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What Kind of Court Opinions Should 
be published?

1. establishes a new rule of law, or alters or modifies an 
existing rule of law, or applies an established rule to 
a novel fact situation;

2. creates or resolves a conflict or authority either 
within the circuit or between this circuit and another;

3. discusses a legal or factual issue of continuing public 
interest;

4. is accompanied by a concurring or dissenting opinion;
5. addresses a lower court or administrative agency 

decision that has been published; or,
6. is a decision that has been reviewed by the United 

States Supreme Court.



Where are court documents?

 Appellate Courts (High & Intermediate)
 Court Clerk’s case files: appellate briefs

 Printed Reporters: Opinions, Orders

 Databases: Westlaw, Lexis, Bloomberg Law, etc.

 Court Web Sites: Opinions, Orders

 Trial Courts
 Court Clerk’s case files:  petitions, answers, 

subpoenas, motion, orders, briefs, discovery 
materials, verdict forms, jury instructions, 
notices, exhibits, etc



Early Publishers

 Governments (Non-commercial)

 Commercial: John West – West publishing
 Office Supply Salesman

 Observed growing concern of attorneys unable to 
read exploring case volume

 Began syllabi of Minnesota case law

 National Reporter System (1887 – present)

 Commercial publishers quickly eclipsed 
governmental - speedier



‘Official’ and ‘Unofficial’

 Official Reporter = Published or 
Recognized as a result of statute
 First ones nationally for the States were 

MA, NY and KY in early 1800s

 Unofficial Reporter = Published by 
Commercial or Nonprofit entity, not as a 
result of an enacted law

 Not all jurisdictions have or had ‘official’ 
reporters



And the Winner is….

 West Publishing: The 800 lb Gorilla

 Westlaw

 Treatises / Hornbooks / Nutshells

 Encyclopedias

 Casebooks

 Opinions

 Statutes



Types of West Case Reporters

 Jurisdictional
 Federal (e.g. Supreme Court Reporter)

 State-based (e.g. Missouri Cases)

 Topical
 E.g. Bankruptcy Reporter

 E.g. Federal Rules Decision 

 Regional (states’ cases)
 7 Geographic Regions 

 Unique to West



Regional Reporter System

 State Appellate 
Case Law 
ONLY

 7 Regions

 Each Region 
has
Reporter

 Most Reporters
in 2nd or 3rd

series

West’s Regional Reporter System



West Reporters – State Cases

 Regional Reporters
 Collections of state 

appellate cases from 
a region 

 Chronologically 
printed and compiled

 Individual State 
Reporters
 West extrapolates 

out cases from a 
particular state in 
separate publication



West’s Case Reporters
West’s Case Reporters



Case Publication Cycle - Print

 Slip Opinion
 Single Opinion issued 

in Pamphlet Form

 Typically ‘Official’

 Advance Sheet
 Collection of 

Opinions (Pre-
binding)

 Consistent 
Numbering system

 Bound Reporter in 
Print Series



Structure of
a Case

 Elements of Case

Publisher’s
Summary

Party Names

Court

Disposition

Date of Decision



U.S.
v. Parmelee

Headnote Number

Headnote

Key NumberTopic Name



Federal Court System

U.S. Supreme Court

U.S. Court of Appeals
12 Circuits 

U.S. Court of Appeals 
for the Federal Circuit

U.S. Court of
Military Appeals

94 District 
Courts 

including 3 
territorial 

courts (Guam, 

Northern 
Mariana, Virgin 

Islands)

U.S. 
Tax 

Court

U.S.
Court

of
International

Trade

U.S.
Claims
Court

U.S.
Court

Of
Veterans
Appeals

Army,
Navy,

Marines,
Air Force

Coast
Guard

Courts of
Military
Review



13 Fed. Judicial Circuits



Supreme Court Opinions:
Where are they?

