
TRIAL BY VOTER:  
THE GUIDE YOU NEED TO PASS JUDGEMENT

Not sure who is running for judge in Cuyahoga 
County, or what the judges even do? 
Look no further than this voter guide. 
Find crucial information about each candidate so you can make an informed decision.
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The Ohio Student Association
The Ohio Student Association is a statewide grassroots organization 
led by young people ages 18-35 with campus and community chapters 
across the state, including several in Cuyahoga County. Our mission is to 
organize young people to build independent political power, and our work 
includes civic engagement, voter education, grassroots organizing, and 
direct action to win on the issues that impact us and our communities.

We are a member of the Cuyahoga County Jail Coalition, which formed in 
2018 in response to the series of deaths and ongoing conditions of abuse 
and inhumanity at the jail. The Jail Coalition fights for accountability and 
change in our county’s justice system while centering the wisdom and 
leadership of those most impacted.

What Does This Guide Cover? 
This guide covers candidates in contested judicial races only. It includes 
basic information about each candidate, as well as their responses to 
three questions from the questionnaire we sent out to all of the county 
level judicial candidates. The full questionnaire results can be found at:

app.ohiostudentassociation.civicengine.com

Just enter your address, click “Research ballot,” select the race in 
question, and view each candidate’s responses on their profile. We 
encourage you to use our website to research your entire ballot, since 
this particular guide only covers contested judicial races.

For judicial ratings from the bar associations, go to:  
www.judge4yourself.com.

About This Guide | Overview
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Why Are Judges Important?
From custody agreements to bail, probation, and prison sentences, 
judges make important decisions that impact lives forever. Often 
working with little oversight and enormous power, the experience of 
going to court will vary greatly depending on who is sitting on the bench.

WHAT DO JUDGES DO?
Judges serve for six year terms, and the roles vary based on the bench. 
The judicial system is complex, so check out the diagram for a full picture 
of the system in Ohio. Learn more about the benches covered in this 
guide: See diagram on page 5.

COURT OF COMMON PLEAS
Hears criminal and civil cases at the county level. These judges have the 
authority to incarcerate people.

COMMON PLEAS - DOMESTIC RELATIONS
Hears divorce, child support, and custody cases at the county level.

COURT OF APPEALS
Hears appealed cases from the lower courts at the district level. 
12 districts total. Appellate judges decide if the original judge ruled 
correctly by upholding the verdict, reversing it, or issuing a new verdict.

About This Guide | Overview
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Ohio Supreme Court
There are 7 justices total on the Ohio Supreme Court - 1 chief justice 
and 6 associate justices. The court hears cases that have been appealed 
from the district courts, cases regarding the Ohio Constitution, and can 
also hear cases regarding contested elections. The court can accept 
or refuse cases (with some exceptions), but must hear appealed cases 
that started at the district level and appealed death penalty cases. The 
decisions made by the Ohio Supreme Court set legal precedent for all of 
the courts in the state.

The court also has administrative powers, including setting the day-to-
day rules of evidence and procedure for all Ohio courts and overseeing 
the process of admitting attorneys to practice law in the state.

While on paper the judiciary is independent and apolitical, in practice 
Supreme Courts have become heavily politicized in recent decades. The 
Ohio Supreme Court is currently 5 to 2 conservative, and has been under 
conservative control for nearly a generation.

About This Guide | Judges 101
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Link with info and for citation: http://www.supremecourt.ohio.gov/JudSystem/default.asp  
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JENNIFER BRUNNER (D)

10th District Court of Appeals
BS - Miami University, JD - Capital University
Supported By: Human Rights Campaign Ohio, Ohio Federation of 
Teachers, Planned Parenthood Advocates of Ohio

www.judgebrunner.com

: @JenniferBrunner  
: /BrunnerCommittee

Before her role as an appellate judge, Jennifer Brunner was a common pleas judge, 
the first female Ohio Secretary of State, and a candidate for the US Senate. She has 17 
years of private law experience and international experience in addition to her public 
service. Brunner has stressed the importance of redistricting to remove gerrymandered 
districts in Ohio, combating racism in the justice system, and accepting more cases to 
review at the supreme court level.

