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Learner Resource 6
Lay persons in the criminal justice system 

Read the material below:
	Source A: Lay magistrates 
	Source B: Juries 

	Our criminal justice system in England is heavily dependent upon ordinary members of the public, the ‘lay participants’, in the administration of justice. The origins of using lay participants lie in the idea of judgement by our peers; that ordinary members of society, without a legal background, are able to pass judgement on other members of society. This has been a facet of the English legal system for centuries. 

Members of the public feel more confident that such people, and not exclusively ‘case-hardened’ professional judges, are dispensing justice. It is critical that lay persons are representative of their communities. However, in recent years it has been more vociferously argued that lay magistrates are a less diverse body than they were in 2000. Evidence suggests that in the last 17 years lay magistrates are older, increasingly male, less representative of our black, Asian and minority ethnic population and, undoubtedly, more middle class than they were. 
	It has been argued that a significant number of jury members in the criminal trials do not fully understand a judge's legal directions at the end of a trial. This important summing up to a jury of what they have heard is carried out by the trial judge before they retire to consider their verdict. Indeed, unless paper versions are provided (which is not always the case) juries were most likely to forget exactly what the judge was asking them to consider. 

Another criticism of juries has been that despite being told not to do so, many jurors have admitted searching online to find out more about the case they were sitting in on. In high-profile cases it is hard for the jury to put out of their minds what they had heard, read or seen in the media even before they received their summons to sit on the jury. However, even during a trial where most respectable media outlets such as newspapers keep a distance from reporting anything influential, this does not seem to apply to newer forms of media coverage such as bloggers or users of social media who can report with impunity, possibly influencing jury members.  


In relation to the sources discuss in small groups the following points:

· How does the text explain that lay magistrates are not representative of the ethnic diversity in the communities they serve?

· How does the text explain that criminal trials are simply too complicated for members of a jury to understand? 

· According to the text, can a juror ever be totally unbiased while sitting on a jury? 

	Notes:
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