
 

 

 

 

 
 

SIMPLE DIVORCE TRAINING MANUAL 
 

"150 Years of Amazing Strength" 
 
Since its founding in 1886, the Legal Aid Society (LAS) has provided legal 
assistance to low-income individuals with the goal of mobilizing the services 
needed to strengthen families and communities.  
 
The Legal Aid Society strives to meet the needs of these families and 
communities through the dedication of its staff attorneys and pro bono volunteers 
by providing family law, elder law, poverty law, and anti-trafficking assistance to 
the most vulnerable individuals in Cook County.   
 
What is the Simple Divorce Program? 
 
Simple divorces are either anticipated default cases (by personal or publication 
service), or cases where the adverse party may file an appearance; but issues 
are simple and the case is anticipated to settle (requires preparation of a Marital 
Settlement Agreement).   
 
Skill-building:  You will have the opportunity to interview your client, prepare and 
file the pleadings for dissolution, possibly conduct discovery and negotiate a 
settlement agreement, and prepare your client for and elicit testimony from 
her/him at the prove-up hearing.  Once you are familiar with simple divorces, you 
may request a pro bono contested divorce case if interested.  It is a bite-sized 
and skill-building opportunity! 
 
Training:  A training manual, sample pleadings and online video trainings are 
available. Volunteers may request to be paired with a mentor attorney.   
 
Time commitment:   Approximately 10-30 hours per case.     
 
For any questions, contact Brian Gilbert, Assistant to the Pro Bono Program, at 
312-986-4487, or gilbertb@metrofamily.org. 
 

 



 

 

 

 

I. FILING A PETITION FOR DISSOLUTION 
 

Step 1:  INFORMATION 
 
Meet with the client in person or over the phone, interview the client, and have 
the client complete a divorce intake sheet (sample 1) for your own information, 
records, and rapport-building.   
 
Step 2:  DOCUMENTS 
 
You will need to complete the following documents: 
 
Petition for representation by Civil Legal Services Provider ("CLSP")  
Domestic Relations Cover Sheet  
Petition for Dissolution  
Summons  
Affidavit of Military Service 
Certificate of Dissolution of Marriage (carbon copy form, can obtain from clerk's 
office in rm. 802) 
 
Step 3:  FEE WAIVER/CLSP 
 
Attorneys from civil legal service providers, like LAS, can complete a petition for 
representation by a Civil Legal Services Provider ("CLSP") on behalf of a client.  
This petition claims that the client is found eligible to have all fees relating to 
filing, appearing, transcripts on appeal and service of process waived because 
their income meets the federal poverty income guidelines. You should fill out a 
CLSP on behalf of LAS and file it along with your Petition for Dissolution.  
 
Step 4:   FILING 
 
Prepare and take the following documents: 
 
Petition for representation by Civil Legal Services Provider ("CLSP") 
Domestic Relations Cover Sheet (attach copy to front of original Pet. for 
Dissolution) 
Petition for Dissolution 
Summons  
Affidavit of Military Service 
Certificate of Dissolution of Marriage (carbon copy form) 
 
to the Cashier in the Clerk's office, room 802 of the Daley Center.  The Clerk will 
assign you a case number, calendar, and judge.  Write down this information, as 
you need it to identify the case.  You will need to put the case number and 
calendar on your other forms. 



 

 

 

 

 
 
Step 5:  SERVICE 
 
If the client has an address where the adverse party can be served with divorce 
papers, you should serve by personal service.  If the client, after best efforts, 
cannot find an address for the adverse party, then you can proceed by 
publication service, but client should be prepared to testify at the prove-up what 
efforts they made to find the address. 
 
A.  IF YOU ARE SERVING BY SHERIFF (personal service) 
 
1.  Bring multiple copies of the following: 
 
Summons (certified copy) 
Petition for Dissolution of Marriage 
CLSP 
 
to the Sheriff's Office for service (7th floor of the Daley Center).  Give the Sheriff 
the Summons and Petition.  You will get a receipt from the cashier which has a 
reference number and a date on it.  Make sure to keep this receipt.   
 
