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I N D E X 

• Reasons to research court records 

• Quick review of  court systems/structure 

• Gathering background for case research 

• Researching recent/pending trials and 

appeals 

• Researching historical court records 

• Questions 



Why research court records? 

• Academic: background on a court case to 

write a paper, thesis, or other research 

pursuit. 

• Genealogical: researching ancestors who 

were lawyers/judges/parties in a court 

case. 

• Personal: personally involved, or 

emotionally invested, in a recent lawsuit. 



What could your users find? 

• Dockets, which list the case proceedings and 

filings. 

• Trial courts: documents filed, such as the 

complaint (civil cases)/indictment (criminal), etc. 

• Appeals: briefs submitted in support of  each 

side’s argument; selected items from the lower 

court (“record” or “appendix”).  

• Transcripts may be available; sometimes 

excerpts and sometimes complete. 



What could your users find? 

• Something has been sealed by the court, or 

destroyed as part of  a record disposal plan. 

• Needed materials are not available online. 

• Or, they’re online, but cost money to access. 

• Things may not exist in the desired format 

(e.g. audio recordings and transcripts of  U.S. 

Supreme Court arguments, but no video). 



It depends… 

Several factors will determine what is 

available for a particular legal action, and 

how easy it will be to obtain the court 

records. 

• Location of  court (federal vs. state) 

• Level of  court (trial vs. appellate) 

• Time period of  the proceeding 



Quick review of  court systems 

• There are separate systems for federal and state 

courts. 

• The structures are similar across jurisdictions: 

– Trial-level court (the starting place) 

(a.k.a. District Court, Superior Court)* 

– Intermediate appellate court (appeal is “of  right”) 

(a.k.a. Court of  Appeals)* 

– Court of  last resort (discretionary appeal) 

(a.k.a. Supreme Court)* 

*Names vary in different jurisdictions! 

http://www.uscourts.gov/about-federal-courts/federal-courts-public/court-website-links
http://www.ncsc.org/information-and-resources/browse-by-state/state-court-websites.aspx


GATHERING  

BACKGROUND 



The Five Ws 

• Who: parties, attorneys, judges 

• What: which documents are needed? 

• When: current vs. historical materials 

• Where: federal or state? which level of  

court? 

• Why: may help determine appropriate 

sources 



Working backwards: 

court opinions 

• Party names 

• Docket number 

• Court name or abbreviation 

• Date of  court’s opinion  

(not date of  case filing!) 

• Judge’s last name  

(reappears later in opinion 

text) 



Sources for court opinions 

• LexisNexis Academic, Federal & 

State Cases section 

• Google Scholar: free access to federal 

& state cases.  

Note: Check dates of  coverage! 

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


Where do “cases” come from? 

Court of  
last resort 

Intermediate 
appellate court 

Trial courts 
 

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



Working forward: news/blogs 

If  you don’t find a court opinion to start, 

newspaper articles and/or blog entries 

can help you pin down the five Ws. 

• America’s News (NewsBank) 

• ProQuest Newsstand (via NCLive) 

• Justia BlawgSearch (6000+ law blogs) 

 

http://infoweb.newsbank.com/
http://infoweb.newsbank.com/
http://infoweb.newsbank.com/
http://www.nclive.org/cgi-bin/nclsm?rsrc=324
http://www.nclive.org/cgi-bin/nclsm?rsrc=324
http://www.nclive.org/cgi-bin/nclsm?rsrc=324
http://blawgsearch.justia.com/
http://blawgsearch.justia.com/
http://blawgsearch.justia.com/






Summary: gathering background 

• Locate as much information as you 

can about the case up-front! 

–Docket number and court is ideal. 

–Case citation (for published opinions) 

will also be helpful. 

• Next steps depend upon court 

location & age of  case! 



RESEARCHING  

RECENT CASES 



Recent cases: Key points 

• The court maintains the case docket, which 

lists the case activity and filings. 

• Best approach is to locate the docket sheet 

and identify further materials that you would 

like to obtain. 

• Reproductions are likely available for a fee. 

• For pending cases, it could be years before 

there is a “resolution.”  

 



Locating dockets 

Federal Courts 

• U.S. Supreme Court: 

Case documents > 

Docket search; 

SCOTUSblog 

• All other federal courts: 

PACER.gov 

PacerPro 

Justia Dockets (2004 - ; 

free searching; limited 

access) 

State Courts 

• Check court 

system’s website for 

online filings. 

