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Remember your kid-like spirit
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Lesson Learned: Casondra 
Stewart  and Tamara Smith



www.strangulationtraininginstitute.com CREATING PATHWAYS TO HOPE

Training Institute on Strangulation 
Prevention

• Project of Alliance for HOPE 
International

• Launched October 2011 by 
USDOJ, Office on Violence 
Against Women

• Most comprehensive training 
program in the U.S.

• Fee-based Training for All 
Professionals

• Supported by a team of 
National Advisors and Faculty

• Work in three committees: 
Medical, Legal and Advocacy 
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Key findings from Oklahoma Lethality 
Assessment Study of 1,008 LAP Victims (2018)
• 79.66% reported some form of strangulation
▫ 11.70% reported attempted; 
▫ 30.16% reported completed
▫ 37.80 reported multiple
• Victims of all strangulation were more likely to be 

sexually assaulted. 
• Victims of multiple strangulations were more likely to report; 

believed abuser was capable of killing them; suffered a 
miscarriage; lost consciousness; sought medical treatment 
and felt powerless.
• Conclusion: Multiple strangulations mean higher risk of 

homicide and health consequences
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Strangulation & Sexual Assault  - UK
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“Where the alleged perpetrator was a partner or ex-partner the 
median DASH RIC score was 15. Any score over 14 is
considered high risk.”
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http://bear.buckingham.ac.uk/108/2/Sus
anE%20final.pdf
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Casey Gwinn, President, 

• “The most dangerous domestic 
violence offenders strangle their 
victims. The most violent rapists 
strangle their victims. We used to 
think all abusers were equal. They 
are not. Our research has now 
made clear that when a man puts 
his hands around a woman, he 
has just raised his hand and said, 
“I’m a killer.” They are more likely 
to kill police officers, to kill 
children, and to later kill their 
partners. So, when you hear “He 
choked me”, now we know you are 
the edge of a homicide.”

They are Killers
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In the US, 48 States, 20 Tribes, 2 
Territories, Federal and Military have 

passed felony strangulation Laws. And, 
Australia, New Zealand, Canada, UK & 

Ireland have joined.
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Washington Legislature:
• “The legislature finds that assault by strangulation may result 

in immobilization of a victim, may cause a loss of 
consciousness, injury, or even death, and has been a factor in 
a significant number of domestic violence related assaults 
and fatalities.  
• Strangulation is one of the most lethal forms of domestic 

violence.
• While not limited to acts of assault against an intimate 

partner, assault by strangulation is often knowingly inflicted 
upon an intimate partner with the intent to commit physical 
injury, or substantial or great bodily harm. 
• The particular cruelty of this offense and its potential effects 

upon a victim both physically and psychologically, merit its 
categorization as a ranked felony offense under 9A.36 RCW.”
• State v. Rodriquez, 187 Wash.App. 922 (2015)



Our New Focus: Suspicious 
Deaths (Suicides/Strokes)

Justice for Libby Caswell





What do we know about staged 
crime scenes? – Gael Strack



Well-known findings:

• You can manually strangle someone to death and 
leave no external visible marks. 

• Strangulation by ligature is a common method of 
homicide.

• Suicide by self-strangulation is not. 
• Many investigators and forensic pathologists 

believe that it is impossible to carry out self-
strangulation as a means of suicide. 

• (Demirci, et al, 2009; Doberentz, et al, 2020)
• Typical ligature used are scarfs, belts, cords, ties, 

cable ties, some knot or locking mechanism



Definition:

• A staged crime scene involves deliberate 
alteration of evidence by the offender to 
simulate events that did not occur for the 
purpose of misleading authorities.

• Geberth, 2006; Turvey, 2000. 
• Recognized in the literature for over a century.

• Schlesinger, et al, 2014
• 16% are staged to look like a suicide.

• Turvey, 2000.
• 19% of DV homicides are staged.

• Schlesinger, et al, 2014



Strangulation is easy to miss. 
Easy to stage.



2013: Geberth’s - Seven Mistakes:

1. Assuming the Case is A Suicide Based on the Initial Report

2. Assuming “The Suicide Position” At the Crime Scene

3. Not Handling “The Suicide” as a Homicide Investigation

4. Failure to Conduct Victimology

5. Failure to Apply the Three Basic Investigative Considerations To Establish if the Death is Suicidal in Nature

6. Failure to Properly Document any Suicide Notes

7. Failure to Take Each Factor to its Ultimate Conclusion



What we know today now about classic 
characteristics of a suspicious death: 

• Premature death 
• Scene involves a suicidal death
• Evidence one partner wants to end relationship
• Prior history of domestic violence

• Prior strangulation (Glass, 2008)
• Woman found dead in her home, in bedroom
• Woman found dead by current or previous spouse

• The Perfect Murder: An exploratory Study of Staged 
Murder Scenes and Concealed Femicide (Bitton/Dayan, 
2019)



Bill Smock, MD
Police Surgeon:

Louisville Metro Police Department

Suicide or Murder:
What Really Happened to 

Libby Caswell in Room 319?



