


Legal Research…without the Law Library 

o Introduction 
– Handling the self-help legal patron 

– Secondary sources: Your best first stop 

o U.S. Legal Research Overview & Sources 
– Legislative materials 

– Executive materials 

– Judicial materials 

– “Good law”: Updating your findings 

o Participant Questions 



Introduction 

o “Do you have anything to help me 
make my own will?” 

o “How do I fight this traffic ticket?” 

o “My deadbeat landlord never fixes 
anything; can I sue him?” 

o “I’ve invented the world’s greatest 
contraption! Now I need a patent.” 



The self-help legal patron 

(a.k.a. “pro se” patron) 



Legal reference ≠ legal advice! 

o Be very clear with pro se patrons 
about the limits to your assistance. 

o Their expectations can be unrealistic! 

Goodson Law Library, http://law.duke.edu/lib/reference/  

http://law.duke.edu/lib/reference/
http://law.duke.edu/lib/reference/
http://law.duke.edu/lib/reference/


Referral services [Duke Law] 

http://law.duke.edu/legalreferrals/


Legal Aid: LSC.gov 



ABA’s FindLegalHelp.org  

o State-by-state 
links to lawyer 
referral services 
(mostly through  
state bar 
associations). 

o Not free, but 
usually a low-
cost initial 
consultation. 



Referrals to Law Libraries 

o Area law school & court libraries 
may have more specialized 
collections to help the determined 
pro se researcher. 

o But your own library may have 
more than you realize, in the form 
of secondary sources. 

https://officialguide.lsac.org/release/OfficialGuide_Default.aspx


Primary legal sources Secondary legal sources 

Official government 
pronouncements 
which have the force 
of law. 

Materials which analyze 
or explain the law, but 
do not have the force of 
law. 

Examples: 

• Statutes  
(legislative) 

• Regulations 
(executive) 

• Court opinions 
(judicial) 

• Legal encyclopedia 
• Journal & law review 

articles 
• Specialized treatises 

[see Cornell Legal 
Research Engine] 

http://www.lawschool.cornell.edu/library/WhatWeDo/ResearchGuides/CLL-Legal-Research-Engine.cfm
http://www.lawschool.cornell.edu/library/WhatWeDo/ResearchGuides/CLL-Legal-Research-Engine.cfm


http://nclive.org/


Legal Information Reference Center: Books & Sample Forms 

 



 



Beat Your Ticket: Go to Court & WIN (2010) 



Legal Information Reference Center / 
Nolo Press books 

o Accessible, conversational tone 
(written specifically for non-lawyers). 

o Good general background/overview 
of legal issues related to a particular 
topic, but only a starting point. 

o For more detail and references to 
primary/secondary sources, try a 
legal encyclopedia. 



Legal Encyclopedia 

o Provide helpful summaries of the law, 
with case law & secondary source 
references for further reading. 

o Most attempt to cover the “general” law 
across all U.S. states.  
[American Jurisprudence 2d (“AmJur”);  
Corpus Juris Secundum (“C.J.S.”)] 

o Some state-specific encyclopedia give 
more guidance on the law of one 
particular jurisdiction.  
[Strong’s North Carolina Index] 



American Jurisprudence 2d 



American Jurisprudence 2d: LexisNexis Academic 

Note: The “Browse” link allows you to view each individual encyclopedia 
entry (numbered section) in context within its topic and sub-topic(s). 
 
Legal encyclopedia generally use a topical outline, rather than alphabetical, 
format for entries.  



AmJur: LexisNexis Academic 



 

AmJur: LexisNexis Academic 



 

AmJur: LexisNexis Academic 



Journal & law review articles 

o LexisNexis Academic includes a section 
of “U.S. Law Reviews & Journals.” 

o Academic Search Complete / Business 
Source Complete [via NC Live] include a 
number of law reviews & legal journals. 

o Google Scholar also provides some legal 
journal articles. 

o The ABA’s Legal Technology Resource 
Center offers a free custom search engine 
of open-access law journal articles. 

http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC00NBGenSrch&csi=7327
http://www.nclive.org/
http://scholar.google.com/
http://www.americanbar.org/groups/departments_offices/legal_technology_resources/resources/free_journal_search.html


Secondary sources: summation 

o Despite the name, secondary sources 
are a legal researcher’s first stop.  
– Context & background 

– Search keywords 

– Time-saving footnotes to specific 
primary sources 

o Potential limitations: currency, 
jurisdiction, intended audience. 



