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Welcome 

Legal Methods is designed to introduce you to the foundational skills that are essential 
for success throughout law school and the legal profession. The course focuses not only 
on what the law is, but on how the law works�how legal rules are developed, 
interpreted, applied, and communicated. 

Throughout the semester, you will learn how to: 

read and analyze judicial opinions, 

 identify legal issues and legally significant facts (LSFs), 

 synthesize legal rules from legal authority, 

 understand precedent and the hierarchy of authority, 

 organize legal analysis using structured formats such as TREAT and IRAC, and 
 communicate legal analysis through legal writing. 

During orientation week, your primary focus will be learning how to read judicial 
opinions, prepare case briefs and participate effectively in class discussions. As the 
semester begins, you will build on those foundational skills through rule synthesis, 
explanatory parentheticals, legal analysis, outlining, exam preparation, and formal legal 
writing assignments. 

The assigned readings and class discussions are designed to work together. Professors 
will assume that you have completed the assigned reading before class and have a 
working understanding of the concepts introduced. Class sessions are intended to build 
on the reading�not repeat it. As a result, you will be responsible not only for concepts 
discussed during lecture, but also for concepts introduced through the assigned readings 
and supplemental materials. 

Finally, one of the primary goals of this course is to support your transition into law 
school. Your professors are available to help you understand the concepts introduced in 
this course and adjust to the demands of legal education. You are encouraged to ask 
questions, seek clarification, and meet with your professors throughout the semester. 

Many of the concepts introduced in this course will first appear in the 
assigned readings rather than lecture. You should approach the readings as 
part of the instruction itself�not merely as preparation for class discussion. 

Your objective during orientation is not to master every concept. Instead, focus on becoming 
comfortable with the process of reading, organizing, and discussing judicial opinions. 
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Orientation Week Assignments 

During orientation week, Legal Methods classes meet twice (Tuesday and Thursday) and 
focus heavily on introducing the case method, legal reasoning, case briefing, and the 
systems and resources you will use throughout the semester. 

Complete the following before the first orientation class session on Tuesday. 
Assigned Located  

Assigned Course Reading 
 Foundations of Legal Analysis and the Case Method, SJCL 

Orientation Reading 
pp. 20-34 

 The Green Bag: How to Read a Legal Opinion by Orin Kerr 
(Volume 11, Number 1) 

pp. 35-50 

 Applying the Framework: Gray v. State 
 A guided case-reading chart using Gray v. State 
 An example case brief using Gray v. State 

pp. 51-55 

Textbook Reading (Chapters assigned for orientation week ONLY are in this packet) 
Legal Writing and Analysis (3rd ed.), by Michael Murray and 
Christy DeSanctis: Chapters 1 & 2 (pp. 1-21) To be purchased pp. 57-77 

Cracking the Case Method*, by Paul Bergman, Patrick 
Goodman, and Thomas Holm: Chapters 6 & 8 
Note: available FREE in digital study aids or purchased in paperback. 

pp. 112-146 

Case Reading  
 Read and prepare case briefs for: 

 The State v Wilson 
 State v. Billings  
 Gray v. State  

pp. 148-153 

Complete the following before the second orientation class session on Thursday. 
Assigned Located 

 IRAC Response to Hypo #0; Email to your Legal Methods 
professor before class 

Circulated after 
class #1 

Textbook Reading 
Murray: Chapter 3 (pp. 39-50), Chapter 4 (pp. 51-54), 
Appendix A (pp. 407-411), and Appendix C (pp. 433-445) 

pp. 78-111 

Case Reading  
 Read and prepare case briefs for: 

 Woods v. State  
 State v. Bennett  
 Hamilton v. State  
 People v. Winhoven  
 People v. Moreno  
 State v. Neff  

pp. 154-164 
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Technology and Course Systems 

Different platforms will be used throughout the semester for various purposes. You are 
responsible for ensuring that you can access these systems before classes begin. 

Free Digital study aids are available on the library website. Cracking the Case Method, 
from the assigned reading, is one of these study aids available through West Academic. 
Plain English for Lawyers, also from the assigned reading, is available through 
LexisNexis. These are also available to purchase in hard copy.  

Below you will find instructions for accessing both of the free digital study aids on our 
library website. 

West Academic 
1. Go to www.sjcl.edu/library
2. In the �Study Aids� box, click �West Academic� 
3. Click �Sign In� in the top right corner 

If you already have a BarBri or  
West Academic account  

(i.e., previously bought textbooks through 
West Academic): 

If you are creating a new account: 

4. Sign in and verify your SJCL email with a 
verification link.  
After verifying, click �Go to Study Aids 
Collection� 

1. Click �Create an Account� under 

the login bar. 

2. Use your SJCL email address and 

password to log in.  

3. After registering, check your email 

to verify your school email 

4. Then log in and click �Access My 

Digital Study Aids� 

5. 

LexisNexis 
1. Go to www.sjcl.edu/library 
2. Click �LexisNexis Study Aids Library� 
3. Log in with your SJCL email and Exam ID 
4. On left side click on Browse Library  

(Aids are listed in alphabetical order by subject area) 
5. Search, annotate, highlight, and download titles 

TWEN 

TWEN will be used for course assignments, handouts, announcements, and other course 
materials. The following pages provide setup instructions for TWEN. 
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Legal Methods I, Fall 2026 Syllabus v1 

Legal Methods I 

SYLLABUS 

Course: Legal Methods I   Term: Fall 2026 
Course Number: L151F                               Meeting Time: Thursdays 1:30-4:30 PM   OR

6:30-9:30 PM 
Number of Units:  Two   Instructor: ALL 
      E-mail: brhan.ahmed@faculty.sjcl.edu 

raquel.busani@faculty.sjcl.edu
jeffrey.castleton@faculty.sjcl.edu 
ray.horng@faculty.sjcl.edu                          
jhoward@sjcl.edu      
allison.ryan@faculty.sjcl.edu 
vincente.tennerelli@faculty.sjcl.edu
amelia.thompson@faculty.sjcl.edu                     

COURSE DESCRIPTION   
The purpose of this course is to introduce students to the skills that are essential for their ultimate 
success in law school. Students will be introduced to the importance of time management and class 
preparation.  In addition, students will learn about precedent, the federal and California legal systems, 
and the hierarchy of legal authorities.  Early in the semester, students will be taught how to read a case, 
prepare a case brief for class participation, and take class notes.  Soon thereafter, they will be 
introduced to the important skill of outlining their course materials and to how those outlines can help 
them to prepare for an exam.  Students will also be instructed on how to effectively take law school 
exams.  Finally, students will learn about legal analysis, TREAT/IRAC, and the importance of developing 
their writing skills.    

STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES 
This course will cover and assess the following Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs):  

 Student Learning Outcome 1.  Comprehend the structures and processes of the U.S. legal 
system and foundational substantive law. 

 Student Learning Outcome 2.  Demonstrate proficiency in legal analysis and problem solving. 
 Student Learning Outcome 3.  Demonstrate competence in written and oral communication. 
 Student Learning Outcome 4.  Demonstrate mastery of strategies and technologies of legal 

research. 
 Student Learning Outcome 5.  SJCL graduates will recognize and resolve ethical issues. 

CLASS PREPAREDNESS & ATTENDANCE 
Per the attendance policy, you are allowed three (3) absences.  The failure to be prepared for class 
and/or turn in required material to the instructor will result in the student being marked absent for that 
day of class.   

In the event that this course has to take place remotely via Zoom, students are expected to sign-in to 
the class Zoom session at least five minutes before class time.  Students shall not turn off their video 
stream or use avatars in place of a live video stream of themselves during class time.  Failure to adhere 
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to these rules will result in the student being marked absent per the attendance rules in the Student 
Handbook.   

Weekly class lectures will be designed to complement and build upon the assigned readings, rather than 
repeat them. Professors will assume that you have completed the assigned reading prior to class and 
have a working understanding of the concepts introduced. As a result, lectures are designed to build on 
the reading�not to repeat it. Lectures may not cover every concept presented in the reading. Instead, 
class time will focus on applying those concepts, working through examples, and developing the 
analytical skills introduced in the materials. 

