Chapter 17 Summary

CD-ROMS and Legal Research

Computer-assisted legal research often involves using CD-ROMs. An advantage of using legal resources in CD-ROM format is that they are less costly to purchase and require less physical space than printed resources. CD-ROMs can also be easily transported, which means they can be used while traveling, in the courtroom, or anywhere outside the office. The major disadvantage of using CD-ROMs in legal research is that they, like their printed equivalents, eventually become outdated.

Westlaw® and Lexis®
For serious legal research, legal professionals often use online commercial legal-research services, particularly Lexis® and Westlaw®. Subscribers to these fee-based services can access the services’ databases through the use of proprietary software and a modem connection or via the Internet. Both Lexis® and Westlaw® provide their users with access to an extensive collection of legal, business, and other resources. Using these fee-based legal services, paralegals can access specific documents, check citations, update the law, and search hundreds of databases. Both Lexis® and Westlaw® allow users to search databases with queries using terms and connectors or natural language.

Going Online—Internet Basics

Today’s legal professionals can access a vast amount of information using the Internet, which is a global communication network of interconnected computers. Many online resources are available free, while others charge a fee for accessing their databases. 


1.
Internet tools—Internet tools include uniform resource locators (URLs), which are Internet “addresses”; e-mail, which transmits messages via the Internet to specific e-mail addresses; file transfer protocol (ftp), a basic interface that connects computers and allows files to be transferred from one computer to another; and the World Wide Web, a data service on the Internet that is accessed through a browser.


2.
Accessing and navigating the Internet—The Internet is accessed through gateways, usually Internet service providers. To navigate the Internet, which has no card catalogue as a library does, one uses browsers (software such as Microsoft Explorer and Netscape Navigator that allows a computer to roam the Web); guides and directories (menus of topics at various Web sites); and search engines (such as Alta Vista and Google) that scan the Web for certain keywords or concepts. Meta search engines run searches on more than one search engine simultaneously and thus are the best tools for searching the most Web space possible.

Conducting Online Research


1.
Before going online—Before beginning an online research session, you should first decide whether the Internet is the right tool for your research project. Ask yourself what sources you will need and whether they are available on the Internet. At this time, there are insufficient primary and secondary legal sources on the Web to conduct in-depth legal research. There are, however, an increasing number of primary sources online. For fact-based research, such as locating people and public records, the Internet offers an abundance of useful information. 


2.
Plan ahead—To avoid wasting time, define what you are seeking and determine which sources are most likely to lead you to the desired results.


3.
Research strategies—Once online, you can use various search tools and other resources (such as listservs and newsgroups) to locate information relevant to your topic. Often, researchers need to “browse the links” for a time before finding a site that is particularly relevant. Once you find a useful site, you can use your browser or the site’s internal search tool to look for specific information within the site.


4.
Evaluating what you find—In evaluating your research results, it is especially important to consider the reliability of any information obtained online. 


5.
Updating your results—To update results, you can access news sites online to look for articles or press releases concerning recent developments in the area you are researching.

Locating People and Investigating Companies

Paralegals often engage in online research to locate information about persons and to investigate companies. Sometimes, a person can be located through a broad search of the Web using a search engine such as Yahoo. Narrow searches can be conducted by accessing—for free or for a fee—specialized databases, such as compilations of physicians, lawyers, or expert witnesses. Searches for persons may also be conducted based on specific characteristics, such as veteran status or vehicle registration. Numerous online sites contain information about both private and public companies.

Some of the Best Legal-Resource Sites on the Internet

Basic resources that you can find on the Web range from almanacs to zip code directories. Various university and government sites offer links to a number of primary and secondary legal sources. There are also online databases that catalogue associations, professional organizations, and nonprofit organizations, as well as several free commercial sites that serve as all-purpose starting points for online research.

