Case Overview: Porter v. McCollum (2009)
Supreme Court of the United States
 Issue: Whether George Porter Jr. received ineffective assistance of counsel during the sentencing phase of his capital trial.
🔗 View case on Oyez.org

Summary of Case Facts
· Defendant: George Porter Jr., a Korean War veteran.
· Crime: In 1986, Porter shot and killed his ex-girlfriend and her boyfriend in Florida. He was convicted of two counts of first-degree murder.
· Trial Outcome: Porter was found guilty and sentenced to death.
· Defense Strategy at Sentencing: Porter’s court-appointed counsel presented minimal mitigating evidence—primarily focusing on Porter’s alcoholism.
· Key Missing Evidence:
· No information about Porter’s traumatic childhood (abuse, neglect, instability).
· No presentation of mental health history, including severe depression and likely PTSD.
· No reference to Porter’s military service in Korea, where he earned medals for bravery and likely suffered from combat trauma.
· Appeal: Porter argued his lawyer’s failure to investigate and present this mitigating evidence violated his Sixth Amendment right to effective counsel.

Supreme Court Ruling (2009):
· The Court unanimously reversed the death sentence.
· The justices held that Porter’s attorney provided deficient performance by failing to investigate and present critical mitigating evidence.
· The Court also found a reasonable probability that the jury’s sentencing decision would have been different had they known about Porter’s background.

Strickland Test Breakdown
Teachers can use this to guide student responses to Question #4.
1. Performance Prong:
 Was the attorney’s performance so deficient that they were not functioning as the "counsel" guaranteed by the Sixth Amendment?
a. In Porter, the attorney did not gather school, military, or medical records.
b. Counsel only met briefly with Porter and focused solely on alcoholism as mitigation.
c. The Court found this fell below reasonable professional standards.
2. Prejudice Prong:
 Is there a reasonable probability that, but for the attorney’s errors, the result of the proceeding would have been different?
a. The Court held that the omitted evidence—particularly Porter’s decorated war service and childhood trauma—could have swayed at least one juror to vote for life in prison rather than death.
b. Thus, the outcome was prejudiced.
