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What do district court clerks do? 

District Court clerks are the frontline staff for the General, Juvenile and Domestic Relations and 

Combined District Courts.  Each court has one Clerk of Court who is the chief administrator.    

Depending on the size of the court, the court may have supervising or managerial clerks.  The largest 

number of employees for each court is the deputy clerks.   

Clerks provide customer service to the public, attorneys, law enforcement, state and local agencies 

including the Department of Motor Vehicles, State Police, Department of Juvenile Justice, Division of 

Child Support Enforcement, Department of the Treasury, and Department of Social Services.  Clerks are 

responsible for maintaining the courts case and financial records.  A deputy clerk has the ability to have a 

person arrested, held in jail, have their driver’s license suspended or reinstated, intercept their tax refund 

or lottery winnings, summon and subpoena people to court, and to assess fines and costs.  There are many 

complexities of a clerk’s job.  We require these clerks to deal with extremely sensitive, confidential and 

important issues.  They are dealing with people’s liberty, finances, and family issues.  One incorrect box 

checked on a form or an order not completed, could result in a person’s erroneous arrest.  It takes at least 

six months to train a deputy clerk in the basic skills.  It probably takes at least a year for that deputy clerk 

to be proficient.   

Upon receiving the invitation to speak to your work group, I contacted District Clerks across the 

Commonwealth to see what concerns they have over compensation, pay compression, recruitment and 

retention/turnover rates.   

Compensation 

It has been reported that the average state employee earns about $44,000 per year, but the average district 

court clerk earns only $32,000.   A Richmond Times-Dispatch article from December 2011 stated that 

judicial district staff is one of the lowest-paid state departments.  The average entry level deputy clerk is 

classified as a Grade 7 or 8 with starting salaries of $26,024 and $27,333.  Clerks only have the authority 

to hire an employee at the entry level unless they seek an extremely rare exception from the Supreme 

Court’s Human Resources Department.   



 

 

To give you an example of the salary discrepancies, let's compare a Support Enforcement Specialist for 

the Division of Child Support Enforcement to a Grade 7 Deputy Clerk in a Juvenile and Domestic 

Relations District Court who primarily works in the courtroom.  Both of these employees work in the 

same courts.  The specialist assists an Assistant Attorney General in court and the clerk assists a judge.  

The specialist handles child support cases whereas the clerk handles child support, spousal support, 

paternity, custody, visitation, juvenile delinquency, adult criminal, and child dependency cases, just to 

name a few.  The specialist is required to use a handful of forms whereas a clerk is required to use nearly 

100 forms.  The specialist starts at $31,979 and the deputy clerk starts at only $26,024.   

A majority of Courts report that some of their current employees must work a part-time job in addition to 

their full-time position with the court.  One Juvenile Court reported that 45% of their staff has to 

supplement their income with a part-time job. 

 I have also received reports of employees who receive public assistance either in the form of food stamps 

or housing vouchers.  A Grade 7 Deputy Clerk with two children who earns the entry level salary of 

$26,024 qualifies for not only food stamps, but also meets the eligibility for a court-appointed attorney in 

our courts. 

We believe there are discrepancies within the district court system.  There are deputy clerks who perform 

the same duties with same years of service, but are at different grades earning different salaries.  We need 

consistency, not only within the district courts, but across all departments and branches of the 

Commonwealth. 

Recruitment 

Clerks across the Commonwealth have informed me of their difficulty in hiring qualified candidates to fill 

their deputy clerk vacancies.  When Clerks make offers of employment to their top candidates, they are 

finding that people decline the position because of the low pay. 

One Juvenile Court reported that seven out of the last ten recruitments, their first candidate choice (and in 

some cases, their second choice) turned down the position because of pay. 

Another Juvenile Court said that one of their candidates took a position with the detention home where 

she would make more money hourly as their cook than as a deputy clerk in the court.   

One Court said that they had applicants who turned down the job for university positions for $3000 and 

$4000 more than the deputy clerk’s position. 

One Combined Court had two candidates turn down offers who thought that the salary was negotiable 

like many other state agencies.  This is a common practice for the state prison which is one of the largest 

employers in their area. 

Retention/Turnover 

The District Courts are experiencing an enormous issue with retention and turnover.  Because of the low 

salaries, deputy clerks are constantly looking for higher paying jobs.  We are losing employees to Circuit 

Courts, the federal government, Public Defender's Offices, Commonwealth Attorney's Offices, Division 



 

 

of Child Support Enforcement, local government agencies, and the private sector.  The most common 

reason employees give for resigning is the low pay. 

The District Courts are constantly in a revolving door pattern.  We hire a deputy clerk, train them for a 

minimum of six months, then another deputy clerk gives their notice, then we begin the recruitment and 

hiring process which takes about two months, and start the training process all over again.  We are 

providing valuable training to staff to be recruited right out of our office. 

