
Benchmarks 
JUDGE GAY GOES TO 

SAN FRANCISCO! 

Circuit Judge Shonna Young Gay attended 
the 2nd Annual Self-Represented Litigation           
Network (SRLN) Conference in San               
Francisco, California from February 22-23, 
2018. This conference was offered to lawyers, 
judges, clerks of court, court administrators, 
self-help service professionals, and other 
allied professionals with the purpose of           
exploring and developing successful               
strategies to provide better access to justice 
for self-represented litigants.  

The SRLN is a non-profit organization          
supporting justice system professionals and 
is focused on the question of how best to 
reform all aspects of the legal system as a 
consumer oriented environment, based on 
the principles of equal protection and due 
process. According to the SRLN, in the past 
10 years the composition of state court           

litigants has changed dramatically, where complex civil litigation and lawyer-represented 
parties had been the norm, now 60-100% of cases today involve at least one pro se                  
(self-represented) party in matters such as family, housing, and consumer litigation. The 
SRLN also approximates that 46 million people are appearing in the courts across the             
country in cases involving divorce, custody, child support, guardianship, housing, and             
consumer litigation. Of these 46 million individuals, roughly, 3 out of 5 individuals involved 
in civil cases do not have a lawyer and 1 in 10 individuals will be involved in a newly filed case 
each year. As such, the rise of the self-represented litigant  has created an unprecedented 
disruption in the practice of law and management of the courts.  

When discussing the conference and her experiences there, Judge Gay stated that it was 
“very insightful and enlightening as to how technology is advancing and with these                      
advancements the additional opportunities that may be available to the Fourteenth Circuit’s 
pro se litigants in the future.” One such advancement in technology that was demonstrated at 
the conference involved an animated form filling software program. Judge Gay stated that 
the animated software program “broke down State forms into a series of questions and as the 
pro se litigant answered the questions, the form was being completed and the animated             
person moved closer to the courthouse. (Continued on page 3) 
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in Wakulla County within the Second Circuit. Florida’s Second Judicial Circuit has one of 
the largest Courthouse Therapy Dog Programs in the Country. They have successfully 
used therapy teams in hundreds of criminal events and dependency dockets since the 
program began in 2007. As of August 2015, 39 teams have conducted 266 visits for mass 
dependency dockets serving countless children in Gadsden, Leon, and Wakulla Counties.  

When asked, Judge Garcia stated that one of her goals in creating the program here in the 
Fourteenth Circuit would be to have a paid administrator for the therapy dog program. “A 
full time administrator would be very helpful to keep the program running smoothly. You 
have to train the handlers on court procedure and confidentiality; you also have to            
coordinate the volunteers for court. There are many moving parts involved with a therapy 
dog program and I hope that our community is able to procure sufficient resources so 
that our Circuit is able to have a paid administrator.” 

Judge Garcia anticipates that by implementing this program “we will have children that 
are less nervous about coming to court and will be more likely to be open and honest 
when meeting with the judge and/or testifying”. Judge Garcia also hopes that the Circuit 
will be in a position to implement the program in the Fourteenth Circuit by the end of 
2018.  

 

THERAPY DOG PROGRAM COMING SOON! 

Circuit Judge Ana Garcia is spearheading the project to bring a Therapy Dog Program to 
the Fourteenth Judicial Circuit. She learned of this important court program when            
legislation passed in 2017 regarding the use of therapy animals in the courtroom. In fact, 
Florida was the first state in the U.S. to pass legislation authorizing the use of therapy 
animals into courtrooms involving sexual offense cases in 2011. Later in 2017, Florida 
legislators  further expanded the law to allow courthouse therapy dogs to work with child 
victims in dependency and family court cases involving abuse or neglect.  

