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SUPREME COURT CASE ASSIGNMENTS 

 

Case 1: Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier (1986) 

Trial Date:   
 

Prosecution/Petitioner: Hazelwood School District  Defendant/Respondent: Cathy Kuhlmeier 

 

Petitioners:  __________________   Respondents: _________________________ 

 

 

 

Case 2:  Harmelin v. Michigan (1991)   

Trial Date:   
 

Petitioner:  Allen Harmelin    Defense/Respondent:  State of Michigan 

 

Petitioners: _________________     Respondents: __________________ 

 

 

 

Case 3: California  v. Greenwood (1988) 

 

Trial Date:   

 

Prosecution/Petitioner: State of California  Defense/Respondent: Billy Greenwood 

 

Petitioners: _____________________    Respondents: ___________________________ 

 

 

 

Case 4:  Morse v. Frederick (2007) 

 

Trial Date:  
 

Prosecution/Petitioner:  Deborah Morse   Defendant/Respondent:  Joseph Frederick 

 

Petitioners:  _________________________  Respondents: ______________________ 

 

 

Case 5: U.S. v. Lopez (1995) 

 

Trial Date:  
 

Prosecution/Petitioner:  United States   Defendant/Respondent: Alfonso Lopez 

 

Petitioners:  _________________________  Respondents: ______________________ 
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Controversial Supreme Court Cases (100 points) 

 

You will participate in one of four controversial court cases to be argued  in front of the class.  You will work as 

part of a team of three lawyers, arguing against another team of three lawyers.  The assignment has a number of 

purposes, including: 

 To get a feel for how the Supreme Court works 

 To observe how the Bill of Rights plays an active part in the lives of Americans 

 To explore how the courts interpret the meaning of the law 

 To see how federal and state/local laws can clash and how conflicts between the two are worked out 

 To see how sometimes limits are placed on the rights protected by the Constitution 

 To practice the skills of researching, synthesizing and applying information, and working cooperatively in a 

group 

 To understand the importance of “precedent cases” 

 
Important Things to Know 

1. 1.  Show Up for Your Trial, Come Prepared & Wear Professional Attire.   It is quite embarrassing to show up to class 

unprepared for your case.  It is even worse not to show up at all.  If you are absent on the day of your trial, you will force the 

other members of your group to present without you.  You will be required to present a doctor’s note detailing why you missed 

school that day and your makeup assignment will be a five-page paper on a government topic of Mr. D’s choosing.    

If one or both sides of the case are not present to perform their case, instead of being able to learn from the hands-on 

experience of the trial, the class will have a text assignment to complete. 

Coming to your presentation professionally dressed is mandatory and will be part of your presentation grade.  Wear a 

suit, nice shirt and slacks, nice dress, etc.—showing up improperly dressed shows disrespect to the Supreme Court.  

ABSOLUTELY NO JEANS OR TENNIS SHOES/SNEAKERS. 

I have seen each of these cases tried before and it is very possible to win the case on behalf of the petitioner or the 

respondent.   In general, the better prepared team wins.   I must add that each case has been anywhere from very interesting to 

boring based on how well both sides knew the case and prepared for it.  So, how well these cases go is entirely up to you. 

 

2. Use of Notecards. You may use notecards during your presentation, but you may NOT read directly from your case 

brief or read complete sentences from notecards.  This disrupts the flow of the trial and makes it difficult for the audience to 

follow.  If you start reading complete sentences instead of using notes, I will ask you to put your papers away and proceed 

based on what you know.  If you are unable to do so, I will dismiss you from the trial and you will get a “0” presentation grade. 

 

3. Use of Precedent Cases.  To make strong arguments, you will need to find “precedent cases” that support your 

interpretation of the law.  American courts generally follow the rule that a decision, once made, becomes a precedent—a guide 

to be followed in all later, similar cases, unless compelling reasons call for its abandonment and the setting of a new precedent.  

You will find the precedent cases cited by the actual Supreme Court Justices who decided the case when you read their written 

arguments. 

 

4.How to Find Your Case.  Findlaw.com has a database with every Supreme Court decision every written.  Most of these 

cases are famous enough that you can type in the name and the case will come up.  If you have trouble, doublecheck that you 

have spelled the names correctly and try using “v.” instead of “versus” or “vs.” 

