
In this article written by Ian Gallacher, Asst. Professor of Law 
and Director of Legal Research and Writing at Syracuse        
University, the need to continue the practice of teaching the 
use of print materials to law students is eloquently addressed.  
For legal information specialists and practicing attorneys there 
are many noteworthy statements. 

 

“In effect, legal research is where law students first begin to 
think of the law in a problem-solving light and where, in true 
Kingsfieldian terms, they begin to think like lawyers.” 

 

Professor Gallacher warns of the dangers of novice              
researchers relying solely on electronic resources since they 
“will almost certainly find some relevant information on the 
topic at hand and they will find [it] quickly and with ease.  But 
that success might lead to overconfidence and incomplete 
research.” 

 

Cited in Gallacher’s article is a 1998 article by Mark 
Herrmann, a partner in the Cleveland law firm of Jones Day, 
who stated “[m]ost new lawyers begin their legal research by 
turning on a computer.  This is almost invariably wrong.  The 
reason for his antipathy to computerized research at the     
beginning of a project, Herrmann tells us, is the inability of 
legal researchers searching primary law databases to map out 
the general contours of an area of law before they search for 
individual landmarks in that area.  Accordingly, he notes, 
young associates in contemporary law firms should first utilize 
paper-based secondary sources such as treatises, then move 
on to case digests before reading cases.” 

 

Learning this contour of the law and developing a sense of the 
interrelatedness of legal doctrines is how a researcher is able 
to cull an “answer” from “information.”  Gallacher goes on to 
say that, “At its most fundamental, we research the law       
because we cannot think about the law until we know what the 
law is.  Put simply, our ability to think about the law is limited 
by the completeness of legal information at our disposal.” 

 

In April, the U.S. Supreme Court adopted a rule change that 
will allow lawyers to cite unpublished opinions in federal 
courts starting next year.  In June, a national legal informa-
tion database provider announced a restructuring of search 
charges in order to bill subscribers an additional cost for 
access to these opinions that heretofore had been included 
in the basic subscription rates.  Robert Berring, former Dean 
of the School of Law at the University of California at Berk-
ley, refers to such a step as “the Rupert Murdoch scenario,” 
in which the legal information system could become hostage  
to the larger world of information commerce.  Gallacher 
comments that “Certainly the economics of legal informa-
tion, and the attractiveness of lawyer demographics, make 
this ‘nightmare’ situation a possibility.” 

 

Whether or not the practice of law could fall victim to the 
quick and easy Google-type research with incomplete results 
or the avoidance of cost-prohibitive databases in order to 
reduce charges for clients, the need for practitioners to have 
available to them a stable and credible collection of tools 
has not been diminished by the benefits of electronic      
services nor its whimsical features. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gallacher concludes his article by stating, “One of the       
attractions of ‘The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy’ is that it 
has the words ‘DON’T PANIC’ printed in large friendly letters 
on its cover.”  In paraphrasing, it seems that “with care and 
attention, the Dayton Law Library should be able to give at 
least the same assurance to practitioners as they enter the 
complex world of contemporary legal research. 
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