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Why automate?



POLL



Stuff we’ve automated



MDExpungement.com





Expungement Process

CSSP emailing in Google sheets 
w/ template scripts. Human picks 
some options based on their 
analysis, and scripts put together 
an email.

Find criminal cases Look up each case Analyze for 
Expungeability

Fill out/populate petitionFile with the Court
Check to see if 
case has been 
removed 
online.



Finding records - Maryland

Tech to know about

● Web scraping

● Session 
management

● HTTP requests



Finding records
- Maryland



Understanding 
records - Maryland

Humans are good at reading.



Understanding records - Maryland
Humans are bad a reading 
HTML 



Understanding records - Maryland
But computers can be good at reading HTML



Understanding records - Maryland
End result is a nice computer readable array



Applying Legal Rules - Maryland
https://github.com/MVLSLAW/Expungealator/

https://github.com/MVLSLAW/Expungealator/blob/master/Expungealator.py




Writing Petitions - Maryland



Writing Petitions - Maryland





Finding records

Tech to know about

● Browser 
automation

● “Separation of 
concerns” - 
html-to-json



Understanding records
Humans are good at reading.

Tech to know about

● OCR

● Regular 
Expression

● Error-tolerant 
design patterns



Communicate Results



https://expunge.clsphila.org



CleanSlateBuddy

https://github.com/CLSPhila/docassemble-cleanslatebuddy

https://github.com/CLSPhila/docassemble-cleanslatebuddy


Clean Slate Screening Form

1. Simple signup form 2. Human records analysis in a spreadsheet

3. Javascript combines text snippets into an email.



mycleanslatepa.com v1
Polished frontend ...



mycleanslatepa.com v2
… calls a web 
service that 
scrapes the court 
site

… and then 
displays the data 
nicely



mycleanslatepa.com , v3.
End-to-end service. 

Scrape, parse, analyze, and explain.



A quick online screening process



Sign your nonprofit up for gsuite

https://www.google.com/nonprofits/

https://www.google.com/nonprofits/


Use Google forms to create a web form for collecting info from the public



Use Google forms to create a web form for collecting info from the public

Use the “Send” button 
to get a link to post on 
your website, or in an 
email.



Add columns about your analysis for each row



Use a mail merge to fill out a document about each person



Guided Interview Software



Create Questions



Logic



User View



Word Document

{{Fieldname}}



PDF



Document
Population



Next steps



Finding Technology Help
Expertise

● Hire a lawyer-developer
● Code for America Brigades
● Hiring technology contractors
● YouTube

Infrastructure

● Software-as-a-service
○ Google Drive / GSuite
○ Microsoft Office 365,

● Platform-as-a-service
○ Heroku
○ Netlify

● Infrastructure-as-a-service, 
○ Microsoft Azure
○ AWS
○ Digital Ocean
○ Linode

Software

● Open Source Technology
● Use established standards and tools



Difficulty in Finding Technology Help
● Computer Science Department at Local University: This will not work. 

○ There is a huge line of people in front of you.
○ Student’s are going to want to build their own projects not your projects.
○ Student’s skills vary dramatically. 
○ Student’s have a lot going on with summer internships, exams, and being a college student.
○ Student’s graduate. When you need to track them down for an update they will have moved on and 

not have time to update your site. 
● Finding Developers:

○ They are expensive
○ They will switch jobs quickly
○ You likely need development in a lot of areas. Frontend, design, backend, dev ops, database 

management. Finding someone who can do all of this is hard.
○ Managing developers if you do not know IT well is hard. There are many complicated and technical 

decisions that need to be made across an apps development. Leaving it up to the developer is a 
recipe for disaster. 



Audience

● Decide on who your audience is going to be. Lawyers or Pro-Se.
● Lawyers

○ Less warnings
○ Accounts to save and track information
○ Ability to produce lots of expungements at once. (think fast paced expungement clinic)
○ Allow user to override blocks preventing people from printing forms that are only partially 

filled or not eligible.
● Pro-Se

○ Lots of warnings and instructions
○ Accounts are not necessarily needed
○ Single case expungement at a time
○ Blocks to not allow someone from printing a form that is clearly not eligible.



Law Change
The law will change. Be prepared to have a coder who can update the algorithm and test 
everything between bill passage and the time the bill take effect.

● Maryland expungement law has changed almost every year for five years.



Court Website Changes

The Court’s website can and probably will be updated. Even the slightest UX change can throw off 
your carefully constructed parser. Make sure to test every day.

● Maryland Court’s website removed police officers from the online court website. We both 
needed officer names for expungement.



Court Filing Procedures

The Court can and will change court forms, filing procedures, and courthouse locations. You need 
to be able to adapt to these changes. You also need to be on the lookout for these changes if you 
don’t have an internal subject matter expert.

● Court forms in Maryland has changed every year.
● Maryland introduced e-filing which changed how you have to file.



Tech Changes

Your tech will need updating and maintenance. 

● Libraries and packages will go out of date.
● Server needs security patches
● Success might mean too much traffic to your site.



Other Tips
● Keep the questions to a minimum. This is very difficult for lawyers to do.
● Ask questions that disqualify people first.
● Give something of value.
● Solve the problem is pieces. Don’t build a tool that solves everything.
● Roll out slowly with beta users that are tech friendly and understand it’s a beta.
● Subject Matter Experts who know the reality versus the law.
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