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EVALUATING PRO SE LITIGATION 

AT THE TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY LAW CENTER 

 

By Christie Loveless 

 

 

 

Abstract 

The Family District Courts of Tarrant County located in Fort Worth, Texas experienced a 

marked increase in divorce filings over the last several decades, much like many other 

jurisdictions across the country.  As a natural progression, the county started experiencing a 

steady rise in litigants making the choice to represent themselves in their matters of family law.  

Tarrant County responded to the increasing divorce rate by building a newer, larger, state of the 

art, Family Law Center that opened its doors in the summer of 2005.  Each family court carries 

an average load of 2,200 cases on its docket at all times.  The need to maintain high performance 

docket management and prevent a slow-down in docket management has forced Tarrant County 

to face the needs of the pro se litigant. 

This paper examines: 1) the needs of the pro se litigants, court staff and judiciary, and 

members of the bar that practice at the Family Law Center, 2) the existing resources available at 

the Family Law Center to assist pro se litigants, and 3) options for improved services for pro se 

litigants at the Tarrant County Family Law Center, through a series of interviews with and 

surveys to important stakeholders in the Tarrant County family law community.   Through this 

research, it was determined that the stakeholders share a common goal: to reduce delay in the 

courts.   However, when it comes to the subject of streamlining processes in the assistance of pro 

se litigants, the opinions of the stakeholders begin to diverge.  Court staff are in favor of 

improvements in processes, members of the family bars are against improvements that would 
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assist pro se litigants and the opinions of the judiciary lie somewhere in the middle.  The paper 

will demonstrate a number of suggestions and programs to improve efficiencies and processes 

within the Tarrant County Family Law Center, such as standardized forms, staff training, and 

self-help centers.  In addition, the paper explores the difficulties encountered as a result of the 

diversity of opinions and goals held by the program's stakeholders. 
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EVALUATING PRO SE LITIGATION 

AT THE TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY LAW CENTER 

 

Introduction 

In today’s “do it yourself” world, people are no longer forced to rely on professionals to 

accomplish many tasks as they have in the past.  In the age of the internet and YouTube, a person 

can get blow-by-blow, detailed instruction on virtually anything and everything.  Lately, people 

are filing their own taxes with programs such as Turbo Tax.  They invest their own money with 

eTrade and sell their houses ‘by owner”, many times cutting out the role of the professional 

along with the fees associated with that role.  In the family law courts, it seems that more and 

more people are cutting out the “middle man” (i.e., the family law attorney) and going on to 

handle their own legal affairs.  They are filing their own divorces, adoptions, name changes, and 

a variety of other suits that a licensed attorney would typically manage.  This has brought about 

the introduction of the “pro se” or “self-represented” litigant on the current legal scene.  The 

term “pro se” is derived from the Latin term meaning “for himself”, as in a person who is a party 

to a lawsuit that would appear in court on his/her own behalf without having retained counsel to 

appear and act for them. 

Interestingly, statistics from around the country show that nearly eighty percent of all 

litigants in family law cases are without legal representation when they enter the courtroom 

(Herman, 2006).  These litigants are entering into a very complicated system that will determine 

their future and they are trying to navigate it alone.  They are expected to know the law, as well 

as rules and procedures for the court.    They do not enjoy the benefit of having attended law 

school, so most of the time they are at a severe disadvantage.  Texas Supreme Court Chief 
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Justice, Wallace Jefferson, describes the dilemma in his 2010 article in the Houston Chronicle 

(Jefferson & Reasoner, 2010): 

Our legal system is best served when each litigant who comes to court is 

represented by a lawyer.  We often fall short of this ideal.  A large and growing 

number of litigants in civil cases represent themselves because they cannot afford 

a lawyer.  They either do not qualify for legal aid or are turned away because 

legal aid organizations are understaffed and underfunded.  These “pro se” or self-

represented litigants must navigate the tangle of rules and precedent on their own, 

often forfeiting their rights on legal technicalities that might easily have been 

cured.  Because there is no adequate system in place to assist the self-represented, 

confusion and frustration reign for the litigant, the courts and court personnel.  

The Constitution assures that poor criminal defendants have counsel, but 

indigent civil litigants are not similarly protected. Imagine you are poor and your 

landlord has illegally locked you out of your home, or your spouse is abusive but 

you do not know how to obtain a protective order, or that your insurer wrongly 

denies medical coverage for your sick child. Without access to a lawyer or the 

means to represent yourself, these basic human needs go unaddressed (Jefferson 

& Reasoner, 2010). 

The needs are clearly there, but what does this do to our already overburdened legal 

system? 

Let’s begin with a brief description of the justice system within the State of Texas, and 

more specifically the structure of the family courts in Tarrant County, to increase our 

understanding of the effects of a growing pro se population at the Tarrant County Family Law 

Center. 

 In the State of Texas, cases begin in trial courts. At the lowest level are the local trial 

courts of limited jurisdiction that come in two types: Municipal courts that enforce municipal 

ordinances and Justice of the Peace courts that handle small claims and other small civil and 

criminal matters. County-level courts of limited jurisdiction are the next rung up the ladder of the 

court system. Each of the 254 counties in Texas has one Constitutional county court with limited 

civil and criminal jurisdiction. These county court judges, who are not required to have a legal 
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degree, usually have more executive and administrative responsibility than judicial 

responsibility. County courts at law parallel the Constitutional county courts and handle much of 

the judicial work of the courts at this level. Probate courts are the third type of county-level 

court. Next are the trial courts (i.e., District courts) of general and special jurisdiction that handle 

the most serious criminal and civil matters. Some of these specialize in particular types of cases, 

such as criminal cases and family law cases.  

State appeals courts handle primary appeals from trial courts. The state is divided into 

appellate districts, each appeals court hearing cases from trial courts within its district. Final 

appeals within the state system go to the state's highest courts. Civil appeals and constitutional 

questions go before the State Supreme court while the Court of Criminal Appeals handles all 

criminal matters (Texas Office of Court Administration). 

 

Figure 1: Texas Court Structure 
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 Tarrant County covers 897 square miles. It is the sixteenth most populous county in the 

United States and the third most populous in Texas (Hightower, 2010).  Its county seat is Fort 

Worth.  Fort Worth is the sixteenth-largest city in the United States and the fifth-largest city in 

the state of Texas with a current population of 741,206 (U.S. Census, 2010).  With an increase in 

38.6 percent since the 2000 Census, it is estimated to grow to 1.2 million by the year 2030.  Fort 

Worth is located in North Central Texas just southeast of the Panhandle and covers nearly 300 

square miles of the Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington Metropolitan Area.  County demographics are 

as follows (US Census Bureau, Revised 2011): 

Tarrant County (2010) 

  Number Percent 

POPULATION     

Total population 1,809,034 100.0 

      

RACE     

One race 1,754,757 97.0 

White 1,205,530 66.6 

Black or African American 268,983 14.9 

American Indian and Alaska Native 11,827 0.7 

Asian 84,561 4.7 

Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander 3,184 0.2 

Some Other Race 180,672 10.0 

Two or More Races 54,277 3.0 

      

Figure 2: Tarrant County Demographic - 2010 

  

In Tarrant County, family law jurisdiction is shared by six District courts that preside 

over divorces, child custody, visitation and support matters, paternities, adoptions and shares 

jurisdiction over child welfare cases along with the county’s Juvenile court.  The Tarrant County 
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Family Law Center (hereinafter referred to as the “Family Law Center”) opened its doors in July 

of 2005.  This structure houses the special jurisdiction Family District Courts of Tarrant County 

that serve the people of Tarrant County.  These courts hear all of the family law matters 

involving the 1.8 million residents of Tarrant County.  There are six Family District Courts, each 

with a docket of roughly 2,200 active cases at any given time.  These 2,200 cases will involve 

about 1,500 pro se litigants (JIMS, 2012).  Each District Court has a Presiding Judge and an 

Associate Judge, who are supported by one court coordinator, one court reporter, three clerks, 

and two Sheriff Deputies.  Each Court “team” experiences new filings of roughly 372 new or 

reactivated cases each month and disposes of an average of 393 cases each month.  Additionally, 

there are two Title IV-D courts assisting with the collection of child support in all six of the 

District Courts in the Family Law Center.  This division of labor has enabled the District Judges 

to focus on final trials, while the Associate Judges focus on temporary orders, and the Title IV-D 

Courts focus on child support issues.  The hope is that this division of labor will enable the 

courts to better manage their dockets and keep the cases moving, so that the citizens of Tarrant 

County are more efficiently served.   

 The Family Law Center is also home to the Domestic Relations Office (DRO).  The DRO 

began as a pilot program created to assist the families of Tarrant County who are embroiled in 

family court disputes.  The DRO is comprised of four divisions, three of which involve child 

support.  The Enforcement Division of the DRO is made up of four attorneys and support staff, 

whose goal is to enforce Tarrant County orders that are not being handled by the Attorney 

General’s Office.  It is similar to the child support division of the Attorney General’s Office 

except that it functions on the county level and handles enforcement of both child support and 

visitation issues.  The Child Support Monitoring Division of the DRO is made up of 11 clerks 
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who maintain, manage, and distribute child support records. The Community Supervision 

Division establishes and monitors probation terms for those persons who have been found in 

contempt for failure to abide by the court’s orders.  The other division of the Domestic Relations 

Office is the Family Court Services Division.  This division focuses on the social work aspect 

and provides various court services to assist the Judiciary.  This includes investigation and 

preparation of social studies, drug testing, access coordination, visitation supervision, and 

alternative dispute resolution. 

 Litigants who are victims of abusive relationships can also find assistance at the Family 

Law Center.  A special Protective Order unit and unit of the Department of Protective and 

Family Services are also housed in this building.  Therefore, people in need of protective orders 

can reach out for help here as well. 

Lastly, there includes a special family division of the Tarrant County District Clerk’s 

Office that manages the records, court fees and fines along with many other ministerial duties.  

The District Clerk’s Office employs 41 full-time clerks, 5 part-time employees, and 3 managers. 

 Tarrant County has made an effort to concentrate all aspects of family law services in one 

location so that litigants can accomplish everything they need in one central place.  There are 

many legal service resources available to the residents of Tarrant County at the Family Law 

Center.  Unfortunately, many people representing themselves do not know the rules and 

procedures and cannot adequately represent themselves, much less take advantage of all the 

resources available to them. 

 When a pro se litigant does visit the Family Law Center, there is not a designated area or 

desk for that person to go to find out even the most basic information on how to go about their 
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business with the courts.  The first point of contact for most litigants is a Sheriff’s deputy 

working security detail at one of the two public entrances to the Family Law Center.  However, 

if they try to ask any questions there, the deputies are either too busy with the task of screening 

entrants to the building or simply do not have an answer to their inquiry.  From there a pro se 

litigant could end up in any number of places looking for answers to their questions.  If they find 

their way to the District Clerk’s office with legal or procedural questions, they are most likely 

redirected to the Tarrant County Law Library, which is located in another building about a block 

away.  At the library, they may be assisted by being directed to form books that contain basic 

family law forms that they can copy for use in their family law case.   

 The Family Law Center is like a large business.  The judges and court staff are 

employees of the business.  They are the administrators, managers, supervisors, customer 

service, and line staff who provide a service.  Their customers are the citizens, the litigants who 

come to the court each day seeking their services.  The service the employees at the Family Law 

Center try to provide to their customers everyday is justice.  Some of the Family Law Center’s 

customers choose to use lawyers to assist them in their search for justice, but many do not.         

These are all people that will interact daily in the court’s environment, which makes them very 

important stakeholders who should be considered in the evaluation of programs or services that 

may be proposed to increase productivity or improve customer service at the Family Law Center.  

