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This guide has been created by members of the Greater Philadelphia Law Library
Association (GPLLA) Social Responsibilities Committee. This guide is intended to provide
useful information about how to find the law, but this should not be confused with legal
advice. What this guide cannot do is provide analysis of the law or guidance on what
course of action you should take—for that, you’ll need to contact a licensed attorney.

By using this guide, you agree that the information included in the handbook is not
intended as legal advice or representation, and you will not rely upon it as such. The
Social Responsibilities Committee and the Executive Board of GPLLA make no
representations as to the accuracy or completeness of any information on this site or
found by following any link in this guide. The Social Responsibilities Committee and the
Executive Board of GPLLA disclaim all liability to any person for any loss caused by
errors or omissions in this collection of information.

Disclaimer
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Introduction: What's this Guide All About? 

As its name suggests, we hope that Pennsylvania Legal Research 101: About the Law and How to
Find It will help Pennsylvanians develop a greater understanding of what the law is, how it’s
created by different branches of the government, and where to find it. It is not, however, legal
advice. It is intended to be an educational guide to help users develop a strong foundation for
doing legal research.

Legal issues, big or small, can have great impacts on our lives. In the course of our daily lives, we
might experience a landlord-tenant issue, a car accident, a birth or marriage, or any other number
of life events. This guide is geared towards non-attorneys, including self-represented litigants,
public librarians, paralegals, and other members of the public who want a better understanding of
how to research a legal issue in Pennsylvania. It mainly includes information about federal and
state law, with some material on Philadelphia mixed in. 

The handbook starts by offering a basic overview of the U.S. legal system, including the structure
of our government and key types of law that are important to understand when doing research. It
then takes a closer look at the three branches of government (legislative, executive, and judicial),
explains types of law each branch creates, and where to find such law. The guide focuses on
primary legal authorities and on sources of free, online information. It may occasionally point to
secondary authorities or to resources that might require someone to visit a public and/or law
library. 

Pennsylvania Legal Research 101 was created by a group of law librarians serving on the Social
Responsibilities Committee (SRC) of the Greater Philadelphia Law Library Association (GPLLA).
The SRC aims to support the legal information needs of the Greater Philadelphia community. It is
our hope that this guide makes a small contribution to the greater Access to Justice movement
by increasing Pennsylvanians’ access to–and understanding of–legal information.

Social Responsibilities Committee, Greater Philadelphia Law Library Association
November, 2022
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Part 1: Overview of the U.S. Legal System

The chapters in this section will take a look at the big picture of our legal system by explaining
what “the law” is, key types of law, how the U.S. government is structured, and how different
parts of the government share power.
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Chapter 1
What is the Law?

The law affects and impacts nearly every aspect of daily life. In the morning, the law ensures
that your toothpaste is safe. While driving, the law guides the flow of traffic and design of
roadways. On the radio, the law controls the type of advertisements that you hear while listening
to the morning news. The law is also involved in the contract you signed when purchasing a cell
phone service plan. At work, the law sets standards for how your boss must treat employees. In
today’s world there is no area of modern life that is not touched by the law.

But what is “the law”? Generally, the law refers to the entirety of the legal system within a
country or state. There are four key types of law (or “primary legal authorities,” which are
discussed below): constitutions, statutes, regulations, and judicial decisions. Despite the
complexities and sheer size of the law, it has a fixed organizational structure. Familiarity with a
few key definitions and concepts will allow anyone to understand the basic structure of the law
and the legal system in the United States and begin researching specific areas of the law in
greater detail.

This section will distinguish primary legal authority from secondary legal authority and will
focus on discussing types and sources of the law. Later sections in this guide will explain how
different types of laws function within the United States’ system of federalism and will discuss
the three branches of government - the legislative, the executive, and the judiciary - that create,
apply, and interpret the law.

What is the Difference Between
Primary Legal Authority and Secondary Legal Authority?

Effective legal research usually involves consulting primary legal authority and secondary legal
authority. Primary legal authority refers to the documents or sources that are the building
blocks of the law. These materials, which include documents like statutes or judicial opinions,
are created by legislatures, courts, agencies, or other official bodies. This guide focuses largely
on primary legal authorities.

In contrast, secondary legal authority refers to documents or resources that make unofficial
comments about the law. Secondary legal authority includes resources like legal dictionaries,
legal treatises, and law review articles. These resources helpfully, but unofficially, identify and
explain the law. When conducting legal research, a common strategy is to start with a secondary
legal authority in order to understand the relevant primary legal authority.

For the most part, primary legal authority is available to the public for free, and later sections of
this guide will direct you to resources that will help you identify and obtain primary legal
authority. In contrast, high quality secondary legal authorities are often not freely available.

3

https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/primary_authority
https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/secondary_authority


However, a local law library or public law library can provide access to some secondary legal
authority, especially if a patron visits in-person.

What Are the Key Types of Primary Legal Authorities?

As mentioned above, there are four key types of primary legal authorities: constitutions,
statutes, regulations, and judicial decisions. Together these types of primary legal authorities
comprise the law. Each type of primary legal authority has specific and distinct characteristics.

What is a constitution?

A constitution is the fundamental and overarching law of a country or state. Generally a
constitution dictates the form of government institutions, grants or limits governmental power,
and provides for individual rights and liberties. In the United States there is a federal constitution
that applies to the entire country and there are separate state constitutions for each state. See
the guide section on HOW POWER IS SHARED IN THE U.S. GOVERNMENT to learn more about
the interaction between the federal government and state governments.

What is a statute?

A statute is an individual law. Distinct from “the law,” which refers to an entire legal system, a
statute, sometimes called an “act,” is a law enacted by a legislature. See the guide section on
the LEGISLATIVE BRANCH to learn more about legislatures and the lawmaking process.

Statutes can focus on a narrow topic. For example, the Clean Air Act was concerned with
protecting air quality from pollutants. Statutes can also cover a wide variety of topics. For
instance, the Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1985 addressed subjects as
varied as railroads, the postal service, and health insurance coverage.

What is a regulation?

A regulation is an official rule created by an administrative agency. Regulations and statutes are
closely related but distinct: the key difference between them is that statutes are created by the
legislature and regulations are created by administrative agencies. Administrative agencies
receive their limited rulemaking authority from specific grants of power from the legislature. See
the guide section on the EXECUTIVE BRANCH to learn more about agencies and regulations.

What is case law?

Case law is law that is created by the decisions of a court. Generally, case law refers to opinions
(statements that explain the court's decision) written by judges, based on the specific facts of a
civil or criminal case. Case law interprets and applies statutes and regulations. See the guide
section on the JUDICIAL BRANCH to learn more about judicial decisions, case law, and courts.
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Chapter 2
How is Power Shared in the U.S. Government?

This chapter will explain how our government is organized and how power is balanced in
different ways. It will cover the concepts of federalism as well as the three branches of
government. For more details on the birth of the U.S. Constitution and the origin of federalism in
our country, see A Very Brief History of Federalism in the United States in the Appendix.

Federalism:
The Relationship Between State and Federal Law

What is federalism?

The United States has a federalist form of government, which means that power is divided
between the federal government in Washington, D.C., and individual state governments around
the country.

It can be helpful to think of power being divided like the layers of a cake, with the federal
government at the highest level. A marble cake, specifically, can be a good illustration since the
boundaries of federal, state, and local power are sometimes mixed or unclear.

Image from https://www.civiceducationva.org/federalism6.php

The Constitution

The U.S. Constitution established a national-level federal government that was given powers
that the states would no longer have individually. Most of these powers are listed in Article I,
Section 8 of the Constitution. These include powers like the ability to declare war, to regulate
commerce with foreign nations and among the states, to establish post offices and roads, to set
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rules for immigration and naturalization, and to collect taxes to provide for the common defense
and general welfare of the United States.

The Constitution also set rules for how more states would be added to the nation, how states
would be represented in the federal government, and how states interact with each other.

To strike an appropriate balance between the powers of the state and federal governments, the
Tenth Amendment to the Constitution was added. The Tenth Amendment is the last amendment
included in the Bill of Rights and it explicitly says that “[t]he powers not delegated to the United
States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States
respectively, or to the people.” This ensured that the states continued to have the power to make
their own individual laws, so long as their laws did not interfere with powers delegated to the
federal government.