 Official Reporter

 U.S. Reports

 Commercial Reporters (Print and Digital)

 Supreme Court Reports (WEST)

 Lawyer’s Edition (LEXIS)

 Digital – Online

 Web – Multiple Sources



Unofficial Reporters – Federal:
West Publishing

 Federal Level –
Supreme Court

 Supreme Court 
Reporter (West)

 Began in 1882 (Vol 
106 of U.S. Reports 
forward)



West Reporters - Federal

 Federal Appellate Courts

 Federal Reporter

 Three Series: 1st v.1-300 
(1880-1924), 2d. V.1-999 
(1925-1987), 3rd v.1- (1988- ), 
as of 9/12/14: V.752

 Includes opinions from all 13 
Federal Circuit Courts

 Trial Courts

 Federal Supplement



Official Reporters - States

 States
 1804 – Massachusetts, 

New York and Kentucky 
passed laws authorizing 
publication of Official 
Case Reporter

 Commercial publisher 
(West Publishing) 
designated ‘official’
in some states



Review
United States Reports 

(Official)

Supreme Court Reporter
(West)



Review



Review – Federal Trial 
(District) Courts



Review:State
Court Opinions 

 Missouri cases



U.S.
v. Parmelee



West’s American Digest 
System

 Types of Digests

1. Decennial 

2. General

3. Federal

4. Regional (e.g. Northeastern)

5. State (e.g. Missouri Digest)

6. Subject (e.g. Bankruptcy 
Digest)

 Digests for all West Reporters



How do I find a Case on my 
issue using a West Digest?

 Descriptive Word Index or Words & 
Phrases Index
 Identify key legal or factual terms

 Analysis or Topic Review
 Identify areas of law involved, review list of 

West topics and choose appropriate 
subtopics therein

 One good case method
 Locate case in Table of Cases

 Determine matching Topic/Key Number 



West’s Outline of American 
Law

 450 General Topics organized under 
Seven Categories

1. Persons

2. Property

3. Contracts

4. Torts

5. Crimes

6. Remedies

7. Government



West Key Number System®
Numerical List of Digest Topics 

 1 Abandoned and Lost Property

 2 Abatement and Revival

 ……

 413 Workers’ Compensation

 414 Zoning and Planning

 450 Merit Systems Protection

 For more info about Digest Topics: 
http://west.thomson.com/documentation/westlaw/wlawdoc
/wlres/keynmb06.pdf

http://west.thomson.com/documentation/westlaw/wlawdoc/wlres/keynmb06.pdf


THE TOPIC AND KEY NUMBER 
SYSTEM: AN EXAMPLE

 Each topic is broken down into subheadings.

 This process continues until further breakdown of a point 
of law is unproductive and a specific key number is 
assigned. See, 92k90.1(1.2) below.

 There are over 100,000 specific key numbers. 

92 Constitutional Law (Topic) 

92V Personal, Civil and Political Rights (Sub-Heading)

92k90  Freedom of Speech and of the Press 

92k90.1  Particular Expressions and Limitations

92k90.1(1.2) k. Election Regulations 





WestlawNext: Case Research: Two 
Approarches

 Key Number System: subject keywords

 Full Text Case Search: use connectors 
to run searches 































Search federal cases only



Information about the database









Narrow down my searches















LexisNexis Cases Editorial 
Enhancements

 Case Summary (Written by Editors)
 Procedural Posture: tells you how the case came before the court

 Overview: sets out the material facts, issues, any controlling 
citation, and the resolution and rationale of the case

 Outcome: how the court ruled in the case

 Core Terms

 Headnotes (quotes from the case)
 Consist of statements indentifying the key legal issues addressed 

by the court

 Selected by LexisNexis editors

 Even though use the courts language, still do not cite to the 
headnote.







The Bluebook: A Uniform Legal 
Citation System

 Quick Reference:
 Jackson v. Metro. Edison Co., 348 F. Supp. 954, 

956-58 (M.D. Pa. 1972), aff’d, 483 F.3d 754 (3d 
Cir. 1973), aff’d, 419 U.S. 345 (1974).

 State v. Echols, 175 Wis.2d 653, 680, 499 N.W.2d 
631, 640 (Wis. 1993), cert. denied , 510 U.S. 899 
(1993). 

parallel citations



Citing State Cases (Rule 10.4(b)/T.1)

 In general , your cite should indicate the state and the 

court of decision in the parenthetical. 

 Smith v. State, 745 So. 2d 922 (Ala. Crim. App. 1999).

 Smith v. State, 745 So. 2d 922 (Ala. Crim. App. 1999).

 BUT, do not include the name of the court, if the 

decision is the highest court of the state.

 Britton v. Doehring, 242 So. 2d 666 (Ala. 1970).



Questions?


