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In order to create change that lasts, we must 
engage with each branch of government. 
However, the courts are often left out of 
the left’s activism. YP4’s Courts Matter 
collaborative campaign was launched in 
2014 to fill this gap by engaging our network 
in courts education and activism. This 
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Court cases enter the judicial system 
through one of two main “tracks” – 
federal     or state     . Cases enter the 
federal track through the federal district 
courts    . Cases enter the state track 
through the local trial courts    . Entering 
through the federal or state track often 
depends on what laws or rights the 
defendant (i.e. the person, corporation or 
government entity being sued or accused 
of a crime) is charged with violating. Civil 
rights cases (such as cases relating to 
voting rights and marriage equality) are 

COURTS 101

usually started by someone who has a 
complaint against the government, or at 
least involves someone bringing a complaint 
against someone else.

In the state system, trial courts are either 
civil or criminal and often separated by issue 
area (e.g. traffic courts, drug courts). For 
example, if a criminal defendant is accused 
of violating a local or state law they will be 
brought before a trial court that focuses on 
the relevant type of law. The federal system, 
however, divides itself into 94 geographic 

While most people know about the U.S. Supreme 
Court, the vast majority of cases stop at a lower 
court stage. In the federal system, a district court 
is often the final decision-maker and the last 
place where case facts are heard. (For instance 
Whitewood v. Wolf, a federal district court 
case that struck down Pennsylvania’s same sex 
marriage ban in May 2014). 

districts, including U.S. territories. 
This means that if a defendant is 
charged or accused of violating a 
federal law, the first district court 
they go through depends on their 
geographic region. Federal trials 
occur at the district courts    level.

If the losing party challenges the 
disposition of a district or trial 
court’s case, the case may then be 
examined by the appeals court of 
either system        . If an appellate 
decision is challenged in the state 
system, the state’s Supreme Court     
may then agree to review it. In the 
federal system, a litigant who wishes 
to challenge an appellate decision 
may petition to the Supreme Court 
of the United States    , which can 
also review challenges of states’ 
Supreme Court decisions if they’re 
based on the U.S. Constitution or 
federal laws.

There are other types of courts 
besides state and federal courts. 
For example, Tribal Courts are 
established by Native American 
tribes for resolving criminal and 
other legal matters on tribal lands, 
while military courts deal with legal 
issues within the armed forces.

Circuit courts and the Supreme Court hear 
appeals, interpret the Constitution and federal 
laws, and their decisions are binding on other 
courts.  Since the Supreme Court chooses to hear 
only a tiny fraction of cases, the circuit courts 
have enormous influence in shaping the laws 
we live under. It is essential to place judges with 
varied perspectives who can relate to our broad 
array of life experiences in lifelong appointments 
across the judicial pipeline.

THE LOWER COURTS’ INFLUENCE

375,870
 District Court Cases

(667 Judges)

81
Supreme Court 
Cases (9 Judges)56,475

Appeals
(179 Judges)

Federal Courts Caseload per year 

U.S. DISTRICT COURT

U.S. COURT OF APPEALS

      LOCAL TRIAL COURT
(e.g. TRIAL, DISTRICT, CIRCUIT)

STATE APPEALS COURT

HIGHEST STATE COURT OF APPEALS
(e.g. STATE SUPREME COURT)

STATE COURT SYSTEMFEDERAL COURT SYSTEM

U.S. SUPREME COURT

Types of Courts in the 
Judicial System
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The Federal Judicial 
Confirmation Process

COURTS 101

Committee Meeting

After the blue slips are returned, the 
Judiciary Committee will hold a hearing 
on the nominee. This is the primary 
opportunity for members to discuss 
the nominee’s qualifications, judgment, 
temperament, and philosophy. 

3

Article II of the U.S. 
Constitution gives 
the President and the 
U.S. Senate authority 
over nominations 
and confirmations of 
executive officers and 
members of the Federal 
Judiciary. Specifically, 
the President “shall 
nominate, by and with 
the advice and consent of 
the Senate, shall appoint 
… judges of the Supreme 
Court, and all other 
Officers of the United 
States[.]” The Senate has 
an independent role in 
the nominations process, 
confirming or rejecting 
the choices made by the 
President. As conceived 
by the founders, this 
check on presidential 
power serves to ensures 
the President’s choices 
are qualified. 

