
 

Chapter 1 Opening and Maintaining a Law Practice 
 

 
 
 

I. BUSINESS ENTITIES: 
 

A. Overview: The first step when establishing a law practice is to choose a business 

entity. This chapter describes the basic tax and legal characteristics of the various types 

of business entities. You will need to be aware of these characteristics in order to choose 

the appropriate entity. 
 

Most of the focus in this chapter will be on selecting the appropriate type of entity for 

closely held companies. A closely held company is a business with one or very few 

owners. Closely held companies are not necessarily small businesses, and the term 

“closely held” has nothing to do with profitability or the level of business activity. 

However, there is a unique set of business considerations for a closely held company 

when choosing a form of business entity. The tax, legal, and management considerations 

are completely different for closely held companies than for publicly held companies. 
 

The following types of businesses are most common for closely held companies: 
 

• Proprietorship 

• General partnership 

• Limited partnership 

• C corporation 

• S corporation 

• Limited liability company 

 
There are many forms of business other than the six listed above, but closely held 

companies will typically not find it advantageous to use other entity types. However, in 

the right set of circumstances, one of the other entity choices may be desirable or 

necessary. 
 

This chapter will provide the basic building blocks to make a choice of entity. After 

learning the basic characteristics of each entity type, the business owner will be able to 

evaluate the choice of entity factors discussed in later chapters to make the right 

decisions. 
 

B. Proprietorship or Solo Practice: The solo practice or proprietorship is the simplest 

form of business for a lawyer. When a single lawyer decides to start a business and does 

not form a separate legal entity, then the business will be classified as a proprietorship. 

As the name suggests, a proprietorship has only one owner. A solo practice can include 

lawyers sharing offices, of-counsel situations, and contract lawyers. Any lawyer that does 

not have a co-owner or is not an employee falls under this category. 
 

A proprietorship is easy to form, as there are generally very few federal and state 

requirements. A separate federal income tax return is not required for a proprietorship. 



 

The proprietor simply includes his/her income on Schedule C of his/her Form 1040. The 

owner is taxed on all the net profit, even if he/she leaves some of the cash in the business. 

The owner receives no tax deduction for cash draws out of the business. This type of 

taxation is called flowthrough taxation because the net profit or loss flows through to the 

proprietor’s individual income tax return. 
 

Any net profit of the proprietorship will be subject to self-employment tax on the 

individual’s federal income tax return. The self-employment tax is computed on Schedule 

SE and is attached to Form 1040. Losses from prior years cannot be carried forward or 

backward to offset self-employment taxes in other years. 
 

There is no liability protection with a sole proprietorship, except a one member LLC 

taxed as a proprietorship. Even then, the lawyer is personally liable for his/her own torts 

including malpractice. A legal entity can only protect against liabilities like contracts, 

bank debt where the attorney is not signed on the debt (which is unusual), and general 

trade creditors. 
 

C. Partnership or Multi-Lawyer Practice: This group includes any practice with two or 

more attorneys as co-owners. This does not include expense sharing arrangements. Multi-

attorney practices are a partnership for state law and tax purposes, unless they form or 

elect to be a corporation. Multi-member LLCs are taxed as partnerships, unless an 

election is filed to be taxed as a C corporation or elections filed as an S corporation. A 

corporation can be either a C or an S corporation. 
 

There is no liability protection with a general partnership. As a separate legal entity, the 

partnership is primarily liable for all of its debts and liabilities. This means a creditor of 

the partnership can look to the assets of the partnership to satisfy liabilities. Any general 

partner of a partnership is also liable on any partnership debt. The liability of any limited 

partners is limited to their capital contribution plus any debts they personally guarantee. 
 

A general partnership and a LLC taxed as a partnership file a Form 1065 for federal tax 

purposes, with K-1 forms going to the partners reporting their share of tax items. Partners 

in a professional practice will generally pay self-employment tax on their income. 

Attorneys cannot be employees of their own partnership. 
 

A partnership is a flow-through entity for federal income tax purposes. The partnership 

does not pay federal income tax. All items of income, losses, gains, deductions, and 

credits pass through from the partnership to the partners. The partners then put these 

items on the appropriate schedule on their tax return. In general, any item that has special 

tax treatment at the individual or corporate level should flow through separately from the 

partnership to the partners. 
 

The partnership files an annual informational return on Form 1065. A schedule K-1 for 

each partner is included with the Form 1065 to report each partner’s tax information. 

Each partner takes the information from his K-1 and reports this on his/her separate 

income tax return. 



 

As under federal law, the income and deductions of the partnership are allocated to the 

partners in proportion to the right to share in income. Business and non-business income 

are treated differently.  A partnership must file the PA-20S/Pa065 information return if 

either or both of the following apply:  (1) during its taxable year, the partnership earned, 

received, or acquired any gross taxable income (or loss) allocable or apportionable to PA; 

(2) The partnership had at least one partner that was a PA resident individual, estate, 

trust, or other pass through entity at year end (PA S corporation or partnership).  Each PA 

S corporation or partnership must also submit with its PA-20S/PA-65 Information Return 

a complete copy of its federal income tax return, including all schedules, statements, 

Federal Schedules K-1, and PA-20S/PA-65 Schedules RK-1 and NRK-1 that are received 

from other pass through entities. With its PA-20S/PA-65 Information Return, the entity 

must also submit copies of the PA-20S/PA-65 Schedules RK-1 that it provides to its 

resident partners/shareholders and copies of the PA-20S/PA-65 Schedules NRK-1 that it 

provides to its nonresident partners/shareholders. If the entity is a PA S corporation or an 

LLC and it has already forwarded a complete copy of its federal return to the Bureau of 

Corporation Taxes with the RCT-101, it does not send another copy. A partnership with 

operations wholly within PA, whose partners are all C corporations, must provide the 

Department a complete copy of its Federal Form 1065. Such a partnership must submit a 

PA-65 Corp, Directory of Corporate Partners, and does not complete a PA-20S/PA-65 

Information Return.  In most instances, PA PIT law and regulations do not provide 

specific treatment similar to federal tax laws. This is especially true with regard to federal 

elections concerning the timing of income and expense items. Taxpayers should not use 

federal elections to determine PA PIT income (loss).  The PA-20S/PA-65 Information 

Return instructions explain the PA rules for classifying income and identifying PA 

allowable expenses and deductions, as well as those adjustments that PA PIT law does 

not allow. Following the instructions allows the PA S corporation or partnership to 

accurately report income, deductions, gains (losses), and other classified amounts for PA 

purposes, and to pass through those amounts to its resident and non-resident partners and 

shareholders.  These instructions also explain the taxation of distributed and distributable 

income (losses) to partners and shareholders under PA PIT law.  The 

partners/shareholders report the classified income (losses) and credits on their PA-40 

Personal Income Tax return, PA-41 Fiduciary Income Tax return, or other PA returns. 
 

Partnerships operating a trade or business activity will usually generate self-employment 

income or loss that will flow through to any general individual partners. Limited partners 

will generally not be subject to self-employment tax on their portion of the partnership 

profit. The partners will combine the pass-through self-employment income or loss from 

the partnership with other sources of self-employment income or loss and report the net 

self-employment income amount on their individual income tax returns. (If a partner has 

net self-employment income of over $400, the self-employment tax will be computed on 

Form 1040, Schedule SE.) 
 

There are many different types of partnerships. Each type of partnership has its own 

special legal and tax characteristics. 
 

The following types of partnerships are discussed below 



 

• General partnership 

• Limited partnership 

• Limited liability partnership 
 

 
 

1. General Partnership: A partnership will be classified as a general partnership 

if it is not formed as a limited partnership or limited liability partnership under the 

applicable state law. The general partnership classification is the catch-all or 

default category for any partnership not falling within one of these three special 

categories. All partners in the general partnership are general partners. 
 

All the partners of a general partnership are liable for all the debts of the 

partnership. This is the main legal characteristic that separates the general 

partnership from other types of partnerships. The creditor of a partnership can 

look to the partnership or any partner for payment. State law may provide that the 

creditor must first collect from the partnership before going after the partners. 

However, each partner is ultimately liable for the partnership debts if there are not 

enough assets at the partnership level. A creditor can select which partner(s) to 

pursue. Usually the target will be the partner(s) with the most money. There is no 

requirement to collect an equal amount from each partner or an amount that is 

proportionate to a partner’s ownership interest. If the creditor collects all his/her 

debt from one partner, then it is up to that partner to pursue the other partners for 

repayment. From a practical standpoint, a creditor will probably name the 

partnership and all general partners in a suit, and then try to collect from the entity 

or person with the most money. 
 

In Pennsylvania, a partnership is entitled to indemnity from an individual partner 

if: (1) it pays damages to an injured third party; (2) it is obligated to pay the 

damages to that party; and (3) its culpability is secondary to that of the individual 

partner. A partnership is obligated to pay for any loss suffered by a third party 

where an individual partner acting within the scope of his/her apparent authority 

is guilty of misfeasance causing that loss. Thus, when a partnership pays damages 

for a liability incurred by a partner, and none of the partnership's other partners or 

employees assist in the conduct giving rise to the liability, the partnership's 

liability is considered vicarious, or secondary, and the partnership is entitled to 

indemnity from the partner. An example of this is where a Pennsylvania law firm 

was entitled to indemnity from a former partner for damages the firm paid out to 

clients who were the victims of the former partner’s misappropriation of escrow 

funds where no other firm members were involved in the misappropriation. 
 

2. Limited Partnership: A limited partnership has one or more general partners 

and one or more limited partners. There must be at least one general partner. As 

discussed above, any general partner will be personally liable for the debts of the 

partnership. It is possible to have a separate legal entity as the general partner. For 

example, a limited liability company or a corporation might be the general 

partner. By using a legal entity as the general partner, no individual will be 

personally liable for the debts of the partnership. The creditors can look only to 



 

the assets of the corporation or the limited liability company to satisfy the debts of 

the partnership. The partnership creditors will generally not be able to go around 

the corporation or limited liability company and hold the owners of the 

corporation or limited liability company personally liable. 
 

Limited partners can generally not be held personally liable for partnership debts. 

Their liability exposure will be limited to their initial contribution, any obligation 

to make future contributions, and any debts they personally guarantee. A creditor 

may be able to hold a limited partner personally liable if he/she has been active in 

the management of the partnership. A limited partner will need to look at the 

applicable state law to determine how much management activity may cause 

him/her to be held personally liable for partnership debts. 
 

The limited partnership will be formed under the limited partnership laws of a 

particular state. Most states such as Pennsylvania have enacted some form of the 

Revised Uniform Limited Partnership Act (RULPA) to allow the formation of 

limited partnerships in their state. 
 

A limited partnership is managed by the general partner or partners. The limited 

partners may have a vote for some major business decisions. For example, the 

partnership agreement may have the limited partners vote on significant matters 

like admitting new partners, selling substantially all the assets of the partnership, 

and removing a general partner. 
 

For tax purposes there are some differences between general and limited 

partnerships. The first difference relates to the deductibility of losses flowing 

through the partnership to the partners. General partners will have far fewer 

restrictions on the deductibility of these losses. Limited partners will have more 

problems with “tax basis” limitations and “passive activity” loss rules. 
 

The treatment of self-employment tax is the second major difference between 

general and limited partnerships. Individual general partners will generally be 

subject to self-employment tax on the pass-through income from the partnership. 

See the self-employment tax discussion above (see Partnership or Multi-Lawyer 

Practice). On the other hand, limited partners will generally not be subject to self- 

employment tax on their share of the partnership profits. The exception to this 

rule is if the limited partners are actively involved in the management of the 

partnership. 
 

3. Limited Liability Partnership: With a limited liability partnership, the 

partners are generally not personally liable for the acts of other partners and 

employees. In this respect, the partners are treated much like limited partners in a 

limited partnership. However, with a limited liability partnership the partners are 

generally liable for other debts. The partners can be active in the management of 

the partnership and not risk exposing themselves to personal liability. 



 

From a tax perspective, a limited liability partnership can be somewhat unique. 

Like any other partnership, the limited liability partnership is a flow-through tax 

entity and does not pay tax at the partnership level. However, the deductibility of 

losses and the self-employment tax treatment will probably depend upon each 

individual partner’s level of activity in the partnership. If a partner is active in the 

management of the partnership, the partner will probably not be subject to 

potential loss limitations under the tax basis and passive activity loss rules. 

Inactive partners may be subject to these limitations. 
 

The more active partners will most likely be subject to self-employment tax. The 

inactive partners will most likely be treated like limited partners and will not be 

subject to self-employment tax. 
 

The limited liability partnership has been particularly attractive for many 

professional practices. Many professionals choose to practice as a partnership for 

tax purposes because of favorable tax treatment and flexibility. A limited liability 

partnership may provide additional liability protection for these professionals in 

some states. The limited liability partnership should protect the partners against 

most personal liability for acts of other partners or employees. Further, in many 

states it may also protect the professional partner from any malpractice liability 

resulting from the wrongful acts of another partner. 
 

In most states, professionals (for example, dentists, orthodontists, attorneys, 

physicians, accountants, engineers, and architects) are personally liable for their 

own malpractice and wrongful acts of staff members under their direct 

supervision. The unlimited personal malpractice liability generally cannot be 

avoided, regardless of what type of business entity the professional selects. 

However, with the proper entity selection, a professional may be able to protect 

him/herself against the malpractice of other partners and staff members not under 

his/her direct control. In some states, the limited liability partnership will help in 

this regard. A corporation or a limited liability company may also work. 
 

In Pennsylvania, limited partnerships are creations of the state and require a 

certificate of limited partnership on file in the Department of State to exist. The 

Pennsylvania Revised Uniform Limited Partnership Act governs limited 

partnerships.  The state also requires that an individual be admitted as a limited 

partner in the partnership agreement in order to achieve limited partner status.  If 

a purported or actual limited partner participates in the control of the partnership's 

business, then the partner must be considered as a general partner and accordingly 

is subject to personal liability. 
 

