If Walls Could Talk:
Can Better Court Signs Help Build
Public Trust?
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ABOUT THE CENTER FOR COURT INNOVATION
The Center for Court Innovation works to advance procedural fairness through demonstration projects,
research, and training and technical assistance to court practitioners nationally. Through support from
the State Justice Institute, the Bureau of Justice Assistance, and direct partnerships with localities, staff
have trained hundreds of court professionals on procedural fairness and maintain a procedural fairness
“speakers’ bureau” of topical experts from around the country who represent a variety of roles in the
court system. The Center has developed a number of tools designed to help practitioners engage with
the concept and improve their individual and agency-wide practice. Recent examples include:
•

“What is Procedural Justice?,” a three-minute animated video introducing the topic, available
on the Center’s Procedural Justice YouTube playlist;

•

“To Be Fair,” a book of practitioner interviews about procedural justice and its applications in
courts;

•

“Procedural Justice: Fair Treatment Matters,” training materials that are applicable to a range
of court audiences and are accompanied by a facilitator’s guide;

•

“Practical Tips for Courts” outlines concrete communication strategies aligned with
procedural justice; and

•

Procedural Justice YouTube playlist.

www.courtinnovation.org

ABOUT THE TEXAS MUNICIPAL COURTS EDUCATION CENTER
The Texas Municipal Courts Education Center (TMCEC) strives to advance the fair and impartial
administration of justice. In working toward this goal, TMCEC embraces its mission to provide high
quality judicial education, technical assistance, and the necessary resource material to assist municipal
judges, court support personnel, and prosecutors in obtaining and maintaining professional
competence. Funded by the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals, the Center trains over 5,000 individuals
each year on substantive legal issues, as well as best practices in court administration, such as the
procedural justice initiative in partnership with the Center for Court Innovation.
Texas Municipal Courts Face of Justice: Building Trust and Confidence through Model Court Websites
and Signage was funded by the State Justice Institute in 2018-2019, grant number SJI-18-T-033.

www.tmcec.com
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Making a Case for Better Court Signage
The physical spaces of our country’s courts are varied. Their size, layout, infrastructure, functionality,
and décor are as diverse as the communities they serve. Despite this variation, there are common
concerns that unite almost all courts. Namely, all courthouses benefit from messaging to those who
enter through their doors. Priorities like security and wayfinding are common to both a small rural
courthouse in Texas or a large urban courthouse in New York.
Rarely, however, do the courthouse walls
– including its signage – support court
professionals in conveying to court users
the information they need in the most
effective and fair means possible. This is
certainly not because those court
professionals do not care about what the
public thinks, but rather that design,
aesthetics, and professionalism have often
been relegated to something akin to
luxury in a system that is constantly asked
to do more with less.
Throughout this section are examples of
courthouse signage that the Center for
Court Innovation staff has collected as
part of its work on this topic. In many
ways, these examples are not anomalous.
Almost every courthouse has its own
versions of signs that were created by
busy, well-meaning professionals. And yet
the messages that these signs convey
could be interpreted reasonably by the
public as disrespectful, disorganized,
confusing, or worse. In short, the signs
work against perceptions of trust and
confidence.
Most of these signs were created by wellintentioned court professionals who are
deeply concerned with fairness and the
legitimacy of the court. But it is not hard
to imagine how the message that court
users receive is one of disrespect and lack
of fair process. Word choice and tone,
format, and general readability all
influence how that message is heard.
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So, what if signs and the other messages our
courthouse walls send could deliver a more
targeted, research-informed set of messages
– namely, ones of respect, dignity, voice, and
neutrality? These are the key components of
a concept called procedural justice that helps
build trust between courts and the public.
If procedural justice is prioritized, how might
court users’ perceptions of the process be
enhanced by these seemingly superficial
changes? Might these changes even improve
court staff morale and their sense of
professionalism? This project documents an
exploration of these questions.
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How to Use This Toolkit
This toolkit was developed to help judges and other criminal court practitioners improve courthouse
signage. The end goal is to enhance court users’ perceptions of fairness and build (or rebuild) trust and
confidence in the justice system. By showing examples of model signage implemented in real
courthouses around the country, the hope is that other jurisdictions will be inspired to consider how
their built environment can be examined and improved. Some of the samples included are court-specific
– such as a building directory – so they do not have utility as an off-the-shelf resource, but rather are
intended to give ideas for future, localized designs. But for other signs, such as those that convey typical
courtroom rules or notices about court procedures, the samples provided may have direct applicability.
As such, high resolution images of those are provided in Appendix A and are available for use and
reproduction.
Of course, this toolkit is not a substitute for professional design services. But it may be helpful as a
complement when considering signage and other environmental improvements and starting a dialogue
with design partners.
The core content of the toolkit is organized by each element of procedural justice: understanding,
respect, voice, and neutrality. While messages can certainly enhance more than one element, it is
important to consider how signage improvements as a whole are working to improve all four elements.
It is not enough to focus on improving understanding alone, for example. So while each individual sign
need not incorporate all four elements, ensure that consistent messaging is delivered on all four points
throughout the facility.

