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J29 Forensic Document Examiner (FDE) Testimony Related to Quality Processes 
Denied — What a Florida Jury Did Not Hear and More (or Less)

Grant R. Sperry, BS*, Forensic Doc Exam Services, 7859 Cross Pike Drive, Germantown, TN 38138-8117

After attending this presentation, attendees will have been provided information on how certain courts may apply adverse rulings to 

the various quality processes and methodologies employed by forensic document examiners.

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by providing insight on the judicial demands of the forensic science 

disciplines and the resulting counterintuitive decisions by the judiciary when those demands are met.

This presentation will discuss the facts and circumstances surrounding forensic document examinations and three subsequent trials 

RI�DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�DFFXVHG�RI�PXUGHULQJ�D�\RXQJ�DVVLVWDQW�PDQDJHU�DW�D�SRSXODU�FKLFNHQ�UHVWDXUDQW�LQ�:HVW�3DOP�%HDFK��)/��PRUH�WKDQ����
years ago. 

7KH�VSHFL¿FV�RI�WKH�OHQJWK\�DQG�FRQWURYHUVLDO�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�DQG�PXOWLSOH�WULDOV�ZLOO�VKHG�OLJKW�DQG�SURPRWH�GLVFXVVLRQV�RQ�IRUHQVLF�
GRFXPHQW�H[DPLQDWLRQ�SURFHVVHV��WHVWLPRQ\��H[WUHPHO\�FRQWURYHUVLDO�UXOLQJV��XQUHEXWWHG�³H[SHUW�FULWLF´�WHVWLPRQ\��DQG�WKH�WDLQWLQJ�RI�
testimony by association.

In 1999, a young 18-year-old assistant manager at a West Palm Beach fast food restaurant was bound and shot execution-style while 

FORVLQJ�WKH�UHVWDXUDQW���$OPRVW�¿YH�\HDUV�ODWHU��WKH�TXHVWLRQHG�KDQGZULWLQJ�DOOHJHGO\�ZULWWHQ�E\�RQH�RI�WKH�SHUSHWUDWRUV�ZKLOH�DW�WKH�VFHQH�
DQG�SXUSRUWHG�NQRZQ�ZULWLQJV�RI�QXPHURXV�LQGLYLGXDOV�ZHUH�VXEPLWWHG�WR�WKH�ODERUDWRU\�E\�LQYHVWLJDWRUV�ZLWK�WKH�:HVW�3DOP�%HDFK�
3ROLFH�'HSDUWPHQW�DQG�ODWHU�IURP�WKH�6WDWH�$WWRUQH\�*HQHUDO¶V�RI¿FH���7ZR�H[DPLQHUV�IURP�GLIIHUHQW�ODERUDWRULHV�XOWLPDWHO\�LGHQWL¿HG�
the same individual as the person responsible for the questioned writing.  In each instance, the conclusions reached by the primary 

H[DPLQHUV�ZHUH�UHYLHZHG�E\�DQRWKHU�)'(�DV�SDUW�RI�HDFK�ODERUDWRU\¶V�TXDOLW\�DVVXUDQFH�SURFHVV�
7KH�¿UVW� WULDO� UHVXOWHG� LQ�D�PLVWULDO� �HOHYHQ� WR�RQH��JXLOW\��� �7KH�VHFRQG� WULDO� UHVXOWHG� LQ�D�JXLOW\�YHUGLFW�� �7KH�)ORULGD�&RXUW�RI�

$SSHDOV�UHYHUVHG�WKH�FRQYLFWLRQ�RQ�WKH�JURXQGV�WKDW�WKH�)'(V�WHVWLI\LQJ�DERXW�WKHLU�SHHU�UHYLHZ�SURFHVV�ZHUH��LQ�HIIHFW��EROVWHULQJ�WKHLU�
WHVWLPRQ\���7KH�FRXUW�UXOHG�WKH�WULDO�MXGJH�ZDV�LQ�HUURU�E\�DOORZLQJ�HDFK�)'(�WR�WHVWLI\�WR�WKHLU�TXDOLW\�UHYLHZ�SURFHVV��ZLWKRXW�SURYLGLQJ�
WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�WKH�GHIHQVH�WR�FURVV�H[DPLQH�WKH�)'(V�FRQGXFWLQJ�WKH�TXDOLW\�UHYLHZ���2I�FRXUVH��WKHUH�ZHUH�GHSRVLWLRQV�RI�WKH�)'(�
FRQGXFWHG�SULRU�WR�WULDO�DQG�WKH�GHIHQVH�ZDV�ZHOO�DZDUH�RI�WKH�SURFHVVHV�HPSOR\HG�ZLWK�UHVSHFW�WR�TXDOLW\�UHYLHZ�DQG�YHUL¿FDWLRQ�DW�ERWK�
)'(�ODERUDWRULHV��

7KLV�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�DGGUHVVHV�WKH�IRUHQVLF�GRFXPHQW�H[DPLQDWLRQV��WKH�SURFHVV�PHWKRGRORJ\�HPSOR\HG�E\�WZR�UHFRJQL]HG�IRUHQVLF�
ODERUDWRULHV��WHVWLPRQ\�E\�WZR�)'(V�DW�PXOWLSOH�WULDOV��DQG�WKH�FRQWURYHUVLDO�UXOLQJV�E\�WKH�FRXUW�RQ�VHYHUDO�LVVXHV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�FRXUW¶V�
UHIXVDO�WR�DOORZ�WHVWLPRQ\�E\�PRUH�WKDQ�RQH�H[DPLQHU��WKH�FRXUW¶V�GHFLVLRQ�WR�IRUELG�WHVWLPRQ\�E\�WKH�)'(V�ZKR�SURYLGHG�WKH�SHHU�
UHYLHZ�DQG�YHUL¿FDWLRQ��DQG�WKH�VSLOO�RYHU�LPSDFW�RU�WDLQWLQJ�RI�WKH�FDVH�EDVHG�RQ�LVVXHV�UHODWHG�WR�SUREOHPDWLF�LQYHVWLJDWLYH�WHFKQLTXHV��

$W�WKH�WKLUG�WULDO��WKH�GHIHQGDQW�ZDV�DFTXLWWHG���,Q�WKDW�WULDO��QRW�RQO\�ZDV�WKH�)'(�IRUELGGHQ�WR�SURYLGH�WKH�MXU\�ZLWK�LQIRUPDWLRQ�
RQ�WKH�TXDOLW\�SURFHVVHV�HPSOR\HG��EXW�WKH�FRXUW�UXOHG�WKH�)'(�ZKR�FRQGXFWHG�WKH�TXDOLW\�SHHU�UHYLHZ�ZRXOG�QRW�WHVWLI\�EHFDXVH�WKH�
WHVWLPRQ\�ZRXOG�DPRXQW�WR�³EROVWHULQJ�´��6R��WKLV�EHJV�WKH�TXHVWLRQ«MXVW�H[DFWO\�KRZ�LV�WKH�MXU\�WR�DVVHVV�WKH�UHOLDELOLW\�RI�RXU�TXDOLW\�
SURFHVVHV�LI�ZH�DUH�QRW�DOORZHG�WR�WHVWLI\�WR�WKHP�DQG�RU�LI�RWKHU�)'(V�LQYROYHG�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV�DUH�SUHFOXGHG�IURP�WHVWLI\LQJ�DV�WR�WKHLU�
UROH�LQ�WKH�SURFHVV"��$V�D�UHVXOW�RI�DQRWKHU�TXHVWLRQDEOH�UXOLQJ�IURP�WKH�EHQFK��D�UHEXWWDO�ZLWQHVV�WR�WKH�WHVWLPRQ\�RI�D�SHUYDVLYH�³H[SHUW�
FULWLF´�ZDV�QRW�DOORZHG�WR�WHVWLI\��

There are certainly anomalies within the circumstances of this case and rulings by the court which may never appear again as they 

GLG�LQ�WKLV�FDVH���+RZHYHU��WKH�UXOLQJV�LQ�WKLV�FDVH�DUH�GLI¿FXOW�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�JLYHQ�WKH�SDVW�FULWLFLVPV�RI�WKH�MXGLFLDU\�DQG�RWKHU�FULWLFV���
The ever-critical judicial system has demanded of the forensic science profession methodologies and processes which are well-grounded 

LQ� VFLHQFH� DQG�TXDOLW\�� �<HW�� LQ� WKLV� FDVH�� WKH� MXU\�ZDV� IRUELGGHQ� WR�KHDU� DERXW� WKH�PHWKRGRORJ\�DQG�TXDOLW\�SURFHVVHV� WKH� IRUHQVLF�
GRFXPHQW�H[DPLQDWLRQ�FRPPXQLW\�KDV�EHHQ�FULWLFL]HG�IRU� IDLOLQJ� WR�HPSOR\� LQ�\HDUV�SDVW�� �$V�IRUHQVLF�GRFXPHQW�H[DPLQHUV�� WKLV� LV�
indeed cause for concern. 

Quality Process, Methodology, Bolstering