You are responsible for all assigned reading, including concepts and skills that may not be discussed 
directly in lecture. Mastery of these materials is essential, as they form the foundation for class 
discussions, written assignments, and exams. Refer to the syllabus for the weekly assigned readings.  

INSTRUCTOR AVAILABILITY 
One of the primary aims of this course is to support you during your first year of law school.  This 
includes helping you with the concepts taught in this class and helping you adjust to the rigorous 
demands of law school.  Each of your instructors is happy to meet with you either before or after class 
or outside of class.  We want you to feel supported throughout this first year, so do not hesitate to reach 
out to each of us for assistance or advice. Some of your instructors will have formally designated office 
hours outside of class.  Others will accommodate you on request.  It is incumbent on you, however, to 
reach out and ask for assistance.  

GRADING 
Your class grade will be based upon a total of 100 available percentage points.  The points are earned through 
graded writing assignments, in-class practice exams/midterms, and a final exam.  One percentage point is 
awarded for each of the three scheduled practice exams.  The student must make a good faith effort on the 
practice exams and the professor retains sole discretion over awarding percentage points for these practice 
exams.  Each student must meet individually for an informal status meeting with their professor during the 
semester.  These meetings do not have to be in person and can occur outside of class time at the discretion of 
the professor. If a student fails to meet with their professor, a percentage point will be deducted from their final 
course grade.  Grades are calculated as follows: 
 Assignment #1  � Hypothetical #1 IRAC Response with Explanatory Synthesis (3%) 
 Assignment #2 � Hypothetical #2 IRAC Response with Rule and Explanatory Synthesis (7%) 

Assignment #3 � TREAT Portion of a Law Office Memo (15%)  
Assignment #4 � Second TREAT (20%) 
Assignment #5  � Full Law Office Memo (20%) 
For Credit  � Bio, Schedule, Revised Schedule, Case Briefing, and Hypothetical #0 (2%) 
Practice Exams � Civil Procedure, Contracts, Torts (1% each) 
Final Exam  � Final Exam (30%) 

ASSIGNMENTS  
In this course, you will be required to prepare and submit written assignments.  These assignments will comprise 
the majority of your course grade during the semester. These assignments are to be uploaded to TWEN on or 
before the dates and times specified in this syllabus or by your professor.  If you need assistance with how to 
use TWEN, consult your professor.  It is your responsibility to turn in your assignments on time.  Late 
assignments will be accepted; however, the late assignment�s grade will be decreased by 15 points (15% out of 
100) for each successive 24-hour period the assignment is turned in following the due date and time. The point 
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deductions are cumulative.  Thus, an assignment due August 28, 2026 at 11:00 PM that is turned in on August 
30, 2026 at 1:00 AM (26 hours later) would suffer a total decrease of 30 points.     
 
Assignments that will be graded are to be uploaded to the appropriate TWEN folder for your Legal Methods 1 
section. Pursuant to the instructions provided here and SJCL policy, use your nine-digit Student Exam ID 
number for purposes of identification on all graded course assignments.  DO NOT include your name on any 
assignment you upload to TWEN. Please remove the identifying metadata properties from submitted Word 
documents before submitting them by following these instructions:  
How to remove identifying properties from a Microsoft Word file before submitting it. (sjcl.edu) 

Please submit your documents in MICROSOFT WORD ONLY.  Files uploaded to TWEN in .pdf format will be 
treated as late submissions. 

PLAGIARISM  
SJCL abides by a student honor code, as set forth in the student handbook.  If you have not read the section of 
the student handbook relating to the honor code, please do so prior to the beginning of this class.  As such, all 
students are expected to act with utmost honesty, fairness, and concern for their professional reputation and 
the reputation of the school. Students are strictly prohibited from engaging in �unethical conduct,� which 
includes plagiarism and as listed below, unauthorized collaboration.   

Plagiarism is taking someone/something else�s words or ideas and presenting them as your own without 
attributing them to the original source(s). If you are going to utilize or rely upon the work of another in a 
submitted assignment, you MUST provide proper attribution to the source used.  Typically, this is done through 
legal citation.  Attribution refers not only to actual quotations from another�s work, but also includes the basis 
for an idea you expressed or the authority for a proposition that you stated in your own words.  Therefore, if any 
submitted assignment contains an idea or a proposition that you did not create entirely on your own, you must 
attribute to its source.   

SJCL�s student honor code requires that all submitted work either be your own or be attributed to its source.  
Direct copying from either a source or from another student�s work and submitting it as your own without prior 
authorization from your professor(s) is prohibited and will result in a grade of zero for the assignment and will 
result in disciplinary action and possible expulsion from SJCL.     

GENERATIVE ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE  
Students are prohibited from using generative AI tools, including paraphrasing tools, to complete any 
assignments for this class, unless indicated otherwise by the professor. It will be considered a violation of 
the academic standards for this course for any student to submit writing generated by any other person 
or entity, including any generative AI program, unless otherwise indicated. This prohibition does not 
include the spelling and grammar checks that are included in the Microsoft Office software that is supplied 
though SJCL. If you have any questions about which tools are permitted or prohibited on any assignment, 
you must ask in advance. Finally, generative AI detection tools may be used in reviewing assignments. 

UNAUTHORIZED COLLABORATION ON ASSIGNMENTS 
Writing courses at SJCL are unlike your substantive classes.  In your substantive classes, you are typically graded 
almost exclusively based on your performance during a final exam.  In these classes, collaboration between 
students to understand the concepts explained in class is encouraged because it is just you, the student, taking 
the final exam.  Your writing classes are different.  
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In your writing classes, you are graded based on your performance with assignments spaced throughout the 
semester.  These assignments are meant to introduce, reinforce, and assess your understanding of concepts 
presented in class during the semester.  It is essential to the process of learning and assessing what you have 
learned in your writing classes for you to perform all your own work. This includes research for your 
assignments, editing your assignments, and proofreading your assignments.  Specifically, you may not 
collaborate with other students on your assignments in this course, unless specifically instructed to do so by your 
professor.  This means that you may not discuss your research with other students.  You may not share how you 
addressed the issues presented by an assignment with other students.  You may not share how you organized 
your assignment with other students. You may not ask for other students to proofread or edit your assignments.   
If you have questions about a particular assignment or are having difficulty understanding what is being asked of 
you, you need to speak to your professor.  This is only fair to all students, as it allows the professor to recognize 
any confusion and address it with all students during class time.  

If your professor determines that there has been unauthorized collaboration on an assignment, the professor 
will have the authority to deduct points from your assignment as they deem appropriate, including giving a zero 
for the assignment.  Should students continue to unauthorizedly collaborate on subsequent assignments, the 
students will be subject to greater disciplinary action, including failing the class, or in extreme cases, expulsion. 
For additional information on disciplinary actions related to academic conduct violations, please consult your 
student handbook under the Academic Standards and Procedures section.   

COUNSELING SUPPORT SERVICES: 
SimpleTherapy is a confidential resource for students and their immediate household members 
provided at no cost by San Joaquin College of Law. The program is designed to help students address a 
variety of concerns, such as anxiety, stress, substance abuse and adjustment issues that may impact 
academic performance and cause personal distress.   
 
Simple EAP gives you access to a variety of clinical and non-clinical resources, including confidential 
access to a licensed therapist 24/7 for short-term counseling, and up to three sessions per situation 
every six months. Contact Simple resources by phone at 1-888-425-4800, through the App, eConnect 
Mobile, or at https://www.simpleeap.com/with the user name: sjclstudents. For questions, please 
contact Dean Tennerelli ltennerelli@sjcl.edu or Beth Pitcock at bpitcock@sjcl.edu. 

ACCOMMODATIONS: 
Because of SJCL�s anonymous grading policy, faculty are not aware of which students receive accommodations. 
Accordingly, students seeking classroom recordings as a disability accommodation must do so by contacting the 
Law School Coordinator, Pat Smith per SJCL�s Student Handbook. 

