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CHANCELLOR WILLIAM P. FEDULLO: What are the biggest 
challenges you see facing the court today?

PRESIDENT JUDGE SHEILA A. WOODS-SKIPPER: Well I think 
some of the challenges include educating the public about the 
role and dedication of all of the judges and others who work 
so hard for justice and to improve the perception of the court. 
As you know over the last couple of years we’ve had negative 
press in terms of judicial behavior and conduct. I really want 
to improve the perception, to educate the public more about 
what judges do, to interface more with the public in terms of 
the things judges do on and off the bench. We have judges who 
are very involved in civic and community affairs and I think the 
public should be aware that we as judges do a lot more than this, 
sit in robes on a bench and make difficult decisions. We impact 
lives in a number of different ways. In order to accomplish this 
however, we have to be accountable and transparent and make 
sure that our internal structures are in order as well.

We also have a number of budgetary issues that everyone’s 

facing and so you’re having to do 
more with less. We’re building 
more efficiency in the courts and are 
better collaborating with all of the 
partners to unify our services while 
minimizing costs. We’re always 
challenged by fees for counsel. It’s 
always a reoccurring issue, so we 
need to strike the balance between 
efficiency and quality.

I would like to see how we can 
provide additional services for our 

jurors. One suggestion is that the legislature increase the fees 
for jurors who come in to perform these important duties. So 
there are a number of things and challenges I think that the 
court faces at this time.
 
What plans and initiatives do you have for the First 
Judicial District to improve the administration of 
justice?
The first thing we have to make sure we do is that we improve 
access to justice. People have to really believe and understand 
that we have an equal playing field, that there’s not one system 
of justice for one group of people who are privileged or the 
insiders and another system of justice for others. So I think part 
of that is education and having our judges go out more into 
the community. We must be transparent and accountable. Many 
of our judges participate in the Advancing Civics Education 
program. I’d like to have more judges do that as well. I plan to 
continue with improving efficiencies and cutting backlogs as 
well as developing alternatives to incarceration in appropriate 
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cases. More emphasis should be placed 
on these things that do more as opposed 
to just the negative things that we 
always hear about judges.

What can the Bar do in cooperation 
with the First Judicial District to 
improve the administration of 
justice?
I think the Bar has a unique ability to 
reach individuals that the judges can’t. 
Judges obviously can’t talk about cases 
although they can educate the public 
about our challenges and issues. The 
Bar does a great job of extending itself 
to support the court in may of our efforts 
and concerns. The Bar can provide a 
public legal voice that is sometimes 
missing from the discussion. 

I would like to see us collaborate 
more with the Bar Association and I’d 
actually like to see a profile of either 
a judge, court program or community 
program that the judge is involved in to 
highlight some of the achievements that 
judges are making.

I do think there are times when the 
Bar can and should step up to make 
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important comments about issues that 
are in the public eye. I know that there 
are times when the issue may not be one 
that the Bar believes they can support, 
but I think if you look at it from an 
educational standpoint, explaining why 
things might be happening, the process 
and the protocols, this may be one way 
of doing that.

Do you consider yourself a role 
model or mentor? 
I hope that I am. I see that from a lot 
of different angles as a judge and 
having achieved some of the leadership 
positions that I have in the court. I hope 
that that serves as a role model for 
not only other younger judges in the 
court, but also aspiring lawyers who 
may hope to become a judge or even 
younger students who look up to me 
and see that wow, this is a woman here 
who grew up in Philadelphia, raised 
in the neighborhoods and yet she’s 
had these great achievements. I’m a 
lifelong Philadelphian and I’ve never 
left this great city. 

I was born and raised in North 
Philadelphia and I never really thought 
of being a lawyer. I had no lawyers in 
my family. As a matter of fact I had no 
one who had even graduated college. 
And the thing that introduced me to 
the law is when I was in high school 
I participated in the Boy Scouts Law 
Explorers Post. And the interesting 
thing is the two individuals who were the 
post leaders were [former Pennsylvania 
Bar Association President] Michael 
Reed and Judge Marlene Lachman and 
they left a lasting impression on me 
about a career in law.  

I have to say though as I went 
through college my interest in the law  
diminished. I just wanted to get done 
and work and move on with my life. 
As it turned out, once I graduated from 
University of Pennsylvania I really 
didn’t find a job that I was looking 
for and I said OK. I might as well go 
to law school and I did. I went to law 
school at night. But it wasn’t that I had 
a real passion for the law at that time. 
I wanted to do things to help people, 
but I figured I could do it in some other 
way. I was concerned about the cost of 
going to law school and things of that 
nature.

When I was in college I was preparing 

for law school. So I majored in political 
science and urban studies, and I 
graduated from Penn a semester early 
and I think that left me in this quandary, 
because I needed to do something 
between then and if I was going to go 
to law school that following fall. I think 
I just lost a little of my enthusiasm for 
it for a moment and had I gotten out 
of Penn and found the dream job that 
I wanted I may not have even gone to 
law school in the fall. As it turns out I 
found the job working in the insurance 
industry not challenging   and so then 
I  forced myself to go to law school, 
because I knew I didn’t want to do that 
the rest of my life.

