Using Adobe Acrobat to Process Smart Forms


OASIS LegalXML Member Section

Electronic Court Filing 

Using Adobe Acrobat Reader to Process Smart Forms
Current Version Date

February 13, 2004
Workgroup Information

Workgroup Name: OASIS LegalXML Member Section – Electronic Court Filing Technical Committee

Workgroup Co-Chairs: John Greacen, Mary McQueen

Workgroup Mailing List: legalxml-courtfiling@lists.oasis-open.org

Workgroup Mailing List Archive: None 

Document Author(s)

Allen Jensen (ajensen@occourts.org)
Abstract

Enabling users with Acrobat Reader to complete and E-File Court Forms, and Data in XML format.  
Status of Document

Submitted to the Technical Committee for comment.
[image: image1.jpg]




Table of Contents

21
Introduction


22
Terminology


33
Processing


33.1
Basic Form Processing:


43.2
Server Side Scripting


43.3
XFDF File Processing


44
Considerations


44.1
Filing of Data vs full PDF image.


54.2
Public/Private Versions


55
The Bottom Line


56
Sample Forms


1 
Introduction

This document is intended to describe the process we are using for enabling the public to E-File PDF Forms, via Adobe Acrobat Reader.  With Form-Enabled PDF Forms, and Web Server Scripting, it is possible to provide Fillable, and Filable forms to users who only have the Acrobat Reader installed on their computers.  
The purpose of this document is not to suggest complete workflows for building an entire E-Filing system.  Rather, it is to present a tool that can be used for using Smart PDF Forms to collect both the PDF forms, and the Data.  
Shortly after the release of this document, we expect to begin accepting Registrations from our Complex Civil E-Filing system via a PDF form, with data placed directly into a User Database.

2 Terminology

CMS

Case Management System.
DMS

Document Management System.
EFM

Electronic Filing Manager.

FDF
Form Data Format by Adobe.

FDF Toolkit
Adobe provides an FDF Toolkit for “…writing server-side applications that generate or parse FDF files, such as those created by using Acrobat Forms.”

PDF

Portable Document Format, as created by Adobe Acrobat.
Tags

Names assigned to each Data Entry Field available on the document.  
XFDF
XML Form Data File.  This file contains the XML Tags and Data Values of the Form Fields, plus additional XML tags for Script processing.
3 Processing
While Adobe Acrobat Reader provides the ability for the user to fill in the Form Fields on a PDF form, and Print the typed PDF, the challenge has been to be able to transmit the data, or E-File the PDF Form.  With Adobe’s XFDF file format, combined with Server Side Scripts to process the XML data, it is now possible to transmit and E-File both the Data entered by the user, and the PDF image.  

3.1 Basic Form Processing:

By using Adobe Acrobat to add a Submit button to the public version of the PDF form, various types of programming, or links to Webserver scripts, can be added.  By setting that Submit button to point to a URL of a Server Side Script, a Webserver can retrieve the XML Tags (Field Names), and Data Values from the user’s PDF form, along with any Hidden fields or triggers.  The PDF itself is not actually sent to the Server Side Script on the Webserver.  Only the XML Tags and Data Values are sent. 
Once the Tags and Data Values are received by the script on the Webserver, a number of E-Filing possibilities exist.  For instance:
· Database: All data could be written to a database, either in a local temporary database on the Webserver, or to a production CMS system.  The first PDF form being implemented at our site soon will use this model to collect the Registrant’s data, and populate a Temporary User Database for acceptance and placement into the Production E-Filing User Database.
· With a temporary database, this could provide the Clerk Review delay that is required for some applications, where the data is not PUT into the CMS system until a clerk reviews it.  This also alleviates the possibility of the public flooding the Production CMS system by sitting on a website submitting invalid Forms.
· Database records could also include a URL link to the XML data file, for import into Production CMS systems.

· SMTP: An E-Filing process as simple as an internal email can be built by the script on the Webserver, and sent to a pre-programmed email address.
· The Email could then contain a listing of the Key XML Tags and Data Values, and an attached XFDF XML file.  By opening the attached XFDF file, the court clerk’s computer would open Adobe Acrobat
, retrieve the internal version of the PDF programmed for use on that form, and overlay the XML Data Values from each field back onto the PDF form.  This results in the court clerk viewing the PDF as the Filer last viewed it.  
· The court clerk would then only need to Print to paper, or Save the viewed PDF to the import directory of the DMS system, for processing as any other scanned document.
3.2 Server Side Scripting

The Key to the XFDF processing is the Server Side Script being called by the URL setting on the Submit button. When building the PDF Form, there are options for what data to include, and whether or not to include just the XML data, the XFDF data file, or a complete PDF document, depending on the scripts built.  

While Adobe provides an FDF Toolkit for building the Server Side Scripting necessary to process PDF Form data, it is not necessarily required.  At the time of this document, the examples discussed here were built with existing Cold Fusion
 programming, and were not built with the FDF Toolkit.  The Full FDF Toolkit provides even more robust processing than what is described here. 

