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Welcome



From the media 
Bill Kelly
Nebraska Public Radio, senior producer

Austin Svehla
Norfolk Daily News, court reporter

Scott Buer
Chief photographer, KETV Omaha



From the Judiciary
Judge Jeffrey J. Funke
Supreme Court, 5th Judicial District

Judge Todd Hutton
County Court, 2nd Judicial District

Cass, Otoe, Sarpy counties 

Judge Gary Randall
Retired, Douglas County District Court 
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Welcome
Judge Hutton 



Outline for today 
➢ So you have to cover a trial
➢ Steps in process
➢ JUSTICE
➢ Legal language 
➢ Courtroom etiquette
➢ Bench/Media guidelines
➢ Tips & Resources
➢ Q+A



So … 
You have to cover a trial



The Case
A Husker linebacker was 
involved in a July 4th crash 
that killed a fellow student, 
who was a passenger in his 
SUV, when it flipped on 
Interstate 80 just west of 
the Waverly exit. 

The player is being tried on 
felony vehicular homicide 
while under the influence.



But first .. before the trial:
➢ Arrest: local police 
➢ Jail: local sheriff 
➢ Felony charges: county prosecutor 
➢ Arraignment: first appearance 
➢ Various motions: defense and prosecutor
➢ Jury/bench trial: voir dire 





Know before you go:

Where will the case be?
What judge?
What courtroom?
What can I say?
What can I do?

Where do I find this out – 
quickly?????
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https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/courts/district-court


JUSTICE SYSTEM
The state’s trial court management system.

Each case record includes such information as:

● Case summary
● Parties to the case
● Offense Information (criminal only)
● Financial information (costs/judgments assessed and paid)
● Register of actions – a listing of documents filed by attorneys, court 

hearings, judge orders entered, etc.
● Judge notes (if applicable)

Case records available through online searches are public record.  Most court-filed documents are viewable online as 
electronic images.  When viewing a case online, document images will be available as clickable link



Things to know
● Records are public
● One time case search $15 up to 30 

records
● Frequent searches?  Get a subscriber 

account
○ Annual fee $100
○ Up to 10 users on one password

● General searches are free
● Viewing details of a case are $1/each 
● Search by Judgment Date and/or 

Court Case Number.  Each of these 
searches is a $1 charge, with no 
additional charges for accessing 
document images.

● Video tutorial is here

https://www.nebraska.gov/subscriber/
https://www.nebraska.gov/subscriber/
https://www.nebraska.gov/courts/jcs/index.cgi
https://www.nebraska.gov/justice/case.cgi
https://youtu.be/TsREXgaaw_E


Credentialed or not
● You can cover your trial without a court credential

○ No laptops, no photos and no cellphone.

● But it’s a really good idea to fill the paperwork
PDF Version 

● Expanded Media Requests must be filed for photo/video privileges [PDF]

List of credentialed media

https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/media/credentialing-protocol-expanded-media-coverage-nebraska-trial-courts
https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/sites/default/files/AD-1-06.pdf
https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/sites/default/files/AD-1-07.pdf
https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/media/credentialed-media
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We are at this stage



Courtesy: Lancaster CountyPhoto courtesy: Lincoln Journal Star, pool



A trial’s key moments + what to look for
○ Key moments: 

■ Opening/closing statements 
■ What about jury: Voir Dire

● Lots can happen before jurors are seated
○ Change in charges
○ Plea agreement
○ Jury instructions

■ Key witnesses (Obtaining a witness list)
■ Evidence and exhibits 

● How to obtain
● Consider: Discretion, statements/evidence barred from consideration

■ Verdict
■ Sentencing
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Court records terms to know
Affidavit

A written statement of facts made under oath

Bond form

Signed by Defendant, promising to appear as scheduled; shows monetary amount or condition of pretrial release from custody

Citation          

Electronic or handwritten ticket generally issued by law enforcement officer

Complaint      

Formal charging document filed by prosecuting attorney

Information

An accusation of some criminal offense in the nature of an indictment, but which is presented by a competent public officer such as a 
county attorney instead of a grand jury.



More terms to know
Journal entry 

This is the written record of a hearing’s proceedings in summary form.

Motion                   

Application to court to obtain a ruling or order in favor of applicant

Pre-sentence Report (PSI)     

Investigation of defendant completed by probation; contains personal information, criminal history, and screenings; designed to provide 
information to the Court for sentencing purposes. The PSI is confidential.

Pretrial Release

Conditions a defendant must adhere to between the time of filing of charges to court adjudication.

Probable Cause         

A Constitutionally prescribed standard of proof; a reasonable ground for belief in the existence of certain facts.

Source: State of Nebraska Judicial Branch

https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/reporters-guide-nebraska-trial-court-procedures/glossary-documents


Tips from 
the bench
Judge Randall



Bench/Press 
Guidelines



It may seem old 
fashioned …

Call

Stop by 

Ask questions



Covering Nebraska courts

 Questions?
    



Closing
Judge Funke 



Before you go … Take our survey
This is brief survey and will serve to help us craft future educational panels.

https://forms.gle/5CPYESkqHFBhvBqVA

It will only take a couple minutes.

