Background Information on Observation
Objectives
Observation

A. Forensic investigators must have the ability to observe, interpret and report observations.

i. Definitions

ii. The five senses

B. Humans obtain information through observations using sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch.

i. Brain filtering

C. Filtering is an unconscious process that helps the brain deal with incoming stimuli and avoid becoming overwhelmed.

i. Filling in gaps with prior knowledge

Practicing good observation skills

A. Basic tips for observation

  Witness and eyewitness accounts

A. Many things influence a witness and impact their memory of a situation.

i. Perception

ii. Factors affecting observational skills

iii. The Innocence Project

B. Studies conducted by the Innocence Project have found that faulty eyewitness identifications have contributed to up to 75% of wrongful convictions.
i. Actual number of wrongful convictions are very low (approximately 0.5%)

ii. Fact versus opinion

Observation in forensic science

A. A forensic investigator finds, examines and evaluates evidence using technology and good observation skills.

i. Define forensics

ii. Analytical skills

iii. Deductive reasoning

B. Careers in forensic science

i. Forensic psychologist

ii. Forensic investigator

Terminology
Analytical skills: The ability to identify a concept or problem, isolate its component parts, organize information for decision making, establish criteria for evaluation, and draw appropriate conclusions.

Deductive reasoning: Deriving consequences from facts using a series of logical steps.

Eyewitness: A person who has seen someone or something and can communicate these facts.

Fact: A statement or assertion of information that can be verified.

Forensic: For public discussion or debate. The application of scientific knowledge to legal questions.

Logical: Conclusions drawn from assumptions and known facts.

Objective: Based on facts rather than opinion.

Observation: What a person perceives using their senses.

Opinion: Personal belief founded on judgment rather than on direct experience or knowledge.

Perception: Interpreting information received from the senses.

Subjective: Based on opinion or personal feelings.

Introductory Activity

The item used for this activity is a United States penny.  It is a common item that students have seen many times in their lives, yet probably have not paid much attention to.  For that reason, it is a good judge of their observation skills.

Provide the following questions for students – either in a Power Point or on a printed handout.  When they have finished answering the questions, discuss what the answers they gave.

The first five questions refer to the face of the penny.

1. What words are written at the top? (In God We Trust)

2. Which U.S. President is featured? (Abraham Lincoln)

3. In which direction is the President facing? (The right side.)

4. What word appears on the left side? (Liberty)

5. What appears on the right side? (Year of minting)

The next five questions refer to the back of the penny.

1. If you flip the coin over on its side, what happens to the reverse side? (It appears upside down)

2. What words appear on the top? (United States of America)

3. What structure is featured? (Lincoln Memorial)

4. What is written on top of the structure? (E Pluribus Unum)

5. What is written at the bottom? (One Cent)
Information for teachers

Forensic investigators must have the ability to…
1. Observe a situation

2. Interpret the information
3. Report observations objectively

These skills are perfected through training and experience.
Observation is what a person perceives using their senses. The average person gathers information about what is around them through their vision, hearing, touch, smell and taste. This is done largely without thinking and is a necessary part of survival. But this constant flow of information requires us to filter part of the information. For example, you may not notice the color of the walls of a room or the arrangement of the furniture.  It requires a conscious effort to pay attention to the details of our surroundings.
Perception is how we interpret information received from our senses. But perception can be limited and the way we view our surroundings may not be accurate. Our brains may filter information, fill in information that isn’t actually there and apply prior knowledge to new situations. For example, if you see a person wearing a white jacket, you may assume they are in the medical profession. This may be based on your prior experiences of seeing a physician wearing a white lab coat.  You may also assume that brown-colored ice cream is chocolate flavored. In truth, it may actually be another flavor such as coffee.  But because most of your experiences have taught you that brown ice cream is chocolate, your brain will apply that prior knowledge when you see brown ice cream.
Understanding these limitations is essential in improving observation skills. By applying what is known about how the brain processes information, it is possible to improve observational skills.  Four ways to do this include:
1. Make a conscious effort to examine the environment. Start at one spot and slowly look over every area carefully.  Look at everything you see.

2. Be aware the brain filters out information it may consider unimportant.  Make an effort to observe everything – no matter how small or insignificant it may seem.

3. Avoid making interpretations.  While this may be important later, the first observation should involve gathering all available information. 