U.S. Legal Research: 

Primary Sources of Law 



Sources of Law (federal system): Ben’s Guide 

 

http://bensguide.gpo.gov/3-5/government/branches.html


The Legislative Branch 

Statutes/Laws 

Codes 



How a Bill Becomes a Law 

o If you’ve forgotten, watch Schoolhouse 
Rock! 

o For information on the legislative history 
documents created along the way, check 
out: 
– Federal Legislative History guide  

[Goodson Law Library] 

– NC Legislative History webinar  
[NCLA “Help!” series, 2011] 

– Upcoming Congressional research webinar 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-eYBZFEzf8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H-eYBZFEzf8
http://law.duke.edu/lib/researchguides/fedleg
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources/help-im-accidental-government-information-librarian-webinars


You’re a law…now what? 

Session Laws Code 

Chronological 
compilation of 
enactments by that 
year’s legislature. 
Good for historical 
research purposes 
or for very recent 
laws. 

Subject-based 
arrangement of the 
current laws in 
force (“of a general 
and permanent 
nature”), updated 
to reflect the latest 
amendments.  



Session law or code? 
If you want to know… Then you need to find... 

What the U.S. Patent Act 
looked like as it was 
originally passed by 
Congress in 1952. 

The session law version 
(frozen in time, does not 
reflect later amendments).  

The current requirements for 
patentability of an invention. 

The latest edition of the 
federal code (current laws in 
force, includes later 
amendments).  

Whether NC state law 
requires landlords to repair 
broken windows. 

The latest edition of the state 
code (current laws in force, 
includes later amendments). 



Tools for finding statutes 

o Online versions are keyword-searchable. 

o Subject indexes point you to code 
sections on a particular topic. 

o Popular Name Tables give you citation 
information based on the “short title” of 
the legislation (e.g. U.S. Patent Act of 
1952). 

o 50 state surveys: secondary source 
compiling citations to each state’s laws 
on a particular topic. 



Every Landlord’s Legal Guide (2012) [via NCLive] 

http://www.nclive.org/


Sources for federal statutes 
Session Laws U.S. Code 

• Public & Private Laws, 
FDsys  
(1995 – present) 

• U.S. Statutes at Large, 
FDsys  
(1951 – present) 

• Public Laws, LexisNexis 
Academic  
(1988 – present) 

• U.S. Statutes at Large 
Library, HeinOnline  
(1789 – present)  

• U.S. Code beta, Office of Law 
Revision Counsel  
(current code only) 

• U.S. Code, Cornell LII  
(current code only)  

• U.S. Code Service (annotated), 
LexisNexis Academic  
(current code only) 

• U.S. Code PDFs, FDsys  
(1994 – present) 

• U.S. Code library, HeinOnline  
(1925 – present) 

http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collection.action?collectionCode=PLAW
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collection.action?collectionCode=PLAW
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collection.action?collectionCode=STATUTE
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collection.action?collectionCode=STATUTE
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collection.action?collectionCode=STATUTE
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC07STFedCodesSrch
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC07STFedCodesSrch
http://www.heinonline.org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/HOL/Index?collection=statute
http://www.heinonline.org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/HOL/Index?collection=statute
http://www.heinonline.org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/HOL/Index?collection=statute
http://uscodebeta.house.gov/
http://uscodebeta.house.gov/
http://uscodebeta.house.gov/
http://uscodebeta.house.gov/
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=toc&csi=6362
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=toc&csi=6362
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=toc&csi=6362
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collectionUScode.action?collectionCode=USCODE
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collectionUScode.action?collectionCode=USCODE
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collectionUScode.action?collectionCode=USCODE
http://www.heinonline.org.proxy.lib.duke.edu/HOL/Index?collection=uscode


http://www.consumerfinance.gov/


FDsys, Public & Private Laws 

 

http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collection.action?collectionCode=PLAW


Session law internal sections 



Statutes at Large table 



 



Current Code historical notes 



Sources for state statutes 
Session laws Codes 

• Access through state 
legislature website 
(NC: back to 1959) 
 

 
 
 
• Session Laws library, 

HeinOnline  
(18th century – present)  

