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Breaking a statute into parts, which on Westlaw® are called fields, and knowing

what information is found in each part can help you focus your statutory

research.

In addition to searching the full text of statutes using the Terms and

Connectors or the Natural Language search method, you can restrict your

Westlaw search by field. 

You can use the Fields drop-down list at a database Search page to add field

restrictions to your searches. Alternatively you can type the field abbreviation in

the Search text box, followed immediately by the terms you want included in the

field restriction enclosed in parentheses.

Citation Field: When looking up a statute in print, you may often begin by

consulting the index. Short lines of information help pinpoint useful material.

On Westlaw, you can access a statutory index database, such as the United

States Code Annotated–General Index (USCA-IDX). To retrieve an alphabetical

list of all main index headings, search for the term heading in the citation field

(ci), e.g., ci(heading). Scroll through the list to identify headings that are of

interest.

Alternatively, you can search the index for specific terms, e.g.,

machine-gun /10 penalty forfeiture

Editor’s note: Because indexes are not written in sentences and paragraphs,

use numerical connectors.

You can also access a statutory index from a database Search page. Click

Statutes Index at the top of the page.

Click the statute citation to view the full text of the statute.

Prelim and Caption Fields: The two most useful fields to search in statutes

databases are the prelim (pr) and caption (ca) fields. In statutes documents,

Ex Libris

“The man who does not read

good books has no advantage

over the man who can’t read

them.”

Mark Twain (a.k.a. Samuel Clemens)
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important terms are most likely to appear in the main headings under which the provision falls and in the

catch line, which is a short description of the contents of the section. In statutes databases on Westlaw, the

prelim field contains the main headings and the caption field contains the section number and the catch

line.  Searching in these fields is often an effective way to retrieve statutes related to a general subject.

For example, to retrieve federal statutes relating to endangered species, access the United State Code

Annotated database (USCA) and formulate a Terms and Connectors query such as the following:

pr,ca(endangered & species)

To retrieve federal statutes related to civil forfeiture that are classified to title 18, formulate a Terms and

Connectors query like the following:

pr(“title 18”) & ca(civil /3 forfeiture)

The Table of Contents service puts a specific statutory section in a broader context. This can help you

identify additional relevant provisions. While viewing a statute, click Table of Contents on the Links tab.

Words-Phrases Field: Many statutes provide definitions of terms. Some sections may be devoted to

definitions; other definitions may be contained within statutory text. One way to retrieve statutory

provisions that define terms is to restrict your search to the words-phrases field (wp).

For example, to retrieve federal statutes that define continental shelf, access the USCA database and

formulate a Terms and Connectors query like the following:

wp(“continental shelf”)

Editor’s note: You might also search for the term defin! in the caption field and for your general search

term in the prelim field, e.g.,

ca(defin!) & pr(antarctic)

Credit Field: To retrieve sections from the United States Code Annotated® (USCA®) affected by a

particular public law, search for the public law number in the credit field (cr), e.g., cr(103-3).

Annotations Field: Notes of decisions summarize points of law from cases and attorney general

opinions relating to a constitution or statutory provision. Notes of decisions are contained in the

annotations field (an).

For example, to retrieve annotations in the USCA that mention lemon law, access the USCA database

and type

an(“lemon law”)

To retrieve annotations that construe a specific term within a title of the USCA, search for the term in

the annotations field and for the title number in the prelim field, e.g.,

an(entrap!) & pr(“title 39”)

Editor’s note: To view consecutive statutory documents, even if they were not retrieved by your search,

click Next Section or Previous Section at the top of the page.
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Advanced Search Tip

A Time-Saving Change to WestCheck®

A new enhancement to WestCheck can save you time

and eyestrain.

The QuoteRight® feature in WestCheck 4.56 has 

a pinpoint citation feature that comes in handy when

you need to track down a quotation on Westlaw or 

in a West reporter print volume.

Now a QuoteRight citation specifies the page

number of the quotation—e.g., 446 F.3d 884, 

*888—not simply the beginning page number—

e.g., 446 F.3d 884.

Editor’s note: If you enter a citation in Find using 

a page number that is not the starting page of the

document, e.g., 446 f3d 888, you will still retrieve 

the document. Westlaw will display the portion of the

document where the nonstarting page begins. To view

the first page of the document, use the scroll bar.


