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GOING IT ALONE

Many people with legal problems hire attomeys to help them. Some people
cannot afford to hire attorneys. Others decide they can take care of their legal
problems on their own. People who handle their legal problems without the help
of atiorneys are sometimes called "pro se” or “self-represented” ltigants.

Attorneys are people who have legal training and are licensed to practice law.
‘They can tell you the law that applies and the rules that must be followed.
Attorneys have experience dealing with other atiomeys, judges, court clerks,
jurors, witnesses and other people who may be involved in your case. By
choosing to represent yoursel, you will be giving up the knowledge and
experience that only an attorney can offer. You will also be giving up the
advantage of having a professional advocate who can give you legal advice, go
to court with you, and speak on your behalf.

The decision to go it alone can be hard to make and should never be taken
ightly.
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Is There a Way to Solve my Legal Problem Without Going to
Court?

There is a process called mediation that |
you may be able to use to solve your legal
problem without going to court. Mediation
gives people a chance to sit down with a
mediator in an informal setting o try to work
out their problems. A mediator s a trained
problem solver who wil help you and the
other side reach an agreement. Unlike a
judge, a mediator will not make a decision
for you. He or she will help you and the
other side think of possible solutions that
you can both agree on. Although mediators
usually charge a fee for their services,
mediation could save you time and money
inthe long run. Check with the Clerk of
Courtin your local courthouse for
information about mediators in your area
You can also contact the Montana
Mediation Association at 406-750-8813 or
online at http:lwww.mtmediation.org!.

Is my Legal Problem Simple Enough to Handle Without an
Attorney?

People without legal training may be able to handle simpie legal problems on
their own. However, representing yourself can be risky. Some cases are much
more complicated than people think they are, and cases that are simple in the
beginning may become complcated later on. It is harder for people who do not
have legal training to figure out if a case is simple enough to handle without an
attomey, especially if everything they know about the law they learned from
watching television. Going to court is not as easy as it seems on T.V.

I you cannot afford to hire an attoney to help you with your case from beginning
toend, you may be able 1o find an attorney who can help you with the difficult
and important decision of whether you can go it alone. Keep in mind that an
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attorney is trained to spot problems with your case that you may not think abot,
and o offer advice about how to avoid or solve those problems. If you make
mistakes representing yourself, you may need an attomey to fix them. Hiring an
attorney to fix mistakes after-the-fact can end up costing you more than having
an attomey represent you from the beginning

Will | be Able to Handle My Own Case?

Before deciding whether to go it alone, there are certain questions you should
‘ask yourself. Your answers to these questions will help you decide whether you
will be able to handle your case on your own.

* AmGood at Meeting Deadlines and Being on Time?

1f you decide to represent yourself, you wil be expected to meet
deadlines for filing papenwork and doing other things that need to be done
at specific times to move your case along. You will also be expected to be
on time for court hearings and certain meetings with other people involved
in your case. Although a daily calendar with reminders of important dates
an help, people with trouble meeting deadiines and being on time may
need the assistance of an attoney to make sure that things are done
when they are supposed to be done.

« CanlLeave Work During the Day?

You will need to be at the courthouse during the normal workday to file
papervork and be at hearings. There may also be meetings with other
people involved in your case that you will have to attend. If you work
during the day or if you do not have a way to et to where you need to be
on time, you may want to consider hiring an attorney. Having an attorney
represent you may mean that you will need to be away from work less
often and that you will need to worry less about reliable transportation. If
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You decide to go it alone, visit the courthouse ahead of time o you know
how long it takes to get there. At the courthouse, look around so you know
which courtroom you will need to be in. If court is in session when you visit
the courthouse, sit in the courtroom and watch how other cases are.
handled. The more you know beforehand, the better prepared you wil be
when your court date arrives. You should also try to visit the places where
meetings are going to be held before the meeting dates.

« Can| Understand and Fill Out Complicated Forms?

Court forms can be difficult to
understand and fill out. You
will need to read instructions
carefully and make sure to
follow them step-by-step. If
you have trouble
understanding, fling out and
filing your own incorme tax
forms, you will probably need
help with court forms. This is
something an atiomey can do.
There may also be community
service organizations, legal
service programs or self-help
programs that can help you
with your forms.

+ Dol Have the Time and Skill to Learn About the Law that Applies in
my Case and the Rules that | Have to Follow?

1f you do not have legal raining, you will probably not know the law that
applies in your case or the rules that you have to follow. Finding that
information will mean having to do research in a library or using a
computer, which could take a ot of ime and patience. You may also be
unsure what forms you need to fle to start your case and what you need
todo to keep it moving along. There may be standard forms that you can
find using a computer or get from the court, a community service
organization, a legal service program or a self-help law program.
However, you may still have questions about what you should o that only
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