JUDITH FRENCH (R - INCUMBENT) 

Ohio Supreme Court
BA, MA & JD - The Ohio State University
Supported By: cleveland.com (endorsement), Fraternal Order of 
Police of Ohio (FOP Ohio), Ohio Business Roundtable

www.justicejudifrench.com

: @justicejudi  
: /justicejudifrench

Self described as a conservative judge, Judi French prides herself on interpreting the 
law fairly. She spent 8 years as a judge on the 10th District Court of Appeals before 
becoming a justice on the Ohio Supreme Court in 2013. She has 25 total years of public 
service experience, including roles as an assistant attorney general and a counsel to the 
Governor. She is passionate about equal access to the justice system and educational 
opportunities in Ohio.

French vs. Brunner | Ohio Supreme Court

French vs. Brunner
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SHARON L. KENNEDY (R - INCUMBENT) 

Ohio Supreme Court
BA & JD - University of Cincinnati
Supported By: Fraternal Order of Police of Ohio (FOP Ohio), Ohio 
Right to Life, Buckeye Firearms Association

www.kennedyforohio.com

 : / KennedyforOhio

Sharon L. Kennedy began her career as a patrol officer with the Hamilton police 
department.  Kennedy then ran a private family practice and served as special counsel to 
the Attorney General before being elected to the Butler County Domestic Relations Court 
in 1995 and becoming its administrative judge in 2005. She made many “common sense” 
family law reforms until being appointed to the Supreme Court in 2012. A constitutional 
conservative, Justice Kennedy pledges to uphold the law and practice judicial restraint.

Kennedy vs. O’Donnell | Ohio Supreme Court

Kennedy vs. O’Donnell

JOHN P. O’DONNELL (D) 

Cuyahoga County Court of Common Pleas
BA - Miami University, JD - Cleveland State University
Supported By: cleveland.com (endorsement), United Auto 
Workers, Human Rights Campaign

odonnellforjustice.com

: /JudgeJohnODonnell

As a common pleas judge for 18 years, John P. O’Donnell has experience with criminal and 
civil cases. In 2008, he was selected to handle a docket of commercial cases, hearing 
over 2,000 business cases in addition to his civil and criminal caseload. O’Donnell 
has faced criticism for his acquittal of officer Michael Brelo in 2015, resulting in his 
unsuccessful bid for the Ohio Supreme Court in 2016. O’Donnell has pledged to take on 
special interests, stand up for families, and advocate for voting rights as a supreme 
court justice.
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RAYMOND HEADEN (R - INCUMBENT)

8th District Court of Appeals
BA - Williams College, JD - University of Pennsylvania
Supported By: FIIN-PAC (Formerly Incarcerated Individuals 
Necessary Political Action Committee), Cleveland.com

rayheaden.com 

: @raymondheaden4judge 
: /raymond.headen.31

Before becoming an appellate judge, Ray Headen worked in private practice for more 
than 30 years and served as General Counsel to the Ohio Treasurer of State.  Since being 
appointed by John Kasich to the 8th District Court of Appeals in 2018, Ray Headen has 
been a strong advocate for sentencing reform and proudly touts that he has never had 
one of his legal opinions overturned.  Headen has also partnered with Ohio Supreme 
Court Justice Michael Donnelly to spearhead the creation of a criminal sentencing 
database in Ohio. 

LISA FORBES (D)

Partner - Vorys, Sater, Seymour and Pease
BS - Cornell University, JD - Case Western Reserve University
Supported By: G-PAC, Cleveland Stonewall Democrats, US Senator 
Sherrod Brown

www.forbes4judge.com

: / Forbes4Judge

Lisa Forbes is passionate about bringing her law experience to the 8th District Court of 
Appeals. As a business litigator for 27 years, Forbes has argued complex cases at the 
state and federal level. She argued her first appeal in the 1990s and has since continued 
to represent clients in the Court of Appeals, with her most recent case being last year. 
She also serves on the Board of Directors for the Centers for Families and Children. She 
advocates for more transparency about appellate court decisions, restoring respect to 
the court, and a fair application of the law at the appellate level.

