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How to Read a Case Like the Court Does
A Plain-Language Framework for Weighing Evidence

By Cassian Creed

Most of us follow true crime the same way we watch a thriller — we pick a side early, root for the outcome we
believe is right, and feel cheated when the verdict doesn't match our gut. That's human. But courts don't work
that way, and understanding why they don't will make you a sharper, more honest reader of any case you follow.

This guide isn't about defending guilty people or doubting victims. It's about thinking clearly — because the
people at the center of these cases, the ones who were harmed, deserve more than a rush to judgment. They
deserve a system that gets it right. And so do you, as someone trying to understand what actually happened.

Each section below stands on its own. Read them in order or jump to what you need. By the end, you'll have a
working framework for evaluating any case the way a court is required to — not perfectly, but honestly.

Section 1 — A Charge Isn't a Conviction, and a Theory Isn't Proof

When a prosecutor files charges, it can feel like the case is already decided. The name is in the news. The
mugshot is everywhere. People are already forming opinions. But a charge is not a finding of guilt — it's a
question being formally asked.

What a charge actually means: A prosecutor has reviewed available evidence and concluded there is probable

cause to believe a crime occurred and that this person may be responsible. Probable cause is a relatively low
bar. It means “enough reason to proceed,” not “we're certain.” Think of it as the legal system saying, this is

worth examining closely in a courtroom.

What a charge does not mean: It does not mean the person did it. It does not mean the evidence is strong. It
does not mean the investigation is complete. Charges get dropped. Charges get upgraded or downgraded.
People are charged and acquitted every day.

What an indictment means: When a grand jury issues an indictment, it means a group of citizens reviewed the
prosecution's evidence — only the prosecution's evidence, with no defense present — and agreed there was
enough to go to trial. Grand juries indict at very high rates. An indictment is not a verdict. It's a green light to
proceed.

What an arrest means: An arrest means law enforcement had probable cause to believe someone committed a
crime. That's it. An arrest can be made on incomplete information, on a single witness account, or on
circumstantial evidence that later falls apart.

The theory problem: In high-profile cases, you'll hear theories — from journalists, podcasters, armchair
analysts, and sometimes even prosecutors in opening statements. A theory is a proposed explanation. It might
be compelling. It might even be correct. But a theory is not evidence. A theory that fits the known facts is still
just a theory until it's supported by evidence that has been tested, challenged, and weighed.

The honest reader's job is to track what has actually been established at each stage versus what is being
proposed. Those are very different things, and conflating them is how smart people end up confidently wrong.
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Section 2 — Evidence vs. Speculation: What's Actually in the Room

The word “evidence” gets used loosely in true crime coverage. A rumor can be called evidence. A pattern can
be called evidence. Someone's behavior after a crime — crying too much, not crying enough — gets called
evidence. Most of it isn't, at least not in any meaningful legal sense.

Direct evidence is evidence that, if believed, directly proves a fact without requiring any inference. An
eyewitness who says “I saw him pull the trigger” is offering direct evidence. A video recording of the act is
direct evidence. Direct evidence is powerful — but it's also fallible. Eyewitnesses misremember. Videos can be
misinterpreted. Direct evidence still has to be evaluated for credibility.

Circumstantial evidence is evidence that requires an inference to connect it to a conclusion. A defendant's
fingerprints at a scene, a motive established through financial records, a timeline that places someone near a
location — these are all circumstantial. They don't directly prove guilt, but they point toward it.

Here's the thing most people get wrong: circumstantial evidence is not weak evidence. Courts convict on
circumstantial evidence all the time, and rightfully so. A case built on ten solid pieces of circumstantial
evidence can be far stronger than a case built on one shaky eyewitness. What matters is whether the evidence,
taken together, leads to a conclusion beyond a reasonable doubt — not whether any single piece is a smoking
gun.

