A Field Trip to
the California Supreme Court
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When I fir st m e nti on ed a t o ur o f the Ca liforni a
Supreme Court to my English as a Second Language
(ESL) classes, two students approached me and said
they were already famili ar with the courts - because
they had watched Judge Judy in action. This was all the
motivation I needed to continue planning a fi eld trip.
I wanted to sh ow my students the more so mber
courtrooms where justice is advanced, however slowly
and unevenly, in our soc iety. By sh aring with them
what goes on in our courthouses, I hoped they would
feel more a part of American society and therefore be
empowered to contribute more.
The two trips I have taken to the Supreme Court
have been well worth the effort. A tour program conducted under the auspices of the Court and supported
by the Califo rni a S upreme Court Historica l Soc iety
makes these trips as easy as possible for teachers. The
Court offers group tours and also distributes teaching
materials in advance. The very understandable video
and the booklets sent to me meant that integrating the
trip into my curriculum was not a difficult task.
Before our trip, I showed the video and gave the
students a comprehension wo rkshee t. Th e stud ents
were then given the booklets and made responsible fo r
one section . The students worked in groups to summari ze and discuss the material in the booklets. ln this
way, the preparation allowed the students to ga in an
understanding of the work of the Court without adding
to their already large homework burden. This allowed
the tour to be a real treat for the students!
Our guid e for the o n e -h o ur to ur was Tho m as
Re yno ld s, a lawye r and a me mber of the Boa rd of
Directors of the Historical Soc iety. H e ex plained the
difference between trial and appellate courts - that trial
courts are concerned with discerning fact by examining
evidence and determining, usually by jury, what happened and who is responsible. The appellate courts, on
the other hand , are concerned solely with examining,
clarifying, and interpreting the law. No new ev idence
can be int rodu ced in these co urts - ve ry different
from the C hinese legal system, fo r one. Appellate courts
are solemn places where logical, written argument rules
the day.
A s Reynolds spoke, much of what he sa id sounded
like an excerpt from our writing and rhetoric classes.
The tour highlighted the value of persuasive academic
writing, which is just what we teach. It seemed to validate everything I had been saying all semester.
When we went into the grand courtroom, a threejudge panel of the Court of Appeal was hearing argu-
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A view of the 11111 ral in the 111ajestic do 1 11 ed- ceili1 t,~ co11 rtrootll i11side the
nerd y renovated Calif<m1ia S11pre111e Co11/'t headquarters i11 San Fra11cisco.

ments. The Supreme Court shares its courtroom with
the Co urt of Appea l fo r the First Di stric t. Justice
Anthony Kline was questioning a lawyer, unpersuaded
by her argument because the point she was countering
was moot. She needed to address the stronger opposition, Justice Kline kept saying. Later he critic ized her
for bringing in irrelevant detail. It was right out of our
texts - but spoken so well and with such authority. The
students not only learned about our legal system, but
also were exposed to intelligent American discourse.
C lear thinking and writing are what hold power in
these courts. The writing we are teaching sets students,
if they persevere, on the road to being able to persuade
and preva il in our society. This message was implicit in
Reynolds' comments as he told us about both the history and the modern workings of the Court. The cynics
may smirk, but we left the courtroom that day feeling
the glory of American justice.
The students asked thoughtful questions throughout the tour. At one point we had an interesting discussion about the ethnic makeup of the Supreme Court,
currently consisting of three white justices, two Asians,
o n e bl ac k a nd - th e m os t rece nt additi o n - o n e
Hispanic. The students were thrilled and moved by the
tour, and I left wanting to spend more time working
with the vocabulary we were exposed to, the history of
the Califo rnia court system, and fo rms of argument and
counter-argument.
The tour was a wonderful addition to the semester
- energizing for me and empowering and eye-opening
fo r the students. I h ave encouraged my colleagues and
others - including teachers at my son's high school - to
take a fi eld trip to the Supreme Court.

D ebbie Pollak Levy is an instructor in the English as a
Seco nd Language D epartment at C ity College of San
Francisco.
The California Supreme Court Historical Society is
proud to support the Ca lifornia Supreme Co urt tour
program. To schedue a tou1; call (415) 865- 759 7.
5

