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Access to Courts and Court Records
If you’re hunting for information, consider a visit to the courthouse, where you can sift through
resource-rich court records or attend (sometimes colorful) court proceedings.

Courts are centers for dispute resolution. They are public forums in which societal norms and values, as
reflected in laws, are used to address and correct wrongs. While a number of laws govern the court
system, none is so deeply-ingrained as the presumption that court proceedings should be open to the
public.

If you are wondering how attending court proceedings or combing through court records might be
valuable to you, here are several great reasons to consider acquiring -- and publishing -- information
available from the courts:

You’re interested in reporting on justice or the functioning of the court system

Some believe that courts dispense justice; others believe that the law is divorced from justice. One good
way to explore this issue is by attending a trial. Non-traditional journalists have already had highly
visible success in covering court proceedings, as seen in the 2007 trial of Lewis “Scooter” Libby. A
blogger from Firedoglake.com gained press credentials, live-blogged the trial, and provided the public
with what the New York Times described as the “fullest, fastest public report” that traditional reporters
used to fact check their stories. Salon applauded Firedoglake for producing “insightful” and “superb”
coverage “that simply never is, and perhaps cannot be, matched by even our largest national media
outlets.” In this case press credentials were necessary due to the intense public interest, but usually
they’re not needed for courtroom access.

If you are interested in reporting on justice or the functioning of the court system, you should review
the sections on access to federal court and state court proceedings for guidance on how to attend court
proceedings. You may want to consult court records to get a better understanding of what is happening
in court. For details, see State Court Records and Federal Court Records.

You enjoy publishing a good story

Attorneys engage in storytelling to win the case for their clients. Conflicts are inherently interesting, and
the stories presented at trial tend to offer different interpretations of the truth. Tensions run high, and
you may find yourself caring deeply about a previously unknown issue. As a result, courtroom dramas
can make compelling subjects for blog posts and other website content. You need merely look at the
Citizen Media Law Project Blog for evidence of this and the many fascinating "stories" we cover in the
Legal Threats Database.

If you enjoy publishing a good story, you should visit the page on Access to the Jury and Trial
Participants to find out how to properly contact court participants such as judges, lawyers, parties,
witnesses, and jurors to get the juicy details that will bring your story to life.

You have a pre-existing interest in one of the parties in a court proceeding

If a certain person or institution interests you, following their footprints in court often yields a wealth of
information. For example, as part of their coverage of the 1972 election, the Washington Post sent a
young journalist on a low level assignment to attend the arraignment of five men who had been arrested
for breaking into the Democratic National Committee’s headquarters. As the journalist paid close
attention to the proceedings, he quickly realized that there were more questions that needed
investigating. If Bob Woodward hadn’t attended that seemingly minor court proceeding, the Watergate
story might never have been broken.

Besides the obvious value of attending court proceedings, there is a wealth of information available in
court records about individuals, corporations, and other organizations that can further aid your
investigations. See the sections on access to federal and state court records for guidance on how to
access this information.

You enjoy historical research
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‹ Access to Presidential Records up Access to State and Federal Courts ›

Court records can be immensely helpful to historians in two major ways: specific court cases can
illuminate a certain aspect of history, and court records in aggregate can show statistical trends that
highlight social, cultural, or structural changes. For genealogists, court records can also reveal family
relationships, places of residence, occupations, physical or personality descriptions, or naturalization
dates. Refer to Genealogy.com and Ancestry.com for more information on how mine court records for
information on your family.

If you enjoy historical research, you will find a wealth of information in court files, a growing percentage
of which are now available electronically. The sections on access to federal and state court records
should help you find the right place to look for the information you need.

Where to Begin

Now that we've whetted your interest in court proceedings and records, it's time to do some research so
that you will be able to get access to what you need. Before you jump into the materials in this guide,
however, you should first determine whether the documents and/or proceedings you are interested in
are associated with the federal court system or a state court system. The the page on Identifying
Federal, State, and Local Government Bodies should help, as will a preliminary visit to the courthouse.

Once you've figured out what information you want and where it is located, you should browse the
following sections to get a full understanding of your right to access court records and court
proceedings:

Access to Federal and State Courts: Describes your right to attend court proceedings and
access court records.

Access to Jury and Trial Participants: Explains how to properly contact court participants
such as judges, lawyers, parties, witnesses, and jurors.

Remedies if You Are Denied Access to Court Proceedings: Outlines the procedures you
should follow if a judge closes a court proceeding you wish to attend.

Practical Tips for Accessing Courts and Court Records: While we can't guarantee that
you will get every court record or attend every court proceeding you desire, the tips listed on this
page will help ensure that you take full advantage of the wealth of information available through
state and federal courts.

Access to State and Federal Courts
Access to Jury and Trial Participants
Remedies if You Are Denied Access to Court Proceedings
Practical Tips for Accessing Courts and Court Records

Related Resources:

FireDogLake's Libby reporting forces a reevaluation of blogs - an article from Salon on the central
place of FireDogLake's blog for reporting on the Libby trial.
For Bloggers, Libby Trial Is Fun and Fodder - More on the importance FireDogLake's reporting
and analysis from the New York Times.
Benefits of Accessing Court Records - an article detailing the reasons to use court records.
What are Advantages of Accessing Public Court Records? - another article explaining what types of
information are found in court records.
Benefits of Accessing Probate Court Records - an article concentrating on the information found in
probate court records.
What You Need to Know About Bankruptcy Records  an article focused on the information found

in bankruptcy court records.
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