In Pennsylvania, because a partnership is based on a contract between the 

partners, the capacity of a person to become a partner in a partnership depends on 

the person's capacity to enter into a binding contract.  The "persons" associated in 

a partnership may be natural persons, a corporation, another partnership, a limited 

liability company, a business trust, any other type of association, a government 

entity (other than the commonwealth), an estate, a trust, or a foundation. All of 



 

the partners in a partnership that render one or more restricted professional 

services (chiropractic, dentistry, law, medicine and surgery, optometry, 

osteopathic medicine and surgery, podiatric medicine, public accounting, 

psychology, or veterinary medicine) must be licensed practitioners, unless a 

statute, rule, or regulation applicable to a particular profession provides 

otherwise. Because a partnership agreement is a contract, it requires 

consideration to be enforceable.  The consideration for a partnership contract is 

often the mutual binding of the partners' time, effort, and capital to benefit each 

other through the conduit of the partnership.  Any amendment to the original 

contract will require additional consideration. 
 

D. Corporation: A corporation is a separate legal entity created under the laws of a 

particular state. Most states require corporations to file articles of incorporation with the 

secretary of state or other designated official. The articles of incorporation generally only 

cover the formation of the corporation. A separate legal document, normally called the 

bylaws, governs the operations and management of the corporation. 
 

A corporation is managed by its directors and officers. The shareholders elect the 

directors; the directors in turn elect the officers. The officers handle day-to-day 

operations of the business. The officers and directors do not need to be shareholders of 

the corporation. However, it is typical in closely held companies for the shareholders to 

also be directors and officers. 
 

According to Pennsylvania law, being the mere creature of law, a corporation possesses 

only those properties that the charter of its creation confers upon it, either expressly or as 

incidental to its very existence.  Generally, the attributes of a corporation include the 

capacity of perpetual succession and the power to sue or be sued in the corporate name, 

to acquire or transfer property and do other acts in the corporate name, to purchase and 

hold real estate, to have a common seal, and to make bylaws for internal government. 

The characteristics that furnish the essential points distinguishing a corporation from 

every other variety of business organization are the greater aggregation of capital than is 

reasonably available to any single individual or small group of individuals, the limitation 

of the liability of the individuals involved in the enterprise to the sums voluntarily 

contributed, and the continuing dedication of such sums to the enterprise, irrespective of 

the deaths of the contributors.  Closely held (or close) corporations, in their operation and 

in the relationship of the stockholders to each other, resemble partnerships more than 

traditional corporations. Typically, a close corporation has a small number of 

stockholders, there is no ready market for its stock, and all or a substantial majority of the 

stockholders participate in the management, direction, and operations of the corporation. 
 

In Pennsylvania, a closely held corporation is defined as either a statutory close 

corporation or a business corporation that has not more than 30 shareholders, with shares 

that are held jointly, in common, or in trust by two or more persons, as fiduciaries or 

otherwise, or that are held by spouses, being deemed held by one shareholder for this 

purpose.  Closely held corporation status is automatic, and no filing in the Department of 

State needs to be made with respect to the acquisition or termination of that status.  A 

statutory close corporation is defined simply as a business corporation that has elected to 



 

become subject to the statutes dealing with statutory close corporations and whose status 

as a non-stock corporation has not been terminated.  The articles of incorporation of a 

statutory close corporation must provide that neither the corporation nor any shareholder 

may make an offering of any of its shares of any class that would constitute a public 

offering within the meaning of the Securities Act of 1933.  A statutory close corporation 

may be a non-stock corporation, a registered corporation, a professional corporation, or 

an insurance corporation.  It cannot be a management corporation, however. 
 

The corporation provides limited liability protection to all shareholders. The shareholders 

are generally at risk only for their capital contributions and any debts they personally 

guarantee. In a closely held company, the owners may need to guarantee virtually all the 

debts of the corporation. Of course, this takes away some of the benefits of incorporating. 

There are some other limits to the liability protection provided by a corporation. 

Sometimes creditors can look through the corporation and hold the shareholders 

personally liable. This concept is known as “piercing the corporate veil.” This concept is 

generally limited to situations where shareholders have basically ignored the structure of 

the corporation in their business dealings. The shareholders, officers, and directors can 

also be held personally liable for certain payroll and other taxes they are required to 

withhold from employees or collect from customers and remit to the taxing authorities. 
 

The federal tax treatment of the corporation will depend upon whether it is classified as 

an S or C corporation. The profits of both types of corporations are not subject to self- 

employment tax. Of course, the owners are subject to payroll taxes on any wages taken 

out of either type of corporation. The self-employment tax and payroll tax treatment is 

where the similarities end for the two types of corporations. They are treated drastically 

different for other federal tax purposes. The C corporation is a separate taxable entity. 

The S corporation is a flow-through entity. 
 

A C or S corporation can be used under the corporate form, whether the entity is 

incorporated, or an LLC taxed as a corporation under the proper election. Tax is paid at 

the corporate level for any taxable earning of a C corporation. The taxable earnings flow 

through to the shareholders with an S corporation. However, most professional firms pay 

out most or all of their taxable earnings in wages to the owners. Note the 50% 

nondeductible part of meals and entertainment, officer life insurance premiums, and other 

nondeductible items can create taxable earnings. 
 

1. C Corporation: The C corporation is a separate taxable entity apart from its 

shareholders. This makes the C corporation unique. All the other major forms of 

business entities are flow-through tax entities. The C corporation pays tax on its 

net taxable income. Any losses do not flow through to the shareholders. Losses 

either are carried back to preceding years to receive a refund, or are carried 

forward to offset future income. Any distributions of current or previously 

accumulated profits are taxable dividends to individual shareholders. Corporate 

shareholders may receive a full or partial dividends-received deduction. The 

dividend distributions are not deductible to the C corporation. This tax system can 

result in double taxation: once at the corporate level and then again at the 

shareholder’s level on dividend distributions. This double taxation certainly 



 

occurs in publicly held corporations. However, there usually is not double 

taxation in closely held C corporations. 
 

2. S Corporation: An S corporation is generally a flow-through entity for tax 

purposes. An S corporation can pay tax at the corporate level. However, entity- 

level taxation is the exception, not the rule. It applies only to certain 

S corporations that were once C corporations. 
 

Otherwise, flow-through taxation applies to any item of income, loss, gain, 

deduction, and credit, much like a partnership. Any of these items that have 

separate tax treatment at the shareholder level will flow through separately to the 

shareholders. 
 

The S corporation shareholders do not pay self-employment tax on profits of the 

S corporation. Unlike a C corporation, any distributions of previously taxed S 

corporation distributions are generally not subject to tax at the shareholder level. 
 

There are limits on the number and type of shareholders that can own stock in an 

S corporation. 
 

Even though an S corporation is treated as a flow-through tax entity, it is still 

treated as a corporation for state law purposes. An S corporation will have the 

same limited liability opportunities that are available to the C corporation. 

Likewise, an S corporation is managed by its officers and directors in the same 

manner as a C corporation. There may be different state reporting and tax 

requirements for an S corporation versus a C corporation. 
 

E. Limited Liability Company: Limited liability companies (LLCs) have become very 

popular in the past few years. They provide the limited liability protection found with a 

corporation and the flexibility provided by a partnership. 
 

The owners of an LLC are called members. Most states allow one-member LLCs, as well 

as multi-member LLCs. These members generally receive the same liability protection as 

shareholders in a corporation and limited partners in a limited partnership. The personal 

liability of an LLC member is limited to his/her capital contribution plus any debts 

personally guaranteed. Unlike the limited partner, an LLC member can be actively 

involved in the day-to-day operations of the LLC and not risk losing the liability 

protection 
 

The LLC is managed by its members. Some LLCs choose to have centralized 

management by electing a management committee and/or one person to manage the day- 

to-day operations of the company. Other LLCs may choose not to have centralized 

management. These LLCs will be managed by all of the members based upon some type 

of vote or consensus. Management provisions will be set forth in some type of bylaws, 

declaration, or operating agreement. As a general rule, the members of the LLC must file 

some type of articles of organization in the state in which they are organized. The 

members will then have some type of bylaws, declaration, or operating agreement to 

govern the operations of the LLC. 



 

A written operating agreement, declaration, or bylaws are generally not a requirement for 

forming a limited liability company. However, a written agreement is highly 

recommended. A written agreement will solve more problems than it will create. The 

agreement will address many important management and operating issues. This is 

especially true in a multi-owner LLC. 
 

A one-member LLC owned by an individual will be taxed as a proprietorship for federal 

tax purposes. The one-member LLC does not have a separate tax existence, unless the 

individual elects to have the one-member LLC taxed as a corporation by filing 

Form 8832. 
 

The uses for one-member LLCs have grown significantly over the past few years. Most 

states now have one-member LLC provisions. All proprietorships should seriously 

consider setting up an LLC to take advantage of the liability protection. Forming an LLC 

is a low-cost way to get added liability protection for proprietors. 
 

The proprietorship can continue the same accounting and tax treatment after the LLC is 

formed. The one-person LLC will continue to file the same Schedule C for federal 

income tax purposes. Double-entry bookkeeping is not required. A federal identification 

number is not required if the business has no employees. Further, the same federal 

identification number can be used if a proprietorship switches to an LLC. The low cost 

and hassle of setting up an LLC makes it very attractive for proprietors trying to obtain 

liability protection. 
 

The use of one-member LLCs is not restricted to individuals in most states. Corporations, 

non-profit entities, partnerships, and other limited liability companies can own a one- 

member LLC. For example, a one-member LLC owned by a corporation is treated for tax 

purposes as a division of the corporation. The LLC does not need to file a separate tax 

return. However, the corporation receives added liability protection from the activity 

placed in the one-member LLC. 
 

The same is true for new business activities started in an existing S corporation or a 

limited liability company. It may be advantageous to have the new activity placed in a 

one-member LLC. A separate tax return is not filed. The activity in the one-member LLC 

is repeated as part of the S corporation or LLC tax return. 
 

Non-profit organizations have been making use of limited liability companies. A non- 

profit organization can receive liability protection for activities placed in the wholly 

owned LLC. From a federal tax perspective, any for-profit activities operated by the non- 

profit entity can be included on Form 990T tax return, allowing income and loss activities 

to offset. This structure can be more advantageous than using a for-profit subsidiary 

corporation. 
 

One-member LLCs have also been used for real estate ownership. An individual may 

wish to own real estate through a one-member LLC versus having outright ownership. 

The same is true for business entities that own real estate. Even a fractional interest in 

real estate can be owned in a one-member LLC. 



 

The members of a multi-owner LLC will almost always want to have the business taxed 

as a partnership. In most states, the members have a choice between partnership and 

corporate taxation. The owners will generally not want the LLC to be taxed as a 

corporation. 
 

An advantage of the multi-owner LLC is having the flexibility of partnership taxation. For 

income tax purposes, the LLC will be treated like a general partnership, and the members 

will be treated like general partners. For self-employment tax purposes, treatment of the 

LLC will be very similar to that of a limited partnership. The self- employment tax will 

generally apply to any member actively involved in the management of the LLC. 
 

In Pennsylvania, a limited partnership is a type of partnership in which one or more 

persons with unlimited liability—general partners—manage the partnership, while one or 

more other persons—limited partners—only contribute capital.  Limited partnerships 

permit a manner of doing business by which individuals can invest their money free of 

the fear of unlimited liability and the responsibilities of management.  Limited 

partnerships are creations of the state and to exist require a certificate of limited 

partnership on file in the Department of State.  The Pennsylvania Revised Uniform 

Limited Partnership Act governs limited partnerships.  An individual must be admitted as 

a limited partner in the partnership agreement in order to achieve limited partner 

status.  If a purported or actual limited partner participates in the control of the 

partnership's business, then the partner must be considered as a general partner and 

accordingly is subject to personal liability. 
 

 
 
 

II. LAW OFFICE BASICS 

 
A. Business Plans: What is a business plan? Generally, a business plan describes the 

business and details the past, present, and future of the company. The plan is outlined in a 

document prepared by the firm’s owner/manager. 

 
B. Why You Need a Business Plan: 

 
1. Estimating Start-up Costs: For new firms, it provides a framework for 

organizing estimates of your start-up costs, and how much you’ll need to invest 

yourself or obtain from other sources. 

 
2. Operating Budget: Your business plan will contain a budget, which forces you 

write down and analyze your operating expenses.  This also helps you formulate 

revenue targets. 

 
3. Revenue: The plan provides a means of estimating revenue. 

 
4. Financing for a New Firm: If you’re seeking outside funding for a new 

practice, a business plan is often required by lending institutions for new 



 

enterprises.  Of course, lenders require a business plan because they want 

evidence that the business will generate enough income to pay back the loan.  It is 

certainly possible for a lawyer to have a lot of clients and still fail to make a 

profit.  Lenders want to see that you’ve planned for success. 

 
5. Financing for an Existing Firm: If you’re seeking outside financing for an 

existing firm, a business plan helps convince lending institutions to invest in your 

business (even if a business plan isn’t specifically requested). 

 
6. Protecting Your Investment: If you’re funding your firm with your own 

assets, you need a business plan for the same reasons a lender requires one: you 

do not want to waste your own investment in the business. 

 
7. Defining Objectives: A plan helps you to define your objectives (business, 

personal, and financial) and the means of achieving them. 

 
8. Business Description: A plan should include a business description that 

clarifies your practice, specialties, services you offer presently, services you’d 

like to offer in the future, and profitability (or profit potential). 

 
9. Marketing Plan: A marketing plan helps your firm make money from the 

onset by forcing you to devise an effective marketing strategy and means of 

“getting the word out.” 

 
10. Fixing Problems: For existing firms, developing a business plan provides a 

way to examine what is working and what isn’t, and identify areas that can be 

improved upon, as well as the less satisfactory aspects of your practice. Once 

negatives are identified, you can plan the remedies, solutions, and corrective 

action. 
 

 
 

C. Components of a Business Plan: 

 
1. Executive Summary: This is particularly helpful if your business plan is going 

to be designed for public consumption (lenders, etc.). The executive summary 

summarizes the highlights and key points of your plan in one or two pages. 

 
2. Business Description: There are three aspects of this: what happened in the 

past, what is going on now, and what you aspire to do in the future.  Write a 

factual description of your firm, its ownership, and history. As for the future, 

write down your vision—your dream of what your business would be in the 

perfect world. What will you be doing, and who are your clients? What will make 

your business successful? What distinguishes you from all of the other lawyers? 



 

3. Management Summary (if applicable): Consider developing a management 

summary to provide background on management team members, their 

experiences, and key accomplishments. 

 
4. Products and Services: Describe your practice areas and the specific products 

and related services offered. Also describe how your products and services stand 

out or can be differentiated from those offered by other firms. 