WHAT THE 
CONSTITUTION 
HAS TO SAY:

1 The Nomination

When a federal judge announces plans to step down from 
the bench, the search for a new judge begins. It is up to the 
White House to vet candidates for the judicial position, often 
consulting U.S. Senators from that state throughout the process.

Referral to the 
Judiciary Committee

Once the nomination is 
made, the Senate Judiciary 
Committee sends a “blue 
slip” to the state’s U.S. 
Senators for approval of the 
nominee. 

2

At the state level, judges are 
either appointed or elected 
within the state’s system. 
Please visit our suggested 
readings section to learn 
more about how judges are 
selected in your state.

Senators debate any 
questions about the 
nominee. The process 
concludes when the 
Senate votes to confirm 
(by a majority vote). 

Senate Vote5

The Federal Judicial 
Confirmation Process

COURTS 101

Committee Hearing

After the blue slips are returned, the 
Judiciary Committee will hold a hearing 
on the nominee. This is the primary 
opportunity for nominees to answer 
questions about their qualifications, 
judgment, temperament and philosophy. 

3

Committee Vote4

Days or weeks later, the 
Committee debates the 
nominee and votes to 
move them forward to a 
full Senate vote. 
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It is vital that we focus on increasing 
diversity of our country’s judges and judicial 
nominees, for they make crucial decisions 
that affect the lives of all Americans. This 
includes demographic diversity, and diversity 
of issue-area and sector expertise. Without 
judicial diversity there is a discernible lack of 
understanding for how legal interpretations 
affect underrepresented or unrepresented 
communities. Because our judiciary 
doesn’t sufficiently include people of color, 
immigrants, women and trans individuals, 
and other historically disadvantaged 
communities, it can unfortunately further 
marginalize the communities it is meant to 
serve. Professional diversity is also incredibly 
important in advancing social and economic 
justice through the courts because it provides 
opportunity for the law to be interpreted 
through a more public interest lens. This 
is why judicial nominations and judicial 
elections during state and federal elections 
are crucial, for they give us an opportunity to 
advocate for more diverse judges.

DIVERSITY ON 
THE BENCH

WOMEN

MEN

U.S. POP

STATE JUDGES 1 FEDERAL JUDGES 2

49%

73% 68%

51%

27% 32%

Gender breakdown of 
State and Federal judges

37%

63%

U.S. 
POP

8%

92%

STATE 
JUDGES 3

24%

76%

FEDERAL 
JUDGES 4

WHITE (non-Latino)

PEOPLE OF COLOR

Racial characteristics of 
State and Federal judges

Why diversity in 
court is important

“Thurgood brought to the conference table years of experience 
in an area that was of vital importance to our work, experience 
that none of us could claim to match. . . . He characteristically 
would tell us things that we knew but would rather forget; and 
he told us much that we did not know due to the limitations of 
our own experience.” 5

Justice Byron White about Justice Thurgood Marshall

“We’re missing a huge amount of diversity on the bench.” 7 

Sonia Sotomayor, US Supreme Court Associate Justice

“We have to build things we want to see accomplished, in life and 
in our country, based on our own personal experiences, to make 
sure that others do not have to suffer the same discrimination.” 8

Patsy Takemoto Mink, Congresswoman and Attorney

“People ask me sometimes, when — when do you think it will it 
be enough? When will there be enough women on the court? 
And my answer is when there are nine.” 6

Ruth Bader Ginsburg, US Supreme Court Associate Justice
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In 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court decided not 
to hear a case involving the constitutionality 
of a bill attacking voters’ rights in Wisconsin.  
The evolution of the case through the courts 
was lengthy and controversial and the 
Supreme Court’s decision in Frank v. Walker 
let stand a troubling precedent that will likely 
lead to the violation of voters’ civil rights 
across the country. 

While in some instances there are ways to 
work around court decisions that hinder civil 
liberties, it’s never been more important 
to work within and alongside the judiciary 
to ensure that courts remain true to the 
progressive values behind the Bill of Rights 
and laws designed to protect people’s rights 
and civil liberties.

