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Competency to Stand Trial
Consider the tragic public case of Andrea Yates.

A Public Case: Andrea Yates
It was June 2001 in Clear Lake, Texas. Andrea Yates, who was 36 years 
old and the mother of five, drew a bath. Her husband had left for work 
at NASA. She then drowned each of her five children, one at a time—
her 3-year-old son, her 2-year-old son, her 5-year-old son, her 6-month-
old daughter, and her 7-year-old son. After each had died, she laid 
them out on the bed. She then called 9-1-1 and then her husband.

Andrea Yates was a high school valedictorian, swimming 
champion, college graduate, and professional nurse. Her family 
was described as loving and happy. What happened? She did 
have postpartum depression. She had taken her antidepressant 
medication that morning. She had tried to kill herself when taking 
care of her father with Alzheimer’s disease. In fact, she tried to kill 
herself a number of times. She had seen a psychiatrist and was 
diagnosed as severely depressed with psychotic features. 

During the 2-year period after she experienced postpartum depression, she attempted 
suicide and was hospitalized on more than one occasion. Also during this period, her father 
died and she gave birth to another child. At times, she would no longer take her medication 
and displayed psychotic behaviors. This led up to the day that police arrived at her house 
and found the five dead children. Andrea Yates was arrested. While under arrest, she was 
evaluated by a clinical psychologist. He found her to be psychotic. She was experiencing 
hallucinations and saw Satan on the walls of her jail cell. She would also take up to 2 
minutes to respond to questions from the psychologist. A psychologist appointed by the 
prosecution also evaluated her. He reported that she had some difficulties with attention 
and concentration, took a long time to respond to questions, and did not show any evidence 
of faking.

After 3 months in the county jail, where she was also treated for psychosis, a competency 
hearing was held. The purpose of this hearing was to determine if she could understand 
the court proceedings and assist in her defense. In Texas, a pretrial competency hearing 
can be held in front of a jury, which it was. Eleven women and one man were to determine 
if Yates was competent to stand trial. The judge instructed the jury to determine only 
the issue of whether Andrea Yates was able at the present time to understand the 
court proceedings and to assist in her defense. They also heard the testimony from 
the two clinical psychologists who had evaluated Yates. One suggested that she was 
not competent because of her religious delusions. The psychologist appointed by the 
prosecution suggested that she was competent to stand trial despite her mental illness. 
Although the jury found her not to be competent in an initial vote, they changed their 
minds after further deliberation and found her competent to stand trial.

Now that she was found competent to stand trial, the question became whether she was 
insane at the time she drowned her five children. In determining insanity, many states 
require that the individual (1) know the nature of consequences of her act or (2) know  

Andrea Yates and her family.  Yates admitted to killing her 
four sons (shown here) and her infant daughter in 2001.
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