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Hello, hello, and thank you for reading “Seven Things You Need to Know, Understand, 
or Do Before You Show Up in Family Court.” For those of you who don't know me, my 
name is Merissa V Grayson. I am a child custody and family law attorney, a mediator 
and a co-parent coach--I am also known as, “America's Blended Family Expert.” Some 
of you may know me as, ”The Custody Consultant.” I do offer child custody consulting to 
families and their attorneys across the country, helping them build for and develop 
strategies for winning child custody cases.  

So, let's dive right in! I am talking about this today because, as a family law attorney, I 
sit in family court on a weekly basis; and I constantly see people experience the same 
stresses, the same anxieties, the same frustrations, and the same mistakes--over and 
over and over again. I literally cringe when I see this; a lot of times even just the mindset 
piece on how to deal with the family court system can make a big difference in your 
case, regarding the way it goes. 

So, I decided to do this topic--seven things you need to know, understand, or do before 
you show up in family court--to give you some perspective. I want to help you guys 
understand that the family court system is a very intense and complex system; one that 
those of us who practice family law have trained years and years and years to learn to 
successful navigate. But, at the same time, I have helped a lot of parents understand 
the system well enough to successfully represent themselves. I've helped their 
attorneys--those who may not be as experienced in family law, or those who just don't 
really know what angles to approach--to find successful strategies and tactics and 
considerations when it comes to representing their clients in court. So today, I am going 
to give you this perspective; in order for you to hopefully get to the place that you're 
trying to get to in your own family court case. If nothing else, I hope to at least ease 
some of the anxiety, and the overwhelming feeling of being out of control, that can often 
come with having to deal with the family court system.  

With that said, let's go ahead and get started. 
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Number One 

The first thing I want you guys to understand (and this is critical) is that courtrooms are 
scary--and that applies even to some lawyers! From those of us who have no legal 
knowledge or experience, to those of us (like me) who had been to court numerous 
times and have made legal practice our profession of choice--everyone at some point 
experiences a moment or two or a million of uneasiness when they are at court. “Did I 
remember to do this?” “Did I remember to bring that?” “Do  I have that thing in my 
folder?”  “How is this judge going to be?” “Are my witnesses going to show up?” “What 
is the judge going to decide?” “Are they going to like me?” “Are they going to hate me?” 
“Are they biased?” Many things will go through your head, and they are all things that 
you will naturally think. Just understand that you are not alone in this thought process.  

That's the first thing that I want to make clear. A lot of times, people have unrealistic 
expectations when they go into a family courtroom; feeling that they shouldn’t feel any 
kind of anxiousness or worry at all. That’s not true. But once you are prepared and 
ready for family court, that anxiety will ease up a bit. At the outset, the courtrooms can 
be scary; even for lawyers! I've seen many a lawyer stumble in court, for various 
reasons. Most of the time, it is due to a lack of preparation--or a lack of perspective on 
how to handle the system. So, understand--it is a natural feeling to be nervous; it is a 
natural emotion to feel out of order when you are going to court. You are literally taking 
your life, your children's life, your property, your assets, whatever the case may be-- and 
you're placing it into the hands of a stranger. That’s a good reason to feel uneasy! 

Number two 

All cases are not created equal. Let me say that again: all cases are NOT created 
equal. Far too often, people have come to my office for counseling or what not, and they 
immediately want to compare their case to the cases that their friends and relatives may 
have had. They may believe that they are going to win because their cousin or best 
friend won custody under similar circumstances. That is not necessarily true. In reality, 
your case is not the next person’s case--at all.  There are too many intangibles in your 
own case; ones that you may not even realize that are there, ones that may or may not 
matter in the end. You must always tackle your case as a brand new case in itself.  

I will say it again: your case cannot be compared to the next person’s case. There are 
too many differences in your day to day lives--and too many differences in the different 
courts. Just because they showed up and won 50/50 custody for whatever reason does 
not in any way mean that it is going to be that easy breezy for you. Conversely, just 
because someone lost custody of their child does not mean that you are going to lose 
custody of yours--even if the circumstances are similar. You have to prepare as if you 
have no idea what is going to happen, and prepare your own case in a way that the 
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court can see it. You have to ditch your unrealistic expectations, and remember that all 
cases are not created equal. 