Corroboration is what makes circumstantial evidence powerful. When multiple independent pieces of
evidence point to the same conclusion, they corroborate each other. A suspect's phone places them near the
scene. A witness saw a car matching their description. Financial records show a motive. None of these alone is
conclusive — but together, they form a web that's hard to explain away. The more independent the sources, the
stronger the corroboration.

Chain of custody is the documented record of who collected a piece of evidence, who handled it, where it was
stored, and how it got from the crime scene to the courtroom. It sounds like bureaucratic paperwork, but it
matters enormously. If a piece of physical evidence — a weapon, a DNA sample, a piece of clothing — can't be
accounted for at every step, the defense can argue it was contaminated, mislabeled, or tampered with. A broken
chain of custody doesn't mean the evidence is fake, but it does mean its reliability is in question.

Speculation is everything else. It's the podcast host saying “he just seems guilty.” It's the neighbor who says the
defendant “always gave off a weird vibe.” It's the theory that fits the narrative but isn't supported by
documented, testable facts. Speculation can be interesting. It can even point investigators in useful directions.
But it is not evidence, and treating it as such is one of the most common ways people go wrong when following
a case.

Section 3 — How Courts Actually Weigh Evidence

Understanding what evidence is gets you halfway there. Understanding how courts are required to weigh it gets
you the rest of the way.

Burden of proof is the obligation to prove a claim. In a criminal trial, that burden rests entirely on the
prosecution. The defendant does not have to prove innocence. The defendant does not have to explain anything.
The defendant can sit silently through the entire trial and that silence cannot be held against them. This isn't a
technicality — it's a foundational principle. The state has the power to investigate, arrest, and prosecute. The
individual does not have those resources. Requiring the state to prove its case is the counterbalance.
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The standard: beyond a reasonable doubt. This is the highest evidentiary standard in the American legal
system. It's higher than the standard used in civil cases (“preponderance of the evidence,” meaning more likely
than not) and higher than the standard used in some administrative proceedings (“clear and convincing
evidence”). Beyond a reasonable doubt means the evidence is so compelling that a reasonable person would
have no significant uncertainty about guilt.

Here's how to explain it to a smart friend: Imagine you're on a jury. You've heard everything — every witness,
every piece of evidence, every argument. Now ask yourself: Is there any reasonable explanation for all of this

evidence that doesn't involve the defendant being guilty? If yes — if you can construct a plausible, reasonable
alternative explanation — then you have a reasonable doubt, and you cannot convict. The doubt doesn't have to
be certain. It doesn't have to be proven. It just has to be reasonable.

Why “probably did it” isn't enough. This is where a lot of people get frustrated with verdicts. “Of course he
did it — look at all the evidence!” But “probably” is not the standard. “Likely” is not the standard. Even “very
likely” is not the standard. The standard is beyond a reasonable doubt, and that standard exists for a reason:
because the consequences of a wrongful conviction — years or decades of a person's life, their family's life —
are severe enough that the system demands near-certainty before imposing them.

This doesn't mean the system always gets it right. It doesn't mean guilty people don't go free. It means the
system has made a deliberate choice about which kind of error it's more willing to risk — and it has chosen to
risk letting some guilty people go rather than routinely convicting innocent ones.

Admissibility is a filter that happens before the jury ever sees evidence. Judges rule on whether specific
evidence can be presented at trial based on rules about relevance, reliability, and how it was obtained. Evidence
gathered through an illegal search may be excluded. Hearsay — a witness repeating what someone else told
them — is generally not admissible, with specific exceptions. Prior bad acts by the defendant are usually
excluded to prevent the jury from convicting based on character rather than the facts of the case. When you hear
that a judge “excluded” evidence, it doesn't mean the evidence doesn't exist — it means the jury won't be
allowed to consider it, because the rules of evidence determined it was too unreliable or too prejudicial to be
fair.

Section 4 — What Experts Can and Can't Tell a Jury

Expert witnesses are some of the most powerful — and most misunderstood — figures in a criminal trial. A
forensic pathologist, a DNA analyst, a digital forensics specialist: these are people with deep technical
knowledge that most jurors don't have. That makes their testimony influential. It also makes it easy to
misinterpret.

