Family law matters
Best Practices for Programs to Assist In Family Law Matters
The Self represented litigants are said to be those individuals that do not have attorneys to represent them in court. The legal term that is mostly used to refer to these individuals is pro se litigants. It is representing oneself in a criminal or civil suit in court. This may be due to lack of funds to pay the lawyers or they may be individuals who are knowledgeable of states laws and procedures. Others maybe lawyers themselves or they maybe individuals who believe that a case is of light nature that they can handle at an individual level.

The litigants are encouraged to be well aware of state procedural issues and have good persuasion techniques. Lack of this may not only result in losing the case but also a denial to an appeal. In North Carolina, there is a well organized group that ensures that the self represented litigant's access legal information as and when they deem necessary. Just like lawyers, the self represented litigants should be well versed with the procedures of the court room. The law shall not excuse any self represented litigant who does not have adequate knowledge of the court room proceedings.

The number of self represented litigants in North Carolina has increased over the last few years due to issues affecting family life like, child custody, spousal support, division of property or divorce (Jonah, 2008, 8). The concept of self help programs is becoming increasingly popular as more information on self representation in court, is available on the internet and other documented sources. Self help programs have enabled the self represented litigants to access information readily prior to their court hearing.

Some cases are more appropriate than others in self representation. These mostly depend on individual's age, cognitive ability, their level of understanding or even their temperament. In North Carolina, the number of self representing litigants is growing with each new dawn especially in civil matters. However the judicial courts have been slow at taking action to provide guidance to these individuals. Residents of this state have freedom to choose what legal representation is right for them and pro se litigants can consult lawyers on areas of law they do not understand.
Program Practices to guide self representing litigants
With these trends growing, it is important to develop programs and policies that will offer guidance to self represented litigants. This will ensure that equal access to justice and fair trial is provided to all. For this objective to be attained, the litigant must understand complexities and issues involved. The pro se litigants will need to acquire and understand personal skills that will aid them to argue their points effectively.

On the other hand, equal representation means that courts can offer assistance to self representing litigants to enable them heed rules of procedure and evidence. Best practices will provide information both oral and written in a format easily understandable by the litigant. The North Carolina has taken many steps to assist the self represented litigants. This has been so especially in the family law court cases. This was facilitated by the North Carolina Family Law Rules of Procedure.

In case of issues concerning divorce, child custody or spousal support, appropriate forms would be easily accessible. According to National Center for State Courts (2002, 2), self represented litigants represent their own cases involving family issues as well as children related issues. Family based cases are often considered trivial and most of these in North Carolina are resolved outside the court. Indeed, there is need to have minor courts that will facilitate solving these cases since they do not carry much gravity.

North Carolina has a unified court system that is known as General court of justice that handles most types of criminal and civil cases including domestic issues and relations. Other courts are present that work at a district level as well as the superior court that can handle cases beyond jurisdictions. There is an established division that is known as family court division that mostly specializes in family legal matters.

Individuals that self represent themselves have a rough time as courts are hard on them and programs to assist these litigants should be in place. In order to ensure access to equal representation, courts can employ interpreters for individuals that do not speak English as well as programs to aid people with disabilities. Immigrants can get caught up in legal issues and have no good lawyers to represent them. Access to legal referencing resources can help prepare their cases. Self represented litigants are thus supported through the provision and enrolment into the existing programs in North Carolina.
Programs needed to help self represented litigants
Access to self help centers is a way of ensuring that legal resources are availed to a litigant to prevent usage of legal theories that have been rejected over the years. Failure to do this will not only result on court acting against the litigant, but can also lead to losing a case. Information is power; hence the self represented litigants should have access to an information centre. The courts should be able to act as information centers where the self represented litigants can easily access information on legal issues. This will improve the defense that the self represented litigants will lodge in the court room during the court proceedings where they will be defending their case.

In addition, the courts' self help centers are designed to provide information and education through workshops or telephone conferencing. They would also inform the self litigants about the consequences that might arise. These programs have facilitators that orient litigants on court procedures and provide case forms. Some pro se litigants would need actual representation depending on the case.