Number three 

Just as all cases are not created equal, the same holds true for judges. All judges are 
not created equal. They are not robots, even though we wish they would function like 
robots.They can be one person on Monday and another person on Wednesday, 
whether we like that or not. Judges are human, just like we are--which means, like all 
humans, they are flawed. We have this ideology in our head that judges are rigid 
professional because they sit on that bench, and that they should always make 
decisions based upon x, y, and z--but that is not how it works. We have to change our 
expectations, and understand that you do not even know what judge you are going to 
have--let alone who they will be on that day.  

I know it sounds cliche, but life happens. Stuff happens. That includes with judges. 
Many times, I walked into a courtroom expecting to see a certain judge--and I got a 
completely different judge. Maybe the judge was sick, or on vacation, or moved to a 
different courtroom or moved to another courthouse. Maybe the judge even retired. You 
never know. You have to prepare and present your case as if you are doing so in front 
someone that has never heard it before. It would be great to have a consistent judge for 
your case, but you never know. Therefore, prepare accordingly. Remember, judges 
have good and bad days--just like we do. Some days they will be more lenient on 
attorneys and people representing themselves than they were last week. Other days, 
they will be unforgiving and harsh.  

The reality is that you never know exactly what you are going to get, so you must 
always be prepared either way. Judges have biases just like the rest of us do--because 
they are human like the rest of us are. Some of them may have something against 
mothers, or they will have a thing for father’s rights. Some may have a thing against gay 
couples, or they will be down on cases with children born out of wedlock. That might 
sound unfair, but that is the reality you are facing.  

Sometimes they follow the procedures; sometimes they do not. For example, the 
smaller city courthouses may have an atmosphere where the judges know all of the 
lawyers--and vice versa--and so they may function a bit outside of the outlined 
procedures. They may be more relaxed, there may be more leniencies. They may not 
be specific to the protocol. Whatever the case, you do your best to try to do what the 
court has outlined; leaving no room for a decision to go completely to the left.  

(This is one of the more important things that you’re going to learn about; the more that 
you listen to my audios, read my blog posts, and watch my YouTube videos. I will teach 
you a lot about procedure; because procedure is the way that you win in family law 
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cases. If you are on top of your procedure, you leave no room for things to go left; and if 
they do, you have remedies to combat that. But I digress). 

Ultimately, keep in mind: all judges aren't created equal. 

Number Four. 

This may sound like common sense, but it is true to this discussion: you have to know 
what your case is about. Why are you going to court? You might think that you know. 
But i have seen people come to court, thinking that they are fully prepared in their 
case--and they go before the judge making a completely different argument than the 
one they are in court for. They’re making their argument, and the judge stops them, 
saying, “Wait a minute. We are not here to talk about today. I didn’t ask you anything 
about child support. Why are you talking about that?” Now you’re confused and 
frustrated, annoyed that the court will not address the issues that you are raising--and 
it’s all because you do not know what your case is about. You do not know why you are 
at court on that particular day. You have to know what your case is about. The court is 
only going to address the issues that are on the table.  

Let me say it again, making it perfectly clear: the court, typically, will only address the 
issues that are on the table. That means, you must read the papers that you were 
served. You must know the exact issues being raised by the other party. For example, if 
you are reading your papers, and you see that the argument raised is regarding how 
you take your child to school, then that will be the only thing discussed in court that 
day--and that’s the counter argument you need to be prepared to make. You do not 
want to try to discuss late child support payments or nannys or other children. Stick to 
what you going to court for.  

Even if you believe that your argument is relevant, you will have a hard time getting it 
through--because the issue at hand, on that day, is not about your argument. Let’s say 
the issues is about the child being late, and you want to talk about them not paying their 
child support. What you do is file a motion (or whatever it is called in your specific area 
regarding the enforcement of child support), or you contact whatever agency in your 
area that deals with child support. What you cannot do is bring that up in court--because 
you will be annoyed and frustrated when it does not get discussed. Address only the 
issues that you are going to court for. If you are the one that is filing the request, 
address only the issues that you want the court to address.  

