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SUMMARY

The Supreme Court of Mississippi affirmed the Court of Appeals’ judgment upholding Loni Marie

Rutland’s conviction and sentence for felony child abuse. The court held that the evidence was legally

sufficient and that the verdict was not against the overwhelming weight of the evidence. It also held

that Rutland failed to demonstrate prejudice from a juror’s use of dictionary definitions during

deliberations, and therefore the trial court did not abuse its discretion in denying a new trial.
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Rutland was convicted of felony child abuse after a jury trial,
appealed, and obtained no relief in the Mississippi Court of Appeals.
The Mississippi Supreme Court granted her petition for writ of
certiorari and reviewed the sufficiency and weight of the evidence and

alleged juror misconduct.

The grant or denial of a motion for new trial is reviewed for abuse of
discretion. For legal sufficiency, the relevant question is whether,
viewing the evidence in the light most favorable to the prosecution,
any rational trier of fact could have found the essential elements
beyond a reasonable doubt. A verdict will not be disturbed for juror

misconduct absent an adequate showing of prejudice.

Published, precedential Mississippi Supreme Court opinion; decided

en banc.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED
1. Whether the evidence was legally sufficient to support Rutland's conviction for felony child abuse.
2. Whether the verdict was against the overwhelming weight of the evidence.

3. Whether alleged juror misconduct involving the use of extraneous dictionary definitions of abuse and
neglect required a new trial.

HOLDINGS

1. The evidence was legally sufficient to sustain the guilty verdict, and the verdict was not so contrary to
the overwhelming weight of the evidence that allowing it to stand would sanction an unconscionable
injustice.

2. The trial court did not abuse its discretion in denying a new trial because Rutland failed to demonstrate

that the juror's unauthorized use of dictionary definitions prejudiced the verdict.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The purpose of Rule 606(b) is to protect jurors from fear of being interrogated about their actions or mental

processes and to allow the jury to deliberate freely.” (920)

“Once this determination is made, the trial court must decide whether it is reasonably possible that the

improper communication altered the jury’s verdict.” (Y24)

“Considering that much of the evidence Rutland presented to support her claim of juror misconduct is
inadmissible under Rule 606(b), Rutland has failed to demonstrate how she was prejudiced by the juror’s
impropriety.” (133)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

While in Rutland's care, her seventeen-month-old daughter suffered fractures to both sides of her skull, multiple
fractures to her left leg, and a dislocated ankle. Rutland attributed the injuries to falls, contact with an end table,
crib-related incidents, and other accidents. During deliberations, jurors asked whether negligence was the same

as abuse; after trial, the State conceded that a juror had looked up dictionary definitions of abuse and neglect and
brought them into the jury room.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Rutland was indicted on two felony child-abuse counts. The trial court granted a directed verdict on Count I but
denied a directed verdict on Count II, and the jury convicted her on Count II. The trial court denied her JNOV



and new-trial motions. The Court of Appeals affirmed, and the Mississippi Supreme Court granted certiorari and

affirmed the Court of Appeals' judgment.
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