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§ 7.3

Books: Primary Authority
The Law

Primary authority is law. This section introduces the 
major law library publications that publish the law, and 
their online counterparts published on Westlaw and Lexis. 

CASES: REPORTS AND REPORTERS

A case is a published court opinion. West is the major 
reporter of case law, although there are a few exceptions. 
The Reporter System is how West Publishing Company
publishes cases from various regions of the country, in 
addition to the federal cases found in the Federal 
Reporter (first, second, and third series), the Federal 
Supplement (first and second series), and the Supreme 
Court Reporter. Other publications containing federal 
cases include the Federal Rules Decisions, the Federal 
Appendix, and subject matter reporters, such as the 
Bankruptcy Reporter and the Military Justice Reporter. 

Lawyer’s Cooperative Publishing Company also publishes 
cases, but only the U.S. Supreme Court Reports, Lawyer’s 
Edition (first and second series). All the publications 
mentioned above are unofficial publications because 
they are published privately, not by the government.

Opinion from law library book

Opinion from online research site
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Many states also publish court opinions. The Washington Reports are published by the state of 
Washington and are an official publication. Some states also publish appellate court opinions within 
their state. Michigan has the Michigan Reports for Michigan Supreme Court cases and the Michigan 
Appellate Reports for the Michigan Court of Appeals. Cases are law and are therefore primary authority.

Advance Sheets
This softbound pamphlet is published in advance of the hardbound publication to give 
the reader quick access. (See green and white pamphlets in the image.) Advance sheets 
are usually associated with reports and reporters and are placed at the end of the set. 
The advance sheet is discarded when the new hardbound book is published.

While critical when researching cases in the law library, Advance Sheets are irrelevant in 
online legal research since cases are digitally published almost immediately. Thus, there 
is no longer the driving need to maintain a system for delivering opinions prior to 
hardbound volumes being printed.

Reports and Reporters Functions

available on Westlaw [Database: ALLSTATES, ALLFEDS, other]
available on Lexis [CASES]
helps to find the law 
contains the law 
helps to use the law 
acts as a reference, form book, or other usage
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CODE OF FEDERAL REGULATIONS (CFR)

The C.F.R. is a collection of softbound pamphlets containing regulations for federal agencies. These 
regulations are law; hence, primary authority.

Code of Federal Regulations Functions

available on Westlaw [Database: CFR]
available on Lexis [Database: CFR] 
helps to find the law 
contains the law 
helps to use the law 
acts as a reference, form book, or other usage
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FEDERAL REGISTER  (FED. REG.)

The Federal Register reports daily summaries of administrative agencies, including proposed laws and 
actions taken by those agencies. 

Federal Register Functions

available on Westlaw [Database: FR]
available on Lexis [Database: FEDREG] 
helps to find the law 
contains the law 
helps to use the law 
acts as a reference, form book, or other usage
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RULES OF COURT

Rules of court govern the procedural aspects of civil or criminal trials. Court rules are law, therefore, 
primary authority. The court rules for every state and federal court are published on Westlaw and Lexis
and are also available by using a Google search. In addition, it is likely that your law firm will have a 
physical copy of the rules.

Rules of Court Functions

available on Westlaw
available on Lexis
helps to find the law 
contains the law 
helps to use the law 
acts as a reference, form book, or other usage
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SESSION LAWS (STATUTES AT LARGE)

Legislative acts and bills are first published as individual “slip laws,” and are then collected in sets of 
hardbound books called Session Laws, Statutes at Large, or some similar term. Most legislatures meet 
every year and each year has its own set of Session Laws. The acts or bills will then be incorporated 
within the regular set of statutes for that state the next time they are published. The researcher rarely 
uses or quotes the Session Laws since they are quickly included in the published statutes.  

Session Laws Functions

helps to find the law 
contains the law 
helps to use the law 
acts as a reference, form book, or other usage
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UNITED STATES CODE -UNITED STATES CODE ANNOTATED - UNITED STATES CODE SERVICE 

 
 

 
Federal statutes are published in three publications: U.S.C. (official Government publication), U.S.C.A. 
(West), and U.S.C.S. (Lawyers Coop.) Only U.S.C. is official, but all three publications contain primary 
authority. However, always cite to the official, U.S.C. The United States Code can be found on both 
Westlaw (U.S.C.A.) and Lexis (U.S.C.S.). You may also conduct a Google search to find the U.S. Code. 
 

United States Code Functions 
 

 available on Westlaw [Database: USCA] 
 available on Lexis [Database: USCS] 
 helps to find the law  
 contains the law  
 helps to use the law  
 acts as a reference, form book, or other usage 
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CHAPTER 7 

Wrap-Up 
WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW 

After reading this chapter you should know the following: 

� How to locate databases on Westlaw 
� How to locate databases on Lexis 
� The various publications containing 

secondary authority 
� The various publications containing 

primary authority 

ASSIGNMENTS 

There are no assignments for this chapter. 

 
 
 