 
5. Market Analysis: Put together a summary of your typical clients within each 

practice area, and describe the competitive landscape, market size, and expected 

growth of that market. 

 
6. Marketing Plan: How do you market yourself and your business? For 

example, how will you solicit referrals from other lawyers? Should you sign up 

for any lawyer referral services? How will you establish yourself in your 

community and make potential clients aware of you and the services you provide? 

Will you advertise? Will you have a website? Related to this is an analysis of 

what makes you unique, what you believe is your competitive advantage, and 

what the market is lacking (that you can provide). 

 
7. Strategy and Implementation: Describe how you will execute your plan and 

what steps you’ll take to put it into action. This is also where you’ll establish 

milestones and set deadlines by which certain things will be done. 

 
8. Financial Plan: This contains key financials including revenue, cash flow, 

profits, and expenses. 

 
D. Options for Writing a Business Plan: 

 
1. Write it Yourself: This can be a little intimidating, but it is certainly doable. 

Create an outline of the points you want to address and start filling it in. 

 
2. Hire a Professional: There are business consultants and “lawyer coaches” who 

can help you write a business plan. 

 
3. Use Business Plan Software: There are many options for this, including 

applications like Business Plan Pro (see www.paloalto.com), Biz-Plan 

(www.planware.org), Business Plan Success (http://www.business-plan- 

success.com), and others. 

 
E. Budgeting: Budgeting is usually undertaken as part of or immediately after the 

development of a business plan. 

 
1. When You Should Do It:  Annually, usually at the start of your tax year. 

http://www.paloalto.com/
http://www.planware.org/
http://www.business-plan-success.com/
http://www.business-plan-success.com/
http://www.business-plan-success.com/


2. Fixed or Adjustable Monitoring: You need to periodically monitor your  

budget (monthly and a least quarterly) to see how you’re doing, and also because 

budgets sometimes need interim adjustments. Unexpected developments should 

be factored in, and resources may need to be reallocated. 

 
3. Requisite Tasks: In order to develop a budget, you need to: 

 
a. Estimate your fees or revenues. This involves estimating the amount 

of work from new clients and the amount of work generated by existing 

clients. 

 
b. Estimate your personnel/payroll costs (probably your largest 

expense). This should include compensation for all employees aside from 

unscheduled bonuses or draws for equity partners; also include the cost of 

benefits. 

 
c. Estimate your operating expenses. These include lease or mortgage 

payments for your office space, any costs associated with off-site (closed) 

storage, utilities, office operating expenses, professional activities such as 

CLE seminars, professional fees, and general business expenses. 

 
4. Educated Guesstimates vs. Projection Based Upon Hard Numbers: If your 

firm has already existed for 12 months or more, then hopefully you have some 

historical information upon which to base your projections. If you don’t, then no 

matter what else you do, you need to immediately place top priority on the 

installation of a legal time/billing and accounting system that will enable you to 

know and track your revenues and costs.  This is absolutely critical to the success 

of your firm, and the only true way of determining where the money is coming 

from and where it is going.  If you’re launching a new firm without historical 

data, then you’ll have to crunch some numbers based upon estimates. 
 

 
 

F. Office Space Considerations: 

REMEMBER EVERY SITUATION IS UNIQUE—WHAT WE LIST HERE AS A BENEFIT 

MAY BE A DRAWBACK IN YOUR SITUATION AND VICE VERSA. 
 

1. Buying Versus Leasing: 

 
a. Benefits of Buying: 

 
Investment Retirement Fund: If you buy real estate for your 

business, then you’re a lawyer and a real estate investor. If your 

property appreciates over time, you may be able to sell it later and 

realize a substantial profit. That profit may be an excellent 

retirement fund for you down the road. Furthermore, when you 

look back at how much money you’ve paid in rent over a period of 



five or ten years, it can be depressing when you realize that you  

have nothing to show for it in terms of assets. 

 
Additional Income: If you buy more space than your practice 

requires, then you may want to become a lawyer and a landlord. 

By leasing the additional space, you can generate additional 

revenue and offset your monthly mortgage obligation. 

 
Locking-in Costs/Budgetary Benefits: Many commercial leases 

have accelerator clauses that increase the rent at specified time 

intervals. Also, many leases are for shorter terms (five, seven, ten 

years), so lease expenses can increase dramatically once the 

current lease expires and a new one must be negotiated. Assuming 

that you purchase office space with a fixed rate mortgage, you can 

avoid increases in office space cost. 

 
Tax Deductions: The associated costs of owning and occupying 

commercial office space may provide expense deductions in the 

form of mortgage interest, property taxes, and other items. 

 
b. Drawbacks of Buying: 

 
Higher Initial Costs: Buying commercial space typically costs far 

more upfront than leasing. There are appraisal and maintenance 

costs, inspection fees, potential architect fees, the requirement of a 

large down payment, improvement costs, and transfer taxes. For 

example, there are often 20% to 30% down payment requirements. 

So if you buy a $600,000 property, you may have to come up with 

an $180,000 down payment. 

 
Limited Flexibility: If your business grows to the point that your 

owned office space becomes too small, it may force you to sell it if 

there’s no way to expand. 

 
Time Consuming: Looking for, buying, financing, and building 

real estate can be incredibly time-consuming for the owner, even 

with the assistance of a real estate agent and architect. This can be 

quite a distraction to the running of your business. Unexpected 

maintenance costs can result in disruptions to your practice as well 

as unanticipated expenses. 

 
Tax Drawbacks: Just as you may be able to deduct some expenses 

associated with owning property, other expenses may not be 

deductible. For example, rent expenses may be fully deductible 

when paid. However, improvements and depreciation on a 



commercial building may only be deductible over a period of  

years. Check with your tax accountant. 

 
c. Benefits of Leasing: 

 
Prime Location: Leasing office space often provides the ability to 

obtain space in a prime location. If your practice would benefit 

significantly from being in a high-profile location, leasing may be 

the only way to accomplish that. 

 
Unimpaired Borrowing Power: Your ability to borrow money for 

the operation or expansion of your business may be significantly 

curtailed if you’ve over-extended yourself with a real estate 

acquisition. 

 
Less Impact on Cash Flow and Working Capital: It’s easy to tie 

up a significant percentage of your working capital and cash in a 

real estate purchase. With no safety zone or cash buffer, the 

business may be vulnerable to unexpected cash flow disruptions (a 

bad month, etc.). If your resources aren’t tied up in real estate, then 

they can be used to capitalize on opportunities or expand your 

business. 

 
Less Time Consuming: Compared to buying, a lease arrangement 

typically requires far less of the owner’s time to complete. This 

allows you to spend more time running your business and less time 

worrying about the new space and managing the property. 

 
d. Drawbacks of Leasing: 

 
Lack of Equity: Of course, you’ll acquire no assets in a leased 

property. While leasing, you will be funding someone else’s 

retirement with your lease payments. 

 
Increasing Costs: Many leasing arrangements stipulate annual 

increases in rent. Furthermore, once the lease expires, the 

negotiation of a new lease may result in substantially higher costs 

depending upon the market. 

 
2. Serviced Office Space/Executive Suites: These are typically leased individual 

offices within a larger suite shared by other companies or professionals. Offices 

often come furnished and offer shared common equipment (fax machines, copiers, 

etc.), shared resources (such as conference rooms), and services (such as phone 

answering, mail handling, and high-speed Internet). 



3. Shared Office Space: A slightly different alternative to the executive suite  

service office space model is the shared office space. A group of lawyers may 

decide to jointly share the cost of renting an office; they do not however, form a 

firm. Rather, they maintain their separate practices. This allows lawyers to share 

expenses and resources (copiers, conference rooms, fax machines, phone 

answering services, etc.). Another benefit of this type of arrangement is the ability 

for the lawyers to easily distribute referrals among themselves. Lawyers who 

choose to share office space must be careful to keep their firms separate. This is 

an area where the lawyer must pay particular attention to the Pennsylvania Rules 

of Professional Conduct (Rule 7.5) so that the public is not confused about the 

relationship between lawyers in the same office space. 

 
4. Additional Ethical Considerations Regarding Office Space: 

 
a. Rule 5.3 - Responsibilities Regarding Non-Lawyer Assistants 

b. Rule 1.6 – Confidentiality of Information 

Consider whether shared space is suitable and can be configured so 

that their clients’ files, confidences, and secrets are protected from 

others in a shared office. 

 
Shared employees must be instructed about maintaining client 

confidences. 

 
Receptionists in a shared office environment must not repeat client 

names while answering the phone since others in the waiting room 

may overhear. 

 
5. Change of Address: If you’re moving your office and/or setting up a new 

office, you must remember to notify the Pennsylvania Supreme Court of your 

address change. If you belong to one or more bar associations, don’t forget to 

contact them too, as well as your malpractice insurance carrier. 

 
6. The Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA):  When contemplating new 

office space, you also need to consider the ADA and what changes may need to be 

made to your office space so you are in compliance with the ADA.  As a business 

providing goods and services to the public, you fall under the purview of the ADA.  

Generally, you are obligated to remove physical “barriers” (physical features that 

limit or prevent people with disabilities from obtaining the goods or services you 

offer).  The ADA requires that newly constructed facilities, first occupied on or 

after March 15, 2012, must meet or exceed the minimum requirements of the 2010 

ADA Standards for Accessible Design (Standards).  Alterations to facilities, spaces 

or elements (including renovations) made on or after March 15, 2012 also must 

comply with the 2010 Standards.  For more information on the ADA, see 

www.ada.gov/2010ADAstandards_index.htm.  You can also download the ADA 

Update:  a Primer for Small Businesses at 

www.ada.gov/regs2010/smallbusiness/smallbusprimer2010.htm  

http://www.ada.gov/2010ADAstandards_index.htm
http://www.ada.gov/regs2010/smallbusiness/smallbusprimer2010.htm


 

 
G. Insurance: Law offices need protection from risk of loss for physical location and 

contents, and premises liability, as well as coverage for the business interruption and 

persons working there. Insurance coverage is available through web sources, but working 

with a good insurance agent will allow a thorough assessment of coverage needs and 

policy options. Discounts also may be available for multiple policies. 

 
H. Basic Equipment: 

KEEP IN MIND THAT THE INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY WORLD IS 

CONSTANTLY CHANGING.  YOUR MOST IMPORTANT INVESTMENT COULD BE 

HIRING OR RETAINING A QUALITY IT SPECIALIST.  THIS PERSON SHOULD BE 

ABLE TO PROVIDE YOU WITH THE LATEST INFORMATION ON AVAILABLE 

EQUIPMENT. 

 
1.  Personal Computers: 

 
a. General Rules and Tips on Buying PCs: 

 
Quality Counts: Don’t cut corners here because your practice will 

grind to a halt if your computers fail you. 

 
Warranty: Make sure you get a three-year, next business day, on- 

site warranty on any laptop or desktop that you buy. Furthermore, 

avoid “economy” warranties.  If you’re buying a laptop and the 

manufacturer offers additional “accidental breakage” protection, 

it’s usually worth buying if you travel a lot. 

 
Operating System on a Windows PC: As of this writing, make 

sure you get Windows XP Professional or Vista Business or Vista 

Ultimate. Generally speaking, Windows XP Home or Vista Home 

are not designed for an office environment and should be avoided. 

If you are thinking of Vista, make sure you contact the 

manufacturers of every peripheral you intend to connect to the new 

computer to see if the devices are Vista compatible. In other 

words, if you have an existing printer you intend to use with a new 

computer running Vista, you should check the printer 

manufacturer’s website or call its customer service to see if it has a 

driver that will enable your printer to work with Windows Vista. If 

you discover that some of your existing equipment won’t work 

with Vista, then you’ll probably need to replace those items as 

well. Of course, this can add considerable, unexpected expense to 

the total cost of your new computer. 



 

What About Apple? They’re excellent computers, but the 

selection of legal-specific software (such as case management, 

legal time/billing and accounting, etc.) that will run on the Mac OS 

is extremely limited. 

 
However, newer models permit the dual operation of Mac OS and 

Windows. This provides the platform needed to run all available 

software. Modern PC issues like crashing and viruses make Mac 

an alternative many consider. 

 
Bundled Software: Make sure you get Microsoft Office or 

another software suite included with your new computer as it is 

much more expensive to buy this software a la carte after the fact. 

 
b. Research: If you’re not sure of which brand to buy for a laptop or 

desktop, consider these excellent free reference sources: 

 
PC World Magazine: (www.pcworld.com) Even if you don’t 

subscribe, you’ll have full access to everything, including reviews 

of hardware and software. 

 
PC Magazine: (www.pcmag.com) Even if you don’t subscribe to 

the magazine, you’ll have full access to everything, including 

reviews of hardware and software. PC Magazine also conducts an 

extensive annual survey of reader satisfaction with hardware and 

software. Once you’re on its website, look for the annual survey 

results for some very insightful reviews and recommendations. 

 
CNET: (www.cnet.com) Another excellent free source of reviews, 

pricing information, and articles regarding personal computers and 

software applications. 

 
c. Laptop or Desktop: 

 
Laptop v. Desktop: Comparing a similarly equipped desktop and 

laptop, the laptop will cost around $300 more. Even if you only use 

your laptop outside of the office once per month, you can easily 

justify this additional cost. 

 
Tablet PCs:  If you’re considering a laptop computer, then make 

sure you go to a local computer store and test-drive a Tablet PC 

first. “Convertible” tablets have every feature of a standard laptop 

except that they also have “pen and ink” capabilities that allow you 

to write directly on the screen or use the included pen as you 

would a mouse and keyboard.  In effect, it is a bottomless, digital 

legal pad. If you want to be able to take hand-written notes and 

http://www.pcworld.com/
http://www.pcmag.com/
http://www.cnet.com/


 

send hand-written e-mail, this is the tool for you. Popular brands 

for these include Lenovo, Toshiba, and Gateway. 

 
d. Add-ons for Your Computer: 

 
Computer Insurance: You can obtain insurance from many 

sources for things like accidental damage, theft, power surges, and 

the like. Some insurance companies even specialize in this area. 

See www.safeware.com as an example. 

 
Uninterruptible Power Supply: An uninterruptible power supply 

(UPS) is an excellent surge suppressor, and it will keep your PC 

running during power blips. 

