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PROJECT OBJECTIVE:
The Innocence Project of Texas has approached your team to develop a web-based application in order to assist them in their nonprofit research activities. This system is intended to hold court records and other legal documents for use by student volunteers of the Innocence Project of Texas at UTA (IPT-UTA). Their proposal outlines and advocates the construction of an Internet-accessible database system designed to expedite a user's review of large volumes of digitized documents.  This system should incorporate features to assist users in searching for specific information within documents, marking and commenting on details of interest, distributing comments amongst users viewing the same documents, and ensuring the integrity and availability of all hosted content.

PROJECT BACKGROUND:

The Innocence Project was founded at the Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law in New York City with the intention of exonerating incarcerated but wrongly convicted criminals through careful reexamination of court records and post-conviction DNA testing.  Since its inception in 1992, the Innocence Project has helped to free more than 215 people in the United States, including 32 in Texas. The Innocent Project is a nonprofit organization driven, in large part, by the work of student volunteers.  UTA has its own student chapter of the Innocence Project of Texas, which is overseen by Dr. John Stickels.  

PROJECT SCHEDULE:

The IPT-UTA project must be competed on or before May 1, 2009. The final product must be presented by all team members to the clients on or before May 1, 2009 that includes:

Project Scope and Initiation

System Requirements Analysis (SRA) document

Detailed Design Plan

System Implementation and Coding

Test Plan

Final Demo of the System and System Delivery 
PROJECT SPECIFICATION:

The following sections briefly describe various elements involved in this project:

CASE FILES

Court records form the core of the Innocence Project's review process.  Volunteers will read through and assimilate all information generated by the Criminal Justice system over the course of a defendant's previous trials and appeals.  These accumulated details are key to forming an understanding of the nature of convictions and what arguments might be used to encourage a judge that further examination of a case is warranted.

The Texas Department of Criminal Justice organizes all files associated with a defendant by the defendant's first and last name, and a “case cause number” (or generically, “cause number”).  Each charge leveled against a defendant is assigned its own cause number, thusly one trial may be associated with several cause numbers.

Court records are generally divided into two categories:  trial transcripts and motions for appeals.

Trial Transcripts

Trial transcripts are made by a court reporter during a trial, and are a word for word account of everything said in the courtroom.  Each trial has a transcript, and each defendant will have one or more trials (i.e., one trial may result in a hung jury, requiring a retrial).

Each transcript will generally be divided into three to five volumes, with each volume consisting of 300 to 1000 pages.  The content of each volume is as follows:

· Volume I: Jury selection and opening statements

· Volume II-IV:  Testimony of eye witnesses, alimony witnesses, expert witnesses and police investigators

· Volume V: Closing arguments

Innocence Project volunteers will meticulously comb through transcripts in search of any details or information they think would be useful in convincing a judge for a retrial or to prompt the use of supplemental DNA testing.  Useful details vary widely, but may be anything from inconsistencies in an eye witness's testimony, to a defense attorney's inadequate representation of his or her client.

Motions for Appeals

In the Texas Criminal Justice System, each conviction is automatically appealed to the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals where it is reviewed by a panel of judges.  In an appeal, defense attorneys will present their rationale as to why a defendant deserves a retrial, or why a conviction or sentence was otherwise inappropriate.  Each appeal will include the panel’s response to the appeal (generically, an “opinion”), as presented by the defendant's attorneys.

Appeals and opinions will normally consist of less than 100 pages.  Each trial will have one or more appeals, and each appeal may have both a consenting and dissenting opinion.  Innocence Project volunteers will review appeals and opinions to see what arguments defense attorneys have used in the past and why those arguments failed to secure a favorable outcome for the defendant.

Attributes for Object-based Modeling

Though the actual organization of a transcript is somewhat dependent on how the court reporter prefers to organize his or her report, there are still numerous details that will always be present in a case file.  The following are a few examples:

· Date of a trial

· Presiding judge(s)

· Cause number(s)

· Nature of offense(s)

· Date(s) of offense(s)

· Name(s) of victim(s)

· Names of defense and prosecuting attorney(s)

· Names of jurors and witnesses

· Participating agencies (i.e., South West Institute of Forensic Sciences, FBI)

These are only a handful of possible qualities that could be considered when modeling the system. There are other attributes that could prove useful in categorizing, searching and sorting files.