RECORDING LECTURES AND OTHER CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES: 
The use of technologies for audio and video recording of lectures and other classroom activities, whether in-
person or on zoom, is allowed only with the express permission of the professor.  Your instructor(s) will 
personally only give this permission in cases of ADA accommodations.  In cases where recordings are allowed, 
such content is restricted to personal use only. �Personal use� is defined as use by an individual student for the 
purpose of studying or completing course assignments.  You may not send recordings to others, including other 
students, or publish or share the recording online.  
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REQUIRED MATERIALS: 
Legal Writing and Analysis (3rd ed.) by Michael Murray and Christy DeSanctis
Plain English for Lawyers (7th ed.) by Wydick and Sloan (Available for FREE on the library
website in Study Aids LexisNexis)
Cracking the Case Method (4th ed.) by Paul Bergman, Patrick Goodman, and Thomas Holm
(Available for FREE on the library website in Study Aids West Academic)

Note: Other assigned course readings contained in the Course Reader or that can be downloaded from 
TWEN. 

ORIENTATION WEEK CLASS MEETINGS 
The initial week of instruction for Legal Methods 1 is different than all of the subsequent weeks in the 
course.  For this week only, classes will meet twice�one on Tuesday, one on Thursday.  Both sessions 
will be three hours long, as the material we cover will be critical to your ability to prepare for your 
substantive classes for the rest of your time in law school.  Daytime classes will be held 1:30-4:30 PM.  
Evening classes will be held 6:30-9:30 PM.  If you have further questions do not hesitate to contact the 
law school facilitator.   

Date Topic(s) Read for class Assignments SLO 

8/11 

Orientation 
Week  

Class 1 
(Tuesday) 

Introduction to the 
Case Method;  
Rules of Law and Legal 
Reasoning 
Introduction to TWEN 

Murray:   Chs. 1 & 2 (pp. 1-21)  
Bergman: Chs. 6 & 8 
Course Reading:  

Foundations of Legal Analysis and
the Case Method;
Applying the Framework: Gray v.
State
The Green Bag Vol. 11, No. 1;
Student�s Guide to TWEN;

Cases:
The State v. Wilson;
State v. Billings;
Gray v. State

Due: Student Bio and Two-
week life schedule (Email bio 
and schedule to your professor 
by 8/10/25. Write your name 
on it and DO NOT WRITE YOUR 
EXAM ID ON THESE). 

Assign #0: IRAC Response; Due 
8/13 before class begins.  

SLO 1 and 
SLO 2 

8/13 

Orientation 
Week  

Class 2 
(Thursday) 

Case Books; Case 
Briefing; Hierarchy of 
Authority; Determining 
legal rules from legal 
authority; Rule 
Synthesis 

Murray:   Chs. 3 (pp.39-50) & 4 (pp.51-
54); Appendix A (pp. 407-411) and 
Appendix C (pp.433-445) 
Cases:  

Woods v. State;
State v. Bennett;
Hamilton v. State;
People v. Winhoven;
People v. Moreno;
State v. Neff.

Due: Hypo #0 IRAC Response; 
(Email to your professor before 
class on 8/13/26. Write your 
name on it; DO NOT WRITE 
YOUR EXAM ID ON THIS). 

SLO 1 and 
SLO 2 
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COURSE SCHEDULE 
Course: Legal Methods 1  Term: Fall 2026                Instructor: All 

Date Topic(s) Read for class Assignments SLO 

8/20 
Week 

1 

Rule synthesis (cont.) & 
Explanatory synthesis 
 

Murray:   Chs. 5 and 6  
Wydick:    pp. 3 � 24 
Cases: 
 Shoemaker v. State; 
 Commonwealth v. Harlow; 
 State v. Ellison 

Assign #1: IRAC Response with 
Explanatory Synthesis; due 8/26. 

SLO 1 and 
SLO 2 
 

8/27 
Week 

2 

Rule synthesis (cont.) & 
Explanatory synthesis 
 

Murray:   Ch. 6  
Cases: 
 People v Dupree 
 Jones v State 
 Pack v State 
 Walker v State 

Due: Hypo #1 IRAC Response 
with Explanatory Synthesis 
Upload to TWEN on 8/26 before 
11:00 PM. 
 

Assign #2: IRAC Response with 
Rule and Explanatory Synthesis; 
due 9/2. 

SLO 2 
 

9/3 
 

Week 
3 

Rule synthesis & 
Explanatory synthesis 
(cont.) 
 

Course Reading: Explanatory 
Parentheticals Can Pack a Persuasive 
Punch by Voigt 
Wydick:   pp. 25-36 
 

Due: Hypo #2 IRAC Response 
with Rule and Explanatory 
Synthesis Upload to TWEN on 
9/2 before 11:00 PM. 
 

Assign #3: TREAT Response; due 
9/23. 

SLO 2 
 

9/10 
 

Week 
4 

Explanatory synthesis 
(cont.), Analysis, and the 
TREAT Format 
 

Murray:   Ch. 7 
Wydick:   pp. 37-52 
Cases:  
 State v. Bowen 

 SLO 2 

9/17 
 

Week 
5 

TREAT Format 
 

Murray:   Ch. 10 and Chs. 5-7 Review 
 

Due: Hypo #3 TREAT Response 
Upload to TWEN on 9/23 before 
11:00 PM. 
 

Assign #4: Hypo #4 TREAT 
Response; due 10/9. 
Assign: Revised two-week life 
schedule; due 9/24. 

SLO 1 and 
SLO 3 
 

9/24 
Week 

6 

TREAT Format and 
Revising & Editing Text 
 

Wydick: pp. 53-70    
 

Due: Revised two-week life 
schedule; email to professor 
before class on 9/24. 

SLO 2 and 
SLO 3 

10/1 
 

Week 
7 

Outlining, Exam taking, 
Study Methods 
 
 

Murray:   Appendix D 
Bergman: Chs. 10, 11, and 12 
 

  SLO 1  
 

10/8 
 

Week 
8 

Contracts Midterm 
(advisory graded) to be 
taken on 10/8 in class 
using Word; Legal 
Memoranda 

Wydick: pp. 71-85 Due: Hypo #4 TREAT Response 
Upload to TWEN on 10/9 before 
11:00 PM. 
 

SLO 1, SLO 
2, and SLO 
3 

10/15 
 

Week 
9 

Civ Pro Midterm 
(graded) to be taken on 
10/15 at 6:30 PM for all 
class sections 

None  SLO 1, SLO 
2, and SLO 
3 
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Date Topic(s) Read for class Assignments SLO
10/22 

 
Week 

10 

No Class 
 

None Individual Student Meetings set 
during the week either over 
Zoom or telephonically. 

N/A 

10/29 
 

Week 
11 

Legal Memoranda Murray: Ch. 8 
 
 

Assign #5: TREAT Revisions with 
Full Law Office Memo; due 
11/18. 

SLO 2 and 
SLO 3 

11/5 
 

Week 
12 

Torts Practice Exam 
(advisory graded) to be 
taken on 11/5 in class 
using Word; Revising 
and Editing Text  

Murray:  Ch. 8 Review 
 
 

 SLO 1, SLO 
2, and SLO 
3 
 

11/12 
 
Week 

13 

Review Exam Taking/ 
Prepare for Final Exam 

Wydick: pp. 87-104  SLO 2 and 
SLO 3 
 
 

11/19 
 

Week 
14 

Final Exam to be taken 
on 11/19 at 6:30 PM for 
all class sections 

None Due: Hypo #5 Revisions with Full 
Law Office Memo Upload to 
TWEN before 11:00 PM on 
11/18. 

SLO2 and 
SLO3  
 
 

The course schedule is subject to change at the discretion of all Legal Methods 
instructors.  Any and all changes will be discussed with the students prior to 
instituting the change and will apply to all sections of Legal Methods. 
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Foundations of Legal Analysis and the Case Method 
SJCL Orientation Reading 

I. Legal Method 
Law school requires a different way of thinking. New students often assume that success 

depends on memorizing large amounts of legal information�rules, cases, and terminology. 
But law school is not simply about learning what the law is. It is about learning how the law 

works. While you will learn legal rules, cases, and terminology, your success will ultimately 
depend on your ability to analyze�and articulate�how those rules operate in specific 

situations. This packet introduces some of the foundational skills that will help you make 

that transition. 

Law school teaches you how to analyze problems using legal reasoning. This means 

learning how to identify which legal rules apply to a set of facts, how those rules are 

structured, and how they should be applied to reach a reasoned conclusion. In other words, 
law school is not about learning what the law is in the abstract�it is about learning how 

the law works when applied to real situations. 