In speaking to a few of these parties, they all have very different and compelling perspectives.   

The Judges will tell you that their goal is to obtain enforceable orders that will not cause 

unrepresented litigants trouble in years to come.  One of the biggest problems presented by 

increasing numbers of pro se litigants is that court coordinators, court clerks, and other support 

staff now report that a majority of their time is dedicated to assisting the unrepresented litigant.  
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These staff members say that time spent explaining to a pro se litigant what an attorney would 

already know is time-consuming and often treacherous.  They are often terrified of treading into 

the forbidden territory of “the unauthorized practice of law”.  State bar associations complain 

that having court staff devote so much time to assisting pro se litigants in legal matters is not 

only offensive and unfair to the lawyers, but can, and usually does, have disastrous effects on the 

pro se litigants who may have failed to understand the full ramifications of their decisions until it 

is too late.  In casual conversations with members of the family bar, many feel that court staff 

should be strictly prohibited from assisting pro se litigants, making the argument that the practice 

is depriving a lawyer of a paying client. Nevertheless, beyond that, lawyers have specialized 

skills in understanding, interpreting, and advocating the law and procedures that cannot be 

consistently applied by a pro se litigant.  More importantly, pro se litigants from lower income, 

less educated, and non-English speaking backgrounds can be at a severe disadvantage in the 

courtroom because they often do not understand the laws that affect their legal situation, nor do 

they have the knowledge of procedures to navigate the legal system. 

The purpose of this paper is to examine the following questions: 

 In what ways do pro se litigants place extra demands on the court? 

 How does a large and ever growing population of pro se litigants impact staff at 

the Tarrant County Family Law Center?  

 What resources are available for pro se litigants in Tarrant County? 

 Are these resources effective? 
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 In what ways can the Tarrant County Family Law Center offer improved services 

to:  1) assist pro se litigants, 2) relieve the pressure on the Courts and staff, and 3) 

satisfy stakeholders and their unique views on the subject of assisting pro se 

litigants.  

Literature Review 

History 

 

The subject of self-represented litigants did not just arise overnight.  It has been 

increasing for quite some time.  The most notable increases fall in the area of foreclosures, other 

housing matters, consumer disputes, and family law (Acello, 2011).  In the context of family 

courts, this phenomenon really came on the scene in the 1980’s.  In 1970, 51,530 divorces were 

filed in the state of Texas.  Just eleven years later, in 1981, the divorce rate in Texas jumped 

from 4.6% to 6.9%, nearly doubling with a staggering 101,856 filings that year (Texas 

Department of State Health Services, Revised 2011).  Due to the overwhelming rise in case 

filings, the number of pro se litigants that chose to represent themselves in cases involving 

divorce and child custody has also steadily risen.   

The Texas Office of Court Administration did not begin keeping separate statistics for 

family law cases until 2004.  Study of the current active caseload and/or the records of the 

Judicial Information Management System (JIMS) for the 360th District Court of Tarrant County 

calculated any Tarrant County family law statistics not available through the Texas Office of 

Court Administration or the Tarrant County District Clerk’s office.  A random computer-

generated selection process distributes new cases evenly among the six family courts and assigns 

cases filed in the Family District Clerk’s Office of Tarrant County.  Reactivated cases are 
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automatically placed on the docket of the court of original jurisdiction.  The caseload of each of 

the six courts at any given time averages 2,200 cases.  It was determined that a study of any 

individual court of the Family Law Center would produce similar results due to the common 

characteristics shared by the dockets. 

 Current statistics report that across Texas 21.6% of all new family court filings are 

initiated by a pro se litigant and 45% of all divorce cases involve pro se litigants (Reynolds, 

2012).  A review of Tarrant County’s Judicial Information Management System (JIMS) reveals 

an increase in new filings by pro se parties on the rise since 1990.  In 1990, a pro se litigant 

initiated 11.9% of all new case filings.  That percentage has risen steadily over the last 20 years.  

In 2010, a self-represented litigant initiated approximately 27.4% of all new cases filed in 

Tarrant County family courts. 

Although there are few statistics available about what was happening across the country 

in the 1970s, one study does exist of two Connecticut courts reporting only 3% of all domestic 

cases involved a self-represented litigant.   It was not until the 1980s and the 1990s, with the 

dramatic rise in divorce filings, that a defined trend in self-representation was identified.  In data 

regarding Maricopa County, Arizona, only 24% of all family law cases reported in 1980 had one 

or more self-represented parties in matters of domestic relations.  This number rose to 47% in 

1985 and, rose again, to a staggering 90% in 1990 (Goldschmidt, Mahoney, Soloman, & Green, 

1998). 

Who Are Pro Se Litigants? 

 

Nearly all studies across the country generally show that self-representation is not 

associated with any one demographic; rather, pro se litigants come in all shapes and sizes.   
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A 1990s study of pro se litigation conducted by the Superior Court of Maricopa County, 

Arizona for the American Bar Association found that lower income and younger people with 

lower education were more likely to represent themselves. Although lower-educated persons 

were more likely to self-represent, the “majority of people who seek to self-represent are 

reasonably educated”, with 1-3 years of college education (Goldschmidt, Mahoney, Soloman, & 

Green, 1998).  Self-represented litigants are more likely to hold unskilled jobs as opposed to 

being professional or upper management.  They generally have no children and no significant 

property or real estate.  They are more likely coming out of newer marriages rather than long-

term unions.  Litigants who choose to self-represent claim to be confident in their abilities to 

handle their own cases, but the study shows 30% reporting difficulty with the legal process and 

more than 50% failing to seek help for their difficulties (Goldschmidt, 1998).  Sales, Beck, & 

Haan, 1993, in a report that shows self-represented litigants to be relatively well-educated (high 

school with some college), even though more than half had an annual income of less than 

$30,000.00 per year, echo these trends.  

A report on self-represented parties in family law cases from the late 1990s, California 

finds that more than 50% of all parties to a lawsuit proceed without legal representation and 

these folks appear to be of average income and education.  In 2002, Greacen cites that the largest 

numbers of self-represented litigants appear in domestic relations and domestic violence matters 

(Greacen, 2002).  That same year, a study in the Virginia Courts found no particular 

demographic prevailed when considering factors of in income, age, education, race and gender 

(Supreme Court of Virginia, 2002).  A 2007 study out of Jackson County (Virginia) Circuit 

Court agrees that no particular demographic prevailed to define the self-represented family law 

litigant (Cook, 2007). 
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In contrast to other findings across the country, the New York State Bar Association 

commissioned a study in 1996, which found self-representation among middle-income litigants 

was on the rise,  with 26% of the respondents in that study having represented themselves in 

court (DCAJ-JI, 2005).  Later surveys conducted in the New York City Family Court released in 

December 2005, describe self-represented litigants as mainly low-income individuals who did 

not believe they could afford a lawyer.  The study reported 75% of litigants appeared without 

counsel.  83% responding to the NYC surveys reported to be African-American, Asian or 

Hispanic.  63% have no college, and a staggering 91% reported a household income of under 

$40,000 per year. 

The Texas Access to Justice Commission, as reported on its website, refers to research by 

Texaslawhelp.org (TxLH) (Texas Access to Justice Commission, 2012).  This research reports 

1634 visits per day to the Texaslawhelp.org website in 2011.  62% of the users of this site 

reported their income to be below $26,000.00 annually.  The most popular resource of a TxLH 

visitor is forms to assist them in filing for divorce.  66% of all visitors are seeking divorce forms, 

18% are looking for forms to assist them in establishment or collection of child support.  The 

majority of visitors to the TxLH website come from Dallas, Harris, Tarrant and Travis Counties 

with 39% of all users residing in one of these four counties.   

Why Is The Pro Se Population Growing?  

 

Beginning in the 1990s, many courts began actively documenting the phenomenon of 

self-representation that was infiltrating the legal system.  A survey of state courts, conducted in 

conjunction with the 1999 National Conference on Pro Se Litigation, revealed that the numbers 

of self-represented litigants had increased “moderately to dramatically”,  and that the increase in 
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pro se litigants was most evident in family law cases.  The report cited that most parties were 

proceeding on their own behalf because they were unable to afford an attorney.  Backing up this 

theory is the Virginia Court System Planning committee, which made the finding that the rising 

costs of legal services, is relative to economic inflation that was also on the rise during the 1990s 

(Supreme Court of Virginia, Pro Se Litigation Planning Committee, 2002). 

Goldschmidt reported anti-lawyer sentiment, low opinion of attorneys, and high cost of 

litigation to be the most significant factors for people choosing to represent themselves 

(Goldschmidt, 1998).  The availability of “do-it-yourself” legal forms, document kits, and the 

internet creates a perception to the public that reasonably educated persons should be able to 

easily handle some legal matters.  Due to cutbacks in state and federal funding to low income 

people, a significant portion of the population cannot afford to pay for legal representation but 

are not eligible for free legal services. 

The Missouri Report found two reasons pointing to the rise in self-representation:  1) the 

inability to afford counsel (42%) and, 2) a belief that one can handle a case on his or her own 

(Cook, 2007).  This perception is commonly referred to as the “do it yourself philosophy”.   This 

study included a finding that 60% of respondents to the survey agreed with the statement, “It 

would be possible for me to represent myself in court if I wanted to” (Bennack, 1999).  The NYC 

surveys echoed the results of the Missouri Study with 60% of the participants responding that 

they could not afford an attorney and 45% responding that they did not need one (DCAJ-JI, 

2005).  
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Why Should The Court System Assist Pro Se Litigants? 

Effects on Court Staff and the Judiciary 

An increase in the number of litigants appearing in court without legal counsel has wide-

reaching effects on the court staff and members of the judiciary who are trying to serve them.  

Court staff is finding that the increase in workload is closely related to large numbers of pro se 

litigants in need of assistance.  These pro se litigants are seeking assistance directly from the 

court staff, thereby encumbering already strained resources by forcing personnel to instruct on 

the most common practices and procedures.  This also raises  

conflict issues for court personnel, who are charged with remaining 

impartial in the litigation process, and places staff in an ethically 

precarious position related to unauthorized practice of law… 

Judges likewise risk violation of the judicial code by providing 

help to litigants.  They must also personally expend an inordinate 

amount of time deciphering pleadings.  Hearings, even when 

properly scheduled, are slow and onerous (Conley, 2006). 

 

Problems for the Litigant and Fellow Litigants 

In a survey conducted by the ABA Coalition for Justice, some 60% of the judges 

responding to the survey said fewer parties coming before them during 2009 were represented by 

lawyers in civil cases.  This was the start of a continuing pattern that began almost a decade ago.  

Outcomes, as reported by 62% of the responding judges, were said to be poorer for the self-

represented litigants than for those with counsel, especially in the areas of family law, 

foreclosures, and other matters of housing and consumer disputes.  90% of the judges reported 

the increase in pro se litigation has affected the courts adversely and went on to cite the study, 

"the better the litigant is prepared, the more efficiently the court operates" (Acello, 2010).  

Continuing, "While judges would no doubt prefer fully represented litigants, the choice in most 
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venues is a self-represented litigant who is well-prepared or one who is not. Courts can avoid 

litigants who are in a perpetual revolving door when those litigants have access to the services 

lawyers provide" (Acello, 2011).  