• If  not provided, 

contact the court 

clerk’s office where 

the case was filed for 

further assistance. 

http://www.supremecourt.gov/docket/docket.aspx
http://www.scotusblog.com/case-files/terms/
http://www.pacer.gov/
https://www.pacerpro.com/
http://dockets.justia.com/
http://www.ncsc.org/Information-and-Resources/Browse-by-State/State-Court-Websites.aspx
http://www.ncsc.org/Information-and-Resources/Browse-by-State/State-Court-Websites.aspx


Dockets can be searched 

from the site search box or 

under “Case Documents” 

in the main menu. 

 

Individual dockets look like 

this example from Obergefell 

v. Hodges, the same-sex 

marriage case. 

U.S. Supreme Court: Dockets 



“On-Line MERITS 

BRIEFS” links to a site 

hosted by the American 

Bar Association, with 

full-text briefs from case 

parties as well as from 

amici curiae (“friends of  

the Court”). 

U.S. Supreme Court: Briefs 



U.S. Supreme Court: Briefs 



Locating other federal dockets 

• For recent (2000s – present) federal cases 

not in the U.S. Supreme Court, materials 

will be found on PACER (Public Access 

to Court Electronic Records). 

• PACER requires an individual username 

and password, as well as an associated 

credit card. 

http://www.pacer.gov/


PACER billing 

• Searching and viewing documents on 

PACER costs $0.10/page. 

• Most documents are capped at a maximum 

$3.00 (with some exceptions, like 

transcripts and large search results). 

• Users will not be charged unless their 

usage exceeds $15.00 in a quarterly billing 

cycle.  



If  a library user wants to 

access PACER, the most 

important things they 

should know first: 

• The billing system! 

• The docket number 

• The (federal) court 

PACER 



PACER.gov: Find a Case 



Choose the appropriate court 

Watch out for U.S. Bankruptcy Courts  

with the same location names! 



Click “Query” to 

search for a case within 

this court filing system. 





“Docket Report” allows you 

to generate a customized list 

of  filings by date or by 

document number. 

 

“History/Documents” will 

retrieve a fuller list. (May be 

more expensive for 

protracted proceedings.) 





PACER Docket Sheet 

 



PACER Docket - receipt 



PACER document retrieval 

• Clicking the hyperlinks will 

retrieve the full-text document – 

and will cost an additional 

$0.10/page each time. 

• Download/print documents to 

avoid being charged multiple times 

for the same thing! 



Searching PACER 

• PACER search options are very limited. 

• PACER Case Locator will search 

across all PACER sites for case numbers 

and/or parties…for a fee. 

• Always better to know your court and 

party information before diving into 

PACER! 



PACER Case Locator 







Justia Dockets & Filings 

• http://dockets.justia.com  

• Free front-end search for federal docket 

information back to 2004. 

• Some free documents; otherwise links into 

PACER. 

• Good option to confirm docket # and 

court information before incurring 

PACER charges. 

http://dockets.justia.com/




• 2 results,  

2 different 

courts, for 

what looks 

to be the 

same case. 

• Note filing 

dates. 





Save a bit on search 

costs with Justia’s direct 

link into the case on 

PACER. 









PacerPro.com  



RECAP extension/archive 

• RECAPthelaw.

org 

• Browser 

extension 

populates the 

free archive with 

user downloads 

from PACER. 

http://www.recapthelaw.org/
http://www.recapthelaw.org/


State Courts 

• No uniformity among state courts 
about online access or availability. 

• Some free; some fee; some not 
available. 

• Generally, check court’s website for 
dockets and filings; then consult court 
clerk’s office for more information. 
 



NY eCourts 

WebCivil 

provides 

access to civil 

docket 

information 

& motions 

back to 1983. 

Some full-text 

documents. 

https://iapps.courts.state.ny.us/webcivil/ecourtsMain


CA: Online Services 





Additional case materials 

Oral argument audio or video may be 
available outside of  usual filing systems. 

• U.S. Supreme Court: Oral Arguments 
(2010 - ); OYEZ Project (1955 - )  

• U.S. Circuit Courts: Oral argument audio 
links 

• N.Y. Court of  Appeals: webcasts & 
transcripts 

 

http://www.supremecourt.gov/oral_arguments/oral_arguments.aspx
http://www.oyez.org/
http://law.duke.edu/lib/researchguides/records_briefs/
http://law.duke.edu/lib/researchguides/records_briefs/
http://law.duke.edu/lib/researchguides/records_briefs/
https://www.nycourts.gov/ctapps/OA-Archives.htm
https://www.nycourts.gov/ctapps/OA-Archives.htm
https://www.nycourts.gov/ctapps/OA-Archives.htm


Recent cases: key points 

• Determine key case information in 

advance. 