 
2. Backup System For Your Data: To prevent data loss, it is essential that you 

have at least one backup device backing up all important data on a daily basis. 

Ideally, you’ll have more than one device backing up contemporaneously. 

Catastrophic data loss can devastate your practice, and some would argue that 

failure to take steps to protect and backup your important data is malpractice per 

se. 

 
a. Rules for Backing Up:  Follow these closely in choosing how you 

handle your own backups. 

 
No Excuses: You must be backing up all of your important data 

every day, no matter what. Every other day, once a week, or less 

frequently is completely unacceptable. 

 
Unattended Is Best: The best backup methods do not require you 

to remember to do anything for the backup to occur. Unattended 

backups are the best for two important reasons. First, if someone 

has to remember to do it, he/she will forget. Second, backups 

sometimes take a long time and they’ll usually bog down your 

system when they’re running. Therefore, they are best run at night 

when no one is using your network or computers. This also means 

that you cannot use backup media that is not large enough to 

backup all of your data. Therefore, CDs, DVDs, zip drives, and the 

like are eliminated because it’s extraordinarily unlikely that all of 

your data can fit on a single backup disk. That means that someone 

will have to swap disks as the backup device fills each disk. 

 
Backup Everything: Backup the entire drive of the computer. 

When restoring after a crash, you want your operating system back 

the way it was, you want all of your printer drives installed, your 

video driver installed, your network adapter driver installed, etc. 

Trying to install all of your programs from CD and getting your 

http://www.safeware.com/


 

settings back to the way they were pre-crash can literally take 

months. 

 
You Must Check the Backup Log Every Day: Most backup 

devices don’t tell you if they worked properly or not. The only way 

to make certain is to look at the “backup log” that the backup 

software maintains (every backup device requires software that 

actually performs the backup). Someone needs to do this every 

single day to make sure there were no malfunctions. 

 
Replace Tape Media At Least Annually: If you’re using a tape 

drive as a backup device, you need to write a “born-on” date on the 

tape and replace them at their one-year birthday. Tapes lose their 

ability to hold data over time and you don’t want to take the risk 

that your successful backup is not restorable due to bad media. Of 

course, buy your new tapes, get a good backup on them, then 

destroy the old ones. 

 
Off-Site Storage: Portability of your backup media is important 

because you need to ensure that copies of all important data for 

your firm are taken off-site every night. If your office burns down 

and all of your backups were in the office, then it isn’t going to do 

you much good. You can also use one of the Internet-based backup 

options mentioned below. 

 
Avoid Using Incremental Backups: An incremental backup 

means you’re only backing up files that have changed or are new 

since the last full or incremental backup. You can get quite a chain 

of these going, so hopefully there’s a full backup at the beginning 

of the chain. The benefit of this method is that it is faster since far 

less data is being backed up every time (only the new or changed 

files). However, there are two main reasons why you should use 

full backups instead. The first drawback of incremental backups is 

that you may have five backup disks, but you only have one copy 

of each file. With full backups and five media, you have five 

copies of every file (more is obviously better). Second, if you 

encounter a problem in your chain of incremental backups (bad 

media, etc.), then you may be prevented from restoring files 

“upstream” from the problem. 

 
Run Test Restores At Least Once A Month: You need to do this 

to verify that you can restore and also to make sure you know how 

to do it. 

 
Have a Secondary Backup: If you’re using a tape drive, get an 

external hard drive as a secondary backup, use one of the online 



 

backup options, or get a recordable DVD drive. Just make sure you 

have an extra copy of everything important if at all possible. 

 
b. Backup Software: Many backup devices (hardware) come with 

software that operates them. However, you are usually free to use third- 

party programs if you’re dissatisfied with the backup software included 

with your backup device. These run the gamut from expensive and 

sophisticated (something like Symantec Veritas Backup Exec) to 

inexpensive and easy (an example would be Handy Backup – 

www.handybackup.com). Regardless, backup hardware is only half of the 

equation. You need backup software to complete a backup. 

 
c. Backup Devices: 

 
Tape Drives: High reliability, but slow and can be very expensive. 

Do not even consider tape drives with a Travan format (they are 

unreliable). 

 
External Hard Drive Cartridges: This is excellent for smaller 

networks and the small cartridges are easy to take off-site as an 

additional measure of protection. A good example of this would be 

an Iomega Rev USB Backup Kit. As of this writing, each hard 

drive cartridge holds 70 GB (uncompressed). 

 
Additional Hard Drives: These can be internal to the computer or 

external. They are inexpensive and are available in very large 

sizes. On the downside, they’re not very convenient to unplug and 

take off-site every day. 

 
Recordable CD or DVD Drives: It’s risky to make this your 

primary backup method because you will probably be unable to fit 

all of your data on a single disk. Therefore, you can’t run 

unattended backups and as we indicated above, it’s extremely 

important that your primary backup method can be executed 

without requiring someone to do something. Having said that, 

many people use this method as a periodic (i.e., weekly) backup 

method that they keep off-site. 

 
Internet Backup Options: This is becoming more and more 

common as a secondary backup method. It is not a good idea to use 

this as a primary backup method because: a) Internet connections 

frequently go down; b) backing up or restoring a large amount of 

data can take hours or days depending upon the speed of your 

internet connection; and c) it tends to be expensive over time (you 

pay a monthly fee for this service). Examples of this would be 

www.connected.com or www.mozypro.com. 

http://www.handybackup.com/
http://www.connected.com/
http://www.mozypro.com/


 

 

USB Flash Drives: These are reliable for data storage, they are 

very small dimensionally, and they are becoming available in 

larger sizes (in terms of gigabytes). However, they are not 

available in sizes most other backup media are available in 

(100+GB). This means that it is unlikely that all of your data 

would fit on a single flash drive. In the future, this may be 

possible, but it isn’t right now. 

 
Floppy Disk Backup: Floppy disks are the most unreliable media 

ever developed for a PC and they hold tiny amounts of data 

relative to the options outlined previously. Don’t use floppy disks 

for anything, if possible. 
 

3. Printers: 

 
a. No Inkjet Printers: Avoid making an inkjet printer your primary 

printer. The cost per page to print with inkjet printers (thanks to high- 

priced ink cartridges) can be as high as $0.15/page (black and white) 

compared with a laser printer, which will give you roughly $0.04/page. 

Furthermore, some inkjet ink will smear if it becomes wet. Laser printers 

generally are a better option for any law office. 

 
b. Color Printing: If you have a color inkjet for purposes of printing 

photos, you likely will spend far more than you would if you had a third 

party print them for you. Online services are generally even cheaper than 

retail stores. Consider the services of  www.snapfish.com or 

www.shutterfly.com. If you need to print color more frequently, then 

consider purchasing a color laser printer. If you tend to print either lots of 

color or straight black and white (with no color), then a “four pass” color 

laser will be your least expensive option. However, if you print mostly 

black and white with just a little color, four pass lasers use up a lot more 

toner, and this will drive up your cost per page. If you’re printing a lot of 

color or you print mostly black and white with only a little color, then 

consider a single pass color laser which will keep your cost per page to a 

minimum. 

 
c. Consider a Multifunction or All-In-One (AIO) Machine: If you need 

to keep your budget down for a printer and want to be able to use it for 

more than just printing, a laser multifunction is a good option. As a rule, a 

multifunction peripheral handles at least two of the following (and often 

all of them): printing, scanning, coping and faxing. There are usually cost 

and space savings associated with multifunction machines. Popular 

options include models from Brother, Canon, Dell, Xerox, and Hewlett 

Packard. 

http://www.snapfish.com/
http://www.shutterfly.com/


 

4. Fax Machine or Internet Faxing: 

 
a. Options: 

 
Multifunction of All-In-One machine:  Almost all multifunction 

machines include fax capability. The primary benefit is that you 

only have to buy one machine that handles multiple tasks. Overall, 

you’re likely to spend a lot less than buying a separate copier, 

scanner, printer, and fax machine. 

 
Plain fax machine: No real benefit here other than they can be 

pretty inexpensive. 

 
Internet faxing: There are many services that allow you to send 

and receive faxes via the Internet. Typically, faxes sent to your 

Internet fax number are delivered to you via attachments to e-mail. 

These services also enable you to fax directly from Word, 

WordPerfect, Excel, or Outlook. The biggest benefit of Internet 

faxing is that you can send and receive faxes anywhere you happen 

to be, as long as you’ve got a computer connected to the Internet. 

Of course, you also avoid the cost of a dedicated fax phone line. 

The drawback is that unless you have a scanner, you cannot fax a 

hard copy of something via this method. Examples of Internet 

faxing services would be www.efax.com or www.myfax.com. 

 
b. Printing Methods for Fax Machines: 

 
Ribbon Transfer: Available in black and white for light duty; 

likely not useful for office purposes. 

 
Color Ink Jet: Black and white or color will be expensive because 

of high ink costs. 

 
Black and White Laser: Black and white, higher volume, low 

cost per page; recommended for office purposes. 

 
Thermal: Black and white, lower volume. Printing on this tends to 

fade over time and may even disappear entirely. 

 
c. Phone System: 

 
Research: Of course, you’ll need a multi-line phone system with 

voicemail. Unfortunately, a phone system can be the most 

expensive thing you buy for your office. The best place to start 

your research is most likely the telephone directory under 

Telephone Equipment & Systems - Dealers. Get as many quotes as 

http://www.efax.com/
http://www.myfax.com/


 

you can and make sure you factor in the cost for ongoing 

maintenance and repair from the vendor you choose. 

 
Look for Popular Options: It’s a good idea to choose a brand of 

phone system that other dealers in your geographic area also 

support. Otherwise, if you become dissatisfied with the vendor 

you’re using for support, you may have no alternative vendor. 

 
Consider Voice Over Internet Protocol (VoIP): 

www.webopedia.com provides a good definition of VoIP. VoIP is 

a category of hardware and software that enables people to use the 

Internet as the transmission medium for telephone calls by sending 

voice data in packets using Internet Protocol rather than by 

traditional circuit transmissions of the Public Switched Telephone 

Network. One advantage of VoIP is that the telephone calls over 

the Internet do not incur a surcharge beyond what the user is 

paying for Internet access, much in the same way that the user 

doesn’t pay for sending individual e-mails over the Internet. To try 

VoIP, you need: 

 
High Speed Internet Connection:  See 

http://tinyurl.com/2uy8jm to determine if your Internet 

connection is fast enough. 

 
VoIP Service Provider: Almost every telecommunications 

company and Internet Service Provider (ISP) offers VoIP 

phone service including Comcast, Verizon, AT&T, 

Vonage, and many local firms. There are also many options 

which are not provided by ISPs but which work fine as 

long as you have a high speed Internet connection (see 

www.vonage.com for example). 

 
Appropriate Phones: Some services will work with 

standard telephones, other require IP phones in order to 

work properly. 
 

 
 

5. High Speed Internet Access: There is absolutely no excuse for not having 

high speed Internet access at your office. The amazing array of resources 

available via the Internet, including free legal research, makes it easy to cost- 

justify. 

 
6. Leasing versus Buying Equipment: Many lawyers are leasing their 

technology as a means of spreading the costs over a period of years and obtaining 

tax advantages. 

http://www.webopedia.com/
http://tinyurl.com/2uy8jm
http://www.vonage.com/


 

a. Deduct Payments as an Operating Expense: Your CPA will have to 

confirm this, but if you utilize an “operating lease” rather than a “capital 

lease,” you can deduct every lease payment as an operating expense. This 

would enable you to effectively deduct the cost of the computers over the 

length of the lease rather than a) writing it all off immediately or b) 

depreciating it over its estimated useful life. 

 
b. End of Lease Option: Computer leasing companies will take back the 

computers at the end of the lease term. This may remove the sometimes 

significant headache of disposing of old computers. However, it does not 

remove the headache of deleting all confidential materials (see below). 

 
c. Leasing Pros and Cons: The following are a few highlights from an 

article entitled “Tech Leasing for Lawyers,” by Dennis Kennedy, which 

appeared in the October/November 2004 issue of Law Office Computing 

Magazine. 

 
“Computer technology leasing is an attractive option because 

computer systems get outdated quickly. There are good reasons to 

keep pace with technological change. Experts consistently 

recommend replacing computers on a three-year schedule. After 

three years, the typical computer has little or no market value and 

no longer will be covered by warranty. Hardware costs, especially 

for servers, add up quickly. Large cash outlays for new purchases 

might be required.” 

 
“Leasing is especially attractive to law firms that want to stay 

closer to the cutting edge in technology.  It smoothes out their cash 

flow and protects their working capital while avoiding large 

periodic expenses for new technology purchases.” 

 
“Smart leases give you a way to roll services, hardware and 

software into your monthly lease payment. This type of bundling 

allows a firm to consider an appropriate monthly cost of 

technology and aim a little higher on hardware, without cutting 

corners on training and support. For example, a bundled lease 

might even provide a way for a smaller firm to afford a high-level 

consulting firm, better software or a robust network infrastructure.” 

 
7. Disposing of Old Equipment: Whether you simply retire old computer 

equipment, sell it, give it away, or turn it in to a leasing company, you need to 

make sure that all confidential data has been deleted in such a manner that it is not 

recoverable. This is not as simple as just deleting the data. You’ll need to use a 

program designed to make the deleted data unrecoverable or hire someone to do 

that for you. Examples of programs that can permanently delete data for you 



 

would include Search and Recover (www.iolo.com), WipeDrive 

(www.whitecanyon.com), or Secure-Delete (www.secure-delete.net). 

 
8. Metadata: Lawyers have the obligation to avoid sending electronic materials 

containing metadata by utilizing software to “scrub” outgoing documents. For 

more information on this, please see PBA Formal Opinion 2009-100. 

 
I. Signage: Signage placing the law firm or solo attorney’s name before the public is 

covered in the Pennsylvania Rules of Professional Conduct Rule 7.5 (Firm Names and 

Letterheads), which requires, in pertinent part, that 
 

(d) Lawyers may state or imply that they practice in a partnership or other 

organization only when that is the fact. 

 
Comment 2 states, “Lawyers sharing office facilities, but who are not in fact 

associated with each other in a law firm, may not denominate themselves as, for 

example, “Smith and Jones,” for that title suggests that they are practicing law 

together in a firm.” 

 
With regard to signage, it is also essential that you check the zoning regulations of 

the municipality where your office is located to make sure your sign is in 

compliance. 