One self-represented party can cause problems for all players in the case.  Even “the most 

determined self-represented individual finds him/herself significantly disadvantaged in the 

litigation by a typical inability to understand and clearly and properly assert the cause (or lack 

thereof)” (Conley, 2006).  However, represented litigants also experience problems arising from 

the pro se litigant, ranging from scheduling and conducting depositions and other discovery, 

giving notice and being properly notified, and responding to poorly articulated and often-colorful 

claims and defenses. These problems can significantly increase the expense for the represented 

party.  Lack of knowledge of the system not only impacts the litigant in the pursuit of a fair 

outcome in his/her case, but court staff and the judiciary are similarly impacted by the lack of 

knowledge of the system by the pro se litigant. 

How Is Texas Currently Addressing the Pro Se Population? 

 

As far back as 1984, during the peak of the divorce boom in Texas, the Texas Supreme 

Court established the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation, the primary state-based funding 

source for the provision of civil legal aid in Texas.  In 1999, the Supreme Court began to 

recognize the growing need to carefully inspect and address the subject of “Access to Justice” in 

Texas.  A Texas planning group was formed with members representing the State Bar of Texas, 

the Texas Equal Access to Justice Foundation, the Texas Bar Foundation, and various other 

legal-service providers from across the state.  During the planning process, many problems were 

identified and an action plan was adopted.  The cornerstone of the overall plan was to establish 
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an umbrella organization to serve as a coordinator for the various groups to develop “strategic 

alliances to effectively move ideas to action”.  On April 26, 2001, by Order of the Supreme 

Court of Texas, the Texas Access to Justice Commission (“the Commission”) was formed.  

Among other duties this order charged the Commission to “identify and assess current and future 

needs for access to justice in civil matters by low-income Texans” and “work to reduce the 

barriers to the justice system by addressing existing and proposed court rules, procedures and 

policies that negatively affect access to justice for low income Texans”  (Supreme Court of 

Texas, 2001).  Over the years the Commission, in addition to its focus on delivering legal 

services to low income citizens, began to recognize the need for civil legal aid for parties 

choosing to represent themselves, whether by choice or by necessity.   In May 2009, the 

Supreme Court and the State Bar Executive Committee approved a Five Year Strategic Plan for 

the Commission.  In April 2010, the Commission held a forum in Dallas to hear various 

stakeholders’ concerns about self-represented litigants.  Twelve months later, on March 15, 

2011, the Texas Supreme Court signed the Order Creating Uniform Forms Task Force, which in 

turn developed a seven-point plan. The plan includes the development of pleadings and order 

forms approved by the Court for statewide use and creation of “self-help centers” in order to 

reduce the strain on courts posed by pro se litigants  (Supreme Court of Texas, 2011).   

 Efforts on the county level throughout the state include self-help centers in  Travis, Smith 

and Harris Counties.  Nacadoches County provides pro se litigants with touch screen computers 

to assist in creating and printing legal forms and orders.   Dallas, Lubbock and Bell Counties are 

among many offering assisted pro se programs that provide guidance through the legal system 

and assistance with forms (Carl Reynolds, October 2010). 
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Future Trends 

 

The National Association of Court Administration is already warning courts of trends on 

the horizon.  The emergence of a “widening gap between society’s expectations of courts and 

courts’ capacity to meet those expectations” along with “increasing numbers of court users with 

diverse and rapidly changing and evolving needs” are both very important emerging trends that 

courts need to be prepared to address.  The courts must reexamine their missions and critically 

review and align the scope of services they provide (Martin, 2011). 

Methods 

 It was determined that the primary research methods for this subject would be best 

represented by a compilation and analysis of the individual thoughts and opinions of the various 

“stakeholders” affected by the increase in demand by pro se litigants.  By gathering the thoughts 

and opinions by surveys and interviews of the different stakeholders, recommendations and 

conclusions can be made that will consider all stakeholders with regard to any changes in 

processes and efficiencies at the Family Law Center. 

 Data collection methods were developed to target different stakeholders who work in or 

frequent the Family Law Center in the course of their employment, as well as individuals who 

fill the role of the “customer” of the Family Law Center.  The stakeholders who work in or 

frequent the Family Law Center in the course of their employment include the judges, associate 

judges, coordinators, court bailiffs and Sheriff’s security detail, clerks, and administrative 

support staff of various departments and units.  The stakeholders who fill the role of “customer” 

of the Family Law Center are identified as any citizen who visits a court or the courthouse with 
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any manner of business from looking up information in a court file to representing him/herself in 

a court proceeding or the attorneys who speak and act on their behalf. 

Survey Instruments 

The first survey (see Appendix A) is aimed at pro se litigants utilizing the Tarrant County 

Law Library.  Since a large number of pro se litigants are directed to use the Tarrant County Law 

Library, a large number of these litigants could be identified and solicited for participation at 

their first point of contact with a library staff member.  The survey asks questions designed to 

determine the general demographic of a person who chooses to represent him/herself in a court 

proceeding.  The survey asks the respondent’s gender, ethnicity, primary language, age, income, 

the kind of court matter they are researching, if they intend to represent themselves, and why.  

The survey was a written survey on 8 ½ x 11 bright pink copy paper and was made available at 

the front desk of the law library. It was offered to each person as they first approached the desk 

for assistance from library employees.  An introduction described the reason for the survey as 

part of a research project to identify the needs of the litigant and to determine how those needs 

could be better served by the county.  45 completed surveys were collected between December 

19, 2011 and February 9, 2012.  A copy of this instrument is attached as Appendix A.   Each 

Court Coordinator distributed a virtually identical survey for each of the six Family District 

Courts to pro se litigants who sought assistance directly from the Court. 24 completed surveys 

were collected between December 19, 2011 and January 13, 2012.  The response rate was not 

able to be calculated for this survey.  Additionally, 7 respondents answered that they would not 

be representing themselves in their legal matter.  Those 7 surveys were not used in the 

calculation of data in the findings section of this paper.  The collection of this data will help 

describe the typical litigant who might choose self-representation in Tarrant County.   
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  The second survey (see Appendix B), a Court Staff Survey, directs questions at a variety 

of court employees serving pro se litigants in differing capacities.  Court staff personnel 

represented in this survey include the clerks who serve the Family District Clerk’s Office and the 

Office of the Attorney General, Family Court Coordinators, and Sherriff’s deputies serving the 

14 courts of the Family Law Center.  Also included are the employees of all four divisions of the 

Domestic Relations Office (Child Support, Family Court Services, Enforcement, and 

Community Supervision).  The survey is a combination of multiple choice questions patterned in 

the style of the Likert Scale, multiple choice with open-ended follow-up options and open-ended 

questions.  Initially, this Court Staff Survey asks a participant to describe his/her perception of 

the change in the number of pro se litigants encountered daily and compares the amount of time 

spent assisting that litigant.  The questions request an employee to rate the training received to 

prepare them to assist the pro se litigant, rate the level of preparedness of the pro se litigants that 

they assist, and to assess their feelings toward the task of assisting pro se litigants.   The Court 

Staff Survey then poses a series of questions to determine if the court staff would be open to 

assistance programs for pro se litigants and to rate the impact on their work.  Finally, the survey 

asks court personnel to give suggestions to improve the processes and services delivered at the 

Family Law Center.  111 surveys were deployed with the assistance of a survey web-based 

program: zoomerang.com.  The deployment of this survey took place on December 5, 2011 and 

closed out on January 7, 2012.   This survey included a request to the recipient to opt out of the 

survey if he/she did not have routine contact with pro se litigants in the course of their 

employment with the Family Law Center.   39 participants completed the survey, yielding a 

response rate of 35 percent.    The purpose of the Court Staff Survey was to collect data from the 

perspective of employees of the Tarrant County Family Law Center who have front line contact 
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with the pro se litigants on a daily basis.  Hopefully, this information will help paint a picture of 

the current climate at the Family Law Center and gather suggestions for processes and services 

that can better assist both the employees and the litigants.  A copy of this instrument is attached 

as Appendix B.   

 The Judges of the 14 Benches of the Family Law Center are the target of the third survey 

(see Appendix C) or Judicial Survey.   The purpose of the Judicial Survey was to determine the 

perspective of the Judges who serve the Family Law Center with regard to the efficiencies and 

processes that are being utilized: 1) to relieve the pressure of the pro se population of litigants, 

and 2) to help determine whether more programs and services would benefit the bench at the 

Tarrant County Family Law Center.  This survey posed questions regarding the efficiency of 

each Court from the standpoint of the bench.  It asked what assistance each provides to the pro se 

litigants when they appear before the bench and how this affects the courtroom environment.  

The survey asked the judges’ opinions regarding the training of staff to assist pro se litigants and 

the offering of programs to assist the pro se litigant.  It also solicited ideas from the bench for 

better ways to serve pro se litigants. Finally, the survey asked two questions regarding the impact 

pro se assistance programs might have on the family law practitioners of Tarrant County and 

whether they support the Texas Supreme Court’s promulgation of standardized forms for pro se 

litigants in matters of family law.  The survey was launched through the web-based program 

zoomerang.com on December 2, 2011 and was closed on January 22, 2012.   It was sent to all 14 

judges at the Family Law Center.  Ten judges responded to the survey, producing a response rate 

of 71 percent.   A copy of this instrument is attached as Appendix C. 

Initially, a series of focus groups with the Board of Directors of the Tarrant County 

Family Law Bar Association and a random sampling of the general membership was planned.  
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The purpose was to explore the issues facing the family bar with regard to the pro se litigant 

presence at the Family Law Center.  However, the family bar expressed a strong desire to 

participate in a more comprehensive manner.  In response to their interest, a survey for members 

of the Bar was designed and implemented.  A modification to the project plan includes a survey 

(see Appendix D) of the Tarrant County Family Law Bar general membership resulting in the 

Family Bar Survey, giving a voice to each member of the bar association who responded.  This 

survey explored the opinions of the family bar in matters of staff training and assistance provided 

to pro se litigants by court staff and the bench, and the further development of assistance 

programs for the self-represented litigant.  It also solicited suggestions for improvement of 

efficiencies and processes at the Family Law Center in general.  As in many counties across the 

State of Texas and the U.S., the Tarrant County Family Bench and the Tarrant County Family 

Law Bar Association have a very strong relationship.  It seemed very important to the project 

plan to determine the position of the bar association as an essential stakeholder in efficiencies 

and processes, as they develop in relation to the Tarrant County Family Law Center.   The survey 

was launched through the web based program zoomerang.com via email to 372 members of the 

Tarrant County Family Bar Association on December 2, 2011.  It was closed out on January 7, 

2011.  The survey received 141 visits and was completed by 119 participants, generating a 

response rate of 35 percent.  A copy of this instrument is attached as Appendix D. 

Interviews and Correspondence Review 

 

Some research includes an investigation of a developing situation involving a dispute 

between the family bar associations across the State of Texas and the Texas Supreme Court.  The 

bar associations have mobilized in an effort to prevent the Texas Supreme Court’s promulgation 
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of standardized forms for pro se litigants in the matters of family law, which are currently in 

development by the Uniform Forms Task Force, from going forward without input from the 

family bar associations.  This research was conducted through interviews with various key 

members of the Tarrant County Family Law Bar Association, a review of correspondence 

between the Family Section of the State Bar of Texas, the Executive Board of the State Bar of 

Texas, The Texas Family Law Foundation, and various family bar leaders across the state.  The 

purpose of this research is to provide a condensed rendition of the events surrounding a fairly 

recent “push back” by  family bar associations with regard to the efforts to develop and provide 

assistance to family law pro se litigants in the state of Texas.  A narrative of events to-date is 

included in the Bench Bar Conflict section of this paper. 