CONFIDENTIALITY ISSUES

Any court documents the Innocence Project works with are open record and available to anyone who wishes to view them.  (Some counties in Texas actually make appeal documents available online from their courthouse's website.)  Furthermore, when the Innocence Project approaches a prisoner with the offer of assistance, they require that the inmate sign a waiver stating, amongst other things, that the inmate consents to having any relevant material examined by Innocence Project volunteers.

While all court documents are openly available, there may be certain pieces of police evidence that warrant restricted circulation, such as crime scene photographs taken by investigators.  However, these pieces of evidence constitute a very small portion of the information Innocence Project volunteers work with, and can be excluded from the database if sufficient usage guidelines cannot be established.

DATABASE SYSTEM

Presently, Innocence Project volunteers organize all case file documents into binders containing several thousand pages.  Volunteers need to Xerox each page individually and distribute them by hand if they wish multiple volunteers to review a case concurrently.  Volunteers share details and comments by word of mouth and it is not unusual for students to graduate and leave a case before the review process has concluded. These files are currently available in PDF form.
Successfully coordinating a collaborative review can prove to be a monumental task due to the sheer volume of information needing to be examined and an inability to efficiently share correspondence.  I believe a database system could expedite reviewing material and facilitate volunteer collaboration by implementing some of the following features:

· Searching – allow users to search for keywords within a document.

· Tagging – allow users to create their own keywords and attach them to specific pages of a file in order to assist other users in finding relevant information.

· Sorting – allow users to sort documents by date, as well as by the number instances of a keyword on a page.

· Text highlighting – allow users to highlight specific portions of text which would then be visible to other users working on the case.  Allow users to assign a priority to their highlighted text that will indicate for which details they have questions, or which details they consider to be interesting, important, or very important.

· Commenting – allow volunteers to attach comments to specific pages or to highlighted text and allow other users working on the case to view and respond to those comments.

· Intra-system messaging – allow users to communicate with one another through the system and store transcripts of those communications for future consideration.

· Attach miscellaneous files – allow users to upload files (such as photographs, audio or video) which they feel would be useful during the review process.

· Privileged access:

· Administrator – allow administrators to create and remove users, upload and remove court documents, and assign users to specific cases.

· Users – allow users assigned to a case to create comments, add highlighting, correspond with other users assigned to the same case, and upload miscellaneous files.

· Visitors – allow visitors to view documents, but not view or add comments, highlighting, correspondence between users, or miscellaneous files.

PROJECT CONTACTS:

UTA has its own student chapter of the Innocence Project of Texas, which is overseen by Dr. John Stickels. Dr. Stickels is an associate professor in UTA's Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice, as well as a member of the Innocence Project of Texas's executive board.  Dr. Stickels, along with the assistance of his student volunteers, has helped to free nearly 20 wrongly convicted people in Dallas County alone. Dr. John Stickels of UTA's Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice, as well as Julpa Dave, president of the Innocence Project of Texas at UTA have agreed to assist students with any subject matter questions they might have.  Several other people in the Dallas County District Attorney’s office who would be glad to provide information and guidance to students, if necessary.

The primary contact for this project is Mr. Chance Eary. Mr. Eary will involve Ms. Dave, Dr. Stickels, and others from IPT-UTA as deemed necessary. E-mail addresses are as follows:
Mr. Chance Eary:
chance.eary@mavs.uta.edu
Ms. Julpa Dave:
apluj421@gmail.com
Dr. John Stickels:
jstickels@uta.edu
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To request DNA testing, a DNA request form must be submitted. A copy of the “DNA Project Case Review Form” is presented on the next page:
Innocence Project of Texas

Dallas DNA Project Case Review Form

Defendant’s Name:  
Offense:  
Prosecutor(s) at original trial/plea: 

Judge at original trial/plea:  
Defense Attorney(s) at original trial/plea:
  
Date of conviction:  
Was conviction appealed?   FORMDROPDOWN 

if so, date:  
Writ filed?   FORMDROPDOWN 

If so, date mandate enforced:  
Chap. 64 motion filed?   FORMDROPDOWN 

if so, date:  
Chap. 64 motion appealed?   FORMDROPDOWN 

If so, date:  
State’s reason for opposing  testing?  
Court’s reason for denial?  
Statement of facts (Prosecutor’s vs. Defendant’s versions):  
Any previous testing?   FORMDROPDOWN 

If so, what type, on what evidence, and what results?  
What evidence was collected, at time of offense, that was suitable for DNA testing?  
Is evidence currently available for testing:  (what and where)  
Student’s recommendation:  
Reviewing students:  
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