North Carolina courts judicial system has established funds for programs that involve poor individuals that cannot afford attorney's fees. when they decide to self represent themselves, especially in divorce matters, they are referred to family court division that have a department that assists with form filling as well as general advisory services.

When assistance is granted to self representing litigants by self help centers and judicial officers assist in handling their cases, the litigants become more enlightened and get satisfied with court room process. Courts are establishing programs to ensure cases filed by self represented litigants are seen through to the end. This is done by establishing time lines and screening procedures to determine individuals best suited for self representation.

Moreover, courts can establish guidelines regarding case management time lines, pleadings and their descriptions, evidence requirements and issues that are resolved at each court proceeding. Advice regarding issues that may arise during proceeding but were not contemplated beforehand. This may be due to limited information provided.

The courts should also establish procedure that will guide assisting program personnel to act in a conduct that is ethical as stipulated in the rules for professional conduct for attorneys. This will prevent program officers from offering or transferring information that may disrupt or have an effect on judicial neutrality.

Some of the issues to be articulated would be eligibility criteria to participants by stipulating programs to be offered, scope of accessibility and how easy it is to understand these issues. Self help programs would not succeed unless they are easy to grasp and understand. In North Carolina where there is a large influx of self represented litigants, there are several programs including the enrollment and maintenance of a database aimed at tracking the progress of the self represented litigants.

The easiest way would be to post information on where these centers are located within the court house, stipulate working hours, alternative centers in case of closure. Telephone contacts, online resources or other locations where litigants may turn up for assistance should be provided. Online resources would be appropriate in aiding the services of the self represented litigants as their own attorneys.

There are those litigants who decide to self represent themselves due to crisis. For such individuals, courts can introduce written information as they are most likely to forget. Printed articles may go along way help should they decide to return at a later date. It is imperative that these programs stress on judicial impartiality.

Most litigants are faced by economic barrier to legal representation. Good programs recognize this but literacy levels to do affect self representing litigants. Hence a good program will try to provide information in clear terms. They will also try to advice self represented litigants on the challenges of self representation and where appropriate recommend a legal services attorney within their financial means.

Program users with disabilities need special attention. Those who have sight or visual impairment need to seek officers that will provide for them extended help. These will ensure that their case matter is well delivered. Such program would require case managers who will represent evidence in a simple manner.

Best practices laid down to assist self represented litigants reflect the current law. Such programs will ensure regular training of staff to supplement their knowledge in legal proceedings in court. It will also encourage program officers to regularly meet with other representative of similar programs in other states. This will help develop best practices, procedures and understanding of current laws. Participating in local and national conferences on issues regarding legal matters will fully provide more insight to changing law procedures and its understanding.

Court based programs will require information that reflects current law status. Self representing litigants rely on such information when building their case. Information used to develop the programs should be reviewed, and updating on regular basis in case of change of laws.

Indeed, other legal organizations should persuade courts to enforce discreet policies. This will be beneficial to the litigants and the courts as it will provide confidentiality. Research reveals that courts can also advocate for creation of statutes that will address the ungoverned part of law relating to family matters.
Other recommendations
When litigants use general forms to acquire information on self represented litigants, courts should act as a referral center but not as providers of legal services. Courts are meant to advice clients to get services from legal advisors. Other unmet needs of self represented litigators should be addressed by constant evaluation of the programs in place. This usually helps to determine the effectiveness of the program.

Alternative dispute resolution methods can be put in place to address other appropriate matters. This should involve change of language use, monitoring proceedings of the court and evaluating methods that are being used to provide program users with information. Out of court settlements is indeed an effective alternative to self representation in the courts of law.

Under, Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR), or out of court settlement, the parties to a conflict will usually present their issues before a tribunal which will hear them and attempt to solve their dispute at an early stage. Court settlements are often very expensive and a wastage of time resources. Thus, Alternative Dispute Resolution is an effective recommendation that will reduce the number of self represented litigants.