Findings 

 

 This section will begin with a description of the general current demographic of a typical 

pro se litigant of the Tarrant County family court system.  It will be followed by a summary of 

information gathered from the survey instruments of the stakeholders, each in turn along with a 

discussion of the comparison of responses to similar questions by differing stakeholders.  This 

section will next describe the current situation involving the local family bar association’s 

reaction to efforts to introduce standardized forms to assist pro se litigants in matters of family 

law. 

Demographic of Tarrant County Pro Se Litigants 

 

 The survey proposed to self-represented litigants, as they visited the Family Law Center 

and the Tarrant County Law Library, reveals that a variety of individuals are likely to represent 
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themselves in matters of family law.  The gender of the pro se litigants who responded showed a 

split of 50% female and 50% male as seen in Figure 3.  90% of respondents were English 

speaking, with 8% Spanish speaking and 2% other.  A majority of respondents (75%) are in the 

age range of 30-55, but nearly half of the respondents, as depicted in Figure 4, fall between the 

ages of 30 and 39 years of age. 

  

Figure 3: Gender of Pro Se Litigants, Tarrant County 
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Figure 4: Age of Pro Se Litigants, Tarrant County 
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Figures 5 and 6 show that 92% of respondents have acquired at least a high school 

education with 17% reporting to be college graduates and beyond in education.  The income of 

58% of the pro se litigants responding to our survey falls within the range of $0 – 24,000 

annually.  21% of respondents reported an income in the range of $24,001 - 36,000 annually, and 

another 21% gross over $36,000 annually.   
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Figure 5: Educational Achievement of Pro Se Litigants, Tarrant County 

 

 

Figure 6: Reported Income of Pro Se Litigants, Tarrant County 
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Stated reasons for visiting the Family Law Center centered on divorce, child support and child 

custody, with 95% reporting their visit to be for one of these three matters.    Figure 7 shows 

results, when asked, “Why did you choose to represent yourself in your legal matter?” 66% 

reported the reason for representing themselves is, “I cannot afford an attorney”.  Another 34% 

answered with, “my legal matter is not complicated,” indicating they felt their legal matter to be 

simple enough to handle on their own.  In addition to not being able to afford an attorney, some 

respondents added that they wanted control over their case or wanted to be able to talk to the 

judge themselves. 

 

Figure 7: Reasons for Self-Representation, Tarrant County 

 

As shown in Figures 8 and 9, 66% of respondents to this Tarrant County survey reported to have 

children under the age of 18.  Only 35% reported home ownership. 
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Figure 8:  Pro Se Litigants with Minor Children, Tarrant County 

 

 

    Figure 9: Home Ownership of Pro Se Litigants, Tarrant County 

 

 Overall findings demonstrate the typical pro se family litigant in Tarrant County tends to 

be of African American, Caucasian or Hispanic dissent, between 30 and 55 years of age, mostly 

high school graduates, low wage earners with children, little real property and who “cannot 

afford” to hire an attorney.  This is very much in line with what was discovered during the 

literature review on this topic, with the exception of the findings by Goldschmidt (1998), that pro 
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se litigants generally have no children. These results also tie in with findings in a report on 

divorce demographics, wherein the higher divorce rate in Texas can be attributed to such factors 

as low income, low education and lower dual income households (Langenfeld, 2011).   

 A complete report of the findings of the Pro Se Litigant Survey is attached as Appendix 

E. 

 

Stakeholder Feedback 

 

 The surveys of the court staff, judges and family bar provide a valuable insight into the 

current climate at the Family Law Center as it experiences the growing pains of the introduction 

of more and more pro se litigants on the scene. The contrast and comparison of the varying 

responses, by group, to extremely similar questions demonstrates an interesting dynamic 

between the different stakeholders.  All seem to agree there is a larger presence of pro se 

litigants, but depending on the role they hold, they have very different ideas on how to approach 

the problem. 

Increase in Pro Se Litigants  

When each group was asked whether they had witnessed an increase in the number of pro 

se litigants at the Tarrant County Family Law Center, all groups agree that there has been a 

noticeable increase in their presence.  As shown in Figures 10 and 11, 60% (6 of 10) of the 

responding judges have noticed a “significant” increase with another 20% (2 of 10) reporting a 

“slight increase” in the numbers of pro se litigants appearing before their courts.  The responding 

members of the Tarrant County Family Bar demonstrate similar results.  66% of their 

respondents report a “significant increase” in pro se litigants utilizing the Family Law Center 

with another 23% reporting a “slight increase” in pro se traffic.  82% of court staff responding to 
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the Court Staff Survey report that in the course of their employment they “often” or 

“occasionally” assist pro se litigants.   

 

Figure 10: Court Staff Interacts Frequently with Pro Se Litigants 

 

 

Figure 11: Judges and Lawyers Agree Pro Se Numbers on the Rise 
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Each of the surveyed groups describes the challenges encountered because of the increase 

in pro se litigants utilizing the Family Law Center.  Responding members of the judiciary report: 

1) an increase in the amount of litigation and settings in cases involving pro se litigants, 2) an 

increase in caseloads, 3) longer and slower dockets, and 4) an increase in time court staff spends 

assisting pro se litigants.  Court staff describes challenges related to increasing numbers of pro se 

litigants as: 1) a slowdown in processes because of the additional time it takes to assist a pro se 

litigant, 2) frequent feelings of frustration with the job, and 3) a loss of time needed for other 

required tasks by spending additional time with pro se litigants.   

 

Figure 12: Court Staff Frustration in Dealing with Self-Represented Litigants 

 

Members of the family bar association who responded to the survey describe problems 

such as: 1) waiting in long, slow-moving, lines behind pro se litigants who take longer to be 

assisted, and  2) rising legal costs to litigants who do retain attorneys due to increased litigation 

in cases against an unrepresented litigant, and increased charges for their clients due to delays 

during court appearances. 
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Figure 13: Attorneys Report on Decreased Productivity at Family Law Center 

 

Training 

 The formal training of court staff and written guidelines for assistance of pro se litigants 

is another subject that divides the three surveyed groups.  Again, court staff is in favor of these 

services, the family bar is strongly opposed and the judiciary weighs in somewhere around the 

middle, as described below. 

 A majority of court staff surveyed feel as though they have some level of training to 

assist pro se litigants.  37% responded being “well trained” and 43% report being “somewhat 

trained”.    However, only 22% report being provided with written or formal instruction that is 

thorough and complete.  Figure 14 below, shows 90% of court staff believe they would benefit 

from formal training on how to assist the pro se litigants and 93% believe they would benefit 

from written guidelines for referral.  In spite of these answers about training,  94% of responding 

court staff do feel confident in the information they are providing and feel that pro se litigants 
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who come to them for help leave with some level of satisfaction of the assistance they received 

from court staff.     

 

Figure 14: 90% of Court Staff Feel They Would Benefit from Formal Training 

   

  Figure 15: 93% of Court Staff Feels Written Guidelines Beneficial 

 

40% (4 of 10) of the responding judges feel that their staff is “well” trained to assist pro 

se litigants with the remaining 60% reporting the staff as “somewhat” trained.  90% (9 of 10) of 

responding judges describe preparing their staff for assisting pro se litigants with frequent and 

informal discussions and direction as the need arises.  70% (7 of 10) do not provide written 
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instruction or other formal training for staff and 60% (6 of 10) do not see any benefit in written 

instruction.  The responding judiciary is split down the middle with 50% who believe court staff 

would benefit from formal training and 50% who do not see any benefit in formal training for 

court staff with one judge responding that his/her staff is “prohibited” from assisting pro se 

litigants. 

71% of family bar members responding to questions of staff training, report that they 

“disagree” or “strongly disagree” with staff being provided with any written instruction or formal 

training for court staff on procedures or policies when assisting pro se litigants.  When given the 

opportunity to express opinion on the role of court staff and their interaction with pro se litigants, 

a strong theme emerged.  Attorneys frequently commented that court staff should be trained to 

only respond to pro se litigants with, 1) advice to hire an attorney, or 2) referral to the law 

library.  

Efficiencies 

 Court staff, judges, and members of the family bar were asked similar questions 

regarding the efficiency of work processes at the Family Law Center when pro se litigants are 

involved.  83% of responding court staff reported that tasks involving a pro se litigant take 

“slightly more” to “much more” time than completing the same or similar task for an attorney, as 

set out below in Figure 16.  In open-ended responses, court staff describes frustration of having 

to explain “internal procedures” (which attorneys would already know) to pro se litigants that is 

very time consuming.  Some court staff further describe that time spent assisting pro se litigants 

who are confused, frustrated, belligerent, or argumentative takes extra time that would not be 

necessary with an attorney.  Figure 17, shows that about half of the responding court staff report 



PRO SE LITIGATION IN TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY COURT - 42 

 

at least some effect on their ability to carry out their daily responsibilities due to additional time 

spent assisting pro se litigants. 

 

Figure 16: Court Staff Reports Tasks Involving Pro Se Litigants Time Consuming 

 

 

Figure 17: Court Staff Reports Pro Se Litigants Cause Some Interference with Daily Tasks 
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 Figures 18 and 19 below show an interesting contrast in perception between the judiciary 

and the bar when it comes to pro se litigants’ interference with docket efficiency.  50% (5 of 10) 

of responding judges reported proceedings with unrepresented litigants take “much more” or 

“slightly more” time than the same proceeding involving litigants represented by counsel.  

However, none of the responding judges report feeling any significant impact on the efficiency 

of their daily docket.  One judge elaborates that they take the increase in pro se litigants in stride 

and move through their dockets as efficiently as possible. 

 In sharp contrast, 77% of responding family bar members report a “slight” or “dramatic” 

increase in the time it takes to perform a routine task at the Family Law Center due to long waits 

behind staff assisting pro se litigants, or waiting for their turn on the docket while the judge is 

conducting hearings or prove-ups with pro se litigants.  80% report being unable to conduct 

business as efficiently as they once did before the growth of the pro se population.  In contrast to 

the judges’ perception that their dockets are running efficiently, 47% of the responding members 

of the family bar report that court proceedings are “never” or “seldom” efficient when involving 

a pro se litigant.  The bar expresses concern in their comments that judges and staff give too 

much assistance to the pro se litigants which is causing a slow-down in processes throughout the 

Family Law Center. 
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Figure 18: Judges' View, Docket Efficiency  Figure 19: Lawyers' View, Docket Efficiency 

 

Self-Help Center 

 All three groups answered questions with regard to development of a self-help center at 

the Family Law Center.  80% of court staff are in favor of creating a self-help center for pro se 

litigants at the Family Law Center.  Some of the benefits cited by court staff are that a self-help 

center would provide a centralized location for pro se litigants to obtain: 1) references to 

appropriate agencies for assistance, 2) information on where to obtain forms, 3) directions to 

their appropriate court, 4) direction on court processes and procedures, 5) direction to useful 

resources, and 6) consistent answers to Frequently Asked Questions and basic instruction. 

80% (8 of 10) of the judges responded that they think a self-help center at the Family 

Law Center would “absolutely” or “somewhat” benefit the pro se litigants.  However, only 20% 

(2 of 10) would support the development of a self-help center citing risks including conflict of 

interest and the unauthorized practice of law.  60% would not support the development of a 

“self-help” center, one respondent replied with “depends”, and one other did not respond to the 

question.  Please refer to Figure 20 below. 
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Figure 20: Judiciary Support of Self Help Center 

 

Only 13% of responding family bar members report to be in favor of a self-help center at the 

Family Law Center.  65% are “opposed” or “strongly opposed” to such a program.  