University of Wisconsin-La Crosse 
communities responded in order to ensure 
student voices were heard in the 2014 
election cycle. We mobilized around creating 
university policies to enfranchise students, 
such as requiring the administration to issue 
free photo IDs to students, to provide ID 
printing at on-campus polling places, to 
create a formal campus voter registration 
system to make it easier for students to 
register to vote, to send absentee ballots and 
voting information to off-campus students,  
and to create a paid student position to work 
with the administration on these efforts.

JANUARY 2011
The bill “AB 7 – Voter 

Identification Requirements” 
introduced in  Wisconsin 

House of Representatives.

MAY 2011 
Both the Wisconsin State 
Assembly and Wisconsin 
State Senate approved the 
bill. Governor Scott Walker 
signed the bill into law.OCTOBER 2011

Wisconsin chapter of 
the League of Women 

Voters filed a state lawsuit 
challenging the law.

FEBRUARY 2012 
American Civil Liberty 
Union of Wisconsin and 
National Law Center on 
Homelessness and Poverty 
filed a joint, federal lawsuit 
claiming the law was 
unconstitutional because 
it denied citizens the right 
to vote.

MARCH 2012
Wisconsin Circuit Judge 

ruled that Act 23 violated 
the state constitution. The 

decision was appealed. 

APRIL 2014
Federal District Court 

Judge ruled the law 
unconstitutional. Appealed.

JULY 2014
Wisconsin Supreme court 
upheld the law under the 
state constitution, but 
demanded the fee for 
identification be waived.

SEPTEMBER 2014
A temporary order issued by 

a three-judge panel of the 
Seventh Circuit allows the 

state to begin enforcing the 
ID requirement. The Seventh 
Circuit Court of Appeals also 

voted not to have the full 
court hear the appeal over 

Act 23. The ten member 
court voted on a 5-5 split, a 

majority is required to grant 
a request for a full hearing.

 LEGISLATIVE HISTORY

Through working on this 
issue, we also learned that the 
courts matter, and one way to 
mitigate bad court decisions 
is through progressive policy 
work. Another way is to make 
sure we have progressive 
judicial nominees and 
progressive elected judges 
who will stop these bad 
decisions from happening in 
the first place. It is important 
to keep these lessons in mind 
when we organize in the 
future on our campus.

As a result of getting the 
administration’s support, 
we trained 15 volunteers in 
voter mobilization tactics, 
registered over 1,200 
students, gave 10,000 
students the option of 
getting new IDs, and better 
enfranchised a whole 
campus of around 10,000 
students. We also made sure 
to document our efforts so 
other University of Wisconsin 
institutions could reproduce 
them.Read more about the Supreme Court’s decision in 

Adam Liptak’s NY Times article, Wisconsin Decides 
Not to Enforce Voter ID Law, March 23, 2015.

OCTOBER 2014
SCOTUS issues a 
temporary order to halt the 
enforcement of Act 23 until 
the Justices decide whether 
or not to hear the case..

CASE STUDY I
BY ZACH KOOP  2014 YP4 Fellow

Zachary aspires to increase civic participation by making civic engagement more 
inclusive. Finding his roots in programs advocating for youth socioeconomic literacy 
and empowerment, he is devoted to the vision of empowerment through education and 
inclusion. His blueprint includes a plan for the integration of a student voter-registration 
program at his home university; in the future he aspires to go to law school and use his 
degree to pursue advocacy goals. Currently he studies physics and economics at The 

University of Wisconsin-Madison/La Crosse. He has held numerous roles in community development programs 
and student advocacy, believing the best way to win change is through grassroots activism and policy. 

STUDENT RESPONSE
THE TAKEAWAY

MARCH 2015
SCOTUS declined to hear 
the case, making Act 23 law 
and thereby allowing the 
photo id requirements to 
take effect.

Acronym for Supreme 
Court of the United States

VOTING RIGHTS

http://http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/24/us/supreme-court-rejects-challenge-to-wisconsin-voter-id-law.html?_r=0
http://http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/24/us/supreme-court-rejects-challenge-to-wisconsin-voter-id-law.html?_r=0
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TRUE IDENTITY: 
NY CITY TRANSGENDER
BIRTH CERTIFICATES

CASE STUDY II

Birth certificates are fundamental forms of 
identification. Since 1971, New York City has 
held that transgender people who wanted 
to change their gender markers to fit their 
true identity needed to undergo gender-
reassignment surgery. Most transgender 
people have not taken this step for a 
number of reasons—it is simply unwanted, 
or can be unaffordable. Studies show that 
transgender people are more likely than 
other communities to make less than 10k 
annually. This policy exacerbated the struggle 
of transgender people seeking employment 
because often, gender markers on different 
identity documents don’t match each other 
or they simply don’t reflect the gender 

identity of person looking to be employed.  
At the time, New York City allowed gender 
markers on all other identification documents 
to be changed, so this restriction on birth 
certificates was an outdated policy. 

