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Rapkin’s Quick (and condensed) Guide from Filing to Final Judgment 
 

 It seems like each year our lawmakers invent a new form for us to fill out. When I first 
started practicing there were about five or six forms, now it feels like there’s too many to count. 
The Board of Directors have asked me “politely,” to put together a simple and condensed guide 
on the steps it takes to get through the legal system, for both Divorce and Paternity cases. 
I have been practicing for over twenty years, I am a Supreme Court Certified Circuit Civil 
and Family Mediator and it is my hope that I have put together a guide that is easy for you to 
understand and follow as you push through what might be the worst time in your lives. 
I give you my condolences on this, your most difficult and emotional time, as you try to 
navigate through the Court System. The Court system can be cold, complicated, and sometimes 
damned insensitive. 
 I hope this guide can provide some measure of assistance, but please understand that this, 
like any other legal text, is no substitute for the advice of an Attorney. I always recommend 
seeking the advice of counsel and, of course, I am making that recommendation here. I 
recommend seeking the advice of counsel in your case. 
 With that said, in this text you will find the steps you must take in the Florida Court 
system to obtain a Final Judgment of Dissolution of Marriage, as well as Final Judgment of 
Paternity. 
 
Initial documents filed by Petitioner (Generally) are: 
1. Summons 
2. Civil Cover Sheet 
3. Vital Statistics Form 
4. Petition for Dissolution of Marriage 
5. Nonmilitary Affidavit 
6. Notice of Related Cases 
7. Financial Affidavit 
8. Certificate of Compliance with Mandatory Disclosure 
9. Notice of Residence (For filing D.L. and for Jurisdiction) 
(Used in some counties) 
10. Notice of Social Security Number 
11. Notice of Confidential Filing within Court filing 
12. Notice of Designation of Email address for Service (If using email service) 
13. UCCJEA (If parties have children together) 
14. Standing Orders (only in some Counties) 
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And these are just the ones to get the case started. Other documents most often necessary to 
conclude a case that are: 
 
1. Parenting Plan 
2. Marital Settlement Agreement 
3. Waiver of Final Hearing 
4. Motions 
5. Judgment 
 
The typical process for a Dissolution of Marriage: 
 
1. The Petition for Dissolution (and the 14 documents or so) is filed with the Clerk’s Office. 
Once the documents are prepared, you must copy them at least twice before bringing them 
to the Clerk’s office if filing them there. This means if you are preparing them yourself, you 
must fill them out completely, have them signed and notarized before bringing them to the 
Clerk’s office. You need to have copies for serving your spouse. It helps to have folders or at 
least binder clips to keep everything organized. 
 
Q: Can’t the Clerk notarize the documents for me? 
A: Yes, in most cases, but then you won’t have copies for service and most Clerk’s offices 
charge a dollar per page for copies. It is best to have them notarized, copied then brought to the 
Clerk’s office. 
 
Q: Does it matter who the Petitioner and the Respondent is? 
A: No it does not. It doesn’t matter who the petitioner is, it could be the Husband or the Wife and 
you do not have to allege wrongdoing. (Abandonment, adultery, etc.) You only have to say (and 
the Courts prefer) that the marriage is “irretrievably broken.” Complaining about adultery, 
abandonment, or some other interspousal issues will not help you and will do more harm than 
good. When filing, one of you is the “petitioner,” and the other is the “respondent.” It is 
important to remember that once you become the “Petitioner,” or the “Respondent” that label 
(called the “caption” of the case) stays the same no matter what is happening in the case. 
Whether it is a motion, hearing or trial, you are always what you were when the case started, that 
“petitioner” or “respondent.” This is for the Clerk’s office to properly process your case. 
 
2. The “respondent” is served. The Petitioner needs to either pay the Sheriff’s department $40 
(as of this writing it’s forty dollars) or hire a private process server (at a higher cost but quicker), 
and the Respondent is served. 
Note: If you cannot get your spouse served, it opens up the door to a new set of problems which I 
am not prepared to discuss here as it would turn this short guide into a long one. 
 