The Pennsylvania Constitution serves as the foundation of the Pennsylvania (PA) state
government. The first version was adopted in 1776. A few key differences between the federal
and PA state constitutions are highlighted in this flyer from the Administrative Office of
Pennsylvania Courts. More information about the Constitution of Pennsylvania can be found at
www.paconstitution.org.

The interplay between state and federal laws

All citizens (and some non-citizens) have certain rights under federal law and state law. The U.S.
Constitution, particularly the Bill of Rights and the 14th Amendment, guarantees rights of
citizenship that state governments cannot deny or restrict. Federal Supreme Court decisions
build on this, determining whether state laws and state court decisions are constitutional or not.
Federal constitutional rights are a floor, but not the ceiling. States may be able to create rights
for their citizens that go further than the rights afforded by the federal government, but they
cannot provide fewer rights than the Constitution allows. If a state tries to restrict someone’s
constitutional rights, the federal courts may find those attempts unconstitutional and strike
them down. Federal courts also have the ability to review federal laws to make sure they comply
with the Constitution as well.

Similarly, states cannot create laws that interfere with the federal government’s ability to
exercise its powers, especially the “enumerated powers” that are listed in the Constitution. For
example, states are not allowed to print their own money or enter treaties independently with
foreign nations because both those powers belong to the federal government only.

The federal government does not create laws about every issue. Most of the laws that affect
day-to-day life are instead created by the states. This includes laws about things like business
formation (partnerships, LLCs, corporations), trusts and estates (wills and inheritance), family
law (marriage, divorce, child custody and support), property rights (real estate transactions,
leasing), education, and elections.
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Branches of Government & Separation of Powers

What are the different branches of government?

The U.S. Constitution divides the federal government into three branches to make sure no
individual or group will have too much power. This concept is often called Separation of Powers.

State and local (municipal) governments are also organized into three branches, similar to how
the federal government is organized. Here’s a quick look at the three branches of government at
the federal, state (PA), and local (Philadelphia) levels:

● Legislative branch - Passes bills into law (creates statutes)

○ U.S. Congress - includes the House of Representatives and the Senate
○ Pennsylvania General Assembly - includes the state House of Representatives

and the state Senate
○ Philadelphia City Council

● Executive branch - Carries out and enforces laws; Creates rules & regulations

○ US. President, Vice President, Cabinet, most federal agencies
○ Pennsylvania Governor, Lieutenant Governor, Cabinet and Executive Officials,

certain state agencies
○ Philadelphia Mayor, Mayor’s Office, certain city agencies/departments

● Judicial branch - Evaluates and interprets laws; Creates case law

○ U.S. Supreme Court, U.S. Court of Appeals (Circuit Courts), U.S. District Courts
○ PA Supreme Court, PA Commonwealth Court, PA Superior Court, PA Court of

Common Pleas
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court
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Each branch of government can change acts of the other branches. For example:
● The president can veto legislation created by Congress and nominates heads of federal

agencies.
● Congress confirms or rejects the president's nominees and can remove the president

from office in exceptional circumstances.
● The Justices of the Supreme Court, who can overturn unconstitutional laws, are

nominated by the president and confirmed by the Senate.

This ability of each branch to respond to the actions of the other branches is called the system
of checks and balances.
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Part 2: Finding the Law

The three branches of government each create different types of primary legal authorities (law).
The chapters in this section will give more information on what each branch of the government
does, what type of law each branch creates, and how to find the law. The focus will be on where
to find the law through free online resources.
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Chapter 3
Legislative Branch: Statutes

This chapter will explain what the legislative branch of government does at the federal, state
(PA), and local (Philadelphia) levels and link to those legislatures’ websites. It will also describe
what a statute is and link to free, online access to statutory law.

What is the legislative branch?

● The legislative branch is made up of persons elected by voters to pass laws or statutes.
● The legislative branch for the federal government is the U.S. Congress. Pennsylvania’s

legislative branch is the General Assembly.
● Local governments (sometimes called municipalities) are more diverse. For example,

Pennsylvania counties and townships have commissioners with both executive and
legislative functions. Because the number of local government structures is so
numerous, this guide will focus on the federal and state legislative branches.

● The federal and state legislative branches are composed of two houses or chambers.
These are often called the lower and upper chambers, though they are relatively equal in
lawmaking power. The lower chamber is the more representative branch, composed of
more elected persons. The upper chamber is smaller but its members serve for a longer
term.

○ Federal:
■ The House of Representatives is the lower chamber in the U.S. Congress.

It has 435 voting members who serve two-year terms. Each state elects a
certain number of Representatives based on its population. States are
divided into districts from which the voters elect a Representative.

■ The higher chamber in the U.S. Congress is the Senate. This is composed
of 100 members. Each state elects two senators who serve a six-year
term.

○ State (PA):
■ The lower chamber for the Pennsylvania General Assembly is also named

the House of Representatives. This is composed of 203 Representatives
elected for a two-year term.

■ The upper chamber for the Pennsylvania General Assembly is also named
the Senate. This is composed of 50 members elected for a four-year term.

Statutes

What is a statute?

● A statute is a bill passed by both chambers of a legislature. A bill is a legislative proposal
offered by one or more members of a legislative chamber.
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● Statutes are published chronologically after they are passed.
○ Individual federal statutes are first published as “slip laws” or in pamphlet form.

Then the individual slip laws from a particular session of Congress are gathered
together (as “session laws”) and published in Statutes at Large, the permanent
bound publication of U.S. statutes.

○ Pennsylvania statutes are first published as slip laws. Then Pennsylvania session
laws are published in volumes of the Laws of Pennsylvania (which are often
unofficially referred to as “Pamphlet Laws”).

● Statutes are then published by topic (this is called codification).
○ The topical organization of federal statutes is called the U.S. Code (U.S.C.).
○ The official topical organization of Pennsylvania statutes is the Consolidated

Statutes (however, not all PA acts have been consolidated, or arranged by topic,
yet. These are called Unconsolidated Statutes).

■ The unofficial, but frequently used, codification of Pennsylvania statutes
is Purdon’s Pennsylvania Statutes, which includes both consolidated and
unconsolidated statutes.

○ Code/statute titles are subdivided into subtitles, chapters, subchapters, parts,
subparts, and sections. Typically, title sections are the most cited.

How is a statute created?

● The process for passing a bill into law begins with the introduction of a bill.  The bill is
referred to a chamber committee, which is a group of chamber members who review,
discuss and recommend legislation on a certain subject.

○ For example, in the U.S. Congress, the Senate Committee on Finance and the
House Committee on Ways and Means are the committees that review most
legislation involving taxation.

○ In the Pennsylvania General Assembly, the Senate and House Finance
Committees review most legislation involving taxation.

● Each chamber must agree on the same language of a bill for it to pass and be sent to
the Executive for his or her signature and become law. When both chambers pass the
same version of a bill, this is presented to the Executive--the President in the case of the
federal government and a Governor in the case of a state like Pennsylvania. The bill
becomes law if the Executive signs it.

● Of course, the process is much more complicated than described above. There are
distinctive processes and exceptions in both the federal and state legislatures. For
example, in the U.S. Congress, bills involving the spending of money must originate in
the House of Representatives.
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For more information on how statutes are created in PA, see Making Law: Pennsylvania,
prepared by the PA House of Representatives.

How do statutes interact with other types of law?

● Regulations:
○ Statutes give the executive branch power to create rules and regulations. Every

regulation is connected to at least one statute that authorizes creation of the
regulation and defines the scope of an administrative agency’s power to regulate.

○ In turn, the executive branch creates regulations to give more specific
information on how to carry out the statutes passed by the legislature. The
President and the administrative agencies under his or her control implement the
statutes passed by the U.S. Congress. The Pennsylvania Governor and the
agencies under his or her control implement the statutes passed by the
Pennsylvania General Assembly.

● Cases: Case law helps interpret and apply the statutes passed by the legislature. The
courts also review statutes for their constitutionality.

