
Basic Government 

Resources for 

Reference



U.S. Government Information

 What it is

 Legislative, Executive, Judicial Branch publications     

 Tips, strategies, hints

 GPO resources



James Madison said …

“A popular Government without 

popular information, or the means 

of acquiring it, is but Prologue to a 

Farce or a Tragedy; or perhaps 

both. Knowledge will forever 

govern ignorance; And a people 

who mean to be their own 

Governors, must arm themselves 

with the power which knowledge 

gives.”



What is it?

 Produced by the Federal Government – “informational 

matter which is published as an individual document at 

government expense, or as required by law.” (1962 Federal 

Depository Library Act)

 Representing all branches of Government and independent 

agencies

 Primary source material - authoritative from issuing agency

 Legal, regulatory, and statistical but also subjects from A-Z

 In all formats, for all ages, in multiple languages

 History of *** public access ***  







But wait, there’s more
 Can be housed anywhere in a library, including by the 

Superintendent of Documents classification (by provenance)

 Presently at DC Public, online publications are 

represented in the catalog and selected depository print 

documents are integrated into Central Library stacks 

 Library government publication collections often include 

publications produced by the Government but also finding 

tools and other resources about the Government

 Very helpful to know the structure of Government when 

researching government information



Branches of U.S. Government
(2015 U.S. Government Manual)



Legislative Branch
Article I, Section 1 of the United States 

Constitution states:

 “All legislative Powers herein granted shall be 

vested in a Congress of the United States, which 

shall consist of a Senate and House of 

Representatives.” (House Document 110-49 How Our 

Laws are Made)

 The legislative branch declares war, regulates 

interstate and foreign commerce, controls taxing 

and spending policies, and chief among all 

functions, makes laws.



Legislative Branch



Legislative process



Legislative process



Major legislative publications

 Bill - legislative proposals from the U.S. House 

of Representatives and Senate.

• Citation examples: 110 H.R. 1234 and 114 S. 1

 Calendar - includes the Calendars of the U.S. 

House of Representatives and History of 

Legislation and the Senate Calendar of 

Business. 

 Print – issued by Congressional Committees that 

include topics related to their legislative or 

research activities, as well as other matters such 

as memorial tributes. (S. Prt. 1)



Major legislative publications

 Hearing - a meeting or session of a Senate, House, 

joint, or special committee of Congress, usually open to 

the public, to obtain information and opinions on 

proposed legislation, conduct an investigation, or 

evaluate/oversee the activities of a government 

department or the implementation of a Federal law. 

 Report - originates from congressional committees and 

cover proposed legislation and issues under 

investigation. (S. Rept. 100-49)

• Document - includes reports of executive departments 

and agencies, as well as committee prints, that were 

ordered to be printed as documents. (S. Doc. 110-10)



Major legislative publications

 Congressional Record - official record of the 

proceedings and debates of the United States Congress. 

• Daily: 153 Cong. Rec. E1040

• Bound: 153 Cong. Rec. (Bound) 1040

 U.S. Statutes at Large - permanent collection of all 

laws and resolutions enacted during each session of 

Congress. (117 STAT. 1952)

 U.S. Code - codification by subject matter of the 

general and permanent laws of the United States, 

divided by broad subjects into 53 titles. (44 U.S.C. 19 

§1905)



Major legislative publications

 U.S. Congressional Serial Set 

• Commonly referred to as the Serial Set, contains the 

House and Senate Documents and the House and 

Senate Reports bound by session of Congress. 

• In general, it includes: committee reports related to 

bills and other matters, presidential communications 

to Congress, treaty materials, certain executive 

department publications, and selected non-

governmental publications.

• Started with the 15th Congress, 1st Session (1817). 

Documents before 1817 may be found in the 

American State Papers.



govinfo



govinfo

 www.govinfo.gov

 From the U.S. Government Publishing Office

 In beta release, a redesign of the Federal Digital 

System (www.gpo.gov/fdsys)

 Continues to provide official, authenticated 

Federal content



Congress.gov
Find bill status and more



House.gov and Senate.gov
Find legislators and more



Legislative Histories

Comprises the documents generated during the 

legislative process, recording legislative intent.

• Numerous sources are available

• Selected, compiled by Law Librarians’ Society of 

Washington DC: http://www.llsdc.org/legislative-

histories

• Govinfo has expanded related publication linking
Example: “Details” in Public and Private Laws

http://www.llsdc.org/legislative-histories


Executive Branch Documents

 Presidential Documents

 U.S. Government Manual

 USA.gov

 Benefits.gov



Executive Branch



Presidential Documents
Compilation of Presidential Documents

Govinfo.gov: 

https://govinfo.gov/app/browse/#browse/collection?collectionCode=CPD&browsePath=2016/

01&fetchChildrenOnly=0

https://govinfo.gov/app/browse/#browse/collection?collectionCode=CPD&browsePath=2016/01&fetchChildrenOnly=0


Presidential Documents

Public Papers of the Presidents

Govinfo.gov: 
https://govinfo.gov/app/browse/#browse/collection?collectionCode=PPP&browsePath=presi
dent-57&fetchChildrenOnly=0



U.S. Government Manual

Govinfo.gov: 
https://govinfo.gov/app/browse/#browse/collection?collectionCode=GOVMAN&browsePath=



USA.gov



Benefits.gov



Statistical Information

 Statistical Abstract of the United States/Historical 

Statistics of the United States

 Census

 USA.gov

 Benefits.gov



Statistical Abstract

Source: https://www.census.gov/library/publications/time-series/statistical_abstracts.html

Historical 
Statistics of 

the U.S.

Statistical 
Abstract of the 

U.S.

ProQuest's 
Statistical 

Abstract of the 
U.S.



