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Outline
• Why Uniform Forms? 
• How to start 
• Where can/should you advocate for uniform forms 
• What are the fundamentals of good forms 
• How do you get people to use the forms once they are 

created and approved—buy in for use, acceptance by 
other groups and courts  

• Moving beyond paper forms/self help/automated 
forms/assisted self help 

• BREAK OUT INTO 2/3 GROUPS: Starting, Statewide, 
Advanced 

• Conclusion, wrap up
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Forms and Plain English 
The Core Idea

• Forms  and information are the gateway to the 
courtroom – no form equals no day in court

• Forms and information written in legalese are 
intimidating and confusing for the Self-
Represented Litigant, and the result is wasted 
time, frustrated staff, and a denial of access

• Simple low-cost techniques can make forms and 
information easy to use, with dramatic 
improve33ments in court functioning and access
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The Particular Value 
of a Forms Program

• Without a forms program other innovations 
are impossible

• Key to Self-Help Services, Unbundling, 
Pro Bono, Judicial Education

• Should be considered whenever access is an 
issue or SRLs are seen as wasting court time
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Plain Language Reduces Confusion
Users –
☺ Understand more    

quickly
☺ Won’t need to spend  

time asking for 
explanations

☺ Make fewer errors 
filling out forms

☺ Feel that the process 
is more fair, less 
out-of-reach.

You –
☺ Answer fewer phone 

calls
☺ Write fewer 

explanatory letters or 
emails

☺ Help more people
☺ Give help that the 

user can actually use.
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Impact on Efficiency
☺ Answer fewer phone calls
☺ Write fewer explanatory letters or emails
☺ Help more people
☺ Give help that the user can actually use
☺ Fewer trips to the window
☺ Fewer court hearings that are continued
☺ Focus litigants on required elements of 

claims
☺ Judicial staff can quickly find the 

information for which they are looking
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Impact on Effectiveness
• Good forms educate litigants about the law 

and help them better present their cases
• Good forms better inform other parties of 

claims and issues
• Good forms give the court good information 

on which to make decisions
• Decisions and orders will be more specific, 

thus easier to comply with and to enforce

Copyright Zorza Associates, 2008Copyright Reserved
(Certain screens may be copyright the author/organization)

www.zorza.net

7
(Certain scr ation)eens may be copyright NCSC and/or the author/organiz

www.zorza.net



Impact on Staff and Leadership
• Good forms mean much less wasted time 

answering questions, reviewing forms, 
rescheduling hearings, etc.

• Good forms mean staff are able to focus on 
core of job.

• Good forms means a more transparent court 
system
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Bottoms – Up

A grass roots effort, starting locally in 
a decentralized state
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Self Help Center

• Unrepresented Litigants

• Uncontested

• Family Law 
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Yesterday
(Seven years ago)

• Two page Divorce 
Decree
– Too simple

• Texas Family Practice 
Manual
– Too complex
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A (Texas) Revolution
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– Check Boxes, Fill in the Blanks
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With a little help from my 
friends

• Library Patrons
• Pro se Committee 
• Family Court Judges
• Travis County District Court Judges 

– Local distribution at our courthouse
• Partnership for Legal Access Committee

– www.TexasLawHelp.org
– State-wide use
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What Forms do we need?

• What is needed most?
• How difficult will it be to get approval?
• Start with simple, non-political things
• Learn how to work through the process 

successfully
• Then, move forward to more sensitive 

projects
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The Process

• Draft
• Edit
• Approve
• Publish
• Update
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Getting Better
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Plain Language
• Clear Instructions
• Short sentences
• Word choice



Design /Layout

• Design for SRL (not 
court)

• Style Sheet (for 
consistency)

• White Space
• Font (Ariel)
• Graphic elements
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(old) “Possession” Schedule

