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a regular brief
book briefing
flashcards  

Popular options include

Find what works for
you, there's no one
right way!

Parties
Facts
Procedural history
Issue
Rule
Analysis
Conclusion
Holding

A brief is a short summary of a case, ideally one
page or less. 

It includes concepts from the case such as:

See the attached for more information on each of
these concepts. 



Case Briefing Cheat Sheet: What to Search for in a Judicial Opinion 
 

1. Case Name The case name is always located at the top of the case. It gives the 
names of the parties. It is generally formatted like the following: 
Plaintiff v. Defendant, Petitioner v. Respondent, Appellant v. 
Appellee. E.g. Garratt v. Dailey. Remember, the 
Petitioner/Appellant may or may not be the original plaintiff. This 
designates the party bringing the appeal and not the party who 
initiated the original lawsuit. 

2. Court & Date This is the court writing the opinion you are reading (Ex: 
Washington Supreme Court) and the year of the opinion. 

3. Procedural 
History 

The procedural history is found in several paragraphs and 
describes (i) how the defendant wronged the plaintiff; (ii) what 
the parties argued in the lower court(s); (iii) how the lower 
court(s) ruled; (iv) how and why the case moved from a lower 
court to the higher court (i.e. the basis of the appeal or what the 
person appealing wants from the higher court). It may be a blend 
of facts and legal language. You should distill the procedural facts 
from the case facts. 

4. Question 
Presented or Issue 

Generally, a legal or procedural question that the appellant wants 
the higher court to answer. It is the reason why the case moved 
from the lower court to the higher court. Remember, an appellant 
may ask more than one question and the court may, occasionally, 
raise legal questions on its own. 

5. Facts Not all facts are relevant; some are relevant for one purpose but 
not for another. Once you find the question presented/issue and 
the legal holding, you should have a better sense about which 
facts are truly important. The facts do not include the court’s 
opinion, but rather include the legally significant points of the 
story from the plaintiff’s and the defendant’s points of view. 

6. Rule (i.e. the law) The rule may be found in three places: (i) a succinct statement of 
the governing legal principle that the higher court uses to decide 
the case (about a sentence or two in length); (ii) a sentence or 
paragraph where the higher court answers the question 
presented; (iii) a paragraph that describes under what 
circumstances a person is liable. The rule may be found in all 
three places. You will very often need to reduce the number of 
words the court used—without losing meaning—in your case 
brief. 

  



7. Reasoning The reasoning is generally several paragraphs following the rule 
where the court explains how and why it answered the question 
presented as it did. It is a blend of facts and legal language. Pay 
close attention to this as you will have to explain the court’s 
reasoning in class and show your own reasoning when you 
answer essay questions. Take time to fully wrap your head 
around how the court explains its decision. You will encounter 
clear and well-explained reasoning as well as fuzzy and heard-to-
follow reasoning. 

8. Holding The holding is the court’s answer to the question(s) presented. 
There are very narrow procedural holdings (for example, “case 
reversed and remanded”) and broader substantive holdings that 
typically deal with the interpretation of the Constitution, statutes, 
or judicial doctrines. If the issues were stated precisely, the 
holding can be stated as “yes” or “no” or in short statements 
taken from the language of court. Sometimes, but not always, the 
court will begin its holding with explicit language, such as “We 
hold that . . . “ 

9. Main Takeaway Every case is in the casebook for a reason. Before you read and 
while you read, you should be asking yourself, “What is the main 
takeaway of this case? Why have the authors included this case in 
the book? And why have they placed this case in this particular 
section?” If you find this, you are well on your way to 
understanding the main takeaway. Remember, that your 
professor may use a case for different or additional reasons 
beyond what the casebook author intended. If this happens, don’t 
get nervous, just try to understand why the professor is going 
there. 
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Template for Case Brief 
(last updated August 26, 2020) 

 
There is no one uniform way to brief cases.  Below is a proposed format. 
 
 

Case caption 
(Name of case, court, year) 

 
I. Background 
 

A. Parties 
(you should identify the important parties in the case) 

 
B. Facts 

(this should only include the salient facts. To identify which facts are important, you may 
need to first identify the legal issues involved in the case) 
 

C. Procedural History 
(this part should indicate how the matter was resolved by the trial court and by each 
appellate court that reviewed the matter.) 

 
II. Legal Issues 
 

A. Issue(s) on appeal 
(you should identify the specific question that the court is trying to resolve. The answer to 
this question will guide you to the court’s holding.) 

 
B. Parties’ Argument 

(what are the parties’ competing argument about the legal issue on appeal?) 
 

C. Court’s Holding(s) 
(this is the court’s binding resolution of the legal issues in the case. This is to be 
distinguished from non-binding dicta.  If there is important dicta, you can include it, but 
label it as such.) 

 
D. Court’s Reasoning 

 
1. Applicable legal rules 

(here you should identify the “law”; that is, the legal principles, rules or standards) 
 

2. Analysis 
(here you should indicate how the court applied the “law” to the facts of the case) 

 
III. Conclusion  
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A. Court’s Judgment 
(this is a short statement of the court’s disposition of the case.)  
 

B. Your Evaluation  
(you need to evaluate every case you read; what are its positive and negative aspects). 

 
1. Ex Post 

(this is a backward looking evaluation: what do you think about how the court 
resolved the particular dispute between the parties. You should pay attention to any 
assumptions the court made and the internal logic of the court’s arguments.) 

 
2. Ex Ante 

(this is a forward looking evaluation: what does the court’s resolution mean for 
future cases.) 
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Case caption 
 
I. Background 
 

A. Parties 
 

B. Facts 
 

C. Procedural History 
 
II. Legal Issues 
 

A. Issue(s) on appeal 
 

B. Parties’ Argument 
 

C. Court’s Holding(s) 
 

D. Court’s Reasoning 
 

1. Applicable legal rules 
 

2. Analysis 
 
III. Conclusion  
 

A. Court’s Judgment 
 

B. Your Evaluation  
 

1. Ex Post 
 

2. Ex Ante 
 
 



Mas v. Perry
489 F.2nd 1396 (5th Cir. 1974)

Procedural History
Mr. and Mrs. Mas (plaintiff-appellees) were awarded $5,000 and $15,000, respectively, by a jury. At 
conclusion of trial, defendant-appellant made an oral motion to dismiss for lack of jurisdiction, which was 
denied by the district court. 

Facts
Mr. Mas, a citizen of France, and Mrs. Mas married in her hometown of Mississippi, then moved back to 
Baton Rouge where they worked. At this time, they rented an apartment from appellant Oliver Perry. At 
some time they discovered the bedroom and bathroom had two way mirrors and they were being 
monitored through these mirrors by the Perry. 

Arguments
Defendant-appellant Perry argued that there was not diversity of citizenship among the parties.

Issue
Was appellee Mrs. Mas a citizen of Mississippi for diversity purposes?

Rule
To be a citizen of a state under §1332, a person must be a citizen of both the US and a domiciliary of the 
state. Domicile may only change by taking up a new one with the intention to stay there permanently.

Holding
District court’s denial of motion to dismiss, and damages affirmed. 

Rationale
Mr. Mas is a citizen of France, Mr. Perry a citizen of Louisiana, and Mrs. Mas a citizen of Mississippi for 
diversity purposes, therefore the district court had proper jurisdiction. 

Mrs. Mas stated she did not intend to return to Mississippi after her marriage, but that she also lacked 
requisite intention to remain in Louisiana. Therefore, since she did not yet acquire a new domicile, she is 
still domiciled in Mississippi. 



Elizabeth Boswell
Book Brief