 

5.  Beginning Steps to Take in Preparing Your Court Case 
a) Read about your case and become familiar with it.   You may get information from books and/or the Internet.  The basic 

background, facts, and information about the case will be the focus of your “Opening Statement” section. 

b) As you read, take notes about possible arguments for and against your case. 

c) When you have gathered a number of arguments, choose the 3-5 strongest arguments in support of your case.  These will 

be the focus of your “Main Arguments” section. 
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Controversial Court Case Written Case Brief: 

The Typed Up Version of What You Will Present During Your Case Presentation 

(4 to 6 pages double-spaced) 
Each person in each group will turn in their own typed case brief in their own words.  You may combine your 

research and cooperate in determining what your main arguments will be, but you must turn in your own individual 

case brief IN YOUR OWN WORDS.  I want to know that YOU understand the intricacies of the case. 

 

Case brief must be TYPED, DOUBLE-SPACED, 12-POINT FONT, with the format below: 

 

1. Background Facts: the factual (non-biased) background of the case.  Should be at least a page.  Be sure to provide 

all facts and details important to the case.  Your opening statement should open with the words, “Mr. Chief Justice, 

may it please the Court.”   

 

2. Main Arguments-three detailed paragraphs of at least a half page each, providing detail about each main 

argument you will present, including precedent cases that support your assertions.  Often the difference 

between earning an “A” and earning a “B” on both your case brief and your presentation is how clearly and 

effectively you a) provide the context/stories and rulings of the pertinent precedent cases and b) how you argue that 

those cases reflect on the current case (bare minimum 1 ½ pages). 

 

3.  Questions & Rebuttals:  Prepare 3 specific questions to ask your opponents, with the intention of highlighting the 

weaknesses in their arguments.  After each question, include your typed educated guess about how you think they 

will respond AND how you in turn will respond to their response. 

 

4.  Closing Statement: (1/2 page): This will be your final statement to the Supreme Court, summarizing why the 

Court should vote for your side. 
 

REMEMBER THAT PROFESSIONAL DRESS IS REQUIRED OF LAWYERS ON THE 

DAY OF THEIR PRESENTATION.   ABSOLUTELY NO JEANS OR TENNIS 

SHOES/SNEAKERS. 
 

 

Time Structure of Presentation on Day of Trial: 
 
Background Facts (—no arguments presented yet): 2 minutes per side 
The first person on your lawyer team who speaks to the Court should open with the words, “Mr. Chief Justice, may it please the Court.”   

 

Main Arguments: 

The sides will alternate presenting one of their main arguments. 

Prosecution Main Argument #1: 2-3 minutes 

Defendant   Main Argument #1: 2-3 minutes 

Prosecution Main Argument #2: 2-3 minutes 

Defendant   Main Argument #2: 2-3 minutes 

Prosecution Main Argument #3: 2-3 minutes 

Defendant   Main Argument #3: 2-3 minutes 

 

Open Debate: 

After Main Arguments have been presented, there is usually some time for open debate.  The amount of time available for this will depend 

on how the trial unfolds. 

 

Closing Statements: 

Each side will have 1-2 minutes to strongly and passionately sum up their case and make their final appeal to the Court.  Make this 

relatively brief and powerful—long speeches at this point put students to sleep. 
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Procedures on the Day of the Trial 
1) Attorneys and people of the courtroom audience stand as the Bailiff announces the entrance of the Supreme Court Justices.  The Chief Justice directs 

everyone to sit down, establishes order and announces the start of the case. 

2) No one may speak throughout the hearing unless recognized by the Chief Justice. 

3) The PROSECUTION/PETITIONER gives the OPENING STATEMENT.  This should be an unbiased story of the facts; do not start giving arguments 

here; be sure to give all the important facts of the story so the jury and audience can understand what the case is about. 

4) The DEFENSE/RESPONDENT side gives an OPENING STATEMENT of the facts of the story.  Since it will be the first time students have heard 

the case, repeating the facts of the case will be reinforcing.  If the other side has left out any facts or details, bring them up here.  If Mr. D. has to step 

in and bring up important facts that have not been brought up, both sides will lose points.  

5) At this point, the Chief Justice asks the other justices if they have any clarifying questions for either side.  This questioning period pertains only to the 

facts of the case, not to either side’s arguments in the case. 

6) PROSECUTION/PETITIONER and DEFENSE/REPONDENT  then alternate presenting their MAIN ARGUMENTS.  This is your opportunity to 

give your case in full detail, what reasons you believe your side should win, the evidence to support your arguments, precedent court cases (see page 

2) that support your side.  Each member of your team must present one main argument.  At any time, with the Chief Justice’s direction, any member 

of the Supreme Court may ask questions to gain clarification into your arguments. 