1. Parents Who Reside 100 Miles or Less Apart
Co-parent Possession. Unless this Standard Possession Order says differently, when Co-parent resides 
100 miles or less from the primary residence of the child, Co-parent shall have the right to possession 
of the child as follows:
Weekends. On the first, third, and fifth Friday of each month. This possession begins and ends at the 
times specified in the General Terms and Conditions of this Standard Possession Order.
Thursdays. On Thursday of each week during the regular school term. This possession begins and 
ends at the times specified in the General Terms and Conditions of this Standard Possession Order.
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(new) Visitation Schedule

Co-Parent’s 
Local Schedule
(When parents live within 100 miles 
of each other) Starts 

(check one)
Ends

(check one) Pick up Return
Weekends 1st, 3rd, and 5th

weekend of each month 
A Weekend starts Friday and 
ends Sunday.

 After school 
 6 pm
 ___am/pm

 After school
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm


Co-Parent

Home Parent


Co-Parent

HomeParent

Mid-Week 
Visit

Thursday of each school week  After school 
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 8 pm 
 School on 

Friday


Co-Parent

HomeParent


Co-Parent

HomeParent
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(old) Summer “Possession”
• Extended Summer Possession by Co-parent.
• a. With Written Notice by April 1.  If Co-parent gives Home 

Parent written notice by April 1 of a year specifying an extended 
period or periods of summer possession for that year, Co-parent 
shall have possession of the child for thirty days beginning no 
earlier than the day after the child’s school is dismissed for the 
summer vacation and ending no later than seven days before school 
resumes at the end of the summer vacation in that year, to be 
exercised in no more than two separate periods of at least seven
consecutive days each, as specified in the written notice. These
periods of possession shall begin and end at 6:00 p.m. [Co-parent 
can choose 30 days of visitation, if he or she gives written notice to 
Home Parent of these dates by April 1st.  These days can not begin 
before summer vacation and must end at least one week before 
school starts.  This visitation has to be at least one week long, and 
cannot be broken into more than two separate visits. This visitation 
begins and ends at 6 p.m.]
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(new) “Summer 
Visitation”

Standard
Summer

July 1st - July 31st  6pm

 ____ 
am/pm

 6pm

 ____ 
am/pm


Co-Parent


HomeParen

t


Co-Parent


HomeParen

t

Different 
Summer

Co-Parent
must notify
Home Parent
by April 1st .

Co-Parent may choose a 
different summer 
schedule. 

The schedule must
be: 
● 1 or 2 blocks of time                                           
● at least 1 week long           
● not the last week  

of summer break.

 6pm

 ____ 
am/pm

 6pm

 ____ 
am/pm


Co-Parent


HomeParen

t


Co-Parent


HomeParen

t
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Co-Parent’s 
Local Schedule 
(When parents live within 100 
miles of each other)

Starts (check one) Ends (check one)
Responsibility 

for Pick up
Responsibility 

for Return

Weekends 1st, 3rd, and 5th weekend of each month 
A Weekend starts Friday and ends 
Sunday.

 After school 
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 After school 
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

Mid-Week Visit Thursday of each school week  After school 
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 8 pm 
 School on 

Friday

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

Thanksgiving
Odd-Numbered 
Years

Starts Wednesday before Thanksgiving 
and ends on Sunday.

 After school 
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 6 pm
 School on 

Monday 

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

Christmas Break 
Even-Numbered 
Years

Starts the last day of school before 
Christmas break and ends December 28th.

 fter school 
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 Noon
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

Christmas Break 
Odd-Numbered 
Years

Starts at noon December 28th and ends the 
last day of Christmas break.

 Noon 
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 6 pm 
 Next school day
 ___am/pm

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

Spring Break
Even-Numbered 
Years

Starts the last day of school before Spring 
break and ends the day before school 
starts again.

 After school 
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 6 pm 
 Next school day
 ___am/pm

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

Standard Summer July 1st – July 31st  6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

Different Summer 
Co-Parent must 
notify Home Parent, 
postmarked by 
April 1.

