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Introduction
• The doctrine of stare decisis is 

based upon the premise that courts 
will adhere to judicial precedent.  
According to Mersky & Dunn, stare 
decisis is “the principle that the 
decision of a court is binding 
authority on the court that issued 
the decision and on lower courts in 
the same jurisdiction for the 
disposition of factually similar 
controversies.”

• See Roy M. Mersky & Donald J. 
Dunn, An Introduction to Legal 
Research, in Fundamentals of Legal 
Research (New York:  Foundation 
Press 2002).  See p. 5.



Stare Decisis & Court Reporting

• As a practical purpose, this 

means that judges, attorneys, 

and legal researchers have to 

review established judicial 

authority and rules of law as the 

foundation for formulating legal 

arguments and issuing opinions.

• This means that these 

individuals must have access to 

these judicial decisions-- hence, 

the importance of case law.



Components of a Case
• Typically a case contains the 

following components:

– Name or Title, i.e. Pennoyer v. 
Neff;

– Citation which includes the 
volume number, reporter, and 
page number, i.e. 531 U.S. 98.  If  
there is a parallel citation, it is 
also included;

– Docket Number which is the 
number assigned to a case by 
the court when it is filed, i.e. 01-
03;

– Date the decision was rendered 
by the court;

– Syllabus;

– Names of Attorney; and

– Opinion of the court.





Court Reporting

• Since cases are so vital to American 
law, they are reported.

• There can be official reports and 
unofficial reports of decisions.

• Official reports are court reports 
authorized by either statute or court 
rule.  Citation preference is given to 
official reports by the Bluebook.  
Other citation manuals attempt to 
provide vendor neutral citation 
formats.

• Unofficial reports are usually 
published by commercial publishers 
and not at the direction of the 
Legislature or Court.



• The U.S. Supreme Court 

publishes its print opinions 

in the following formats 

and order:

– individual opinions known as 

slip opinions;

– in paperback formats known 

as advance sheets; and

– in final bound volumes.



A bound volume typically 
includes:

– a list of the Table of Cases 
contained within;

– A list of the Table of Statutes 
interpreted by cases reported 
within the volume;

– a list of judges sitting on the 
Court;

– changes in court rules;

– cases cumulated from 
preceding advance sheets;

– subject index or digest.





Organization of Case Reports

• As a general rule, case 

reports are organized in 

one of three ways:

– by jurisdiction;

– by geography;

– by subject.



Federal Courts

• Federal Courts  are organized in 

a hierarchy so that the final 

result appears to be a pyramid.

• Trial courts are the initial triers of 

fact.   In the federal court 

system, the trial court is usually 

known as the district court.  

Witnesses testify and physical 

evidence is presented.  If a jury 

trial is allowed, a jury is present 

at this court.



Specialized Federal Courts

• While federal district courts are usually the initial 

introduction into the federal court system, there are 

specialized federal courts that also act in the same 

capacity.  Some of these are:

– United States Tax Courts;

– United States Bankruptcy Courts;

– National Labor Relations Board;

– Immigration & Naturalization 

Services; &

– Federal Trade Commission.





Federal Courts

• Circuit Courts of Appeal are the intermediate 

appellate court.  At this stage, a panel of judges 

review the court transcript and examine briefs 

written by attorneys. 

• Issues of law, not fact, are decided at this level. 

• No witnesses testify.  Instead attorneys 

write briefs and argue before the court.

• The United States Supreme Court is 

the final court of appeal in the U.S. 

It also has limited original jurisdiction 

and can act as a trial court when

using this jurisdiction.



Distinguishing Between Issues 

of Law & Issues of Fact
• Joan, a Georgia resident, is 

vacationing in Florida.  While there, 
Joan has a wreck with Sue, a Florida 
resident.  Joan claims that Sue pulled 
out in front of her.  Thus the wreck is 
Sue’s fault, says Joan.  Joan sues Sue.

• At the trial court, witnesses testify 
about what they saw.  A jury then 
decides that Sue did indeed 
improperly pull out in front of Joan 
and cause the wreck.  This is an issue 
of fact, to be decided by the trier of 
fact, i.e. the jury.



• When it becomes time to award 
damages, the trial judge instructs 
the jury to apply Florida law which 
results in the imposition of fewer 
damages than would result if 
Georgia law were applied.

• Joan appeals this, asking 

the 11th Circuit to tell the 

trial judge that he instructed

the jury incorrectly regarding 
damages.  



• This is an issue of law that can be decided 

by the appellate court.  However, the 

appellate court cannot decide that the 

witnesses were lying, were blind, etc.



Publication of Federal Court 

Reports

• The United States Supreme Court has 

published decisions, i.e. reports from 

1789 onwards.

• Supreme Court decisions are officially 

reported in the United States Reports, 

U.S.