      THANK YOU AGAIN FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION AND QUESTIONS

https://forms.gle/5CPYESkqHFBhvBqVA


                 Additional slides 
  Bill Kelly, Nebraska Public Media  



Why you should be 
covering the courts
� Great stories

� Local stories

� Important stories

� Easy & newsworthy audio/video

� Visual content for your website

� Puts you in direct contact with sources

Photo: WOWT/Gray



County and District Courts

Photo: Bill Kelly



Court documents provide information
The Complaint



Court documents provide information
The Affidavit



Court documents provide information
The Search Warrant



Finding court documents:
https://www.nebraska.gov/justice/index.shtml



Finding court documents:
https://www.nebraska.gov/justice/index.shtml



Get Credentialed
Go to

https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov

Media tab

Application and instructions 

https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/


Expanded Media Request
• Hearings and Trials in County & District 

Courts
• Only needed for use of electronic devices
• Must be a credentialed journalist attending



Expanded Media Request



Expanded Media Request
Using Electronics for Social Media



Expanded Media Request
Judge can approve, deny or modify a media 
request



Keep a calendar

~ Hearing & Trial Dates
~Deadlines for attorneys to file documents
~Misc reminders to check the status of a case.
~For Trials start planning 2 weeks ahead! 



Case tracking with a Spreadsheet
DEATH PENALTY
Moore, Carey Dean Doc 106  # 55 NE/Dist Douglas Request Death Warrant @ SupCourt  PENDING

Torres 4:17CV3078 FED NE sentencing unconstitutional

Torres S-17-740 NE/App Hall On April Call

Hessler 03 0000040 NE/Dist Scotts Bluff

Lotter 99 9000001 NE/Dist Richardson Appeal: intellectually disabled AG Brief Due 05/31/2018

Lotter 17-001126 NE/App Richardson AG Brief Due 04/30/2018

Mata 99 0000037 NE/Dist Scotts Bluff

Galindo 02 0235 NE/Dist Madison

Vela 02 0236 NE/Dist Madison

Vela 4:18CV3046 FED Appeal: intellectually disabled

Sandavol 02 0000238 NE/Dist Madison Awaiting Judges opinion

Jenkins 13-2768 NE/Dist Douglas

Garcia 13-2322 May Sentencing Hearing

Schroeder, Patrick 17-17 NE Johnson April Sentencing  Hearing

Griffith v. Dept Correctional Services   CI 18 0001026 
NE/Dist Lancaster Execution Protocol Relief Hearing 04/25/18



Show up!

Meet your court personnel. 
Clerks, bailiffs, judges, county attorney, public defenders 

Photo: KNOP



Going to Court

• The Judge is in charge of the courtroom
• Review court procedures and rules
• Be on time
• Look professional
• Remember what is at stake for participants
• Judges and staff cannot comment on cases

Photos: Bill 
Kelly



Judges and Reporters have not 
always gotten along….

Photos: NDCS/National Archives



Resources + Links
This presentation and associated resources will be archived on the State of 
Nebraska’s Judicial Branch’s website

More resources & links referenced in today’s presentation

● JUSTICE registration 
● JUSTICE case search
● Credentialing protocol and application
● Request for Expanded News Media Coverage
● Full court media resource page
● Full glossary of legal terms
● Full list of court reports & publications

*All information is up-to-date and reliable as of February 2022

https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/media/reporting
https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/media/reporting
https://www.nebraska.gov/justice/index.shtml
https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/media/credentialing-protocol-expanded-media-coverage-nebraska-trial-courts
https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/sites/default/files/AD-1-07.pdf
https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/media
https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/sites/default/files/media/glossary_of_legal_terms.pdf
https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/administration/publications-reports


Journalism-specific resources
Federal courts: A journalist’s guide to U.S. federal courts

Poynter: On the Beat: Covering the Courts | 6 tips for reporters 

tracking state legal cases

Society of Professional Journalists: FOI and the Courts| 

Reporter’s Toolbox

http://www.uscourts.gov/News/JournalistsGuide.aspx
https://www.newsu.org/courses/beat-covering-courts
http://livex.poynter.org/how-tos/newsgathering-storytelling/224545/6-tips-for-reporters-tracking-state-legal-cases/
http://livex.poynter.org/how-tos/newsgathering-storytelling/224545/6-tips-for-reporters-tracking-state-legal-cases/
https://www.spj.org/opendoors2.asp
https://www.journaliststoolbox.org/


Contact information 
List of Media Coordinators by County

Janet Bancroft, Public Information Officer, Administrative Office of Courts and 
Probation, janet.bancroft@nebraska.gov

Chris Graves, assistant professor of journalism, College of Journalism and Mass 
Communication, chris.graves@unl.edu 

Bill Kelly, senior producer, Nebraska Public Media, bkelly@nebraskapublicmedia.org

https://supremecourt.nebraska.gov/media/coordinators
mailto:janet.bancroft@nebraska.gov
https://journalism.unl.edu/chris-graves
mailto:chris.graves@unl.edu
mailto:bkelly@nebraskapublicmedia.org
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Special thanks to the State of Nebraska Judicial Branch for providing graphic, video and related 
resources from its website and archives.
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https://www.flickr.com/photos/141290938@N03
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