
 1  

WRONGFUL CONVICTIONS (Law 5946) 
Fall 2022 Course Syllabus  

Tuesday/Thursday 10-11:15 a.m. in Room 4 
 
Professor Chelseá R. Mitchell 
Email: mitchellche@umsystem.edu 
Office: 335 Hulston Hall 

 
Wrongful Convictions is a three-credit course. The course is a prerequisite for enrolling in the 
Innocence Clinic. This course should be of particular interest to any student interested in working in 
a prosecutor’s office, public defender’s office or for a firm doing defense work. However, it raises 
issues about the criminal legal system that everyone should be aware of, especially legal professionals. 
It is designed to help students gain insight into features of the criminal legal system that tend to 
produce wrongful convictions. 
 
Learning objectives 
Students will: 

• Understand the leading causes of wrongful convictions (mistaken eyewitness identifications, 
false confessions, false/unreliable informants, improper forensic science, police and 
prosecutorial misconduct, and biases). 

• Explore potential reforms to systems and structures that might guard against wrongful 
convictions and barriers to meaningful systemic reform. 

• Analyze case materials (transcripts, police reports, legal files, witness interviews, etc.) to 
evaluate an inmate’s claim of innocence. 

• Be able to articulate the possible claims for relief for a client with a claim of innocence.  

• Conduct themselves ethically, professionally, and appropriately in keeping with the Rules of 
Professional Conduct and standards of practice. 

 
Communication & Office Hours 
Outside of class, the best way to reach me is by email. I will be on campus on Tuesdays and Thursdays 
and students are welcome to stop by my office. I am also available Monday, Wednesday, and Friday 
by appointment.  

 
Materials 

Required Text: The Wrongful Convictions Reader (Covey & Beety, ISBN 978531006327) 
Online Materials:  Course Canvas site  
   Netflix’s The Innocence Files 
Additional materials, including videos, cases, and short reflection writings, will be assigned.  

 
Students without Netflix access may arrange to view the assigned The Innocence Files episodes with me 
through a special educational license granted to MIP. Students are responsible for accessing assigned 
cases independently. Other assigned readings, videos, and reflection prompts will be provided through 
the course’s Canvas site. See course anticipated course schedule and assigned reading for details.  
 
Assignments 

Participation – This course is a small seminar, which depends on the active and thoughtful 
participation of all involved. Accordingly, all students are expected to read/watch all 
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assigned materials and be prepared to respond with substantive comments, thoughts, 
and reflections during class. Course participation will also entail small group exercises, 
arguing positions in class, short written responses to reflection questions, applied 
learning skills around case development, research, and writing memoranda, and other 
assigned exercises. 

 
Case Analysis – Students will review the complete case file of an individual claiming 

innocence and wrongful conviction. Following your review of the file, you will prepare 
a 5- to 15-page, single spaced memo that: (a) assesses the strength and weaknesses of 
the State’s case against the client, (b) identifies potential causes of the client’s wrongful 
conviction, (c) articulates the possible claims for relief, and (d) recommends one policy 
change that could guard against a similar future wrongful conviction.  

 
MIP Case Intake Review – Students will be assigned a Midwest Innocence Project intake 

case to review. Students will review an actual file that includes an incarcerated 
individual’s application for services, appellate and PCR pleadings, and any other 
documents provided by the individual. Students will analyze the materials and 
complete a memo summarizing the case and recommending whether MIP should 
investigate further.  

 
Case Round Presentation – After completing the MIP case intake review, students will 

present their case summary and recommendations to the class and MIP staff members 
at a case round.  

 
Grading 
This class is graded on the standard numerical basis. Active participation will be rewarded. The 
maximum possible points available during the semester are: 
  Participation      35% 

MIP Case Intake Review     15% 
  Case Round Presentation    10% 
  Case Analysis      40% 
 
The MIP case intake review, case round presentation, and case analysis assignments will be graded 
based on student analysis, and not on whether any claim of innocence can be substantiated or litigated.  
 
Attendance  
According to American Bar Association accreditation guidelines, class attendance is required and 
expected of all students. A student who misses more than 3 classes can expect that it will adversely 
affect their final grade, unless the miss was a result of compelling circumstances. Students with more 
than 7 unexcused absences will be dropped from the class. 
 
Decreasing the risk of COVID-19 
If you have tested positive for COVID-19 or have been identified as someone who needs to 
quarantine, do not attend class in person until the mandated period for isolation or quarantine has 
passed. Additionally, if you are experiencing any COVID-related symptoms, or are otherwise feeling 
unwell, do not attend in-person classes and contact your health care provider and/or student health 
immediately. 
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Accommodation and Pivot Plan 
While this class is scheduled to meet on a face-to-face basis, any class period may move to a 
synchronous remote format as warranted by data about COVID rates within the University and 
Columbia communities or if I must quarantine. Students who cannot attend our face-to-face class due 
to illness or medical reasons will be accommodated to facilitate their participation in the course.  
 
If you are unable to attend a scheduled class in person due to illness or medical reasons, you should 
plan to participate as follows:  

• If the scheduled class is already scheduled as a synchronous Zoom class (because of COVID-
related reasons), you should plan to participate live in synchronous fashion via Zoom. 

• If class is meeting in-person and you notify me in advance of your absence, you may join the 
class by Zoom. 

• If health reasons prevent you from joining the scheduled class by Zoom, I will work with you 
to provide access to lecture materials and alternative participation assessment.  

 
If pandemic-related circumstances require class sessions to be moved fully online, I intend for class 
to shift to synchronous Zoom sessions.  
 
