Writing as Criminal Evidence
Objectives:

Students will do the following:

1. Learn how handwriting and paper analyses can be used to detect forgeries

2. Explore the role of handwriting and paper analyses in solving crimes and mysteries

3. Learn about famous forgeries of the past

Materials:

1. Internet access

2. Newsprint and markers

Procedures

1. Begin the lesson by telling students that law enforcement officials use many kinds of evidence when trying to solve a crime. Sometimes that evidence takes the form of a written document. By finding out who wrote a document and when, investigators can come closer to solving certain crimes. Analyzing documents is another aspect of forensic science, the scientific analysis of evidence that can be used in a court of law.

2. Discuss with students exactly how investigators analyze handwriting on a written document associated with a crime. Tell students that investigators look closely at the following characteristics when they are examining handwriting:

a. The form of the handwriting, such as the shapes of the letters and their slant, angels, connections, and curves.

b. The line quality, or the thickness of the line as a result of the type of writing instrument used and the pressure exerted while writing.

c. The arrangement on the page, including spacing alignment, formatting, and unique punctuation.

d. The content, including the spelling, phrasing, punctuation, and grammar.

3. Tell students that in addition to analyzing the style of the handwriting, forensic scientists analyze the paper used. Scientists look at what the paper is made of, what additives have been used, whether watermarks are present, and whether surface treatments, such as heat or resins, have been used. By analyzing the paper, scientists can often tell how old a document is. Finally, scientists also analyze the ink to help figure out what kind of pen was used to write the document.

4. Explain to students that while there are many cases in which handwritten documents have played a role, a few are particularly famous. Here are two examples:

a. The ransom notes in the kidnapping of Charles Lindbergh, Jr., on March 1, 1932

b. Clifford Irving’s forgery during the 1970s of letters and an autobiography he claimed Howard Hughes, the reclusive billionaire, had written.

Students will look more closely at one of these cases and discover the role that handwriting and paper analyses played in the solving of the crime.

5. Divide the class into two groups. Have one group explore the kidnapping of Charles Lindbergh, Jr., and the other, the Clifford Irving forgery. Questions for each group to research and Web sites that have relevant information are listed below:

Group 1: The Kidnapping of Charles Lindbergh, Jr.

a. What role did the ransom notes play in the case?

b. What did investigators look for when analyzing the notes?

c. Were the notes helpful in determining the guilt of the suspect?

d. What conclusions did investigators come to about the notes?

Web Sites

http://www.crimelibrary.com/forensics/literary/3.htm 

go to Most Famous on right side menu and scroll to Lindberg Kidnapping

http://www.nj.com/lindbergh/
http://www.charleslindbergh.com/kidnap/index.asp
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Charles_Lindberg
Group 2: Clifford Irving’s Forgery

a. What exactly did Clifford Irving do?

b. Why did people believe that his writings were those of Howard Hughes, the reclusive billionaire?

c. How did investigators ultimately solve this case?

Web Sites

http://www.crimelibrary.com/forensics/literary/2.htm go to scams and hoaxes on right side menu and then scroll down to Howard Hughes Biography Scandal
http://www.utlm.org/onlinebooks/trackingch5.htm
(scroll down to page 3 of this book chapter, which makes reference to Irving’s forgery.)


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clifford_Irving
http://www.infoplease.com/spot/hoax6.html
6. Give students time in class to complete their research and answer the questions. Have the members of each group prepare a skit to share their findings and explain the story. Make sure the skits include that facts surrounding the case, the role the written document played in the case, what analyses investigators performed, and how they reached their conclusions.

7. During the next class period, have each group perform a skit. Then conclude the lesson by discussing how the cases, as dramatized by the skits, were similar and how they were different. Was the document analysis conclusive in either of the cases? How did the analysis contribute to the solving of the case?

Evaluation:
Use the following three-point rubric to evaluate how well students conduct research, answer questions, and use that information to put on a creative, accurate skit on the topic.

Three points: exhibited strong research skills; gave well-thought-out answers to questions; presented a creative and effective skit on the topic.

Two points: exhibited on-grade research skills; gave competent answers to questions; presented a good skit on the topic.

One point: exhibited slightly below-average research skills; gave incomplete answers to questions; presented a skit with inaccuracies that did not convey the information effectively.

Vocabulary:

Forensic science

Definition: The scientific analysis of evidence that is ultimately used as part of a case in a court of law.

Context: Forensic science encompasses both fingerprint and handwriting analysis, as well as close scrutiny of fabrics, hair, and other evidence found at the scene of a crime.

Forgery

Definition: The crime of falsely making or altering a document.

Context: Experts thought that Clifford Irving’s forgery of Howard Hughes’s letters was authentic to the extent that it is unclear whether it would have been detected if Hughes hadn’t come forward to repudiate them.

Handwriting Analysis

Definition: The study of the form, spacing, content, and alignment on the page of a sample of handwriting.

Context: Examining the way a person shapes letters and spaces them on a page, as well as consistent spelling and punctuation errors—all part of handwriting analysis—gives investigators further information about the perpetrator of a crime.

Paper Analysis

Definition: The study of the materials used to make paper, whether additives have been used, and whether other identifying features, such as watermarks, are present.

Context: Performing a paper analysis of documents can often reveal when the document was written.
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