Legal problems rarely present themselves in a neat or obvious way. The relevant rule is not 
always clearly stated, and the important facts are not always easy to identify. Part of 

learning to �think like a lawyer� is becoming comfortable with this uncertainty and 

developing the ability to work through it in a structured way. 

For most, this process is not intuitive at first. You may feel unsure about what matters, how 

to organize your thinking, or whether you are focusing on the right issues. That is expected. 
Over time, however, you will begin to recognize patterns in how legal problems are framed 

and resolved. 

At its core, legal reasoning involves a few fundamental steps: 

 identifying the legal issue presented by a set of facts,  
 determining the rule that governs that issue,  

 understanding how that rule is structured, and  

 applying the rule to the facts in a logical and persuasive way.  

These steps form the foundation of legal analysis. Every assignment you complete�

whether reading cases, briefing them, outlining material, writing exams, or drafting 

memoranda�will build on this process. 

Importantly, legal reasoning is not about reaching a single �correct� answer. In many 

situations, more than one outcome may be plausible. What matters is your ability to 
construct a clear, logical, and well-supported analysis that explains why a particular 
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conclusion should follow from the rule and the facts. As you move through this course, you 

will learn how to break complex legal problems into manageable parts, identify what 

matters, and apply the law in a structured way. 

II. The Case Method 
Law school reading is different from any reading you have done before. The majority of 
your reading will focus on judicial decisions, often referred to as cases. These cases are the 

primary way you will encounter the development and application of the law. This approach 
is known as the case method. Rather than simply being told what the law is, you will read 

decisions in which courts interpret, apply, and sometimes reshape legal rules.  

The case method is not used simply because it is traditional. It is literally the process that 
practicing lawyers use to determine what the law is when representing clients and making 

arguments in court. Lawyers rarely encounter legal problems with clear answers. Instead, 
they must derive what the law is by looking at how courts have ruled in other cases in the 

past. This process involves working through complicated facts, identifying the legal issues, 
determining which rules apply, and analyzing how courts have resolved similar disputes. 

Learning to read cases helps you develop this way of thinking. These are the analytical 
skills lawyers use throughout their careers. With practice, this process will become more 

natural and efficient. You are not reading cases simply to understand what happened or 
even to identify what the law is. You are reading them to understand how the law 

operates�how legal rules are developed, defined, and applied to specific facts. 

Cases often contain lengthy narratives, procedural history, and discussions that may not 
seem directly relevant. It is easy to lose focus or to treat every detail as equally important. 

However, effective case reading requires a different approach. 

When you read a case, your goal is not to absorb everything, but to extract what matters 
most and understand why it matters. This includes identifying the legal issue before the 

court, the rule the court applies, how the court defines or refines that rule, and how the 
court uses the facts to reach its conclusion. Not all facts in a case matter equally, and part of 

this process is learning to distinguish between background facts and legally significant facts 

(LSF). 

This process takes time and practice to develop. You will not immediately know which 

parts of a case are most important, and you will need to read cases more than once to fully 
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understand them. That is expected. As your understanding improves, you will become 

more efficient at identifying the key components of a case and filtering out what is less 

important. 

This shift�from passive reading to active, analytical reading�is one of the most important 

transitions you will make in law school. It is also the foundation for everything that follows, 

including legal writing�a major component of this course. 

III. Foundations of Legal Analysis 
If there is one skill that will determine your success in law school, it is this: the ability to 
identify the precise legal issue. Everything else�briefing cases, outlining, writing exams, 

and drafting legal memoranda�hinges on it. However, getting to the correct issue is rarely 
a linear process. Lawyers often move back and forth between the facts, the governing rules, 

and the issue because each helps shape and clarify the others. 

In other words, legal analysis often requires you to break the problem down into smaller 

parts before rebuilding it into a precise legal issue. 
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A. Legal Rules Are Made of Component Parts 
Identifying the legally significant facts (LSF) depends on understanding what the rule 

actually requires�and which facts the rule �cares about.� The problem is that judges often 

state rules (and even legal issues) at a level that is too broad to do that work effectively. To 

get to the heart of a legal issue, you must move beyond these general labels. Categories or 

monikers�such as �burglary��are almost always too broad to be useful on their own.  

Legal rules are not single, indivisible statements. Rather, they are made up of multiple 

parts�each of which plays a distinct role in determining whether the rule is satisfied. Not 
all legal rules are structured in the same way. We address this by breaking rules down into 

their component parts: elements or factors. 

Elements 

Some rules require looking at their individual parts and making a blunt determination of 
whether each is independently satisfied. These kinds of parts are called elements. Although 

the analysis may require careful reasoning, the final determination for each element is 
either yes or no: the element is satisfied, or it is not. Once each element has been evaluated, 

the elements are put together to determine whether the overall rule is met. 

 Some element rules require every element to be satisfied for the overall rule to be 

met. These are often referred to as �and� tests since the rule requires elements A 
and B and C etc.  

 Other rules are structured as �or� tests, where satisfying any of the elements is 

sufficient, as in A or B or C etc. 
Elements tend to be more straightforward and formulaic. In other words, elements ask: has 

this requirement been satisfied? 
 

Factors 
Some rules are structured around factors rather than elements. Unlike elements, factors do 

not require a simple yes/no determination. Instead, you evaluate the degree to which each 

factor is present and the weight it should receive. This attempt to quantify how strongly the 
facts of the case support each factor means no single factor controls. It also means that no 

formulaic combination of factors controls. Whether the overall rule is met depends on 
considering the totality of the circumstances�what all of the factors indicate when 

considered together.  
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Factors are flexible and less formulaic. In other words, factors ask: how strongly does this 

consideration weigh in the analysis and how does it compare to the weight of the other 

considerations? 

These different structures matter because they determine how the rule is applied�and, in 

turn, which facts are legally significant. 

Identifying the parts of the rule and its structure is only an initial step. Each part (element 

or factor) is often defined more specifically and may include its own definition, standard, 
test, or even sub-parts. In other words, an element or factor is not just a word or label�it is 

a concept that must be measured or evaluated in some way. This is why breaking a rule 
into its parts is a critical step: it prepares you to analyze the rule in a structured and precise 

way. 

Element-based rules provide a useful example of how breaking rules into parts guides legal 
analysis. Occasionally, courts will break a rule down into its parts for you. In State v. Wilson, 

for example, the court stated: 

The crime of which the prisoner stands accused is technically called burglary, 
and is defined to be, the breaking and entering into the mansion house of 
another, with the intent to commit some felony therein, and that in the night 
time. This definition is an accurate one, and should be carefully kept in mind, 
for almost every word of it is significant and important. Before any man can be 
legally convicted of this crime, therefore, these five circumstances must be 
proved: 1st. There must be what the law calls a breaking. 2d. There must be an 
entry. 3d. The breaking and entry, or one of them, must be in the night. 4th. It 
must be done in a mansion-house. 5th. It must be done to the intent of 
committing some felony therein. 

(State v Wilson, (1793) 1 N.J.L. 439.) Although courts do not often present rules in such a 

clearly organized, numbered format, the analysis still proceeds element by element. Most of 
the time, you will need to determine where the court articulates the rule of law and how 

that rule breaks down into elements�or even subelements. This often requires you to 
move beyond the court�s language and organize the rule in a way that makes it usable for 

analysis, because each component must be examined individually to determine whether 

the rule, as a whole, is met. 

The Wilson court�s discussion of �breaking,� one of the elements of burglary, provides a 

useful example of how an element is defined and applied. 
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As to the breaking, I take the law to be that, by this term, it is not meant to 
imply any actual violence or force. If a man lifts up the latch of an outward 
door, or if an outward door, being open, a thief enters and unlatches or unlocks 
a chamber door, with a felonious intent, in either case his act comes up to the 
idea affixed by the law to the word breaking, so as to constitute the crime of 
burglary�.If, however, all the doors be open, and the thief enters through an 
open door, and after getting into the house should break open a chest or a 
cupboard, even fixed in the wall, this is not such a breaking as the law requires 
as one of the ingredients of a burglary.  