7) One main arguments have been completed, the case will enter into open debate.  Here you may make any points that you have not made yet, and ask 

and debate questions from the prepared questions in your case brief or about other things that have come up during the presentation.  Depending on 

the amount of time left and/or if continuing debate is merely rehashing the same arguments over and over, the Chief Justice will direct both sides to 

give their Closing Statement. 

8) PROSECUTION/PETITIONER gives their CLOSING STATEMENT. 

9) DEFENSE/RESPONDENT gives their CLOSING STATEMENT. 

10) Justices go outside to discuss the case and take a vote.  Justices choose someone to report the final vote to the class.   Lawyers in the case fill out an 

evaluation on how the case went. 

11) Chief Justice calls upon a member of the Court to report the final vote.  Justices have the opportunity to explain how they voted.  Discussion of court 

opinions. 

 
More Detailed Explanations  

Opening Statement: 

 The purpose of the OPENING STATEMENT is to present the “main facts” of the case to the court.  What happened?  How?  Where?  When?  Tell the whole story about 

what happened.  Present the facts that will inform the Supreme Court Justices so that they can properly consider your case.   

 The OPENING STATEMENT must be “non-biased.”  In other words, the facts should not be presented in a manner which benefits the PRO or the 

DEFENSE/RESPONDENT side.  No opinions or interpretations allowed here.  No Main Arguments here. 

 

Main Arguments 

 Here you present 3 or more main arguments that will convince the Justices that your side of the case should win.  Your arguments should focus on the constitutional 

issues at stake in your case.  Your case brief must contain a well thought out paragraph on each main argument.  Each argument must be based on FACTS, just as a good 
argument in an essay is based on facts. Unproven speculation weakens your argument.   In this section of your case brief and oral presentation you will want to bring 

up precedent cases (see page 2) that support your position.  

 This is the heart of your case, so spend a significant time researching the history of the case and the arguments made at the time of the case so that you can articulate a 

strong position. 

 Feel free to use any props within reason such as posters, recordings, slides, etc. 

 

Questions & Rebuttals 

 Each side will prepare 3 questions (word for word) to ask the other side that will try to point out the weaknesses in the opponents’ arguments.  

 Write out word for word your prediction of how they will respond to each of your questions and word for word how you would respond to their answer. 

 

Open Debate 

 During this time, you can ask any of the prepared questions from your case brief.  Also, feel free to take notes on the weakest arguments that your opponents make 

during the trial.  During open debate you can bring these topics up.  During this portion of the activity, you may speak freely to your opponents without being recognized 

by the Chief Justice, as long as you respectfully allow the other side to respond.  If the argument gets out of control. The Chief Justice will establish order, or end the 
debate.  Open Debate does not occur in the actual Supreme Court between the attorneys, but in real life the Justices may interrupt the attorneys to debate with them. 

 

Closing Statement 

 This is your last chance to convince the Justices to vote in your favor.  Restate your main arguments and powerfully sum up why your arguments are stronger than your 

opponents'. 

 

Court Case Presentation Rubric 

 

 --Argued case confidently in your own words;  responded 
effectively/ articulately to questions; went beyond basic 

facts and articulated arguments at a sophisticated level 

--Argued the case in your own words; generally (though 
not always) responded effectively to questions; went 

somewhat beyond the most basic facts of the case to 

articulating the points involved at a more sophisticated 
level 

Showed a basic understanding of the case, but not of the 

finer details of the case; while not always correct, gave a 
good attempt to respond to questioning 

Showed little  understanding of the case: did not know 

basic facts, read straight from the case brief,  read notes not 
in your own words; did not respond to any questions 

Played significant 
role in 

presentation w/o 

dominating 
Significant, but 

overly dominant 

role 
Moderate 

participation 

Minor 
participation  

Did not 

participate 

Professional 

Dress: 

      YES     NO 

Whole team displayed  excellent 
grasp of case details & main 

arguments 

Whole team displayed 
good/excellent understanding of  

case details/ main arguments 

Most, but not all, displayed 
good/excellent understanding of 

case 

Overall, group showed a basic,  
not thorough, understanding of 

case details/main arguments 

Team members did not show firm 
understanding of case 

--Effectively explained/cited 
2+ precedent cases that lent 

support to the case the group 

was trying to make 
-- Effectively explained and 

cited 1 precedent case that 

lent support to the case the 
group was trying to make 

--Mentioned precedent 

case(s), but failed to explain 
them or to give context how 

they support your case 

--Failed to mention precedent 
cases 
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