What an expert can offer: An expert can testify about facts within their area of expertise. A medical examiner
can testify that the cause of death was blunt force trauma to the head. A DNA analyst can testify that a sample
collected from the scene matched the defendant's profile with a statistical probability of one in several billion. A
ballistics expert can testify that a bullet recovered from the victim was fired from a specific weapon. These are
findings — conclusions drawn from documented analysis using established methods.

What an expert cannot do: An expert cannot tell the jury who committed the crime. That's the jury's job. A
medical examiner can say how someone died, but not who caused it. A DNA analyst can say whose DNA was
present, but not how it got there or when. A digital forensics expert can say what data was on a device, but not
always what it means in context. The moment an expert steps beyond their documented findings and into
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interpretation of the broader case, they're offering an opinion — and opinions, even expert ones, should be
weighed accordingly.

The difference between a finding and an opinion: A finding is a conclusion that follows directly from
documented analysis. An opinion is a judgment that requires interpretation, inference, or context beyond the
data itself. Both can be valuable. But they carry different weight. When an expert says “the DNA matched,”
that's a finding. When an expert says “this pattern of behavior is consistent with someone who planned the
crime in advance,” that's an opinion — and it should be evaluated as such.

Competing experts: In many trials, both sides call expert witnesses who reach different conclusions. This can
feel like the system is broken — if experts disagree, how is a jury supposed to know what's true? But competing
expert testimony isn't a flaw. It's the adversarial process doing exactly what it's designed to do: forcing both
sides to test their conclusions against scrutiny. A jury's job isn't to pick the more credentialed expert. It's to
evaluate which expert's reasoning is better supported by the underlying evidence, more consistent with
established methodology, and less dependent on assumptions that haven't been proven.

Red flags in expert testimony: Watch for experts who overstate certainty, who venture far outside their
documented findings, or whose conclusions seem tailored to the side that hired them. Legitimate experts
acknowledge the limits of their analysis. They say things like “the data is consistent with” rather than “the data
proves.” Overconfidence in an expert witness is often a sign that they've crossed from finding into advocacy.

Section 5 — What a Verdict Actually Settles — and What It Doesn't

A verdict is the most consequential moment in a criminal trial. It's also one of the most misunderstood.

What “guilty” means: A guilty verdict means the jury — unanimously, in most jurisdictions — concluded that
the prosecution proved its case beyond a reasonable doubt. It means twelve people, after hearing all admissible
evidence and applying the legal standard they were given, were convinced of guilt. It does not mean the case is
fully understood. It does not mean every question has been answered. It does not mean the defendant acted
alone, or that everyone involved has been held accountable. A guilty verdict is a legal conclusion, not a
complete account of what happened.

What “not guilty” means: This is where public confusion runs deepest. “Not guilty” is not the same as
“innocent.” A not guilty verdict means the prosecution did not meet its burden of proof — that the jury could
not conclude, beyond a reasonable doubt, that the defendant committed the crime as charged. It might mean the
evidence was weak. It might mean key evidence was excluded. It might mean the jury had reasonable doubts
about one element of the charge even if they believed the defendant was involved in some way. It might, in
some cases, mean the defendant genuinely didn't do it. The verdict doesn't tell you which of those is true.

The hard-acquittal problem: High-profile acquittals often leave the public feeling that justice failed.
Sometimes that feeling is right — wrongful acquittals happen, just as wrongful convictions do. But the
appropriate response to an acquittal you disagree with is not to treat the verdict as meaningless. It's to ask: What

did the prosecution fail to prove, and why? That question is almost always more illuminating than simply
deciding the system got it wrong.