In March of 2011, the Transgender Legal 
Defense and Education Fund (TLDEF) filed 
a lawsuit against the City of New York and 
the New York City Department of Health 
and Mental Hygiene on behalf of multiple 
plaintiffs. At first, there were multiple cases 
that were filed on behalf of Joann Prinzivalli, 

Sam Berkeley and Patricia Harrington 
against Thomas Farley, the NYC health 
commissioner. These cases were consolidated 
in a class action suit with Pro bono help from 
KayeScholer LLP. Although Sam Berkeley 
withdrew from the case, Marco Wylie and 
myself both joined soon after.  

After a former staff attorney of TLDEF Noah 
Lewis told me about the class action suit in 
2013, I felt compelled to join the suit. Not only 
would it allow me to ultimately have access to 
my desired gender identity marker on all my 
documents, but it would allow all transgender 
people of New York City to change their 
gender markers on their birth certificates. 
This would ultimately bring some ease to my 
fellow transgender New Yorkers and would 
make it easier to apply for jobs. 

In order to join the suit, I filed a birth 
certificate correction application to change 
my gender marker and provided a letter 
from my physician.  After about a month, I 
received the rejection letter to my request 
and officially joined the suit. Ultimately the 
case wasn’t heard nor tried by the court. 
However, Corey Johnson, a New York City 
Council Member authored and introduced 
a proposal to amend the unfair policy in 
2014. Instead of considering this a loss to our 
court case, we decided to use this proposal 
to our advantage. We prepared testimonies 

BY NAZ SEENAUTH  2014 YP4 Fellow

Naz Seenauth is a first generation Guyanese-American Queer Trans guy based in New York 
City looking to create positive change in a world of constant struggle. Currently, he is a 
student pursuing dual undergraduate degrees in Criminal Justice and Culture and Deviance 
Studies at John Jay College of Criminal Justice. He is a mentor, an educator and a self-
proclaimed social justice activist.

and contacted press. We testified in front 
of Department of Health officials and 
City Council, telling our narratives of how 
the policy change would help us. Then in 
December of 2014, City Council voted 39-5 to 
pass the bill and a week later, the Department 
of Health enacted a similar policy amendment.
Although our suit was dropped, the court 
case was definitely a form of advocacy. 
Even though it wasn’t heard, the suit wasn’t 
officially withdrawn until after all plaintiffs 
received their corrected birth certificates. 
Also, I believe that Corey Johnson was 
influenced by our case. We also had hopes 
that the case was a test-case litigation that 
would set precedent in other states and cities 
in the United States. 

I believe that the courts are useful for young 
people to learn about issues because we 
can see how different rulings affect society. 
Courts are also useful because they are 
another avenue that you can go through to 
have your voice uplifted.

We celebrated this great and historic victory. 
Now all transgender New Yorkers can have 
documents that fit their true identity, find 
relief when presenting these documents to 
employers or others, and hopefully have their 
quality of life improved.

The Transgender Legal Defense and Education Fund: 
An organization working to end discrimination based on 
gender identity and expression by achieving equality for 
transgender people through public education, test-case 
litigation, direct legal services, and public policy efforts. 
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Sexual and dating violence on college 
campuses is a pervasive and urgent issue. 
One in five women will be assaulted during 
college, and about 20% report experiencing 
dating violence by a partner. Men and gender-
nonconforming students also experience 
gender-based violence at alarming rates. 
And instead of working to effectively 
prevent violence, support survivors, and 
resolves cases through prompt and equitable 
disciplinary procedures, colleges and 
universities across the country are sweeping 
cases of gender-based violence under the rug 
and failing to keep their students safe. 

