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I.  INTRODUCTION 

Forensic DNA technologies, techniques, and analysis methods have 
advanced far more rapidly than any other forensic testing area.  As a result, 
many of our nation’s crime laboratories, law enforcement agencies, and 
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courts of law are expected to manage an increased volume of cases where 
innocence or guilt is determined by forensic DNA evidence.  In response, 
federal, state, and local governments have made significant investments to 
empower the criminal justice system with the capacity and capability to 
meet these increased demands.  As such, forensic DNA evidence has 
become a more prevalent component of criminal investigative work.  The 
benefits of these trends cannot be understood, however, without 
recognizing the issues facing end-users of forensic DNA:  our nation’s 
courts of law. 

While it can be said that the search for truth is the responsibility of 
those who prosecute criminals, those who defend the accused and preside 
over the court play equally important roles in ensuring due process.  Our 
adversarial system strives to apply the law equally and fairly across all 
jurisdictions.  There is a great disparity of baseline knowledge of the 
scientific and legal issues specific to forensic DNA evidence, however, 
creating an incongruous atmosphere of representation within our courts.  
Would our system of justice better serve those it is designed to protect if 
legal professionals had sufficient information to comprehensively evaluate 
and understand how forensic DNA evidence may or may not affect a case? 

Compounding the issue further, state legislatures across the country 
continue to expand the scope of their DNA database statutes to include 
less violent crimes such as felony drug possession and misdemeanor fraud.  
This national trend significantly impacts how law enforcement investigates 
crime.  Consequently, the courts must adjudicate an increasing volume of 
cases involving forensic DNA.  Moreover, while the general public has an 
increased familiarity with forensic DNA as a result of its portrayal on 
television, fictional drama programs significantly mischaracterize the 
application and utility of forensic evidence.  The CSI effect1 can have a 
profound influence on juries and the outcome of criminal trials, especially 
when lawyers and judges may have limited understanding of technical 
issues, such as the probability of a match, which literally could make or 
break a case. 

 

 1. The “CSI effect” refers to the notion that modern jurors “have unrealistic 
ideas of what criminal science can deliver” fostered by current crime shows such as CSI 
which provide “the mistaken notion that criminal science is fast and infallible and 
always gets its man.” See Richard Willing, ‘CSI Effect’ Has Juries Wanting More 
Evidence, USA TODAY, Aug. 5, 2004, at 1A, available at http://www.usatoday. 
com/news/nation/2004-08-05-csi-effect_x.htm. 
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II.  BACKGROUND 

The President’s DNA Initiative, Advancing Justice Through DNA 
Technology, outlines innovative short-term solutions and long-term 
comprehensive strategies that can enable our nation to maximize the value 
of forensic DNA evidence from crime scene to courtroom and beyond.2  It 
identifies the need for training and resource tools for our nation’s criminal 
justice professionals, including prosecutors and defense counsel who 
present scientific DNA evidence in court and the judges who must make 
rulings in these cases.3 

Most of our nation’s attorneys and judges receive information 
through traditional educational delivery mechanisms, such as conferences 
or workshops.  The content covered in continuing legal or judicial 
education programs varies widely and usually fails to cover the issues 
specific to the adjudication of forensic DNA cases.  To promote the 
consistency of content dissemination in educational environments, many 
professions have employed computer-based or computer-assisted training 
programs.  These modular e-learning programs are expanding the breadth 
and scope of education across all professions; the e-learning trend is just 
beginning to reach criminal justice professionals. 

Principles of Forensic DNA for Officers of the Court is an interactive, 
computer-based program.4  This training tool was developed through a 
partnership between the Office of Justice Programs and the National 
Forensic Science Technology Center (NFSTC)5 and was funded by the 
National Institute of Justice.  The primary goal of this project was to 
develop an e-learning program to provide an educational resource for 
attorneys and the judiciary on specific issues related to forensic DNA 
evidence.  The purpose of developing such a tool was to establish a 
minimum level of understanding of the technical, scientific, and legal DNA 
evidentiary issues that attorneys and judges might encounter in their 
respective fields of practice.  Deploying this convenient, user-friendly, 
educational tool will make pretrial, trial, and appellate procedures more 
efficient, thereby saving valuable resources for our court system.  
 

