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Introduction
As U.S. courts explore ways to reduce foot traffic during 
a global public health crisis, they are adapting to the use 
of videoconferencing at breakneck speed.

On March 23, 10 days after issuing an emergency order 
authorizing the use of videoconferencing for civil 
proceedings, Texas civil courts held 101 Zoom 
conferences in a day. Less than two months later, that 
number had increased to over 1,000. In the spring of 
2020, states such as Illinois made permanent revisions 
to their court rules to support the adoption of remote 
hearing technology, and expand its use to criminal cases.

Comfort with virtual hearings is quickly becoming a 
basic technological competency, but it shouldn’t be 
intimidating. Many procedural details are left to the 
hosts of the conference, with relatively little for 
attorneys to figure out. With a little practice, you might 
find that appearing via Zoom or another 
videoconferencing solution is more convenient and less 
complicated than showing up at the courthouse.

Key takeaways
This guide to Zoom hearings will help you understand 
how this videoconferencing technology is being used in 
the U.S. courts. It draws primarily on a judicial training 
presentation by Assistant Judge Amy McFarland of the 
11th Circuit Court of Illinois, as well as several relevant 
articles from legal technology publishers.

While we won’t cover every feature in detail, we will set 
out to address the fundamentals needed to perform 
confidently in your first virtual court appearance.

Less than two months after a Covid-19 emergency order 

authorized the use of videoconferencing technology for court 

appearances, use of Zoom in Texas courts increased more than 

1,000%.

Source: Texas Lawyer
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What you'll need to get started
To participate in a remote hearing via Zoom, you'll need 
the following.

Device with internet connection
Necessary for connecting to the conference.

Speakers (or headphones)
Necessary for speaking to other participants.

Microphone 
Necessary for speaking to other participants.

Webcam (sometimes optional)
If your computer, phone or tablet doesn't have a built-in 
camera, you can use an external device connected via USB.

Free vs. paid Zoom accounts

While an account is not always required to join a Zoom conference, certain courts 
may require them for security reasons. To prepare for this possibility, attorneys 
should consider creating a free personal Zoom account.

Free Zoom accounts have a time limit of 40 minutes for any hosted conference, 
but this limit does not apply to users joining a conference hosted by a paid 
account. In any case, McFarland noted, it’s not hard for courts to circumvent the 
restrictions of the free plan.

“When the hearing exceeds 40 minutes, everyone logs out, logs back in, and they 
proceed,” McFarland said.

Alternative participation via telephone

McFarland acknowledged that not all parties will have access to a web-enabled 
device with a microphone. In some of these cases, the court may still be able to 
allow participation in a virtual hearing using a dial-in number. You will still likely 
need to enter a password to join.

Unless the host has specifically masked dial-in numbers in their Zoom settings, 
your phone number may be visible to other participants. If you want to ensure it 
remains private, it’s a good idea to confirm with the court that the “Mask phone 
number in the participant list” setting will be activated in advance of the 
hearing.
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https://zoom.us/freesignup/


Before the hearing
Zoom currently allows meetings to be booked in 30-minute increments. However, to provide participants with ample time to 
join and get settled, some courts may issue an invite that starts up to 30 minutes before the actual scheduled hearing time.

Be sure to check your official start time prior to the hearing, and arrive at least 5-10 minutes early so you can test your 
connection and perform the following setup tasks.

Limit distractions

Ensure the room is free 
of visual and audio 

distractions, including 
pets or people coming 

and going. If a doorway 
is in view, make sure it 
is closed and lock it if 

you can.
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Low noise

Simple, high-contrast 
background

Soft lighting in front of you

Adjust lighting

Bright lights behind you 
can cause your camera 

to darken the exposure, 
obscuring your face in 

shadow. Make sure the 
brightest source of light 

in the room is in front 
of you and not in view 

of the camera.

Add profile image

Add a professional 
headshot to your Zoom 
profile by navigating to 
Settings > Edit Profile. 

If you need to 
deactivate your camera 

momentarily during 
the hearing, the profile 
image will replace your 

video feed and 
minimize the 

appearance of a 
disruption.