TITLE IX AND 
SEXUAL VIOLENCE

Today, sexual assault and dating violence 
survivors, student activists, and gender 
equity advocates across the country are 
utilizing the protections granted under Title 
IX to hold schools accountable for effectively 
preventing and responding to sexual and 
domestic violence on college campuses. Title 
IX of the Education Amendments established 
freedom from gender-based discrimination 
in educational institutions as a civil right. 
When it was first drafted, it was intended to 
address gender inequalities in hiring practices 
and educational accessibility for women. 
The law was mostly applied to argue for 

equal funding for women’s sports teams. It 
was a unique Supreme Court case in 1980, 
Alexander v. Yale, that expanded Title IX’s 
definition of “discrimination” to include sexual 
harassment and assault. This case was the 
result of strategic legal advocacy by feminist 
legal scholars, lawyers, and students. The 
idea that sexual harassment constituted a 
form of discrimination was first articulated by 
Yale law student Catharine MacKinnon, in her 
1979 book The Sexual Harassment of Working 
Women. MacKinnon began working with a 
group of five female undergraduates at Yale 
University, and their attorney, Nadine Taub, 
of the Women’s Rights Litigation Clinic at 
Rutgers School of Law. The students asserted 
that professors had repeatedly harassed them 
and demanded sex in return for higher grades, 
but that their complaints of harassment were 
met with indifference or even hostility by 
university administrators. 

MacKinnon advised the group of students 
and their attorney; together they wrote 
the complaint that would form the legal 
backbone of Alexander v. Yale and the next 
40 years of efforts to address campus sexual 
violence. Their complaint argued that Yale 
allowed sexual harassment to interfere with 
the students’ ability to pursue an education 
by failing to adequately address multiple 
reports of sexual harassment, and that this 
constituted a violation of Title IX. These 
students were the first to argue that Title IX 
applied to allegations of sexual harassment 
in an educational institution, and the first to 
argue that sexual harassment constituted 
gender discrimination and thus a violation 
of their civil rights. Rather than seeking 
compensation, the plaintiffs argued that 
Yale must institute a grievance procedure 
for addressing sexual harassment claims. In 
1980, a district court dismissed their case 
on a technicality, but explicitly upheld the 
legal argument underwriting their complaint, 
stating, “It is perfectly reasonable to maintain 
that academic advancement conditioned 
upon submission to sexual demands 
constitutes sex discrimination in education.”9 

The decision in this case formally established 
sexual harassment or violence as a form 
of discrimination, and charged all schools 
with the legal responsibility for addressing 
complaints of sexual violence and harassment. 

CASE STUDY III
BY ZOE RIDOLFI-STARR  2013 YP4 Fellow

Zoe is a co-founder of No Red Tape, a group of survivors and allies fighting to end sexual 
violence and rape culture at Columbia University and beyond. She is a lead complainant in 
the Title IX, Clery, and Title II complaints against Columbia, where she is a senior studying 
political science and critical race studies. Zoe also works on issues of mass incarceration, 
juvenile justice, and youth empowerment, and has founded and run multiple programs 
dedicated to supporting incarcerated youth. As a second generation queer woman and 

a survivor of sexual violence herself, she is committed to centering the voices of survivors and people of 
marginalized identities in anti-violence work, and building community-based solutions to sexual violence that 
do not rely on inherently violent institutions like the prison-industrial complex. 

One in five women will 
be assaulted during 
college, and about 20% 
report experiencing 
dating violence by a 
partner.
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By expanding the definition of discrimination 
in Title IX to include harassment and assault, 
the courts gave the Department of Education 
increased oversight authority over schools, 
including the ability to conduct compliance 
reviews if schools did not have proper or clear 
grievance procedures in place. 

One day during my junior year at Columbia 
University, I opened an article that a friend 
had posted. My blood chilled as I read about 
the experiences of several students who had 
been raped or abused on campus, tried to 
seek help from the school in various ways, 
and were met with indifference or hostility by 
campus officials. “I’m not alone,” I thought. 
Immediately, I reached out to the one survivor 
who had been publicly identified, and we 
began talking, first with each other and then 
with more and more survivors. We began to 
recognize a disturbing pattern as we shared 
our stories: in case after case, our school 
was failing to support students traumatized 
by violence, botching investigations, letting 
rapists and abusers stay on campus with 
little more than a slap on the wrist, and 
trying to sweep all this under the rug. After 
reading about Title IX and a group of student 
survivors, like us, who had filed a complaint 
against the University of North Carolina, 
we decided to turn to the Department of 
Education for help. 