If you want to address issues regarding child support, then you raise that issue in your 
documents that you file--not in court appearances that do not address that issue. Never 
go left, unless you are going to address every issue in one single pleading. If it is not an 
issue that you previously raised in your papers, the court typically will not address it. 
There may be small nuances and small issues that the court could address, if neither 
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party objects. But for the most part, if it not something included in that particular hearing, 
the court will not make a decision on that matter on that day. Know what your case is 
about before you set foot into that courtroom.  

Number Five 

I believe that number five is the most important thing that I am going to tell you today. 
The first four are the foundation that number five rests upon. Number five is this: 
preparation is key. Your failure to prepare means you have prepared yourself to fail. 
Failing to prepare means failing to win. You need to focus on OVER preparing.It is 
better for you to be over prepared than UNDER prepared. You simply cannot be too 
prepared, is the point that I am making. Read your documents thoroughly. Read them 
through a few times, and know exactly what you are going to court for, and make sure 
that you file a response to whatever documents you were served in a timely fashion.  

What do I mean by, “in a timely fashion?” The answer depends on the jurisdiction laws 
where you file your response. Whatever those are, you need to read your documents 
and file a response quickly. Do not ever intentionally NOT file a response, and then 
show up in court expecting the judge to be sympathetic to your argument. Filing the 
response is part of over preparing. NIne times in ten, if someone files action against 
you, you have the right to file a response--so that should be what you do anyway, first 
and foremost.  

If you have been served, read your documents thoroughly. In some states, they are 
required to provide you with the documents for your response when they serve you. But 
if not, you are going to have to take the extra step. Find out the exact time of your 
deadlines to respond. Be just as thorough in your research, as well. One thing that 
people who represent themselves do not often realize is this: when you go to court, 
when you represent yourself, you are expected to do so as a lawyer would. You are 
expected to know family law, family procedures, and court rules. You are expected to 
know everything that is required of you. You need to know all the ends and outs, as well 
as all of the basics. What are the family laws regarding your case or courthouse? What 
are the procedural rules? How many days do you have to respond to or to serve 
something? How are you required to serve documents--and what is the process of 
service? All of these things are important to your case, whether you are serving or 
getting served. Do the research. Over prepare yourself.  

With that said, let me say this--it will always be my advice to consult with an attorney 
rather than to represent yourself. One, attorneys are experienced in their field and they 
can guide you. I am not saying you MUST hire an attorney. If you cannot afford to or 
you simply do not want to, that is understandable. However, if possible, I believe that it 
will always be in your best interest to at least consult with an experienced family law 
attorney. That way, they can at least tell you what you should be doing; they can give 
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you a guideline on what to do and how to do it; and they can give you an idea of what 
kind of timeline you are working with. They can give you all of the advice that you need 
in order to properly build a case and present it to the court--including which documents 
to prepare and file on the opposing party. This is all part of OVER preparation.  

One more point on over preparation and filing your paperwork: this is a common 
mistake that I see people make. They file amazing declarations and powerful legal 
arguments--and then do not serve them on the other party. Or they file requests for 
restraining orders, and never serve the other party with the copy. The court requires the 
other party to have a copy, so that they have the opportunity to respond. If you do not 
serve them, they will not show up in court. They will not know you are requesting full 
custody. They will not know that they are not allowed to leave the state or that you want 
to change schools for the kids. If they do not know, this can negate your entire case. 
Always serve a copy of whatever it is that you are filing in court on the other side or on 
the other party’s attorney. This is yet another part of your OVER preparation.  

Number Six. 

Do not be afraid to request more time, if necessary. Another huge mistake that people 
make is attempting to rush through their case. This is a bad decision. In these family law 
cases, these judges are going to make decisions regarding your children, your assets, 
your marriage, or your money. These are not matters to rush through. You need to take 
all of the time necessary to prepare documents if you were served--or to serve. YOu 
need to request more time to be as prepared as I previously told you to be. No one is 
going to automatically allot you more time. If you need that time to prepare paperwork, 
consult with an attorney, or just to gather your thoughts--request it.  