“The purpose of the program is to create a friendlier courtroom environment for children 
that are the victims of abuse, abandonment, or neglect. The dogs are there to calm and 
provide support for the children when they have to come to court”, said Judge Garcia. 
Studies of these programs have shown that just the presence of a friendly animal can 
result in decreased anxiety and lessened sympathetic nervous systems arousal. Benefits 
include reduced blood pressure, lowered heart rate, a decrease in depression, increased 
speech and memory functions, and heightened mental clarity. Such benefits then allow 
those individuals that are being assisted by the therapy dog to give difficult                    
testimony and statements, testimony that otherwise might not be given, and thus               
allowing the court to make better decisions.   

While this would be a new program to the Fourteenth Circuit, these types of programs 
have existed around the country for years and have shown great success where they have 
been implemented.  Judge Garcia had the opportunity to visit one such program located  

“Such benefits then allow those individuals to give difficult testimony and 
statements, testimony that otherwise might not be given…” 

QUICK REFERENCE 

At least four circuit courts have 

implemented formal animal       

support programs. The Second 

Circuit began its animal support 

program in 2007, the Fifth and 

Ninth Circuits did so in 2014, and 

the  Twentieth Circuit started one 

in 2016. The Thirteenth Circuit 

has also allowed a facility dog in 

its courtrooms for children in 

dependency cases.  

 

Sources for this article: 

http://2ndcircuit.leoncountyfl.gov/

petTherapy.php  

http://www.flcourthousedogs.com/

resources/  

https://www.americanbar.org/
newsletter/publications/

gp_solo_magazine_home/

gp_solo_magazine_index/

caninesincourtroom.html  
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JUDGE GAY GOES TO SAN FRANCISCO (CONT.) THE HISTORY OF COURT           

REPORTING AND                              

STENOGRAPHY 

C o u r t  r e p o r t e r s  a n d                    

stenographers  fill a vital role in 

our communities and have done so 

for thousands of years. The history 

o f  c o u r t  r e p o r t i n g  a n d                        

stenography began with the              

beginning of writing itself. In  

ancient  Mesopotamia,  the                  

Sumerians developed a system of 

writing called cuneiform, Latin for 

“wedge” - this system of recording 

the spoken word was done using a                   

wedge-shaped stylus to imprint 

pictographs in clay. Cuneiform was 

utilized as a writing system in this 

region from 3500-3000 B.C.E. 

until some point after 100 B.C.E. 

Cuneiform script is the oldest form 

of writing in the world, first        

appearing even earlier than             

Egyptian hieroglyphics.  

 

The development of Western forms 

of shorthand as we know them 

today began with the   Romans and 

Cicero. A Senator and Consul for 

the Roman  Republic, he had in his 

company a slave named Marcus 

Tullius Tiro who acted as his   

personal secretary. At Cicero’s 

request, Tiro  invented a system of 

shorthand known as Tironian 

Notes which used abbreviated 

Latin letters, Greek symbols, and 

other signs and symbols crafted by 

Tiro himself!   

For more information and        

pictures of these historical              

artifacts, please see:   

http://brookscourtreporting.com/

the-history-of-court-reporting-and

-stenography/    
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Once the animated character reached the courthouse, the form was completed and the 
individual would then know that the form was ready to be filed and the form could be 
filed electronically.” This demonstration was just one of many provided at the SRLN  
Conference, of which Judge Gay said she also enjoyed the Compassion in the Courts  
session provided by retired Judges Jamey Hueston and Miriam Hutchins of the District 
Court of Maryland. The Compassion in the Courts session focused on Procedural                
Fairness, Therapeutic Jurisprudence, Judicial Engagement, Compassion Meditation, and 
the idea that compassion is a trainable skill.  

The SRLN was formed in 2001 as a national organization dedicated to transforming the 
legal system and is a network of judges, court managers, attorneys, librarians, scholars, 
technologists, and community leaders that believe everyone deserves access to justice and 
to understand the proceedings in which they are participating. As a result of SRLN’s     
efforts over the past decade, 42 states have now adopted at least some SRLN best                
practices recommendations with respect to self-help centers and related reforms. Ten of 
these states have developed comprehensive SRL service delivery systems that ensure 
every person in those states have access to some level of legal self-help. In addition to trial 
court reforms, SRL reforms have also made headway into the appellate courts.  