• Since official publication of Supreme 

Court reports did not begin until 1817, 

the first 90 volumes of the series  are 

cited by the name of the individual 

reporter, i.e. Dallas, Cranch, Wheaton, 
Peters, Howard, Black & Wallace.



U.S. Supreme Court
• There are commercial publications of the Court’s 

decisions, including:

– West’s Supreme Court Reporter (S.Ct.) which includes 

editorial enhancements such as topics and key 

numbers.

– United States Supreme Court

Reports, Lawyer’s Edition (L.Ed.)

published by Lexis.  This series 

also contains editorial 

enhancements.

– A loose leaf , published by BNA,

known as United States Law Week,

USLW.



U.S. Supreme Court

• In addition to recent opinions of 
the U.S. Supreme Court, United 
States Law Week also includes:
– Case Alert

– Legal Analysis

– Supreme Court Today 

– Cases Docketed   

– Cases Recently Filed

– Hearings Scheduled



U.S. Supreme Court

• The full text of U.S. Supreme 
Court opinions are also 
available on Westlaw (SCT 
database) and Lexis (Genfed 
library; US file).

• Decisions from 1991 onwards 
are available at the U.S. 
Supreme Court’s official site, 
http://www.supremecourtus.
gov/.

• Supreme Court decisions are 
also available on Findlaw, 
Cornell’s Legal Information 
Institute, Oyez, and Flite.

http://www.supremecourtus.gov/
http://www.findlaw.com/
http://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/
http://www.oyez.org/frontpage/
http://www.fedworld.gov/


Federal Circuit and District 

Courts

• Federal Cases provides reprinted 

reports of all available U.S. circuit and 

district court opinions from 1789-1879.

• Next the National Reporter System, 

published by West, kicks in.  It includes 

cases arranged by jurisdiction in the 

Federal Reporter and Federal 

Supplement while the Military Justice 

Reporter, Bankruptcy Reporter, 

Federal Claims Reporter, & Veterans 

Appeals Reporter are arranged by 
subject.



Federal Reporter

• The Federal Reporter (F., F.2d, F.3d) is 

now in its third series.  It reports 

decisions from the U.S. Circuit Courts 

of Appeal.

• It contains cases from 1879 to the 

present.

• Prior to 1932, it also included decisions 

from U.S. District Courts.

• Decisions from the U.S. Circuit Courts 

of Appeal are available on Westlaw 

(CTA) and Lexis (Genfed library; usapp 

file) as well as at Emory’s Federal 
Courts Finder.

http://www.law.emory.edu/FEDCTS/


Federal District Court Cases

• Reported decisions from U.S. 
District Courts are published in 
the Federal Reporter series, 
prior to 1932.

• After 1932, decisions from U.S. 
District Courts are reported in 
the Federal Supplement (F. 
Supp.) series.

• Electronically, decisions from 
U.S District Courts are 
published in the DCT file on 
Westlaw and the Cases-
US/District and State Courts
by State file on Lexis.



• The Military Justice 

Reporter reports cases 
from:

– 1975 onwards; &

– includes decisions from 

the U.S. Court of Military 

Appeals and Courts of 

Military Review.



• The Bankruptcy Reporter includes decisions from:

– 1980 onwards

– issued by U.S. Bankruptcy Courts and cases  
from U.S. District Courts that deal with 
bankruptcy matters.

• The Federal Claims Reporter contains cases from:

– the United States Claims Court, later the 
United States Court of Federal Claims, 

from 1982 onwards.

• The Veterans Appeal Reporter reports 

cases from:

– the U.S. Court of Veterans Appeals

from 1991 onwards.



State Court Decisions

• Individual states can choose to 

publish their Supreme Court 

and Appellate Court decisions 

officially, i.e. if mandated by 

the Legislature, or unofficially, 

when published by a 

commercial/private publisher.  

Most trial court decisions issued 

by state trial courts are not 

published.



Florida’s Courts
• The highest court of the state is 

the Florida Supreme Court, 

located in Tallahassee.  This 

Court is empowered to:

– exercise appellate 

jurisdiction;

– promulgate rules of practice 

and procedure for all Florida 

courts; and

– govern the admission and 

discipline of lawyers in 

Florida.



Florida’s Appellate Courts

• Next are five District Courts of 
Appeal, located in:
– Daytona Beach

– Lakeland

– Miami

– Tallahassee

– West Palm Beach

• These courts hear appeals from 
trial courts located within their 
geographic area.



Florida’s Circuit Courts

• There are 20 circuit courts 

that have the following 

types of jurisdiction:

– trial level jurisdiction for 

serious civil and criminal 

matters; and

– limited appellate jurisdiction 

over county court decisions.



Florida’s County Courts

• Florida has 67 counties and 

a county court in each 

county.