Like HTML Form processing, the scripting to process PDF forms does not have to be complex.  Our SUBMITXML script, written by Darren Boyle, which is used to 1-Build an XFDF file, 2-Post that XFDF file to a server location, 3-Add a Database record, and 4-Create and send an Email with an XFDF file attached, consists of less than 30 lines of code. 

3.3 XFDF File Processing

For Acrobat to rebuild the submitted PDF, one special field must be included in the XFDF file created by the Server Script.  An <f href=””/> XML tag must be included, to instruct Acrobat where to find the correct PDF document to overlay the data onto.  This link can point the Viewer’s Acrobat to either the same public version of the PDF file that the Filer used, or to a private version without the Submit button.  
4 Considerations

4.1 Filing of Data vs full PDF image.
With the programming used in these examples, the filed document is not the actual PDF form that the user was viewing when the Submit button was pressed.  Only the Data and Field names were sent in the samples discussed here.  A representation of the PDF is viewed by the Clerk by opening the .xfdf file, and Acrobat overlaying the Data onto that copy of the PDF form.  

If the Filer has the full Adobe Acrobat and chooses to add images, text, line drawings, or any other marks to the PDF they are viewing, those items will not be included in the filing.  The PDF form is programmed to only send the data from the programmed Fields on the Form.
· Signatures: If a user attempts to add a graphic onto the form, it will not be sent.  The court would need to rely on legal standards for signatures that imply that by signing onto the court’s system, the user is implying a signature on submitted documents.

· Non-Standard entries: This reduces concerns about anything being sent in to the court, other than what the court wants.  Both the Form, and the server Script, are programmed for which fields to process.  Anything else added would be ignored.
4.2 Public/Private Versions
When creating the Fillable PDF, the Instructions and Submit button can be programmed to be Visible, but not Printable.  When the form is printed, those items will not be included.  However, if the workflow for the E-Filing of the form requires that the court staff Save the Viewed PDF to a network folder for import into an DMS, those Instructions and the Submit button would still be visible.  Rather than require the staff to remove those on every filing, a Public/Private version approach is an option.  

· One version of each Form: When the court processes the Viewed PDF form, built by the .xfdf file and the link to the original PDF form, the clerk would then need to Print the PDF form to their DMS, or a Print Driver other than Acrobat PDFWriter.  In testing, Adobe Distiller did allow us to print the form to a new PDF, without the Submit button or Instruction boxes.
· Public/Private versions of each Form: When the court processes the Viewed PDF form, built by the .xfdf file and the Private version of the PDF form, the clerk can Save or Save As the file to a location on their system for future processing or import into an DMS.  This version will not have the Submit button or Instructions boxes.  Synchronization of the Public/Private versions of the forms would be imperative, to prevent the Filer seeing anything different than what the court places in the DMS.
5 The Bottom Line
It is now possible to provide the public a Browser-based method to E-File court forms with no custom software required on the Filer’s computer.  With only the Adobe Acrobat Reader, the public can fill in court forms and E-File them with the court.  The court can then, based on Workflow developed specific to their local environment, View a PDF of the Filed data, Save or Print the PDF to their DMS system, and process the Data to their CMS systems.  
6 Sample Forms
Following are some sites that can be used to test the basic functionality of the Smart Forms as described.  These sample Forms both update the database, and send an Email with the .XFDF file attached.  Due to the network location of these forms and scripts, results cannot be directly emailed to any email address outside Orange County Superior Court’s email domain.  If you would like to test each form, please enter webmaster@occourts.org as the Email address on the form.  This will send the output to an email account that I process.  If you also put your email address in one of other fields, such as Address, I will forward the results of your Form to that email address.
Job Application:


https://efile1.occourts.org/test/jobapp.pdf 
Proof of Service Form: 

https://efile1.occourts.org/test/proofofservice.pdf
Database Results: 


https://efile1.occourts.org/test/data.cfm
Database results show all fields entered by the user via the PDF Form, plus a link to the XML File created at Submission.  To view the PDF, click on the link for the .xfdf file.  Ref: Footnote 2, page 3.
E-Filing User Registration Form:
https://efile1.occourts.org/registration/registration.pdf 
Production Form (mid February 2004).



























� Adobe Acrobat FDF Toolkit website: � HYPERLINK "http://partners.adobe.com/asn/acrobat/forms.jsp" ��http://partners.adobe.com/asn/acrobat/forms.jsp� 


� In testing, we found that both Adobe Acrobat and Acrobat Reader version 6 will automatically open the .xfdf file from a hyperlink on a webpage, and populate the data fields onto the form.  Adobe Acrobat and Acrobat Reader version 5 however required the document to be Saved locally first.  Then when opened, Acrobat correctly populated the document.  Version 5 users who click on at .xfdf file will be presented with the XML file in their Internet Browser instead.


� Cold Fusion – an extension to HTML programming for building Web Applications. � HYPERLINK "http://www.macromedia.com/software/coldfusion/" ��http://www.macromedia.com/software/coldfusion/� 
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