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ROAD MAP
• Judicial Decision-

Making
• Anatomy of a 

Judgment Form
• Three Pivotal 

Points in Time for 
Judgments



Judicial Decision-Making



What is your decision?

VS.



How did you make your decision? 



What is your decision?



How did you make your decision? 



What about summary ejectment 
and rent abatement?



How do you make your decision? 



Putting on your “Judge Hat”
Judicial Decision-Making



Neutral Detached
Objective Impartial



As Judge…

1. You determine the legal rule and its 
elements. 

2. You explain the process to the parties.
3. You question the parties to get the 

information you need.
4. You apply the law to the facts of the case.
5. You enter judgment.



To make a decision:

1. You determine the legal rule 
and its elements 

2. You find the facts

3. You apply the law to the facts 
of the case



Neutral Application of Legal Principles

LEGAL 
RULEFacts Conclusions



Neutral Application of Legal Principles

LEGAL 
RULEFacts Conclusions



Neutral Application of Legal Principles

LEGAL 
RULEFacts Conclusions



Neutral Application of Legal Principles

LEGAL 
RULEFacts Conclusions



Best Movie of All Time?



How did you make your decision? 



Findings of Fact & Conclusions of Law



What is “finding fact”?
Determining what the facts are 

from the disputed evidence.



“Finding” a fact

Driver ran a red light.

“Driver sped 
up to make it 
through the 

yellow light, but 
the light quickly 

turned red.”

“Driver drove 
through a red 

light.” 

“The light was 
yellow when I 
drove through 

the 
intersection.”

The evidence.
(The “facts” 
according to the 
witnesses.)

Finding of 
fact (one 

possibility)

What are other possible findings of fact?



What is “finding fact”?

GATHER THE COMPETENT EVIDENCE
FIND THE FACTS

WRITE DOWN YOUR FINDINGS

These are the facts you will use to apply 
your legal rule and make conclusions.



The Law
§ 7A-222.  General trial practice and procedure.

(a) Trial of a small claim action before a magistrate is without a jury. The rules of 
evidence applicable in the trial of civil actions generally are observed. At the 
conclusion of plaintiff's evidence the magistrate may render judgment of dismissal if 
plaintiff has failed to establish a prima facie case. If a judgment of dismissal is not 
rendered the defendant may introduce evidence. At the conclusion of all the 
evidence the magistrate may render judgment or may in his discretion reserve 
judgment for a period not in excess of 10 days, except as provided in subsection (b) 
of this section.

(b) In a small claim action for summary ejectment, the magistrate shall render 
judgment on the same day on which the conclusion of all the evidence and 
submission of legal authorities occurs, unless the parties concur on an extension of 
additional time for entering the judgment and except for more complex summary 
ejectment cases, in which event the magistrate shall render judgment within five 
business days of the hearing. Complex summary ejectment cases include cases 
brought for criminal activity, breaches other than nonpayment of rent, evictions 
involving SECTION 8 of the Housing Act of 1937 (42 U.S.C. § 1437f) or public 
housing tenants, and cases with counterclaims.



“Finding” a fact

Findings of fact should not merely
recite or recount the evidence.

They represent what you have decided 
the facts are.



“Finding” a fact

• NO:
 “Mr. Jones testified that he did not receive 

an accounting of how the security deposit 
was applied.”

• YES:
 “Mr. Jones did not receive an accounting 

of the security deposit.”



“Finding” a fact

• Findings of fact should not sound 
equivocal or uncertain.

• Avoid leaving the reader with 
uncertainty about whether you have 
actually decided.



“Finding” a fact
• NO:
 “It would seem that Mr. Davis did not 

provide an accounting to Mr. Jones.”
 (“It seems that…”; It would appear that…, “The Court is inclined to find 

that…”; It appears to the Court that…”)

• YES:
 “Mr. Davis did not provide an accounting to 

Mr. Jones.”



“Finding” a fact

How do I get there?
• Listen to the evidence.  
• Assess the credibility of the witnesses.
• Weigh the value of the various bits of 

evidence.
• Make the necessary deductions.
• Have confidence.



What is a conclusion of law? 

Application of the law at issue to 
the facts you have just found.



Answer Everything

• Remember you need all the facts 
necessary to dispose of all the claims for 
all the parties.

• Your conclusions of law should be based 
on the application of the law to the facts 
that you find.



Best Candy Bar?



How did you make your decision? 



Anatomy of 
a Judgment 
Form



JUDGMENT VS. ORDER



What’s the difference?