If you are serving by Sheriff in another county, find the Sheriff's information 
online.  It is wise to call the Sheriff’s office in that county first to confirm how 
many copies the Sheriff will require, since all Sheriffs may differ by county.  Then, 
write to the Sheriff and send a letter detailing that you are requesting service, the 
Summons, and the Petition to the Sheriff.  The Sheriff will send an affidavit of 
service once the adverse party has been served. 
 
2.  Call the Cook County Sheriff at (312) 603-4922 after two weeks to make sure 
the adverse party has been served.  If the party was served, mark this date on 
your calendar.  If the Sheriff has completed attempts to serve and the party was 
not served, you may have to fill out an alias summons (available in the clerk's 
office - identical to original summons except titled "alias summons") with the 
same, or new address for service.   
 
If you attempt to serve the party several times, and at various addresses, you 
may then be able to serve by publication.  Once the party has been served, you 
may proceed to the next step. 
 
Note:  Your client may also generally serve the opposing party by using a special 
process server, if they are willing to pay for one.  See 735-ILCS 5/2-202 for the 
rules on service by special process server.  Ordinarily, you must get leave of 
court to do so and there is a form motion and order available on the Clerk’s 
website.  You can typically walk this motion into the judge and have him or her 



 

 

 

 

grant it any day at 9:30 am.   
 
B.  IF YOU ARE SERVING BY PUBLICATION: 
In addition to giving your summons and petition to the clerk, you must also have: 
 
Affidavit of Service by Publication 
Order for Publication and Waiver of Publication Fee (if you have a CLSP or 
Application to Sue as Indigent was approved) 
  
Take both completed forms to your assigned judge's courtroom.  Even though 
you are not on the court's call, you can tell the judge's clerk that you need the 
Order for Free Publication approved.  Oftentimes, the clerk will stamp it for you 
without having to step up.  Otherwise, you can step up before the judge and 
request that it be approved.  Be sure to have all information available as to what 
attempts at service have been made and what your client knows about the 
adverse party’s whereabouts, as the judge will probably inquire. 
 
Once it is stamped/approved, take the Affidavit and Order back to the Clerk's 
Office in room 802.  Go the desk for the Chicago Daily Law Bulletin and give 
these papers to the clerk there.  The clerk will give you a date, and after this 
date, you can proceed to the next step.   
 
Step 6:  GETTING A PROVE-UP HEARING DATE 
 
1.  Getting the hearing date: 
 
A.  If the adverse party is in default:  If the adverse party does not respond in 
thirty (30) days after service, then the party is in default.  Complete the: 
 
Certificate and Motion for Default 
Notice of Motion 
 
You can then go to the Clerk's office and request the file.  Take the file, and 
proceed to the motion counter.  Fill out a motion slip (available at the motion 
counter).  Where it asks the type of motion, write "prove-up."  Take the file, 
motion slip, and certificate of default to the motion clerk.  The clerk will make sure 
that the spouse was served and that the correct number of days have passed for 
default.   
 
If the spouse is in default, you will then be given a hearing date.  This hearing is 
called a "prove-up."  Be prepared to ask your client questions about the details of 
the marriage, including the client’s and spouse’s finances, children, financial 
needs, debts, assets, etc.   
 
Then send a Notice of Motion to the adverse party, and file it with the court to 



 

 

 

 

prove notice to the adverse party.  If you served the adverse party by publication, 
then send this notice to the last known address of the spouse.   
 
B.  If the adverse party has filed an answer and appearance:  You should see 
if the adverse party will settle the case, and agree to a "Marital Settlement 
Agreement" (MSA).  If you come to agreement on all the issues, you can prepare 
the judgment.  If statuses have been generated by the time a settlement is 
reached, you can inform the judge that you need a prove-up date.  If statuses 
have not been generated yet, you follow Step 1A except that you will need to 
have completed and bring the following to the 802 motion counter:   
 
"Certificate and Agreement to Proceed as an Uncontested Cause" signed by 
both parties and both attorneys 
"Affidavit and Waiver of Two-Year Waiting Period" (signed by both parties if 
parties 1) getting divorced on no-fault/irreconcilable differences grounds, and 2) 
separated less than 2 years prior to entry of judgment.  Parties must still have 
been separated for at least 6 months).   
 
