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So you’ve decided to do some legal research...  

 

First off, you should know that this guide won’t make legal research 

fun or fast or easy. Legal research is boring and  tedious and nothing 

can change that.   The best you can hope for is to plug along long 

enough that you eventually can get an unfortunate law student 

such as yourself to do your research for you. 

 

What this guide can do is make legal research cheap. Free, as a 

matter of fact.   

Good Legal Research Starts with Free 
Whatever noble aspirations led you to law school, becoming a lawyer means that you 

eventually will be running a business too.  At the end of the day you still have to get 

paid and what you get paid is determined by the costs you incur.  Fortunately, there 

are now accurate and reliable options for accessing law for free via the Internet.  

 

You won’t get pens or mugs from these guys.  The only thing they give away is legal 

information.  

The Legal Information Institute is a non-profit organization housed at the Cornell Law 

School.   This website hosts a collection of federal case, statutory and regulatory law as 

well as provides links to government sources of state laws. Additionally, it provides Wex, 

a community edited legal dictionary and encyclopedia. 

Justia - http://www.justia.com/ 
Justia is a company that assists law firms with Internet marketing. They also have a 

strong public service and pro bono mission and provide an extensive collection of  

federal law, as well as links to state law. Justia also has links to useful materials such as 

forms and subject specific resources.  

The Free Law Coalition:  



The Legal Research Process 

Federal Law Resources 

Legal research is not exciting or glamorous, but it makes up the backbone of a legal 

practice.  Here is a flow chart illustrating the basic process.  

U.S. CODE - What is it: The U.S. Code is all of the laws that have been passed by the US 

Congress that are currently in force. They are organized topically in sections called 

“titles.” 

Top Pick: The best and easiest to navigate version of the US Code can be found at the 

Legal Information Institute.  Their copy allows for browsing or searching (by title and in 

whole).  There is also a Popular Name Table if you’re not sure of an exact cita-

tion.  (PROTIP: Wikipedia or even just googling the popular name  is also good for de-

termining the correct cite.) LII also provides an RSS feed for each title to keep up with 

updates. 

Other options: Justia ; United States Government Printing Office 

Updating: If you use the LII version of the US Code, there is a box on the right hand side 

of the screen that links to updates for that section.  Otherwise, you can check the U.S. 

Code Classification Tables from the U.S. House of Representatives to check if your law 

has been updated. 

http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/
http://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/topn/
http://law.justia.com/us/codes/
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/uscode/
http://uscode.house.gov/classification/tables.shtml
http://uscode.house.gov/classification/tables.shtml


REGULATIONS - What are they?: Regulations are proposed by executive agencies such 

as the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) or Federal Drug Administration (FDA).  A 

more complete list of agencies can be found here.  These agencies’ proposed rules 

and regulation appear in the Federal Register, which is a daily publication of the fed-

eral government.  After they are enacted, they are placed in the Code of Federal 

Regulations.  Like the US Code, this is organized topically by “titles.” 

Top Pick: The Government Printing Office Code of Federal Regulations allows for quick 

browsing or searching from its initial page.  (PROTIP: When possible, it will be less con-

fusing to browse and drill down to get to the part that you want or search individual 

titles only.)  The CFR is updated annually – one fourth of the volumes are done every 

quarter.   When browsing, the GPO version allows you to easily see when each volume 

of the CFR was last updated.   That information is important when it comes time to up-

date your law. 

Other Options: Legal Information Institute ; Justia 

Updating: Updating CFR sections, frankly, sucks.  First you need to ascertain when the 

CFR section you’re looking at was published.   The revision dates chart on GPO is very 

handy for this.  Then you need to check the List of Sections Affected (LSA) for every 

month in between that date and the present.  Finally, you need to check the Current 

List of CFR Parts Affected to catch anything that may have changed between the last 

LSA and now. 

CASE LAW - What is it: Case law is the law that appears primarily in appellate 

cases.  There can be many issues decided in a single case and it’s sometimes hard to 

determine the difference between the law created by the case and judicial dicta. 

Top Pick: Justia has an easy to navigate U.S. Supreme and Appellate Court search 

pages on its website.  You can also browse by year or circuit. 

Other Options:  Google Scholar Advanced Search ; Legal Information Institute  

Updating: There is only one truly free citator available at the present time.   When using 

Google Scholar, you can see the cases that cite your case as well as snippets showing 

how it was cited.  Unfortunately, it does not provide quick visual clues to see how your 

case has been treated by latter case law. 

State Law Resources 
The amount and quality of state law available for free on the Internet varies by jurisdic-

tion. The following are pages or sites that will provide links to the state resources. 

Justia ; Legal Information Institute 

http://www.usa.gov/Agencies/Federal/Executive.shtml
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/cfr/
http://www.access.gpo.gov/nara/cfr/cfr-table-search.html#page1
http://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/
http://law.justia.com/us/cfr/
http://www.access.gpo.gov/nara/cfr/cfr-table-search.html#page1
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/lsa/browse.html
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/lsa/curlist.html
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/lsa/curlist.html
http://supreme.justia.com/
http://cases.justia.com/us-court-of-appeals/
http://scholar.google.com/advanced_scholar_search?hl=en&as_sdt=800000
http://www.law.cornell.edu/federal/opinions.html
http://www.justia.com/us-states/
http://www.law.cornell.edu/states/listing.html