Census

• American Community Survey (ACS)

• American FactFinder

• Census of Governments 

• Decennial Census of Population and Housing 

• Economic Census

• Economic Indicators



ProQuest Statistical Insight

Note:

ProQuest is 

not an 

official 

government 

source



Regulations or Rule-making

 Congress passes laws. 

 Federal agencies then take action by 

implementing rules within their authority that 

enforce those laws.

 Regulations are issued by Federal agencies 

under the authority delegated to them by 

Federal law or a Presidential executive order. 



Regulatory publications

 Federal Register – the Federal Register is the 

official daily publication for rules, proposed rules, 

and notices of Federal agencies and 

organizations, as well as executive orders and 

other presidential documents (51 FR 33948)

 Unified Agenda – Semiannual compilation that 

reports Federal agency rulemaking activities for 

the upcoming year (within certain criteria)

• Published in the Federal Register



Federal Register Sections



Regulatory publications

 Code of Federal Regulations - annual edition is 

the codification of the general and permanent 

rules published in the Federal Register by the 

departments and agencies of the Federal 

Government (36 CFR 701.6)

 List of CFR Sections Affected - proposed, new, 

and amended Federal regulations that have 

been published in the Federal Register since the 

most recent revision date of a CFR title



Regulatory publications

Other ways to find if regulations have been 

updated:

• Browse “CFR Parts Affected from the Federal 

Register” in the CFR LSA collection in FDsys

(www.gpo.gov/fdsys/)

• Electronic Code of Federal Regulations 

(e-CFR)  - compilation of CFR and FR 

amendments, updated but unofficial version



Regulations.gov

 Includes Proposed 

Rules, Rules, and 

Notices from the 

Federal Register 

 Submit or find 

Public Comments

 Set an email alert 

to track a proposed 

regulation



Judicial Branch
 “Federal courts hear cases involving the 

constitutionality of a law, cases involving the 

laws and treaties of the U.S. ambassadors and 

public ministers, disputes between two or more 

states, admiralty law, also known as maritime 

law, and bankruptcy cases.” (“Court role and 

structure”, U.S. Courts website)

 The Federal Judiciary encompasses the 

Supreme Court and the lower Federal courts 

(U.S. Courts of Appeals, U.S. District Courts, 

and U.S. Courts of Special Jurisdiction).



Judicial Branch
Constitution Annotated 
https://www.govinfo.gov/browse/constitution-annotated



Structure of Federal judiciary

From Administrative Office of 

the U.S. Courts Understanding 

the Federal Courts

 Supreme Court

 Appellate Courts (U.S. 

Court of Appeals)

 Trial Courts (U.S. 

District Courts, +)

 Federal Courts and 

other entities outside the 

Judicial Branch 



Supreme Court decisions

 United States Reports - final, official bound 

record of Supreme Court decisions

• “Bluebook” citation example: Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 

113 (1973)

• Preceding United States Reports, in order:

• Bench opinions

• Slip opinions

• Preliminary prints

 Court’s website http://www.supremecourt.gov/ 

includes opinions back to the 1991 term



Other Federal courts
 Available from numerous sources

 No official reporter exists for the U.S. Courts of 

Appeals or U.S. District Courts 

 Not all opinions are ordered to be published

 Court websites - http://www.uscourts.gov/court-

locator

 govinfo United States Courts Opinions 

collection - opinions back to 2004 from selected 

United States appellate, district, and bankruptcy 

courts 

 Public Library of Law, Justia, Google Scholar



Tips

Non-government sources

 Presidential libraries

 Military libraries

 Digitization project content

 State Data Centers

 Cost of Living index



U.S. Government Publishing Office

 Keeping America Informed

 The Federal Government’s official, digital, 

secure resource for producing, procuring, 

cataloging, indexing, authenticating, 

disseminating, and preserving the official 

information products of the U.S. Government

 Did you know?

• Visit the Bookstore and History Exhibit

• Check out YouTube for several GPO videos



Federal Depository Library Program

 Established by Congress to ensure that the 
American public has access to its Government’s 
information (44 U.S.C. 19)

 Dates back to 1813 

 Approximately 1,150 libraries nationwide in the 
states and territories

 These libraries play a prominent role in providing 
Federal government information to the general 
public. A basic tenet of the FDLP is free, public 
access.

 DC Public Library was designated in 1943





Catalog of U.S. Government 

Publications (CGP)



About CGP

 catalog.gpo.gov

 From GPO, the statutory authority to catalog 

U.S. Government publications from all three 

branches 

 Full records from 1976-present

 Online records include PURLs

 Increasing access to pre-1976 records with 

Historic Shelflist records, serials check-in, and 

records from special projects



Ben’s Guide



Partnership Content

 Census 2000

 Cybercemetery

 GIO

 Homeland Security Digital Library

 DPLA



Government Information 
• GPO provides webinars and other training 

through the FDLP Academy. http://www.fdlp.gov/about-the-

fdlp/fdlp-academy

• Help, I’m an accidental government 
information librarian! webinar series
o http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources/help-im-accidental-government-

information-librarian-webinars

http://www.fdlp.gov/about-the-fdlp/fdlp-academy
http://www.nclaonline.org/government-resources/help-im-accidental-government-information-librarian-webinars


Government Information 

 Federal Depository Library Conference (part of 

FDLP Academy) – mid-October conference in 

Crystal City is free to register and open to all. 

You’re welcome to attend! 

 GPO mobile apps

 E-Books http://www.fdlp.gov/project-list/ebooks-at-gpo

 GovBookTalk blog

 GPO social media 



Thank you! Questions?

Office of Outreach and 

Support

FDLPOutreach@gpo.gov

202-512-1119

askGPO 
https://www.gpo.gov/askgpo/

mailto:FDLPOutreach@gpo.gov