 2. President’s DNA Initiative, About the Initiative, http://www.dna.gov/info/ 
(last visited Mar. 15, 2006). 
 3. Id. 
 4. See President’s DNA Initiative, Principles of Forensic DNA for Officers 
of the Court,  http://www.dna.gov/training/otc (last visited Mar.15, 2006). 
 5. See National Forensic Science Technology Center, http://www.nfstc.org 
(last visited Mar. 15, 2006), for more information about the NFSTC and the products 
and services it provides to the forensic science community. 
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Secondary benefits will be realized through more effective and 
collaborative interaction with law enforcement and the crime laboratory 
throughout the entire criminal investigation and case work process. 

III.  DEVELOPMENT AND SCOPE 

Principles of Forensic DNA for Officers of the Court is a multimedia 
training tool that delivers content in a modular format, providing users 
with text, terminology, images, animations, audio, and video.  By 
combining various instructional media elements, users can easily access 
multiple levels of information and experience content in an interactive 
environment.  The program was specifically designed to target the core 
constituency of practicing criminal prosecutors, defense attorneys, and 
judges.  It was also a significant priority to ensure that the program would 
be sufficiently dynamic to connect with adult learners with varying levels of 
knowledge and experience related to forensic DNA evidence and trial 
practice. 

Inherent to the design of an effective educational tool is the merit and 
delivery of its content.  To ensure production of a high quality program, a 
multidisciplinary panel of experts was assembled.6  Over the course of two 
years, this panel developed all subject matter content and user-interface 
components contained in each of the program’s fifteen modules.  The 
expert panel’s primary objective was to deliver balanced and unbiased 
information on scientific principles and legal issues related to the use of 
forensic DNA in criminal proceedings. 

A.  Working Group Members 

 
Jack Ballantyne 

University of Central Florida 

Susan M. Ballou 

Office of Law Enforcement Standards 
National Institute of Standards and Technology 

The Honorable Ming Chin 

California Supreme Court 

The Honorable George W. Clarke 

Judge of the Superior Court 
County of San Diego 

The Honorable Andre Davis 

Judge, U.S. District Court 
District of Maryland 

Jules Epstein 

Kairys, Rudovsky, Epstein & Messing 

 

 6. See infra Part III.A–C. 
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Debra Figarelli 

City of Phoenix, Laboratory Services Bureau / 
National Forensic Science Technology Center 

Dean Gialamas 

Forensic Science Services Division 
Orange County Sheriff-Coroner Department 

Syndi Guido 

Office of Policy 
Pennsylvania State Police 

Carol Henderson 

The National Clearinghouse for Science, 
Technology and the Law  

Stetson University School of Law 

Kimberly Herd 

Office of the Assistant United States Attorney 
District of Columbia 

Henry Lee 

University of New Haven 

Terry Melton 

Mitotyping Technologies 

Christopher Plourd 

Law Office of Christopher J. Plourd 

The Honorable Ronald Reinstein 

Judge, Superior Court of Arizona 

Steve Twist 

National Crime Victim Law Institute 

B.  Subject Matter Expert Contributors 

 
Frederick Bieber 

Bringham and Women’s Hospital 

John Butler 

Human Identity DNA Technologies Group 
Biotechnology Division 

 National Institute of Standards and Technology 

George Carmody 

Carleton University 

Joe Cecil 

Federal Judicial Center 

Greggory LaBerge 

Denver Police Department Crime Laboratory 

 

C.  NFSTC Development Team 

 
Robin W. Jones  

Project Manager, Consultant 
Mark Taylor 

Multimedia Design Specialist 

Mike O’Berry 
Instructional Technology Manager 

Danny Nichols 
Multimedia Design Specialist 

Eileen Fynan 
Instructional Design Specialist 

 

 

The breadth and scope of the topics presented in the program were 
important considerations that evolved over the course of the project’s 
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development period.  Upon finalization of the program outline by the 
working group, a scientist and a legal professional were paired to develop 
the baseline content of each module.  To ensure consistency of purpose and 
function, the draft content was presented to the group for additional 
deliberation and editorial work.  This tiered development approach served 
to validate not only the content, but also the method by which it would be 
delivered in the context of the entire program.  To further ensure 
maximum input from the end-users, an extensive beta-testing and revision 
schedule was included as a key component of the program’s development 
process. 