Planning a Signage Project
Planning a signage project may not be like any other
project the court has implemented. For one, it will
need to involve virtually every entity that works in
the courthouse, which may be a large and diverse
group. It should also incorporate user feedback, as
noted below, which may be an unfamiliar process to
the court. These tips are outlined to support
planning efforts.

1. Get user feedback
There is no substitute for direct user feedback about
what it’s like to visit a courthouse. As justice system
professionals who come and go from a space daily, it
is easy to forget how navigable and user-friendly the
space is and what its limitations are. In fact, many
professionals may never have used the public
entrance to their courthouse due to the availability
of a separate staff entrance. In any case, you’ll want
to involve the public in assessing needs of the
current space and getting feedback on proposed
designs.
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2. Engage system stakeholders
As noted above, involving all stakeholders who are based
in and utilize the courthouse is essential. Consider what
processes you will use to consult them about the needs
of the existing space, as well as to solicit feedback during
the planning and design process. This might be achieved
through one-on-one meetings with agency leadership or
through mixed-level or mixed-agency focus groups or
meetings.
Be sure to engage the court’s certified interpreters to
ensure consistency for any content provided in languages
other than English. You might consider which one or two
non-English languages are most commonly spoken in the
courthouse (evidenced by interpreter requests) and
translate all finalized English content at the end of the
planning process. Note that any final adjustments to the
English language content will obviously need final review
and edits at the very end of the project as well.

3. Measure the impact
Consider how you will measure the
impact of any changes. This could
include a simple self-assessment
among court personnel to gauge their
satisfaction with the planning process
and ultimate design. It is also a
worthwhile investment to conduct a
baseline and follow-up survey among
court users to demonstrate any
changes perceptions. A sample survey
is provided as Appendix B, which can
be tailored based on each court’s
signage improvements. For more
information about measuring
perceptions of fairness and for a
sample Self-Assessment highlighted
above, visit https://www.courtinnovation.org/sites/default/files/documents/P_J_Evaluation.pdf.

4. Leverage this work to enhance other trust-building efforts
Signage improvements can be a meaningful way to spur discussions among court personnel about other
strategies to improve fairness and build public trust. Anticipate that planning discussions will generate
ideas during the design phase that will amount to improvements beyond signage: such as improved
communication between stakeholders or announcements to or resources for the public that align with
agreed-upon content for new signs. Catalog these ideas and consider relevant planning needs.
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Design & Communications Basics
Below are some basic design principles to keep in mind when beginning a project like this to improve or
replace courthouse signage.
-

Font Size and Type: There are hundreds of fonts to choose from if designing signs yourself.
“Sans serif” fonts such as Arial and Helvetica are recommended for signs; avoid “Serif” fonts
such as Times New Roman, Garamond, and Georgia. One font type should suffice, as opposed
to utilizing multiple fonts on a given sign or throughout the facility. You can use size, bold, and
italics to draw attention to different sections of each sign, as needed. Consider what fonts are
already in use in the courthouse for signs that will remain and ensure that new signs’ fonts are
compatible, if not identical, to what is already in place.