• These courts have trial level 

jurisdiction over less serious 

civil and criminal matters. 



Florida

• Florida’s Supreme Court and 
Appellate Court decisions are now 
published in the regional reporter, 
Southern Reporter (S., S.2d).  In 1948, 
this regional reporter became the 
“official” reporter for Florida decisions.

• From 1846 – 1948, Florida’s Supreme 
Court decisions were published in the 
Florida Reports. 

• Since 1948, West has also published 
Florida Cases which includes all 
Florida cases published in the 
Southern Reporter series.



• Selected Florida trial court
decisions, appellate decisions 
of circuit courts, and selected 
opinions of Florida’s 
administrative agencies, from 
1952 through 1992, were 
published in the Florida 
Supplement and Florida 
Supplement, Second Series. 

• In September 1992, selected 
Florida trial court decisions from 
county and circuit courts 
began being published in the 
Florida Law Weekly 
Supplement.  This is published 
monthly and includes an index 
as well as a table of cases.



• An additional publication 

that contains decisions 

from Florida’s Supreme 

Court and its appellate 

courts is the Florida Law 

Weekly which began 
publication in 1976.  It is 

now available in both print 

and electronic formats.  



Electronic Publications

• In addition, decisions from 
Florida’s courts can be found in 
electronic formats.  On 
Westlaw, decisions from 
Florida’s appellate courts can 
be found in the FL-CS
database.

• On Lexis, use the States-Legal-
US-Florida-Florida Cases file to 
access decisions from  Florida’s 
appellate courts.

• These decisions can also be 
accessed via the Internet at the 
Florida Courts site at 
http://www.flcourts.org/ .

http://www.flcourts.org/




National Reporter Series
• As mentioned previously, the 

National Reporter Series is 

published by West and has 

been since 1879.  As a series, it 

manages to publish virtually all 

of American law from 1879 

onwards via jurisdiction

(Supreme Court, federal courts, 

and state courts), geography

(state supreme court decisions 

in regional reporters) or subject

specialty (bankruptcy, etc.).



National Reporter Series

• In terms of jurisdiction, the 

series reports federal court 

decisions in the:

– Supreme Court Reporter;

– Federal Reporter; &

– Federal Supplement Series.



National Reporter Series
• Decisions from all 50 states’ 

supreme courts are also 

published, via geography, in 

the National Reporter Series.  All 

50 states are divided into seven 

regions.

• Libraries purchase these West 

regional reporters of the 

National Reporter Series rather 

than the reports of the states 

that do publish individual state 

reports.  Why?  Expense and 

space.



National Reporter Series

• The seven regional reporters 
are:
– Atlantic Reporter (A., A.2d)

– North Eastern Reporter (N.E., 
N.E.2d)

– North Western Reporter (N.W., 
N.W.2d)

– Pacific Reporter (P., P.2d, P.3d)

– South Eastern Reporter (S.E., S.E. 
2d)

– South Western Reporter (S.W., 
S.W.2d, S.W.3d)

– Southern Reporter (S., S.2d)





National Reporter Series
• If you have only one citation to 

perhaps an official state reporter and 

need an unofficial citation to a 

regional reporter, you can use the 

following:

– National Reporter Blue Book which 

refers the user from the official citation 

(i.e. state reports) to the unofficial 

National Reporter System Citation; or

– Shepard’s Citations.

– The White Tables in the State Blue and 

White Book can be used to refer the 

user from the unofficial citation of the 

National Reporter System to the official 

Citation. 





Updating Cases

• After locating your case, it 

is imperative that you 

update.

• Use the appropriate 

Shepard’s or KeyCite 

citator to update your 

decision to determine 

whether it has been 

reversed or overruled.



Locating Cases

• Cases can be located in one of 
three ways: 

– citation;

– party name;

– or subject.
• In terms of the actual publication of 

case reports, remember that cases 
are published in chronological 
order rather than  subject order.  
Thus you may have an 
environmental law case published 
next to a bankruptcy court decision 
which is located next to a criminal 
law decision.



Locating Cases

• If you do not have a citation or 

party name, you will need to 

locate a case by subject.

• To help you locate a case by 

subject, there are various case 

finding tools.  

• Digests and ALRs (American 

Law Reports) are two of the 

most comprehensive and 

helpful case finding tools.



What is a Digest?

• A digest :

– can be described as an 

annotated index;

– briefly describing the facts 

and holdings of a case; &

– listing case name and 

citation.

• Because a digest is a case 

finding tool rather than 

authority, it should not be 

cited to.





Types of Digests

• West publishes digests for:

– a comprehensive national 

series known as the 

American Digest system 

which includes all West 

Digests;

– federal court reporters;

– regional and state court 

reporters; and 

– specialized reporters.



West’s Digests

• West editors read and analyze 

every published decision.