 

Figure 21: Family Bar Support of Self-Help Center 

 

Standardized Forms 

 Figures 22, 23, and 24 demonstrate the conflicting opinions of the three groups with 

regard to the subject of standardized forms for use by pro se litigants.  83% of responding court 



PRO SE LITIGATION IN TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY COURT - 46 

 

staff believe the introduction of standardized forms for pro se litigants would be beneficial to pro 

se litigants.  Comments by court staff show a large support for the introduction of standardized 

forms.  There is a belief that it would reduce the amount of questions pro se litigants have for 

employees, that it would give the pro se litigants a “place to start”, and that the quality of the end 

order would be better enforceable in event of future litigation.  The responding judges are split 

down the middle on this issue, 50% (5 of 10) would be in favor of the development of 

standardized forms for the Family Law Center and the remaining 50% oppose the forms.  The 

survey specifically asked the judges if they would be in favor of forms promulgated by the Texas 

Supreme Court for use statewide by indigent litigants.  70% (7 of 10) responded that they were 

not in support of these forms.  Figure 23 clearly shows that Responding members of the family 

bar association were largely against the use of standardized forms for pro se litigants.  Nearly 

60% of the responding bar members were “strongly opposed” to the development and use of 

standardized forms and another 18% were “opposed” to the forms.  In sum, 77% of the 

responding family bar members were generally opposed to the development and use of 

standardized forms for pro se litigants.  Their reasons seem to center largely around a perceived 

impairment of their earning ability as family law practitioners and concerns for the unrepresented 

litigants who might unknowingly give up rights.  Figure 24, below, indicates that the responding 

judiciary are in agreement with this sentiment. 9 of the 10 responding judges agreed that the 

introduction of standardized family law forms will in some way impair the family law 

practitioner’s livelihood.  Additionally, 65% of responding family bar members disagree with 

distribution of a written instruction packet for pro se litigants.  This is examined in more detail in 

the Bench-Bar Conflict portion of this paper. 
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Figure 22: Court Staff Reaction to Standardized Forms 

 

 

Figure 23: Tarrant Bar Reaction to Introduction of Forms 

 

Figure 24: Judges Agree Forms Could Impair Lawyers' Livelihood 
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Bench-Bar Conflict 

 

Nearly ten years after the Texas Access to Justice Commission was formed by the Texas 

Supreme Court, the Uniform Forms Task Force was created by Order (attached as Appendix J) 

signed on March 15, 2011 (Order Creating Uniform Forms Task Force, 2011).  The family bar 

has strong feelings about how the growth of the pro se population is impacting the court system, 

so when the Family Law Section of the State Bar of Texas, the Texas Family Law Foundation, 

and the Tarrant County Family Law Bar discovered the existence of the “Task Force” and its 

“seven-point plan”, controversy ensued.  The three groups have recently united and mobilized in 

an effort to put the brakes on the implementation of the seven-point plan of the Task Force.  All 

these groups feel that the efforts of the Task Force are undertakings without the involvement of 

the State Bar’s leadership or approval.  Since the September, 2011 report of the Task Force and 

the bar’s discovery of the implementations by the Task Force of its seven-point plan (Attached as 

Appendix L), there have been intense and frequent discussions (formal and informal) supporting 

interventions of the Task Force’s efforts.  This research has uncovered some lively discussions 

taking place on internet family law list services, and Facebook threads, to more and more formal 

letters and emails.  These include letters to the Texas Supreme Court by the leaders of the State 

Bar Family Section, the Texas Family Law Foundation, and the Tarrant County Family Law Bar 

Association, all expressing great concerns about the Task Force and its seven-point plan.  

Commenting on the creation of standardized forms, Steve Bresnan of the Texas Family Law 

Foundation says, “These forms were not going to be acceptable to the Family Law Section and 

were going to have ramifications” (Morris, 2012).  Gary Nickleson, a “Concerned Family 

Lawyer” and President of the Texas Family Law Foundation writes, “They have labeled their 

efforts as being for the indigent people who cannot afford an attorney, but that is not what they 
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are doing”.  He goes on with a plea to members of the Tarrant County Family Bar Association 

(attached as Appendix O) to attend the Board Meeting of the State Bar of Texas and speak out 

against the Task Force’s efforts (Nickelson, 2012).  In a Resolution to the Texas Supreme Court, 

the Tarrant County Family Law Bar Association requested that the Supreme Court “dissolve its 

Task Force on Uniform Forms and decline to proceed further with the approach taken by the 

Task Force”, and “to continue working with the members of the Family Law Section and the 

State Bar of Texas to provide legal services to Texans who cannot afford a lawyer through pro 

bono, legal aid and similar programs in the future”  (Tarrant County Family Law Bar Association 

Board Members, 2011).  Family Law Section Leader, Thomas Ausley, writes in a letter to the 

President of the State Bar of Texas, Bob Black, wherein the section requested that the State Bar 

Board: 

perform fundamental ongoing oversight functions as intended in 

Docket Order #9065, as to the funds sought and expended by the 

Commission and Foundation, as to consistency with the express 

terms of their charters and properly-approved strategic plans and 

budgets and as to consistency with the interests of the public, the 

courts, and the various sections of the State Bar of Texas (Ausley, 

2012). 

The controversy not only caught the attention of the family bar associations, but judges, as well.  

On January 13, 2013, the Judge of the 415 District Court of Parker County, Texas writes to the 

Texas Supreme Court pointing out the pitfalls in the idea of “uniform forms”.  He states in his 

letter,  

It is a judge’s job to provide justice to litigants, not to make life 

easier for court clerks frustrated by the influx of these 

unrepresented litigants.  Has anyone considered that one reason for 

this frustration could be that the courts are perpetuating the 

problem by creating a “pro se” culture? (Quisenberry, 2012). 
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On January 27, 2012, Texas Supreme Court Chief Justice, Wallace Jefferson, wrote to 

Texas State Bar President, Bob Black, stating that the Supreme Court had decided to refer the 

Task Force report to the Supreme Court Advisory Committee to “engage in the careful critique 

they have always given on matters of profound importance to the administration of justice 

(Jefferson, 2012).  In his letter (attached as Appendix Q), Chief Jefferson sets out instructions to 

the Committee to “consider input from all sectors, including the judiciary, the legal profession, 

representatives of the Legislature, and the public”, and urging the State Bar to present their own 

recommendations to the Committee and the Court.  In response to Chief Jefferson’s request, 

Texas State Bar President Black appointed a committee “Solutions 2012” to study and make 

recommendations on the subject of pro se litigation.  Solutions 2012 met for the first time on 

February 10, 2012, and plans to present its recommendations to the Supreme Court Advisory 

Committee at their meeting on April 13, 2012 (Denton, 2012). 

When it became clear to the family law attorneys in Texas that the Texas Supreme Court 

was promulgating standardized pro se forms, the initial reactions were one of disbelief.  

Attorneys felt such a concept would not only minimize and devalue the family law attorney, but 

would diminish their livelihood as well.  However, upon further consideration, the family law 

attorneys agreed, overall, that in the long run they will make up the difference in income when 

they represent pro se clients who have to come back to repair and correct the damage done by 

using standardized pro se forms.  The family law attorneys warn that the forms are laden with 

potential pitfalls, some of which have a disastrous impact on the most disadvantaged litigants.  

They fear that the children who are the subjects of these suits will be victimized when terms 

regarding their support and custody end up being unenforceable or even non-existent.   
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Summary of Findings 

Overall, court staff seem to agree that assisting pro se litigants does dominate their 

workday and that assisting a pro se litigant is time consuming and often frustrating.  However, 

given the opportunity to add their own comments in the course of the survey, a number of court 

staff seems to be much more concerned about the welfare of the pro se litigant than about how 

such assistance to the litigants may affect their job.  A majority of the court staff is certainly in 

favor of services designed to relieve some of the pressure of their daily routine, but are sincerely 

interested in assisting the litigants. 

Where the judges are concerned, they certainly feel the crunch of the pro se litigants on 

their docket.  Nevertheless, they appear to take the inconveniences in stride, recognizing that a 

majority of the strain seems to land squarely on the shoulders of the court staff that fields the pre-

litigation inquiries.  In opposition to the desires of the court staff, they are generally opposed 

both to the development of programs to assist the pro se litigants and to the implementation of 

formal training for court staff to better equip them to deal with the daily task of directing the pro 

se litigant. 

While the judiciary and the family bar seem to agree that there should be little assistance 

given to the pro se litigants with regard to conducting their own court cases, this is where their 

commonality departs.  The judges appear to be holding rather strongly to the premise that when a 

person enters a courtroom and chooses to represent him/herself, that person is held to the same 

standard as an attorney and should be likewise bound by the rules of court and civil procedure.  

The judiciary recognizes that a case in family court cannot be treated as gamesmanship.  The 

judges know that the lives of real people and their children are at stake and that the “best interest 
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of all” must be considered when they make rulings that will significantly affect the lives of the 

litigants and their families. 

The attorneys, on the other hand, have dedicated their careers and lives to the practice of 

law.  Some practice only family law.  The rules of law and civil procedure are instilled in their 

minds through years of formal training, and even more years of experience in the courtroom.  

The idea of a person coming off the street, into the courtroom, and being provided with a form 

that has taken years for these lawyers to perfect in their enforceability is upsetting to attorneys 

who have made the proper practice of family law their lives’ work.   

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

Conclusion 1:   

There is a clear strain on the workforce of the Tarrant County Family Law Center 

due to the growing pro se population that affects the court staff, the judiciary and the 

attorneys that practice in the Family Law Center.   The complaints seem to center around 

long lines and delays created by the extra demands on the staff and judiciary by 

unrepresented litigants.  

83% of polled court staff report that it takes longer to assist a pro se litigant than it does 

to assist an attorney.  77% of the polled attorneys report that it takes longer to complete a routine 

task at the Family Law Center than it did before the increase in pro se litigants and slightly more 

than half of the responding judges agree that that their dockets are experiencing a slow-down 

when proceedings involve pro se litigants.  Respondents in all three groups made suggestions of 

offering separate service lines and dockets that are unique to the needs of pro se litigants.  

Recommendation 1: 

Creation of separate service lines in the District Clerk’s Office and special dockets 

in the courtroom would isolate the more time consuming tasks associated with assisting the 

pro se litigants. 

  Collaboration with the Family District Clerk’s Office to develop a special service line at 

the file desk to assist only pro se litigants would prove to be mutually beneficial to both the pro 

se litigants and attorney customers.  With specific training for employees who would be assisting 

primarily pro se litigants would greatly improve the accuracy and consistency of the information 



PRO SE LITIGATION IN TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY COURT - 53 

 

disseminated to pro se litigants.  This should increase efficiency for attorneys and their staff who 

frequent this service by eliminating long lines and delays created by the extra time needed to 

assist the pro se litigants with their filing needs, and provide better service and information to the 

pro se litigants themselves. 

 Judges and their court coordinators working together to create special docket times for  

pro se litigants to conduct prove ups, urge special motions and present special orders for 

signature would eliminate a great deal of delay.  Creation of a special time to conduct court 

proceedings for pro se litigants would help to concentrate the special issues and delays associated 

with assisting these litigants to one particular time of the day or week.  Such a schedule would 

prevent the unpredictable and sporadic interruptions and delays associated with a traditional 

“open docket”.   

 

Conclusion 2: 

There is no immediate point of contact for a user of the Family Law Center to 

obtain general information or instruction. 

On any typical day at the Tarrant County Family Law Center, a variety of people might 

visit the building for any number of reasons.  A visitor could be a litigant (with counsel or 

without), a local attorney or one from another county, a caseworker, a witness or a juror.  If you 

are not someone that is familiar with the Family Law Center finding the way to your destination 

can prove to be a perplexing. 

Recommendation 2: 

An information center for general information and direction is necessary to reduce 

confusion and improve the visitors’ experience when using the Family Law Center.    

