time or the resources to fully consider the cases before them, much less to help the defendants with their underlying struggles, which range from insurmountable poverty to mental illness and physical ailments. We’ve accepted an unjust system that thrusts people through to meet arbitrary administrative requirements, resulting in a lack of trust both from people who violate the law and from those who obey it. Ultimately, the system fails everyone.


***


I drink deeply from a well that I did not dig.


DEUTERONOMY 6:11 (KING JAMES VERSION)


I have walked paths that were paved and prepared for me by people who did not even know I was coming. My ancestors constructed, built, mopped, polished, and maintained institutions where I was educated and trained and that they were not permitted to attend. The fact that my ancestors picked cotton and cut sugarcane is not wasted on me. So I serve to pay it back and forward.


I am the daughter of an African American garbageman who was born at Harlem Hospital in New York City in the 1940s. Although he hailed from a progressive city, after the Harlem Renaissance, my father, Allan, spent his summers visiting family in North Carolina, which was under the oppressive grip of Jim Crow laws. There, he experienced racial segregation because of his color and witnessed the violent and deadly legacy of the Ku Klux Klan. He carried the memories of those experiences for a lifetime. By the time my father turned nineteen, President Johnson had signed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, to provide Black people like my dad with the full rights of citizenship. My father never felt that he received them.


Like many African Americans of her generation, my paternal grandmother migrated north. She came from Southern Pines, North Carolina, arriving on the Greyhound bus in New York City in the 1940s. Pregnant with my father, her first child, she moved into the Harlem tenements on Lennox Avenue. My father was born a Negro, transitioned to Black and proud, and ultimately died an African American. All those attempts at self-determination and self-realization never loosened the chokehold of racism that permeated and traumatized his life.


I am also the daughter of a Dominican beautician who came to this country for a better life for her future children. Now that’s visionary, planning for the children who haven’t yet arrived. Her goals and intentions were identical to those embraced by the people being held at our borders today in modern-day incarceration camps, separated from their children.


Born under the tyrannical regime of dictator Rafael Trujillo, who ruled the Dominican Republic from 1930 to 1961, my mother, Elsa, grew up in poverty and lived in fear. She was extremely bright, courageous, determined, and resourceful. Armed with an eighth-grade education, she set out for the United States to realize its promises and to make a contribution of her own. She obtained her GED while raising her children. With her limited proficiency in English, she knew that education was the greatest equalizer to pull people out of poverty. Therefore, she made sure her children obtained the best education she could afford for them. However, the lessons she taught her son and daughter about humanity, respect, charity, and love were what were truly invaluable.


My mother was the first humanitarian I ever met and remains the most noble. In the city that helped raise me, Newark, New Jersey, she worked as a beautician for over twenty-five years. A beautiful Afro-Latina with coffee-colored skin, Ms. Elsa, as she was lovingly known, had almond-shaped eyes, pronounced cheekbones, and a magical smile that made her a knockout. I often spent my Saturdays at the salon running from one beauty-supply store to another picking up products for her. I also spent my time listening to the African American, Latina, and immigrant women talk about and reflect on their lives. Ms. Elsa didn’t have to articulate her beliefs in proverbs or metaphors. Her actions demonstrated that she didn’t believe that marginalized people deserved our scorn; rather, they deserved compassion. She taught my brother, Allen Jr. (officials at the hospital spelled his name differently from how our father’s was spelled), and me that even the most vulnerable among us had an untold story. She believed that people’s stories contributed to their behavior or their circumstances. Her actions also taught the individuals around her how to treat others with patience, kindness, and understanding. My mother used her life as a force for good. Filled with purpose, she was a fountain of love and compassion.


Ms. Elsa’s beauty salon was down the street from the courthouse in Newark, where I would later serve as the chief judge. She was an anchor in that neighborhood and in the local business community. I watched her engage the homeless, whom she fed, and the drug-addicted and despondent, whom she counseled. In her broken English, she communicated with a serene voice and an open heart. As a young person, I never fully understood what drew her to these perplexing people. But mostly I didn’t understand what drew them to her. I later understood that they realized that she saw them beyond their brokenness.


I remember that she could walk outside and, from the stoop of her salon, deal with two grown men engaged in a fistfight by yelling, “You know you no supposed to be doing this!”


Embarrassed, the men would stop dead in their tracks, separate, and contritely respond, “You right, Ma. You right. Sorry, sorry.”


When her car would not start, her homeless neighbors would wait with her into the night until someone came to pick her up. Or they’d stand with her at the bus stop to ensure her safety. The neighborhood burglar (everyone knew who he was) would chip away at a store’s padlock for hours. He would hope to break into a shop to find money or items to sell to buy drugs. My mom never had a metal gate over the glass windowpane that encased her salon’s entrance. All the burglar needed to do was throw a rock, and he could get into Ms. Elsa’s shop and clean her out. However, not even in his drug-induced state did he rob my mother’s business. The neighborhood had a moral code when it came to Ms. Elsa: they would not violate their relationship with her. Not because of fear, not because of her position, and not because of money. They were responding to love. She had become a legitimate authority among the people in the community through the way she treated them, communicated with them, cared for them, and respected them.