(State v Wilson, (1793) 1 N.J.L. 439.) Rather than requiring violent force, the court explains 
that �breaking� can be satisfied by the mere opening of a closed exterior door. While the 

court does not formally label this as a �test,� it effectively provides one: whether the 

defendant used even slight force to gain entry. 

This is an example of rule synthesis. Courts do not always present rules in a clear, usable 

format. Instead, you must extract the governing principle from the court�s reasoning and 

restate it in a structured way. Here, the court�s discussion can be synthesized into the 
following rule: �breaking� is met when a defendant uses even slight force to gain entry, 

such as opening a closed exterior door. 

This synthesized rule, in turn, directs the analysis toward specific facts, such as whether 

the door was closed, whether it had been secured, or whether, if the owner had left it 

slightly ajar, the opening was wide enough to allow entry. Those facts become legally 

significant because they help determine whether the �breaking� element is satisfied.  

In this way, elements act as a guide: they tell you what to look for in the facts and how 

those facts should be evaluated. In other words, they help you identify which facts are 
legally significant. Facts are legally significant because they relate to a particular rule�or, 

more precisely, to a particular part of that rule. 

In short, breaking rules into their component parts helps you determine what must be 

proven so that you can begin to identify which facts matter for proving it. 

B. Identifying Legally Significant Facts (LSF) 
Not every fact in a case matters in the same way. Some facts provide background, context, 
or narrative detail. Other facts are legally significant because they affect whether a legal 

rule�or a particular part of that rule�is satisfied. In legal analysis, we often say that an 

element is �satisfied� (or met) when a set of facts fulfills the rule�s requirements. These are 

the facts you must learn to identify. 
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A LSF, therefore, is a fact that affects the outcome of the legal question being analyzed. In 

other words, it is a fact that helps determine whether a rule applies, whether an element is 

satisfied, the weight of a factor, or whether one side has a stronger argument under the 

law. Your task is not simply to collect facts, but to determine which facts matter legally and 

how they matter. 

For example, if the issue is whether a burglary occurred in the nighttime, then facts about 

the time of sunset, the amount of available light, and the time the events occurred may be 
legally significant. By contrast, facts that do not bear on the nighttime requirement (such as 

what was taken or what the suspect was driving) may provide context, but they are not 

outcome determinative for that issue. 

At first, identifying LSFs can be difficult. You will not always know which facts matter on 

your initial read of a case. In fact, you will likely need to read each case more than once. 
This is because identifying LSFs depends on understanding the rule�or more precisely, 

the part of the rule�being analyzed and why it matters. 

At the same time, identifying the relevant rule depends on recognizing which facts are 
legally significant. These concepts are interconnected: each helps define the other. This 

interdependence can feel frustrating, especially for new law students. However, your 
understanding will develop gradually as you move back and forth between the facts, the 

rule, and the issue.  

As you read cases, you should begin asking yourself: Which facts actually matter to the legal 
issue before the court? Which facts could change the outcome if they were different? Asking 

these questions is not a sign that you are doing something wrong. To the contrary, it is a 

sign that you are engaging in legal analysis. 

This is why legal analysis often feels cyclical. As your understanding of the rule becomes 

clearer, you begin to see different facts as legally important. Those facts, in turn, may refine 

your understanding of the rule and the issue itself. 

C. What Is a Legal Issue? 
Once you understand how rules are structured and which facts matter legally, you can 
begin identifying the actual legal issue. At its core, a legal issue is not just a question. It is a 

structured connection between the law and the facts. This relationship can be expressed as 
a simple formula: 

Legal Issue = Legal Rule(s) + Key Facts LSF. 
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This means: 

 You are not simply asking, �What happened?� 

 You are not simply asking, �What is the law?� 

 You are asking whether and how a specific legal rule applies to a specific set of facts. 

The wording of the issue is often in the form of a question. It should be detailed enough to 
begin to focus the reader�s attention on the specific legal rule being analyzed and the legally 

significant facts that affect the outcome. 

Example: 

A weak legal issue that 

is overly broad: 
�Is this burglary?� 

Vague; could apply to 

any set of facts that 
involves burglary 

A stronger legal issue 
that is precise/narrow: 

�Is the �nighttime� requirement for 

burglary satisfied when the events 
occurred at 8:00 p.m., while it was 

dusk but not fully dark?� 

Connects a specific 

legal concept about 
burglary to specific 

facts. 

This distinction�between broad labels and precise, element/factor-focused questions�is 

critical to effective legal analysis. Effectively applying this structure will depend on your 
ability to (1) identify which facts are legally significant and (2) determine which rule�or 

more precisely, which part of that rule�those facts relate to. 

D. The Big Picture 
Once you identify the governing rule, break it into parts, and determine which facts are 
legally significant, you can begin identifying which specific parts of the rule are actually in 

dispute�that is, which issues truly matter to the analysis. Legal analysis does not always 

require that every part of a rule be examined in equal depth. You will need to determine, 
from the facts, which are actually in dispute�that is, which parts of the rule are at issue. 

Some elements will be clearly met, while others will be less certain. Your task is to identify 
which parts of the rule the facts place in dispute and to explain how those facts apply to 

each disputed part. 

This process is often referred to as issue spotting�the ability to identify which legal rules 
apply and which parts of those rules are truly at issue given the facts. Effective issue 

spotting requires you to move beyond broad labels and instead focus on the specific parts 

of the rule that will determine the outcome. 
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A helpful way to approach this process is to ask yourself: What rule applies? What are its 

parts? Which of those parts are actually in dispute? And which facts are relevant to 

applying the governing test to those parts�that is, determining whether and how the 

disputed elements are satisfied or how the factors weigh and compare? These questions 
will guide your analysis and help you focus on what matters most. In other words, strong 

legal analysis is not about discussing everything; it is about focusing on how specific facts 

relate to the parts of the rule that are at issue. 

IV. Understanding the Role and Sources of Law 
In law school, you will read primarily appellate court decisions. Unlike trial courts, 
appellate courts generally do not determine what actually happened or decide which 
witnesses to believe. Instead, they focus primarily on questions of law�interpreting legal 

rules, defining legal standards, and determining whether the law was applied correctly to 

the facts already established at trial. 

As a result, your focus in law school will be on understanding and analyzing how legal rules 

operate when applied to established facts�not on disputing what actually happened. To 
understand this process, you must first understand the distinction between questions of 

law and questions of fact. 

A. Questions of Fact vs. Questions of Law 
Legal disputes involve both questions of law and questions of fact, and understanding the 
difference between the two is essential. 

 A question of fact asks what actually happened. It involves evaluating evidence, 

determining credibility, and deciding which version of events is more persuasive. 

These questions are typically decided by a jury (or by a judge acting as the factfinder 
in a bench trial). 

 A question of law asks what the law is. It involves interpreting legal rules, defining 

legal standards, and determining how the law should be applied in general. These 
questions are decided by judges. 

This distinction has important implications for how cases are decided and reviewed.  

For example, at trial �Witness A� says that they heard a loud banging noise at 9:00 p.m. and 
�Witness B� says the noise was a soft tapping and closer to 8:00 p.m. This may lead to the 

following: 
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Question Type Trial Court Role 
Appellate 

Court Role 
Law Student�s 

Role 

Whose 
version do 

we believe? 

Question 
of Fact 

The factfinder (usually the 
jury) determines which 

testimony to believe. 

 If the jury believes 

Witness A, then the 

established fact 
becomes that there 

was a loud banging 
noise at 9:00 p.m. 

Generally do 

not disturb 
findings of 

fact. 

Accept the 

facts as given. 

What does 

�nighttime� 
mean? 

Question 
of Law 

The judge determines the 

governing legal definition 

of �nighttime� (e.g., after 
sunset or after complete 

darkness) and instructs 
the jury accordingly. 

Independently 

determines 

the governing 
law. 

Understand the 

governing legal 

rule and its 
component 

parts. 

Was 9:00 

p.m. on the 

date of the 
occurrence 

�nighttime�? 

Mixed 
Question 

of Law 
and Fact 

The judge defines the law, 
the factfinder determines 

what happened, and the 

legal standard is then 
applied to those facts to 

determine whether the 
requirements are satisfied. 

Reviews 
whether the 

law was 

correctly 
applied to the 

established 
facts. 