 
J. Letterhead: Letterhead is governed by Rule 7.5 of the Pennsylvania Rules of 

Professional Conduct. Rule 7.5 provides: 
 

(a) A lawyer shall not use a firm name, letterhead or other professional 

designation that violates Rule 7.1. A trade name may be used by a lawyer in 

private practice if it does not imply a connection with a government, government 

agency, or with a public or charitable legal services organization and is not 

otherwise in violation of Rule 7.1. If otherwise lawful, a firm may use as, or 

continue to include in its name, the name or names of one or more deceased or 

retired members of the firm or of a predecessor firm in a continuing line of 

succession. 

 
(b) A law firm with offices in more than one jurisdiction may use the same name 

or other professional designation in each jurisdiction, but identification of the 

lawyers in an office of the firm shall indicate the jurisdictional limitations of those 

not licensed to practice in the jurisdiction where the office is located. 

 
(c) The name of a lawyer holding a public office shall not be used in the name of 

a law firm, or in communications on its behalf, during any substantial period in 

which that lawyer is not actively and regularly practicing with the firm. 

 
(d) Lawyers shall not state or imply that they practice in a partnership or other 

organization unless that is the fact. 

http://www.iolo.com/
http://www.whitecanyon.com/
http://www.secure-delete.net/


 

 

K. Home Office Considerations: 

 
1. Protecting Client Confidences: It is important that you protect privileged 

information from family members and that they understand that any information 

they may come across at home must not be discussed with anyone. Reasonable 

steps would include: 

 
a. Using a separate computer at home that is only used for business and 

that no other family members can access. 

 
b. If using a computer that other family members also use, it should be 

configured such that a logon and password is required to access any 

information on said computer that may be confidential. This is fairly easily 

accomplished with Windows XP Professional or Windows Vista. 

c. Maintain a locked file cabinet at home for storing any paper client files. 

d. If client phone calls are received at home, a separate phone line should 

be secured for said communications with a separate voicemail that can be 

accessed only by you. 

 
L. Practice Mobility: 

 
1. Required Hardware: 

 
a. Laptop, Notebook, or Tablet PC: 

 
Key Hardware: This is the centerpiece for a mobile lawyer. If you 

already have or are getting a laptop, it’s a good idea to make it 

your sole computer and not try and synchronize everything 

between a laptop and desktop. 

 
Port Replicator: It is also a good idea to acquire a port replicator 

or docking station for your laptop. 

 
Warranty: For laptops, you should always look for a three-year, 

next business day, on-site warranty that will follow you where ever 

you happen to be. We also recommend upgrading the warranty to 

include coverage for accidental breakage (if that is an option). 

 
b. Portable Printer: There are excellent, small portable printers from 

manufacturers like Hewlett Packard and Canon. Most portable printers 

have the ability to run on a battery if there are no outlets available and 

some even offer infrared or Bluetooth connections to your computer in 

addition to a standard USB cable. 



 

 

c. Cell Phone: Today, it makes sense to look for a convergent device or 

“smartphone” (combination of cell phone and PDA). 

 
d. Portable Backup Device: You must have a means of backing up the 

work you complete when you’re out of the office. The easiest and least 

expensive option would be an external hard drive or external hard drive 

cartridges (such as an Iomega REV drive). 

 
2. Optional Recommended Items: 

 
a. USB Flash Drive: These are extremely inexpensive devices that allow 

you to transfer large amounts of data from one computer to another. 

 
b. Digital Camera: Many lawyers who are frequently out of the office 

like to keep a compact digital camera in their bag. A picture is worth a 

thousand words. 

 
c. Digital Voice Recorder: These are widely available at any office 

supply store, and many of them are very small. Digital voice recorders 

allow you to dictate and then store or e-mail the voice files for subsequent 

transcription. 

 
d. Portable Scanner: There are many options for these including multiple 

offerings from Visioneer, Planon, and Pentax. 

 
e. Extra Cables and Emergency Items: Kits such as the Zip-Linq Deluxe 

USB 2.0 road Warrior Kit include everything from USB cables, adapters, 

mice, lights, headphones, a microphone, and network cables. 

 
f. Portable Routers: Products such as the Linksys Wireless-G Travel 

Router or D-Link AirPlus G Wireless Pocket Router allow you to setup a 

secure wireless network in any hotel room offering high-speed Internet 

access. 

 
3. Security for Your Laptop: The following items should be considered if 

you’re traveling with a computer that contains confidential information: 

 
a. Protecting Confidential Information: A laptop is stolen every 53 

seconds. [Source: Safeware The Insurance Agency – see 

www.safeware.com] Therefore, if you have a laptop containing attorney- 

client privileged information, you need to take steps to protect it in the 

event of theft. For encryption, consider products such as SecuriKey 

(www.securikey.com) or PGP Whole Disk Encryption (www.pgp.com). 

http://www.safeware.com/
http://www.securikey.com/
http://www.pgp.com/


 

b. Theft Recovery: There are services for laptops that will significantly 

increase the likelihood that authorities will be able to recover your laptop 

if it is stolen. Consider a service such as LoJack for Laptops (see 

www.lojackforlaptops.com ). 

 
c. Avoid Prying Eyes: For example, if you’re using a laptop to draft 

confidential documents for a client while on an airplane, what is to keep 

the persons sitting next to you from reading what you are writing? 

Consider something like a 3M Privacy Filter for your laptop screen, which 

narrows the viewing area so that the screen is only visible to persons 

directly in front of it. These can be purchased from many sources, 

including most laptop manufacturers. 

 
4. Securing PDAs and Cell Phones: 

 
a. The Problem: Lawyers frequently maintain confidential client 

information in their cell phones, PDAs, and convergent devices 

(smartphones). Furthermore, these devices are often lost or stolen. 

Therefore, it is incumbent upon you to take steps to secure the confidential 

data contained on your phone/PDA. 

 
b. Using Built-In Security: Every device has some type of built-in 

security that you can enable. Enabling this security should be done at a 

minimum. Make sure you use a ‘strong’ password consisting of a 

nonsensical mix of numbers and letters at least eight characters long. 

 
c. Other Options: This is just an example list; there are many other 

options. These applications allow you to destroy the data on your 

convergent device remotely by sending a special text message to your cell 

phone or other means. 

 
mSafe (www.motionapps.com) 

Warden (www.corsoft.com) 

TealLock (www.tealpoint.com) 

Windows Server Options: If you have a Windows Mobile OS 

PDA, and you have Microsoft Exchange Server with SP2, remote 

security can be configured. Microsoft Exchange 2007 has a very 

easy setup for this sort of functionality on most mobile devices. 
 

 
 

III. LEGAL RESOURCES – LAW LIBRARY 

 
A. Introduction: The scope of legal resources that are currently available to practitioners 

in Pennsylvania has expanded exponentially with the proliferation of the Internet. 

http://www.lojackforlaptops.com/
http://www.motionapps.com/
http://www.corsoft.com/
http://www.tealpoint.com/


 

Because we live in both a physical world and a virtual environment made possible by the 

Internet, we have access to a much wider collection of legal resources than ever before. 

This chapter will give you practical advice to help you define your law library needs, 

identify relevant books, websites, and databases, and tell you where you can find help at 

local law libraries. 

 
B. The Basics: For research purposes, law comes in two basic types called primary and 

secondary law. Many cases can be resolved solely by reference to primary law. However, 

lawyers often need secondary law for background information or to explain, describe, or 

expand upon the law contained in primary law resources. 

 
1. Primary law includes: constitutions, rules of court, cases, statutes, and 

legislative materials, administrative regulations and decisions, and local 

ordinances. 

 
2. Secondary law includes: treatises, hornbooks, practice materials and 

handbooks, legal encyclopedias and digests, form books, jury instructions, verdict 

reporters, law reviews and journals, citators, legal newspapers and newsletters, 

and legal software programs. 

 
3. In addition, some of the necessary tools of our trade include a legal dictionary, 

citation manuals and legal directories. Most lawyers also periodically use a 

regular print dictionary, a print thesaurus and local telephone books. 

 
C. Your Law Library: Regardless of your practice areas or the ease with which you can 

navigate the Internet, you should keep a core set of books on or near your desk. Of 

course, most if not all of the following items are also available via the Internet (most for 

no cost) and via CD subscription in lieu of books.  Some would argue that having a 

regular print dictionary, legal dictionary, thesaurus, or directory of local attorneys is 

completely unnecessary if you can access them via the Internet. In any event, these 

should include: 

 
1. United States and the Pennsylvania Constitutions 

 
2. Applicable rules of court 

 
3. Legal dictionary 

 
4. Citation manual 

 
5. Directory of local attorneys 

 
6. Regular dictionary 

 
7. Print thesaurus 



 

8. Local telephone books 

 
D. Your Firm Library: Depending on your practice areas, you will also need access to 

most, if not all, of the remaining primary resources and a number of secondary sources. 

 
E. Your Local Law Library: In addition to providing access to primary legal materials, 

local law libraries can furnish many secondary sources, materials from other states, 

specialty materials, and even some international and foreign materials. What these 

libraries do not possess as part of their collections they often can obtain from other 

nationwide libraries, usually for a reasonable fee. 

 
Almost more importantly, a law library is a wonderful place where you can go to receive 

direct assistance from librarians who can help you streamline the time you spend 

researching and preparing your cases. 

 
F. Primary Law Resources for your Firm Law Library: 

 
1. The Pennsylvania Constitution: 

 
a. Books: Rather than buying copies at a local or Internet book store, you 

may be able to pick up free pocket copies of the Pennsylvania 

Constitution at a local public library or your local law library. 

 
b. Free Internet bookmarks: 

 
Pennsylvania Legislature: http://www.legis.state.pa.us/ 

 

Pennsylvania Code: http://www.pacode.com/ 
 

2. The United States Constitutions: 

 
a. Books: You may be able to pick up free pocket copies of the United 

States Constitution at a local public library or your local law library. 

 
b. Free Internet bookmarks: 

 
Library of Congress: http://tinyurl.com/2v2myz 

 

Cornell: http://tinyurl.com/2ob62v 
 

Cornell (annotated): http://tinyurl.com/3458rt 
 

c. Online Databases: 

 
Lexis: www.lexis.com 

http://www.legis.state.pa.us/
http://www.pacode.com/
http://tinyurl.com/2v2myz
http://tinyurl.com/2ob62v
http://tinyurl.com/3458rt
http://www.lexis.com/


 

Westlaw: www.web2.westlaw.com 
 

G. Rules of Court:  Some of the most essential resources you should purchase in print 

are current compilations of court rules. These should be kept within arm’s length of your 

desk or desktop computer. However, some of the rules you need are also available for 

free on the Internet and in online databases. 

 
1. Pennsylvania Rules of Court: 

 
a. Books:  If you practice in state court, the following will contain the 

civil, criminal, evidence, appellate, and Supreme Court rules you will need 

most often: 

 
Pennsylvania Rules of Court: State (Thomson West, 2009) 

 
Pennsylvania Code Annotated (Lexis) 

Pennsylvania Rules of Court: Local (Thomson West, 2009) 

If these books do not contain your court’s local rules, try the 

court’s website, or call the clerk of the particular court to order a 

copy. Your local law library also may have a copy you can use 

and/or borrow. 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: 

 
The easiest and best place to find Supreme Court of Pennsylvania, 

civil, criminal, appellate, evidence, ethics, and other rules is at the 

Supreme Court’s website: 

http://www.courts.state.pa.us/T/SupremeCourt/ 
 

Many of the appellate districts and lower courts have also put their 

local rules on their individual court websites. An Internet gateway 

to many online Pennsylvania court rules can be found at: 

http://www.llrx.com/courtrules 
 

2. Federal Rules of Court: 

 
a. Books: If you practice in federal court, you will want to purchase the 

Pennsylvania Rules of Court: Federal (Thomson West, 2009) 

for access to applicable federal civil, appellate, bankruptcy, and local 

rules: 

http://www.web2.westlaw.com/
http://www.courts.state.pa.us/T/SupremeCourt/
http://www.llrx.com/courtrules


 

In addition, annotated versions of the federal civil, criminal, 

evidence, appellate, Supreme Court, and bankruptcy rules can be 

found in both commercial annotations of the United States Code: 

 
USCS: United States Code Service (Lexis) 

 
USCA: United States Code Annotated (Thomson West) 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: The following rules are available for free at 

these and other websites: 

 
Federal Rules of Appellate Procedure 

http://tinyurl.com/5vecn8 
 

Sixth Circuit Rules and IOPs 

www.ca3.uscourts.gov/Rules%20and%20Procedures.htm 
 

Federal Rules of Evidence 

http://www.law.cornell.edu/rules/fre/index.html 
 

Federal Rules of Civil Procedure 

http://www.law.cornell.edu/rules/frcp/index.html 
 

Federal Rules of Criminal Procedure 

http://www.law.cornell.edu/rules/frcrmp/ 
 

Bankruptcy Rules: 

 
U.S. Bankruptcy Courts 

http://www.uscourts.gov/bankruptcycourts.html 
 

Bankruptcy Court, Western District of Pennsylvania 

http://www.pawb.uscourts.gov/rules.htm 
 

Federal Rules of Bankruptcy Procedure 

http://stralight.law.cornell.edu/rules/frbp/ 
 

Western District of Pennsylvania civil and criminal rules 

http://www.pawd.uscourts.gov 
 

Middle District of Pennsylvania civil and criminal rules 

http://www.pamd.uscourts.gov 
 

Eastern District of Pennsylvania civil and criminal rules 

http://www.paed.uscourts.gov 

http://tinyurl.com/5vecn8
http://www.ca3.uscourts.gov/Rules%20and%20Procedures.htm
http://www.law.cornell.edu/rules/fre/index.html
http://www.law.cornell.edu/rules/frcp/index.html
http://www.law.cornell.edu/rules/frcrmp/
http://www.uscourts.gov/bankruptcycourts.html
http://www.pawb.uscourts.gov/rules.htm
http://stralight.law.cornell.edu/rules/frbp/
http://www.pawd.uscourts.gov/
http://www.pamd.uscourts.gov/
http://www.paed.uscourts.gov/


 

An Internet gateway to many online court rules can be found at the 

following site: http://www.llrx.com/courtrules 
 

 
 

H. Cases: Although legal research vendors still publish cases in books, the easiest and 

most cost-effective way for lawyers to obtain access to reported, unreported, and archival 

cases today is to access them online. More and more courts are putting their cases online 

for free. There are several obvious advantages to having access to online summaries. 

