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HOW TO READ A CITATION
(Arizona State University College of Law Library)

1
WHAT IS A "CASE"?


A.
Cases are the published reports of controversies which have come before the courts, including the court's decision and its reasons for the decision.  The first court to which a controversy is taken is the trial court.  Trial court decisions are not ordinarily published, except some Federal trial court decisions and a couple of states (New York and California).


B.
One of the parties then may appeal the trial court decision to an appellate court.  There each party will submit printed briefs setting forth his arguments and supporting authority.  Usually there is an opportunity for oral arguments.  After the arguments have been heard from both sides the judges will come to a decision.



1)
One judge will be assigned to write an opinion, or statement of the decision and the court's reasons for making it.  Other judges may agree with this majority decision and add a concurring opinion of their own.  If a judge disagrees with the majority opinion she may write a dissenting opinion of her own.



2)
After the majority of judges have given final approval to an opinion it is "handed down" (with any dissenting opinions) and made public.  These opinions are finally published in volumes known as Reports and Reporters.

Most all the cases studied in law school are from the appellate courts.

2.
HOW TO READ A CASE CITATION.  A case citation will ordinarily indicate:


A.
The name of the case.

B.
The volume number and page number of the Reports where the case has been published.


C.
The name of the court which rendered the opinion.


D.
The date of the decision.

3.
SOURCE OF CASE LAW.  Most cases are reported in more than one source.  Usually a case will be reported in a source published by the government (the official report) and will also be published by a commercial publisher (the unofficial report).


A.
The largest of the commercial publishers of cases is West Publishing Company.



STATE v. WILLIAMS, 27 Ariz. App. 279, 554 P. 2d. 646 (1976).


B.
A FEDERAL CASE CITATION.



U. S. v. CHRISTIANSON, 549 F. 2d. 53 (8th Cir. 1977).

The Federal trial court is a District Court, e.g., S.D.N.Y. is Southern District New York.  Federal trial court decision are appealable to the Federal appellate courts known as circuit courts.


C.
United States Supreme Court case citation


Decisions of the United States Supreme Court are published by three different Reporters:



(1)
The official government United States Reports


(2)
The Supreme Court Reporter, published by West



(3)
The Supreme Court Lawyers' Edition, from by Lawyers' Coop.

BREWER v. WILLIAMS, 430 U. S. 387, 97 S. Ct. 1232, 51 L.Ed. 2d. 424  (1977).
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