Headen vs. Forbes | 8th District Court of Appeals

Headen vs. Forbes
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EMANUELLA D. GROVES (D)

Cleveland Municipal Court Judge
BA - Kent State, JD - Case Western Reserve University
Supported By: Northshore AFL-CIO, Cleveland Stonewall 
Democrats, G-PAC

groves2020.net 

: /Judgegroves2020

As a Cleveland Municipal Court Judge for 18 years, Emanuella Groves has been 
passionate about improving the court and helping the community. Groves created the 
Get on Track program to help defendants get their GEDs and the Community Orientation 
Program (COP) to educate people about their rights with the police, among other 
initiatives. Groves has also written over 20 opinions as a judge, a passion that she would 
like to apply to the appellate court.

PAMELA A. HAWKINS (R)

Solo Practitioner
BA - Harding University, MA - Case Western Reserve University
MA & JD - Cleveland State University

: linkedin.com/in/pam-hawkins-26069b3b/

As a solo practitioner with 16 years experience as an attorney, Pamela Hawkins focuses 
on estate planning and pro bono guardianship cases. She also has experience evaluating 
family child care homes and training child care providers. Before becoming a solo 
practitioner, Hawkins held roles as an assistant prosecutor for Cuyahoga County, a law 
clerk and a pro bono fellow. She holds two master’s degrees in Education and Social 

Administration in addition to her law degree.

Groves vs. Hawkins | 8th District Court of Appeals

Groves vs. Hawkins
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KENNETH CALLAHAN (R)

Lawyer - Mansour Gavin LPA
BA - John Carroll University, JD - Cleveland State University

: linkedin.com/in/kennethcallahan

Before retiring and returning to private practice, Ken Callahan previously served as a 
Cuyahoga County Common Pleas Judge from 1993-2009. As a private attorney, Callahan 
has specialized in commercial litigation, receivership, guardianship, and white collar 
criminal defense. Now considered one of Ohio’s leading business lawyers, Callahan was 
tapped last minute to run this year after incumbent judge Phil Calabrese was nominated 
to the federal bench.

Callahan vs. Vodrey | Court of Common Pleas

Callahan vs. Vodrey

WILLIAM VODREY (D)

Magistrate - Cleveland Municipal Court
BA - Oberlin College, JD - Case Western Reserve University
Supported By: North Shore AFL-CIO Federation of Labor, US 
Congresswoman Marcia Fudge, US Senator Sherrod Brown

votevodrey.com 

: @VoteVodrey 
: /VoteVodrey

As a Cleveland Municipal Court Magistrate appointed in 2001, William Vodrey has 
experience with criminal, civil and traffic cases and has written 21 decisions. Prior to 
his appointment, Vodrey worked as a Legal Aid lawyer and an assistant prosecutor 
in Cuyahoga County. Vodrey is passionate about combating racial and socioeconomic 
disparities in the justice system. He supports bail reform and the treatment of low level 
drug offenses as a public health concern.



11

ANDREW J. SANTOLI (D)

Schraff Thomas Law, LLC
BA - Ohio University, MBA & JD - Cleveland State University
Supported By: Cuyahoga County Democratic Party, 
Congresswoman Marcia Fudge, North Shore AFL-CIO Federation 
of Labor

andrewsantoli.com

: @santoli-andrew
: /Santoli4Judge

Andrew Santoli was an assistant prosecuting attorney in 
Cuyahoga County from 2007-2019, with a promotion to the Major Trial Unit in 2012. In 
that role, he prosecuted serious criminal cases, seeking to bring comfort and justice to 
the families of victims. In 2019, Santoli joined the Estate Planning and Probate Litigation 
Firm of Schraff Thomas Law, LLC in 2019, where he litigates complex civil cases. He also 
works in private practice and as a criminal defense attorney in Cuyahoga County Juvenile 
Court. Santoli sees bail reform, trial expediency, and the opiate crisis as major issues 
facing the Common Pleas court. 