Notice to students with disabilities 
If you need accommodation for this course due to a disability, have emergency medical information 
to share, or need special arrangements in case the building must be evacuated, please let Registrar 
Denise Boessen or Associate Dean Ben Trachtenberg know as soon as possible.  
 
If disability related accommodations are necessary (for example, a note taker, extended time on exams, 
captioning), please register with the Disability Center (http://disabilitycenter.missouri.edu/), S5 
Memorial Union, 573-882-4696, and then notify Denise Boessen/Dean Trachtenberg of your 
eligibility for reasonable accommodations. For other MU resources for students with disabilities, click 
on “Disability Resources” on the MU homepage. 
 
Academic Integrity 
Academic integrity is fundamental to the activities and principles of the School of Law. All members 
of the law school community must be confident that each person’s work has been responsibly and 
honorably acquired, developed, and presented. Any effort to gain an advantage not given to all 
students is dishonest whether the effort is successful or not. The law school community regards 
breaches of the School of Law’s Honor Code as extremely serious matters. Sanctions for such a breach 
may include academic sanctions from me, including failing the course for any violation, to disciplinary 
sanctions ranging from probation to expulsion. 
 
While students may collaborate to discuss cases and course materials outside of class, all submitted 
assignments must be your individual work product. If in doubt about plagiarism, paraphrasing, 
quoting, collaboration, or any other form of cheating, please contact me.  
 
Recordings 
University of Missouri System Executive Order No. 38 lays out principles regarding the sanctity of 
classroom discussions at the university. The policy is described fully in section 200.015 of the Collected 
Rules and Regulations. In this class, students may not make audio or video recordings of course 
activity, except students permitted to record as an accommodation under section 240.040 of the 
Collected Rules. All other students who record and/or distribute audio or video recordings of class 
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activity are subject to discipline in accordance with provisions of section 200.020 of the Collected 
Rules and Regulations of the University of Missouri pertaining to student conduct matters. 
 
Those students who are permitted to record are not permitted to redistribute audio or video recordings 
of statements or comments from the course to individuals who are not students in the course without 
the express permission of the faculty member and of any students who are recorded. Students found 
to have violated this policy are subject to discipline in accordance with provisions of section 200.020 
of the Collected Rules and Regulations of the University of Missouri pertaining to student conduct 
matters. 
 
Intellectual Pluralism 
The University community welcomes intellectual diversity and respects student rights. Students who 
have questions or concerns regarding the atmosphere in this class (including respect for diverse 
opinions) may contact the departmental chair or divisional director; the director of the Office of 
Students Rights and Responsibilities; the MU Equity Office, or equity@missouri.edu. 
 
All students will have the opportunity to submit an anonymous evaluation of the instructor(s) at the 
end of the course. 

 

Anticipated course schedule & initial assignments 
The content covered in this course is listed below, along with an anticipated schedule for each topic. 
Please note that the schedule may change. Assignments are provided for the first three weeks of the 
semester. Subsequent assignments will be provided later. 
 

Unit 1 Overview  

August 23  Overview 

Before class:   

• Intro survey (Canvas)  

• Answer Questions: (1) What is a wrongful conviction? (2) What does 
“innocence” mean? (Canvas)  

• Assigned Readings: None  
THIS WEEK: complete confidentiality agreement & conflict check form  

August 25  Overview 
Before class:  

• Watch The Trials of Darryl Hunt (links to view online on Canvas)  

• Read Hunt v. McDade, 205 F.3d 1333 (2000)  
August 30  Race, gender, orientation, & innocence  

Assigned Readings:  

• Text: Chapter 16- p. 545-568   

• Carter v. Rafferty, 621 F.Supp.553 (1985)  
September 1  Overview of causes of wrongful convictions  

Assigned Readings:  

• Text: Chapter 3  
UNIT 2 Leading Causes of Wrongful Convictions  

September 6  Eyewitness Misidentification  
Assigned Readings:   
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• Netflix’s The Innocence Files episodes 1 & 2 (Brooks & Brewer case 
examples)  

• Text: p. 9-23; Chapter 5  

• MAI-CR 4th 410.02; State v. Carpenter, 605 S.W.3d 355 (Mo. banc 2020)  

• KCPD Eyewitness Procedures  

• West Virginia Eyewitness Identification Act  
September 8  NO CLASS  

September 13  Eyewitness Misidentification  

September 15  Flawed Forensic Science   

September 20  Flawed Forensic Science   

September 22 Flawed Forensic Science  

September 27  False Confessions 

September 29  False Confessions 

October 4  Police & Prosecutorial Misconduct  
Guest speaker: Tricia Rojo Bushnell, Director of Midwest Innocence Project 

October 6  Police & Prosecutorial Misconduct 

October 11  Informants & Snitches, MIP Case Intake Review instructions 

October 13  Informants & Snitches 

October 18  The defense, IAC, & guilty pleas, Case Round Presentation instructions 

October 20  The defense, IAC, & guilty pleas  
DUE: MIP Case Intake Review 

UNIT 3 Correcting Wrongful Convictions  

October 25  Overview of habeas, PCR, and other avenues for correcting wrongful 
convictions  

October 27  Overview of habeas, PCR, and other avenues for correcting wrongful 
convictions 

November 1  Case Round Presentations 

November 3  Case Round Presentations 

November 8  Case Round Presentations 

November 10  Case Round Presentations 

November 15  What do we think differently about it?  

November 17  TBD  
DUE: Case Analysis 

November 22  BREAK  

November 24  BREAK  

November 29  TBD 

December 1  TBD 
 

 