Over the last year, one Juvenile Court has experienced a 50% turnover rate.  Employees were lost to the 

Public Defender’s Office, Commonwealth Attorney’s Office, and to the private sector. 

In one General District Court, the previous Clerk left for a position with the Federal Court system that 

was less work and a pay raise of over $15,000.  Another manager in this court also went to the Federal 

Court system accepting an “entry level” position with a $2000 pay raise with substantially less work and 

responsibility.  Years later, this person is earning more money than any of the Court’s Division Managers.  

Another General District Court reported similar loses to the federal government losing employees with 

more than 10 years of experience earning an additional $15,000 to $18,000 per year. 

In the last few years, a Juvenile Court lost seven deputy clerks.  One of these clerks that went to work for 

a Circuit Court had over 25 years of service with their court.  

One Juvenile Court cited a clerk who went to work for the Victim-Witness program making an excess of 

$56,000 as the coordinator.  The Court’s Supervising Deputy Clerk who has more education, the same 

amount of time in the system, and whose duties and responsibilities outweigh the coordinator’s makes 

significantly less. 

One Court received notice just last week from a deputy clerk that she is leaving to take a position with the 

Public Defender’s Office. 

Pay Compression 

Before the 2013 2% salary adjustment and salary compression adjustment, district court clerks had not 

received a pay adjustment since 2007.  This means that there were many deputy clerks with five years of 

service being paid at the same level as new hires.  There is not a merit or step increase system in the 

District Courts.  We have no way to reward employees for their performance. 

One General District Court has five deputy clerks and none of these employees makes over $30,000.  One 

of these employees has been with the court system for 12 years and has even had her position reclassified. 

In smaller courts, experienced deputy clerks are asked to take on Clerks responsibilities in their absence.  

These deputy clerks may only earn a couple of dollars more an hour than a wage employee who files and 

answers the telephone. 

In one Combined Court, the Clerk earns $25,000 less in salary than the previous Clerk who was employed 

during the days of step increases.  The current Clerk will probably never come close to reaching her 

salary even with the same number of years. 



 

 

Many Clerks compared the salary adjustments to inflation stressing that we are dramatically falling 

behind.  One Clerk calculated that if an employee was earning $40,000 in 1999, adding in only the Social 

Security Administration’s cost-of-living adjustment, that employee would be earning $58,152 in 2013.  

This employee is only earning $52,458 under our current compensation plan. 

One locality compared the District Court employees with Circuit Court employees. They found that the 

salaries of the District Court employees are lagging between 15 and 22% behind their Circuit Court 

counterparts.  They also found that the salary discrepancies not only existed at the recruitment level, but 

increased the longer the employee stayed with the District Court. 

Conclusion 

Every time we hire a new deputy clerk, the Clerk and staff are spending at a minimum of six months of 

initial training with additional training throughout their employment.  The training takes us away from 

our other duties and responsibilities.  Training a deputy clerk is tedious and time consuming.  A deputy 

clerk's job is not a repetitious one.  It is constantly changing and they must be trained for numerous 

procedures and situations.   

We continue to hire and train staff and they continue to leave for higher pay and less workload.  A few 

Clerks told me that they are finding that employees, especially the younger staff, are going anywhere they 

can make more money.  They are not interested in more benefits. 

Even though the Supreme Court encourages employees to further their education, we have found that in 

general, Deputy Clerks are not interested.  Within the court system, the difference in the level of 

responsibility and the compensation for taking on these demanding jobs is simply not worth it.  The 

managerial positions in the district court system usually mean additional hours with no additional 

compensation or reward of any sort.  We should be retaining clerks with longevity and experience to fill 

positions at the supervisory and Clerk of Court levels.  In order to do this, we should have competitive 

salaries and reward those who further their education.  

Having a higher entrance salary will attract a more qualified, loyal and appreciative applicant pool.  

Rewarding employees with merit increases will increase their willingness to stay with the court system 

and provide a high level of productivity.  If we reward employees who continue to build on their 

knowledge base by earning certifications and attend relevant training programs, then the court system and 

public will benefit.  

A better trained, qualified and experienced staff provides better customer service, processes cases at a 

higher rate keeping cases moving through the court system, decreases backlogs, and solidifies defendants, 

victims, attorneys, and law enforcements expectations of the court system.  The bottom line – a satisfied 

and compensated employee will provide effective, efficient and productive work results. 

We understand that this work group has been directed to study compensation for deputy clerks, but we 

would ask that you look at the District Courts as a whole and include the Clerks of Courts. 

On behalf of the District Court clerks, thank you for this opportunity to express our observations and 

thoughts about our compensation.  It is an extremely important and significant issue to us. 


