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Summary of 2018 FJAA Educational Conference 

By: Michelle Howard (Eastern District of Michigan) 

Thursday, August 23, 2018 was the kick off to our 2018 
Federal Judicial Assistant's Association Educational Conference. 
The festivities began with our opening reception atop of the 
flagship hotel restaurant, Cygnus 27, that was in the newly 
remodeled tower of the famed Amway Grand Hotel. It was on the 
27th floor with spectacular views of the Grand Rapids skyline. I 
enjoyed meeting first-time attendees and, seeing familiar faces in 
the JA friends I made during my first conference. Afterwards, a 
group of us were still hungry and decided on a piano bar next to 
the hotel. That was a total blast! We were able to request some 
Aretha Franklin songs and sing and dance along with the piano 
players. 

• 

On Friday, August 24, 2018, we spent the entire day at the Gerald R. Ford Federal Building which is the courthouse for 
the United States District Court for the Western District of :tvlichigan. We assembled in their Jury Assembly Room for a warm 
welcome from our FJAA President, Lynn Magee of :tvlinnesota and, Chief Judge Robert Jonker. He was on a family vacation in 
Sedona but made a special appearance by video conference. One of my favorite quotes from him, is that "it takes resources to 
translate judicial independence into a practical purpose .. . otherwise it is just a concept and it takes people like you." 

In speaking with all of us, he hoped that we found a renewed sense of purpose and pride in our roles as Federal Judicial 
Assistants. I can confirm that I as well as my fellow J.A.s felt a sense of renewal and pride from the beginning of the day and 
throughout the conference. As judicial assistants, we each play an integral role in assisting our judges in making critical decisions, 
on and off the bench, daily. Personally, I take a great deal of pride in that and never take it for granted. It is truly an honor to 
serve the public through the Federal Judiciary. 

Next, on the agenda was a presentation by the members of the jury department on the 
history of the Grand Jury and how the Western District uses them today. This was of great 
interest to me because I still have only limited experience with grand juries. The jury staff 
began with the history of grand juries being first recognized in the Magna Carta. Of course, 
it is the Fifth Amendment that specifically mentions what we now know as the "grand jury 
indictment". Federal, state and local agencies such as ATF, U.S. Postal Police, etc. can 
recommend a case to the grand jury. Another interesting fact I learned is that the "law of 
secrecy" is for life and so if you were ever involved in a grand jury proceeding, you are 
bound by chat rule for the rest of your life. The Western District has a total of three grand 
juries who meet two to three times per week for a term of 18 months and they cover 49 
counties. 
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