Co-parent may choose a different 30-day 
summer schedule. The schedule must be: 
Only 1 or 2 blocks of time, each at least 1 
week long, and not during the last week of 
the summer break

 Noon 
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 Noon 
 6 pm 
 ___am/pm

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent

 Co-Parent
 Home Parent
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Evaluating Forms
• Feedback on websites
• User Testing • Impact on Courts

• Impact on litigants
• Surveys
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Forms and Plain English 
The Core Idea

• Forms  and information are the gateway to the 
courtroom – no form equals no day in court

• Forms and information written in legalese are 
intimidating and confusing for the Self-
Represented Litigant, and the result is wasted 
time, frustrated staff, and a denial of access

• Simple low-cost techniques can make forms and 
information easy to use, with dramatic 
improvements in court functioning and access
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The Particular Value 
of a Forms Program

• Without a forms program other innovations 
are impossible

• Key to Self-Help Services, Unbundling, 
Pro Bono, Judicial Education

• Should be considered whenever access is an 
issue or SRLs are seen as wasting court time
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Impact on Effectiveness
• Good forms educate litigants about the law 

and help them better present their cases
• Good forms better inform other parties of 

claims and issues
• Good forms give the court good information 

on which to make decisions
• Decisions and orders will be more specific, 

thus easier to comply with and to enforce
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Impact on Staff and Leadership
• Good forms mean much less wasted time 

answering questions, reviewing forms, 
rescheduling hearings, etc.

• Good forms mean staff are able to focus on 
core of job.

• Good forms means a more transparent court 
system
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Overcoming Obstacles

• The level of resistance will vary by region, 
local effect

• The process will take time
• Key to build partnerships inside and outside 

of court
• Don’t give up



Resistance to Forms
• Bad experience  (Australian example)
• Open the flood gates to court
• Doing clients a disservice – oversimplified
• Excess language
• Look different or unprofessional
• Form doesn’t meet my needs  (party/judge)
• Form orders criticized by appellate court
• Other?
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Court is Key
• Court must be willing to accept the forms
• Court must support and promote forms
• Commercially available forms frequently 

inadequate and it is in the Court’s best interest 
to raise the profile of Court-approved forms

• Example of progress:
– Petition must allege that the harassment has a 

substantial adverse effect on the petitioner and that 
there is an immediate and present danger.

• Petition: How is this affecting you? Do you 
think the harassment will continue? Why?
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Approaches for Inadequate Forms
• Suggest Changes
• Offer to Revise Forms
• Document assembly
• Tutorials
• Instruction Guides
• Foreign language tools
• Commercial forms (warnings?)
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What can you do with uniform 
forms?

• Make them plain language
• Translate them
• Automate them in any language
• Get them accepted across courts/states
• Make them available on line
• Allow the users email the answers to their support 

network
• Use the initial form to create new forms, avoiding 

double typing captions and repeat fields
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Document Assembly

•NPADO is used by many courts, including 
• Idaho
• California
• New York
• Montana
• Minnesota

•Courts use NPADO to support website 
visitors and self-help centers customers.
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Local Examples of automation

• Kentucky: no uniform forms at the beginning, 
forms automated first, then became accepted 
across the state, then opened a self help center

• California: started with uniform forms, automating 
them county by county in select areas of law 
(family guardianship)

• Ontario:using forms for pro bono advocates and 
now moving to online forms
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How Do Courts Use Document 
Assembly?

Available Online 
& In Self-Help 
Centers

Available Online 
& At Court KiosksLess 

Staff Support
More 

Staff Support

Used in Self-Help 
Workshops and Clinics

Available 
Online Only
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How Does It Work?
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HotDocs

Superior Court of Los Angeles 
Dissolution Workshop Interview
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A2J Author

Idaho Supreme Court 
Name Change Interview
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Court User Completing an A2J 
Interview

New York City Civil 
Court 

Landlord-Tenant 
Interview
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Go to NPADO

•Where they have already set up an account 
w/password to save the files:
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E-mail Answer Files With 
NPADO

CA is experimenting with emailing pdf files 
to pro bono lawyers outside the court, for 
review before filing.
Server allows for emails to someone else, 
other than the person doing the interview.
Answer files can be shared with other users
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