She directed longtime customers who had lost their jobs to continue to show up for their appointments. “You come anyway. You pay me when you get new job. But if you no feel good about you hair, you no feel good about you, and you no can get a new job like that,” my mother would say.


She used hair care to peek into people’s souls and help them heal. She would leave a hard day’s work and visit HIV patients in the hospital. During the 1980s, many families discarded HIV-positive relatives because of their health status, but Ms. Elsa was there to help those patients through the challenging times.


My mother’s ability to see a person’s humanity was so pronounced that I could not help but be deeply influenced by it. Not to mention that she drummed those values into her children. Through her example, a sense of moral obligation to see people holistically by taking everything into consideration seeped into my consciousness, becoming a part of how I administered justice. Naturally, I carried those values into the courtroom setting. This is why I am so passionate about fairness and respect.


One event crystallizes how my mom’s philosophical approach has influenced my practice of procedural justice and fairness. I arrived at the beauty parlor after a law school class and found Tyrone, one of the more annoying homeless adults she looked after, sitting in the reception area, his belongings spread out. Agitated, I advised my mother that she couldn’t have this person in there with her paying customers. She quickly admonished me in Spanish, which always carried a greater sting. “You treat everyone as if they are a child of God,” she said. “And he is sitting there because I said he could.”


“Yes, ma’am,” I replied, remembering my place.


Ms. Elsa’s compassion created a safe space for those in need. She became concerned after one of her clients, Catherine, missed some appointments. Catherine’s son had recently been killed, and she was not working. When my mom had seen her the last time, she noticed that Catherine didn’t quite seem like herself, acting a little sluggish and forgetful. Since Catherine lived by herself and had lost her income, my mom began to worry. My mother decided to call Catherine and tell her to take a cab, which my mom paid for, to come to the salon and get her hair done. My mom bought her breakfast and lunch. Later she called a cab to take Catherine home. She was worried about the effects of Catherine’s prolonged isolation, so she decided to do something about it, letting her spend time at the beauty shop even when she didn’t have money. My mother treated her as if she were a neighbor, not a nuisance. Ms. Elsa’s beauty salon was open and welcoming to all.


I began to engage in a similar practice in court, without deliberately modeling my mother. I hoped that marginalized people would come to see the courtroom as a place that cared for them. Often the mentally ill and the homeless who came to court would stay for the entire session. I would ask the officers to give them a spare breakfast or lunch out of the stash of extras they usually kept on hand for people in custody. People who are continually hungry don’t function well and are usually uncooperative. Some would come early for their clinic appointments and wait in the courtroom. Others without appointments came to see what services might be available to them, and I’d have a caseworker talk to them, possibly connecting them to resources. Sometimes the caseworker would simply guide them to a center where they could take a shower or do a free load of laundry. Our staff would help the poor, homeless, and mentally ill in the neighborhood get their basic human needs met. On some days, former defendants would walk into the courtroom without being summoned and merely sit. When a defendant completed their mandate, I always ended by instructing them, “Come back and let me know how you are doing.” They would oblige.


I realized I was channeling Ms. Elsa when Ms. Banks, a homeless woman with schizophrenia, came to court while having a psychotic episode. She was practically yelling at the voices in her head. Some audience members snickered; others laughed aloud, watching her animated chatter. I looked up from writing on the face of a file. There was no way I was going to allow the snickering and laughing to go unaddressed. The courtroom needed to be a safe place for everyone.


After I addressed her case and Ms. Banks stepped out of the courtroom, I admonished the wrongdoers in the room with a raised eyebrow:


Some of you saw Ms. Banks’s condition and thought it was funny. Instead of laughing, you should’ve been grateful that you haven’t reached your threshold. We all have one. It’s that event that when it happens, your mind says, “This is too much to bear,” and it shuts down. That event could be the loss of a child, the loss of a parent, the loss of a job, illness, or even an injury. The event is so overwhelming, your mind just clocks out, or it turns on itself. So if you could laugh at her, you just haven’t met your threshold, and I hope you don’t. Instead of laughing, you should be looking at her with compassion and gratitude. You never know. You might be next. So instead of it being a time for laughter, let’s make it a time for compassion for someone like Ms. Banks.


My courtroom, my rules.