On April 24th, 2014, I filed a Title IX complaint 
on behalf of myself and 22 other students 
against Columbia University and Barnard 
College. After our initial complaint was filed, 
5 additional survivors joined on. With the 
help of students from other colleges and 
universities who had recently filed their own 

Title IX complaints, we crafted an argument 
based upon the legal foundations established 
in Alexander v. Yale and compiled over 400 
pages of narratives and supporting evidence 
demonstrating our claims . We alleged that 
Columbia had violated our civil rights under 
Title IX by allowing sexual assault, dating 
violence, sexual harassment, and retaliation 
to interfere with our education--exactly as 
the students at Yale had argued more than 
30 years earlier. After months of evaluation, 
the Department of Education announced 
in January of 2015 that it would investigate 
both Columbia University, and our sister 
school, Barnard College, for violating our civil 
rights and failing to meet their obligations to 
all students under Title IX. For us, who had 
been dismissed, ignored, manipulated, and 
mistreated by the University and for so long, it 
was a tremendous victory. 

The investigation of Columbia and Barnard 
is ongoing, and the process is slow. It will 
likely be years before our complaint is 
resolved. But we have already seen changes 
made as a result of the complaint and our 
ongoing activism. Columbia began releasing 
important data about reports of sexual and 
dating violence, expanded its prevention 
education program to include all students, 
fired a number of administrators who had 
gravely mishandled cases, and made some 
changes to its adjudication process. We are 

The investigation 
of Columbia and 
Barnard is ongoing, 
and the process is 
slow. It will likely be 
years before our 
complaint is resolved. 
But we have already 
seen changes made 
as a result of the 
complaint and our 
ongoing activism.

hopeful that the investigation will lead to 
findings in our favor--this could mean some 
of us might finally see justice, an overhaul of 
the still-failing adjudication policies, increased 
oversight, changes to education and training 
programs, more resources for survivors and 
all students. As student survivors all across 
the country continue to file Title IX complaints 
and rely on this legal instrument in our 
struggle against gender-based violence on 
campus, we are making real the promises 
of Alexander v. Yale and unapologetically 
asserting our right to an education free from 
violence, harassment, or discrimination. 
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ACTIONS YOU 
CAN TAKE

Express your voice directly in court
As an undergraduate at The University of 
Texas at Austin (UT), I employed my leadership 
skills through the filing of an amicus brief in 
favor of UT’s admission policy with the NAACP 

Legal Defense Fund for the Black Student Alliance. On October 
10, 2012, I was a student representative for the Fisher vs. The 
University of Texas case. My work with the court case spurred 
action at university town halls, anti-discrimination rallies, and 
university-wide webinar conferences. I believe that my initiative 
benefited the campus life and the broader community because 
it informed students about diversity and promoted a better 
campus climate for all students.

CORTNEY SANDERS 2014 YP4 Fellow

amicus brief
Literally means “friend of the 
court.” It is a way someone 
who is not actually a party 
in the case can provide 
information or add a certain 
perspective to the arguments 
presented.

Conduct research for a legal case 
I provided research to support the efforts for the Texas League 
of Young Voters’ legal action against the Texas voter ID law. 
The Texas League of Young Voters filed papers to intervene in 
the voter ID lawsuit. The filing contended that the state’s voter 
ID law would disproportionately affect students. The League 
is represented in the suit by the NAACP Legal Defense and 
Education Fund and the Washington law firm of Wilmer Hale.  

For over 75 years, this arm 
of the National Association 
for the Advancement of 
Colored People (NAACP) 
has used litigation, advocacy 
and public education to 
expand democracy, eliminate 
disparities, and achieve racial 
justice in America. 
Learn more about the NAACP 
LDF here: 
www.naacpldf.org/

Find out more here::
www.99rise.org

Self-educate on judicial candidates
In California where I’m from, we can elect 
Supreme Court judges to serve. We must 
educate ourselves on judicial candidates.

Attend trainings
I attended California Common Cause’s Activist training, where 
we learned about court cases like Citizens United that opened 
the floodgates to huge amounts of money pouring into politics 
and affecting all of the issues we care about. After the training 
we committed to pushing the passage of a resolution calling for 
overturning  “Citizens United” on our campuses. 

