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Good Practices for Legal 

Research

BAD HABITS

GOOD HABITS



Myth: It’s All Online!



Good Practices for Legal Research

• Reality: It’s not quite as straightforward as that



Myth: People Still Use Books?    



• Reality: Yes!  

• Online resources can be expensive. 

• Online resources can have limited functionality.

• Legislative research can be easier with print resources.   

Good Practices for Legal Research

eBooks

• Navigable? (usually)

• Searchable (not always)

• Printable (sometimes)

• Copying text? (sometimes, sort of)

• Storable, shareable? (generally not)



• Tip: Use secondary resources to energize your legal  

research

Good Practices for Legal Research

Free to use sources:

• Law Library Catalogue

• CanLII’s Commentary

Commercial sources:  

• Irwin Law/Emond Publishing ebooks

• Westlaw/Quicklaw ebooks

• Canadian Encyclopedic Digest

• Halbury’s Canada

Consider:

• A law library libguide, resource guide, or colleague

https://casls-primo-prod.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/search?sortby=rank&vid=01CASLS_LSOS&lang=en_US
https://www.canlii.org/en/commentary/
https://libguides.usask.ca/law


Myth: Online Is Easy, Right?

• Reality: Not quite!  

• Effective online research requires at least as much skill 

and knowledge as print research. The sources are 

varied in their content, organization, and mode of 

access.



• Tip: Learn to use online and offline resources in tandem

• It can be difficult to understand how digital resources 

are organized without any sense of how the 

corresponding print resources are organized 

• Using Vinyl & Spotify to Understand Legal Information 

Online

Good Practices for Legal Research

Using Vinyl & Spotify to Understand Legal Information Online
Using Vinyl & Spotify to Understand Legal Information Online


Myth: Google?



• Reality: Know when Google will you save time

Google is:

• Fast

• Easy

Legal Resources:    

• Authoritative

• Curated 

• Objective

Legal Information:   

• Accurate

• Credible 

• Reliable 

Myth: Google?

• Lawyer/firm contact 

information

• Parallel citations

• American Case law and 

Articles

• Recent issues in the news



• Finding out about recent legal developments?

Free to use sources:

• Blogs (LawBlogs.ca)

• CanLII’s Commentary

• Google

• Government or court websites

Commercial sources:  

• HeinOnline journal articles 

• The Lawyer’s Daily

• Quicklaw newsletters

Good Practices for Legal Research

http://www.lawblogs.ca/
https://www.canlii.org/en/commentary/
https://www.google.com/
https://www.thelawyersdaily.ca/


Choosing the best primary law resource?

Good Practices for Legal Research

Legislation 

Provincial:

• Publications Saskatchewan 

• Legislative Assembly of 

Saskatchewan

Federal:

• Justice Laws

• Legisinfo

Case Law

Free to use sources:

• CanLII

Commercial sources:

• Quicklaw Advance

• Westlaw Canada

• vLex Canada

Consider:

• Case digesting newsletter 

(Saskatchewan CaseMail) 

• Quicklaw Newsletters

• The Canadian Abridgment 

(Westlaw)

https://www.lawsociety.sk.ca/legal-resources-library/research-tools/case-mail/


• How do the free and commercial resources 

compare?

• Primary law coverage across Canada’s free and 

commercial legal databases (CanLII, Quicklaw, 

Westlaw, etc.) is largely comparable with similar 

coverage being offered. 

• Commercial resources far exceeds free 

resources in terms of the: 

• Digital commentary content available 

Good Practices for Legal Research



CanLII Quicklaw vLex Westlaw
Cost Free Commercial Commercial Commercial 
Who? Public Commercial Commercial Commercial
Searchability Comparable Comparable Comparable Comparable
Case Law Comparable Comparable Comparable Comparable
Legislation Comparable Comparable Ontario Only Comparable
Commentary • CanLII author’s 

program
• CanLII Connects 

case digests 
• Growing collection 

of miscellaneous 
and older 
commentary 

• Case law 
headnotes

• Dictionaries
• Drafting materials
• Halsbury’s Laws of 

Canada
• Legislative 

concordances
• Multiple eTexts & 

commentary
• Practical guidance
• Quantums
• QuickCite

• Irwin Law 
eBooks 

• Vincent

• Articles & 
newsletters

• Canadian 
Abridgment

• Canadian 
Encyclopedia 
Digest

• Case law digests
• Citing references
• Criminal Source
• Employment 

Source
• Estates Source
• Family Source
• ICLL
• Labour Source
• O’Brien’s Forms
• Words & Phrases



Myth: Boolean Searching Isn’t Worth It!  