Who are your heroes, role 
models and mentors? 
I have a few actually and some of them 
are lawyers and some of them are not. 
When I grew up in North Philadelphia 
there was an organization called 
Community Concern 13 that took in 
the neighborhood kids and we had a 
cheerleading team, a choir and it taught 
me the importance of being involved 
in your community. We would go out 
and do lots of volunteer work.  We had 
some protests and a woman who really 
was in charge of that was Dr. Cassandra 
Jones. And so she was really one of my 
mentors who inspired me to do things 
for the community.  

I’ve always considered Justice 

Juanita Kidd Stout a role model. I was 
in the DA’s office so I tried several cases 
before her while I was in the homicide 
unit. Unfortunately I didn’t get to 
spend much time with her on the bench, 
because when I came on the bench 
she shortly retired thereafter. But I’ve 
always looked up to her and you always 
knew you had to cross your Ts and dot 
your Is with her. Judge Lydia Kirkland 
is another judge who I’ve always 
considered to be not only a mentor, 
but a friend. And you look at someone 
who has a sincere commitment to the 
administration of justice and honesty, 
integrity and that is what I think she 
brought to the bench.  

There are others and their names are 
flipping by me, but there are several 
others just from working in different 
capacities. There are people in the 
district attorney’s office who I felt 
mentored me through the process and 
were encouraging in terms of what I’m 
doing here today.

The person who really has been my 
strongest mentor is my mother. And I 
say that, because my mother raised three 
children as a single parent. My mother 
went back to school after we were all in 
college and received her college degree 
and she worked very hard to make sure 
that we got the things that she didn’t 
have and even the things that she could 
not afford. She has Alzheimer’s now 
and sometimes does not recognize me.   

I’m hopeful that she’s going to come 
to the swearing in on Thursday, but 
she won’t even know what it’s about. 
She won’t know the importance of it or 
even recognize that it’s me her daughter 
whose actually being installed in this 
position. There used to be a time when 
she would just go around saying, “oh, 
this is my daughter the judge.” I’d have 
to tell her that she really shouldn’t say 
that. You don’t know who these people 
are. I’m in criminal court. So I’d have 
to hold her back. So I don’t have that 
issue anymore, but really just her 
strength and tenacity has been what has 
always pushed me through. And so I 
just wanted to put that tribute in there 
to her.

Is it complicated being married 
to an attorney?
You know, people often ask that 
question. It really isn’t complicated 
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particularly when you have children, 
because people would say because he 
was a defender and I was a prosecutor, 
do you guys sit at home and argue about 
your cases? And I used to say to them, 
we rarely even talk about our cases, 
because our real discussion was who’s 
going to pick the kids up from school? 
Who’s taking which kid to which 
baseball game or basketball game? So 
we were more juggling schedules and 
rarely ever had time to talk about cases 
and maybe our disagreement about the 
law, even about our philosophies of the 
law. So I haven’t found it difficult at all. 

What do you do to relax?   
You know, some people would say I 
never relax, because I’m always on the 
go, but I’m very involved in community 
organizations. There are several 
organizations that I spend a lot of time 
with. I chair a scholarship committee for 
my sorority. I’m involved in my church 
and other community organizations.  
And so that’s where I spend most of 
my time. I try to see my youngest son 
at the University of Penn who plays on 
the JV basketball team so maybe I’ll try 
to get to his games occasionally. But 

mostly it’s spent with family and doing 
community events.

Do your children have an interest 
in becoming lawyers?
Surprisingly none of them have an 
interest. Now the youngest one who’s 
at Penn, because he’s interested in 
sports and sports management, talked 
about it a little, maybe, because he 
wants to do something in a sports 
agency or something. But since then 
I’m not so sure, but none of them have 
showed any interest in law. My oldest 
son is a mechanical engineer by trade 
and now doing consulting work for an 
international firm. The middle child is 
into computer science.

Have you picked Judge Dembe’s 
brain regarding what the job is 
all about?
I certainly have and I’m learning that 
Judge Dembe’s new chambers will 
be down the hall from where my new 
chambers will be. So I’ve told her 
I have her on speed dial and an open 
door to her chambers. She’s been very, 
very helpful. I already said if there was 
anything you could package for me it 

would probably be her wit, because 
as everyone knows, she has a keen 
sense of wit. So I don’t have that, but 
I hopefully will be able to fulfill some 
of the things that she has brought to the 
office and move forward.  

What’s the best part about being 
a judge?
I think being able to give people the 
sense of fairness to have them believe 
that this is an equal playing field for 
all, that they have access to justice 
and to be a part of that. And we know 
that because of the adversarial nature 
of what we do that there’s always 
going to be a side that’s not going to 
be completely happy with what you 
do. But if the litigant leaves our court 
saying “I had my day in court. I had my 
opportunity. The judge listened. And 
even though the judge ruled against me 
I believe that the proceeding was a fair 
proceeding.” That’s really all you can 
ask for. 

William P. Fedullo (william.fedullo@
gmail.com), of counsel to Rosen, Schafer 
& DiMeo, LLP, is Chancellor of the 
Philadelphia Bar Association.
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