Set background

You can set a 
business-appropriate 
“virtual background"* 

(Settings>Virtual 
Background) to 

replace the 
environment behind 

you with a more 
flattering image or 

video. Not all courts 
allow this feature, so 
it’s still important to 

prepare the room as if 
the judge will see it.

* By default, the last virtual background you used will reappear on you next conference unless you reset it. If you use more casual 
backgrounds for chats with friends, get in the habit of switching the background to ‘None’ before you log out.

Ideal room 
conditions for a 
Zoom conference



McFarland explained that judges and court staff have a number of tools for maintaining order during a virtual hearing. 
As hosts, court staff can:

• Mute participants. McFarland called this “the No. 1 setting” she has used when side conversations threatened to 
derail the proceedings.

• Disable video. If a participant’s video feed becomes distracting, it can be deactivated.

• Lock the meeting. This prevents any new participants from joining the conference.

• Place participants on hold. If the court staff needs to step away from the bench or pause proceedings, they may do so.

• Disable private chat. This prevents participants from typing messages to one another that can’t be seen by the host. 

• Remove participants. Finally, if a participant becomes exceptionally disruptive, he or she can be removed from the 
conference. This may be accompanied by sanctions for contempt of court.

“Once you are in the virtual courtroom [as a judge],” McFarland said, “you become your own virtual bailiff.” 
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Security and visibility
While dialing into court remotely removes many physical 
security risks, it introduces some online security 
considerations as well.

Early in 2020, news outlets were abuzz with reports of 
“Zoom bombing”—wherein uninvited guests could 
cause havoc after joining a conference without 
permission. This could happen when no password was 
set for the conference, allowing pranksters to randomly 
type in different meeting room codes until they found a 
live session.

Zoom responded by embedding passwords for each 
conference into each invitation link, making it easy for 
invitees to join a password-protected conference where

Procedural disruptions

 “Zoom bombing” is not a threat. McFarland 
recommended that courts don’t alter this setting.

Courts such as the 11th Circuit also take advantage of 
Zoom’s Waiting Room feature, which allows the hosting 
judge to screen participants from a queue before placing 
them in the live videoconference. If they prefer, they can 
also specify that each conference is hosted on servers 
located in countries with strong data protection laws.

In many states, it is illegal for participants other than the 
court reporter to use recording software to capture a 
hearing. However, if the hearing is to be publicly available, 
participants may ask if it will be livestreamed on a 
platform such as YouTube for outside observers.



In-session keyboard shortcuts

WindowsFunction

SpacebarPush to talk

Alt+VVideo on/off

Alt+FFull screen on/off

Ctrl+TJump to chat
Opens a window where you can type messages to other 
participants.

Alt+F1Switch to Active Speaker view

Focuses your screen on participant at a time; typically the 
one who is speaking.

Alt+F2Switch to Gallery view

Divides your screen into equal-size camera views for 
all participants, regardless of who is speaking. Think 
The Brady Bunch or Hollywood Squares.

Mac

Spacebar

Cmd+Shift+V

Cmd+Shift+F

Cmd+Shift+H

Cmd+Shift+W

Cmd+Shift+W

Sharing documents
In the 11th Circuit, McFarland said, the judge hosting the 
conference is usually the only participant allowed to share 
documents during the web conference. Therefore, it’s important to 
file any documents you’d like to cite beforehand and ensure that 
PDF copies are available to the host.

Hosts may allow users to share documents via Zoom as well.

Private conversations
By default, Zoom’s private chat feature allows participants to type 
messages to each other that are only visible to the intended 
recipient. However, courts have the option to disable private chat 
for their hosted conferences, or revoke it during a proceeding.

For issues requiring deeper private discussion, participants may 
request use of a breakout room. This feature—which can only be 
activated by a host—can allow attorneys and clients to speak to 
each other in separate video conference. Hosts can also determine 
how each breakout room lasts and when participants may return to 
the main conference.
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Demonstration of a remote hearing
McFarland’s presentation closed with a video of a mock remote hearing to 
demonstrate how the concepts she discussed would play out in practice.