Analyze how 
the established 

facts satisfy (or 

fail to satisfy) 
the legal rule. 

When reading appellate opinions, your role closely mirrors that of the appellate court. As a 

result, most of the legal analysis you will perform in law school involves first identifying the 

governing legal rule and its component parts (a question of law) and then applying those 

requirements to an established set of facts (a mixed question of law and fact). 

When reading appellate decisions in law school, the relevant facts have generally already 
been determined. Your task is to examine the legal questions and understand how the court 

applies the law to those established facts. In other words, legal analysis operates at the 

intersection of law and fact. You must first identify the legal rule and understand its 
component parts (a question of law). Then you determine how the facts as stated in the 

decision relate to those requirements (mixed question of law and fact).  
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B. Sources of Law: Statutory Law and Common Law 
Legal rules come from different sources, and understanding those sources is critical to 

understanding how the law operates. 

Statutory law consists of laws enacted by legislatures. These rules are written and 
codified, often in statutes or codes. When a statute governs an issue, courts must interpret 

its language and apply it to the facts of the case. 

Common law, by contrast, develops through judicial decisions. Courts interpret prior 
decisions, refine legal principles, and apply those principles to new factual situations. Over 

time, this process creates a body of precedent that guides future decisions. 

In practice, these sources often work together. A statute may establish a general rule, while 
courts interpret that rule, define its terms, and apply it in specific contexts. As a result, 

understanding the law often requires both reading statutory language and analyzing 

judicial opinions. 

C. Stare Decisis and the Role of Precedent 
The common law system is built on the principle of stare decisis, which means that courts 

generally follow prior decisions when resolving similar issues. This principle promotes 
consistency, predictability, and fairness. When a court decides a legal issue, that decision 

becomes part of the body of law that future courts will consider when addressing similar 

questions. 

However, stare decisis does not mean that the law is static. Courts may distinguish prior 

cases based on their facts, refine legal rules over time, or, in some circumstances, depart 

from precedent. As a result, the law evolves through the interaction between past decisions 

and new factual situations. 

For you, this means that reading cases is not just about understanding one outcome�it is 
about understanding how legal rules develop and how they are applied across different 

contexts. 

D. Why This Matters for Legal Analysis 
These concepts�questions of law and fact, sources of law, and precedent�are not 

abstract. They directly affect how you analyze legal problems. 

 The rule you apply may come from a statute, a case, or both.  

 The meaning of that rule may depend on how courts have interpreted it over time.  
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 The outcome of a case will depend on how the facts are evaluated in relation to that 

rule.  

Your role, therefore, is to bring these pieces together. You must identify the governing rule, 

understand how it is structured, determine which facts are legally significant, and explain 

how those facts relate to the rule�s elements or factors. 

This is the foundation of legal analysis�and the framework you will continue to develop 

and refine throughout this course (and your practice of law). 

V. Organizing Legal Analysis: IRAC 
The concepts discussed in the previous sections�identifying legal issues, breaking rules 
into parts, recognizing legally significant facts, and analyzing how rules apply to those 

facts�form the foundation of legal reasoning. Lawyers must not only think through these 

concepts but also organize and communicate their analysis clearly. 

One of the most common organizational frameworks used in legal analysis is called IRAC. 

IRAC stands for: 

� Issue: the legal question(s) that must be resolved 

� Rule: the legal rule(s) that govern the question 

� Application (or Analysis): how the LSFs relate to the rule and its parts/tests  

� Conclusion: the outcome that follows from the analysis   

IRAC is not simply a writing formula. Rather, it is a structured way of organizing and 

communicating legal reasoning. It provides a framework for explaining the legal issue, 
presenting the governing rule, demonstrating how the rule applies to the relevant facts, 

and supporting a reasoned conclusion. 

Importantly, the analytical process underlying IRAC is often more complicated and cyclical 
than the written structure itself suggests. As discussed in the previous section, lawyers 

frequently move back and forth between the facts, the governing rules, and the issue before 
arriving at a final analysis. The written product, however, is usually presented in a more 

organized and linear format so that the reader can follow the reasoning clearly. 

For example: 

Issue: Is the �nighttime� requirement for burglary satisfied when the events 

occurred at 8:00 p.m. while it was dusk but not fully dark? 
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Rule: Burglary requires that the offense occur during the nighttime. 
Nighttime generally exists when there is insufficient natural light to 

recognize a person�s face. 

Application 

/Analysis: 

Here, there was still sufficient natural light to recognize a person�s face 

because the witness recognized the suspect when they saw them from 

across the street. Although it was 8:00 p.m. and dusk, darkness had not 

yet created the level of concealment required to satisfy the nighttime 
element because the witness could identify the suspect without 

artificial illumination. 

Conclusion: Therefore, a court will conclude that the nighttime element is not met. 

Strong legal analysis begins with a strong understanding of the rule. Throughout the 
semester, you will develop, organize, and internalize the legal rules that govern each area 

of law. And yes, you will memorize these rules. Unlike many exams you may have taken 
before, however, law school exams rarely test your ability to simply repeat information you 

have memorized.  

Effective legal analysis requires not only correct and precise rules, but also the ability to 

apply those rules to unfamiliar facts. Each part of IRAC serves a different purpose in 

moving from a legal problem to a reasoned conclusion: 

The facts presented in a hypothetical help you identify the question(s) that must 

be answered and determine which rules govern it (issue spotting); 

The rules �which you have memorized �tell what elements, factors, tests, or 

standards must be evaluated; 

 Analysis explains why the facts do (or do not) satisfy those requirements;     

 and 

 The conclusion states the outcome that follows. 

In other words, the facts identify the issue(s) and relevant rule(s), the rules provide the 

measuring standard(s), and the analysis applies those standards to the facts. While each 
part of IRAC serves an important function, the analysis is the heart of legal reasoning 

because it is where the law and the facts come together. The analysis is where you explain 
the connection between the rule and the facts and demonstrate how the rule operates in 

practice. 

I 

R 

A 

C 
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A common mistake new law students make is treating application as a place to simply list 

relevant facts (fact dumping). However, facts alone do not create legal analysis. Another 

common mistake is stating an outcome without explaining which facts support it (being 

conclusory). An outcome alone is also not legal analysis. Analysis explains why a particular 

fact matters by connecting it to a specific element, factor, definition, or test within the rule. 

One way to think about this connection is: 

Here, [element/factor outcome] because [factual justification]. 

This structure forces you to connect the law and the facts. It begins by identifying the 

specific element, factor, test, or standard you are discussing and its outcome. It then 
explains the specific facts that support that outcome. Without both pieces, your analysis 

risks becoming either conclusory (stating an outcome without explaining why) or simply 

fact dumping (listing facts without explaining their legal significance).  

For example: 

Conclusory 
It was nighttime because there was sufficient natural light to recognize a 
person�s face. 

Fact Dump 
Although it was 8pm and dusk, the witness recognized the suspect when 
they saw them from across the street. 

Analysis 

Here, there was still sufficient natural light to recognize a person�s face 
because the witness recognized the suspect when they saw them from 

across the street. Although it was 8:00 p.m. and dusk, darkness had not 

yet created the level of concealment required to satisfy nighttime 
because the witness could identify the suspect without artificial 

illumination. 

Learning IRAC is not about memorizing a format. It is about developing a disciplined way of 

thinking. As you practice legal analysis, you will become better at identifying the right 
issue, selecting and organizing the relevant rules, recognizing which facts matter, and 

explaining how those facts affect the outcome. You will begin developing these skills by 
studying judicial opinions and learning to recognize how courts use this same process 

when deciding cases. 

VI. Introduction to Case Briefing 
As you begin reading judicial opinions, one tool that will help you identify and organize this 
legal reasoning is a case brief. A case brief is a structured set of notes that helps you extract, 
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organize, and analyze the most important components of a judicial opinion. The purpose of 

briefing is not simply to summarize a case. Rather, it is to help you: 

identify legally significant facts;  
 understand how legal rules are defined, structured, and applied;  

 recognize how courts reason through legal problems; and 

 prepare for and participate in class discussions. 

As emphasized in earlier sections, not all facts in a case matter equally, and not all parts of a 

rule are equally important. Case briefing helps you focus on what matters most by 

organizing your reading around the structure of legal analysis. 