Judgment
• A decision based on the 

evidence
• Forms provided by AOC
• Rendered in writing and 

signed by the magistrate 
or rendered electronically 
by the magistrate

Order
• Not a judgment on the 

merits
• AOC-G-108
• Records voluntary and 

involuntary dismissals
• With or without prejudice



Making 
Findings



AOC-CVM-401 Findings
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

This action was tried before the 
undersigned on the cause stated in 
the complaint. Except as may be 
indicated below, the record shows 
that the defendant(s) was given 
proper notice of the nature of the 
action and the date, time and 
location of trial.



AOC-CVM-401 Findings
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Was Defendant present in court?
• Was Defendant served?
• How was Defendant served?



AOC-CVM-401 Findings
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Did Plaintiff prove the case by the 
greater weight of the evidence or 
not?

• Did Plaintiff move for a judgment 
for possession based on the pl



AOC-CVM-401 Findings
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• What is the amount of rent in 
arrears? Needed for rent bond.

• Is there a dispute as to the 
amount of rent in arrears? What 
is the undisputed amount?



AOC-CVM-401 Findings
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Any amendments or other 
motions heard?

• Did Defendant raise a defense?
• In addition to rent, has Plaintiff 

proven other monetary 
damages?

• What else?



Making 
Conclusions



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

Is Plaintiff entitled to possession?



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Did Plaintiff fail to prove the 
case?

• Did Defendant raise a 
successful defense?



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Was the case based on the 
statutory implied forfeiture for 
failure to pay rent?

• Did Defendant tender all the 
rent due + costs of court 
before judgment?



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Was Defendant served 
personally or made an 
appearance?

• Did Plaintiff prove the amount 
of rent owed?



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Was Defendant served?
• Did Defendant fail to appear in 

the case?
• Did Plaintiff request that the 

money claim be severed from 
the possession claim?



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

 the plaintiff recover 
possession of the personal 
property described in the 
complaint.

 the plaintiff recover 
possession of the personal 
property listed below: 



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Is the monetary judgment against 
fewer than all Defendants? 

• Is the rent abated for violations of 
the RRAA?

• Is there a counterclaim to 
address?

• What else?



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Is Plaintiff entitled to costs (filing 
fee + service fee)?

• Can you enter a money judgment 
against Defendant? If not, you 
cannot award costs.



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Rate of rent necessary for 
undertaking on appeal

• Rent through date of judgment
• Any damages other than rent
• Total amount of principal



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Rate of rent necessary for 
undertaking on appeal

• Rent through date of judgment
• Any damages other than rent
• Total amount of principal



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

• Judgment served when 
announced and signed in open 
court

• Otherwise, magistrate must serve



AOC-CVM-400 Order
Judgment in Action for 

Summary Ejectment

Party can given notice of appeal 
either orally in open court or by filing 
with the clerk of court



Three 
Pivotal 
Points in the 
Life of a 
Judgment



Rendition v. Entry

Rendition
• When? At the close of the 

evidence unless 
judgment reserved GS 
7A-222

• What? In writing and 
signed by the magistrate 
or electronically GS 7A-
224

Entry
• When? As soon as 

practicable after rendition 
GS 7A-224

• What? Reduced to 
writing, signed by the 
judge, filed with the clerk 
GS 1A-1, Rule 58



Rendition v. Entry

Rendition Entry



Impacts of Rendition & Entry

Rendition
• A judgment of the district 

court GS 7A-224
• Starts 10 days for filing 

notice of appeal/affidavit 
of indigency GS 7A-228

• Starts 10 or 20 days for 
payment of costs and 20 
days for ruling on 
indigency GS 7A-228

Entry
• Before October 1, 2025, 

entry of judgment 
triggered time periods in 
GS 7A-228



Service

• Magistrate’s judgments announced and 
signed in open court at conclusion of trial = 
served

• Magistrate’s judgments not announced 
and signed in open court at conclusion of 
trial ≠ served



Before you announce your 
judgment
1. You determine the legal rule and its elements 

• What law applies? 
– What is my authority? 
– Does the law provide the remedy plaintiff seeks?

• What are the elements of the legal rule? What does the plaintiff need to 
prove? 

2. You find the facts
• What is the evidence? What facts do I find?

3. You apply the law to the facts of the case
• How does the law apply to those findings? What is my conclusion? 

• What will I order? Is my order supported by my findings/conclusions?



FRIENDLY REMINDERS!
The order/judgment 

belongs to you, and 
you are responsible 
for the contents.

Your judgment is not 
served in open court 
until it is signed and 
announced. 



QUESTIONS?
Melanie Crenshaw 
mcrenshaw@sog.unc.edu
(919) 962-2761

mailto:mcrenshaw@sog.unc.edu
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