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The Plan
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Introduction & Context (3 min.)

Foundations: The Court’s 
own web resources (5 min.)

Deep Dive: Hacking together
the tools you need (7 min.)

Advanced Tools (10 min.)

If you see something on a slide... don’t scramble to 
write it down.  Just email me later for the slide deck.
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The Two Faces of 
“Electronic Resources”
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The Two Faces of
“Electronic Resources”
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Knowing a little about
what’s really down there

can make electronic
resources more useful.
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Starting Point:
What the Court 

Puts Online
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When I Was a Law Clerk
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2001 2004 2010

2004 20082007
online docket
and casemail

only in argued 
cases

requested with
merits briefs

mandatory with
every petition & brief

transcriptswebcastsdownloadable
audio

Since that time, the Court has added docket
events, recorded arguments, and filed briefs
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The Current Home Page
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Schedules, Rules, and Order Lists
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Internal Calendar
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Electronic Briefs

http://supreme.courts.state.tx.us/ebriefs/...

Rule changes are making this 
database even more useful.
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Oral Argument Audio 
=> Transcripts, Too

http://supreme.courts.state.tx.us/
oralarguments/transcripts/...
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Oral Argument Video
=> Issue Summaries

http://www.stmarytx.edu/law/index.php?
site=supremeCourtWebcastsCaseSummaries
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Why Stop Here?

If you already know the name
of the case you want to follow,

the Court’s website does the trick.

But as an appellate practitioner --- 
particularly someone attending this 
conference --- you may want to look 
laterally across the docket, to find 

connections between other 
pending cases and your own.
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Chief Justice Wallace Jefferson
An Evening with the Supreme Court of Texas (2010)

“We have tried to become as 
transparent as we can . . . so that 
you’ve got a pretty good idea of 
what our docket is...”
“Now you can be an advocate..., 
and say that this is a better case... 
or that this case has complexities... 
But become a student of the 
docket.”
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The challenge is that, at any given time, 
most of the docket is below the water line.

Submitted Cases

Granted, Not Yet Argued

Ongoing BOM Requests

Petitions Filed

0 50 100 150 200 250

220

127

12

49

Snapshot of cases active as of April 14, 2011

Sunday, April 17, 2011



Deep Dive:
How To Hack

Your Own Tools
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No Programming Required

Knowing how to fine-tune
a search engine

Knowing how the Court’s 
online data is arranged

+

A custom tool to answer a 
narrow question=

(Not for you, anyway.)
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Electronic Briefs
Knowing how the Court’s 
online data is arranged

Knowing how to fine-tune
a search engine

!""#$%%&&&'()#*+,+'-.)*"('("/"+'"0')(%+1*2+3(%

(2"+$%%&&&'()#*+,+'-.)*"('("/"+'"0')(%+1*2+3(%

Sunday, April 17, 2011

http://www.supreme.courts.state.tx.us/ebriefs/
http://www.supreme.courts.state.tx.us/ebriefs/
http://www.supreme.courts.state.tx.us/ebriefs/
http://www.supreme.courts.state.tx.us/ebriefs/


Live Demo
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Pro Tips

Date-limiting your search.  Google offers this under the “More 
Search Tools” option.  But... its algorithm for determining the 
date of these briefs doesn’t work well and may limit hits.

Add subdirectories to focus the search. Although Google can’t tell 
quite when a brief was filed, the Court helpfully arranges the 
briefs so you can filter by docket number.  Just add “/10” to the 
site: parameter.

Google Instant (“Instant is on”) helps when narrowing concepts

Use the magnifying glass.  The titles of these documents are 
often garbled.  But the magnifying glass reveals the cover page.
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Search Is for Finding Things, 
Not for Disproving Things

Data set completeness:  Need to understand 
limitations of the raw data.  (For example, 
electronic brief data is much better for 
2010-2011 because of rule changes.)

Index completeness: Has Google actually spidered the whole 
area of the site you’re searching?  Does it have a good set of text 
to start with --- are the briefs in native PDF?

“Similar” results might have been omitted at first:
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Advanced Tools: 
Building on the 
Work of Others

Sunday, April 17, 2011



Feeds:
Lazy in a Good Way  ‘
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The Court’s Own Feeds

•General News & Announcements (including 
orders lists)

! !""#$%%&&&'()#*+,+'-.)*"('("/"+'"0')(%(-4+&('0,5

•Oral Argument MP3 Audio (a podcast!)
! !""#$%%&&&'()#*+,+'-.)*"('("/"+'"0')(%#.6-/("('0,5

•Osler’s weekly email contains case and issue 
summaries.

! Email him at:  .(5+*',--/*"!78-.)*"('("/"+'"0')(
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Began as a tool to monitor briefing requests & long-
pending petitions (the submarine docket).

Provides some RSS feeds for the public.

Deeper database access and tracking are for  
registered users.  (The raw database is still there for 
me to answer unusual questions.)

A place to weave together news articles, blog posts, 
and tagging information about pending cases.
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: New Petitions
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: New Petitions
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: Briefing Requests
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: Related News Items
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: Recent Opinions
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Analytical Tools:
When You Need To 
Dig Into the Docket
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The Court’s Relationship with Westlaw
From Blake’s 2009 Presentation:
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The (Elusive) TX-ORALARG Database
From Blake’s 2009 Presentation:
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The TX-SCT-BRIEF Database
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What Issues Are Pending?

•Hatchell Report

•Osler McCarthy’s issue summaries 
in argued cases are collected on the 
St. Mary’s site.  As of today, they are 
not (easily) searchable.

•Creative searching of the “/ebriefs” 
folder for recent petitions.

•DocketDB’s “issues granted” page 
is still in the early stages.
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A work in progress, designed to benefit
from community contributions.
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A few hig
hlights...
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Stages: Where Cases Stand
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Opinion Authorship
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Voting Patterns / Analysis
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Amicus Filers:
Who, When, In What, How
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(Send me an email if you want
the slides or a “cheat sheet.”)

Sunday, April 17, 2011