First, the resources often come annotated with cross-references to secondary sources that 

can be helpful. Second, the cases often come with hyperlinks to other resources that may 

be included in the same database, thus speeding up your research. Third, citation 

checking can be conducted with just a few clicks. 

 
However, print reporters still have some utility for several major reasons. In the first 

place, some attorneys prefer to read their cases in a book, where they can page back and 

forth and flip pages easily. Secondly, online databases sometimes omit appendices and 

attachments to opinions when they post decisions online, while you can still find these 

ancillary materials in the books. A disadvantage to relying on print resources is that in a 

book, you may only be able to find opinions that courts have issued but later 

“withdrawn.” 

 
1. Pennsylvania Law: 

 
a. Books: Although most practitioners should now retrieve their cases 

online from a legal research vendor or the issuing courts themselves, some 

may still want to collect current court reports in print. In Pennsylvania, 

official reports are still published in several sources, including: 

Pennsylvania Official Reporter (Thomson West) 

Pennsylvania State Reports (Pennsylvania Supreme Court 

decisions) 

 
Thomson West also publishes reported cases in the Atlantic 

Reporter 2d series. 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: 

 
The Supreme Court of Pennsylvania is your gateway to free online 

decisions from the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania back to 1996: 

http://www.courts.state.pa.us/opinions/supremeopinions/supremep 

ostings.htm. 

 
In addition, many lower courts are beginning to post their 

decisions on the Internet, although some have become more 

http://www.llrx.com/courtrules
http://www.courts.state.pa.us/opinions/supremeopinions/supremepostings.htm
http://www.courts.state.pa.us/opinions/supremeopinions/supremepostings.htm
http://www.courts.state.pa.us/opinions/supremeopinions/supremepostings.htm


 

sensitive to revealing private information such as Social Security 

numbers, bank account numbers, etc. 

 
Lexis also provides a free online product that contains a rolling 

five years’ worth of case law. Register online for access at this 

website: http://www.lexisone.com/. 

 
2. Federal Law: 

 
a. Books: 

 
Lexis and Thomson West are still publishing new reported federal 

cases in the following books: 

 
Supreme Court opinions: 

 
Supreme Court Reporter (Thomson West) 

United States Reports (U.S. Government Printing Office) 

United States Supreme Court Reports, Lawyers’ Edition, 

2d (Lexis) 

Federal appellate opinions: Federal Reporter 3
rd 

(Thomson West) 

Federal District Court opinions: Federal Supplement 2
nd 

(Thomson 

West) 
 

Opinions relating to federal civil and criminal rules: Federal Rules 

Decisions (Thomson West) 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: 

 
According to its website, “The Pacer Service Center is the Federal 

Judiciary’s free centralized registration, billing, and technical 

support center for electronic access to U.S. District, Bankruptcy, 

and Appellate court records”: 

http://pacer.psc.uscourts.gov 
 

U.S. Supreme Court opinions: 

 
Supreme Court opinions back to 2003: 
http://www.supremecourts.gov/opinions/opinions.html 

 

Supreme Court opinions back to 1893 from Findlaw: 

http://www.findlaw.com/casecode/supreme.html 

http://www.lexisone.com/
http://pacer.psc.uscourts.gov/
http://www.supremecourts.gov/opinions/opinions.html
http://www.findlaw.com/casecode/supreme.html


 

Supreme Court opinions from 1937-1975: 

http://www.gpoaccess.gov/supcrt/index.html and 

http://supcourt.ntis.gov/ 
 

Supreme Court opinions by topic: 

http://stralight.law.cornell.edu/supct/cases/topic.htm 
 

Gateway to other sources of Supreme Court decisions: 

http://tinyurl.com/23coub 
 

U.S. Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit opinions: 

 
Third Circuit’s website: 
http://www.ca3.uscourts.gov/indexsearch/archives.asp 

 
c. Online Databases: 

 
Lexis and Westlaw sell various packages containing access to all 

reported and most of the unreported federal court decisions. 
 

 
 

I. Statutes and Legislative Materials: Statutes and legislative materials are often the 

starting point for issues under both state and federal law. 

 
1. Pennsylvania Law: 

 
a. Books: 

The codified laws of Pennsylvania are contained in the 
Pennsylvania Code. 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: 

 
The Pennsylvania Code can be found online for free at the 

following site: http://pacode.com 
 

The Pennsylvania Building Code can be found online for free at 

the following site: 
http://www.dli.state.pa.us/land/cwp/view.asp?a=310&q-2108qz 

 

Pennsylvania General Assembly: www.legis.state.pa.us 
 

2. Federal Law: 

 
a. Books: 

Federal public and private laws are published by the Office of the 

Federal Register. Federal public laws are also published in a set of 

books called the United States Statutes at Large, which contains 

http://www.gpoaccess.gov/supcrt/index.html
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/supcrt/index.html
http://supcourt.ntis.gov/
http://stralight.law.cornell.edu/supct/cases/topic.htm
http://tinyurl.com/23coub
http://www.ca3.uscourts.gov/indexsearch/archives.asp
http://pacode.com/
http://www.dli.state.pa.us/land/cwp/view.asp?a=310&amp;q-2108qz
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/


 

the text of every law passed by Congress since 1789. Public laws 

are then arranged by subject in the United States Code (National 

Archives and Records Administration). 

 
You may find it easier to use the following commercial resources 

that provide annotated versions of the USC in print: USCS: United 

States Code Service (Lexis) and USCA: United States Code 

Annotated (Thomson West). 

 
A lesson on federal legislative history is beyond the scope of this 

chapter. As a result, please visit your local law library for help. 

You can also get a good start using the guides provided at the 

following websites: 

 
http://www.llsdc.org/fed-leg-hist 

http://lib.law.washington.edu/ref/fedlegishist.html 

http://tinyurl.com/5mrlpp 
 

b. Free Internet Bookmarks: The best place to find the USC online for 

free is at the following website: 

 
GPO: http://www.gpoaccess.gov/uscode/index.html (public and 

private laws since the 104
th 

Congress) 

 
U.S. House: http://uscode.house.gov/search/criteria.shtml (current 

version) 

Cornell: http://www.law.cornell.edu/statutes.html (current version) 

The Statutes at Large for the 109
th 

Congress can be found at the 

GPO site: http://www.gpoaccess.gov/uscode/index.html 
 

c. Online Databases: 

Lexis and Westlaw also provide sophisticated databases containing 

federal statutes and legislative history. 

 
J. Administrative Rules and Decisions: Oftentimes, the applicable code is so general or 

vague that it does not completely explain the law. In those situations, you can turn to 

applicable agency regulations, or what are sometimes called rules, for greater detail and 

explanations. Like common law, agency decisions also can elucidate statutes and/or 

regulations that are unclear. 

 
1. Pennsylvania Law: 

 
a. Books: 

http://www.llsdc.org/fed-leg-hist
http://www.llsdc.org/fed-leg-hist
http://lib.law.washington.edu/ref/fedlegishist.html
http://lib.law.washington.edu/ref/fedlegishist.html
http://tinyurl.com/5mrlpp
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/uscode/index.html
http://uscode.house.gov/search/criteria.shtml
http://www.law.cornell.edu/statutes.html
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/uscode/index.html


 

An Overview of Rule-Making Procedure in Pennsylvania: 42 

Pa.Cons.Stat. § 1702. 

 
Some agencies issue their decisions in print: 

Pennsylvania Attorney General opinions 

Pennsylvania State Ethics Commission Advisory opinions 

 
Decisions of the Pennsylvania Supreme Court Disciplinary 

Board 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: 

 
Pennsylvania’s Government Portal: http://pa.gov 

 
Pennsylvania Attorney General: 

http://www.attorneygeneral.com 
 

Pennsylvania Board of Tax Appeals: 

www.boardofappeals.state.pa.us 
 

Pennsylvania Human Relations Commission: http://phrc.state.pa.us 
 

Pennsylvania Ethics Commission: 

http://www.ethics.state.pa.us 
 

2. Federal Law: 

 
a. Books: Once they are finalized by federal agencies, federal regulations 

are initially published in the Federal Register. Federal regulations are 

subsequently arranged by subject and agency in the Code of Federal 

Regulations (CFR). Both of these sets of books are published by the 

United States Government Printing Office. 

 
A free searchable version of the Federal Register back to 1994 can 

be found at the GPO website: 

http://www.gpoaccess.gov/fr/index.html 
 

The GPO is also the place to find an online, searchable version of 

the CFR and the List of CFR Sections Affected (LSA): 

 
CFR: http://www.gpoaccess.gov/cfr/index.html 

 
LSA: http://www.gpoaccess.gov/lsa/index.html 

http://pa.gov/
http://www.attorneygeneral.com/
http://www.boardofappeals.state.pa.us/
http://phrc.state.pa.us/
http://www.ethics.state.pa.us/
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/fr/index.html
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/cfr/index.html
http://www.gpoaccess.gov/lsa/index.html


 

Regulations.Gov is another place to find regulations and other 

actions of federal agencies: 

http://www.regulations.gov/fdmspublic/component/main. 

 
K. Local Ordinances: You may need to check local ordinances for issues relating to 

property rights, building restrictions and permits, zoning regulations, traffic laws, and 

other topics. The only places you used to be able to find copies of local ordinances were 

the particular jurisdiction’s law department and possibly your local public library. 

Although those are still places to go locally, more and more ordinances are being posted 

on the Internet. 

All of the ordinances for the major Pennsylvania cities are already on the Internet: 

Pittsburgh: www.city.pittsburgh.pa.us/city_clerk/html/ordinances.html 
 

Philadelphia: www.phila.gov 
 

Allentown: www.allentownpa.gov 
 

Harrisburg: www.harrisburgpa.gov 
 

York: www.yorkcity.gov 
 

Erie: www.erie.pa.us 
 

You can also check your jurisdiction’s website for a link to its local ordinances, or check 

the following sites to help you ascertain whether the local ordinances you need are on the 

Internet: 

 
American Legal Publishing: http://www.amlegal.com/ 

 

Conway Greene: http://www.conwaygreene.com/Municipal-Codes.htm 
 

Lexis’ Municipal Codes Web Library: http://www.bpcnet.com/codes.htm 
 

Municode.com: http://www.municode.com 
 

E-Codes: http://www.generalcode.com/webcode2.html 
 

L. Treatises, Hornbooks, Practice Materials, and Handbooks: A treatise typically 

provides an extensive discussion of a legal topic. Similarly, hornbooks explain the basics 

of a subject. Both treatises and hornbooks come in handy when researching black letter 

law principles. Practice materials discuss more practical applications of the law and often 

include sample forms to use. Handbooks can vary from practical guides on a legal subject 

to compilations of relevant statutes, rules, and sometimes cases and/or case summaries. 

These value-added resources can be very helpful when primary law sources do not speak 

http://www.regulations.gov/fdmspublic/component/main
http://www.city.pittsburgh.pa.us/city_clerk/html/ordinances.html
http://www.phila.gov/
http://www.allentownpa.gov/
http://www.harrisburgpa.gov/
http://www.yorkcity.gov/
http://www.erie.pa.us/
http://www.amlegal.com/
http://www.conwaygreene.com/Municipal-Codes.htm
http://www.bpcnet.com/codes.htm
http://www.municode.com/
http://www.generalcode.com/webcode2.html


 

for themselves. Although these resources have traditionally only been available in print, 

many are now available online, although not for free. 

 
1. Pennsylvania Law: 

 
a. Free Internet Bookmarks: The books listed above are not available for 

free on the Internet. As a result, you will either have to purchase online 

versions from Lexis or Westlaw, as appropriate, or check at your local law 

library. 

 
b. Online Databases: Most, if not all, of the books specifically listed 

above, are available from Lexis or Westlaw, as appropriate. They often 

come in dedicated online libraries or packages labeled as analytical or 

practice materials. 

 
2. Federal Law: 

 
a. Books: A few select resources that provide an introduction to federal 

law would include: 

 
Federal Courts (West) 

 
Federal Practice and Procedure [Wright] (Thomson West) 

Federal Procedure, Lawyers Edition (Thomson West) 

Manual of Federal Practice (Lexis) 

Moore’s Federal Practice (Lexis) 

Supreme Court Practice (BNA) 

Weinstein’s Federal Evidence (Lexis) 

West’s Federal Administrative Practice (Thomson West) 

 
In addition, legal vendors publish books on every legal topic imaginable. 

As a result, there are likely to be treatises, hornbooks, practice guides, 

and/or handbooks on virtually every federal law or principle. However, a 

list of these resources is beyond the scope of this chapter. For 

recommendations, please ask the librarian at your local law library. 

 
In addition to these materials, CLE booklets, especially those from the 

ABA, ALI-ABA, and your local bar associations, can be excellent sources 

for current information on particular areas of the law, sample checklists, 

and references to applicable cases and statutes. 



 

 

M. Legal Encyclopedias and Digests: Both legal novices and seasoned practitioners 

often overlook these extremely helpful resources. Encyclopedias can provide a thorough 

and organized overview of a legal topic, and digests can provide quick access to relevant 

case authorities. 

 
1. Pennsylvania Law: 

 
a. Books: You may not have thought about it as an encyclopedia, but that 

is the purpose of: 

 
Pennsylvania Jurisprudence 2d (Thomson West) 

 
West’s Pennsylvania Digest which also provides access to West’s 

universal topic and key number system. Although West also still 

publishes General and Decennial Digests with squibs of 

nationwide cases, these products are too cumbersome to use, in 

contrast to online access on Westlaw. 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: Neither Pennsylvania Jurisprudence 2d nor 

any of West’s Digests are available for free on the Internet. 

 
c. Online Databases: Only Westlaw provides online access to 

Pennsylvania Jurisprudence 2d. Westlaw is also the sole place to find the 

Digest system with its universal topic and key number system. Lexis has 

computerized and expanded its traditional headnote system online. These 

products are both integrated within databases of cases, etc. and are not 

sold separately. 

