Tips for organizing research from legal writing professionals:

1. My students in the first semester really struggle with either printing out everything (and then can find nothing in the heaps of paper), or ignoring leads early in the research that later on they realize were very helpful.  To combat this, I teach my students to create folders on their computer to download their research instead of printing out everything.  As they review what they've got, they fill out a source "cover sheet." Students end up with a one page paper reminder about what's in the source and the full source on their computer. (They can always print out those sources that they prefer to read in paper.)  The "cover sheet" creates a paper index of sorts to their research, but I could also see a student developing an electronic "cover sheet" using Excel as Ken describes. 
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2. I made a sample binder with helpful tabs -- and no actual authorities included -- and used it as an award for answering questions in a citation class.  The student who answered a somewhat difficult question (where in ALWD can you find a chart of the 50 states’ appellate court structure; answer:  chart 12.7 on www.ALWD.org) got to take the binder home.  

I made sure to "talk up" the binder throughout the class by describing exactly how it was organized so that anyone could replicate it.  Of course I didn't make a duplicate to keep for myself, but the organization was roughly as follows:  statute; statutory annotations; state supreme court cases interpreting the statute (reverse chronological order); other binding state cases; federal cases interpreting state law; relevant secondary sources.  And I told students they could duplicate this organization using electronic folders if they were so inclined.
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3. Students adept at using spreadsheets can use programs like Excel very effectively. The key to doing so is consistent data input. 
I often do this when organizing key cases for a problem I've assigned. The "header row" of my spreadsheet (basically the categories of information gathered in each column) looks something like a case brief for class. Column headings might be things like this: 

Case name – Court – Date – Issue – Procedural Posture – Facts – Holding – Rule 
Each subsequent row then describes each case the student has found which may be relevant. If the student is careful and consistent in describing the issues, holdings and procedural postures consistently and including key facts and a useful discussion of the rule, the student can then use the Sort feature of Excel to group cases according to any of these categories. Thus, if a student wants to find the most recent decision on issue X, she can sort primarily on the Issue column and secondarily on the Date column. Or she can sort on Issue first and Court second to find the highest authority available on a particular issue. Or she can sort to find only those cases that were decided on direct appeal rather than on habeas by sorting on the Procedural Posture field. The possible combinations are endless.
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