12

http://www.pacapitol.com/Resources/PDF/Making-Law-In-PA.pdf


○ The federal courts interpret and apply statutes passed by the U.S. Congress.
They also review statutes passed by state legislatures, like the Pennsylvania
General Assembly, for their conformance with the U.S. Constitution.

○ The Pennsylvania state courts interpret and apply statutes passed by the
Pennsylvania General Assembly. The courts also review statutes passed by the
General Assembly for their conformance with the Pennsylvania Constitution.

How can statutes be useful in research?

● Statutes are the law as passed by the legislature and signed by the executive. Their
evolution from introduction to final passage can help explain the law and what its
creators hoped to achieve in passing it.

Finding Federal Statutes

● Chronological Publication of  Federal Statutes: Federal statutes can be found for free in
multiple places online based on when they were passed. They can be found both as
individual slip laws or as a compilation of laws passed by a particular session of
Congress.

○ Congress.gov: Find bills that have been proposed (legislation) and passed
(Public Laws) by the U.S. Congress.

○ Public and Private Laws (slip laws):
■ Congress.gov - Public Laws: The slip law publication of statutes passed

by the U.S. Congress from the 82nd Congress (1951) to the present.
■ GovInfo - Public and Private Laws: The slip law publication of statutes

passed by the U.S. Congress from 104th Congress (1995) to the present.
○ Statutes at Large (session laws):

■ U.S. Statutes at Large - Library of Congress: The session law publication
of statutes passed by the U.S. Congress from the 1st Congress
(1789-1791) through the 81st Congress (1949-1951).

■ U.S. Statutes at Large - GovInfo: The session law publication of statutes
passed by the U.S. Congress from the 82nd Congress (1951) through the
114th Congress, 1st Session (2015).

● Topical Codification of Statutes: The U.S. Code is the codified subject arrangement of
the Statutes at Large. It can be found for free in multiple places online.

○ GovInfo - U.S. Code: The topical organization of U.S. statutes and in force at the
time of publication from 1994-present.

○ Office of the Law Revision Counsel - U.S. Code - U.S. Code: Topical organization
of U.S. statutes from the Office of the Law Revision Counsel of the U.S. House of
Representatives, the agency that prepares and revises the code. This contains
more recent changes to law made by Congress that the code from GPO, though it
is not official. 1994 - present is available.
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○ Cornell Legal Information Institute - U.S. Code - U.S. Code: Current edition only.
Includes Table of Popular Names.

Finding Pennsylvania Statutes

● Unofficial Purdon's Pennsylvania Statutes from Westlaw: Unofficial topical organization
of Pennsylvania statutes in force at the time of publication. Includes both the
consolidated and unconsolidated statutes, as compiled and maintained by the editorial
staff of Thomson Reuters, and made available by agreement with the Pennsylvania
Legislative Reference Bureau.

● Pennsylvania General Assembly: Find bills that have been proposed (bills and
amendments) and passed (statutes) by the Pennsylvania General Assembly.

○ Pennsylvania Unconsolidated Statutes: Chronological publication of statutes
passed by the Pennsylvania General Assembly.

○ Pennsylvania Consolidated Statutes: Official topical organization of Pennsylvania
statutes in force at the time of publication.

Finding Philadelphia Ordinances

● At the city level, laws (which start as bills) are passed by the Philadelphia City Council.
These laws, called Ordinances, are similar to statutes passed at the state and federal
levels.

○ The Philadelphia City Council Legislative Information Center provides public
access to Philadelphia City Council bills and resolutions. Use the Legislation tab
to run searches.

○ Once passed into law, Philadelphia Ordinances are organized by topic and can be
found for free online via the Philadelphia Code.

How to read a citation:

● Federal Statutory Citations
○ Bill Prefixes for U.S. Congress: The U.S. Congress uses bills and joint resolutions

to pass statutes. Concurrent resolutions are passed by and apply only to the
chambers. They do not require the President’s signature and do not become law.
Simple resolutions are passed and only affect matters in a chamber.

■ H.R. – A bill from the House of Representatives
■ H.J. Res. – House Joint Resolution
■ H. Con. Res. – House Concurrent Resolution
■ H. Res. – House Simple Resolution
■ S. – A bill from the Senate
■ S.J. Res. – Senate Joint Resolution
■ S. Con. Res. – Senate Concurrent Resolution
■ S. Res. – Senate Simple Resolution
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○ Citation to Statutes at Large consists of the volume number, the abbreviation
“Stat.” and the page that the statute begins on. For example, the citation to the
Civil Rights Act of 1964 is 78 Stat. 241, meaning the beginning of the law can be
found on page 241 of volume 78 of Statutes at Large.

○ Citation to U.S. Code consists of the title number, the abbreviation “U.S.C.” and
the statutory section. For example, the citation to the prohibition against sexual
discrimination in education can be found in 20 U.S.C. § 1681, meaning it can be
found in section 1681 of title 20 of the U.S. Code.

● Pennsylvania Statutory Citations
○ Bill Prefixes for the Pennsylvania General Assembly: The Pennsylvania General

Assembly uses bills and joint resolutions to pass statutes. Concurrent
resolutions are passed by and apply only to the chambers. They do not require
the governor’s signature and do not become law. Simple resolutions are passed
in and only affect matters in a chamber.

■ House Bill (HB) – A bill introduced in the Pennsylvania House of
Representatives

■ House Joint Resolution (JHR)
■ House Concurrent Resolution (HCR)
■ House Resolution (HR)
■ Senate Bill (SB)

○ There are different ways to cite Pennsylvania session laws. One common way is
to cite the date of passage, the abbreviation P.L. (which stands for “Pamphlet
Law”), and the page number on which the act begins. For example, June 17,
1976, P.L. 162 refers to a law beginning on page 162 of the 1976 volume for the
Laws of Pennsylvania.

■ A similar way to cite PA session laws is: June 17, 1976, P.L. 162, No. 81.
This extra piece of information at the end (No. 81) means that this act
was act number 81 of 1976.

○ There are different ways to cite Pennsylvania statutes. Each of the ways has a
similar format in that they are composed of a title number, an abbreviation, and
the section number for the statutory provision.

■ For example, 75 Pa. Cons. Stat. §3303 or 75 Pa.C.S. §3303 refers to
section 3303 in Title 35 of the Consolidated Statutes. In this example,
“Pa.C.S.” stands for Pennsylvania Consolidated Statute.

■ Citing an unconsolidated statute can be a bit more complicated. It might
be cited as a session law (or Pamphlet Law), as described above.
Another common practice is to cite to an unofficial version of the statutes
using a format such as: 21 PA ST § 621 or 21 P.S. § 621. In this example,
“PA ST” and “P.S.” stand for Pennsylvania Statute.

● See Pa.R.A.P. 126. Citations of Authorities for more information.
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Chapter 4
Executive Branch: Regulations & Executive Orders

This chapter will explain what the executive branch of government does at the federal, state
(PA), and local (Philadelphia) levels. It will describe what executive orders and regulations are. It
will also include links to executive branch government websites as well as free, online access to
executive orders and regulations.

What is the executive branch?

● The executive branch, headed by the President, exercises executive powers, such as
enforcing laws and acting as Commander in Chief of the armed forces. The President
has the power to sign (approve) or veto (disapprove) legislation passed by the House of
Representatives and the Senate in the legislative branch (Congress), and to appoint
judges to the judicial branch, subject to approval by the Senate. The President also has
the authority to issue executive orders, which have the force of law and do not require
Congressional approval.

● The Pennsylvania executive branch is headed by the Governor, who has the power to
sign or veto acts of the legislature. In Pennsylvania, the legislature, made up of the State
House of Representatives and State Senate, is called the General Assembly. The
Governor’s role in appointing judges is limited because most judges in Pennsylvania are
directly elected, but the Governor does have the power to fill judicial vacancies (for
example, when a judge retires or resigns). Like the President, the Governor can issue
executive orders that have the force of law in Pennsylvania.

● The executive branch also includes administrative agencies, government bodies that
have the power to carry out laws (statutes) passed by the legislative branch. One way
agencies do this is by developing regulations. Administrative agencies exist at both the
federal and state levels. Administrative agencies can also exercise law enforcement and
quasi-judicial functions, holding hearings similar to those held by courts of the judicial
branch.

