
LegalTransform
A Framework for making legal 

documents accessible to humans

Emerson Murphy Hill, The Evergreen State College



In this day and age, we are 
required to understand legal 
documents.



Credit card agreements, local, 
state, and federal laws, 
mortgage agreements, child 
custody contracts, divorce 
papers, tax documents, privacy 
agreements, software end-user 
license agreements, mattress 
tags, car leases, etc…



A diverse group…

But what makes them common is 
that there is one way to 
understand them – black and 
white.



RIGHTS
For thousands of years, legal documents have essentially been 

viewed on scrolls. Even as legal documents 
are written, stored, exchanged, and verified 
on the digital medium, they continue to be 
viewed as a flat length of text. The problem 
lies with two conflicting requirements that 

legal documents must fulfill:

1. Legal documents must be complete. In order 
for legal documents to define rules and 
regulations, they must not contain loopholes 
or ambiguities. 

2. Legal documents must be understandable. 
For legal documents to be enforced, they 
must be understandable. 

Frequently, the latter is sacrificed in favor of the former. We believe 
that providing multiple perspectives of legal 

documents can enhance understanding while 
maintaining completeness. These 
perspectives include:

• A visual navigation between different 
documents, enabling the user to see where 
she has been in a more natural way 

• A translation between commonly used 
“legalese” phrases to common English 

phrases 

• A view representing parts of a document that 

only apply to a certain party 

We feel these perspectives can provide richer understanding of legal 

documents for the average citizen. Moreover, 
companies can use these perspectives to 
enhance the presentation of their own 
documents to their clients. Our program will 
benefit both the average person and industry 

as a whole. 



One other cultural artifact 
shares this phenomenon…

Bulk Cereal!



BIN 1243
Ingredients:

For thousands of years, legal documents have essentially been 

viewed on scrolls. Even as legal documents 
are written, stored, exchanged, and verified 
on the digital medium, they continue to be 
viewed as a flat length of text. The problem 
lies with two conflicting requirements that 

legal documents must fulfill:

1. Legal documents must be complete. In order 
for legal documents to define rules and 
regulations, they must not contain loopholes 
or ambiguities. 

2. Legal documents must be understandable. 
For legal documents to be enforced, they 
must be understandable. 

Frequently, the latter is sacrificed in favor of the former. We believe 
that providing multiple perspectives of legal 

documents can enhance understanding while 
maintaining completeness. These 
perspectives include:

• A visual navigation between different 
documents, enabling the user to see where 
she has been in a more natural way 

• A translation between commonly used 
“legalese” phrases to common English 

phrases 

• A view representing parts of a document that 

only apply to a certain party 

We feel these perspectives can provide richer understanding of legal 

documents for the average citizen. Moreover, 
companies can use these perspectives to 
enhance the presentation of their own 
documents to their clients. Our program will 
benefit both the average person and industry 

as a whole. 



But bulk cereal isn’t very 
popular…



But boxes of cereal are by far 
one of the most successful 
products in the supermarket.



But not because of the cereal…
because of the box.



That’s because you can look at 
cereal in many different ways.





The Point:

Cereal boxes allow you to make 
informed choices because they 
present multiple perspectives on 
an otherwise boring product
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The problem: Expensive.



What we need:

Human-readable legal documents, 
without the expense of going to 

a lawyer.



Computers are good at this…

The Internet… a wealth of 
information!
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Fantastic!

Many legal documents are 
online…

So let the increased 
understanding begin!









Hmm…

Well that wasn’t fruitful.

The problem doesn’t seem to be 
access to documents...



They’re still the same!



Even in this day and age, with 
our fancy computers, we still 
look at legal documents the 
same way…



Why?

They’ve been like that for 
thousands of years…

But mostly…



They fulfill their purpose…

Just the plain-text legal 
document is enough to specify 

proper conduct.



Fine, but we needn’t live with 
the bare minimum.

We don’t need to continue 
looking at legal documents as 

plain text.



The point:

Although legal documents have 
been viewed as plain text on 
scrolls for thousands of years, 
it doesn’t mean we have to keep 
doing it.



So how are we going to 
understand legal documents 

better?

Like cereal!  With Perspectives!



But unlike cereal, the providers 
(government, corporations)

aren’t going to package legal 
documents for us.

So we’ll change the documents 
ourselves



So what kind of changes can we 
make?





SECTION 12 SPECIAL PRIVILEGES AND IMMUNITIES PROHIBITED. 

No law shall be passed granting to any citizen, class of citizens, or 
corporation other than municipal, privileges or immunities which upon the 
same terms shall not equally belong to all citizens, or corporations.

SECTION 12 SPECIAL PRIVILEGES AND IMMUNITIES PROHIBITED. 

No law shall be passed granting to any citizen, class of citizens, or 
corporation other than municipal, privileges or immunities which upon the 
same terms shall not equally belong to all citizens, or corporations.

SECTION 12 SPECIAL PRIVILEGES AND IMMUNITIES PROHIBITED. 

No law shall be passed granting to anyone1 privileges or immunities which 
shall2 not equally belong to everyone3.

1citizen, class of citizens, or corporation other than municipal
2upon the same terms
3all citizens, or corporations



A law that makes illegal an act that was legal when 

committed, increases the penalties for an infraction after 

it has been committed, or changes the rules of evidence 

to make conviction easier. The Constitution prohibits the 

making of ex post facto law.



The point:

We can take the legal 
documents as they are given 
to us…

But we use home computers help us 
transform the documents to something 
more human readable…

Thereby helping us understand 
them more thoroughly.



That’s what LegalTransform does…

… provides the tools to help 
regular people understand the 

law.



The audience is NOT:

Lawyers

Congresspersons

Judges



The audience IS:

People with home computer skills 
who don’t usually read legal 

documents but want to 
understand their rights



(see 
program)



What LegalTransform does now:

-Includes 4 Tools

-Saves what you have done to 
pages automatically

-Saves browser history (where 
you’ve been) automatically



What LegalTransform will do 
within 4 months:

• Include more tools (eg…)

• Be able to share perspectives 
with associates

• Be more reliable!



What would be great if 
LegalTransform could do:

• Be smarter

• Integrate with corporate www

• A library of perspectives



Vision:

Millions of Instant Legal 
Experts



So:

Take a CD

Or download the newest version

Check out the webpage at

http://scidb.evergreen.edu/LegalTransform



The problem: Expensive.



Total Carbohydrate 26g

Dietary Fiber 8g

Sugars 0g

Other Carbohydrate 18g

“This cereal provides 
almost 1/3 of your total 
fiber requirement per 
day.”



So what is going to be done…

…and who’s going to do it?



It’s already done.

Somewhat.