Join an action
I marched from Turlock to Modesto in California with 99Rise to 
pressure CA legislators to call for a constitutional convention to 
pass an amendment overturning a Supreme Court ruling.

Common Cause is an 
organization that works 
to strengthen public 
participation, using tools 
like grassroots organizing, 
coalition building, policy 
development, research, 
public education, and 
lobbying and litigation. Learn 
more about Common Cause 
and their state chapters here: 
www.commoncause.org

Create a video campaign
Feature young people acting in skits 
that address issues today that are going 
through various courts (i.e. police brutality, 
immigration, gay rights) and at the end of 

each skit direct people to Young People For Courts Matter 
campaign and toolkit so they can learn about the court system 
in easy steps then join or create actions for others to join on.

ALEX CARRILLO 2014 YP4 Fellow

KAMARIA MOIR 2006 YP4 Fellow
A campaign to educate our 
network of young people 
about – and help them 
advocate for – the creation 
of a progressive federal 
judiciary. Through this 
campaign, YP4 is developing 
new strategies to engage 
youth on the importance 
of judicial nominations and 
the courts. Learn more here: 
www.youngpeoplefor.org/
campaign/courts-matter

http://www.naacpldf.org/
http://www.youngpeoplefor.org/campaign/courts-matter
http://www.youngpeoplefor.org/campaign/courts-matter
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KAMARIA MOIR 2006 YP4 Fellow

Check out our resources 
section on page 22 to 
find toolkits and other 
readings to support your 
courts teach-in!

Host a courts teach-in
Organize members on college campuses or community 
recreational spaces to promote and facilitate information sessions 
about how local courts to federal courts work. You can also invite 
guest speakers and visit a courthouse to get more information 
about how courts work and how they affect our lives.

Bring knowledge back to your community 
I joined the New American Leaders Project, which focuses on helping the 
immigrant community to step up on more leadership roles. I gathered more 
information about governance positions (judges, local legislators, state 
legislators) and brought that information back to the Latino community.

GRISELDA FREGOSO  2014 YP4 Fellow

Share your story relating the courts to issues in your community
I shared my personal story and used that as a tactic to engage fellow 
organizers in a discussion about the courts and the criminal justice 
system, especially seeking out allies to work on these issues.

BRENT HAMLET  2014 YP4 Fellow

CONCLUSION

From Brown v. Board of Education (1954) 
which desegregated public schools to Roe 
v. Wade (1973), which protects a woman’s 
right to choose whether or not to terminate 
a pregnancy, the courts have a played an 
important role in defending and ushering in 
progressive victories. But the Courts can stand 
counter to progressive causes too, as we have 
seen in recent years through decisions like 
Schuette v. Coalition to Defend Affirmative 
Action (2014), which upheld Michigan’s ban on 
using affirmative action in higher education 
admissions decisions, or Burwell v. Hobby 
Lobby (2014), which allows corporations to 
deny their employees access to birth control 
through the company’s health insurance plan. 
Young people are the current and future 
leaders of the progressive movement, and it is 
crucial that we gain a greater understanding 

of the American judicial system’s role in order 
to better understand how the courts affect our 
communities. This way, we can organize our 
collective power to use the courts and create 
the change our communities seek even more 
effectively. 

If nothing else, remember that courts matter. 
As young change agents it is our duty to fight 
and to win on the issues we care about – and 
the courts play a crucial role in achieving this.
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YP4 PUBLICATIONS

Georgetown Law Research Guides, research 

guides on various subjects in the law:

 www.law.georgetown.edu/library/  
 research/guides/index.cfm

SCOTUSBlog, a law blog written by lawyers, law 

professors, and law students about the Supreme 

Court of the United States and its cases: 

 www.scotusblog.com

Civil Rights Litigation Clearinghouse at the 
University of Michigan Law School, brings 

together and analyzes information and documents 

about important civil rights cases across the S: 

 www.clearinghouse.net

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Supreme Court’s Denial of Voting Rights a Motivator for Millennials (view article online: bit.ly/1HwQbAx)

 by Zachary Koop, 2014 YP4 Fellow

Reproductive Justice and the Courts: Reflections on CLPP (view article online: bit.ly/1FWhLBJ)

 by Emma Halling, 2014 YP4 Fellow

The Courts Have to Matter to LGBTQ Americans (view article online: http://bit.ly/1S8Oc8A)

 by Erik Lampmann, 2011 YP4 Fellow

Courts Matter: Building Power to Win Justice through the Courts Booklet (view article online: bit.ly/1C1zmrn)

The Oyez Project, a multimedia archive devoted to 

the Supreme Court of the U.S. and its work:  

 www.oyez.org

JudicialNominations.Org, a project of the 

American Constitution Society that gathers 

information about judicial nominations and 

vacancies across the country.

