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My client is a M.A. candidate in Women’s Studies at the San Diego State University. She is 

working on a thesis about the history of women and law in the United States.  

Reference Interview & Preliminary Search 

A brief reference interview revealed several important details about the nature of my 

client’s information needs. First and foremost, she is at the preliminary stages of her research 

(she will be meeting with her thesis advisor for the first time this fall). Second, I realized there 

are two clearly separate components to the research process –specific Supreme Court rulings or 

decisions, and materials dealing with the historical and sociological aspects surrounding them. 

Finally, her core argument is that the majority of legal decisions from the 19th century to the mid-

20th century were based upon accepted ideas of “romantic paternalism,” and the principle of 

“coverture.”  

 I start my research looking into the San Diego State University Library. My intention is 

to get an idea of the types of databases available to students. I find that the list is thorough and it 

contains most, if not all, of the resources I have at my disposal. Also, I did a quick search of their 

catalog (knowing that my client dismissed the idea for some particular reason). A keyword 

search for “women and law” rendered a few pertinent titles. However, as with most library 



catalogs, the total of 2221 results were automatically sorted by relevance, date or title, and 

impossible to narrow down to a workable list.  

Just browsing the first list of results, I looked at a couple of titles that stood out; 

nevertheless, the records did not include abstracts and/or lists of contents. So I moved my search 

to the OCLC World Cat where I could find both.  In general, I did manage to find two titles on 

print that I will consider for future review - Supreme Court Decisions and Women's Rights by 

Clare Cushman and Women in American Law: the Struggle toward Equality from the New Deal 

to the Present by Judith A. Baer. 

This first search was not very structured. It depended a great deal on serendipity and the 

informal use of two combined terms (“women and law”) that struck me as key concepts that 

contextualized the overall search. Also, I followed the research pattern I used as an undergrad –

looking for materials on print and searching a library catalogue; postponing the use of databases 

once I felt I’ve acquired a better understanding of both the literature and specialized terminology; 

and avoiding ‘Googling’ terms at all costs.    

Reviewing Findings (NYPL) & Google Scholar Law 

I could locate the Baer and Cushman books at the New York Public Library’s research 

building. I used both books to familiarize myself with the legal terminology and with some 

historical background on the subject. The Cushman book included a long list of major Supreme 

Court cases, from which I could extract a working list of ten cases dating from 1873 to 1996. The 

bibliography was also very helpful, providing important information about prominent writers and 

scholars in the field.  



The second step was to look into Google Scholar Law for direct links to case documents. 

For the most part the search here was successful, mainly because I already had a list of specific 

cases to look for, and because the Google platform is very simple and straightforward. Searching 

under Legal Documents, it offers a thorough selection of court types. My findings here focused 

only on official documents (I found here all the selected cases) –for each decision document 

there is a link to Cited by, How cited, Related articles, different versions, and citation export 

(RefWorks etc.).   

Lexis –Searching for U. S. Supreme Court Cases and Related Materials 

My search in Google Scholar was very satisfactory; however, Lexis provided in general a 

series of adjunct details about the cases that facilitated interpretation. The process of finding 

information was far more complex, it took me a while to effectively utilize the correct set of 

features, for instance. Finally, the platform allowed me to search for each case by the name of the 

parties involved –restricting by Court and sometimes by Date. The results displayed were always 

accurate, and included a list of related cases. Each Supreme Court case included summaries, 

opinions, concurrences and prior histories. On a side note, command of legal terminology is a 

plus; some of the filtering options are based on specialized field language.  In general, I believe, 

the advantages of Lexis justify the time consuming task of figuring out effective navigation 

strategies.  

Searching Scholarly Journals in JSTOR & ProQuest 

After several failed attempts at finding relevant (historical) articles in various databases (Gale, 

ERIC, Social Sciences Full-Text, etc.), I found the most success with JSTOR and, to a lesser 

degree, with ProQuest. My level of comfort with JSTOR could have played a positive role in my 



approach. I needed to find peer-reviewed articles written in concord with the time and issues 

found in the selection of Supreme Court cases. Even though with JSTOR it is almost impossible 

to narrow-down results after the fact, my findings were satisfactory. Using Boolean logic with a 

simple combination of terms –"women's rights" and "supreme court cases" and "united states,” I 

could retrieve a manageable number of relevant articles (deemed relevant because of the number 

of times they are cited by scholars). Most of the sources were Law Review Journals, but also 

from the women studies field. One of the most helpful features was the summary section which, 

even in the absence of abstracts, included a hyperlinked list of references that allowed me to find 

similar articles without performing a new search.  

Finally, using ProQuest was more of a complimentary, and yet important, search. I applied the 

same Boolean combination as I did with JSTOR, but results were quite disappointing. Even 

though I could utilize some filters (geography and date) in order to narrow results down, final list 

of entries was lacking in relevance to my specific needs. A large number of entries were, of 

course, published very recently, and were focused on foreign countries.  

The strategy that was most successful here was to look for specific authors (i.e. AU(Grossman, 

Joanna L.)). Most of the information I could retrieve from ProQuest (about 7 articles for review) 

were done this way. Almost like combing very closely through the database in order to find 

hidden information. Out of JSTOR and ProQuest combined, I retrieved a total of 21 articles. 

After close review I selected 9 (based of relevancy to specific time context, cases, subjects, and 

issues).   

 

 