Step 7:  PREPARING FOR THE PROVE-UP 
 
A.  If the case is a prove-up by default (by personal or publication service): 
 
1.  You will need to make sure you prepare and bring the following documents: 
 
Order for a Free Transcript  
Order for Judgment and Transcript (also known as a "28 day order") 
Court Reporter's Information Sheet 
Judge's Information Sheet 
Judgment for Dissolution of Marriage 
Certificate and Motion for Default (bring with you) 
 
If there are children, you should also have the following documents related to the 
children and their support: 
 
Uniform Order for Support 
Notice to Withhold Income for Support 
 
2.  Preparing a "prove-up script" 
 
It is a good idea to complete a "prove-up script" of questions you will elicit from 
your client during her/his testimony.  You should revise and tailor the questions 
based on whether your prove-up is a default prove-up by personal service,1 or 
publication service.  In a prove-up by publication service, you can only ask for 
non-monetary relief.  You can ask for a divorce, child custody and that her 

                                                 
1
 For purposes of the type of relief obtained, it should not matter whether the personal service is personal or 

substitute personal service. 



 

 

 

 

maiden name be restored, but all matters involving property or money must be 
"reserved" in the Judgment for a later date if/when the Respondent is personally 
served (child support, property division, maintenance, etc).  Child visitation 
should also be reserved. 
 
You should create a prove-up script that is tailored to the facts of your case, bring 
it to the prove-up, and use it to prepare your client.   
 
3. You should prepare your client for the hearing prior to the prove-up.  We 
recommend you tell and remind the client to meet you at the courtroom a half 
hour prior to prove-up.   
 
B.  If the case is a prove-up by Marital Settlement Agreement ("MSA") 
 
1.  You will need to make sure you have/prepare the following documents: 
 
Order for a Free Transcript 
Order for Judgment and Transcript (also known as a "28 day order") 
Court Reporter's Information Sheet  
Judge's Information Sheet  
Marital Settlement Agreement (attached to each Judgment) 
Judgment for Dissolution of Marriage (incorporating the MSA) 
"Certificate and Agreement to Proceed as an Uncontested Cause"  
"Affidavit and Waiver of Two-Year Waiting Period" 
 
If there are children, you may also need to prepare the following documents 
related to child support, custody and visitation: 
 
Uniform Order for Support 
Joint Parenting Agreement or Parenting Agreement, signed by both parties. The 
Judgment must also incorporate the Agreements.   
 
2.  You should prepare a prove-up script.  See A, #2 above.  Both parties do not 
need to be present at the prove-up, although it is recommended.  Only the 
petitioner, or counter-petitioner (if counter-petition was filed), must be present.   
 
3.  You should prepare your client for the hearing prior to the prove-up.  We 
recommend you tell and remind the client to meet you at the courtroom a half 
hour prior to prove-up.   
 
Step 8:  PROVE-UP 
 
The prove-up is where your client tells the judge about herself, her marriage, and 
the relief she is requesting, through the testimony you elicit.  It is the final hearing 
for a simple divorce. 



 

 

 

 

 
1.  When you get to the courtroom, you will check in the judge's clerk.  You will 
have to find your "line number" on a computer printout, posted either outside the 
courtroom or with the judge's clerk.  Tell the clerk that you are there for a default 
or publication prove-up, and she will request the following documents: 
 
Judge's Information Sheet (some judge's have their own judge's sheet.  The clerk 
will give this to you when you check in) 
Certificate for Motion and Default 
Judgment of Dissolution 
Order for a Free Transcript 
Order for Judgment and Transcript.   
 
If it is a prove-up by Marital Settlement Agreement (MSA), you'll need to submit 
the following: 
 
Order for a Free Transcript  
Order for Judgment and Transcript (also known as a "28 day order")  
Court Reporter's Information Sheet  
Judge's Information Sheet  
Marital Settlement Agreement (attached to each Judgment) 
Judgment for Dissolution of Marriage (incorporating the MSA) 
"Certificate and Agreement to Proceed as an Uncontested Cause"  
"Affidavit and Waiver of Two-Year Waiting Period" (if necessary) 
And possibly: Uniform Order for Support and Joint Parenting Agreement or 
Parenting Agreement 
 
Some clerks will want all the copies at once, and others will ask for the originals 
only, and stamp the copies after the prove-up. 
 
