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Background
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*CNN is wrong, because the main point is SEVIS termination instead of visa revocation…
Source: https://www.cnn.com/2025/04/09/us/us-immigration-student-visas-revoked



Background

2/27/2026 3Source: https://www.aclu-nh.org/press-releases/aclu-nh-files-suit-terminated-student-status-dartmouth-college-student/



Why do we care about sealed cases?

• I want to know what happened to that student

• Court cases are generally public records
• as established by SCOTUS
• Nixon v. Warner Communications, Inc., 435 U.S. 589 (1978)
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Why do we care about sealed cases?

• I want to know what happened to that student

• Court cases are generally public records
• as established by SCOTUS
• Nixon v. Warner Communications, Inc., 435 U.S. 589 (1978)

• Transparency
• “The [UK] Official Secrets Act is not to 

protect secrets, it is to protect officials”
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Reasons for sealing

• Search/Arrest Warrants or Court 
Orders for criminal matters

• Criminal Indictment where the 
suspect is not in custody

• Qui Tam False Claims Act cases

• Cases with Temporary Restraining 
Order (TRO)
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How many cases are currently sealed?
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How do we determine which cases are sealed?

• Ground Truth: CM/ECF

• Report for all cases in a period

• Problem solved?
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Problem: $$$

• Public records aren't free!

• CM/ECF charges you $0.10 per page

• $12 211.2 just for 20/94 district courts in most recent five years
• Becomes expensive if you want to continuously track!
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Free Alternatives?

• Yes!
• CourtListener

• Free data on unsealed 
cases.

• => ground negative
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Case Number Sequences!

• Each case come with a unique number within the court.
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3:25-cr-00017

3: 
Office

(20)25: 
year cr/cv/mj: 

case type

00017: 
sequential 

number



Problems

• Different courts number things 
differently.

• Some districts have unified 
numbering across offices

• Others are separate

• Some districts allocate number 
ranges for special purposes
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Messy!



• Cases filed in 
2023.

• Observation 1
• Sealing rate: 

Civil < 
Criminal < 
Magistrate

• Expected!
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Result



• Observation 2
• We can get 

decent 
results from 
free data!

• Outliers due 
to different 
numbering 
scheme and 
fixable.
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• Observation 3:
• Compare with Federal Judiciary Center study on 2006 cases

• 2x criminal and 3.5x magistrate cases are being sealed
• Increase cannot be explained by increase in criminal/warrant caseload 
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FJC 2006
Our 2023
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How many cases were 
historically sealed?
We are the first study on them!
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CourtListener Timestamps

• Date case is filed
• Date case becomes public

• Date CourtListener adds the case to their DB

• Difference => case was sealed.

• Limitation:
• Depends on CourtListener’s coverage
• Bad in some districts (known a priori because they don’t provide RSS)
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Results

• 18% of CR, 0.1% of CV, 
and ~24% of MJ.

• Estimate generally good.

• Overestimating CV?
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CV Anomalies

• Paper filed complaints 
from inmates

• Mandamus, Civil Rights, 
Habeas corpus, …

• Filing Delays
• Entered into CM/ECF by 

court clerks manually
• Backdated to date 

receive/mailed
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Can we estimate how long each 
cases are sealed?
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Results & Takeaway

• Criminal: usually 
unsealed very quickly 
(median 30 days)

• Civil: much longer, and 
most (72%) remain 
sealed until today!
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Summary

• Contemporary analysis of currently sealed cases.
• Substantive increase in magistrate cases that is unexplained.

• We can use free data to approximate these results well enough.
• First longitudinal study on case sealing

• 1/5 of criminal cases were once sealed, but only for short duration.
• Civil cases are rarely sealed, but when they do, they remain sealed for a 

long time, potentially indefinitely.

• We’re looking for suitable homes for this paper!
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