
The Trial
The Tom Robinson trial chapters 17-19 in To Kill a Mockingbird.

This is the most important part of the novel. 



In order to fully understand the next 
few chapters, it is helpful to 
understand the jargon, or specific 
vocabulary, used in court.  

• In court, all people have the right to legal 
counsel (lawyers to represent them).  

• The plaintiff is the person/group who 
brings a case against another in court. 
They accuse them of something. The 
plaintiffs are Bob and Mayella Ewell.

• Their lawyer is the prosecuting attorney. 
All together, this group is known as the 
prosecution. The Ewell’s lawyer is Mr. 
Gilmer.



• The defendant is the person/group being accused of something. They 
are defending themselves from punishment. Tom Robinson is the 
defendant. He is accused of rape.

• Their lawyer is the defense attorney. All together, this group is known 
as the defense.  Atticus Finch is the defense attorney.



• During court, a judge presides over the 
courtroom proceedings.  In this 
courtroom, Judge Taylor is in charge of 
the court. First, they ask the defendant 
(Tom Robinson) how they plead: guilty 
or not guilty.

• The attorneys give opening arguments 
to the jury, a panel of people who 
decide the verdict (outcome) of the 
case.  In this novel the jury consists of 
12 white males.



• Most of a courtroom trial is examination and cross-examination of 
witnesses, people who saw or have information regarding the crime. 
Both lawyers question every witness to get information.

• At the end of examinations, attorneys give closing arguments.  

• The jury decides if the defendant is guilty or not guilty.



HECK TATE: First witness 
called to the stand!

• When we read chapter 17 – pay close 
attention to Heck Tate’s testimony.  
Read carefully not only the questions 
that Heck Tate is asked, but also the 
answers he gives to the court.

• In chapter 17, readers learn what 
happened on the night that Tom 
Robinson was accused of raping 
Mayella Ewell.

• These details will paint a picture of 
what was reported to the police and 
what actually happened!



Bob Ewell – You learned about him in chapter 3, but 
here is a good recap!

• Father of Mayella Ewell (8 children total)

• According to Atticus in chapter 3, Bob Ewell is the current head of a 
family that has been:

"the disgrace of Maycomb for three generations” 

“They were people who lived like animals” – next to the town dump

“The Ewells were members of an exclusive society made up of Ewells…and 
were allowed certain privileges by the simple method of becoming blind  
to some of their activities: they didn’t have to go to school, and Bob was 
allowed to hunt and trap out of season…”

A man who spends his relief checks on green whiskey” instead of feeding 
his kids.



• Bob Ewell is the second person called to 
the stand.

• As you read chapter 17, pay attention to 
Bob’s behavior - How Bob acts on the 
stand and the way he speaks to others 
shows the reader what kind of man he 
is. 

• Also, pay close attention to his answers 
about the night Mayella was attacked.