ROBERT C. MCCLELLAND (R - INCUMBENT) 

Cuyahoga County Court of Common Pleas
BA - Denison University, JD - Cleveland State University
Supported By: Cleveland Building and Construction Trades 
Council, Laborers 310, Pipefitters 120

: /judgerobertmcclelland  
: @JudgeMcClelland 
: @judgemcclelland

Judge Robert McClelland has over 31 years of private practice experience and has been 
a judge on the Cuyahoga Court of Common Pleas since 2011. McClelland is one of 5 judges 
on the Mental Health and Developmental Disabilities docket and continues to advocate 
for its mission. The docket provides specifically trained counsel and probation officers 
to handle cases with individuals who are diagnosed with a serious mental illness or 
disability. McClelland is also a member of the Faculty of the Judicial College of the Ohio 
Supreme Court and teaches both new and established judges in areas of trial skills and 
procedure.

McClelland vs. Santoli | Court of Common Pleas

McClelland vs. Santoli
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WANDA C. JONES (R - INCUMBENT) 

Court of Common Pleas
BA - Ursuline College, JD - Cleveland State University
Supported By: FIINPAC (Formerly Incarcerated Individuals 
Necessary Political Action Committee)

keepjudgewandajones.com

: /wanda.jones.98284

While working as a mail carrier and banker, Wanda Jones attended law school in the 
evenings. In 2018, after only 7 years of private practice in domestic relations court, she 
ran an upstart campaign against controversial sitting judge Daniel Gaul for a Court of 
Common Pleas seat. While she lost the race, she was granted an appointment by John 
Kasich to another vacant seat. Jones is hoping to continue her work on the bench with the 
same focus on domestic and family issues that defined her career as an attorney.

McClelland vs. Santoli | Court of Common Pleas

Jones vs. Bell

RICHARD BELL (D) 

Assistant Prosecuting Attorney
BA - Kent State University, JD - Cleveland State University
Supported By: G-Pac, Congresswoman Marcia Fudge, Greater 
Cleveland Congregations

richardbell4judge.com  

: /RichardBell4Judge

Richard Bell is currently a Special Investigations Division Chief of the county prosecutor’s 
office, overseeing the Internet Crimes Against Children Task Force, as well as the 
investigation of over 7,000 cold case sexual assault kits. As an assistant prosecutor, Bell 
has tried over 100 cases, including the potentially wrongful conviction of Angela Garcia. 
An outspoken proponent of bail reform, Bell designed his own risk assessment tool 
before championing the Arnold Foundation tool used nationwide.
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COLLEEN ANN REALI (D) 

Magistrate
BA - Fordham University, JD - St. John’s University School of Law
Supported By: FIINPAC (Formerly Incarcerated Individuals 
Necessary Political Action Committee), G-PAC, Congresswomen 
Marcia Fudge and Marcy Kaptur

colleenannrealiforjudge.com 

: /colleenannrealiforjudge

Colleen Ann Reali has served as a Domestic Relations Court Magistrate for the past five 
years. Before her appointment, she spent 14 years as an assistant prosecuting attorney, 
and has practiced in both Common Pleas Court and the Court of Appeals. Reali has led 
Continuing Legal Education Trainings for other attorneys on topics including Domestic 
Violence Criminal Protection Orders, Marriage Equality and Judicial Case Management. 
She works on various committees within the Domestic Relations Court to improve 
processes and better serve families and children, and is passionate about her work in the 
Court.

Reali Vs. Cochran |  Court of Common Pleas Domestic 
Relations

Reali Vs. Cochran

JAMES COCHRAN (R)

Senior Assistant Ohio Attorney General
BA - University of Dayton, JD - Cleveland State University
Supported By: 

cochran4judge.com 

: /james.cochran.737448

James Cochran brings 40 years of legal experience to the table. He worked as an 
Assistant Prosecutor in Cuyahoga County for 12 years and spent time as an attorney at 
the Ohio Attorney General’s Office and the City of Cleveland Law Department. Since 2015, 
he has focused on real estate acquisition for the Ohio Department of Transportation. 
Cochran was tapped at the last minute to replace John Mayer, who dropped out of the 
race over the summer. He feels strongly that voters deserve a choice, which is why he 
accepted the invitation. However, Cochran has not previously practiced family or custody 
law, which is the focus of the Domestic Relations court.
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