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SUMMARY

The Maryland Court of Appeals held that, under the particular facts of the case, the trial court

improperly instructed the jury that the State was not required to use specific investigative or scientific

techniques. The instruction constituted non-neutral commentary on the evidence and effectively

undermined the State’s burden to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. The court reversed the

judgment of the Court of Special Appeals and Atkins’s convictions.
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Atkins was convicted in the Circuit Court for Montgomery County of
three counts of second-degree assault. The Court of Special Appeals
affirmed in an unreported opinion. The Court of Appeals of Maryland

granted certiorari and reversed, remanding for a new trial.

A trial court's ruling on whether to give a proposed jury instruction is
reviewed for abuse of discretion, including whether the instruction was
legally correct, applicable to the facts, and fairly covered by the

instructions actually given.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether the trial court abused its discretion by instructing the jury that the State was not required to use

any specific investigative technique or scientific test to prove its case.

2. Whether the instruction improperly commented on the evidence, invaded the jury's fact-finding
province, undermined Atkins's defense based on the absence of forensic evidence, and effectively

relieved the State of its burden to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.

HOLDINGS

1. The trial court abused its discretion by giving the instruction because, in the context of this case, it was
not proper under the facts, was fairly covered by the instructions already given, and unfairly prejudiced
Atkins.

2. The instruction was an improper non-neutral commentary on the admitted evidence and the absence of
evidence because it directed the jury's consideration of whether the knife was connected to the crimes, a

factual issue reserved for the jury.

3. As worded and applied in this case, the instruction effectively relieved the State of its burden to prove
Atkins's guilt beyond a reasonable doubt, violating his constitutional rights to due process and a fair

trial.

4. The Court did not hold that an investigative- or scientific-techniques instruction is always improper;
such an instruction may be valid if it remains neutral, preserves the State's burden of proof, and properly

relates the absence of particular evidence to the reasonable-doubt standard.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We hold that the trial judge’s instruction to the jury on what the State was required to prove, in effect,

relieved the State of its burden to prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt.” (438)

“Basically, the instruction directed the jury to ignore the fact that the State had not presented evidence
connecting the knife to the crime, implying that the lack of such evidence is not necessary or relevant to the

determination of guilt, and to disregard any argument by defense to the contrary.” (453)

“The instruction given in the present case, however, effectively relieved the State of its burden because the
instruction did not clearly explain to the jury the relation between the fact that the State was not required to
produce specific evidence on the one hand, with the continuing obligation of the State to prove the defendant’s

guilt beyond a reasonable doubt on the other hand.” (455)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

During a physical altercation, Atkins stabbed Michael Holland and cut Tiara Barrett's companions, Alexis and
Dominique Davis. Atkins claimed self-defense and testified that he used a foldable pocketknife, which he
discarded after the fight. Police later found a large, non-folding black knife in a box in Atkins's bedroom, but
performed no forensic testing and presented no testimonial evidence connecting that knife to the assaults. The
State relied heavily on the knife to refute Atkins's self-defense account, and the trial court instructed the jury that

the State need not use any specific investigative technique or scientific test.



PROCEDURAL HISTORY

After the trial court admitted a knife found in Atkins's bedroom, despite the absence of forensic testing or
evidence linking that knife to the assaults, the court instructed the jury that the State was not legally required to
use any specific investigative technique or scientific test. The jury convicted Atkins on all three assault counts.
The Court of Special Appeals affirmed, relying on Evans v. State, and the Court of Appeals granted certiorari,

reversed the intermediate appellate judgment, and directed reversal of the trial-court judgments and a new trial.

DISPOSITION

reversed_and_remanded

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

Reverse the judgment of the Court of Special Appeals; direct that court to reverse the judgments of the Circuit

Court for Montgomery County and remand the case to the circuit court for a new trial.
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