Biasness in courts is prevalent. This mostly applies to self represented litigants. Furthermore, courts should formulate policies that would guide judges and attorneys by evaluation of quality control. A judge or a lawyer should be free to withdraw from a case if compromised, or if it will impair judicial neutrality.

In addition, self represented litigants should be provided with latest information on various legal issues since they are more or less their own lawyers. Often, these individuals will find themselves entangled in defending their own cases. They can only be effective in doing so if they possess adequate legal knowledge. As mentioned earlier, the courts have a legal duty to provide information to the self represented litigants.

Other legal organizations should persuade courts to enforce discreet policies. This will be beneficial to the litigants and the courts as it will provide confidentiality. The courts can also advocate for creation of statutes that will address the ungoverned part of law relating to family matters. The court should thus develop programs that tie well with the progressive learning of the self represented litigants. These programs will aid in bolstering and building the knowledge base of these self represented litigants.
Creation of forms
The need for self represented litigants will differ just as judicial cases vary in different levels of technicality or complexity. However court based programs address the needs of self representing litigants that do not have a complex matter to address. Only few cases can be afforded specialized attention. The self help program uses a person - person interactions whereby petition forms can be explained, more written materials are provided and practical guidance is offered. For simple issues, websites and telephone tutorials can be used since they are not really complex.

Self represented litigants mostly use different forms legally recognized while applying for a case settlement. Some of these forms are complex and full of legal technicalities. Courts should appoint officials who will explain and interpret clauses that a litigant would normally not understand in laymen language.

In the United States, self represented litigants are given voice whenever they go to court. Often, they are only allowed to represent themselves in minor cases involving petty crimes or civil cases. Self represented litigants also bear lots of legal knowledge and are acquitted with the procedures of the court. This is imperative since they are expected not to be ignorant at the court proceedings.

The court based self help programs should not be in competition with other legal entities that provide legal services. Thus forms generated to be used in petitions should be uniform. This will consistently ensure that all individuals seeking to self represent themselves can access judicial services in search of justice.

The best thing in North Carolina is that rules governing self representation do not require written consent if a pro se litigator has a limited scope. This means that a self representing litigator with a simple case can easily obtain information on how to go about the case and easily file a petition.

When settlements proceedings have been ordered nothing is intended to prevent the court from offering a favorable judgment. Judges argue in order to lessen the impacts of the case on the individual and if guidelines on self representation are not effectively established and documented, the issue of fair trial would be obscure.

Lastly the Self awareness programs on helping self representing litigators should spell out any fees and costs to be incurred by the individual. Most individuals avoid hiring lawyers in order to lessen the costs to be incurred or are not well endowed financially.

It would be much easier if courts came up with programs to ensure that individuals can afford to go through the whole process of litigation without having to lose a lot. National Center for State Courts (2002) stipulates that the self represented litigants should be constantly in contact with the statistics bureau which shall aid them acquires pertinent information on the best practices in the courts. Such programs will be able to equip the self represented litigants to learn the best ways of defending their cases.
Evaluation of overall programs
The simplification of procedures will benefit the courts and the self represented litigants. The overall process will depend on policies and set and how they will be enforced. Most self help programs should be regarded as core services. If managed well then, individuals seeking to appear in court as pro se litigants will have an easy time to access justice.

The courts should view self represented litigants as a way of building trust and confidents in courts. Their input in helping these litigants will instill judicial credibility in the faith of citizens as well as promote access to justice within the states.

The courts should view self represented litigants as a way of building trust and confidents in courts. Their input in helping these litigants will instill judicial credibility in the faith of citizens as well as promote access to justice within the states. Other procedure to evaluate the programs would include posting of statistics of successful cases determined by courts.

Regular posting of statistics help to ensure that more individuals wishing to self represent themselves in family matters can cross reference with those that passed through the system and emerged successfully. In North Carolina this is done through the court established bureaus. The effect of this is to ensure maximum dissipation of information to the relevant quarters.

The committees in charge of these programs and self help centers can draw staffing from known individuals that did self representation and made a significant contribution to amendment of the current law to suit their cases. This would ensure that future litigants would receive a much easier sentence and hearing to their cases.