 

FLORIDA COURT REPORTING AND                         

CAPTIONING WEEK                       

In recognition of the important role court reporters and captioners play in Florida and 
across the country, Governor Rick Scott issued a proclamation on February 1, 2018            
designating the week of February 12-18, 2018 as Florida Court Reporting and Captioning 
Week.  

The Governor’s proclamation stated that court reporters have played an invaluable role in 
courtrooms across Florida and our country by preserving members’ words and actions in 
the Florida Legislature. They are also responsible for the closed captioning seen on                
television, at sporting stadiums and other community and educational settings, bringing           
information to millions of deaf and hearing impaired Americans every day. 

In the Fourteenth Circuit, our court reporters play a vital role in the courtroom, but also 
in meeting the needs of the disabled that attend court or have business within our Circuit. 
There have been numerous Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) accommodations made 
throughout the years that have required closed captioning be provided to a litigant. These 
accommodations have been made possible through the efforts of our court reporters. We 
thank our court reporters for the vital role that they serve in our courts and 
for all of their dedication and hard work! 

Pictured (left to right) Jenny Nichols, Court Reporter; Vicki McGinnis, Digital Court Reporter;  

Alexis Jones, Digital Court Reporter (standing); Sherri Lessig, Court Reporter (seated); Chief 

Judge Elijah Smiley; and Michelle Smith, Treasurer — Florida Court Reporting Association.  

This photo and the Governor’s proclamation were also posted on our Circuit website and Twitter 

account during the month of February in honor of the Florida Court Reporting and                
Captioning Week.  

Cuneiform Tablet 
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Top Left:  Washington County Judge Colby Peel reads Clifford Goes to               

Kindergarten to students at Imagination Station in Chipley, FL. 

 

Bottom Left: Circuit Judge Christopher Patterson reads a Dr. Seuss book to 

second grade students in  Mrs. Nolan’s class at F. M. Golson Elementary 

School in Marianna, FL . 

 

Right: Amber Baggett participates in Dr. Seuss Day at F. M. Golson                   

Elementary by reading to Mrs. Green’s Kindergarten class. 

COURT                                            

COMMUNICATIONS                            

IN FLORIDA 

The goal of the Florida 

Court’s  Communication Plan 

is to advance court communi-

cation efforts to both internal 

and   external audiences, thus 

allowing the court system to: 

 Build relationships with a 

variety of audiences to    

improve perceptions and 

create support for the courts; 

 Sustain outreach efforts to 

enhance public                 

understanding of and     

support for the judicial 

branch;  

 Speak clearly and            

purposefully about the    

judicial branch;  

 Create an internal working 

environment that supports 

open lines of  communica-

tion; and, 

 Communicate effectively 

using coordinated,  strategic 

efforts. 

 

The Florida Court’s                   

Communications Plan seeks 

to address the following is-

sues: 

 Enhancing Public Trust and 

Confidence 

 Speaking with One Voice: 

Key Court Messages 

 Improving                              

Communication Methods 

 Strengthening Internal  

Communication 

 

Source: www.flcourts.org  

 

 

 

COMMUNITY OUTREACH  IN THE 14TH CIRCUIT 

In an effort to support  and promote the Florida Court’s                  

Communications Plan here in the Fourteenth Judicial Circuit, we 

have added a new feature to Benchmarks, our Circuit’s                 

Newsletter.  We will be featuring a Community Outreach Section 

highlighting our judiciary and staff’ efforts in their local                    

community.  Please send photos and a short description of the 

events in which you have participated to Amber Baggett 

(ba ggetta@ju d1 4 .f lcou rts .org)  or  S a ra h Pea rce 

(pearces@jud14.flcourts.org) to be included in future editions.   
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STORY TIME IN OUR CIRCUIT 
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For more information on this topic additional materials may be found 
through the Florida State University Center for Prevention and Early    
Intervention Policy, www.cpeip.fsu.edu .  