D.  Program Outline 

 
Module 1:  Overview Module 2:  Biology of DNA Module 3:  Practical Issues 

Specific to DNA Evidence 

Module 4:  Introduction to the 
Forensic DNA Laboratory 

Module 5:  Assuring Quality in 
DNA Testing 

Module 6:  Understanding a 
Forensic DNA Laboratory 
Report 

Module 7:  Statistics and 
Population Genetics 

Module 8:  Mitochondrial DNA 
and Y-STR Analysis 

Module 9:  Forensic DNA 
Databases 

Module 10:  Collection of DNA 
Evidence from Suspects and 
Arrestees 

Module 11:  Pretrial DNA 
Evidence Issues 

Module 12:  Victim Issues 

Module 13:  Trial Presentation Module 14:  Post Conviction 
DNA Cases 

Module 15:  Emerging Trends 

 

The program was officially released in Seattle, Washington at the 58th 
annual meeting of the American Academy of Forensic Sciences.  To 
maximize transportability and utility as a stand-alone educational and 
resource tool, a CD-ROM version is available to the public through the 
National Criminal Justice Reference Service website.7  Recognizing the 
significant role that the Internet plays in providing an accessible method 
for the delivery of multi-media information, the program is also accessible 

 

 7. National Criminal Justice Reference Service, http://www.ncjrs.org (last 
visited Mar. 15, 2006). 
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through the President’s DNA Initiative website.8 

IV.  BEYOND THE CD-ROM AND THE INTERNET 

Principles of Forensic DNA for Officers of the Court was specifically 
designed for single-user pedagogy—one user navigating and interacting 
with the program content.  As such, this format lends itself to self-paced 
learning and provides a truly versatile tool to those who operate within the 
constraints of limited training resources.  However, it is recognized that the 
attorney and judiciary target audiences may not be accustomed to using 
computer-based training and resource tools.  In response, the “Blended 
Learning” model developed by the Department of Homeland Security’s 
Office for Domestic Preparedness will be emulated to integrate the 
program’s content into a curriculum that can be used to reach the 
maximum target audience.9 

Blended Learning environments make use of traditional, 
collaborative learning tools, such as conferences and workshops, while 
integrating multimedia components, including interactive animations, 
audio, and video.  This approach engages the audience and reinforces the 
more challenging technical material through demonstrative learning while 
providing the added benefit of teaching the audience how to efficiently 
navigate through the computer-based program.  In 2006 and 2007, no-cost 
Blended Learning workshops will be offered at national conferences and 
upon request through the NFSTC in Largo, Florida.  To further 
complement the overall program and workshop activities, an immersion 
case study, which will provide a practical demonstration of a criminal DNA 
case from the perspectives of a prosecutor, defense attorney and judge, is 
currently under development and is expected to be completed by Summer 
2006. Finally, while the Principles of Forensic DNA for Officers of the 
Court program serves a core constituency of judges, prosecutors, and 
defense attorneys, the modular e-learning format easily lends itself to 
adaptation.  This program can be used as a resource for victim advocates, 
investigators, law students, and other criminal justice professionals. 

 

 8. President’s DNA Initiative, http://www.dna.gov (last visited Mar. 15, 
2006). 
 9. OFFICE FOR DOMESTIC PREPAREDNESS, U.S. DEP’T OF HOMELAND SEC., 
ODP APPROACH FOR BLENDED LEARNING (2003), http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/ 
odp/blendedlearning/pdfs/bls.pdf. 
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V.  SUMMARY 

Principles of Forensic DNA for Officers of the Court was designed to 
serve individuals responsible for the prosecution, defense, or judicial action 
associated with criminal forensic DNA evidence.  It defines DNA and the 
technologies used in forensic DNA applications.  The program also 
addresses scientific evidentiary issues and legal considerations for attorneys 
and the judiciary that arise as a result of expanded uses of DNA evidence 
and DNA databanks to solve crime.  This resource, combined with the 
subsequent training that is to be offered and the case study, will decrease 
nationwide training costs to judges and lawyers, ensuring that our courts 
are better equipped to manage forensic DNA evidence.  Efficiencies will 
be realized in court systems throughout the country, including more 
effective adjudication of criminal cases containing biological evidence.  
Significant administrative cost savings will result from the increased 
numbers of plea bargains.  Efficiencies will also be realized beyond the 
courts with increased coordination of requests for testing, pretrial 
preparation, and expert testimony requirements, which collectively place 
significant burdens on the crime laboratory. 
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