 
2. Federal Law: 

 
a. Books: There is no one encyclopedia of federal law, but the following 

two commonly-known titles provide a national perspective on the practice 

of law in the United States: 

 
Corpus Juris Secundum [CJS] (Thomson West) 

 
American Jurisprudence 2d [AmJur] (Thomson West) 

Other related titles which may also be helpful would include: 

Words and Phrases (Thomson West) 
 

American Law Reports (1
st
-6

th 
and federal series) (Thomson West) 

 
Restatements of the Law (Thomson West) 



 

 

Uniform Laws Annotated (Thomson West) 

 
Thomson West still publishes the following federal digests, although using 

the digest system online is extremely easy and much more expeditious 

through Westlaw: 

 
United States Supreme Court Digest (Thomson West) 

West’s Federal Practice Digest (Thomson West) 

In addition, Thomson West still publishes topic specific digests. Examples 

of these topics would include digests for bankruptcy and education law. 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: None of the books listed above are 

available for free on the Internet, but there are a few places on the Internet 

to get an overview of a legal topic: 

 
Cornell Legal Research Encyclopedia: 

http://library.lawschool.cornell.edu/encyclopedia 
 

‘Lectric Law Library: http://www.lectlaw.com/ref.html 
 

Cornell Wex Encyclopedia: http://topics.law.cornell.edu/wex 
 

c. Online databases: Westlaw is the sole place to find the Digest system 

with its universal topic and key number system, and Westlaw also 

provides access to all of the related Thomson West products listed above. 

Lexis has computerized and expanded its traditional headnote system 

online. These products are both integrated within databases of cases, etc. 

and are not sold separately. 

 
N. Form Books: If you have not been in practice long enough to have amassed a 

computer file or credenza of standard forms you use in your everyday practice, form 

books can save you a lot of time. Form books are taking hold online as a way to 

streamline preparation of court documents. 

 
1. Pennsylvania Law: 

 
a. Books: Many of the Pennsylvania subject matter treatises identified 

above contain companion forms to supplement the text. Additional books 

that have proven to be good sources for basic Pennsylvania forms include: 

 
Pennsylvania Civil Practice (Lexis) 

 
Dunlap-Hanna Pennsylvania Forms (Lexis) 

http://library.lawschool.cornell.edu/encyclopedia
http://www.lectlaw.com/ref.html
http://topics.law.cornell.edu/wex


 

 

Goodrich-Amran 2d Procedural Rules Service with Forms 

(Thomson West) 

 
West’s Pennsylvania Legal Forms (Thomson West) 

 
Pennsylvania Transaction Guide Legal Forms 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: More and more courts are posting their 

standard forms on their websites: 

 
Internet gateways to many online court forms can be found at the 

following sites: 

 
http://www.llrx.com/courtrules/ 

 

http://www.uscourtforms.com 
 

Pennsylvania forms are available at these locations on the Internet: 

 
Findlaw Forms for Pennsylvania: 

http://www.findlaw.com/11stategov/pa/index.html 
 

Lexisone free forms: 

http://www.lexisone.com/legalresearch/legalguide/states/pe 

nnsylvania.htm 
 

2. Federal Law: 

 
a. Books:  Although there are many to choose from, several standard 

federal form books include: 

 
American Jurisprudence Pleading and Practice Forms (Thomson 

West) 
 

American Jurisprudence Proof of Facts, 1
st
, 2

nd 
and 3

rd 
series 

(Thomson West) 

 
American Jurisprudence Trials (Thomson West) 

Bender’s Federal Practice Forms (Lexis) 

Bender’s Forms of Discovery (Lexis) 

Causes of Action, 1
st 

and 2
nd 

series (Thomson West) 

http://www.llrx.com/courtrules/
http://www.uscourtforms.com/
http://www.findlaw.com/11stategov/pa/index.html
http://www.lexisone.com/legalresearch/legalguide/states/pennsylvania.htm
http://www.lexisone.com/legalresearch/legalguide/states/pennsylvania.htm
http://www.lexisone.com/legalresearch/legalguide/states/pennsylvania.htm


 

Federal Procedural Forms, Lawyers Ed. (Thomson West) 

 
Manual of Federal Practice Forms (Lexis) 

 
Trials (Thomson West) 

 
West’s Federal Forms (Thomson West) 

 

American Jurisprudence Legal Forms, 2
nd 

(Thomson West) 

Nichols Cyclopedia of Legal Forms Annotated (Thomson West) 

Rabkin & Johnson Current Legal Forms with Tax Analysis (Lexis) 

West’s Legal Forms (Thomson West) 

Your local law librarian can also recommend topic specific form books 

that may help you save time and money drafting pleadings, motions, and 

briefs that address federal law. 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: 

 
The quickest way to find federal forms on the Internet is at: 

http://www.forms.gov/bgfportal/main.do. Federal courts also post 

many of their standard forms on their court websites. 

 
Internet gateways to many online court forms can be found at the 

following sites: 

 
Lexisone: 

http://www.lexisone.com/store/catalog?action=main 
 

Catalaw: 

http://www.catalaw.com/cattopics/forms.shtml 
 

Findlaw forms: http://findlaw.com/16forms/ 
 

c. Online Databases: Both Lexis and Westlaw contain huge databases of 

federal practice forms that can be downloaded in various formats and 

word-processed on your desktop or laptop computer. 

 
O. Jury Instructions: Every lawyer who tries a case in Pennsylvania will need access to 

sample jury instructions. Both Pennsylvania and federal jury instructions are available in 

books and from legal database vendors. In addition, courts sometimes incorporate the text 

of jury instructions into their legal decisions. 

http://www.forms.gov/bgfportal/main.do
http://www.lexisone.com/store/catalog?action=main
http://www.catalaw.com/cattopics/forms.shtml
http://findlaw.com/16forms/


 

1. Pennsylvania Law: 

 
a. Books: The essential guide for drafting jury instructions in 

Pennsylvania continues to be: 

 
Pennsylvania Suggested Civil Jury Instructions (PBI) 

 
Pennsylvania Suggested Criminal Jury Instruction (PBI) 

 
2. Federal Law: 

 
a. Books: Although there are many topic specific form books that your 

local law librarian can recommend for particular legal subject areas, the 

following sources serve as good general federal form books: 

 
Federal Jury Practice and Instructions, 5th ed. (Thomson West) 

Modern Federal Jury Instructions (Lexis) 

b. Free Internet Bookmarks: There are really no good sites for free 

federal jury instructions on the Internet. 

 
c. Online Databases: Third Circuit Pattern Jury Instructions are available 

for free on the Internet: 

 
http://www.ca3.uscourts.gov/modeljuryinstructions.htm 

 
Lexis and Westlaw provide online access to the jury instructions 

they publish in print. 

 
P. Verdict reporters: In order to evaluate your likelihood of success in a case or damages 

which your clients may be able to recover, you will want to turn to jury verdict and 

settlement reporters. Many of these resources are available in print and through fee- based 

online databases, but there is really only one general source on the Internet that you can 

use for free. 

 
1. Pennsylvania Law: 

 
a. Free Internet Bookmarks: There are really no places to find a 

compilation of Pennsylvania jury verdicts for free on the Internet, but you 

can try the following resource: 

 
National Law Journal’s Annual Survey of the Year’s Largest Jury 

Verdicts http://www.verdictsearch.com/index.jsp 

http://www.ca3.uscourts.gov/modeljuryinstructions.htm
http://www.verdictsearch.com/index.jsp


 

b. Statewide Online Databases: Lexis and Westlaw also provide access 

to all of the major Pennsylvania trial reporters. 

 
c. Allegheny Verdicts Online: Allegheny County Bar Association 

members have summarized verdicts from the Allegheny County Court of 

Common Pleas from 1999 to the present. These verdicts are available on a 

searchable, online database located at 

http://www.pittsburghlegaljournal.org/subscribe/allegheny_verdicts/index. 

php 
 

d. Pittsburgh Legal Journal Opinions: Allegheny County Court of 

Common Pleas opinions from 1999 to present can be searched at 

http://www.acba.org/ACBA/Publications/Pittsburgh-Legal-Journal- 

Opinions.asp. 

 
2. Federal Law: 

 
a. Books: As opposed to federal jury verdict reporters, publishers print 

jury verdict reporters with a national perspective. These would include the 

following resources: 

 
Dollar Verdicts: Personal Injury (Thomson West) 

 
National Jury Verdict Review and Analysis (Jury Verdict Review 

Publications, Inc.) 

 
Personal Injury Valuation Handbooks (Jury Verdict Research, 

Inc.) 

 
What’s It Worth? (Michie Company) 

 
b. Online Databases: 

 
Subscribers to Lawyers Weekly can access a verdict database 

online at: http://www.lawyersusaonline.com/ 
 

Lexis and Westlaw also provide access to all of the major national 

trial reporters separately and/or in combined databases. 

 
Q. Law Reviews and Journals: Law review articles can help you flesh out the salient 

points of a thorny legal issue or keep abreast of developments in your practice areas. 

However, unless they come from your law school alma mater or are devoted to your 

practice area, you probably do not need to personally subscribe to law reviews in print 

anymore. Instead, you can obtain them when you need them online from a legal research 

vendor or through your local law library. 

http://www.pittsburghlegaljournal.org/subscribe/allegheny_verdicts/index.php
http://www.pittsburghlegaljournal.org/subscribe/allegheny_verdicts/index.php
http://www.pittsburghlegaljournal.org/subscribe/allegheny_verdicts/index.php
http://www.acba.org/ACBA/Publications/Pittsburgh-Legal-Journal-
http://www.acba.org/ACBA/Publications/Pittsburgh-Legal-Journal-
http://www.lawyersusaonline.com/


 

There are several good ways to find law reviews and journals that may contain articles 

discussing Pennsylvania and/or federal law. One way is to use key terms to search a full 

text database of law reviews and journals online. Another good way is to search in a 

periodical index, such as one of the following two sources, both of which can be searched 

many ways, including by title, author, subject, and keyword: Index to Legal Periodicals 

(best used online) and LegalTrac (only available online). 

 
The Index to Legal Periodicals is available from both Lexis and Westlaw, and LegalTrac 

is available online from Thomson Gale. A third way is to check the annotations to your 

cases, statutes, and authorities for cross-references to journal and law review articles. 

 
1. Pennsylvania Law: Many journals cover Pennsylvania law topics, but several 

journals are devoted to a discussion of Pennsylvania law. While all Pennsylvania- 

specific journals are available in print, many are becoming available online. 

 
a. Books: A list of several Pennsylvania print journals includes: 

 
The Capitol Glance 

 
County Line 

 
Duquesne University School of Law Journals 

 
Pennsylvania State University Dickinson School of Law Journals 

 
Dickinson Law Review 

Dickinson Journal of Environmental Law and Policy 
Dickinson Journal of International Law 

 
University of Pennsylvania Journals 

 
Penn Law Journal Online 

University of Pennsylvania Journal of Labor and 

Employment Law 

University of Pennsylvania Journal of Constitutional Law 

University of Pennsylvania Journal of International 

Economic Law 

 
University of Pittsburgh School of Law Journals 

 
University of Pittsburgh Law Review 

Journal of Law and Commerce 

 
Temple University Journals 

 
Temple Law Review 



 

Temple International and Comparative Law Journal 

Temple Environmental and Technology Law Journal 

Temple Political and Civil Rights Law Review 

 
Villanova University Journals 

 
Villanova Environmental Law Journal 

Villanova Journal of Law and Investment Management 

Villanova Law Review 

Villanova Sports & Entertainment Law Journal 

Women’s Law Forum 

 
Widener University School of Law Journals 

 
The Delaware Journal of Corporate Law 

The Widener Law Symposium Journal 

Widener Journal of Public Law 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: None of the print Pennsylvania journals 

published by legal research vendors are available for free on the Internet. 

More and more law schools are beginning to provide free access online to 

recent and archival law review and journal articles.  Here are two links 

that may help you find the journals you need: 

 
http://stu.findlaw.com/journals 

 

http://www.lawreview.org 
 

c. Online Databases: 

 
Lexis and Westlaw provide online access to overlapping 

collections of law reviews and journals. Some of Pennsylvania’s 

law reviews and journals are becoming available through these 

venues. 

 
Some public libraries and law libraries subscribe to databases 

which contain abstracts and/or the full text of law review and 

journal articles. 

 
2. Federal Law: 

 
a. Books: There are too many journals that cover federal law topics to list 

them here. However, the best way to find them is to use the periodical 

indexes listed above. In addition, your local bar association may also 

publish its own journals covering topics of interest to local practitioners. 

http://stu.findlaw.com/journals
http://www.lawreview.org/


 

b. Online Databases: Lexis and Westlaw provide online access to 

overlapping collections of law reviews and journals. However, the breadth 

of these articles is simply beyond the scope of this chapter. In addition, 

both vendors constantly change their providers and add more archival 

content, making a master list from anyone but them impossible. 

 
Some public libraries and law libraries subscribe to databases which 

contain abstracts and/or the full text of law review and journal articles. 

 
R. Citators: Legal Research and Writing 101 teaches prospective lawyers to always 

check the authority and subsequent history of cases, statutes, and other authorities they 

cite. Traditional citators include Shepard’s Citations from Lexis, and KeyCite, a purely 

electronic product from Thomson West. Only a few practitioners and less and less 

traditional law libraries still maintain print sets of Shepard’s because the most efficient 

way to check the authority and/or subsequent history of a case is to use an online citator 

from either of these vendors. Both vendors also offer graduated levels of these services 

which can cover only Pennsylvania or only federal law. 

 
S. Legal Newspapers and Newsletters: Legal newspapers can be a good source for local 

and nationwide news, legal trends, public policy analysis, and docket information. 

Newsletters can provide more topic-specific information. 

 
1. Pennsylvania Law: 

 
a. Legal News: In addition to your local daily and weekly newspapers, if 

you are a member of the Allegheny County Bar Association, you have 

access to publications like The Lawyers Journal. Several Pennsylvania law 

firms also publish periodic newsletters on various legal topics. Some law 

firms also post their newsletters on the Internet. 

 
b. Online Databases: Mealey’s publishes Litigation NewsBriefs that are 

available on Lexis, and both Lexis and Westlaw provide various news 

services. 