Regulations

What is a regulation?

● A regulation is an official rule created by an administrative agency. The legislative branch
gives rulemaking power to administrative agencies so that agencies can create more
specific rules to carry out a law (statute) passed by the legislature.

● Regulations are published in two forms:
○ A regulatory register, where proposed regulations and newly enacted regulations

are published in chronological order. Examples include the Federal Register for
federal regulations and the Pennsylvania Bulletin for state regulations.
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○ A regulatory code, where regulations are organized by topic. Examples include
the Code of Federal Regulations and the Pennsylvania Code for Pennsylvania
Regulations.

How is a regulation created?

● Most regulations are created through a process known as notice and comment. This
process is slightly different at the federal and state levels, but both the federal and
Pennsylvania governments follow the same general process.

● First, an agency, such as the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, publishes a notice of
proposed rulemaking that contains the text of a proposed regulation and an explanation
of why the agency intends to enact it. Notices are typically published in a regulatory
register (the Federal Register for federal regulations or the Pennsylvania Bulletin for
state regulations).

● Next, the public is given the opportunity to submit comments on the proposed regulation
(for federal regulations, comments can be submitted at Regulations.gov). Typically, the
notice of proposed rulemaking sets a deadline for public comments to be submitted,
which may be extended by the agency.

● The agency then publishes a notice of final rulemaking, which contains the text of the
regulation in its final form, as well as the agency’s responses to the public’s comments.
The notice of final rulemaking will typically include the effective date when the regulation
goes into effect.

● Finally, the text final form regulation will be incorporated into the regulatory code (the
Code of Federal Regulations or Pennsylvania Code). However, the comments and the
agency’s responses to them will not be included in the regulatory code.
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How do regulations interact with other types of law?

● Statutes:
○ An agency’s power to create rules and regulations is based on statutes passed by

the legislative branch. This means that every regulation is connected to at least
one statute that authorizes creation of the regulation and defines the scope of
the agency’s power to regulate. A notice of proposed or final rulemaking will
typically include an “authority” section that lists the statutory authority for the
agency to act.

○ In turn, administrative agencies create regulations to give more specific
information on how to carry out a law (statute) passed by the legislature.

● Cases: Courts can strike down regulations that are unconstitutional or exceed the
agency’s statutory authority. Pennsylvania has a special appellate court called the
Commonwealth Court that hears many challenges to agency regulations.

How can regulations be useful in research?

● Regulations are helpful for answering questions about a particular government
agency—or about a topic that is regulated by a particular agency. For example, if you
have a question about the rules governing state parks in Pennsylvania, you can check for
regulations created by the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural
Resources.

● Regulations may provide more detailed rules and guidance than statutes. While statutes
are written by legislators, regulations are drafted by subject matter experts in
government agencies.

● Tip: For more information about the purpose of a regulation that you find in the
regulatory code, always go back and check the history of the regulation. A regulatory
code section typically includes a heading labeled “Credits,” “Sources,” or “History” that
will list the corresponding notices of final rulemaking from the regulatory register. Those
notices will contain more information about the reasons why the agency passed the
regulation and its responses to public comments.

Finding Federal regulations

● Federal regulations are created by a variety of federal agencies.
● The federal regulatory code, the Code of Federal Regulations (C.F.R.), can be found for

free in multiple places, but the most up-to-date and user-friendly version is the eCFR,
which is updated on a daily basis. The official edition of the C.F.R., published annually,
can be found at GovInfo.

● The Federal Register can also be found in multiple locations online. The most
user-friendly version is located at federalregister.gov, featuring an advanced search that
can be used to find proposed and final rules published by a particular administrative
agency. The official edition, published daily, can be browsed by issue at GovInfo.
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● Regulatory dockets contain the comments to proposed rules and can be found online at
regulations.gov. If the comment period on a regulation is still open, you can even use
regulations.gov to weigh in with your own comment.

Finding Pennsylvania regulations

● Regulations issued by Pennsylvania agencies can be found at the Pennsylvania Code &
Bulletin website.

○ Pennsylvania’s regulatory code, the Pennsylvania Code, can be searched by
keyword or browsed by title. Each title covers an agency, or a topic that may be
regulated by multiple agencies, and is subdivided into parts and chapters.

○ Pending regulations and historic regulations are published in the Pennsylvania
Bulletin, which can be searched by keyword or browsed by issue. To find an issue
of the Bulletin, start by selecting the year (“volume”) and then select a weekly
issue (“number”).

● Additional information about pending and historic Pennsylvania regulations can be
found at the Independent Regulatory Review Commission website.

Finding Local/Philadelphia regulations

● Local regulations issued by agencies of the City of Philadelphia were formerly published
in a printed regulatory code called the Philadelphia Consolidated Regulations, which was
discontinued in 2014.

● Regulations issued since January 1, 2014 are available online at
regulations.phila-records.com.

● For regulations issued prior to January 1, 2014, consult your local law library for a copy
of the Philadelphia Consolidated Regulations.

Regulatory Citations

○ There are two types of regulatory citations:
● Citations to the regulatory code, which take the form:

[Title #] [Name of Code] [Section #], and
● Citations to the regulatory register, which take the form:

[Volume #] [Name of Register] [Page #].

○ The federal regulatory code, the Code of Federal Regulations, is cited as:
[Title #] C.F.R. [Section #]
Example: 1 C.F.R. § 5.8

○ The federal regulatory register, the Federal Register, is cited as:
[Volume #] Fed. Reg. [Page #] or [Volume #] F.R. [Page #]
Example: 87 Fed. Reg. 15031 or 87 F.R. 15031
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○ The Pennsylvania regulatory code, the Pennsylvania Code, is cited as:
[Title #] Pa. Code [Section #]
Example: 1 Pa. Code § 3.12

○ The Pennsylvania regulatory register, the Pennsylvania Bulletin, is cited as:
[Volume #] Pa. Bull. [Page #] or [Volume #] Pa.B. [Page #]
Example: 52 Pa. Bull. 1491 or 52 Pa.B. 1491

Federal Pennsylvania

Regulatory Code & Citation
Format

Code of Federal Regulations
[Title #] C.F.R. [Section #]
Example: 1 C.F.R. § 5.8

Pennsylvania Code
[Title #] Pa. Code [Section #]
Example: 1 Pa. Code § 3.12

Regulatory Register &
Citation Format

Federal Register
[Volume #] Fed. Reg. [Page#]
or
[Volume #] F.R. [Page #]
Example:
87 Fed. Reg. 15031 or
87 F.R. 15031

Pennsylvania Bulletin
[Volume #] Pa. Bull. [Page #]
or [Volume #] Pa.B. [Page #]
Example: 52 Pa. Bull. 1491 or
52 Pa.B. 1491

Executive Orders

What is an executive order?

● An executive order is a written order issued by a jurisdiction’s chief executive—the
President at the federal level, the Governor at the state level, or the Mayor at the local
level—which has the force of law and does not require legislative approval.

How is an executive order created?

● An executive order is created when the President [Federal] (or the Governor [State] or
Mayor [Local]) signs it. No legislative approval is required.

How does an executive order interact with other types of law?

● Statutes: The legislature cannot directly repeal an executive order, but can override it by
passing a statute. Statutes may also provide the underlying legal basis for an executive
order—the executive’s authority to issue an executive order is either derived from a
statute, or from the constitution itself.
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● Regulations: An executive order may take the form of a general directive, with the
specifics left to be implemented by executive branch agencies. An executive order can
therefore start a rulemaking process that leads, through the notice and comment
process, to the creation of regulations to implement the policy outlined in the executive
order. An executive order may also direct agencies to repeal previous regulations.

● Cases: An executive order can be overturned by a court if the court finds the executive
order to be unconstitutional.

How can an executive order be useful in research?

● Executive orders are frequently newsworthy, and finding the actual text of the executive
order can help you go beyond the headlines to understand the context of what the order
says.