At the absolute minimum, if you request more time, your request for such will be on the 
record. Then, if all fails and your presentation is a disaster, you have it on the record 
that you requested more time--which would be something that the court may consider 
later on. Request more time from the other party, seeing if they are agreeable to giving 
you an extension on any deadlines or if they are agreeable to changing the court date. 
Find out the procedures that the court has for requesting a continuance of any hearings 
or an extension of any deadlines. Request that the other party agree, in order to make it 
easier.  

Let the court know that you need to seek counsel; or that you need the opportunity to sit 
down with an attorney; or that you are trying to hire an attorney. Whatever the case may 
be, this will give you more time to prepare and present your case, or more time to 
prepare your documents. People often do not understand that seventy percent of the 
decision is already there--based merely on the paperwork. The other party will file 
based upon what you file. Most of the time, the judge has already made up their mind 
one way or another, and there will probably be one more thing to tip the scale. At 

 
Page 6 

 
Family Court Academy   Merissa V. Grayson, Esq 

       www.yourfamilyslawyers.com 

http://www.yourfamilyslawyers.com/


Seven Things You Need to Know, Understand or Do  Before You Show Up in Family Court. 
 

minimum, you want to have your documents presentable to the court. You may only 
have five to ten minutes, in some cases, to make your argument--and depending upon 
the complexity of the case, you may not even have that much time to present your case 
in an adequate manner. If you need the extra time to prepare your case, take the extra 
time.  

Number Seven 

Last but not least--because I have seen people have breakdowns and meltdowns in the 
courtroom all the time--DO NOT PANIC. Do not have an outburst in the middle of the 
courtroom. Do not have a stare down with the judge. Do not make threats to the court. 
Do not threaten the other party or call them out of their name. Do not make a scene. 
Doing any of those things can have a detrimental effect on your case. It is always 
important to maintain your composure, no matter what happens.  

There are so many things that can go wrong, on any given day, when you are in court. 
The judge could be having a bad day. The judge could have missed an important fact in 
your documents. Your documents might be missing, or the court may be rushing 
because they ran out of time. Maybe you were not as prepared as you need to be or 
you forgot important pieces of your case. It does not matter. Whatever is happening in 
the courtroom, do not panic. After the hearing, take the time to review everything--all 
that you filed, all that you heard. Brainstorm and strategize what went right and what 
went wrong. See what you are going to fix and what you are going to redo. Look into 
how to make the court reconsider their decision. But never ever panic.  

No matter what happens, you will still have options. The appeals process might be 
lengthy, expensive, and complex--but it is still there, available to you. In most states, 
there is a motion for reconsideration that you can file. There will be the opportunity to 
deal with the orders as given, and then later you can file new motions. You can request 
changes. But again, no matter what happens, the key to the strategy is to never 
panic--no matter what happens, no matter the decision.  
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So, let’s recap the seven things you need to know, to understand, or to do before you 
show up in family court.  

Number one: Understand that courtrooms can be scary, even for some lawyers.  

Number two: Understand that all cases are not created equal. Your case is not equal to 
someone else's case, regardless of what they told you and what you may have heard. 

Number three: Understand that all judges are not created equal. Judges are human 
beings. Things will go differently depending on the judge that you have. 

Number four: Know what your case is about. Don't forget to read your documents and 
understand exactly what you're going to court for. 

Number five: Remember that preparation is key. Failure to prepare is failure to win. 

Number six: Request more time. If you need more time, don't try to rush through your 
case. 

And finally, Number seven, if things don't go your way, don't panic. 

Thank you so much for listening! Feel free to download the PDF document that was 
provided with this audio link; so that you can have the visual in order to read and in 
order to have the document there  to refer to. For those of you who are not already 
following me on social media, I am Merissa V Grayson on Facebook and Instagram. I'm 
also on YouTube, Merissa V Grayson. You can find me on the web at the 
www.yourfamilylawyers.com. I am currently working on something amazing behind the 
scenes that will help you successfully learn how to represent yourself in family court like 
a professional. I will also be sharing even more information with you on these matters in 
the near future. In the meantime, keep in touch with me and connect with me on social 
media. Check me out on the web. Stay connected, and I will talk to you soon.  

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/MerissaVGraysonEsq/ 

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/merissavgrayson/  

YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/user/merissavgrayson  

Website: www.yourfamilyslawyers.com  
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