Classifications of 
Manner of Death 

n Natural causes
n Accidental
n Suicide
n Homicide
n Undetermined



Ruled: Undetermined





Based upon a reasonable degree of medical 
& scientific certainty, I am of the opinion

n Ms. Libby Caswell died of 
asphyxia from the 
application of pressure 
applied to her neck and 
chest.

n Ms. Libby Caswell’s death 
was a homicide.

n the scene of Ms. Libby 
Caswell’s death was 
staged to appear to be a 
suicide.



But wait, there is more … 

“You don’t anything, until you know everything”



Status of Relationship

• Long History of Domestic Violence
• Statements from Family & Friends
• Police Reports
• Restraining Orders
• History of compression (lays or sits on top of Libby)
• Strangled 1 week prior to her death
• Afraid to go home, fear for herself and family

• Mom cited for nuisance violence for calling the 
police too many times.

• Lethality assessment: High Risk 9/10 Mosaic, 
178/200 conducted with Mom and Rachael Frost



Family/Friends - Victimology

• Libby was not suicidal
• Libby fearful for her safety and safety of her family
• Libby believed she needed to stay with Devon to keep 

others safe
• Libby told family and others about being strangled. 

Very emotional and upset last time seen by family (7 
days before her death)

• Libby believed he was going to kill her at Gary’s House
• Devon threatened friend if he allowed Libby to stay 

with them (day before her death)
• Maintained a secret facebook page to maintain contact 

with friends – “Beth Alexandra”



Suspect Profile

• Likely high ACE score, witnessed abused, suffered abused, divorced 
parents, both in juvenile dependency and delinquency system. 

• Dropped out of high school
• Long history of domestic violence with Libby
• Abusive to Libby’s parents, subject to restraining order
• History of drug abuse, selling drugs, thefts – Criminal Record
• Criminal history before and after Libby’s death
• Arrested for suspicion of the death of friend,  Beau Mollinder – playing 

Russian Roulette; 
• Abusive to subsequent girlfriend, Holly Brown. Holly told Cindy - Devon 

was mentally and physically throughout their entire relationship. 
Threatened her several times with physical harm during pregnancy.

• Arrested for armed burglary and grand theft auto
• Currently in Jail in Jackson County



Was this a suspicious death? YES

• Premature death? YES (21)
• Scene involves a suicidal death? YES, hanging
• Evidence one partner wants to end relationship? 

YES, Libby
• Prior history of domestic violence? YES, long HX

• Prior strangulation (Glass, 2008)
• Found dead in her home, in bedroom? YES, hotel
• Found dead by current or previous spouse? YES, 

Devon
• The Perfect Murder: An exploratory Study of Staged 

Murder Scenes and Concealed Femicide (Bitton/Dayan, 
2019)



Questions?
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In October 2022 …..
• Family Members
• Dr. Brent Turvey & Dr. Smock 

– leading forensic experts
• 3 ½ days
• 4 Cases/Crime Scenes
▫ Stacy – Accidental fall in the 

bathtub
▫ Libby – Suicide by hanging 

(his belt)
▫ Mary – Suicide by cord pulled 

tight (going through divorce)
▫ Emily – Suicide by hanging 

outside
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It’s easy to join our mailing list!

Just send your email address by text message: 

Text 

HOPEGIVER
To 22828 to get started. 

Message and data rates may apply. 
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Follow Us Online

@iam4hope
@familyjustice

allianceforhope.com

strangulationtraininginstitute.com

familyjusticecenter.com

camphopeamerica.com
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Collection of Facebook Live Videos
(Available to view on our Facebook Page)
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29th August Advanced Course on 
Strangulation Prevention

strangulationtraininginstitute.com
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2 Day Virtual Pediatric Strangulation 
Training – September 2022
• Day 1 – All Things Medical
▫ Context
▫ 50% kids are present during 

strangulation
▫ 10% kids are strangled when 

mom is strangled
▫ 1% of kids report
▫ Kids are different
▫ Signs & Symptoms are Similar
▫ Out of control, not power & 

control
▫ Current research 

• Day 2 – All Things Legal
▫ Investigation Tips
▫ Emerging Law
▫ Institute Resources
▫ Recommendations