● Executive orders can also provide insight into an administration’s approach to
rulemaking. Some executive orders set out a general policy and direct agencies to enact
(or repeal) regulations to implement the policy in detail.

Finding Federal executive orders

● Executive orders are issued at the federal level by the President of the United States.
● Executive orders are published in the Federal Register. Executive orders from 1994 to the

present can be found online at FederalRegister.gov.
● Recent executive orders can be found online at the WhiteHouse.gov Briefing Room.
● Older executive orders can be found online at U.C. Santa Barbara’s American Presidency

Project.

Finding Pennsylvania executive orders

● Executive orders are issued at the state level by the Governor of Pennsylvania.
● Recent executive orders can be found on the governor’s website, along with press

releases announcing them.
● Executive orders are also published in the Pennsylvania Bulletin, and can be found by

searching by agency (Governor’s Office) or document type (Governor).

Finding Local/Philadelphia executive orders

● Executive orders are issued at the local level by the Mayor of Philadelphia.
● Philadelphia executive orders from 1952 to the present can be found on the City of

Philadelphia Executive Orders page.
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Executive Order Citations

● Citations to federal executive orders contain the number of the executive order, as well
as the volume and page where the order can be located in the Code of Federal
Regulations (C.F.R.) or Federal Register.

● Citations to Pennsylvania executive orders contain the year of the executive order,
followed by a dash and the sequential number of the executive order, such as Executive
Order 2021-01 for the first executive order issued in 2021, and may also include the
volume and page number where the executive order can be located in the Pennsylvania
Bulletin.
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Chapter 5
Judicial Branch: Courts & Case Law

This chapter will explain what the judicial branch of government does at the federal, state (PA),
and local (Philadelphia) levels. It will provide an overview of the court system and describe what
case law, dockets, and court rules are. It will also include links to court websites as well as free,
online access to case law.

What is the Judicial Branch?

● The judicial branch is the United States court system. The U.S. court system consists of
the U.S. Supreme Court, lower federal courts, and state courts. Courts are presided over
by judges.

● The federal judiciary “decides the constitutionality of federal laws and resolves other
disputes about federal laws.”

● In criminal cases, courts decide if a person committed a crime and if/what the
punishment should be. In civil cases, courts decide private disputes between people,
businesses, etc.

● It interprets the meaning of laws and applies laws to specific cases.
● It creates case law.

How is the Judicial Branch organized at the federal level?

Image from Understanding the Federal Courts (AOPC)
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● The U.S. Supreme Court is the highest court in the country. Nine Justices (judges) sit on
the Supreme Court. It is asked to review thousands of cases each year, but only hears
about 100 - 150 appeals annually.

● The U.S. Courts of Appeals sit below the Supreme Court. These courts are organized into
13 circuits (sometimes called “Circuit Courts”) based on 12 geographic regions and an
additional Federal Circuit in Washington, D.C. These courts review the procedures and
decisions of the lower U.S. District courts “to make sure that the proceedings were fair
and that the proper law was applied correctly.” They also hear appeals of federal
administrative agency decisions. Typically, appeals are heard by a panel of three judges.
They do not have juries, and they do not retry cases, hear new evidence, or hear from
witnesses.

○ Pennsylvania is part of the Third Circuit
● The U.S. District Courts make up the lower level of the federal court system. These are

trial courts where a judge presides over the case, and a jury decides the outcome. The
parties may waive their right to a jury trial and elect to have the judge decide the
outcome. Each of the 94 district courts are organized into 12 regional circuits within the
U.S. Courts of Appeals.

○ Pennsylvania is divided into Eastern, Western, and Middle Districts (which are a
part of the Third Circuit)

For more information, see Court Role & Structure or Court Website Links from
uscourts.gov
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How is the Judicial Branch organized in Pennsylvania?

● The Pennsylvania Supreme Court is the highest court in the state. It has seven Justices
(judges) who serve 10-year terms. It mainly hears appeals from the Commonwealth and
Superior Courts. It also hears appeals of death penalty cases.

● Pennsylvania Superior Court is one of the two appellate courts in the state that reviews
the decisions of the lower trial court to see if any errors were made. Superior Court is the
appeals court for most citizens and businesses, hearing appeals from criminal, civil, and
family cases. It is a very busy court - it issues about 5,000 decisions each year. There are
15 judges who usually hear cases in groups of three.

● Pennsylvania Commonwealth Court is one of the two appellate courts in the state that
reviews the decisions of the lower trial court to see if any errors were made. It is a
unique court that specializes in issues related to state and local government and
administrative law/agencies. There are nine judges who usually hear cases in groups of
three. In addition to hearing appeals, the Commonwealth Court sometimes acts like a
trial court in specific situations.

● The Pennsylvania Courts of Common Pleas are the trial courts that hear major civil and
criminal cases as well as family court and orphan’s court matters. The Courts of
Common Pleas are organized into 60 judicial districts across the state, and each district
has a different number of judges (anywhere from one to more than ninety per district).
The Court of Common Pleas can also hear appeals from the Magisterial or Municipal
Courts or from certain government agencies.

○ Philadelphia makes up the First Judicial District (FJD) of Pennsylvania.
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● Pennsylvania Courts of Limited Jurisdiction include Magisterial District and Municipal
Courts across the state. These are the lowest level of courts in PA, sometimes called
minor courts. These courts handle things like small claims (up to $12,000),
landlord-tenant issues, traffic violations, summary offenses (such as underage drinking),
and the initial stages of all criminal cases.

● Philadelphia makes up the First Judicial District (FJD) of Pennsylvania.
○ The FJD includes two courts: the Court of Common Pleas and Municipal Court.

The Philadelphia Municipal Court is unique because its judges also hold bench
trials in criminal cases when the maximum penalty is less than five years of
incarceration.

For more information, see Our Pa. Court System from pacourts.us

Case Law

What is case law?

● Case law is law that is created by the decisions of a court. Generally, case law refers to
opinions (statements that explain the court's decision) written by judges, based on the
specific facts of a civil or criminal case. Case law interprets and applies statutes and
regulations.

● Case law (sometimes called “common law”) is law created by courts.

How is case law created?

● Case law is created when a judge issues an opinion. The opinion is a court’s written
statement explaining the court’s decision for the case.

● In some situations, it can also create precedent, which judges rely on for future rulings.

How does case law interact with other types of law?

● Statutes: Case law complements and fills in gaps in statutory law.
● Statutes and Regulations: Case law helps determine the effect of statutes and

regulations. When making a decision, a judge may interpret and determine the meaning
of language used in a statute or regulation. When the meaning of a statute or regulation
is determined, judges can then apply the relevant statute or regulation to the facts of a
case to determine the outcome.

How can case law be useful in research?

● Case law is useful in supporting a legal argument. It is typical to include citations to case
law when writing briefs, for example.

● It is also useful in determining what the current precedent is.
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● See How to Read a Legal Opinion for a more detailed explanation on case law.

Finding case law, generally

● Some court opinions are gathered together and organized by date in books called
“reporters.” Published opinions will have a reporter citation. Historically, cases could only
be viewed in the printed reporters.

● Today case law is also available electronically through subscription databases like Lexis
or Westlaw. See Local Public Law Libraries: Major Database Access in the Appendix of
this guide for a list of law libraries in the Philadelphia area where you might be able to
use these legal databases.

● Some case law is also available through free online resources. Here are a few options:
○ CourtListener.com
○ FindLaw
○ Google Scholar
○ Justia

Finding Federal case law

● U.S. Supreme Court Opinions:
○ Supreme Court of the United States

■ Opinions Relating to Orders (2011 - present)
■ Bound Volumes of the U.S. Reports (1991 Term - most recent published

bound volume). These are digital versions of the print books.
○ Library of Congress - U.S. Reports by Volume (“This digital collection of the U.S.

Reports contains volumes 1-570, covering the years 1754-2012. This collection
will continue to grow as the Supreme Court digitizes more volumes of the U.S.
Reports.”)

● GovInfo: United States Courts Opinions (opinions from selected United States appellate,
district, and bankruptcy courts; starting around April 2004)

● PACER - “The Public Access to Court Electronic Records (PACER) service provides
electronic public access to federal court records.” An account is required to search
PACER. There are fees that apply for searching and viewing dockets and documents. See
PACER Billing.