There are many services offered within the Family Law Center.  When a visitor passes 

through security, it is essential that there be a place to obtain basic information about the family 

law center.  The courts should install an information center in the main lobby of the building 

directly inside the primary entrance on Weatherford Street.  A specially trained employee should 

occupy the information booth to direct visitors easily and quickly to their destination.  The 

information center should offer a map of the building showing the floor and location of the 

following: 

 Each of the 14 courtrooms and the location of its court coordinator 

 The District Clerk’s Office 

 The Domestic Relations Office 

 The Child Support Office 

 The Enforcement Division 
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 The Protective Order Unit 

 Archived Records 

 Bathrooms and water fountains 

 

Since a proceeding in any given court may be conducted before the District Judge, 

Associate Judge or Title IV-D Judge, the employee responsible for the information center should 

have access to the Judicial Information Management System in order to easily reference the 

court’s docket for that day and direct a litigant or attorney to the proper courtroom.  This 

attendant of the information center should have the training to provide direction to the law 

library, which is not located within the Family Law Center or any other offices or services that 

may not be located within the Family Law Center.  This service offered at the Family Law 

Center would provide a valuable to service to all visitors to building.  Going to court is often a 

stressful event for litigants, witnesses, jurors, and others.  Eliminating the confusion and 

frustration to the already often-anxious visitors to the building would be a positive improvement 

in the quality of the experience when in the Family Law Center. 

 

Conclusion 3: 

There is little, if any, formal training of court staff in the proper assistance of the 

pro se litigant. 

 Although the court staff, judges, and attorneys are all of differing opinions regarding 

training of employees on the subject of assisting pro se litigants, employees armed with basic 

guidelines and information would be better equipped to assist pro se litigants. 

Recommendation 3: 

The development of a desk reference for each employee that has daily contact with 

pro se litigants would be an improvement in the consistency and accuracy of information 

being disseminated to pro se litigants throughout the Family Law Center.   

A committee consisting of representative members of court staff, judiciary, other support 

departments, and perhaps even members of the family bar should be formed with the goal of 

compiling a desk reference manual for each employee that sets out information and guidelines 

acceptable for assisting pro se litigants.  The Texas Office of Court Administration has a 

publication on their website entitled, Legal Information vs. Legal Advice, Guidelines and 

Instructions for Clerks and Court Personnel Who Work with Self-Represented Litigants in Texas 

State Courts, for use by trial courts and their staff.   

(http://www.courts.state.tx.us/pubs/LegalInformationVSLegalAdviceGuidelines.pdf).  This 

publication, in conjunction with court specific policies and guidelines, should be required 

reading and easily accessible at the workspace of any employee of the Family Law Center that 

assists pro se litigants in the course of their employment.  This would ensure the consistency and 

accuracy of information delivered to pro se litigants throughout the Family Law Center.  It would 
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further provide information to help employees avoid giving legal advice in the course of assisting 

the pro se litigants.  

Conclusion 4: 

Although it is important to both the bar and the judiciary to ensure that all parties 

are being treated equally and fairly in the courtroom, furnishing instructions and/or 

assistance to pro se litigants is a controversial subject for the members of the Tarrant 

County Family Law Bar Association.   

 Because cases in family court involve families and children, the judges are charged with 

the difficult task of properly applying the law and adhering to the rules of court, while, at the 

same time, trying to ensure that justice is served by protecting the families and the children. 

Lawyers, on the other hand, have the duty of zealously advocating for the client.  This dynamic 

can cause a dilemma in the courtroom when a self-represented litigant comes up against an 

opponent who is represented by counsel. 

Recommendation 4: 

Each judge should develop a packet that sets out the court’s policy on what is 

expected of a litigant who chooses to represent himself or herself in a court proceeding. 

A clearer understanding of what the bench will allow in the courtroom when trying cases 

involving a pro se litigant would be beneficial to the family bar in preparing a case that will 

proceed to trial with a pro se litigant.   By educating pro se litigants on exactly what is expected 

of them if they choose to represent themselves in court will help promote more orderly 

proceedings in the courtroom when a pro se litigant is involved.  This could also help pro se 

litigants understand the importance of properly preparing their case and carefully considering 

whether they should employ counsel to ensure that their rights are protected.  By making the 

court’s policy known on expectations of pro se litigants in the courtroom, the appearance of 

giving special treatment to one side or the other is avoidable.  The clerk of the court should 

provide these court specific guidelines to every pro se litigant when they file their suit and to 

each party who files an Original Answer or enters an appearance on his/her own behalf. 

 

Conclusion 5: 

The subjects of both standardized forms and “self-help” centers for pro se litigants 

are a highly controversial subject for both the bench and the bar. 

 The research in this paper shows a lack of overwhelming support for the development of 

standardized forms or a “self-help” center for pro se litigants at the Family Law Center.  The idea 

of a “self-help” center for the Family Law Center is not yet ready to be completely embraced by 

either the judges or the members of the Tarrant County Family Law Bar Association.  The 

subject of standardized forms is still under hot debate at this time between the Texas Access to 

Justice Commission and family bar organizations across the state. 



PRO SE LITIGATION IN TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY COURT - 56 

 

Recommendation 5: 

Solutions 2012 and the Supreme Court’s Uniform Forms Task Force should 

continue to collaborate on the development of standardized family law forms.  At such time 

that the Task Force’s standardized forms are approved by the Texas Supreme Court, the 

Family Law Center should adopt and use these forms for all pro se litigants.  The “self-

help” center should continue to be explored as an option for the Family Law Center in the 

future.  

At this time, Solutions 2012 is not in favor of the development for the creation of 

standardized forms for use by pro se litigants.  The members of Solutions 2012 are working 

toward recommendations to the Texas Access to Justice Commission and Uniform Forms Task 

Force as alternatives to the introduction of the proposed forms.  This process and collaboration 

should be handled professionally and respectfully to all parties involved in order to preserve the 

long-standing relationship of mutual respect between the bench and the bar of the Tarrant County 

family law legal community.  In the event that the Texas Supreme Court approves the proposed 

standardized forms, it would be best for the Family Law Center to support the forms and accept 

them in their court.  The bench and the bar should collaborate and explore the development of a 

“self-help” center that would be mutually beneficial to the litigants, judges and court staff, and 

attorneys.  
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Survey to Pro Se Litigants 

This survey is part of a project to improve programs to assist the “Self-Represented Litigant”.  

Your participation is greatly appreciated. 

1. What is your gender? 

 

 Male 

 Female 

 

2. What is your ethnicity? 

 

 American Indian or Alaskan Native 

 Asian 

 Black or African American 

 Hispanic or Latino 

 Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 

 White 

 Mixed Race 

 Other, please specify 

 

 

3. What is your primary language? 

 

 English 

 Spanish 

 Other, please specify 

 

 

4. What is your age? 

 

 18-29 

 30-39 

 40-55 

 above 55 
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5. What is your current income? 

 

 $0.00 - $12,000.00 annually 

 $12,001.00 - $24,000.00 annually 

 $24,001.00 - $36,000.00 annually 

 $36,001.00 - $48,000.00 annually 

 $48,001.00 - $60,000.00 annually 

 $60,001.00 - $72,000.00 annually 

 above $72,000.00 annually 

 

6. What type of legal matter brings you to the Tarrant County Law Library? 

 

 Family Law Matter 

 Civil Litigation Matter 

 Criminal Matter 

 Probate Matter 

 Other 

 

7. Will you be representing yourself in your legal matter? 

 

 Yes 

 No 

 

8. Do you have children under the age of 18? 

 

 Yes 

 No 

 

9. Do you own your own home? 

 

 Yes 

 No 
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10. Why did you choose to represent yourself in your legal matter?  You may choose more 

than one answer. 

 

 I cannot afford an attorney. 

 I do not trust attorneys. 

 My legal matter is not complicated. 

 I want to have control over my case. 

 I want to be able to talk to the Judge myself. 

 I think there is a greater chance to settle the dispute if there are no lawyers involved. 

 Other, please specify 

 

 

Thank you for your participation.  

Your answers are very important to my research. 
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Family Law Center Staff Survey - Pro Se Litigants 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 1 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

In the course of your employment how often do you assist self-represented litigants? 

 

Often 

Occasionally 

Seldom 

Never 

 

Page 1 - Question 2 - Choice - Multiple Answers (Bullets)[Up To 2 Answers] 

With what sort of activities to you assist pro se litigants? 

 

Filing of documents 

Assistance in filling out paperwork 

Questions regarding procedure 

Questions regarding how to proceed with their case 

Setting hearings 

Other, please specify 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 3 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

When assisting a pro se litigant, how much time is needed in comparison to when you are 

assisting an attorney with the same or similar task? 

 

Much less time 

Slightly less time 

About the same amount of time 

Slightly more time 

Much more time 

 

Page 1 - Question 4 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you feel that you are properly trained to assist the pro se litigant? 

 

Well trained 

Somewhat trained 

Poorly trained 

Untrained 
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Page 1 - Question 5 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

When assisting a pro se litigant in filing paperwork, do you find their paperwork to be 

 

Complete 

Mostly complete 

Mostly incomplete 

Slightly incomplete 

Not complete at all 

 

Page 1 - Question 6 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

When assisting pro se litigants do you feel frustrated? 

 

Extremely 

Moderately 

Somewhat 

Mildly 

Not at all 

 

Page 1 - Question 7 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

When assisting pro se litigants do you feel confident that you have help them with their problem? 

 

Extremely 

Moderately 

Somewhat 

Mildly 

Not at all 

 

Page 1 - Question 8 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do pro se litigants seem satisfied with the assistance you provide them? 

 

Extremely 

Moderately 

Somewhat 

Mildly 

Not at all 
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Page 1 - Question 9 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

How often are you unable to complete routine daily tasks because of the time associated 

with assisting pro se litigants? 

 

Always 

Very Often 

Sometimes 

Rarely 

Never 

 

Page 1 - Question 10 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

When assisting a pro se litigant, do they seem satisfied with the information they have been 

given? 

 

Always 

Very Often 

Sometimes 

Rarely 

Never 

 

Page 1 - Question 11 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

When you are unable to assist a pro se litigant, do you know where to refer them for help? 

 

Always 

Very Often 

Sometimes 

Rarely 

Never 

 

Page 1 - Question 12 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Does your Court provide you with written instructions for assisting the pro se litigant? 

 

Yes.  It is complete and thorough. 

Yes, but it is not comprehensive. 

No, but I am trained with proper responses to most questions. 

No.  I have no instruction on how to assist the pro se litigant. 
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Page 1 - Question 13 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

If your Court does not provide you with formal training, do you think you would benefit from 

this sort of training? 

 

Yes 

No 

 

Page 1 - Question 14 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

If your Court does not provide you with written guidelines, do you think you would benefit from 

such? 

 

Yes 

No 

 

Page 1 - Question 15 - Choice - Multiple Answers (Bullets)[Up To 2 Answers] 

Do you think the development of a "self help" center would benefit pro se litigants? 

 

Absolutely 

Somewhat 

Not really 

Not at all 

 

Page 1 - Question 16 - Open Ended - Comments Box[Up To 2 Answers] 

If you answered "yes" above, please describe how you think a "self help" center could benefit 

pro se litigants? 

 

 

 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 17 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Would standardized forms for pro se litigants benefit the litigants? 

 

Absolutely 

Somewhat 

Not really 

Not at all 
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Page 1 - Question 18 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

What type of services do you think the Family Law Center should offer to assist pro se litigants? 

 

 

 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 19 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

Please describe how dealing with pro se litigants impacts your job. 

