'p‘”\ A(.qo

,L
Q
'ﬂ

Questioned Documents Section — 2003

0% AM%,

@
% 2o
S[( LJ(,\?‘

J12 Harbor Pilots, Handwriting Examinations, and the Scientific Method

Joel S. Harris, BSc*, Forensic Document Examiner, Forensic Laboratory Services - Ottawa, National Police
Service, Royal Canadian Mounted Police, 1200 Vanier Parkway, Ottawa, Ontario, Canada

The educational objective of this presentation is to suggest methods and applications that may increase the scientific
presentation of hand- writing evidence and provide possible solutions to issues of validation and statistical uncertainty.
To present a method for creating electronic work notes for handwriting examinations.

Several events over the past 13 years, including the Risinger et al. article [1], Starzepyzel trial [2] and the
MacVeigh bombing trial [3], have raised questions about the scientific validity of the century-and-a- half-year old
forensic discipline of handwriting examination.

For any subject to attain the coveted status of science three condi- tions must be met, reproducibility,
reproducibility, and reproducibility [4]. The often used axiom, “... examiners of questioned handwriting are trained
professionals who are confident that their conclusion in a given case is the same as the conclusion that would be
given by any other similarly trained professional examiner...” implies that handwriting examination conclusions are
reproducible and therefore scientific. Consequently different examiners with the same training should make the same
observations and arrive at the same conclusions when looking at the same handwriting evidence. The numerous
occurrences of opposing handwriting experts in court would suggest otherwise. What are the reasons for similarly
trained experts arriving at different conclusions? Do they apply the same standard handwriting examination procedures
when looking at the same evidence? Are the standard hand- writing examination procedures so often described in the
literature [5,6,7,8,9] and referred to in handwriting training programs scientifically valid?

This presentation will describe a method to generate electronic handwriting work notes with embedded images of
observations, thereby verifying the application of standard handwriting tests when assessing and comparing handwriting
evidence. The scientific validity of these standard tests will be discussed together with reference to software programs
(i.e., Limbic Systems) that may help to capture hard-to-illus- trate observations (i.e., pen lifts and intersecting strokes).

The inclusion of images of observations for every handwriting tests applied to the evidence is synonymous with
recording keeping methods used in conventional scientific investigations. Using this approach the handwriting report and
accompanying work notes are presented in a more scientific framework. The results of all tests applied to the evidence are
described with supporting images. This confirms that the appropriate test was administered as well as showing the
results upon which the conclusion is based. This approach to recording handwriting examinations may help to reduce the
occurrence of opposing handwriting conclusions in the courtroom and establish that standard handwriting tests results
are reproducible. The scientific validity of handwriting examinations and the statistical uncertainty associated with
handwriting examination conclusions will be discussed with reference to handwriting search data bases such as the
Forensic Identification System for Handwriting (FISH) developed by the Bundeskriminalamnt [10].
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