American Bar Association, voluntary professional 

organizations committed to improving the legal 

profession, eliminating bias and enhancing diversity, 

and advancing the rule of law throughout the U.S. and 

around the world

 www.americanbar.org

JusticeatStake.org, Information on elected vs. 

appointed judges:

 www.justiceatstake.org/issues/state_  
 court_issues/election-vs-appointment 

American Constitution Society, brings together 

many of the country’s best legal minds to articulate 

a progressive vision of our Constitution and laws:

 www.acslaw.org

Street Law Inc., a nonprofit organization that 

creates classroom and community programs that 

teach people about law, democracy, and human 

rights:

 www.streetlaw.org

National Lawyers Guild, a group that unite the 

lawyers, law students, legal workers and jailhouse 

lawyers to function as an effective force in the 

service of the people:

 www.nlg.org

Equal Justice Society, works to transform the 

nation’s consciousness on race through law, social 

science, and the arts: 

 www.equaljusticesociety.org

National Lawyers Committee for Civil Rights 
Under Law, works to secure equal justice for all 

through the rule of law, targeting in particular the 

inequities confronting African Americans and other 

racial and ethnic minorities: 

 www.lawyerscommittee.org

Legal Progress, the legal policy program at Center 

for American Progress: 

 www.americanprogress.org/projects/  
 legal-progress/view

National Health Law Program, protects and 

advances the health rights of low-income and 

underserved individuals and families: 

 www.healthlaw.org

Asian American Legal Defense and Education 
Fund, a national organization that protects and 

promotes the civil rights of Asian Americans

 www.aaldef.org 

NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund, uses 

litigation, advocacy and public education to expand 

democracy, eliminate disparities, and achieve racial 

justice in America: 

 www.naacpldf.org

Transgender Legal Defense and Education Fund, 

working for transgender equal rights: 

 www.tldef.org

Lambda Legal, the oldest and largest national 

legal organization whose mission is to achieve full 

recognition of civil rights for lesbians, gay men, 

bisexuals, transgender people and those with HIV 

through impact litigation, education and public 

policy work: 

 www.lambdalegal.org

PFAW PUBLICATIONS
People for the American Way Judicial Nominations Blog

 www.blog.pfaw.org/category/topics/judicial-nominations 

http://www.law.georgetown.edu/library/research/guides/index.cfm
http://www.law.georgetown.edu/library/research/guides/index.cfm
http://www.law.georgetown.edu/library/research/guides/index.cfm
http://www.scotusblog.com/
http://www.clearinghouse.net/
http://youngpeoplefor.org/blog/supreme-courts-denial-of-wisconsin-voting-rights-a-motivator-for-millennials/
http://http://youngpeoplefor.org/blog/reproductivejusticeandcourtsreflectionsontheclppconference/
http://youngpeoplefor.org/blog/the-courts-have-to-matter-to-lgbtq-americans/
http://youngpeoplefor.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Courts-Packet-Final_for-SirSpeedy.pdf
http://www.oyez.org/
http://JudicialNominations.Org
http://www.americanbar.org/aba.html
http://www.justiceatstake.org/issues/state_court_issues/election-vs-appointment/
http://www.justiceatstake.org/issues/state_court_issues/election-vs-appointment/
http://www.acslaw.org
http://www.streetlaw.org/
http://www.nlg.org/
http://www.equaljusticesociety.org
http://www.lawyerscommittee.org/
http://www.americanprogress.org/projects/legal-progress/view/
http://www.americanprogress.org/projects/legal-progress/view/
http://www.healthlaw.org
http://www.aaldef.org
http://www.naacpldf.org/
http://www.tldef.org
http://www.lambdalegal.org
http://blog.pfaw.org/category/topics/judicial-nominations
http://www.blog.pfaw.org/category/topics/judicial-nominations
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NOTES NOTES
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