 
2. Federal Law: 

 
a. Books: There are only a few legal newspapers that cover the nation: 

American Lawyer, Lawyers Weekly USA, and The National Law Journal. 

 
b. Free Internet Bookmarks: Several websites where you can find 

current national legal news include: 

 
American Lawyer: http://www.law.com/jsp/tal/index.jsp 

Courthouse News: http://www.courthousenews.com 

CNN: http://www.cnn.com/crime 

Dolan Media: http://www.dolanmedia.com/websites/htm/ 

http://www.law.com/jsp/tal/index.jsp
http://www.law.com/jsp/tal/index.jsp
http://www.courthousenews.com/
http://www.courthousenews.com/
http://www.cnn.com/crime
http://www.dolanmedia.com/websites/htm/


 

Findlaw: http://www.news.findlaw.com/ 

Jurist: http://www.jurist.law.pitt.edu/ 

Law.com: http://www.law.com/jsp/law/index.jsp 

Lawyers Weekly USA: http://www.lawyersweeklyusa.com 

National Law Journal: http://www.law.com/jsp/nlj/index.jsp 
 

c. Online Databases: Both Lexis and Westlaw provide access to selected 

national news sources. However, before you contract to purchase these 

products, make sure the papers and newsletters you need are included. 

Also, check the scope of the online products because some only cover 

substantive articles, without providing access to graphics, shorter articles, 

advertisements, and the like. If you make only infrequent use of these 

resources, you might want to rely on your local law library for access. 

 
T. Legal Dictionaries: Nothing can replace having a legal dictionary handy on or near 

your desk, but for a quick answer, there are a number of legal dictionaries on the Internet. 

 
1. Books: You can always rely on Black’s Law Dictionary (Thomson West, 

2004), which is now in its eighth edition. 

 
2. Free Internet Bookmarks: Free legal dictionaries on the Internet can be found 

at the following websites: 

 
Legal Glossary at Nolo.com: http://www.nolo.com/glossary.cfm 

 

Law.com Dictionary: http://dictionary.law.com/ 
 

Findlaw Legal Dictionary: http://dictionary.lp.findlaw.com/ 
 

‘Lectric Law Library: Legal Lexicon’s Lyceum: 

http://www.lectlaw.com/def/htm 
 

Cornell Wex Legal Dictionary: 

http://topics.law.cornell.edu/wex/category/definition 
 

3. Online Databases: Westlaw provides access to Black’s Law Dictionary (8th 

ed.) online. 

 
U. Citation Manuals: All lawyers need to cite legal authorities once in a while. 

 
1. Books: For technical questions relating to citations, you can turn to one of two 

alternative sources: 
 

The Bluebook: A Uniform System of Citation (18
th 

Ed., Harvard) 

 
ALWD Citation Manual: A Professional System of Citation (Association 

of Legal Writing Directors) 

http://www.news.findlaw.com/
http://www.news.findlaw.com/
http://www.jurist.law.pitt.edu/
http://www.law.com/jsp/law/index.jsp
http://www.lawyersweeklyusa.com/
http://www.law.com/jsp/nlj/index.jsp
http://www.nolo.com/glossary.cfm
http://dictionary.law.com/
http://dictionary.lp.findlaw.com/
http://www.lectlaw.com/def/htm
http://topics.law.cornell.edu/wex/category/definition


 

 

2. Free Internet Bookmarks: 

 
A handy cheat sheet to citation formats can be found at the following 

website: http://www.law.cornell.edu/citation 

 
3. Online Databases: The Blue Book is available online for purchase at: 

http://www.legalbluebook.com. 
 

 
 

V. Legal Directories: In combination, print and online directories can help you find the 

lawyers you need to locate, contact, and serve. 

 
1. Books: 

 
Many bar associations publish online membership directories that can be 

accessed on their corresponding websites. 

 
Martindale-Hubbell (Lexis) is also still available in print, with a free 

online component. 

 
For more information on federal judges, you can use: Almanac of the 

Federal Judiciary (Walters Klower/Aspen) or American Bench (Forster- 

Long, Inc.). 

 
2. Free Internet Resources: 

 
The Pennsylvania Legal Directory provides an attorney search engine on 

the Internet at the following site: 

http://www.padisciplinaryboard.org/pa_attorney_search.php 
 

The Allegheny County Bar Association membership directory is available 

on the ACBA website: http://www.acba.org/ACBA/Members/membership- 

directory.asp 
 

Martindale-Hubbell provides an online companion to its print directories 

at: http://www.martindale.com 
 

West Group provides a free online directory of lawyers, law firms, 

government offices, and corporate law offices in the United States and 

Canada at: http://lawyers.findlaw.com 
 

Many courts and agencies also provide online information about their 

judges and court personnel. 

 
3. Online Databases: 

http://www.law.cornell.edu/citation
http://www.law.cornell.edu/citation
http://www.legalbluebook.com/
http://www.padisciplinaryboard.org/pa_attorney_search.php
http://www.acba.org/ACBA/Members/membership-directory.asp
http://www.acba.org/ACBA/Members/membership-directory.asp
http://www.acba.org/ACBA/Members/membership-directory.asp
http://www.martindale.com/
http://lawyers.findlaw.com/


 

Westlaw provides a large number of databases that profile attorneys, 

judges, and expert witnesses. Westlaw also contains West’s Legal 

Directory and specialty directories to help you find experts, judges and 

courts, governmental offices and lawyers, and businesses. 

 
Lexis provides access to the Martindale-Hubbell law directory, as well as 

a State Legislative Directory. 

 
W. The Best Pennsylvania Bookmarks: 

 
1. Summary: More and more of what librarians call “primary law” resources are 

becoming available on the Internet. In addition to your local court websites, here 

are some of the best sites to bookmark for free copies of Pennsylvania court rules, 

recent cases and opinions, codes, legislative information, administrative agency 

information, and more. 

 
2. Your Local Courts: Your local court websites can be a wonderful source of 

up-to-date contact information and potential access to local rules, forms, 

frequently asked questions (FAQs) about local court procedures, docket 

information, fee schedules, case opinions, and more. 

 
3. The Supreme Court of Pennsylvania: Bookmark the Supreme Court of 

Pennsylvania’s website (http://www.aopc.org/T/SupremeCourt/) for a number of 

reasons. Here, you can find: 

 
Supreme Court Justices 

Supreme Court Prothonotaries’ Addresses 

Judicial and Administrative Responsibilities of the Supreme Court of 

Pennsylvania 

The Supreme Court's Power of Extraordinary Jurisdiction 

Conducting Business with the Court 

Supreme Court Opinions 

Disciplinary Board of Supreme Court Postings 

Docket Sheets 

Sessions Calendar 

Filing Fees 

Requirements for Filing a Brief 

Supreme Court Districts (where to file) 

Protocols for Oral Argument 

Internal Operating Procedures 

 
4. The Pennsylvania General Assembly: (http://www.legis.state.pa.us/), this site 

provides a wealth of legislative information, including current and archival bills, 

bill status information, session law and acts; information on the Pennsylvania 

House and Senate, their rules, calendars, and journals; and links to online versions 

of the Pennsylvania Code, Pennsylvania Statutes, and the PA Bulletin. 

http://www.aopc.org/T/SupremeCourt/)
http://www.aopc.org/T/SupremeCourt/)
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/)


 

 

5. Pennsylvania’s Government Portal: See www.pa.gov. This site contains a 

wealth of information, including a list of all state agencies and departments and a 

gateway to Pennsylvania business information. 

6. Agency Sites: Agency sites that are particularly useful for lawyers include: 

Claims Board 

Continuing Legal Education Board 

Environmental Hearing Board 

Law Examiners Board 

Liquor Control Board 

Milk Marketing Board 

Pardons Board 

Probation and Parole Board 

Sexual Offenders Assessment Board 

Tax Equalization Board 

African American Affairs, Governor's Advisory Commission on 

Civil Service Commission 

Crime and Delinquency Commission 

Ethics Commission 

Fish and Boat Commission 

Futures Commission on Justice in the 21st Century 

Game Commission 

Historical and Museum Commission 

Independent Regulatory Review Commission 

Juvenile Court Judges’ Commission 

Local Government Commission 

Human Relations Commission 

Port of Pittsburgh Commission 

Public Utility Commission 

Securities Commission 

Turnpike Commission 

Women, Pennsylvania Commission for 

Arts Council 

Health Care Cost Containment Council, (PHCCCC) 

Rural Development Council 
 

 
 

7. Local Ordinances: Gone are the days when lawyers could only obtain copies 

of all local ordinances from municipal law departments and public libraries. More 

and more cities are providing their ordinances online via city websites or through 

online publishers. Bookmark your jurisdiction’s local ordinances. 

 
8. Pennsylvania Demographic Data: 

http://www.pa.gov/


 

Demographic data on Pennsylvania: http://pasdc.hbg.psu.edu/ 
 

X. Help When and Where You Need It: 

 
1. Summary: Local law libraries can provide the help you need to research and 

prepare your cases. There are actually many types of law libraries in 

Pennsylvania. These libraries can be classified as county law libraries, law firm 

libraries, law school libraries, court libraries, agency libraries, and public 

libraries. As described below, these libraries vary in terms of organization, 

collections, operations, access, services, and staffing. Some are open to the public, 

while others serve particular constituencies. 

2. County Law Libraries: Some of Pennsylvania’s county law libraries include: 

Adams County Law Library 

Allegheny County Law Library 

Beaver County Law Library 

Bucks County Law Library 

Chester County Law Library 

Lancaster County Law Library 

Lehigh County Law Library 

Mercer County Law Library 

Montgomery County Law Library 

Westmoreland County Law Library 
 

 
 

Recent survey results show that the collections, staffing, policies, and operations 

at these libraries vary greatly, depending on several factors, including 

unpredictable public funding. These libraries run the gamut, from the largest 

libraries that maintain robust print and online collections in metropolitan areas, to 

a large variety of medium-sized libraries spread throughout the state, to the 

smallest un-staffed libraries in tiny courthouse rooms. 

 
Services that are available at many of these libraries include: reference assistance, 

research services, computer access, access to books and online databases, book 

circulation, document delivery services, remote access to selected databases, word 

processing, CLE programs, chat reference, use of conference rooms and various 

equipment, and notary services. 

 
3. Law Firm Libraries: While most practitioners collect handbooks and desktop 

resources relevant to their particular practice areas, some medium-sized firms, and 

all large law firms, maintain an in-house law library, often with one or more 

professional librarians on staff. Historically limited to collecting print resources, 

these libraries have migrated to providing electronic resources, cataloging their 

collections, loading information on firm intranets and extranets, and often sharing 

their resources with other local law libraries. More recently, some firm libraries 

http://pasdc.hbg.psu.edu/


 

are going totally digital, relying on their local county law libraries and law 

schools for supplementary resources. Firm libraries often maintain an intricate 

system of current awareness and news services to keep their attorneys up-to-date 

on the latest developments in their fields. In addition to conducting detailed legal 

research and providing reference assistance to firm attorneys, paralegals, and law 

clerks, some law firm librarians are expanding their roles to work closely with 

internal IT and IS departments, perform competitive intelligence, and even 

conduct conflict checks. The natural corollary of these activities reflects a 

growing trend for firm librarians to bill clients for some or all of their time. 

 
4. Law School Libraries: Each of Pennsylvania’s seven law schools maintains a 

law library with an Internet portal and an online catalog: 

 
Duquesne University School of Law Library 

Temple University School of Law Library 

Pennsylvania State University Dickinson School of Law Library 

University of Pennsylvania Law School Library 

University of Pittsburgh School of Law Library 

Villanova University School of Law Library 

Widener University Legal Information Center 

 
Although these libraries primarily serve their faculty members, students, and staff, 

most, if not all, are also open to the public. As a result, Pennsylvania practitioners 

can use their resources, make copies, and seek limited reference assistance, where 

available. Naturally, the libraries’ collections vary from institution to institution. 

 
5. Court Libraries: Pennsylvania lawyers have access to the books, materials 

and selected online databases available at various law libraries across the state. 

 
County law libraries serve as chief law resource providers for many of 

Pennsylvania’s subordinate state courts. However, some larger counties maintain 

separate law libraries for use by their judges, law clerks, and staff attorneys and 

supplement the print resources they buy with online access from legal research 

vendors such as Lexis or Westlaw. Except where permitted by the local court, 

these libraries are not for use by local practitioners. 

 
The federal court libraries in Pennsylvania are part of a national federal trial and 

appellate court library system called the U.S. Courts Library. Although these 

libraries cater to the needs of their courts, attorneys admitted to practice before the 

courts may also use their local federal court law libraries. The URL for the U.S. 

Court’s library is http://www.uscourts.gov/library.html. 

 
6. Agency Libraries: Both state and federal agencies have historically maintained 

in-house libraries to save and archive their own documents, opinions, and orders. 

Upon request, most are willing to send copies of these items at no cost or for a 

reasonable fee. Where applicable, they require public records and/or 

http://www.uscourts.gov/library.html
http://www.uscourts.gov/library.html


 

FOIA requests. Recently, nationwide trends show that such agencies have begun 

to downsize and/or eliminate these libraries, often to the detriment of the general 

public. 

 
7. Public Libraries: With a few exceptions, most of the public libraries in 

Pennsylvania have limited legal collections. 

 
Y. Law Library Staff Members: Law libraries are staffed by a variety of personnel. At 

the helm is the head librarian, who may, among other titles, also be called a director or 

executive director. More recently, due to an expansion of their duties, these individuals 

are being referred to by many titles under the umbrella of information management. In 

law schools, these individuals are often faculty members. Regardless of the titles on their 

business cards, many of these individuals usually hold a master’s degree in library and/or 

information science, and some may also possess a law degree. Recent trends also suggest 

that some current librarians and many new hires have or soon thereafter acquire at least 

some expertise in information technology. 

 
Head librarians are often supported by additional reference librarians who may hold 

master’s degrees in library and/or information science. These employees also may be 

considered faculty at some law schools. Depending on the size and type of library, 

libraries may also employ para-professionals, library assistants, and pages to perform 

various types of services for patrons. In addition, law school, court, and agency libraries 

sometimes receive support from their local IT or IS departments. 

 
Z. Arrangement of Library Materials: For the most part, law libraries have historically 

been arranged by call numbers using either the Dewey Decimal system, a system 

developed by the Library of Congress, or a couple of other classification schemes. The 

two major systems arrange materials by subject. Some libraries may, in addition and/or 

alternatively, arrange their materials by type (such as books or audio visual materials) or 

by jurisdiction (i.e., Pennsylvania, federal, or foreign and international). 