-

Capitalization: All capital letters should be limited to signage titles and headings (e.g.,
INFORMATION). Avoid all caps for longer phrases and sentences, as it is more difficult to read.

-

Color and Contrast: Light text on a darker background or dark text on a lighter background
maximizes readability. Consider existing colors in the courthouse so that new signs are
consistent with the existing color palate. Consider whether different, complementary colors
might be assigned for different types of signs: for example, beige for background for
navigational signage and blue for informational signs.

-

Placement Level: Most signs should be installed at eye level. Seek advice on building code
requirements to ensure compliance with accessibility needs (e.g., Braille). Also, consider how
signage posted well above eye level may be utilized in congested areas or to identify key
locations from a distance. Similarly, consider how signage or other indicators on the floor might
be used to assist wayfinding.

-

Printing Materials and Installation: Unlike many other public spaces, courthouses have unique
security concerns that may affect choices in materials and formats used to display new signs.
Frequent changes to signage content, as well as the durability needed given where the signs are
installed, also affect materials used. Consider how a range of options may be appropriate within
a given courthouse. For example, electronic signs or vinyl lettering applied directly to the walls
may be a cost-effective option for signs that will need to change frequently. More permanent
messages and signs in high-traffic areas may be more appropriate for a plastic, metal, or more
durable materials.

-

Clean and De-clutter the Walls: Start with a clean slate, and whenever possible, remove all
existing signs. This will allow for deliberate decisions to be made about all signs that are posted,
new and old. During this process, clean the walls – literally. This will help demonstrate respect,
as well as improve the installation process.

-

Reading Level: Signage content should be written at an appropriate reading level for the court’s
audience – approximately 6th grade or below (this is the reading level of the average American).
Use plain language in place of legal jargon or terms, and when possible limit the number of
words per sentence, as well as the use of complex, multisyllabic words.
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-

Language Access: Whenever possible, provide signage content in other commonly spoken
languages. It may be untenable to reach every possible audience through every sign, so consider
the top handful of commonly spoken languages as a starting place. Consider how signage can
direct individuals needing an interpreter to needed services. Any non-English content should be
coordinated with the court’s certified interpreters to ensure consistency.

-

Accessibility Considerations: Consult with in-house or external experts as needed to ensure that
signs are installed in ways that are compliant with the Americans with Disabilities Act. This may
include the addition of braille lettering on certain signs, as well as signage placement.
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Improving Understanding
Security procedures & courthouse rulesi
Security is paramount in criminal courthouses, underscoring the value of communicating security
procedures clearly and respectfully and gaining voluntary compliance from court users.
In some courthouse, rules and procedures are not posted and may be enforced inconsistently by
courthouse security staff. Gain consensus around key protocols and procedures and identify
opportunities to post these rules in conspicuous places for those entering the courthouse. This may
include sandwich boards or other stand-up signs outside the courthouse, as well as security or line
barriers immediately inside the courthouse. Using materials that are heavy and sturdy may address
concerns that the signs will either blow away or be relocated by unauthorized users.
Courthouse entrances are important locations to note handicap accessibility information, as well as to
indicate information in the two or three most commonly used languages. Welcoming language can help
to make a good first impression.
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Identifying key offices and resources
Consider whether the courthouse’s most frequented locations – such as the clerk’s office, courtrooms,
or cashier – are easily identified upon entry to the building and outside of those rooms. Rules or
instructions about accessing services, including hours of operation, can be posted on room identifiers as
well. Particularly in areas where court users may need to wait in line, make use of this waiting time by
posting information about what materials they will need to provide once they are able to meet with a
staff member. These areas are prime locations to post other information, such as how to post bail or
contact a lawyer referral service.
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Courtroom rules & decorumii
Courtroom management and security is another top priority for many court professionals. How can
signage support those priorities? Rules that will be enforced orally should be posted clearly to promote
understanding and respect by providing advance notice of the rules and also to demonstrate neutrality
that rules will be enforced without bias. Use images and languages other than English to communicate
more effectively with court users who may not read English. If there are special procedures concerning
signing in for a case or seating, post those rules conspicuously to avoid any appearance of bias.
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Providing legal information
Many court users experience some amount of waiting when accessing the court. Consider how periods
of waiting might be converted into opportunities to learn more about a relevant aspect of the court
process. Here, the backs of courtroom benches were used for new signs providing legal information
about who’s who in the courtroom, typical fines and fees, and what to expect. Consider how signage
might also clarify for court users – and support court professionals’ efforts to deliver a similar message –
the line between legal information and legal advice.
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Demonstrating Respect
Addressing basic human needs
A fundamental aspect of demonstrating respect for
court users is acknowledging their basic human needs
while accessing any service – namely, access to clean
and functioning bathrooms, and ideally, water fountains
and food concessions. Directional signage should be
clear and noted throughout the building.