My mom believed that people should be treated respectfully, no matter their status or circumstances. It always amazed me how effortless it was for her to live these ideals. She combined humility with a strong sense of herself when engaging everyone. This combination ensured she wouldn’t get seduced by class, titles, or the trappings of others’ success. She respected people, and she didn’t see herself as any more or any less than anyone else. She believed that treating everyone respectfully didn’t take anything from you or make you appear weak. She always had an extra plate of food, and her home always had a space for people to stay. She mastered the art of the uncomfortable-but-necessary conversation. My philosophy as a judge reflects my mom’s philosophy of life.


Ms. Elsa’s lessons served her even at the end of her life. On June 2, 2021 (while I was writing this book), after she had endured a long battle with dementia and spent three weeks on life support fighting sepsis, my brother and I, with great heartache, decided to take our beloved mother off the ventilator so she could gracefully move on. Fortunately, she passed as peacefully as she had lived.


As I was making funeral arrangements, I met with the funeral director and the assistant mortician, Ms. Beverly. The funeral director told me that she had been surprised to learn that I, her new client, was in fact Judge Pratt, a “highly respected judge doing God’s work.” She looked at the assistant mortician and then turned to me and said, “Ms. Beverly would like to thank you.”


I was confused. Ms. Beverly had been preparing my mother’s body for the funeral, and if anything I should have been thanking her. She had been incredibly helpful and kind during such a difficult time. I looked at her quizzically. Ms. Beverly removed her mask to reveal her face and said, “I wanna thank you, because after I sat in your court all day, you got rid of all of my fines because I was doing well on probation.”


The funeral director continued, “And because you got rid of her fines, she was able to go to school and get her license to become a mortician.”


I was shocked and at a loss for words. I had no idea that Ms. Beverly and I had had a previous encounter in my court. I said, “Why would I want to keep you bound by a financial yoke when you were doing what the system required?”


How could I have known that my habit of practicing my mother’s lesson of treating people with dignity and respect would result in my mother’s being treated with the same care by a mortician after her death? Ms. Beverly’s kind treatment extended not just to my family, but to all the Essex County families in grief, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. When she had been caught up in the justice system, she had complied with every aspect of her probation, except the untenable part, the fees imposed by the court. That financial obligation was a hindrance to the very thing the justice system required: for her to become a contributing member of society. In her role as an assistant mortician, Ms. Beverly had patiently listened as I told stories of my mother’s unflinching love, kindness, and generosity. She sympathized with me when I said I thought I would be mentally and emotionally prepared for my mother’s death, but I wasn’t.


Ms. Beverly has been restored to make significant contributions to society. In her story, Ms. Elsa’s example once again confirmed for me that people deserve opportunities to be the best selves they can become. Acts of grace are acts of fairness that can have enormous effects on the receiver’s life.


***


My perspective on procedural justice has also been shaped in other ways. Since my graduation from law school, I have worked in various capacities throughout the state. Among other positions, I served in Trenton, the state’s capital, as assistant counsel in the authorities unit in the governor’s counsel’s office, and as the compliance officer for the Camden City School District.


I also worked on campaigns supporting progressive candidates. The most valuable part of going door to door, promoting candidates, and describing their platforms was talking to the residents. From the frontlines, I heard their concerns and observed their culturally and often racially varied communities. This experience made me conversant in how the individuals, residential homes, public housing complexes, businesses, houses of worship, schools, and parks coalesced to form neighborhoods. In turn, the neighborhoods created distinctive wards that pieced together the city. Learning to listen to others helped me keep my finger on the pulse of things.


Later in my career, a few significant encounters informed my drive for reform. One day, as I waited for my training session as a brand-new judge, the veteran judge flew into the chambers, running incredibly late. He exchanged his overcoat and suit jacket for a robe and gave me a quick spiel about his court. The court staff announced us, we entered the courtroom, and I sat in the chair next to him on the bench. And then speed court began.


I’ve done speed dating, but this went even faster. There were quick exchanges between the judge, the attorneys, and the staff. The judge rapidly marked documents and files with a metal stamp that sounded like a cash register. It left tiny, illegible words blemished with heavy ink splotches. The judge placed check marks in what appeared to be arbitrary boxes and scribbled his signature. After half an hour of observing this, my head was reeling. If I didn’t know what was happening when I was sitting next to him, what were the defendants experiencing? He then hopped off the bench to complete probable cause and set bails on arrest warrants. He quizzed me on setting bails. He was moving so quickly that I continued to struggle to understand.


At one point, he was making a bail determination on an eighteen-year-old arrested for distribution and possession who had one prior conviction. He wanted to test my judgment, so he asked for my recommendation. Referencing my handy bail guidelines, I said it called for a minimum of $25,000 with a 10 percent option. This meant the young man would need to post $2,500 to be released.


As the judge continued to stamp and sign swiftly, he said, “No. I’m going to give him $50,000 in cash or bond because I need to teach him a lesson.”


