
MICHIGAN SUPREME COURT

People of the State of Michigan v. Joseph Lashawn Vaughn
491 Mich. 642 (2012) · No. 142627 · Decided July 9, 2012

SUMMARY

The Michigan Supreme Court held that a criminal defendant's Sixth Amendment right to a public trial
is subject to forfeiture under the rule articulated in People v. Carines when the defendant fails to timely
object. Applying plain-error review, the Court concluded that the courtroom closure during voir dire
did not warrant a new trial because the defendant failed to show that the forfeited error seriously
affected the fairness, integrity, or public reputation of judicial proceedings. The Court also rejected the
defendant's ineffective-assistance claim and affirmed his convictions.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether closure of the courtroom during jury voir dire violated the defendant's Sixth Amendment and
Michigan constitutional rights to a public trial.

2. Whether failure to object to the courtroom closure forfeited the public-trial claim or instead required a
personal and informed waiver.

3. Whether an unpreserved denial of the right to a public trial is subject to Michigan's Carines plain-error
standard.

4. Whether Vaughn was entitled to a new trial because the forfeited courtroom closure seriously affected
the fairness, integrity, or public reputation of judicial proceedings.

5. Whether trial counsel was ineffective for failing to object to the courtroom closure.

HOLDINGS

1. The circuit court violated Vaughn's constitutional right to a public trial by closing the courtroom during
voir dire without advancing an overriding interest, considering reasonable alternatives, or making
adequate findings supporting closure.

2. A defendant's Sixth Amendment right to a public trial is subject to forfeiture under the four-part plain-
error rule articulated in People v. Carines when the defendant fails to timely object to courtroom closure.

3. Although the courtroom closure was plain error and a structural error that could satisfy the substantial-
rights prong, Vaughn was not entitled to relief because he failed to show that the error seriously affected
the fairness, integrity, or public reputation of the judicial proceedings.

4. Vaughn was not entitled to a new trial for ineffective assistance because he failed to establish deficient
performance or a reasonable probability that counsel's failure to object changed the outcome.

5. Article 1, § 20 of the Michigan Constitution does not provide broader protection for the right to a public
trial than the Sixth Amendment under the circumstances presented.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“We hold that a defendant’s right to a public trial is subject to the forfeiture rule articulated in People v
Carines” (at 657)

“While a criminal defendant has the constitutional right to a public trial, that right is forfeited when no
objection is made at the time of the courtroom’s closure to members of the public.” (at 670)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

On June 14, 2002, Vaughn allegedly shot at Emmitt Smith and a neighbor after leaving a car partially blocking
Smith's driveway. Vaughn was arrested and charged with felon-in-possession, felony-firearm, and two counts of



assault. During jury voir dire, the circuit court closed the courtroom to members of the public without stating a
reason, and neither Vaughn nor his counsel objected.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Vaughn was convicted in the Wayne Circuit Court of felon-in-possession, felony-firearm, and two counts of
assault with intent to commit great bodily harm less than murder. The Michigan Court of Appeals unanimously
affirmed, holding that counsel's failure to object to the courtroom closure foreclosed relief and rejecting the
ineffective-assistance claim. The Michigan Supreme Court granted leave to appeal, vacated the Court of
Appeals' opinion to the extent inconsistent with its decision, affirmed on alternative grounds, and affirmed the
convictions.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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