Civil vs. criminal: You may have noticed that some defendants are acquitted in criminal court and then found
liable in civil court — O.J. Simpson, found liable for the deaths of Nicole Brown Simpson and Ronald
Goldman, being the most famous example. This isn't a contradiction. Criminal and civil cases operate under
different standards. Criminal conviction requires proof beyond a reasonable doubt. Civil liability requires only a
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preponderance of the evidence — meaning it's more likely than not that the defendant is responsible. The same
set of facts can fail to meet the criminal standard while still meeting the civil one. These are two different
questions being asked under two different frameworks.

What a verdict doesn't resolve: A verdict doesn't tell you the full story of what happened. It doesn't identify
everyone who may have been involved. It doesn't explain motive with certainty. It doesn't heal the harm done to
victims and their families. And it doesn't close the book on public understanding of a case. Verdicts are legal
conclusions. The human story — the why, the how, the full weight of what was lost — lives outside the
courtroom, and it deserves to be treated with more care than a verdict alone can provide.

Section 6 — The Ten-Question Checklist: How to Read Any Case You Follow

Use this checklist on any case you're following in the news, in a podcast, or in a documentary. These questions
won't tell you who's guilty. They'll tell you whether you actually know enough to have a confident opinion —
and that's the point.

1. What stage is this case actually at? Is this an arrest, a charge, an indictment, a trial, or a verdict? Each stage
means something different. Don't treat an arrest like a conviction or a charge like proof.

2. What is the source of this information? Is it from court documents, official statements, or verified
reporting? Or is it from a podcast, a social media post, or an unnamed source? The closer the source is to
documented, verifiable evidence, the more weight it deserves.

3. What has actually been established — and what is being proposed? Separate what the evidence shows
from what analysts, commentators, or prosecutors are theorizing. A theory that fits the facts is still a theory.

4. Is the evidence direct or circumstantial — and how well is it corroborated? Neither type is automatically
stronger. Ask whether multiple independent pieces of evidence point to the same conclusion, or whether the
case rests on a single source.

5. Has the chain of custody been documented? For physical or forensic evidence, ask whether there's a clear,
unbroken record of how it was collected, stored, and handled. A gap in that record doesn't mean the evidence is
fabricated — but it does mean its reliability is legitimately in question.

6. Who carries the burden of proof, and has it been met? In a criminal case, the prosecution must prove guilt
beyond a reasonable doubt. Ask whether the evidence presented actually meets that standard — not just whether
it's suggestive or compelling.

7. Is there a reasonable alternative explanation? This is the heart of reasonable doubt. If you can construct a
plausible, non-guilty explanation for the evidence — one that doesn't require ignoring major facts — then the
standard hasn't been met, regardless of how suspicious things look.

8. What are the experts actually saying — and where does their expertise end? Distinguish between what
an expert's analysis found and what they're inferring from it. Expert opinions are valuable, but they're not facts.
Ask whether the expert is staying within their documented findings or venturing into interpretation.

9. What evidence has been excluded — and why? If a judge ruled certain evidence inadmissible, it doesn't
disappear from reality. But it does mean the jury isn't considering it. Understanding what was excluded, and on
what grounds, can help you understand gaps in the public narrative.
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10. What does the verdict actually settle? If there's been a verdict, ask what it legally established — not what
it proves about the full story. A guilty verdict confirms the prosecution met its burden. A not guilty verdict
means it didn't. Neither one is the complete truth of what happened.

A Final Word

The cases that stay with us — the ones that generate years of podcasts, documentaries, and debate — are usually
the ones where the full truth feels just out of reach. That's not a failure of the system. It's a reflection of how
complicated human events actually are.

The court's job is to answer a specific legal question under a specific standard of proof. Your job, as someone
trying to understand what happened, is broader and harder. You're trying to make sense of real events involving
real people — victims who deserved better, families who are still living with the outcome, and a system that is
imperfect but not arbitrary.

Thinking clearly about evidence won't make that easier emotionally. But it will make you a more honest witness
to these stories. And the people at the center of them — the ones who were harmed — deserve at least that
much.

Cassian Creed is the author of No Accident and the founder of Neural Edge Publishing. Read more true-crime

explainers at cassiancreed.com.

https://cassiancreed.com