 

 

 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 20 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

If the Tarrant County Family Law Center were able to provide additional resources for pro se 

litigants (e.g., self help center or standardized forms), how would this impact your ability to 

perform your job duties? 
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Judicial Survey - Pro Se Litigants 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 1 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Over the last 10 years, have you noticed an increase in the number of pro se litigants that appear 

in your court? 

 

Yes, a significant increase. 

Yes, a slight increase. 

No noticeable increase. 

No, there has been a slight decrease. 

No, there has been a significant decrease. 

Page 1 - Question 2 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you feel that your court staff are properly trained to assist pro se litigants? 

 

Well trained 

Somewhat trained 

Poorly trained 

Untrained 

 

Page 1 - Question 3 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

When conducting a case involving a pro se litigant, how much time is needed in comparison to 

when you are handling a case where counsel is present for the same or similar task? 

 

Much less time 

Slightly less time 

About the same amount of time 

Slightly more time 

Much more time 

 

Page 1 - Question 4 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

When considering the paperwork and pleadings of a pro se litigant, do you find their paperwork 

to be 

 

Complete 

Mostly complete 

Mostly incomplete 

Slightly incomplete 

Very incomplete 

 



APPENDIX C – JUDICIAL SURVEY 

Appendix C-2 

   

Page 1 - Question 5 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

How often do you find yourself giving assistance to a pro se litigant during a court proceeding? 

 

Always 

Often 

Somewhat 

Seldom 

Never 

 

Page 1 - Question 6 - Choice - Multiple Answers (Bullets)[Up To 5 Answers] 

What kind of assistance do you give to a pro se litigant during a court proceeding? 

 

Entering Final Orders 

How to proceed with questioning of witness 

Entry of evidence 

How to properly object 

None 

Other, please specify 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 7 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Are you able to efficiently move your docket when conducting proceedings involving pro se 

litigants? 

 

Always 

Often 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

 

Page 1 - Question 8 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you provide your court staff with written instructions for assisting pro se litigants? 

 

Yes. 

No. 

No, but I would consider it. 

No.  I would never consider it. 
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Page 1 - Question 9 - Choice - Multiple Answers (Bullets)[Up To 6 Answers] 

How do you prepare your court staff for assisting pro se litigants? 

 

Formal training 

Written policy 

Frequent discussions 

Informal discussions and direction from superiors as a need arises 

All of the above 

I provide no training to my staff with regard to pro se litigants. 

Other, please specify 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 10 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

If you do not provide your court staff with written guidelines, do you think they would benefit 

from such? 

 

Yes 

No 

 

Page 1 - Question 11 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

If you do not provide your court staff with formal training, do you think they would benefit from 

such? 

 

Yes 

No 

 

Page 1 - Question 12 - Choice - Multiple Answers (Bullets)[Up To 4 Answers] 

Do you think the development of a "self help" center for pro se litigants would benefit the 

litigants? 

 

Absolutely 

Somewhat 

Not really 

Not at all 

How could this be helpful? 
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Page 1 - Question 13 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Would you support the development of a "self help" center for pro se litigants at the Family Law 

Center? 

 

Yes 

No 

If you answered "no", please explain 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 14 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Would you support the development of standardized forms for pro se litigants for use at the 

Family Law Center? 

 

Yes 

No 

If you answered "no", please explain 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 15 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you support the Texas Supreme Court's proposed promulgation of standardized forms for pro 

se family law litigants across the State of Texas? 

 

Yes 

No 

 

Page 1 - Question 16 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you believe the development of a program to assist pro se litigants in matters of family law 

would impair the livelihood of family practitioners in Tarrant County. 

 

Significantly 

Mildly 

Not at all 

 

Page 1 - Question 17 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

What responsibility does the Court have to provide resources for pro se litigants? 
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Page 1 - Question 18 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

What is the impact on the Court of the increasing numbers of pro se litigants? 
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Tarrant County Family Law Bar Association Re: Pro Se Litigants 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 1 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Have you recently noticed an increase in the number of pro se litigants using the Family Law 

Center? 

 

Yes, a significant increase. 

Yes, a slight increase. 

No noticeable increase. 

No, there has been a slight decrease. 

No, there has been a significant decrease. 

 

Page 1 - Question 2 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you feel court staff should be trained to assist pro se litigants? 

 

Strongly Agree 

Agree 

Undecided 

Disagree 

Strongly Disagree 

 

Page 1 - Question 3 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you feel the time it takes to perform a routine task at the Family Law Center has increased? 

 

Dramatically 

Slightly 

About the same amount of time 

 

Page 1 - Question 4 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you think the Court is giving too much assistance to pro se litigants during court 

proceedings? 

 

Always 

Often 

Somewhat 

Seldom 

Never 
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Page 1 - Question 5 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you think it is appropriate for the Court to give assistance to pro se litigants during court 

proceedings? 

 

Yes 

No 

It depends on the circumstances 

 

Page 1 - Question 6 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Are you able to efficiently conduct your business in court when involved in a proceeding 

with pro se litigants? 

 

Always 

Often 

Sometimes 

Seldom 

Never 

 

Page 1 - Question 7 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you agree with the Court providing written instructions to pro se litigants? 

 

Yes. 

No. 

Undecided 

 

Page 1 - Question 8 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Would you support the development of a "self help" center for pro se litigants at the Family Law 

Center? 

 

Very Strongly 

Strongly 

Undecided 

Oppose 

Strongly oppose 
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Page 1 - Question 9 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Would you support the development of standardized forms for pro se litigants for use at the 

Family Law Center? 

 

Very strongly 

Strongly 

Undecided 

Oppose 

Strongly oppose 

 

Page 1 - Question 10 - Choice - One Answer (Bullets)  

Do you support the Texas Supreme Court's proposed promulgation of standardized forms for pro 

se family law litigants across the State of Texas? 

 

Very strongly 

Strongly 

Undecided 

Opposed 

Strongly opposed 

 

Page 1 - Question 11 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

What do you think staff at the Family Law Center could do to improve efficiency with regard to 

pro se litigants? 

 

 

 

 

 

Page 1 - Question 12 - Open Ended - Comments Box  

Please use the space below to add any comments you have with regard to the state of pro se 

litigation in the Tarrant County Family Law Center. 
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Survey Results 
      

       Pro Se Litigant Demographic Survey 

      Response Status: Completes 

      Filter: No filter applied 

      Jan 09, 2012 8:50 AM PST 

      

       
1. What is your gender? 

   Male   31 50% 

   Female   31 50% 

   Total 62 100% 

   

       

       
2. What is your ethnicity? 

   American Indian or Alaskan Native   0 0% 

   Asian   5 8% 

   Black or African American   22 35% 

   Hispanic or Latino   13 21% 

   Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander   0 0% 

   White   20 32% 

   
Mixed Race   1 2% 

   
Other   1 2% 

   Total 62 100% 

   
       
       
3. What is your primary language? 

   English   56 90% 

   Spanish   5 8% 

   Other   1 2% 

   Total   62 100% 
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       4. What is your age? 

   18-29   11 18% 

   30-39   27 44% 

   40-55   19 31% 

   above 55   5 7% 

   Total 62 100% 

   

       

       5. What is your highest level of education? 

   Some High School   5 8% 

   
High School Graduate   25 40% 

   Some College   20 32% 

   College Graduate   11 18% 

   Post Graduate   1 2% 

   Total 62 100% 

   

       

       6. My income is 

   $0-12K annually   23 37% 

   $12,001-24k annually   13 21% 

   $24,001-36K annually   13 21% 

   $36,001-48,000K annually   5 8% 

   $48,001-60,000K annually   3 5% 

   $60,001-72,000K annually   4 6% 

   Above 72K annually   1 1% 

   Total 62 100% 

   

       

       
7. What type of legal matter brings you here? 

   Divorce   39 63% 

   Child Support Enforcement   3 5% 

   Modification of Custody   17 27% 

   Other   3 5% 

   Total 62 100% 
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       8. Will you be representing yourself in your legal matter? 

   Yes   62 90% 

   
No   6 9% 

   Unanswered   1 1% 

   Total 69 100% 

    

 

 

 

      

       
9. Do you have children under the age of 18? 

   Yes   41 66% 

   No   21 34% 

   Total 62 100% 

   

       

       
10. Do you own your own home? 

   Yes   22 35% 

   
No   40 65% 

   Total 62 100% 

   

       

       
11. Why did you choose to represent yourself in your legal matter?  You may choose more than 
one answer. 

   I cannot afford an attorney.   41 66% 

   
I do not trust attorneys.   6 10% 

   My legal matter is not complicated.   21 34% 

   I want to have control over my case.   2 3% 

   I want to be able to talk to the judge myself.   3 5% 

   
I think there is a better chance to settle the dispute 
if there are no lawyers involved.    2 3% 

   Total   75 
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    Family Law Center Staff Survey - Pro Se Litigants 

  Response Status: Completes 

   

    Jan 30, 2012 5:18 PM PST 

   

    

1. In the course of your employment how often do you assist self-represented litigants? 

Often   27 69% 

Occasionally   5 13% 

Seldom   2 5% 

Never   5 13% 

Total 39 100% 

    

    

2. With what sort of activities to you assist pro se litigants? 

Filing of documents   7 21% 

Assistance in filling out paperwork   4 12% 

Questions regarding procedure   17 52% 

Questions regarding how to proceed with their 
case   6 18% 

Setting hearings   3 9% 

Other, please specify   12 36% 

    

    

3. When assisting a pro se litigant, how much time is needed in comparison to when you are assisting an attorney with 
the same or similar task? 

Much less time   0 0% 

Slightly less time   2 6% 

About the same amount of time   4 12% 

Slightly more time   5 15% 

Much more time   23 68% 

Total 34 100% 
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4. Do you feel that you are properly trained to assist the pro se litigant? 

Well trained   13 37% 

Somewhat trained   15 43% 

Poorly trained   3 9% 

Untrained   4 11% 

Total 35 100% 

    

    

5. When assisting a pro se litigant in filing paperwork, do you find their paperwork to be 

Complete   0 0% 

Mostly complete   8 29% 

Mostly incomplete   10 36% 

Sightly incomplete   4 14% 

Not complete at all   6 21% 

Total 28 100% 

    

    

6. When assisting pro se litigants do you feel frustrated? 

Extremely   4 12% 

Moderately   9 27% 

Somewhat   7 21% 

Mildly   9 27% 

Not at all   4 12% 

Total 33 100% 
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7. When assisting pro se litigants do you feel confident that you have help them with their problem? 

Extremely   4 12% 

Moderately   12 36% 

Somewhat   9 27% 

Mildly   6 18% 

Not at all   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

    

    

8. Do pro se litigants seem satisfied with the assistance you provide them? 

Extremely   2 6% 

Moderately   12 36% 

Somewhat   15 45% 

Mildly   2 6% 

Not at all   2 6% 

Total 33 100% 

    

    

9. How often are you unable to complete routine daily tasks because of the time associated with assisting pro se 
litigants? 

Always   1 3% 

Very Often   3 9% 

Sometimes   9 27% 

Rarely   12 36% 

Never   8 24% 

Total 33 100% 
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10. When assisting a pro se litigant, do they seem satisfied with the information they have been given? 