Finding Pennsylvania case law

● Unified Judicial System of PA
○ Court Opinions and Postings for PA appellate courts (cases available starting in

the late 1990s)
○ Cases of Public Interest - Provides certain documents related to PA cases that

are of interest to the public
● FindLaw.com
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○ Supreme Court of Pennsylvania Opinions
○ Superior Court of Pennsylvania Opinions
○ Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania Opinions

Finding Philadelphia case law

● Philadelphia (FJD) Court Opinions (select opinions from the Philadelphia Court of
Common Pleas and Municipal Courts)

How to read a case citation:

● Cases are published in reporters (which are books that gather together and publish
cases). A case citation usually has the following parts:

○ The names of the parties
○ Volume number of reporter
○ The abbreviated title of the reporter (Federal Reporter abbreviations)
○ The page where the case starts
○ Sometimes the citation will also list the court and date

● Example of a Federal Case Citation:
○ Name of Parties, [Volume #] Reporter [Page #] (Court and Year)
○ Example: Molnlycke Health Care AB v. Dumex Med. Surgical Prods. Ltd., 64 F.

Supp. 2d 448 (E.D. Pa. 1999)

● Example of a Pennsylvania State Citation:
○ Name of Parties, [Volume #] Reporter [Page #] (Court and Year)
○ Example: Wells v. Cendant Mobility Fin. Corp., 913 A.2d 929 (Pa. Super. Ct. 2006)

Federal Pennsylvania

Full Case
Citation

Name of Parties, [Volume #] Reporter
[Page #] (Court and Year)
Molnlycke Health Care AB v. Dumex Med.
Surgical Prods. Ltd., 64 F. Supp. 2d 448
(E.D. Pa. 1999)

Name of Parties, [Volume #] Reporter
[Page #] (Court and Year)
Wells v. Cendant Mobility Fin. Corp., 913
A.2d 929 (Pa. Super. Ct. 2006)
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Court Dockets

What are dockets?

● Dockets contain a list of all filings and proceedings available in a case.

How is a docket created?

● Dockets are usually created when a complaint or petition is filed with a court.
● Judges’ opinions (case law) are listed in the docket with the other filings that led to the

judge issuing the opinion.

How can dockets be useful in research?

● Dockets allows a user to locate basic information about the case, like the full list of
parties involved (the case title does not always list all the parties), when the case was
filed, the judge assigned, and the attorneys who entered an appearance.

● Dockets also provide a listing of all the filings submitted for a case (for example,
motions, briefs, hearings, opinions, orders, etc.).

Finding Federal dockets

● PACER - Official federal dockets from U.S. District Courts (including Pennsylvania’s
Eastern, Western, and Middle District Courts), U.S. Court of Appeals (including the Third
Circuit), Bankruptcy Courts, U.S. Court of Federal Claims, U.S. Court of International
Trade and Judicial Panel On Multidistrict Litigation are available through PACER.

○ An account is required to search PACER. There are fees that apply for searching
and viewing dockets and documents. See PACER Billing.

○ Selected federal docket information may be freely available from the
non-government organization RECAP Archive, which collects and publishes some
federal docket material directly from PACER.

● Supreme Court of the United States - Docket Search
○ “The Supreme Court’s docket system contains information about cases, both

pending and decided, that have been filed at the Court. The docket provided here
contains complete information regarding the status of cases filed since the
beginning of the 2001 Term.”

Finding Pennsylvania dockets

● The Unified Judicial System of Pennsylvania Case Search
○ Access to Supreme, Superior, and Commonwealth (Appellate) dockets.
○ Includes criminal dockets for all PA counties.
○ Also includes Philadelphia Municipal Court criminal dockets.

● In Pennsylvania, electronic state civil docket access varies by county.
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https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/complaint
https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/petition
https://www.law.cornell.edu/wex/case_law
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Finding Philadelphia dockets

● Philadelphia Courts, First Judicial District of Pennsylvania
○ Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas - Civil
○ Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas - Criminal (via UJS of PA Case Search)
○ Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas - Orphans’ Court
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court - Civil (click “Login As Public User” to start)
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court - Criminal (via UJS of PA Case Search)

Court Rules

What are court rules?

● Court rules govern procedures for cases and for how to do business in the courts. Rules
can detail time limitations, pleadings allowed, and grounds for appeal. Sometimes they
include templates for forms.

● In federal court
○ There are multiple sets of rules that could be applicable to the case, including,

but not limited to:
■ Rules of Appellate Procedure - govern procedure in the U.S. Courts of

Appeals
■ Rules of Civil Procedure - govern civil proceedings in the U.S. District

Courts
■ Rules of Criminal Procedure - govern criminal proceedings and

prosecutions in the U.S. district courts, the courts of appeals, and the
Supreme Court

■ Rules of Evidence - govern the admission or exclusion of evidence in
most proceedings in the United States courts

■ Rules of Bankruptcy Procedure
○ “Local Rules” - Each federal appellate and district court may also have their own

local rules that may either supplement or replace the above Federal Rules. Check
the relevant courts’ websites.

● Each state has their own sets of court rules that govern their courts. Pennsylvania has
its own Rules of Civil Procedure, Criminal Procedure, and more.

○ “Local Rules” - Each county in a state may also have their own local court rules
that are used in addition to the state rules. Check with your local county.

How are court rules created?

● Several committees are responsible for creating and updating Federal Court rules. The
Judicial Conference of the United States oversees a Standing Committee and five
Advisory Committees. These committees respond to proposals, draft amendments,
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collect public comments, and submit any agreed upon changes to the Supreme Court for
approval.

○ Learn more about the stages in the Federal court rulemaking process here.
● Similar to the Federal Rules, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court appoints individuals to

several different Rules Committees. Members of the committee are responsible for
informing legal professionals of any recent or proposed changes.

○ Most rule change proposals are published in the Pennsylvania Bulletin for public
comment, giving the rules committees the opportunity to make changes before
submitting the proposal to the PA Supreme Court. Final rules that are adopted by
the PA Supreme Court are also published in the PA Bulletin.

How do court rules interact with other types of law?

● Statutes: The process of creating, amending and enforcing federal court rules is
governed by a statue in the United States code (28 U.S.C. § 2071-2077). This section
grants the Supreme Court the power to promote and enforce the rules.

● Cases: Case law is the result of a judge’s decision on a matter before the court. Court
Rules are essential in ensuring that a judge's decision was fair and timely to both parties.

How can court rules be useful in research?

● Court rules are essential in ensuring the courts run in an efficient manner.
● It is important to understand court rules for the relevant jurisdiction because parties and

their lawyers are required to follow them in a case or when interacting with the courts.
● Sometimes they include templates for forms.

Finding federal court rules

● Supreme Court of the United States: Rules and Guidance
○ See the Rules of the Supreme Court PDF

● Federal Rules of Appellate, Bankruptcy, Civil, and Criminal Procedure; Rules of Evidence,
and more:

○ United States Courts Current Rules of Practice & Procedure
○ Cornell Law School - Legal Information Institute

● Local Appellate & District Court Rules (related to PA) to be used in conjunction with the
relevant set(s) of Federal Rules:

○ Appellate
■ Third Circuit - Rules & Procedures

○ District
■ Eastern District of Pennsylvania - Local Rules, Standing and

Administrative Orders
■ Middle District of Pennsylvania - Local Rules and Orders
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https://www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/about-rulemaking-process/how-rulemaking-process-works/overview-bench-bar-and-public
https://www.pacourts.us/courts/supreme-court/committees/rules-committees
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/USCODE-2011-title28/pdf/USCODE-2011-title28-partV-chap131-sec2071.pdf
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■ Western District of Pennsylvania - Local Rules

Finding Pennsylvania court rules

● Pennsylvania State Court Rules are available on Pacodeandbulletin.gov
○ Pennsylvania Rules of Civil Procedure

■ Includes PA Orphans’ Court Rules
○ Pennsylvania Rules of Criminal Procedure
○ Pennsylvania Rules of Evidence
○ Pennsylvania Rules of Appellate Procedure
○ Pennsylvania Rules of Judicial Conduct
○ Pennsylvania Juvenile Rules