• Check PACER (most federal) or court 

websites (U.S. Supreme Court & state 

courts) for possible online filings (possibly 

for a fee). 

• Contact court clerk’s office if  unable to 

locate materials online. 



RESEARCHING  

HISTORICAL CASES 



Gathering background 

• Largely the same process as with recent 

cases. 

• Opinions are very helpful starting places, 

providing key information about the court, 

docket/reporter citation, and parties. 

• Opinions may even include some 

transcription of  argument or 

background by the case reporter. 





This 5-page summary of  the case’s prior history is not part 

of  the N.C. Supreme Court judge’s opinion. 

The opinion text begins  

after “Sharp, J.” 



Records & Briefs sets 

• Appellate courts may provide sets of  

records & briefs to area libraries, which 

contain additional case materials provided 

to the court at the time of  filing. 

• For more in-depth research of  a case 

which was appealed, this is a great place 

to begin. 



What’s in the records & briefs? 

• Briefs from the appealing party 

(appellant or petitioner) and reply 

brief  from the other party (appellee or 

respondent).  

• Record of  the trial court: lower court 

opinion (often unpublished elsewhere); 

selected or complete transcript; 

affidavits or other filings.  





Lower court 

judgment 



Testimony 



The exclusion of  Mrs. 

Beacham’s testimony resulted 

in the order of  a new trial 

by the N.C. Supreme Court. 

Testimony 



Formats for records & briefs 

• Records and briefs exist 

in print, microforms, 

and digital formats. 

• May be organized by  

docket number or case  

reporter citation. 

• Inclusion may be 

irregular. 



Locating records & briefs 

• Whiteman & Campbell's A Union List of  
Appellate Court Records and Briefs: 
Federal and State (1999) is a good 

starting place, although its holdings have 

grown outdated. 

• WorldCat may also assist in locating 

records & briefs, although set titles are 

often supplied by catalogers and may vary. 

http://www.worldcat.org/


Subscription services 

Some databases offer access to digitized records 

and briefs. 

• The Making of  Modern Law: U.S. 

Supreme Court Records & Briefs 1832-1978 

• LLMC Digital: New York and California 

state records 

• HeinOnline: New York Court of  Appeals 

records & briefs 

http://infotrac.galegroup.com/itweb/duke_law?db=SCRB
http://www.llmcdigital.org/Default.aspx
http://home.heinonline.org/titles/New-York-Court-of-Appeals-Records-and-Briefs/


Other digitization projects 

• Virginia Supreme Court Records 

(Washington & Lee Law Library) 

• Florida Supreme Court Briefs & 

Opinions (FSU Law Library) 

• UNC Law Library is in the process of  

digitizing North Carolina records & 

briefs. 

http://scholarlycommons.law.wlu.edu/va-supreme-court-records/
http://archive.law.fsu.edu/library/flsupct/index.html
http://archive.law.fsu.edu/library/flsupct/index.html
http://guides.lib.unc.edu/c.php?g=41010&p=261361
http://guides.lib.unc.edu/c.php?g=41010&p=261361
http://guides.lib.unc.edu/c.php?g=41010&p=261361


FINAL REVIEW 



Key information 

• Party names 

• Court location and appellate level 

• Case docket number and/or reporter 

citation  

• Date of  filing and/or court opinion 

• News sources may assist with finding this 

info (and may actually be the most 

accessible sources for your patron). 



Online availability 

• Aside from PACER, no real uniformity in 

online availability of  materials. 

• State courts vary widely in available 

information. 

• Some public and private entities are 

digitizing records & briefs, but not 

comprehensively online yet.  



Getting help 

• Clerk’s office in the court where the case 

was filed can advise what is available. 

• Area law school libraries may have 

received print or microform sets of  

records & briefs. 

• National Archives or state archives may 

retain additional case materials. 



“But…then what happened?” 

• When new trials are ordered by an 

appellate court (like in Swain v. Tillett), it 

can be hard to track down the ultimate 

“outcome” of  the case.  

• Trial-level court orders tend to be 

unpublished; settlements may also occur. 

• Will likely require some archival research. 

 





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/

