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Researching Court Records
Practice pointer: When possible, always review the entire court file.

There is often additional useful information in the file that is not included in the limited information available from an online or computer database search. 
D.C. Court Records
D.C. Superior Court does not have an online database comparable to the federal PACER system.  In other words, pleadings and orders cannot be accessed through the internet.  Docket information for certain types of cases is posted on the court’s website, which can be accessed by a name search function.  Otherwise, court files must be reviewed and copied in person.  Similarly, pleadings and orders are scanned into the court’s database (Courtview) in many kinds of cases and the appropriate clerk’s office can print out individual documents upon request.

In D.C., criminal, civil, civil protection order, and many family court case files (including custody and divorce) are open to the public.  Some child support cases are open while others are not.  Adoption, neglect/abuse and juvenile criminal case files are not open to the public.
D.C. Criminal Cases 
D.C. criminal case dockets are available online at www.dccourts.gov/internet/CCO.jsf.  There is a name search function.  It is strongly recommended that the whole file be reviewed (which can only be done in person at D.C. Superior Court) because the docket entries online may be unclear or incomplete, and because there are often pleadings, reports, and other documents in the court file itself with additional information about the defendant.
Practice pointer:  When doing a name search, in addition to searching the full name, search the name with as few letters as possible, since names often get misspelled.  In addition, the idiosyncrasies of a particular system will sometimes yield no results if the full name is typed in, but results will come up if fewer letters are included.  For example, to search for Frederick Whittington, try entering “Fre Whittington” or “Fre Whitting.”

Court files can be reviewed in the Criminal Division Clerk’s office (4th floor west). There are public computers on which you can do a name search to pull up a list of cases associated with the person. It is helpful—though not always necessary—to have the person’s date of birth and middle name. You will be able get some basic information from the computer search, including criminal case numbers. 
Practice pointer: Find out the person’s PDID number, which is a master identification number for that person in the D.C. criminal justice system.  That number will help confirm the person’s identity across multiple court cases.  The PDID number is usually listed at the top of most documents in the case file. 
Practice pointer: You must use your own paper to print out criminal case information, so remember to bring a ream when you or your paralegal go to court!

You can check out the complete criminal file from the clerk to review and make copies. Both open and closed cases are available.  There are no hard-copy files available for cases from 2006 to present – all documents have been scanned into the computer system so you must obtain the case number and ask the clerk to print the case file. Some older hard-copy files may be in storage and can be ordered from the clerk. 
Practice pointer:  Again, it can be important to review the documents themselves in addition to the dockets. The information in the computer docket is often very limited so the only way to get a clear picture of the charges, convictions and sentences is to look at the file. There is often additional helpful information in the file as well, including references to other cases, substance abuse, mental health issues, failures of the defendant to appear, probation violations and revocation, etc.

Practice pointer: The easiest way to establish a criminal conviction at trial is with a certified copy of the conviction document. In D.C., that document is the sentencing document, called a judgment and commitment or judgment and probation order. Certified copies can be obtained from the clerk in the Criminal Clerk’s office. 
D.C. Civil Cases (including landlord-tenant cases)

D.C. civil case dockets from 2000 to present on are online at http://www.dccourts.gov/internet/CCO.jsf.  There is a name search function.
Court files can be reviewed in the Civil Division Clerk’s office file room, Room 5000. There are public computers on which you can do a name search with no time limit. Civil case files can be checked out and reviewed here and copies may be ordered (except for small claims and landlord-tenant cases, which have their own file rooms located at 510 4th Street, N.W.). 
D.C. Domestic Relations Cases (custody, divorce)

No information is available online.  To get dockets, orders, and other case information, go to the Family Court clerk’s office (Room JM-300) or the Family Court Central Intake Center, (Room JM-520) and ask the clerk at the counter to do a name search for you.
 
D.C. Domestic Violence Cases (Civil Protection Orders)
No information is available online.  You can go to the Domestic Violence Unit clerk’s office (Room 4510) and ask the clerk at the counter to do a name search for you. In Civil Protection Order (CPO) cases, a petitioner can get a restraining order against a respondent with whom s/he has an “intra-family relationship” as defined by the statute (for example, if they are related by blood, marriage, having a child in common, having a sexual or dating relationship, etc.) if the respondent committed or threatened to commit a crime upon the petitioner.
Maryland Court Records
Docket information (including criminal, civil and non-confidential family) is available online at 
http://casesearch.courts.state.md.us/inquiry/inquiry-index.jsp 
 
Virginia Court Records
Docket information is available online for some kinds of cases at http://www.courts.state.va.us/caseinfo/home.html. You can search by city/county but not statewide. 
Federal Court Records

Dockets and most pleadings and orders are available online through the PACER system,
www.pacer.gov.
Other States

Many other states have some docket information online. You can search on that state court’s website to see whether records are available online, or how to order records.
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