Case briefing is a skill that develops over time. Initially, it may feel mechanical or time-
consuming. That is expected. With practice, you will become more efficient. But the 

underlying skills will remain essential throughout law school and beyond. 

You will be introduced to case briefing through the assigned readings for Orientation Week. 

These materials are designed to show how the concepts introduced here�identifying 
issues, isolating LSFs, breaking rules into parts, and synthesizing rules�operate in 

practice.  

As you work through these materials, focus on how they reinforce the core concepts 

introduced in this packet�particularly: 

 identifying the legal issue,  

 distinguishing legally significant facts from background information, and  

breaking legal rules into their component parts. 
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Although most case briefs will not be collected, you are expected to prepare them and 

to be ready to discuss the assigned cases in class. Case briefing is a valuable and 
indispensable tool toward that preparation. As you brief cases, you should apply the 

framework introduced in this packet: identify the legal issue, determine the governing 

rule and its elements, and focus on the legally significant facts that relate to those 

elements. 

The following materials demonstrate how the concepts introduced in this packet work 

together in practice using Gray v. State, one of three cases assigned for Orientation 

Week class #1.  

I. A Guided Case-Reading Chart Using Gray v. State 
As you read, move across each row from left to right: identify what the court is doing, 

then apply the corresponding analytical task. 

243 Wis. 57 
Supreme Court of Wisconsin. 

GRAY et al. 

v. 

STATE. 

April 13, 1943. 

CASE TEXT WHAT THIS IS YOUR GOAL(S) 

Opinion 

MARTIN, Justice. 

The dwelling of Edmund Feldner, located on highway 38, about 

three-fourths of a mile west of the village of Rosendale in the 

town of Fond du Lac, Fond du Lac county, Wisconsin, was 

burglarized on the night of June 19, 1941. Mr. Feldner and 

members of his family retired at about 8:30 p. m. When he 

retired his overalls and two suits of clothing were hanging on a 

hook in his bedroom. His winter overcoat was in a room next to 

his bedroom. When Mr. Feldner arose at 5:30 a. m. the 

following morning he noticed that his overalls, his two suits and 

overcoat were missing and that some of the rooms of his 

Facts: A neutral 

recitation of events.  

Begin identifying 

which facts may 
be legally 

significant (LSFs), 

even though that 
determination 

hinges on 
understanding the 

rules and the 
issue(s).
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residence had been ransacked. He found his overalls and the 

vest and coat of one suit lying outside. One suit, the overcoat 

and trousers of the other suit were missing. 

At about 1 a. m. on June 20, 1941, George Habeck, a truck 

driver, left the city of Fond du Lac for Ripon and Berlin via 

highway 38. When he reached a point on said highway about 

three-fourths of a mile west of Rosendale, in the immediate 

vicinity of the Feldner residence, he saw three Negroes, whom 

he later identified as the defendants, with their car parked 

alongside the road. Defendants followed Habeck to Ripon. At 

Ripon they inquired of Habeck as to the direction to Fond du 

Lac. He gave them the proper direction, whereupon defendants 

left but did not go in the direction which had been given them. 

The facts here related took place between 1 and 2:30 a. m. on 

June 20th�. 

To the information charging burglary of a dwelling in the 

nighttime with intent to commit larceny, defendants entered a 

plea of not guilty. The jury found defendants guilty in the 

manner and form as charged in the information. Defendants 

contend that the evidence did not establish beyond a reasonable 

doubt that the Feldner dwelling was burglarized in the 

nighttime.  

Procedural 
History/Issue: 

Explains how the 
case reached the 

court and often 
hints at the issue. 

The issue is often 
stated too broadly. 

Refine the issue 
based on what is 

actually in 
dispute. 

Sec. 353.32, Stats., defines the term �nighttime� as follows:  

�The term �nighttime,� when used in any statute, ordinance, 

indictment or information shall be construed to mean the time 

between one hour after the setting of the sun on one day and one 

hour before the rising of the same on the following day; and the 

time of sunset and sunrise shall be ascertained according to the 

mean solar time of the ninetieth meridian west from Greenwich, 

commonly known as central time, as given in any published 

almanac.� 

Rule: A rule drawn 

from a statute is 
often clearly stated. 

Interpret the 

language and 
begin identifying 

the rule�s 
elements. Then 

anticipate which 
facts are likely to 

be LSFs and why.   

Sunset on the evening of June 19th was at 7:39 p. m., and 

sunrise on the morning of June 20th was at 4:23 a. m. Thus, 

nighttime, within the meaning of the statute, on the night in 

question, was from 8:39 p. m., June 19th, to 3:23 a. m., June 

20th.  

Application 

(Analysis): The 
court begins 

applying the rule to 
the facts.  

Focus on how 
specific facts 

relate to the rule�s 
requirements�

this is where LSFs 
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may begin to 

emerge. 

Defendants argue that since Feldner testified that he retired 

about 8:30 p. m. on June 19th, and that he arose at about 5:30 a. 

m. the following morning, his dwelling may have been 

burglarized either in the daytime or in the nighttime, and that 

therefore the state failed to establish that the crime had been 

committed in the nighttime as alleged in the information.  

Issue: This section 

reveals what is 
actually being 

disputed.  

Distill the 

disagreement into 
a precise issue 

statement. 
Determine which 

element(s) of the 
rule are at issue 

and which LSFs 

place those 
elements in 

dispute. 

It is definitely established that the crime was committed 

sometime between 8:30 p. m., June 19th, and 5:30 a. m., June 

20th. The witness Habeck testified that he left the city of Fond 

du Lac at about 1 a. m. on June 20th. Rosendale is about eleven 

miles west of the city of Fond du Lac. According to Habeck�s 

testimony, he would, with normal driving, have arrived at the 

place where he saw the three defendants and their parked car in 

the immediate vicinity of the Feldner residence at about 1:30 a. 

m. The circumstance of defendants having been seen in the 

immediate vicinity of the burglarized residence at the time fixed 

by Habeck, well warranted the jury in concluding that the 

burglary had been committed in the nighttime. See Simon v. 

State, 125 Wis. 439, 103 N.W. 1100; Winsky v. State, 126 Wis. 

99, 105 N.W. 480, 481. 

Application 
(Analysis): 

Continued 

application of the 
rule to the facts. 

Courts often do not 
clearly organize or 

even articulate 
their reasoning. 

Identify which 
facts the court 

relies on and how 

those facts 
support its 

conclusion. 

In the latter case, referring to State v. Bancroft, 10 N.H. 105, it 

is said:  

�There was no direct proof that the burglary was committed in 

the nighttime, other than the fact that the property was in the 

house after dark and was missing the next morning when the 

witness arose; and the court said that this evidence �led very 

strongly to the conclusion that it was taken in the course of the 

night, although the precise hour when the witness called it dark 

did not appear, and the time when she arose in the morning was 

not stated. At whatever time in the morning the loss was 

Rule: When a court 

quotes a prior case, 
it is often 

referencing a 

common law rule. 
These rules are 

rarely stated in a 
clean, usable 

format and 

Synthesize and 

restate the rule in 
a clearer, more 

workable form for 

analysis and 
discussion. (Reflect 

back on pg. 25 in 
Foundations of Legal 
Analysis and the Case 
Method.) 
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discovered, the jury might well weigh the probability whether 

the article would have been taken from the house in the daytime, 

in connection with the other evidence. It was sufficient that, 

upon the whole case, they had no reasonable doubt that the act 

was done in the nighttime.� Sufficient appears from the 

evidence in the case before us to warrant the jury in finding that 

the entry was made in the nighttime. Simon v. State, supra.� 

typically require 

rule synthesis. 

� 

Judgment affirmed. 

Holding: The 

court�s final 

decision. This 
answers the legal 

issue and reflects 
how the rule 
applies to the facts 

(although the 
court�s reasoning is 

often only implied). 

Extract and 

restate the 
governing rule in 

a clear, structured 
way�often by 

working 
backward from 

the court�s 
analysis and 

conclusion. 

