Here comes the judge

Wade Padgett is a man with a message - and teens are listening
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COMMENT 

Being a judge is a reactive job. Judges deal with wrongdoing after the fact. Well, Wade Padgett is different. 

As Columbia County's chief magistrate judge, Padgett is proactive. He holds seminars that enlighten teenagers about the legal consequences of bad behavior.

These aren't the usual lectures kids have heard since elementary school about why certain kinds of conduct are bad for them and should be avoided.

Padgett, who has two teenagers of his own, speaks their lingo. He appears before them without his robes, but he knows how to get their attention.

Sometimes it's with a boom-box blasting an ear-shattering current hit tune. Sometimes it's with a 19- or 20-year old in shackles and prison garb. Many in the seminar are shocked to learn that the young inmate is serving time for having had sex with a partner younger than age 16 - and that the conviction can get one forever labeled as a sex-offender.

The point of the seminar, says Padgett, is to let kids know that some behavior isn't just bad or immoral, which they will readily acknowledge, but that it's also illegal and can have harsh consequences - which many of them don't know, or at least don't fully comprehend.

Smoking pot or driving drunk, for instance, can lose them their driver's licenses and land them in jail, as well as make them terribly sick; so can taking other, harder drugs. Many are surprised to find out methamphetamines can rot their teeth.

The judge divides his talks into four topics that often get young people into a lot of trouble - alcohol, drugs, sex and technology. Padgett reminds them that embarrassing personal material they put in cyberspace is out there permanently, and years later would-be employers can Google the images - which, in fact, many are doing.

After his talk, the judge opens the floor to questions that also can get lively. But the teens - mostly between ages 14 and 19 - appreciate the frank talk, especially from a judge. Padgett just hopes some of the youngsters learn enough - or are shocked enough - to keep out of trouble and stay out of his court. Think of it as preventive medicine.

His seminars - known as Teenage Years 101 - are such a big hit that he's getting more requests than he can keep up with. And he does it all as a volunteer setting a great example - or should we say precedent - that other judges hopefully might follow. It's a marvelous public service.
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