Watch the recording >

At the beginning of the mock hearing, Judge 
McFarland appeared in front of a 
composited “virtual background” of wood 
paneling, flanked by the Illinois state and 
American flags, in an arrangement that 
closely resembled an actual courtroom. She 
announced that all participants had joined 
the waiting room, and began to admit them 

into the hearing.

 “Mr. Campbell, I am going to display a 
document to waive a defendant’s 
rights to be physically present in the 
courtroom. Do you see this document, 
Mr. Campbell?”

The defendant verified that he had seen the 
document and had the opportunity to 
discuss it with his attorneys, and that the 
signature at the bottom was his.

Do you understand that you have a right to 
be physically present in the courtroom, 
which would be open to members of the 
public, before you plead guilty to any of the 
criminal charges in this case?”

“Yes,” the defendant replied.

Later in the demonstration, the defendant 
interjected: 

“I have a question for my attorney. 
Can I talk to them in private?”

Judge McFarland repled, “Yes, you may. I 
will put you each in a separate breakout 
room, where no one else will be able to hear 
your conversation. How much time do you 
think you’ll need?”

“Not very long,” the defendant replied.

“Ms. Duffy,” McFarland said, “I am 
going to send you to a breakout room 
to speak privately with your client at 
this time.” 

McFarland then used Zoom’s hosting 
control panel to create a breakout room for 
the defendant and his attorney, and added 
them to the room while the court reporter 
and state’s attorney remained in the main 
conference room.

Conclusion
McFarland later noted that a few minor issues cropped up in the 
demonstration. “I didn’t know where the public defender went 
temporarily,” she admits, and thought they might have to start the skit 
over before she reappeared. When she went to create the breakout 
room for the defendant and his attorney, she accidentally created two 
breakout rooms instead of one, causing a short pause in the 
proceedings.

“We wanted to include that in the video,” McFarland said, to 
underscore that things might not always go perfectly in a virtual 
hearing. “But [Zoom] is pretty intuitive, and you can come up with some 
solutions to achieve the desired outcome. And, hopefully have a sense 
of humor when those things come up.”

Judge Amy McFarland of the 11th Circuit Court of Illinois (top right) leads a mock criminal 
hearing held remotely using Zoom.
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Additional resources

Webinar: Remote Hearings 101
Assistant Judge Amy McFarland of the 11th Circuit Court of Illinois demonstrates how court staff can run hearings via 
Zoom in a one-hour webinar. Also includes a recording of a mock hearing for a criminal case.

Article: Hot Keys and Keyboard Shortcuts for Zoom
Master Zoom's in-conference controls so you can avoid fumbling through buttons and menus on your next 
videoconference.

Article: E-Filing May Have Taken Years to Catch On in Texas, But Zoom’s Already Skyrocketed
Law.com covers the rapid adoption of Zoom videoconferencing technology in Texas state courts since an emergency 
order allowing its use was enacted on March 23, 2020.

Article: How to prevent Zoombombing in your videochats in 4 easy steps
"Zoombombing" occurs when unwanted guests gain access to a videoconference in order to sabotage it. While the topic 
received much media attention early in 2020, there are four simple ways to reduce the likelihood of an intrusion  to 
nearly zero.

Blog: Zoom Tips for Hosts and Participants
Legal tech expert Catherine Sanders Reach offers her tips for law firm employees and court staff when addressing legal 
matters via  Zoom.

Blog: Video Conferencing – You Have Options
While Zoom has become the most widely used videoconferencing platform in U.S. courts, many courts will allow use of 
another solution if all parties agree. The North Carolina State Bar Association summarizes your alternatives.

Blog: What to expect as trial courts reopen during the pandemic
A panel of clerks from three Illinois judicial circuits conducts a CLE roundtable outlining steps each court is taking to 
counter the threat of Covid-19.

Integrated court filing for your remote law office.
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https://www.pathlms.com/aoic/courses/18376
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https://cpm.ncbar.org/2020/05/26/zoom-tips-for-hosts-and-participants/
https://www.lexblog.com/2020/05/20/what-to-expect-as-trial-courts-reopen-during-the-pandemic/
https://www.infotrack.com/?utm_source=content&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=zoom-hearings&utm_content=brand-cta