Finding Philadelphia court rules (to be used in conjunction with PA state rules)

● Philadelphia County Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Trial Division-Civil Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Trial Division-Criminal Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Orphans’ Court Division Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Family Division - Domestic Relations Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Family Division Juvenile Dependency Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court Civil Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court Criminal Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court Traffic Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Rules of Judicial Administration
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https://www.pawd.uscourts.gov/court-info/local-rules-and-orders/local-rules
http://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/
http://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?titleNumber=231&file=/secure/pacode/data/231/231toc.html
http://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?titleNumber=234&file=/secure/pacode/data/234/234toc.html
http://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?titleNumber=225&file=/secure/pacode/data/225/225toc.html
http://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?file=/secure/pacode/data/210/partItoc.html&d=
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?titleNumber=207&file=/secure/pacode/data/207/207toc.html&searchunitkeywords=&operator=OR&title=null
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?titleNumber=237&file=/secure/pacode/data/237/237toc.html&searchunitkeywords=&operator=OR&title=null
https://www.courts.phila.gov/localrules/
https://www.courts.phila.gov/pdf/rules/CP-Trial-Civil-Compiled%20Rules.pdf
https://www.courts.phila.gov/pdf/rules/CP-Criminal-Division-Compiled-Rules.pdf
https://www.courts.phila.gov/pdf/rules/Compiled-Orphans-Court-Rules-Forms.pdf
https://www.courts.phila.gov/pdf/rules/Domestic-Relations-Compiled-Rules.pdf
https://www.courts.phila.gov/pdf/rules/CP-Family-Juvenile-Dependency-Rules.pdf
https://www.courts.phila.gov/pdf/rules/MC-Civil-Division-Compiled-rules.pdf
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https://www.courts.phila.gov/pdf/rules/Judicial_Administration-Complied-Rules.pdf


Appendix A:

Local Public Law Libraries: Major Database Access

This guide focuses mainly on sources of free, online legal information. But sometimes you may
need or want information that is not freely available online. In those situations, it might be
helpful to visit a local public law library to do research using its books or legal databases. For
example, some law libraries offer public access to major legal databases like Lexis or Westlaw.

Here is a list of some law libraries in the Greater Philadelphia area. We included available
information (if any) about access to legal databases at these libraries according to their
websites. Please reach out to each library directly with any questions about access and to
confirm their current hours.

Bucks County

Bucks County Law Library
55 E Court Street
Doylestown, PA 18901
215-348-6081

Monday – Friday, 8:30 am – 5 pm

https://www.buckscounty.gov/786/Law-Library

Chester County

Chester County Law Library
201 West Market Street
West Chester, PA 19380-0989
610-344-6166
lawlibrary@chesco.org

Monday – Friday, 8:30 am – 4:30 pm

https://www.chesco.org/572/Law-Library

Delaware County

Francis J. Catania Law Library
201 W Front St,
Media, PA 19063
610-891-4462
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Monday – Friday, 8:30 am – 4:30 pm

Free access to Lexis Advance is available on two of the public access computers; documents
found therein may be printed or emailed according to the vendors' limitations. 

https://delcopa.gov/courts/lawlibrary.html

Montgomery County

Montgomery County Law Library
One Montgomery Plaza
10th Floor
425 Swede Street
Norristown, PA 19404
610-278-3805

Monday – Friday, 8:30 am – 4:00 pm

The Law Library offers free access to Westlaw, LexisNexis, basic internet, and Microsoft Suite of
office programs, along with basic instruction on how to use these computer databases. The
library has six computer terminals for online research and word processing.

https://www.montcopa.org/1109/Computer-Access-to-Online-Legal-Research

Philadelphia County

Jenkins Law Library
1801 Market St., Suite 900
Ten Penn Center
Philadelphia, PA 19103-6405
215-574-1500

Monday – Friday, 8:30 am – 5:00 pm

Members of the public can access all of Jenkins’ databases - including Westlaw, LexisNexis,
Bloomberg Law, and VitalLaw - when they visit the library.
$5 a day

https://www.jenkinslaw.org/general-public

Lehigh County

Judge Donald E. Wieand Law Library
Lehigh County Courthouse, 8th Floor
455 West Hamilton Street
Allentown, PA 18101-1614
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610-782-3385

Monday – Friday, 8:30 am – 4:30 pm

Call 610-782-3385 to make appointments to use the library’s Westlaw or Lexis computers.

https://www.lccpa.org/courtadmin/lawlibrary.nex
Catalog: https://opac.libraryworld.com/opac/home.php

Northampton County

Northampton County Law Library
669 Washington Street
Easton, PA 18042
610-829-6751

Monday – Friday, 8:30 am – 4:30 pm

Public access computers are available, enabling electronic research via the internet.
Additionally, Northampton County Local Rules and Common Pleas opinions are available in a
searchable/printable online archive both in the library and on this website. Westlaw online
access provides users reference to materials not available in traditional published form.

https://www.nccpa.org/law-library

Federal Depository Library Directory (FDLD)

The U.S. Government Publishing Office (GPO) through the Federal Depository Library Program
(FDLP) distributes government information free of cost to these libraries, and the libraries
provide free access for all users to this information. In addition, information specialists are
available at these libraries to assist researchers with locating Federal information.
https://ask.gpo.gov/s/FDLD
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Appendix B:

American Association of Law Libraries (AALL) Guides & Resources

Here are a few resources from the American Association of Law Libraries (AALL) that may be
helpful for beginners to legal research.

1. How to Research a Legal Problem: A Guide for Non-Lawyers (Updated 2022)

How to Research a Legal Problem offers general tips and strategies for doing legal research.
“This guide is intended to help a person with a legal problem find legal rules that can resolve or
prevent conflict. It is most useful to work through the steps and sources in the order given.”

This guide was prepared by the Legal Information Services to the Public (LISP-SIS) Special
Interest Section (LISP-SIS) of the American Association of Law Libraries (AALL).

2. Starting Points for Researching a Legal Issue Using Print or Digital
Resources
aka Prison Legal Research Pamphlet (2021)

This pamphlet uses infographics to explain how to use resources for legal research. It includes
tips on how to use an index, use a table of contents, and search for legal information on the
internet. It was developed especially for people who are incarcerated, but can be helpful for
anyone. Also available in Spanish.

This pamphlet was created by the Social Responsibilities Special Interest Section (SR-SIS) of the
American Association of Law Libraries (AALL).

3. Public Library Toolkit

The links in the Public Library Toolkit are “meant to help public librarians understand the process
of legal research, effectively develop and use the information located within their libraries, utilize
information located outside their libraries, with the end goal of helping the patron locate the
legal information they need.” The Toolkit webpage also includes links to other state-specific
legal research guides.

Written by: Marsha Thomas, University of Utah S.J. Quinney Law Library, and Betsy Sandison,
Baltimore County Circuit Court Law Library. Offered by: Legal Information Service to the Public
Special Interest Section of the American Association of Law Libraries.
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Appendix C:

A Very Brief History of Federalism in the United States

The power-sharing relationship of federalism was born in the American Revolution. Before the
Revolution, there were thirteen colonies that had each been established at different times and
for different reasons. Each colony had their own separate territorial laws.

Before the colonies decided to declare independence from Great Britain, they realized that they
would need to work together to defend their common interests. Starting in 1774, the colonies
sent representatives to a Continental Congress where they discussed how to respond to the
British government’s attempts to exert control over the colonies. After war broke out between
the British and the colonists in Massachusetts, the second Continental Congress declared
independence from Great Britain in 1776.

In 1781, while the war for independence was still underway, the thirteen colonies adopted the
Articles of Confederation, which created a national-level government to unite the colonies
against Great Britain. Under this new model, the colonies became states. The new national
government made it easier for the states to work together in the war, but the individual states
kept most of the power. After the war ended in 1783, the national government (called the
Confederation Congress), struggled to rule effectively. The Confederation Congress did not have
the power to create taxes or the power to make the states obey its decisions. This made the
national government too weak to effectively unite the states in peacetime, deal with foreign
nations, or pay the debts created by the war.