Key Idea: A case is not just a story�it is a structured example of how legal rules are 

applied to facts. Your job is to identify the rule, break it into elements, and determine how 
the legally significant facts (LSFs) relate to those elements. 
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II. An Example Case Brief Using Gray v. State 
Case: Gray v State           Topic: Burglary           Subtopic(s): Nighttime        Page:  

Facts 

8:30pm 
Felder (victim) went to bed (in his home in Fond du Lac) Dwelling/ Nighttime 

Clothing hanging in bedroom & coat in the next room Felonious Intent 

1:00-
2:30am 

Habeck (truck driver/witness) saw Ds ¾ of a mile away It was Ds 

Asked directions to Fon du Lac; went a different direction Nighttime 

5:30am 
Feldner woke up Nighttime 

Clothes and coat were missing; rooms ransacked Felonious Intent 

Procedural Posture 

� D was charged with burglary. Trial court found D guilty. D appealed.  

Issue (What constitutes �nighttime�?) 
� Whether a jury could conclude theft occurred in the �nighttime� when victim 

goes to bed at 8:30pm, wakes at 5:30am, & suspects are seen at 1:30am.   

Rules 
 Nighttime is defined by statute as specific window of time  

 1 hour after sunset � 1 hour before sunrise (according to central time) 
 This is different than common law�s �concealment afforded by darkness� 

Analysis:  
 Sunset was 7:39pm and sunrise was 4:23am  nighttime = 8:39pm to 3:23am. 
 Victim went to bed at 8:30pm and woke up at 5:30am 

 Did the crime occur within 9 minutes after he went to bed? 
 Or after 3:23am (but before he woke at 5:30am)? 

 Habeck saw the Ds at about 1:30am and they drove away from Victim�s home 
 Theft likely happened after 8:39pm and before 1:30am 
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TEXTBOOK 
READING 

We recognize that many of you may be waiting for your textbooks to arrive. We have 
included the assigned readings from Legal Writing and Analysis by Murray for Orientation 
Week only. However, you are responsible for having your own copy to read for the rest of the 
semester. 

You can purchase the other two textbooks, but they are available free in our digital Study 
Aids libraries: 

Cracking the Case Method by Bergman (West Academic) 
Plain English for Lawyers by Wydick (LexisNexis) 

For instructions on accessing the digital Study Aids libraries, See the �Technology and 
Course Systems� section of this packet on page 4. 
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CASE READING 
The cases in this section serve two purposes. First, they are part of the required reading. 
Second, they will be used throughout a sequence of progressively developing Legal 
Methods assignments (#0�#3) designed to help you revisit familiar cases while developing 
increasingly sophisticated analytical and writing skills. 

The chart below shows: 
when each case should be read, and
how the assignments progressively build on prior readings and analytical work.

Case Name Page # Read by Use in Assign # 
0 1 2 3 

a. The State v. Wilson 148 
8/11 b. State v. Billings 150 

c. Gray v. State 152 
d. Woods v. State 154 

8/13 

e. State v. Bennett 155 
f. Hamilton v. State 157 
g. People v. Winhoven 160 
h. People v. Moreno 162 
i. State v. Ne 164
j. Shoemaker v. State 165 

8/20 k. Commonwealth v. 
Harlow 167 

l. State v. Ellison 168 
m. People v. Dupree 169 

8/27 n. Jones v. State 171 
o. Pack v. State 173 
p. Walker v. State 175 
q. Hebron v. State 177 
r. People v. Gauze 179 
s. Stowell v. People 182 
t. Vasquez v. State 183 
u. People v. Johnson 186 
v. State v. Schneider 189 
w. People v. Frye 191 
x. People v. Nible 194 
y. State v. Bowen 197 

* A shaded box indicates that the case is part of the body of authority available for that assignment.

Citations 
For assignments #0-3, you 
should rely on the cases 
provided in the Course Reader 
that correspond with each 
assignment.  

The page numbers printed at 
the top and bottom of each 
packet page (for example, 
�Page 149 of 204�) are the 
page numbers you should use 
for these citations. 

For example: 
(Wilson, p. 149.)

 (Hamilton, pp. 158-159.)

Using accurate pinpoint 
citations is an important legal 
writing skill because it allows 
the reader to locate the 
authority being discussed. 
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162 Mass. 481 
Supreme Court of Massachusetts 

COMMONWEALTH of Massachusetts, Appellee, 
v. 

John Harlow, Appellant. 

May 19, 1895. 

Opinion 
The defendant, John Harlow, seeks reversal of his conviction for common-law burglary, arguing that the Commonwealth 
failed to establish that the entry occurred in the nighttime. � 

The common law has long asked whether sufficient natural light existed to permit recognition of a person's face. The 
difficulty, however, lies not in stating that rule but in determining whether the surrounding circumstances demonstrate that the 
rule has been satisfied. � 

Mrs. Purcell testified that, shortly after sunset, she was awakened by the sound of breaking glass. Looking from a second-
story bedroom window, she observed a man crossing an open pasture approximately sixty-five feet from the residence. The 
individual remained within her view for nearly twenty seconds before disappearing beyond a fence line. She identified the 
defendant as the person she observed. � 

Upon cross-examination, Mrs. Purcell acknowledged that the defendant had lived on the adjoining farm for more than twenty 
years. She testified that she first recognized his distinctive gait and full beard and conceded that she could not describe the 
color of his eyes, the contour of his nose, or other facial features. � 

The defendant contends that the witness's lengthy opportunity to observe necessarily demonstrates that sufficient natural light 
existed. We cannot agree; the common law does not measure nighttime by a stopwatch. 

A prolonged observation, in and of itself, furnishes no evidence of sufficient natural light. While the length of the opportunity 
to observe is a relevant circumstance, the ultimate question is whether the facial recognition achieved under the particular 
circumstances tends to indicate that sufficient natural light existed. Here, although Mrs. Purcell observed the intruder for 
nearly twenty seconds, her recognition rested on his distinctive gait and full beard, characteristics familiar to her from twenty 
years of acquaintance, rather than an ability to distinguish his facial features in the available natural light. The jury was 
entitled to conclude, from Mrs. Purcell's testimony, that it was nighttime. 

Recognition founded upon acquaintance is not the equivalent of recognition made possible by sufficient natural light. � 

AFFIRMED. 
 

End of Document © 2026 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works. 
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214 Or. 317, 329 P.2d 103 
Supreme Court of Oregon 

STATE of Oregon, Appellee, 
v. 

Douglas Ellison, Appellant. 

July 1, 1958. 

Opinion 
The defendant, Douglas Ellison, appeals his conviction for common-law burglary, contending that the evidence was 
insufficient to establish that the offense occurred during the nighttime. � 

Our prior decisions identify facial recognition as the governing inquiry. This appeal concerns the circumstances by which that 
inquiry is evaluated. � 

The evidence disclosed that, shortly after sunset, the principal witness encountered the intruder while walking along a 
residential sidewalk. No streetlights, porch lights, vehicle headlights, or other artificial sources of illumination were present. 
The two men were separated by no more than twelve feet, and the encounter lasted only two or three seconds before the 
intruder fled. The witness had never seen the defendant before that evening. � 

Within minutes of the encounter, the witness described the intruder as having light-colored eyes, a narrow face, a dark 
mustache, and a pronounced scar extending across the left cheek. Those characteristics corresponded to the defendant, whom 
the witness later identified at trial. � 

The State places particular emphasis upon the brief duration of the encounter. Although duration is a relevant circumstance, it 
has no direct bearing on the sufficiency of the natural light. Courts must evaluate the totality of the objective viewing 
circumstances in determining whether the facial recognition achieved reliably indicates that sufficient natural light existed. 

Here, the witness observed the intruder from no more than twelve feet away through an unobstructed line of sight. Although 
the witness had never seen the defendant before and had only two or three seconds in which to observe him, he immediately 
described the intruder�s light-colored eyes, narrow face, dark mustache, and pronounced facial scar. Because no artificial 
illumination was present, the jury could reasonably infer that the available natural light permitted the witness to distinguish 
those facial characteristics. Indeed, that the witness distinguished several facial characteristics despite the brief encounter and 
his lack of prior familiarity strengthens, rather than weakens, the inference that sufficient natural light existed.  

The State therefore failed to prove that the entry occurred during the nighttime, an essential element of common-law burglary. 
The conviction cannot stand. 

Reversed. 

End of Document © 2026 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works. 
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