Building navigation
Clear directories and directional information help to relieve anxiety that many court users have when
coming to the courthouse. Efforts should be made to identify facility locations accurately and
consistently, while also using plain language. For example, if the appearance docket is referred to by
building staff as “AD-1,” consider how signage should reflect both the official room name and number,
as well as this colloquial name. Directories and other signage should also guide users to bathrooms and
other on-site services.
Directories should be easily visible upon entry to the courthouse and posted at eye level.
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Maps and directional arrows can assist users with navigation. Use consistent color and font schemes for
navigational signs throughout the building. An obvious but often forgotten resource is to post signs for
all public exits to help court users efficiently leave when they are done with their court business.

Part of the navigational assistance may include helping court users to find the courtroom in which their
case will be heard, which may not be knowable in advance. Legends or instructions to help decipher
court calendar print-outs may help users, even in the absence of an overhaul to the calendaring system.
Similarly, orientation signage outside of a courtroom can affirm that users found the correct courtroom
and alert them to any check-in procedures before entering.
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Legal rightsiii
Signs can be used to convey more substantive messages of respect, also. Consider how the court can
demonstrate its commitment to litigants’ rights by posting these rights prominently and strategically
within the courthouse. Consider how the messaging towards different users of the court – criminal
defendants, witnesses, jurors, and other audiences – may need to be balanced and reconciled.
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Conveying Neutral Decision-making
Language access
Many high-performing courts have figured out how to
provide interpretation services for a multitude of
languages, but it can be difficult to ensure that court
users who need to access interpretation are aware and
connected as early as possible. Consider prominent
locations in the courthouse where instructions about
accessing interpretation services can be posted in the
most commonly requested languages.

Designated seating
Some courtrooms have designated seating for attorneys
or law enforcement. Ensure transparency and neutrality
around these rules by posting information in those areas,
in addition to oral enforcement that court staff may
utilize. This signage may help avoid the perception that
rules are applied inconsistently or with bias towards or
against certain groups. Consider whether any
explanation can be given for these rules to further
promote neutrality.
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Assert a commitment to serving all court users
Perhaps it should go without saying, but it doesn’t hurt to state explicitly the court’s commitment to
serving all members of the public. This statement may already exist as part of the court or jurisdiction’s
mission or vision statement.
Consider whether there is an inspirational quotation from a justice advocate that could be paired with
the mission statement. These words can serve as a powerful complement to other imagery in the
courthouse.
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Inviting Voice
Most courthouses are staffed by individuals with dozens of years of expertise and a genuine
commitment to listen to and address court users’ concerns and questions. Signage can help make clear
that staff are available in this way and challenge any misperceptions that staff do not value court users’
voice.
Information desks
Some courthouses have an official information desk; others have an informal resource that serves the
function of an information desk. In any case, consider whether a centralized area in the courthouse can
be labeled clearly to invite questions and concerns of court users (e.g., “INFORMATION”). This could
include adding language to security procedure signage to indicate that security officers are in a position
to answer questions.