Frustration with the Articles of Confederation and the Confederation Congress eventually led to
the 1787 Constitutional Convention. This meeting of representatives from the states planned to
rewrite the Articles to fix their many problems. Through a lot of debate and sectional
compromise, the Convention drafted a new governing document: the U.S. Constitution. After the
Constitution was drafted, the individual states had to ratify it. By ratifying the new Constitution,
the states bound themselves together and agreed to share power with the national, federal
government. The Constitution was ratified in 1789 and is still the central document for U.S. law.
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Appendix D:
Quick Links to Federal, PA, & Philadelphia Law

Here are some links to free, online sources of Federal, Pennsylvania, and/or Philadelphia law,
organized by type of law.

Constitutions

Federal ● The United States Constitution

Pennsylvania ● The Constitution of Pennsylvania

Bills/Legislation

Federal ● Congress.gov: Legislation

Pennsylvania ● Pennsylvania General Assembly: Bills and Amendments

Philadelphia ● City of Philadelphia: Legislation

Statutes

Federal ● United States Code
○ GovInfo: U.S. Code
○ Office of the Law Revision Counsel: U.S. Code
○ Cornell Legal Information Institute: U.S. Code

Pennsylvania ● Unofficial Purdon's Pennsylvania Statutes from Westlaw
(includes both consolidated and unconsolidated PA statutes)

● Pennsylvania General Assembly
○ Pennsylvania Unconsolidated Statutes (P.S.):

Chronological publication of statutes passed by the
Pennsylvania General Assembly.

○ Pennsylvania Consolidated Statutes (Pa.C.S.): Official
topical organization of Pennsylvania statutes in force at
the time of publication.

Philadelphia
Ordinances

● Philadelphia Code
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https://constitutioncenter.org/the-constitution/full-text
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/LI/consCheck.cfm?txtType=HTM&ttl=0
https://www.congress.gov/search?pageSort=dateOfIntroduction:desc&q=%7B%22source%22%3A%22legislation%22%7D
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/bills/
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https://www.govinfo.gov/app/collection/uscode#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20Code%20is,was%20first%20published%20in%201926
https://uscode.house.gov/
https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text
https://govt.westlaw.com/pac/index?__lrTS=20200221190352760&transitionType=Default&contextData=%28sc.Default%29
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/bills/
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/LI/Public/ucons_index.cfm
https://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/LI/Public/cons_index.cfm
https://codelibrary.amlegal.com/codes/philadelphia/latest/philadelphia_pa/0-0-0-266407


Regulations

Federal ● Code of Federal Regulations (arranged by subject)
● Federal Register
● Regulations.gov (regulatory dockets)

Pennsylvania ● Pennsylvania Code (arranged by subject)
● Pennsylvania Bulletin

Philadelphia ● Regulations.phila-records.com ([select?]regulations issued
since January 1, 2014)

Executive Orders

Federal ● Federal Register: Executive Orders (from 1994 to the present)
● WhiteHouse.gov Briefing Room: Presidential Actions (recent

orders)
● U.C. Santa Barbara’s American Presidency Project: Executive

Orders

Pennsylvania ● Governor of Pennsylvania: Executive Orders (recent orders)
● Pennsylvania Bulletin (search by agency (Governor’s Office) or

document type (Governor)).

Philadelphia ● City of Philadelphia: Executive Orders (1952 to the present)

Case Law

General ● CourtListener.com
● FindLaw
● Google Scholar
● Justia

Federal ● U.S. Supreme Court Opinions:
○ Supreme Court of the United States

■ Opinions Relating to Orders (2011 - present)
■ Bound Volumes of the U.S. Reports (1991 Term -

most recent published bound volume)
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https://www.ecfr.gov/
https://www.federalregister.gov/
https://www.regulations.gov/
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Home/Pacode
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https://www.governor.pa.gov/topic/executive-order/
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https://caselaw.findlaw.com/
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https://law.justia.com/cases/
https://www.supremecourt.gov/
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/relatingtoorders/21
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/relatingtoorders/19
https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/USReports.aspx


○ Library of Congress - U.S. Reports by Volume (volumes
1-570, covering the years 1754-2012)

● GovInfo: United States Courts Opinions (opinions from selected
U.S. appellate, district, and bankruptcy courts; starting around
April 2004)

● PACER

Pennsylvania ● Unified Judicial System of PA
○ Court Opinions and Postings (PA appellate courts)
○ Cases of Public Interest

● FindLaw.com
○ Supreme Court of Pennsylvania Opinions
○ Superior Court of Pennsylvania Opinions
○ Commonwealth Court of Pennsylvania Opinions

Philadelphia ● Philadelphia (FJD) Court Opinions (select opinions from the
Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas and Municipal Courts)

Court Dockets

Federal ● PACER
● RECAP Archive
● Supreme Court of the United States - Docket Search

Pennsylvania ● The Unified Judicial System of Pennsylvania Case Search

Philadelphia ● Philadelphia Courts, First Judicial District of Pennsylvania
○ Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas - Civil
○ Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas - Criminal (via UJS

of PA Case Search)
○ Philadelphia Court of Common Pleas - Orphans’ Court
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court - Civil (click “Login As

Public User” to start)
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court - Criminal (via UJS of PA

Case Search)
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https://www.loc.gov/collections/united-states-reports/about-this-collection/united-states-reports-by-volume/
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https://pacer.uscourts.gov/
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https://fjdclaims.phila.gov/phmuni/login.do
https://ujsportal.pacourts.us/CaseSearch


Court Rules

Federal ● Supreme Court of the United States: Rules and Guidance

● Federal Rules of Appellate, Bankruptcy, Civil, and Criminal
Procedure; Rules of Evidence, and more:

○ United States Courts Current Rules of Practice &
Procedure

○ Cornell Law School - Legal Information Institute

● Local Appellate & District Court Rules (related to PA) to be used
in conjunction with the relevant set(s) of Federal Rules:

○ Appellate
■ Third Circuit - Rules & Procedures

○ District
■ Eastern District of Pennsylvania - Local Rules,

Standing and Administrative Orders
■ Middle District of Pennsylvania - Local Rules and

Orders
■ Western District of Pennsylvania - Local Rules

Pennsylvania ● Pacodeandbulletin.gov
○ Pennsylvania Rules of Civil Procedure - Includes PA

Orphans’ Court Rules
○ Pennsylvania Rules of Criminal Procedure
○ Pennsylvania Rules of Evidence
○ Pennsylvania Rules of Appellate Procedure
○ Pennsylvania Rules of Judicial Conduct
○ Pennsylvania Juvenile Rules

Philadelphia
(County rules to be
used in conjunction
with PA state rules)

● Philadelphia County Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Trial Division-Civil Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Trial Division-Criminal Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Orphans’ Court Division Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Family Division - Domestic Relations Local

Rules
○ Philadelphia Family Division Juvenile Dependency Local

Rules
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court Civil Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court Criminal Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Municipal Court Traffic Local Rules
○ Philadelphia Rules of Judicial Administration
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https://www.supremecourt.gov/filingandrules/rules_guidance.aspx
https://www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/current-rules-practice-procedure
https://www.uscourts.gov/rules-policies/current-rules-practice-procedure
https://www.law.cornell.edu/rules
https://www.ca3.uscourts.gov/rules-procedures-0
http://www.paed.uscourts.gov/documents2/local-rules
http://www.paed.uscourts.gov/documents2/local-rules
https://www.pamd.uscourts.gov/court-info/local-rules-and-orders
https://www.pamd.uscourts.gov/court-info/local-rules-and-orders
https://www.pawd.uscourts.gov/court-info/local-rules-and-orders/local-rules
http://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/
http://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?titleNumber=231&file=/secure/pacode/data/231/231toc.html
http://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?titleNumber=234&file=/secure/pacode/data/234/234toc.html
http://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?titleNumber=225&file=/secure/pacode/data/225/225toc.html
http://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?file=/secure/pacode/data/210/partItoc.html&d=
https://www.pacodeandbulletin.gov/Display/pacode?titleNumber=207&file=/secure/pacode/data/207/207toc.html&searchunitkeywords=&operator=OR&title=null
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