• Reality: Boolean operators offer more precision and 

efficiency.  Common search syntax include:

• AND robbery AND weapon

• OR (armed OR weapon OR knife OR gun)

• “ ” “child of marriage”

• (  ) (drugs OR “controlled substance”)

• creat! creature, creation, create, creating, etc

• /p officer /p ask

• /5 officer /5 ask

Good Practices for Legal Research



Myth: Legal Research AI?  



https://www.canadianlawyermag.com/news
/general/artificial-intelligence/270447

https://www.canadianlawyermag.com/news/general/artificial-intelligence/270447
https://www.canadianlawyermag.com/news/general/artificial-intelligence/270447


Scenario: Secondary Sources



• Our Scenario:  

• A man dies, leaving a will bequesting $5,000 gifts to 

various family members, close friends and charities, and 

naming a few family members as residual beneficiaries 

of the estate. The man also left a codicil confirming all 

bequests, except for “the $5,000 gift to Nephew A, 

which is to be cancelled.” However, Nephew A is named 

in the will as residual beneficiary, not a gift beneficiary. 

Does the codicil revoke Nephew A’s residual benefit?

Scenario

Legal research: 

Is iterative

Is messy 

Includes mistakes and missteps

Has multiple starts and stops

Isn't static

Rarely complete after the first 

attempt



Secondary 
Sources

Primary Law



Canadian Encyclopedic Digest
• Comprehensive legal 

encyclopedia
• Excellent starting point for legal 

research
• Broad overview, leading cases, 

and current legislation



• Canadian Encyclopedic Digest

• Comprehensive legal encyclopedia 

• Excellent starting point for legal research

• Broad overview, leading cases, and current 

legislation

• The CED is made up of over 200 subject 
titles

• Each title covers a broad topic like 
Children or Banking or Wills

• The CED can be browsed or searched 
by keyword









Paragraph Content

Footnote References

Canadian 

Abridgment 

Link













Scenario: Case Law



• Your Keyword Search Strategy:

• Step 1: Brainstorm for keywords

• Step 2: Identify concepts

• Step 3: Create query and execute search

• Step 4: Analyze results

• Step 5: Reformulate search

Scenario



• Your Keyword Search Strategy:

• Step 1: Brainstorm for keywords

• Will, estate, codicil, construction , 

interpretation, gift,  bequest,  donation, 

residual, cancel,  revoke, negate, 

mistake, error,  ambiguity

Scenario



• Your Keyword Search Strategy:

• Step 2: identify key concepts, grouping 

synonyms

• CONCEPT 1 = estates & wills

• CONCEPT 2 = Construction / interpretation

• CONCEPT 3 = Gift / bequest / donation

• CONCEPT 4 = cancel / revoke / negate

• CONCEPT 5 = mistake / error  / ambiguity

Scenario



• Your Keyword Search Strategy:

• Advanced Search Formula:  

• (1a OR 1b OR 1c) AND (2a OR 2b OR 2c) AND 

(3a OR 3b OR 3c)

• 1 and 2 and 3 are distinct CONCEPTS

• 1a, 1b, 1c are variants of CONCEPT 1

Scenario



• Your Keyword Search Strategy:

• Advanced Search Formula:  

• Adv: (construction or interpretation) & (gift or 

bequest or donation) & (cancel! or revoke or 

revoca! or negat!)

Scenario

















• Your Keyword Search Strategy:

• Step 4: Analyze Results

• The term “negat!” netted many irrelevant hits 

using the word “negative” 

• The term “donation” wasn’t really helping, so we 

can eliminate it

• “construction” and “interpretation” are good 

terms, but only when used in proximity to the 

word “will”

Scenario



• Your Keyword Search Strategy:

• Step 5: Reformulate Search

• Adv: (will /3 (construction or 

interpretation)) & (gift or bequest) & 

(cancel! or revoke or revoca!)

Scenario







• Your Keyword Search Strategy:

• Step 4: Analyze Results

• The concepts of gift/bequest and 

revoke/cancel do not interact enough

• The highly relevant Haidl v. 

Sacher SKCA case is not present in 

results

Scenario



• Your Keyword Search Strategy:

• Step 5: Reformulate Search

• Adv: (will /3 (construction or 

interpretation)) & ((gift or bequest) /5 

(cancel! or revoke or revoca!)) & mistake

Scenario





Full Text Link

Digest

Citations





• Scenario:  

• A Saskatchewan couple is divorced after 22 years of marriage. 

They have one adult child attending university, who lives with 

the mother, and has had no contact with the father for more 

than 5 years. The father claims that the mother has actively 

prevented contact between father and child, and would like to 

stop child support payments.

1. Are there any commentary sources?

2. Locate Saskatchewan case law authorities on point.

3. Is there a relevant provincial statute or regulation?

4. Is there a relevant federal statute or regulation?

Your Turn



• Scenario Questions:  

• A Saskatchewan couple is divorced after 22 years of marriage. 

They have one adult child attending university, who lives with 

the mother, and has had no contact with the father for more 

than 5 years. The father claims that the mother has actively 

prevented contact between father and child, and would like to 

stop child support payments.

1. How did you feel about the search? (i.e., successes, 

concerns, frustrations?)

2. Was your search iterative? (Did your mistakes and missteps 

lead to a revised search and better results?) 

3. Where did you get stuck?

Your Turn
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