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Trainees attend the New York State Court Officers graduation ceremony in December 2017. // Photo courtesy of NYS-UCS

From 100K Applicants to 130 Trainees:
The Path to Becoming a Court Officer

BY DAVID BRAND

The court officers who staff Queens
courts are an elite group, selected from
among thousands of applicants after
demonstrating the physical ability, men-
tal aptitude and emotional tempera-
ment to succeed in the role.

It is a competitive job that begins with
100,000 applicants who sign up to take
the court officer civil service exam, said
Chief Joseph Baccellieri, Jr. the Com-
manding Officer and Chief of Training.

The Court Officer standards have be-
come more rigorous since Baccellieri
first the job in 1983. For starters, basic
training only lasted ten days. It now
spans four months.

But before enrolling in the training acad-
emy, applicants must prove themselves
capable. That begins with a strong per-
formance on the written exam, which is
only administered once every four or
five years.

Next, applicants must receive medical
clearance enabling them to participate
in the physical ability test battery, a se-
ries of challenges that each officer must
pass. The circuitincludes a push-up test,
a sit-up test, an agility run designed to
test anaerobic capacity and an aerobic
assessment common among college
athletes known as the Beep-Test

Candidates who fail the physical ability
test have one chance to try again 90
days after their first failed session. The
assessment details, including detailed
photos of correct and incorrect push-up
form, are all available on the state
courts’ website.

"All the information is available ahead of
time," Baccellieri said. "The goal is for
people to succeed.”

Those who do pass the physical trial next
undergo a vision test, a psychological

assessment and a background investi-
gation.

"Because of the fact that we carry fire-
arms, you can't entrust those powers to
people who don't have [an appropriate
temperament],” he said. "We can't look
into someone's heart and brain, but we
do our best with psychological services
and the background investigation [but]
we understand that people are imper-
fect].”

Chief Joseph Baccellieri, Jr is the commanding offi-
cerand chief of training at the New York State Court
Officers Academy. // Photo courtesy of Baccellieri

The investigators who consider each
candidate do not pass judgement. In-
stead, they compile the results of the
background report and the psychologi-
cal assessment and submit it to the eval-
uation board, on which Baccellieri
serves.

Each report is completely anonymous
and information related to gender, age,
race and sexual orientation are exclud-
ed, Baccellieri said.

Approved individuals enter the pool of
cleared candidates, where they may re-
main for up to five years.

If the evaluation board rejects a candidate,
the individual has an opportunity to ap-
peal the decision. Their case goes before a
separate appeals boards.

"It's a very fair process,” Baccellieri said.

Once the approved candidates enter the
Court Officer Academy for four-month ba-
sic training, they become recruits. After
they graduate, they spend two years at
NYS Court Officer Trainees before finally
becoming full NYS Court Officers.

Each officer serves as part of a team that
works closely with other courtroom staff,
including the judge, whom Baccellieri
called the "king or queen of the court-
room.”

Baccellieri, a Staten Island native, said he
became a court officer in Brooklyn Crimi-
nal Courtwhen he was 23. The role provid-
ed him the ability to work in law enforce-
ment while maintaining a steady schedule
without working nights.

In 1987, he began to train recruits and ex-
tended the basictraining, which he said ex-
isted ina "vacuum.”

“Training wasn'tadequate,” he said. "Court
officer [recruits] didn't interact with people
in other law enforcement organizations.”

“Now, we have tremendous standing in
the community because we're very capa-
ble and we are highly trained," he contin-
ued.

Baccellieri said he recently shared a meal
with a friend who worked in the Manhat-
tan District Attorney's office for many
years. During the meal, Baccellieri asked
his friend if he ever felt unsafe while con-
fronting murderers and violent offenders.

"He put his fork down and he said, ‘Never. |
never felt | was in danger because there
were always court officers around and | felt
safe."" Baccellieri said. "And that's our job:
to make people feel safe when they
come to the courthouse.” o



