Prosecutors depend a great deal on police
officer testimony when a case goes to
trial. In fact, it is a key element to suc-

cessfully prosecuting a criminal
case. Most often, officers do a fantastic
job of properly conveying the facts and
circumstances which lead to the Defen-

dant’s arrest and the subsequent prosecu- -

tion.

However, there are times when an offi-

" cer’s testimony is not as clean and con-
cise as they would like it to appear to the
jury. Whether the officer is brand new to
the force, is a little rusty because they
have not testified in some time, or if they
are just generally nervous in court, the
following are some tips to help when
preparing to testify in court.

1. Good investigation — This is the foun-
"*jon of your testimony in court.

2. Write a detailed report — Be certain
to include any statements from the sus-
pect or witnesses.

3. Prepare
with the prose-
cutor - Know
what kind of
hearing you are
preparing for. Is

it a suppression hearing or a trial?

4. Proper demeanor on the witness
stand, at the trial table, and in the court-
house — The jurors are always watching
you. Sit up straight and do not
fidget. Always keep your personal opin-
ions at bay. Jurors /ove to listen in on your
hallway conversations.

5. Prepare to testify by reading your
report — Oftentimes, you will be ques-
tioned by the State or Defense about spe-
cifics from your report. Reading it before
taking the stand will eliminate any embar-
rassing oversights.

6. Answer the question that is asked of

you — If you do not understand what ig”

being asked, let the attorney know. Do not
try to give an answer that you think will
help. Just tell the truth. ~

7. Speak in “plain English”; try not to
use occupational lingo—Juries do not
know what a “geeker” or a “43” is. If you
use a term like that, try to define it for the

jury.

8. Look for open doors in the questions —
Occasionally, an attorney will throw you a
“softball.” This is an opportunity to insert
your qualifications and experience to better
explain your answer.

9. Take responsibility for what you did
and did not do — If something was missed
in an investigation, you have already dis-
cussed it with the prosecutor by the time
you testify. Do not try to downplay what
happened. Just answer the question and
move on.

10. Be confident, but not defensive —
Defense attorneys love to paint police offi-
cers as the bad guys. Do not give them the
opportunity to do so in your case. Be po-
lite and cordial. Answer their questions,
but do not let them bait you into an argu-
fment.

This is just my top ten tips compiled from
personal experience and that of my assis-
tant prosecutors. Be sure to watch other
officers testify when you have the chance
and always make sure to ask questions of
the prosecutor with whom you are work-
ing. We are here to help you in any way
we can; that includes helping you with
whatever concerns you may have about
testifying.