3. Once served, your Spouse, the Respondent” has twenty days to file an “Answer.” The 
method for counting the twenty days is that you start counting on the day after service happened. 
For example, if husband was served on Wednesday, then Thursday would be day #1 of your 
twenty days. If the last day falls on a weekend or a holiday, then the last day is the first 
business day after the holiday or weekend ends. Also, please note: no service is legal if it 
happens on a Sunday, either.  
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Most attorneys count twenty-one days just to be certain before attempting to enter a default on 
someone. 
 
4A. If the “Respondent” does NOT file an answer, then the Petitioner can file for a default. 
When there is a default entered, most people think that this is an automatic “win,” but in Family 
cases, this is sometimes not the case. Legally, it is supposed to mean that there is a condensed 
version of proceedings, where the parties go straight to a quick final hearing, but it depends 
largely on whether the non-answering spouse shows up to Final Hearing and attempts to 
participate. Sometimes, if the non-answering spouse fails to answer, shows up to the final 
hearing, and then puts up a fuss, the Dissolution gets stalled, the Judge sends everyone 
to mediation anyway, or the Judge will attempt to give some fair resolution to at least some of 
the issues. Sometimes the non-answering spouse files a motion to “set aside” the Default. Of 
course, 
Judges (and the law) generally favor a case being heard where everyone gets to have their say, so 
this can tie things up as well. However, if the non-answering spouse does not show up to final 
hearing, then, in most cases, a Final Judgment is entered, the parties are Divorced, and the case is 
closed. 
 
4B. If the “Respondent” DOES file an answer: Then the case will either sit stagnant until one 
of the parties calls a Case Management Administrator, sets it for a case management, or a Case 
Manager for the Court will set if for a mediation. Either way, the next step is usually a 
Mediation. If one of the parties is represented by an attorney, then a whole host of things can 
happen, but one way or another, there will not be any trial until the case goes to mediation. If 
both parties are participating there will always be at least one Mediation. 
 
4C. Case Management: Most Courts have Court Administrators who will assist in pushing a 
case through, or Judges have them set at certain points through the case. These “management” 
days are for scheduling motions and mediation, for evidence issues, for Court documents not 
filed and for other book-keeping matters. 
 
5. Mediation: Mediation is an informal process in which the parties, their attorneys (if they have 
attorneys) and a Certified Mediator meet to discuss and explore possible resolutions for the case. 
Distribution of property and debts, timesharing, child support, and anything having to do with 
the parties can be discussed. For some people, the entire dissolution can be resolved in 
Mediation. If not, then the case will proceed to trial. 
 
6. Post Mediation: Docket Sounding: If the case is not resolved in Mediation, then the Court 
usually will have some kind of hearing date. At that date, trial calendars will be discussed. This 
is a date where trial evidence will be discussed to avoid wasting the Court’s precious time. Once 
Docket Sounding is scheduled, continuances will usually only be granted in rare instances. 
 
7. Trial: There is no jury in Family trials. Parties must make their case with the Judge. The 
procedures and the rules of evidence are the same. 
 
While these seven steps may seem overly simplistic, throughout the process a great deal might 
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happen in between them, such as depositions, interrogatories and other discovery tools. Also, 
there may be motions and other hearings, as well. As listed, these are the seven basic steps 
through the process. Also, don’t forget that if you have children, you must attend and complete 
the Mandatory Parenting Class and many jurisdictions require you to take the class in person and 
not online. It is important that you check with your Court Administrator before signing up on 
your computer to take the class online as some Judges only accept the in-class certificate and not 
a certificate from an online class. 
 
Please review the attached flowchart. 
 
Conclusion: As you can easily see there are different directions a case can take. Don’t forget that 
your case is a lawsuit, just as any other. Discovery, depositions, and hearings might make the 
case take much longer than you could have ever imagined, but have patience, be persistent and 
know that all cases must come to an end. It is hard to think of your case as a lawsuit because it is 
so personal to you, but procedurally, it has rules of evidence, rules of procedure, caselaw and 
guiding statutes just as any other area of the law. 
 
Don’t forget to utilize the tools provided and the many other resources that are available to you. 
Follow the procedures and you will be successful in finalizing your case. Good luck! 
 
 
         Jeff 
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