4. Document everything! Make notes and take photographs.  Don’t depend on your memory. 

Eyewitness accounts:

If a forensic investigator must be a good observer, how accurate are eye witness accounts made by people who may be affected by the natural filtering of the brain? 
When a crime is committed, the witness is usually experiencing stress, which can be distracting.  The person committing the crime is usually a stranger, and the time of the interaction is usually limited. These factors impair a person’s ability to carefully observe the situation.  The brain may try to fill in details it considers appropriate, but they may not be accurate. Other factors that may influence memory include a person’s prejudices, personal beliefs, experiences and motives. While the testimony of an eyewitness can be very powerful in court, it is important to know the shortcomings of eyewitness testimony.
Mistakes happen…but not often. Experts agree that the rate of wrongful conviction in American courts is exceedingly low. Ronald Huff, Dr. Arye Rattner, and Edward Sagarin are authors of the book Convicted but Innocent. They spent more than 10 years studying wrongful convictions through gathering evidence and assessments from police administrators, sheriffs, prosecutors, public defenders, and judges. The three scholars concluded that about 0.5 percent of persons convicted of felonies are estimated to be innocent of the crimes convicted of. That is one half of one percent of the people convicted…or one out of 200.

The Innocence Project:
In the 1980’s DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) testing started being used in forensic investigations.  DNA testing can link a specific person to a crime by analyzing cells from a victim or a suspect. By the late 1980’s, DNA testing began to be used by defense attorneys as a means of proving that a person was innocent. The post-conviction use of DNA analysis led to five exonerations of convicted criminals in 1989-1991. In 1992, Barry C. Sheck and Peter J. Neufeld created The Innocence Project as part of the Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law at Yeshiva University.  This non-profit legal clinic was established with a goal of exonerating wrongfully convicted people through DNA testing.

According to the website (http://www.innocenceproject.org) of the Innocence Project, “Eyewitness misidentification is the single greatest cause of wrongful convictions nationwide, playing a role in more than 75% of convictions overturned through DNA testing.” 

From the website:


While eyewitness testimony can be persuasive evidence before a judge or jury, 30 years of strong social science research has proven that eyewitness identification is often unreliable. Research shows that the human mind is not like a tape recorder; we neither record events exactly as we see them, nor recall them like a tape that has been rewound. Instead, witness memory is like any other evidence at a crime scene; it must be preserved carefully and retrieved methodically, or it can be contaminated. 

When witnesses get it wrong
In case after case, DNA has proven what scientists already know — that eyewitness identification is frequently inaccurate. In the wrongful convictions caused by eyewitness misidentification, the circumstances varied, but judges and juries all relied on testimony that could have been more accurate if reforms proven by science had been implemented. The Innocence Project has worked on cases in which: 

•  A witness made an identification in a “show-up” procedure from the back of a police car hundreds of feet away from the suspect in a poorly lit parking lot in the middle of the night.

• A witness in a rape case was shown a photo array where only one photo of the person police suspected was the perpetrator was marked with an “R.”

• Witnesses substantially changed their description of a perpetrator (including key information such as height, weight and presence of facial hair) after they learned more about a particular suspect.

• Witnesses only made an identification after multiple photo arrays or lineups — and then made hesitant identifications (saying they “thought” the person “might be” the perpetrator, for example), but at trial the jury was told the witnesses did not waver in identifying the suspect.
Career Exploration:

There are many careers in the field of forensic investigation.  
One career is forensic psychologist. This career involves applying psychology to the field of criminal investigation and law. Forensic psychologists are often involved in custody disputes, insurance claims and lawsuits. Some work in family courts and offer psychotherapy services, perform child custody evaluations, investigate reports of child abuse and conduct visitation risk assessments.

Those working in the civil courts often assess competency, provide second opinions, and provide psychotherapy to crime victims. Professionals working in the criminal courts conduct evaluations of mental competency, work with child witnesses, and provide assessment of juvenile and adult offenders.

Forensic investigators go by many names, including crime scene investigators, evidence technician, crime scene technician,  crime scene analyst, and criminalistics officer. Previously, these investigators were specially trained police officers. Today many work with law enforcement agencies, but they can also be part of the medical examiners office. Increasingly, individuals with scientific rather than law enforcement training are being hired for these positions. 

Among their responsibilities are: 

· securing the area around the crime

· measuring and drawing diagrams of the scene

· taking photographs

· listing and bagging all evidence

· writing a report about all evidence collection  procedures and conclusions

· attending and taking photographs at autopsies

· testifying to findings in court. 

Forensic investigators will collect a wide range of physical evidence at the crime scene including finger- and footprints, trace materials, hair and fibers and biological evidence on the victim’s body. Although this job can be very physically and mentally demanding, involve encounters with foul odors and sites, and with long and sometimes erratic hours, many people enjoy the challenge and personal satisfaction gained from helping to solve a crime.

Summary:
· What we observe is influenced by the environment & the natural filtering of our brains.

· Eyewitness accounts may not always be accurate.

· Subjective information is opinion based & can’t be verified. Objective information is fact based and can be verified.

· The Innocence Project states eyewitness misidentifications played a role in more than 75% of convictions overturned through DNA testing.

· Police officers and crime scene/forensic investigators are trained in good observation practices.
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