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The case law

• The American system of
law is adversarial and
generates disputes.

• A court’s interpretation
of the law becomes part
of the law itself.

• For example, what do
the words, “equal
protection,” mean in the
Fourteenth Amendment?

• The case law helps to
address such an issue via
precedent.





Legal elements of court decisions

• Generally, to understand a
case, we need to know:

• Key parties and facts
• Legal issues/question(s)
• Legal

outcome/holdings(s)
• Legal

reasoning/rationale(s)

• Tips for briefing at QR code



Facts of the case

• Plaintiff/defendant;
appellant/appellee

• Nature of the dispute or
case/controversy (what’s
the conflict?)

• Procedural history



Legal questions

• What is (are) the key
legal question(s) a court
needs to answer?

• What legal text is the
basis of a given question?

• Usually phrased as
yes/no questions



Legal holdings

• The court’s answer to
the legal questions posed

• Often we note the vote
breakdown (e.g., 6-3 or
5-4)

• At the appellate level, we
often note the
disposition as well (e.g.,
affirmed or reversed)



Legal rationale

• The hardest part of the
brief–getting the logic to
the major-
ity/concurring/dissenting
opinions

• Note the legal rule (e.g.,
the Lemon Test) and its
application to the facts
of the present case



Other factors to possibly note

• Regular vs. special
concurrences

• Judge votes that
concur-in-part and
dissent-in-part

• Vacancies or recusals

• Unsigned decisions

• Other unusual facts you
find interesting



Practice briefing

• Let’s take a look at
Gomillion v. Lightfoot
(1960)

• As you read, note (1)
Facts, (2) Questions, (3)
Holding, (4) Majority
Rationale, and (5) Other
Opinions



Conclusion

• In a common law system such as ours, the case law is part of
the body of the law itself.

• Legal cases arise due to our system of adversarial justice
(cases and controversies)

• Learning how to properly brief a case is a key skill to
understanding the relevant issues at stake (facts, questions,
holding, and rationale).

• We’ll keep practicing these skills as the semester progresses.


