
Guide to Pro Se Representation

A Plain-Language Guide for Self-Represented Individuals

What “Pro Se” Means

The term “pro se” is a Latin phrase that literally means “for oneself” or “on
one’s own behalf.” In the legal system, it is used to describe any person who
chooses to represent themselves in court without the assistance of a licensed attorney.

Choosing to proceed pro se is a right, but it is also a significant responsibility. The
court system is complex, and while judges may offer some leniency, the fundamental
rules of law and procedure still apply to you.

Key Responsibilities of a Pro Se Litigant

When you represent yourself, you are essentially stepping into the role of your own
lawyer. This means you must take on all the responsibilities that an attorney would
handle.



Responsibility Simple Explanation

Following the
Rules

You must follow the same rules of evidence and procedure as
licensed attorneys. This includes the local rules of the court, which can
be found on the court’s website.

Meeting Deadlines

Courts operate on strict schedules. You are expected to meet all filing
deadlines (statutes of limitations, response times, etc.) and appear at
all scheduled hearings. Missing a deadline can result in your case being
dismissed.

Filing Documents
Correctly

Every document you submit must be formatted, signed, and filed
according to the court’s specific requirements. Accuracy and
completeness are expected.

Preparation and
Organization

You are responsible for gathering all evidence, identifying and
preparing witnesses, and organizing your case materials so you can
present them clearly and logically to the judge or jury.

Practical Tips for Success

Success as a pro se litigant often comes down to preparation and professionalism.

1. Read Your Local Court’s Rules Carefully: Do not assume. Every court (state,
federal, local) has its own set of rules. Find the court’s website and look for the
Rules of Civil Procedure or a Pro Se Handbook. Understanding these rules is
your most powerful tool.

2. Keep a Master File and Copies: Create a dedicated, organized file for your case.
Keep copies of absolutely everything you file with the court and everything you
receive from the court or the opposing party. A simple three-ring binder with
tabbed sections works best.

3. Stay Respectful and Professional: Treat the judge, court staff, and the opposing
party with respect, even if you disagree with them. Your demeanor matters.
Always address the judge as “Your Honor” and avoid emotional outbursts.
Focus on the facts and the law.

4. Use Simple Language: When writing documents or speaking in court, use plain,
clear language. Do not try to sound like a lawyer. Judges appreciate clarity and
conciseness.



Important Notice:

The information provided in this guide is for educational purposes only. We do not
provide legal advice, legal interpretation, or attorney services, and we cannot
represent anyone in court. Our goal is to help you learn, understand, and feel
confident when navigating legal topics.


