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Making Sense of the Citator: A Manual and
Workbook – Your Guide to Legal Research
Mastery
Navigating the complexities of legal research can feel daunting, especially when
confronted with the seemingly impenetrable world of case law. This is where a
comprehensive understanding of legal citators, like the one detailed in this manual and
workbook, becomes invaluable. This guide will equip you with the skills and knowledge to
effectively utilize a citator, unlocking the power of legal precedent and enhancing your
research capabilities significantly. We'll explore its features, benefits, and practical
application, transforming your approach to legal research. Key aspects we'll cover
include understanding case history, identifying subsequent citations, and leveraging the
power of citator analysis for persuasive legal arguments.
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Understanding the Power of Legal Citators
Legal citators are indispensable tools for legal professionals, researchers, and
students alike. They act as gateways to a vast network of legal information, enabling
users to trace the history and subsequent treatment of a particular case. This process,
often referred to as "shepardizing" (a term originating from the Shepardizing service,
though now applicable across many citator platforms), is crucial for verifying the
continued validity and relevance of a legal precedent. Think of a citator as a dynamic
map of legal history, revealing how a case has evolved over time. By understanding and
effectively using a citator, you're not just finding cases; you're verifying their
viability and discovering related rulings. This is crucial for crafting compelling and
accurate legal arguments.

Key Features and Benefits of Using a Citator
A well-structured citator – whether in manual or digital form – provides a plethora of
features that significantly streamline the legal research process. These include:

Case History: Tracing a case's lineage, from its original ruling through any
appeals, reversals, or modifications. This reveals the full story behind a case,
ensuring you are working with the most current and accurate information.
Subsequent Citations: Identifying cases that have cited the case you're
researching. This helps uncover related precedents and broader legal trends.
Understanding subsequent citations is vital for building comprehensive legal
arguments.
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Negative Treatment: Identifying instances where a case has been overturned,
questioned, or limited by later decisions. This is crucial for avoiding relying on
outdated or weakened precedent.
Parallel Citations: Locating the same case reported in different reporters
(official vs. unofficial). This expands your search capabilities and ensures you
don't miss relevant information.
Headnotes and Key Numbers: Providing quick summaries of the case and its key legal
points, facilitating efficient research and understanding.

The benefits extend beyond mere efficiency. Mastering a citator empowers you to:

Improve the accuracy and validity of your research: By verifying the status of
precedents, you build stronger legal arguments.
Enhance your legal arguments: Finding subsequent cases supporting your position
strengthens your case considerably.
Save significant time and effort: Efficient citator use streamlines research,
allowing you to focus on analysis and strategy.
Strengthen your credibility and expertise: Demonstrating proficient citator skills
showcases legal acumen and attention to detail.

Effective Strategies for Using a Citator: A Step-by-Step
Guide
Let’s break down the practical application of using a citator. This manual and workbook
will guide you through each stage. Consider the following steps:
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1. Identify the case: Begin with the citation of the case you wish to research.

2. Access the citator: Locate the case within your chosen citator database or manual.

3. Analyze the case history: Trace the case's path through the court system. Note any
appeals, reversals, or modifications.

4. Examine subsequent citations: Carefully review cases that have cited the original
case, paying attention to how it was applied or interpreted.

5. Assess negative treatment: Identify instances where the case has been overruled,
criticized, or limited.

6. Identify parallel citations: Note the case's citation in different reporters.

7. Synthesize your findings: Integrate your research into your broader legal analysis.

Let's illustrate with an example. Suppose you're researching *Miranda v. Arizona*. Using
a citator, you wouldn't just find the original decision; you’d also discover subsequent
cases that have interpreted or modified its application, clarifying the scope of its
ruling and potentially highlighting limitations. This is critical for accurate legal
analysis. Understanding these nuances through comprehensive citator analysis is crucial
for success in legal research.
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Mastering Citator Analysis: Beyond the Basics
While the basics of using a citator are relatively straightforward, true mastery lies in
understanding the nuances of legal interpretation and precedent. This includes:

Distinguishing between binding and persuasive authority: Understanding the weight
given to different precedents based on jurisdiction and court hierarchy.
Identifying subtle shifts in legal interpretation: Recognizing how judges might
subtly reinterpret or modify existing precedents.
Considering the context of subsequent citations: Understanding the specific
reasoning behind why a case was cited in a particular way.

Developing these higher-level analytical skills will transform you from a citator user
to a skilled legal researcher who can leverage legal precedents strategically and
effectively.

Conclusion: Unlocking Legal Research Potential
This manual and workbook aims to demystify the process of making sense of a citator. By
understanding its features, benefits, and effective strategies for use, legal
researchers can significantly enhance their efficiency and the accuracy of their work.
Mastering citator analysis is not just about finding cases; it’s about understanding
their implications, identifying potential weaknesses, and building compelling and
persuasive legal arguments. It's a fundamental skill that underpins successful legal
research and practice.
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
Q1: What is the difference between a citator and a legal database?

A1: While both are vital tools for legal research, they serve different purposes. A
legal database (like Westlaw or LexisNexis) houses the full text of legal materials
(cases, statutes, regulations). A citator focuses specifically on tracking the history
and subsequent treatment of individual cases. Essentially, a citator helps you evaluate
the current validity and relevance of information found within a legal database.

Q2: Are all citators the same?

A2: No, different citators have different features, interfaces, and coverage. Some are
specialized for specific jurisdictions or legal areas. Some are integrated within
broader legal research platforms, while others exist as standalone tools. The best
citator for you will depend on your specific needs and resources.

Q3: How can I improve my citator skills?