Always   0 0% 

Very Often   10 30% 

Sometimes   15 45% 

Rarely   5 15% 

Never   3 9% 

Total 33 100% 

    

    

11. When you are unable to assist a pro se litigant, do you know where to refer them for help? 

Always   10 29% 

Very Often   14 41% 

Sometimes   10 29% 

Rarely   0 0% 

Never   0 0% 

Total 34 100% 

    

    

12. Does your Court provide you with written instructions for assisting the pro se litigant? 

Yes.  It is complete and thorough.   7 22% 

Yes, but it is not comprehensive.   1 3% 

No, but I am trained with proper responses to most 
questions.   14 44% 

No.  I have no instruction on how to assist the pro 
se litigant.   10 31% 

Total 32 100% 
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13. If your Court does not provide you with formal training, do you think you would benefit from this sort of training? 

Yes   28 90% 

No   3 10% 

Total 31 100% 

    

    

14. If your Court does not provide you with written guidelines, do you think you would benefit from such? 

Yes   28 93% 

No   2 7% 

Total 30 100% 

    

    

15. Do you think the development of a "self help" center would benefit pro se litigants? 

Absolutely   27 77% 

Somewhat   4 11% 

Not really   3 9% 

Not at all   1 3% 

    

    

16. If you answered "yes" above, please describe how you think a "self help" center could benefit pro se litigants? 

25 Responses 
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17. Would standardized forms for pro se litigants benefit the litigants? 

Absolutely   22 63% 

Somewhat   7 20% 

Not really   5 14% 

Not at all   1 3% 

Total 35 100% 

    

    

18. What type of services do you think the Family Law Center should offer to assist pro se litigants? 

27 Responses 

    

    

19. Please describe how dealing with pro se litigants impacts your job. 

25 Responses 

    

    

20. If the Tarrant County Family Law Center were able to provide additional resources for pro se litigants (e.g., self help 
center or standardized forms), how would this impact your ability to perform your job duties? 

26 Responses 
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  Judicial Survey - Pro Se Litigants 

 Response Status: Completes 

 

  Jan 26, 2012 2:31 PM PST 

 

  

1. Have you noticed a recent increase in the number of pro se litigants that appear in your court? 

Yes, a significant increase. 60% 

Yes, a slight increase. 20% 

No noticeable increase. 20% 

No, there has been a slight decrease. 0% 

No, there has been a significant decrease. 0% 

Total 100% 

  

 

 

2. Do you feel your court staff is properly trained to assist pro se litigants? 

Well trained 40% 

Somewhat trained 60% 

Poorly trained 0% 

Untrained 0% 

Total 100% 

  

  

3. When conducting a case involving a pro se litigant, how much time is needed in comparison to when you are handling 
a case where counsel is present for the same or similar task? 

Much less time 10% 

Slightly less time 10% 

About the same amount of time 30% 

Slightly more time 30% 

Much more time 20% 

Total 100% 
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4. When considering the paperwork and pleadings of a pro se litigant, do you find their paperwork to be 

Complete 0% 

Mostly complete 0% 

Mostly incomplete 40% 

Sightly incomplete 0% 

Very incomplete 60% 

Total 100% 

  

  

5. How often do you find yourself giving assistance to a pro se litigant during a court proceeding? 

Always 0% 

Often 40% 

Somewhat 30% 

Seldom 10% 

Never 20% 

Total 100% 

  

  

6. What kind of assistance do you give to a pro se litigant during a court proceeding? 

Entering Final Orders 10% 

How to proceed with questioning of witness 30% 

Entry of evidence 10% 

How to properly object 10% 

None 20% 

Other, please specify 50% 
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7. Are you able to efficiently move your docket when conducting proceedings involving pro se litigants? 

Always 40% 

Often 20% 

Sometimes 40% 

Seldom 0% 

Never 0% 

Total 100% 

  

  

8. Do you provide your court staff with written instructions for assisting pro se litigants? 

Yes. 10% 

No. 70% 

No, but I would consider it. 10% 

No.  I would never consider it. 10% 

Total 100% 

  

  

9. How do you prepare your court staff for assisting pro se litigants? 

Formal training 0% 

Written policy 0% 

Frequent discussions 20% 

Informal discusssions and direction from superiors 
as a need arises 70% 

All of the above 0% 

I provide no training to my staff with regard to pro 
se litigants. 10% 

Other, please specify 10% 
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10. If you do not provide your court staff with written guidelines, do you think they would benefit from such? 

Yes 40% 

No 60% 

Total 100% 

  

  

11. If you do not provide your court staff with formal training, do you think they would benefit from such? 

Yes 50% 

No 50% 

Total 100% 

  

  

12. Do you think the development of a "self help" center for pro se litigants would benefit the litigants? 

Absolutely 30% 

Somewhat 50% 

Not really 0% 

Not at all 20% 

How could this be helpful? 30% 

  

  

13. Would you support the development of a "self help" center for pro se litigants at the Family Law Center? 

Yes 20% 

No 60% 

No Answer/Depends 20% 

Total 100% 
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14. Would you support the development of standardized forms for pro se litigants for use at the Family Law Center? 

Yes 50% 

No 50% 

    

Total 100% 

  

  

15. Do you support the Texas Supreme Court's proposed promulgation of standardized forms for pro se family law 
litigants across the State of Texas? 

Yes 30% 

No 70% 

Total 100% 

  

  

16. Do you believe the development of a program to assist pro se litigants in matters of family law would impair the 
livelihood of family practitioners in Tarrant County. 

Significantly 30% 

Mildly 60% 

Not at all 10% 

Total 100% 

  

  

17. What responsibility does the Court have to provide resources for pro se litigants? 

9 Responses 

  

  

18. How has your Court been impacted by the increasing numbers of pro se litigants? 

9 Responses 
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   Tarrant County Family Bar - Pro Se Litigants Survey 

 Response Status: Completes 

  

   Jan 26, 2012 1:15 PM PST 

  

   

1. Have you recently noticed an increase in the number of pro se litigants using the Family Law Center? 

Yes, a significant increase.   66% 

Yes, a slight increase.   23% 

No noticeable increase.   9% 

No, there has been a slight decrease.   1% 

No, there has been a significant decrease.   0% 

Total 100% 

   

   

2. Do you feel court staff should be trained to assist pro se litigants? 

Strongly Agree   4% 

Agree   16% 

Undecided   16% 

Disagree   29% 

Strongly Disagree   35% 

Total 100% 

   

   

3. Do you feel the time it takes to perform a routine task at the Family Law Center has increased? 

Dramatically   30% 

Slightly   47% 

About the same amount of time   23% 

Total 100% 
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4. Do you think the Court is giving too much assistance to pro se litigants during court proceedings? 

Always   25% 

Often   42% 

Somewhat   18% 

Seldom   14% 

Never   2% 

Total 100% 

   

   

5. Do you think it is appropriate for the Court to give assistance to pro se litigants during court proceedings? 

Yes   3% 

No   56% 

It depends on the circumstances   41% 

Total 100% 

   

   

6. Are you able to efficiently conduct your business in court when involved in a proceeding with pro se litigants? 

Always   3% 

Often   13% 

Sometimes   37% 

Seldom   43% 

Never   4% 

Total 100% 
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7. Do you agree with the Court providing written instructions to pro se litigants? 

Yes.   26% 

No.   56% 

Undecided   19% 

Total 100% 

   

   

8. Would you support the development of a "self help" center for pro se litigants at the Family Law Center? 

Very Strongly   4% 

Strongly   9% 

Undecided   21% 

Oppose   27% 

Strongly oppose   38% 

Total 100% 

   

   

9. Would you support the development of standardized forms for pro se litigants for use at the Family Law Center? 

Very strongly   3% 

Strongly   7% 

Undecided   13% 

Oppose   18% 

Strongly oppose   59% 

Total 100% 
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10. Do you support the Texas Supreme Court's proposed promulgation of standardized forms for pro se family law 
litigants across the State of Texas? 

Very strongly   2% 

Strongly   6% 

Undecided   9% 

Opposed   16% 

Strongly opposed   67% 

Total 100% 

   

   

11. What do you think staff at the Family Law Center could do to improve efficiency with regard to pro se litigants? 

78 Responses 

 

   

   

12. Please use the space below to add any comments you have with regard to the state of pro se litigation in the Tarrant 
County Family Law Center. 

61 Responses 

 

   

 
 

  

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-5 

   

  

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-6 

   

 

 

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-7 

   

 

 

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-8 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-9 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-10 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-11 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-12 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-13 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-14 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-15 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-16 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-17 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-18 

   

 



APPENDIX H – TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR SURVEY RESULTS 

Appendix H-19 

   



APPENDIX I – TEXAS SUPREME COURT ORDER 9065 

APPENDIX I-1 

 

 



APPENDIX I – TEXAS SUPREME COURT ORDER 9065 

APPENDIX I-2 

 



APPENDIX I – TEXAS SUPREME COURT ORDER 9065 

APPENDIX I-3 

 



APPENDIX I – TEXAS SUPREME COURT ORDER 9065 

APPENDIX I-4 



APPENDIX J – TEXAS SUPREME COURT ORDER 11-9046 

Appendix J-1 

   

 



APPENDIX J – TEXAS SUPREME COURT ORDER 11-9046 

Appendix J-2 

   

 



APPENDIX J – TEXAS SUPREME COURT ORDER 11-9046 

Appendix J-3 

   

 



APPENDIX K – TEXAS SUPREME COURT ORDER 11-9219 

APPENDIX K-1 

 

 



APPENDIX K – TEXAS SUPREME COURT ORDER 11-9219 

APPENDIX K-2 

 

 



APPENDIX L – TEXAS ACCESS TO JUSTICE STRATEGIC PLAN 

APPENDIX L-1 

 

 



APPENDIX L – TEXAS ACCESS TO JUSTICE STRATEGIC PLAN 

APPENDIX L-2 

 



APPENDIX L – TEXAS ACCESS TO JUSTICE STRATEGIC PLAN 

APPENDIX L-3 

 

 



APPENDIX M – AUSLEY LETTER TO SBOT PRESIDENT  

Appendix M-1 

   

 



APPENDIX M – AUSLEY LETTER TO SBOT PRESIDENT  

Appendix M-2 

   

 

 

 



APPENDIX M – AUSLEY LETTER TO SBOT PRESIDENT  

Appendix M-3 

   

 

 



APPENDIX M – AUSLEY LETTER TO SBOT PRESIDENT  

Appendix M-4 

   



APPENDIX M – AUSLEY LETTER TO SBOT PRESIDENT  

Appendix M-5 

   

 



APPENDIX N – SBOT PRESIDENT LETTER TO CHIEF JEFFERSON  

Appendix N 

   

 



APPENDIX O –  NICKELSON LETTER TO TARRANT FAMILY BAR  

Appendix O-1 

   

 



APPENDIX O –  NICKELSON LETTER TO TARRANT FAMILY BAR  

Appendix O-2 

   

 



APPENDIX P  –  TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR RESOLUTION  

TO TEXAS SUPREME COURT  

Appendix P-1 

   

 



APPENDIX P  –  TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR RESOLUTION  

TO TEXAS SUPREME COURT  

Appendix P-2 

   

 

 



APPENDIX P  –  TARRANT COUNTY FAMILY BAR RESOLUTION  

TO TEXAS SUPREME COURT  

Appendix P-3 

   

 



APPENDIX Q  –  LETTER TO SBOT PRESIDENT FROM 

CHIEF JEFFERSON 

Appendix Q-1 

   

 



APPENDIX Q  –  LETTER TO SBOT PRESIDENT FROM 

CHIEF JEFFERSON 

Appendix Q-2 

   

 



APPENDIX R  –  FAMILY SECTION CHAIR  

EMAIL TO TEXAS FAMILY LAWYERS 

 

Appendix R-1   

 



APPENDIX R  –  FAMILY SECTION CHAIR  

EMAIL TO TEXAS FAMILY LAWYERS 

 

Appendix R-2   

 



 

 

   

 