• Access through state 
legislature website 
(NC General Statutes) 

• State Statutes, Codes 
& Regulations, 
LexisNexis Academic  
(current codes only) 

• State Statutes: A 
Historical Archive 
library, HeinOnline 
(various dates) 

Links via  
Cornell LII  

State Law Listings 

http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC00NBGenSrch&csi=7327
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC00NBGenSrch&csi=7327
http://www.lexisnexis.com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC00NBGenSrch&csi=7327
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=ssl&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=ssl&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=ssl&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=ssl&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.ncleg.net/gascripts/statutes/Statutes.asp
http://www.ncleg.net/gascripts/statutes/Statutes.asp
http://www.ncleg.net/gascripts/statutes/Statutes.asp
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC07STStateCodesSrch
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC07STStateCodesSrch
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC07STStateCodesSrch
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC07STStateCodesSrch
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sf&sfi=AC07STStateCodesSrch
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=sstatutes&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=sstatutes&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=sstatutes&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=sstatutes&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=sstatutes&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=sstatutes&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.law.cornell.edu/states/listing


North Carolina General Statutes, NCGA 

http://www.ncleg.net/gascripts/statutes/Statutes.asp


N.C. Gen Stat. 42-42 

http://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/pdf/bysection/chapter_42/gs_42-42.pdf
http://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/pdf/bysection/chapter_42/gs_42-42.pdf
http://www.ncleg.net/enactedlegislation/statutes/pdf/bysection/chapter_42/gs_42-42.pdf


Sidebar: Local ordinances 

o County, city and town ordinances 
regulate local issues such as noise and 
animal control.  

o Codes are often posted for free on 
local government websites, or via: 

– Municode Library  

– eCode 360 

http://www.municode.com/Library
http://www.generalcode.com/codification/ecode/library


The Executive Branch 

Rules/Regulations 



The rulemaking process 

• Legislature assigns (“delegates”) 
its rulemaking power to 
executive branch agency or 
department. 

• Usually highly technical or 
specialized area. 

Delegation 

• Executive agency now has power 
to make (“promulgate”) 
rules/regulations within the scope 
of the legislature’s grant of power.   

• Once promulgated, regulations 
have the same force of law as if the 
legislature had passed it. 

Promulgation 



“Notice & comment” rulemaking 

 

 

Current rules in force are codified in an 
administrative code. 

Finalized rule is re-published in administrative 
register with summary of public comments. 

Period for public comments to the regulating body. 

Proposed rule is announced and published in 
administrative register. 



Administrative registers/codes 

Federal Register Code of Federal Regulations 

• FederalRegister.gov 
(1994 – present)  

• FDsys (1994 – present) 
• LexisNexis Academic 

(1936 – present) 
• F.R. library, HeinOnline 

(1936 – present)  

• e-CFR, GPO (unofficial, but 
kept the most current) 

• FDsys (1996 – present) 
• LexisNexis Academic 

(current edition) 
• C.F.R. library, HeinOnline 

(1938 – present)  

State administrative registers & codes: 
State Law Listings, Cornell Legal Information Institute 

http://www.federalregister.gov/
http://www.gpo.gov/searchwebapp/browse/collection.action?collectionCode=FR
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=fedreg&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/ECFR?page=browse
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/ECFR?page=browse
http://www.ecfr.gov/cgi-bin/ECFR?page=browse
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collectionCfr.action?collectionCode=CFR
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/
http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=cfr&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=cfr&set_as_cursor=clear
http://www.heinonline.org/HOL/Index?collection=cfr&set_as_cursor=clear
State Law Listing


USC title & section 

http://www.consumerfinance.gov/


Enabling statute 

 



Proposed rule - FR 

http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2012-11-07/pdf/2012-26008.pdf


Final Rule – FR (again) / Comments on Regulations.gov 

http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2013-05-03/pdf/2013-10429.pdf
http://www.regulations.gov/


eCFR.gov 

 

http://www.ecfr.gov/


Regulations summary 

o Researchers must always check for 
applicable executive branch 
regulations. 

o They are legally binding and can 
provide additional details not 
contained in the relevant statutes. 

o Begin research with the current 
administrative code for your 
jurisdiction. 