It struck me in the gut that the judge was setting an improper bail simply for pedagogic purposes. The amount of bail he imposed greatly exceeded the guidelines for what the charge should have been. More precisely, he was giving the young man an excessive bail to feed his own ego. Or maybe he was exacting some form of revenge for a time when he felt bullied by tough guys in his youth. Whatever it was, it was not justice.


I have thought about that experience often. If the proceedings left me dizzy, confused, and frustrated, how did laypeople understand them? They didn’t. And whether they understood the process or not didn’t seem to matter.


I did, however, appreciate learning what not to do. Largely, the experience reminded me to question—and check—my ego constantly.


***


There’s a lyric repeated in a few songs that says when you die, your headstone will have two dates on it, but the only thing that matters is the line in between. Every day when I wake up, I lie about the first date—a women’s birthright—and I try to extend the last date. This book is about the line in between: my lifelong work to improve justice, guarantee fairness, and ensure just outcomes for everyone.


Here, I tell the story of reforming my court and impacting the lives of those who came through that court and those who worked there. I chronicle what amazed me, distressed me, infuriated me, made me laugh, and ultimately enlightened me.


Life does some mean, nasty things to people that can drop them to their knees. Life then stands over them and dares them to stand up. Most people don’t. They stay in that low place, make it their station in life, and gauge their entire existence from there. They decide what they can or cannot do and who they can or cannot become based on that position. And then they experience a contact with the criminal justice system that has disastrous consequences.


One day, a defendant said, “I’ve got to stand on my own ten.”


“What does that mean, young man?” I asked.


“It means I have to learn how to stand on my own feet, Judge,” he explained.


I hope this book will help people stand on their own and not shrink from their responsibility to address injustice wherever they see it, especially when they are a part of the system creating the injustice. My wish is that this radically human approach to justice changes how we live in our countries, states, and neighborhoods. And beyond that, my hope is that the stories presented here will be lessons that people can apply when engaging others in any industry, organization, business, or relationship. When everyone is treated with dignity, the possibilities for all our communities are truly limitless.
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Chapter 1



A BETTER APPROACH


A nation’s success or failure in achieving democracy is judged in part by how well it responds to those at the bottom and the margins of the social order.


—SANDRA DAY O’CONNOR


Picture this. Newark Municipal Court, in Newark, New Jersey, summer of 2012. It felt as hot as the sun itself in the Brick City, Newark’s moniker. Of course, the faithful air conditioner was out of commission in courtroom 222, which housed Part Two Criminal Court, unaffectionately known as “the Deuce.” A sea of Black and Brown faces—mostly Black and belonging to mostly poor and mostly marginalized people—packed the Deuce. It was your typical urban courtroom, inundated by low-level offenders with high-level problems. For them, seemingly insignificant interactions with the justice system upend their lives.


My tiny desk fan was rattling. Beads of sweat gathered between my shoulder blades and inched down my back as I worked feverishly in my black robe, made of my girls Poly and Ester. It was one of those days when the more people I moved out of the courtroom, the more people seemed to pop up in their place.


Jamal Hinner, a solidly built young African American man with a honey brown complexion in a striped, short-sleeve polo shirt and jeans, walked into the courtroom and plopped himself down on a rear bench. I hadn’t seen him in years. I felt my irritation rise while he sat there with a blank stare, his mouth slightly agape. Why is he here, again? I wondered as I gave him the side-eye.


He was about twenty-two years old, but he had started getting arrested and appearing before me at age eighteen. Initially, I found his cases a bit odd. They were all harassment cases brought by his family members. He would go to his relatives’ homes and incessantly ring the doorbell. Or he would stand outside their houses and yell at their windows. Instead of letting him in, they called the police. I later learned that the early signs of schizophrenia began to reveal themselves in males at around eighteen years of age.


After we successfully got him through Newark Community Solutions—a court program that provides alternative sentencing—he returned to my courtroom on new charges. When I called the next case, I noticed that he had put his headphones on and was rocking in his seat.


I said sternly, “Mr. Hinner, you know you can’t listen to music in court. Take your headphones off.” I shook my head in disapproval as a bead of sweat gathered at my right temple.


He rolled his eyes as he removed his earphones. I quickly realized that this exchange was about my own misunderstanding. What was he doing? He was drowning out the voices in his head. He suffered from auditory hallucinations, which cause a person to hear voices or music without any external stimulation. He attempted to cope with his condition by playing music louder than he hoped the voices could speak. Unfortunately, I missed it.


I knew about his diagnosis, but in the heat I had forgotten to consider what it took for him to make it through a day in court. Watching Mr. Hinner out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that the forty-something-year-old white police officer assigned to my court had walked past him and stopped as if rooted to the spot. The young man must’ve muttered something. The officer did a double take and furrowed his eyebrows. Officer Albert Cosgrove—an athletic, dark-haired, twenty-year police veteran—looked over his shoulder and responded to Mr. Hinner’s comment. Then he shook his head and kept walking.
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