• They then extract the legal and 

factual issues from each case 

and assign each case a 

headnote.

• The headnote is then slotted 

into one of 400 already existing 

topics and given a key number.  

Topics are arranged 

alphabetically.



West’s Digests

• Since West publishes digests for 

state, federal, specialized and 

regional court reports, it ensures 

that the topics and key 

numbers are uniform.  Thus if 

you have a topic and key 

number in the Florida Digest, 

you can move to the Modern 

Federal Practice Digest, using 

the same topic and key 

number.  You do not need to 

begin your research again.



West’s Digests

• How do you access a 

digest?

– Descriptive Word Index

– Table of Cases Volume

– Words & Phrases Volume

– Topical Outline



Updating Digests

• Always check the pocket 

part of the digest.

• Next check the advance 

sheets and bound volumes 

of the appropriate case 

reporters for any further 

updating.



Digests

• Digests available for the U.S. 

Supreme Court include:

– West’s U.S. Supreme Court 

Digest is cumulative and is 

updated with pocket parts.  

Coverage begins in 1754.

– Lexis’ Digest of United States 

Supreme Court Reports, 

Lawyer’s Edition, also 

cumulates and is updated 

with pocket parts.  Again 

coverage begins in 1754.



Digests
• Digests for Federal Cases, Federal 

Supplement, and Federal Reporter 

Series do not cumulate.  Rather there 

are five series and each series must be 

checked.  Updates are with pocket 

parts.

• Federal Digests include:

– Federal Digest (1790 - 1939)

– Modern Federal Practice Digest

(1939-1960)

– Federal Practice Digest 2d (1961-

1975)

– Federal Practice Digest 3d (1975-

1989)

– Federal Practice Digest 4th (1989-

Present)



Digests
• There are 4 regional digests published:

– Atlantic Digest 

– Northwestern Digest 

– Pacific Digest

– Southeastern Digest

• West publishes digests for all states except 

Delaware, Nevada and Utah.

• West also publishes specialized digests

such as:  

– Bankruptcy Digest

– Military Justice Digest

– United States Federal Claims Digest

– Education Law Digest & 

– United States Merit Systems Protection Board Digest.



Digests

• The American Digest System is 

published by West and is 

described by West as the 

“master index to all of the case 

law of our country.”

• The series contains the 

headnotes, topics and key 

numbers from every unit of the 

National Reporter System, i.e. 

state, federal, specialized, and 

regional digests.  



American Digest System

• The American Digest System 

contains the following:

– Century Digest 1658-1896

– First Decennial 1897-1906

– Second Decennial

1907-1916

– Third Decennial 1917--1926

– Fourth Decennial

1926-1936

– Fifth Decennial 1936-1946



American Digest System

– Sixth Decennial 1946-1956

– Seventh Decennial 1956-1966

– Eighth Decennial

1966-1976

– Ninth Decennial 1976-1986

– Tenth Decennial

1986-1991 (Part I)

– Tenth Decennial

1991-1996 (Part II)

– Eleventh Decennial 1996-2001

– General Digest 2001-
Present



Westlaw

• West has continued its 

digest system in electronic 

format. 

• The West digest system is 

available electronically 

exclusively on Westlaw.









American Law Reports

• American Law Reports (ALR) can also be used as 

a case finding tool.

• Unlike West’s Digests, the ALRs provide selective 

coverage rather than comprehensive coverage 

of American case law.

• ALR entries frequently include an

article on a subject topic written by

an expert in the field as well as

annotations to the most unique

cases on the subject in the U.S.



ALRs
• The ALR series began 

publication in 1919 and is 

now up to its sixth series.  It 

provides coverage of state 

and federal cases.

• To locate ALR annotations 

on your subject, you can 

use:

– the ALR Digest

– the ALR Quick Index

– the ALR Index



Electronic Publication

• American Law Reports are 

available in electronic 

format on both Westlaw 

and Lexis.















Updating ALRs
• To update the ALR 3d, 4th, 

5th, & Fed., use the annual 

pocket part supplements.

• To update the ALR2d, use 

Later Case Service which 

also has annual pocket 

part supplementation.

• To update the ALR (first 

series), use the ALR Blue 

Book of Supplemental 

Decisions.



Conclusion

• American case is essential to 
legal research.

• Consequently the format of 
case law publication (i.e. 
official vs. unofficial reporters & 
the National Reporter Series) is 
vital to effectively being able to 
research legal issues.

• Several case finding tools exist 
to help you locate cases.  
Digests and ALRs are two of the 
most important. 
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http://www.oyez.org/

• United States Supreme 

Court @ 
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http://www.oyez.org/
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Questions?

• Stop by, call or email the 

NSU Law Library Reference 

Desk at either 954.262.6201 

or 

referencedesk@nsu.law.no

va.edu


