
Preface

About ten years ago, we had one of those “ah ha” moments.  In a single 
instant,  we knew, not how to make a better mouse trap, but how to write a 
better legal research book. 

A. A Short History of Legal Research Books
The first  generation of legal research books described the sources avail-

able to legal researchers.  Each chapter focused on a particular source (for 
example,  codes,  digests,  or reporters),  detail ing the source and how it  was 
updated. Although these books were a treasure chest of useful information, 
they did not discuss the process of researching a problem. Thus, after reading 
these books, a beginning researcher knew what the sources were but not how 
to use them.

The second generation of legal research books tried to remedy this prob-
lem by describing not only the sources but the process of researching a legal 
issue. Unfortunately, though, most of these books used the same organizational 
scheme that was used in the first generation of books. Although the books talked, 
in general terms, about the process of researching a problem, each chapter 
focused on a particular source. In addition, although this second generation 
of books talked about electronic sources, the focus was on doing legal research 
using books. In most of the textbooks, each chapter started with a discussion 
of  the books and ended with a brief  description of  fee-based services l ike 
LexisNexis® and Westlaw. 

B. How Just Research Differs from Existing 
Legal Research Books

Just Research begins a new generation of books about legal research: It 
breaks with tradition in three ways.  First,  Just Research is  organized around 
issues rather than sources and, second, Just Research emphasizes the use of 
free and fee-based electronic sources.

1. Issues vs. Sources
Because lawyers research issues,  we have organized Just Research around 

those issues rather than sources.  As a consequence, instead of describing a 
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particular source, each chapter describes how to research a particular type of 
issue. For example, Chapter 4 describes the sources and process that is  used 
in researching an issue governed by a state statute, Chapter 5 describes the 
sources and process used in researching an issue governed by federal statutes 
and regulations, Chapter 6 describes the sources and process of researching 
an issue governed by local ordinances, and so on. 

2. Electronic Sources vs. Books; Fee-based vs. Free
Until  a few years ago, few people viewed computers neutrally.  Comput-

ers  were  e i ther  high-tech demons that  depersonal ized and dehumanized 
modern life,  or they were the solution to all  problems. The same was true of 
computer-assisted research. Attorneys saw computer-assisted research either 
as an overrated, overpriced shortcut that produced poor results or as the most 
efficient and reliable means of accessing information. Although there are a 
few people who stil l  oppose computer-assisted research, most attorneys now 
prefer electronic research to book research, with many attorneys doing their 
research almost exclusively online. 

The more recent legal research controversy concerns fee-based sources 
vs.  free sources.  Initially many of us were skeptical about the free sources and 
worried about relying on them. In some cases the skepticism was justified, but 
as with so many other things with the Internet,  over time people have come 
to learn what is  and is not reliable information. As a result,  in many instances, 
government and websites and Google® Scholar have become the sources of 
choice.


