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Note:  This model assignment can be adapted to fit your instructional goals.

Overview
	
The goals of this assignment are for you to:  (1) learn from observing actual court proceedings, and (2) reflect on how concepts we discuss in class may (or may not) apply in real life.

You must spend at least one hour observing one or more criminal cases in court.  Since most cases are resolved through plea bargains, you are encouraged to attend a court session when the court accepts plea bargains.  [Provide information about location and scheduling of criminal court proceedings in your area.]

While you are in court, also pay attention to lawyers and defendants in the audience as they consult and possibly try to work out last-minute plea deals.

Several students may observe the same proceedings.

[If students will do the assignment after you have covered some of the material in your course:]  Pay attention to anything that seems seem to fit the rules you have learned in this course – as well as anything that seems different from the rules.  In other words, you should not assume that the subjects’ experience neatly fits the rules.

We will discuss your observations in class on [date].  Be prepared to briefly summarize your observations and anything that seemed particularly noteworthy or surprising to you.  

[If you require students to write a paper summarizing the observations, include requirements such as the following]  You will write a report summarizing the answers to the questions described below and describing insights you gained from the interview.  The report will be due [at the beginning of class on date].  The report should be [say, 2] double-spaced typed pages, with one inch margins on each side, in Times New Roman 12 Font. 

This assignment will not be graded. [If you plan to grade this assignment, revise this statement accordingly.]

Instructions for Your Observation

In general, you should adopt the mindset of an open-minded investigator to get as thorough and accurate understanding of the process as possible.  Instead of accepting statements in court at face value, consider various possible explanations of the events you observe.  See if you can get the following information for each case you observe:

The defendant and subject matter of the case
! 	Describe the defendant(s).  Include the demographic characteristics, appearance, clothing, demeanor, etc.
! 	What were the charges against the defendant(s)?
! 	[If the defendant(s) plead guilty]  What charges did the defendant(s) plead guilty to?
! 	Was there information about whether the defendant(s) had previously been arrested or convicted of any crimes?

The people in court
! 	Was the defendant represented by counsel?  If so, was the lawyer a public defender or private lawyer?
! 	Was more than one defendant the subject of the hearing or trial?
! 	[If applicable]  Describe the interactions between the lawyers.  Did they seem friendly, hostile, or something else?
! 	Were there people in court who appeared to be friends or relatives of the defendant(s)?
! 	Who else was in court?  How many people were in the audience, if any?
! 	What did the court clerk and bailiff do?  How did they interact with the judge?
! 	If you observed lawyers consulting with clients or negotiating with other lawyers, what did you notice?

The hearing or trial
! 	How long did the hearing or trial last?
! 	What happened during the hearing or trial?
! 	What do you think were the critical factors causing the matter to turn out as it did? 
! 	What happened as you expected?
! 	What happened that surprised you?

[If You Assign a Paper]  Writing Your Paper

You have limited space to summarize your observations, so carefully decide what is most important to include.  In general, the purpose of this assignment is for you to learn about the reality of criminal court proceedings.  In describing this part of the assignment, be objectively descriptive, use plain English (not legal terminology), and generally avoid expressing your judgment about the individuals, actions, decisions, etc.

Your narrative should begin with a brief description of your observations, but they MUST NOT include any details that could reasonably identify the people you observed.  The report MUST use pseudonyms referring to the people in the case.  The pseudonyms MUST be sufficiently different from the real names that it would be impossible to identify them.  In keeping with the serious nature of this assignment, the report must use plausible names, not silly ones.  The report MUST NOT include specific dates.  Your paper MUST prominently include the following legend at the top:  "Note:  Details of this case, including the names of individuals, have been omitted or changed to protect the confidentiality of the data."

The main part of the paper should focus on what you learned from the observation and how the case was similar and/or different from concepts discussed in this course.  In this part of the paper, you may use legal terminology and refer to course readings, simulations, and class discussions. 

[This part of the assignment should focus on any issues you want students to address.  You may give students complete discretion to discuss anything that seems significant to them or you might direct them to discuss particular issues.]
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