Connecting defendants to legal counsel and support
Defense attorneys are often central to helping defendants have a voice in the criminal court process. For
stages of the process where the right to a lawyer is guaranteed, post clear instructions about the value
of legal representation and simple instructions about access. For defendants who are not represented,
consider whether there are other staff or resources in the courthouse (e.g,. a self-help center) to which
they can be directed.
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Showcase of Promising Examples
There are countless court leaders around the U.S. committed to improving court users’ perceptions of
fairness, including through improvements to the courthouse environment and its signage. Below is a
sampling of images from these courts that have crossed paths with the Center for Court Innovation. To
contribute other promising examples, please forward photos and descriptions to
info@courtinnovation.org.



Signs that improve wayfinding



Signs that use images and logos to convey information
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Signs (including videos) that invite voice by conveying personable and approachable court
leadership



Signs that indicate court updates
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Signs that assert the court’s commitment to fairness
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Additional Resources
-

“Improving Courthouse Signage: Procedural Justice Through Design,” Center for Court
Innovation, 2015. Available at
https://www.courtinnovation.org/sites/default/files/documents/Red%20Hook%20OctoberFinal
Proofed_REDUCED%20%281%29.pdf.

-

“Retrofit for Fairness,” Urban Omnibus, Feb. 2018. Available at
https://urbanomnibus.net/2018/02/retrofit-for-fairness.

-

“Plain Language Guide,” National Association for Court Management, 2019. Available for
purchase at https://nacmnet.org/resources/publications/guides/plain-language-guide.
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Appendix A: Signage Templates
i

Courthouse security procedures and rules

ii

Cell phone policy, English/Spanish
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iii

Defendants’ Constitutional Rights, English/Spanish
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Appendix B: Sample Procedural Justice Courthouse Environment User
Survey
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Procedural Justice Courthouse Environment User Survey
1) Today’s Date:

_________________________

2) Court session:
3) Courtroom:

Morning

Afternoon

_________________________

4) Had you been in this courthouse/building before today?
◻ Yes
◻ No
5) If yes, what brought you here before? (select all that apply)
◻ My current case
◻ A previous case of mine
◻ Came for a friend or family member
◻ Jury duty
◻ Other: ___________________________
◻ N/A
On a scale from 1 to 5, please mark how much you trust the following agencies, with 1 being not at all
confident and 5 being very confident:
1
2
3
4
5
Not at all
A little
Neutral
Somewhat
A lot
6) The police
7) The prosecutors
8) The defense attorneys
9) The judges
10) Other court employees
11) The jails
12) City government overall
For the following statements, please indicate whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat
disagree, or strongly disagree.
13) This municipal court treats defendants with dignity and respect.
◻ Strongly agree
◻ Somewhat agree
◻ Somewhat disagree
◻ Strongly disagree