Submitted by Circuit Judge Christopher Patterson 

In keeping with other successful courts such as Drug Court and Unified Family 

Courts throughout Florida, Jackson County has established an Early Childhood 

Court.  These courts, formerly known as Zero to Three Safe Babies Court, are 

designed to identify at risk families with children from newborn to three years 

of age in order to establish needs for services and to overcome barriers facing 

young families.  The newly created court is modeled after other such courts 

throughout Florida, to include the established court in Bay County.  Jackson 

County becomes the seventeenth (17th) county in Florida to offer such services. 

Early Childhood Court is a problem solving court (also known as differentiated 

court case management) where legal, societal and individual problems               

intersect.  This Court seeks to address not only legal issues, but any underlying 

non-legal issues that will benefit the parties and the community.  The ultimate 

goal of Early Childhood Court is to improve child’s safety and well-being, heal 

trauma and repair the parent/child relationship.  This Court also seeks to            

establish and expedite permanency, prevent the recurrence of maltreatment and stop the cycle of intergenerational abuse, 

abandonment and neglect.  As studies show, maltreatment at an early age is related to poor developmental outcomes.  The 

Early Childhood Court looks to intercede, identify and act to eliminate maltreatment to the most vulnerable persons in our 

society-our children.  

Families can expect to participate in weekly special family therapy sessions, individualized parenting, increased visits with an  

infant, and participation in family team meetings with a specially trained caseworker, community coordinator and other members 

of the Safe Babies Court team.  Likewise, family members have monthly court hearings 

with focus placed upon services and participation levels.  All parents are entitled to 

appointment of counsel if they so choose and are otherwise qualified.  

Central to therapy is Child-Parent Psychotherapy (CPP), focusing on children from 

babies to kindergarten.  The primary goal pf CPP is to strengthen the parent child  

relationship and assist parents to learn how best to help their young children feel safe 

and secure.  The idea behind CPP is that parents and children sometimes have trouble 

in their relationships because of traumatic events in their past lives.  Carrying around 

those negative memories often make it difficult for parents and children to cope in 

their daily lives, illustrated by uncontrolled behaviors and emotions.  The CPP process 

gives parents and children a means to feel stronger and better able to take charge of 

their lives and improve parenting.   

The early Childhood Court employs specific core components, such as a collaborative 

court team, a community coordinator to identify available services, judicial leadership, 

developmental support for each child, placement stability, and parenting-child contact 

with appropriate follow-up by the Court and Safe Babies Team.  

Florida is seeing a rapid expansion of Early Childhood Courts, given the existing vulnerabilities for children and the opportunity to 

change the developmental trajectory for maltreated children throughout the state.  The Jackson County Court has accepted this 

challenge and looks forward to expanding best practices of those established courts, remaining deeply committed for improving 

outcomes for infants in Jackson County.  An additional goal is to determine needs and viability of expanding this Court to other 

communities within the 14th Judicial Circuit.  

EARLY CHILDHOOD COURT COMES TO JACKSON COUNTY 
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SAVE THE DATE, SEXUAL HARASSMENT 

AWARENESS TRAINING 

News Letter Committee 

 

Amber Baggett 

Sarah Pearce 

 

If you have any information 

you would like to have 

included in the next issue of 

Benchmarks, please contact 

Amber Baggett at  

 

baggetta@jud14.flcourts.org  

EQUAL OPPORTUNITY 
EMPLOYER 

The Fourteenth Judicial  

Circuit  is  an equa l                  

opportunity employer and 

does not discriminate on the 

basis of race, religion,                 

ethnicity, color, sex, age, 

national origin or disability. 