A3: Practice is key! Start with simple cases and gradually work your way towards more
complex research scenarios. Use both the manual and digital components, if available.
Seek feedback from experienced legal professionals and participate in workshops or
training sessions.

Q4: What if a case I'm researching has no subsequent citations?
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A4: This doesn't necessarily mean the case is irrelevant. It may be a relatively recent
case, or it might concern a highly specialized area of law. You should still carefully
review the case's history for any negative treatment or changes to the legal landscape.

Q5: How do I handle conflicting subsequent citations?

A5: When faced with conflicting interpretations of a case, carefully analyze the
reasoning behind each subsequent citation. Consider factors such as the jurisdiction,
court level, and the persuasiveness of the arguments presented.

Q6: Are citators only for lawyers?

A6: While citators are heavily utilized by lawyers, they are also invaluable for law
students, legal researchers, paralegals, and anyone needing to conduct in-depth legal
research. The skills gained are highly transferable across numerous legal fields.

Q7: Are there free citator options available?

A7: While comprehensive citators are generally subscription-based services through
providers like Westlaw or LexisNexis, some limited free options might exist depending on
the jurisdiction and the extent of case history required. Always check for reputable,
officially maintained resources.

Q8: What are some potential pitfalls to avoid when using a citator?

A8: One common pitfall is over-reliance on the citator without carefully reviewing the
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full text of the cases cited. Another is failing to consider the context of subsequent
citations and the rationale behind them. Always treat the citator as a research tool,
not a conclusive legal statement.

Making Sense of the Citator: A Manual and Workbook

Navigating the complex world of legal research can seem like traversing a dense jungle.
One of the most vital tools in any legal professional's arsenal is the citator. This
important resource helps researchers validate the current status of legal authority,
ensuring their arguments are based in accurate and up-to-date information. This article
serves as a comprehensive manual and workbook, guiding you through the mysteries of
citators and empowering you to dominate this effective research tool.

Understanding the Citator's Function

A citator is essentially a database that follows the history of legal citations. It
indicates how a particular case, statute, or regulation has been treated by subsequent
courts and legislatures. This information is important because legal authority can
change over time due to overrulings, separations, and interpretations. By using a
citator, you can discover whether a case is still good law, or if it has been modified
or superseded.

Key Features and Components

Most citators share common features, including:
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History: This section describes the history of a citation, containing all
subsequent cases that have cited it.
Treatment: This indicates how subsequent courts have dealt with the cited
authority. Common treatment codes include "Affirmed," "Reversed," "Overruled,"
"Distinguished," and "Criticized." Understanding these codes is paramount to
accurate legal research.
Parallel Citations: Many citators offer parallel citations, allowing you to find
the same case reported in multiple reporters.
Shepardizing/KeyCite: These are the brand names of the two most common citator
services, Westlaw's KeyCite and LexisNexis's Shepardizing. While they work
similarly, they have some slight differences in their presentation and features.

Practical Application: A Step-by-Step Guide

Let's imagine you've found a case, *Smith v. Jones*, that seems pertinent to your
research. Here's how you would use a citator:

1. Locate the Citation: You'll need the full citation of the case, containing the
volume, reporter, and page number.

2. Access the Citator: Access to your chosen citator (Westlaw or LexisNexis).

3. Enter the Citation: Enter the citation into the citator's search bar.

4. Analyze the Results: Carefully review the results, paying close attention to the
treatment codes. Look for any cases that have rejected *Smith v. Jones*, or
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differentiated it based on material facts.

5. Update Your Research: If you find that *Smith v. Jones* has been rejected, you'll
need to reconsider its relevance to your research and possibly find replacement
authority.

Analogies and Examples

Think of a citator as a guide in a large legal landscape. It leads you through the
complex network of legal precedent, assisting you to avoid cul-de-sacs and confirm that
your research is dependable.

For example, if a case is cited as “affirmed,” it means an appellate court has agreed
with the original court’s decision, strengthening its weight. However, a “reversed”
indicator means the decision has been overturned, completely negating its authority in
future cases. Understanding these nuances is crucial for effective legal research.

Best Tips and Tricks

Start with the most recent citations: Focus on the most recent cases that have
cited your authority.
Don't overlook dissenting opinions: Dissenting opinions can sometimes offer
valuable insights or alternative interpretations.
Be aware of jurisdictional limitations: Remember that a case from one jurisdiction
may not be binding in another.
Stay updated: Legal precedent constantly evolves, so regular updates are essential
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for accurate legal research.

Conclusion

The citator is a crucial tool for any legal researcher, permitting you to verify the
current status of legal authority. By understanding its elements and effectively
utilizing its abilities, you can materially enhance the correctness and reliability of
your legal research, increasing your confidence and success.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Q1: What's the difference between Shepardizing and KeyCite?

A1: Shepardizing (LexisNexis) and KeyCite (Westlaw) are both citator services that
perform similar functions—tracking the history and treatment of legal authorities. They
differ slightly in their presentation, features, and the databases they cover.

Q2: How often should I check a citation using a citator?

A2: Ideally, you should check every citation before relying on it in your legal work.
The frequency of checking depends on the age of the citation and the area of law
involved. Recently decided cases might need checking less frequently, but older cases
should be checked more regularly.

Q3: What should I do if a case I'm relying on has been overruled?
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A3: If a case you're relying on has been overruled, you need to find alternative
authority that supports your argument. You may need to revise your analysis or even
change your legal strategy.

Q4: Are citators free to use?

A4: No, citators like Shepardizing and KeyCite are subscription-based services typically
accessed through commercial legal research platforms like Westlaw and LexisNexis. Access
is usually provided through law schools, law firms, and other legal institutions.
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