14) Overall, this municipality’s criminal justice system is fair.
◻ Strongly agree
◻ Somewhat agree
◻ Somewhat disagree
◻ Strongly disagree
NAVIGATING THE COURTHOUSE
15) How did you know where to find your courtroom or other destination in the courthouse once you got
inside? (check all that apply)
◻ Had been here before
◻ Looked at a map or directory
◻ Looked at a posted list of cases
◻ Information desk
◻ Asked a court staff member
◻ Had it on my court paperwork
◻ Signs directed me to the right place
◻ Someone told me in advance where I should go
◻ Just found my own way
◻ Other: ___________________
16) Did signs around the courthouse clearly direct you to your courtroom?
◻ Yes
◻ No
◻ N/A
Mark whether you agree, disagree or are neutral on the following statements about the building.
Disagree
Neutral
Agree
N/A
17) Signs outside the building helped me
know what to expect today.
18) The security procedures for entering the
building were clear.
19) I was treated respectfully by the staff as
I entered the building.
20) Court staff seemed happy to answer any
questions I had.
21) I found my way around the courthouse
easily.
22) The building was clean and well
maintained.
23) Signs inside the building were
confusing.
24) I knew who to ask if I needed help
finding my way around the building.
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25) What would have made the process of navigating the courthouse easier for you today?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
COURTROOM
26) When you got to the courtroom, how did you let court staff know that you were there?
◻ I did not let them know
◻ Followed the posted sign-in instructions
◻ Told my lawyer
◻ Told the court officer or other court staff
◻ Someone called my name
◻ Other: _________________
27) Did anyone tell you what the rules were in the courtroom (i.e., what you could and couldn’t do while
you waited on the benches)?
◻ Yes, a court officer
◻ Yes, the judge
◻ Yes, other court staff
◻ Yes, my attorney
◻ Yes, another court user
◻ No one told me the courtroom rules
28) Did you see courtroom rules posted or listed anywhere in writing today? If yes, where? (check all
that apply)
◻ Yes, I saw a sign outside the courtroom door
◻ Yes, I saw a sign inside the courtroom
◻ Yes, in a pamphlet or on piece of paper someone gave me
◻ No, I did not see them posted or listed anywhere
◻ Other: ___________________________________
29) Do you feel like you knew what the rules were in the courtroom?
◻ Yes
◻ No
◻ Unsure
30) Do you feel like the signs in the courtroom were written in a respectful tone?
◻ Yes
◻ No
◻ Unsure
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31) About how long did you wait in the courtroom before your case was called? _____________
(specify hours or minutes)
OVERALL EXPERIENCE TODAY
32) Overall, how do you rate the fairness of your outcome today?
◻ Very fair
◻ Somewhat fair
◻ Somewhat unfair
◻ Very unfair
33) Was the result of your case favorable or unfavorable for your side of the case?
◻ Favorable
◻ Neither
◻ Unfavorable
34) Were you given any paperwork to remind you what you still need to do for your case?
◻ Yes
◻ No
35) Overall, did your experience in court today make you more confident or less confident in the
municipal court?
◻ More confident
◻ Had no effect
◻ Less confident
For the following questions, please mark whether you are likely, unlikely or unsure that you will…
Not Likely

Unsure

Likely

N/A

36) … Comply with your court order?
37) … Pay your fine or fees?
38) … Appear for your next court date?
39) … Obey the law in the future?
40) … Report a crime to the police in the
future?
41) … Tell family members or friends of
yours that the criminal justice system is
fair.

Almost done! Final questions on the next page.
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DEMOGRAPHICS
We’re almost done, just a few more questions about you specifically.
42) How do you identify your gender?
◻ Male
◻ Female
◻ Other (specify): ____________________
43) What is your race/ethnicity? (Check all that apply.)
◻ White (e.g., German, Irish, English, Italian, Polish, French, etc.)
◻ Hispanic, Latino or Spanish origin (e.g., Mexican, Puerto Rican, Brazilian, etc.)
◻ Black or African American (e.g., African American, Jamaican, Haitian, Nigerian, etc.)
◻ Asian (e.g., Chinese, Filipino, Vietnamese, Korean, Japanese, etc.)
◻ Indian (e.g. East Indian, South Indian, West Indian, Indo-Caribbean etc.)
◻ Native American or Alaska Native (e.g., Navajo Nation, Blackfoot Tribe, Mayan, etc.)
◻ Middle Eastern or North African (e.g., Lebanese, Iranian, Egyptian, Moroccan, etc.)
◻ Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (e.g., Hawaiian, Samoan, Fijian, etc.)
◻ Some other race, ethnicity or origin (Specify): _______________________________
44) Did you graduate high school or receive a GED?
◻ Yes
◻ No
45) If there is one thing you would change about your experience in the court building today (aside from
not being required to come here in the first place), what would it be?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
46) Do you have anything else you would like to tell me about how you or other people are treated by
the court?
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

END OF SURVEY.
Thank you so much for your time and input to help improve
your local court system!
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