Sidebar: Other executive materials 

o Administrative agencies often issue 
many other types of documents: 
memoranda, reports, press releases, 
etc. 

o Some agencies also hear disputes and 
issue administrative decisions, very 
much like a judicial branch court. 

o These materials are often available 
through the agency website. 

 

http://www.lib.lsu.edu/gov/index.html


The Judicial Branch 

Court opinions/orders 



Precedent 

o Courts interpret the meaning of 
statutes, regulations, and prior case 
law, as they apply to a particular 
situation. 

o Their rulings create precedent which 
the relevant jurisdiction is bound to 
follow in future, similar situations.  



The life of a lawsuit 
Court of  

last resort 
(“discretionary”) 

Intermediate 
appellate court 

(appeal is “of right”) 

Trial court 

Most case law 
that researchers 
will find comes 
from appellate 
courts, although 
they comprise a 
much smaller 
fraction of the 
court systems’  
case load. 



Federal System / USCourts.gov map State Systems / NCSC links 

U.S. Supreme Court – binds lower federal courts on matters of 
federal law, and state courts on federal constitutional issues 

Court of last resort – final word 
on matters of state law & the 
state constitution 

U.S. Circuit Courts of Appeal 
–bind lower federal district 
courts within that appellate 
circuit. Different circuits may 
disagree (“circuit split”). 

Intermediate appellate court – 
binds lower trial-level courts. 

U.S. District Courts – No 
binding precedential value in 
federal system. Most decisions 
at this level are not formally 
“published”/reported. 

Trial courts – generally have no 
precedential value; usually not 
officially “published”/reported. 

http://www.uscourts.gov/Court_Locator.aspx
http://www.ncsc.org/information-and-resources/browse-by-state/state-court-websites.aspx


Sources for case law 

o LexisNexis Academic, Federal & 
State Cases section 

o Google Scholar: free access to federal 
& state cases 

o FindLaw Cases & Codes: includes 
case law databases. Note: Check 
dates of coverage! 

http://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/
http://scholar.google.com/
http://www.findlaw.com/casecode/


Example: State case law 

But what if it’s a broken 
window screen? 



Annotated code case notes 

http://www.lexisnexis.com/lnacui2api/api/version1/getDocCui?lni=57RM-TWS0-004F-P329&csi=9114&hl=t&hv=t&hnsd=f&hns=t&hgn=t&oc=00240&perma=true


Full-text case law searches 



“Good Law” 

(or not?) 



Updating Your Findings 

o The law is constantly changing! 
– Statutes can be amended. 

– Regulations can be revised. 

– Case law can be overruled. 

o Print materials become outdated 
quickly. 

o “Citator tools” help bring your 
research up to date. 



Shepard’s Citations 

o LexisNexis Academic contains a 
mini-version of the LexisNexis citator 
service, Shepard’s Citations. 

o It allows for “Shepardizing” of case 
law and selected secondary sources 
(see “Citation Formats” for list). 

o It does not work for citing references 
to statutes, court rules, or 
regulations. 





 



Google Scholar 

o Google Scholar’s legal documents 
search includes a “cited by” feature 
for case law and secondary sources. 

o Can lead to materials which indicate 
subsequent treatment, but puts more 
burden on the reader to make fine 
distinctions. 

http://scholar.google.com/


 



 



 



Helping library legal researchers 

o Do they really just need to consult 
an attorney? 
Have a referral list handy! 

o Do they want general background 
on a personal legal problem?  
Get them started with self-help 
books, encyclopedias, and/or 
journal articles. 

o Do they have known citations / are 
eager to delve into primary law? 
Dazzle them with your know-how! 



Questions? (Now or later) 

Jennifer L. Behrens 

Head of Reference Services  
J. Michael Goodson Law Library 
Duke University School of Law 

behrens@law.duke.edu 
(919) 613-7198 

http://law.duke.edu/fac/behrens/ 

Slides will be posted at http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources/. 
Please fill out an evaluation form!  

mailto:behrens@law.duke.edu
http://law.duke.edu/fac/behrens/
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources/
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources/
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources/
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources/


Upcoming Accidental Librarian Webinars 

o June 12: American FactFinder with Katharin Peter 

 

o August 7: Congressional research with Rosalind Tedford 

 

 

o Brought to you by the North Carolina Library Association’s 

Government Resources Section. Join us! 

http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources   

http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources

