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Curriculum subject: Citizenship 

Key Stage: 3 

Theme:  Legacy 

Topic:  Right to a fair trial 

Rationale 
One of the clauses in Magna Carta that remains a part of English law today concerns the right 

to justice and a fair trial. However, some believe that this fundamental right may be at risk 

because of the way the justice system works in practice and its continuing development. 

In this activity, the first in a series on this theme, pupils explore two legal cases that both 

contributed to the development of the right to justice and a fair trial. The first is the 18th-

century case of John Wilkes who was arrested and imprisoned for criticising the King and his 

government and cited Magna Carta successfully in his defence. The second is a recent legal 

case where a man was accused of rioting at a football match, tried and imprisoned within 48 

hours, which led to changes in regulations across the EU. Pupils begin the activity by exploring 

clauses of the 1215 Magna Carta and how the right to justice and a fair trial remains enshrined 

in Article 6 of the European Convention on Human Rights and through the 1998 Human Rights 

Act in the UK. 

Pupils will benefit from some prior knowledge and understanding of the basic features of the 

justice system and how it operates. 

Content 
Historical sources:  

 Magna Carta, 1215 

 Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1952) 

 European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms 

(1953) 

 Radical Newspaper: The North Briton no. 45 (1763) 

 Portrait of John Wilkes MP (1768) 

 Porcelain figure of John Wilkes, holding the Bill of Rights and a scroll inscribed ‘Magna 

Carta’ (c.1765-70) 

 Wedgwood teapot showing John Wilkes holding Magna Charta (1774) 

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/magna-carta-1215
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/universal-declaration-of-human-rights
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/european-convention-for-the-protection-of-human-rights-and-fundamental-freedoms
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/european-convention-for-the-protection-of-human-rights-and-fundamental-freedoms
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/radical-newspaper-the-north-briton-no-45
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/portrait-of-john-wilkes-mp
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/porcelain-figure-of-john-wilkes-holding-the-bill-of-rights-and-a-scroll-inscribed-magna-carta
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/porcelain-figure-of-john-wilkes-holding-the-bill-of-rights-and-a-scroll-inscribed-magna-carta
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/wedgewood-teapot-showing-john-wilkes-holding-magna-charta
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Recommended reading (short articles): 

Magna Carta and jury trial by Geoffrey Robertson  

 

External Links:  

Video: Summary of the Case of Garry Mann 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_hpdgvxKmug 

Key questions 

 What does the 1215 Magna Carta say about the right to justice and a fair trial? 

 What are the key differences between the 39th clause of Magna Carta and Article 6 of 

the European Convention on Human Rights?  

 What does the right to justice and a fair trial mean in practice? 

 Is the justice system fair? Are there any changes that could be made to make it more 

so? 

Activities 
1) Recap with pupils the events leading up to granting of Magna Carta in 1215 and 

summarise some of the different viewpoints on its significance at the time and its legacy 

today.  

2) Share the text of the 39th and 40th clause of the 1215 Magna Carta with pupils. What 

do these say about the right to justice? Ask pupils to re-write these clauses in their own 

words.  

3) Remind pupils of the historical context of World War Two leading up to the creation of 

the European Convention on Human Rights, adopted in 1950 and in force since 1953.  

You may wish to show some images and photographs to do this. Share the text of 

Article 6 of the European Convention or a simplified summary of the text for less able 

pupils.  

4) Ask pupils to look at the two texts, identify key differences between them and record 

any reasons they can think of for these differences such as: Magna Carta related to 

men only at the top of society; Article 6 is for everyone regardless of who they are. 

Check pupils have understood the key reasons for differences including the historical 

contexts for Magna Carta and the European Convention.  

5) Introduce pupils to the historical legal case of John Wilkes using British Library sources. 

Explain that during this period of the 18th century, issues of rights and freedoms were 

being more publicly discussed, particularly in relation to the freedom of the press. John 

Wilkes was an MP who published a radical paper, ‘The North Briton’, that criticised 

http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/articles/magna-carta-and-jury-trial
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_hpdgvxKmug
http://www.bl.uk/magna-carta/articles/magna-carta-english-translation
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King George III and his government for the way in which they agreed peace with 

France at the end of the Seven Years War in 1763. This led to Wilkes being arrested, 

charged and imprisoned for ‘seditious libel’. A further 49 people, some who worked for 

him, were also arrested on the same charge. Wilkes successfully argued his case that 

English liberties were under threat and cited clause 39 of Magna Carta in his defence. 

This led to the popular free speech slogan, ‘Wilkes and Liberty’. Wilkes also used 

Magna Carta on posters and teapots to promote his campaign for freedom of speech. 

Ask pupils to discuss how the case of John Wilkes contributed to the development of 

justice and the right to a fair trial. Why do they think Wilkes used Magna Carta in this 

way? 

6) Next, introduce a contemporary legal case where the right to justice and a fair trial has 

been infringed or denied. A short video or a news article could be used as stimulus, for 

example the case of Garry Mann from Kent who was suspected of football violence in 

Portugal and was tried and sentenced within 48 hours of being arrested. The case was 

used to help change the regulations for EU citizens giving better access to legal 

information and representation. Ask pupils to watch the first part of the video (up to 

2:38) and summarise the key points of the case. In particular they should note one or 

two points where they feel the right to justice and a fair trial was not upheld.  

7) Next ask them to record what they think might be done to address this unfairness. 

Pupils share their points in pairs and agree the most important point to discuss with the 

class. Collate the questions and key points together and facilitate a class discussion. 

Show the second part of the video to illustrate ways in which regulations have been 

improved to ensure fairness. Finish with a discussion of whether the changes in the 

Dutch system incorporated any of the pupil’s own ideas and what they thought about 

them.  

8) Ask pupils to reflect on the two legal cases they have studied and assess their 

contribution to improving justice and the right to a fair trial. Are there any similarities 

between the two cases? What have they learned about Magna Carta and the 

development of justice that surprised them?  

 

Extension activities 

 Alternative legal cases could be used to look at different areas of fair trials that raise 

more complex issues in relation to justice and rights. For example the jury collapse 

during the Vicky Pryce case: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-21516473.Also the issues 

including the police investigation, evidence and coercion of witnesses in the US case of 

Troy Davies: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5SH4IpmJl6M 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_hpdgvxKmug
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-21516473
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5SH4IpmJl6M
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 Return to the key question Is the justice system fair? Are there any changes that could 

be made to make it more so? If your students feel that more could be done, ask them 

to consider how these changes could be lobbied for by citizens like themselves. They 

should be encouraged to develop a plan of action inclusive of a list of key supporters 

that they would like to target to galvanise support.  

 