2.  The clerk will call your case by "line number."  When your number is called, 
say "here" loudly enough for the judge to hear.   
 
Approach the bench with your client, and give the court reporter the Court 
Reporter Sheet.  When you introduce yourself, we recommend that you state, 
"name, attorney for petitioner, volunteer with Legal Aid Society."   
 
3.  The Judge will then swear your client in, and you can begin eliciting testimony 
from your client.  During your direct examination, the Judge may interrupt, or 
request certain documents.  *Oftentimes, the Judge will want the prove-up to be 
as brief as possible, so you can ask leading questions. 
 
If the Judge wants you to make changes to the Judgment, he/she will most likely 
write the changes in, and then it is your duty to "conform" the copies during/after 
the testimony, before giving the copies to the clerk to stamp.   



 

 

 

 

 
The Judge will then sign the documents you submitted, which will then be 
stamped by the clerk.  Remember to take these copies with you before you 
leave.   
 
Give the court reporter one copy of the stamped Order for a Free Transcript (if 
you have your fee waived by a CLSP or approved Affidavit and Order to Sue as 
an Indigent Person) before you leave.   
 
Step 9:  WRAP UP 
 
1.  If the adverse party was not present (publication or default) at the prove-up, 
then give your client a copy of the Judgment and mail a copy of the Judgment to 
the adverse party with a Certificate of Mailing.  File the Certificate of Mailing with 
the court. 
 
2.  If the client has minor children and a child support order is entered, then you 
will need to send a copy of the Uniform Order for Support to the State 
Disbursement Unit, so that your client can collect child support.  The addresses 
are located on the Uniform Order for Support.  You will also need to send a 
Notice to Withhold to the adverse party's employer (if there is one), and file a 
Certificate of Mailing with the court.   
 
3.  Within 28 days of the prove-up, you must do the following: 

1.  Fourteen days after the prove-up, contact the court reporter to find out 
if the transcript is ready. 
2.  If the transcript is ready, go to the court reporter's office to pick it up.  
Make sure the reporter has a copy of your Order for Free Transcript; if not, 
bring one with you or ask how much the transcript will be when you call.    
3.  Read the transcript, and if it's correct, you should sign the last page.  
Make a copy of the transcript.  Take both the original and the copy to the 
assigned judge's clerk and ask that it be stamped.  The clerk will keep the 
original and give you the copy for your file. 

 
4.  Please contact Brian Gilbert or a Legal Aid Society representative once your 
case is completed and you will be asked for your total pro bono hours, and to 
complete a pro bono closing form.  
 
TROUBLE SHOOTING:  WHAT IF…..? 
 
1.  The Judge doesn't show up to work?  Or the Judge doesn't have a court 
reporter for that day? 
 
The case will be transferred from your Judge, to the Presiding Judge, who will 
reassign it to a new prove-up judge that day.  The clerk will give you an "Order of 



 

 

 

 

Transfer, Assignment and Reassignment."  Fill out the heading, and then Section 
III. Reassignments to or From Presiding Judge."  Check the box preceding "This 
Cause, and check the box for "Other," and write on the line "for default prove-up," 
or "for default prove-up for lack of court reporter."  Make several copies using the 
carbons.   
 
The clerk will stamp this order.  Take this order and your client to the Presiding 
Judge's (Jacobius) Clerk in 1905 and ask for a reassignment.  Your case will be 
reassigned and stamped.  Make sure to ask for the new courtroom number.  
Head to the new courtroom, and start again.   
 
2.  The client is late? 
 
Just check in with the clerk, explain that your client is not present, and ask the 
clerk to hold your case.  If your client is extremely late, you can try calling them.  
If they don't show up at all, tell the clerk you want to strike the case from the call.  
You can reschedule your prove-up in room 802 at the motion counter.   
 
3.  The Judge asks you about service to the Respondent, and the court file does 
not have a proof of service?  
 
The Judge may not be able to find the summons with proof of service, or notices 
on publication cases that should be in the court file are missing.  When you 
schedule the prove-up, the clerk confirms there is proof of service in the file.  If it 
is missing from the court file on date of prove-up, ask the judge's clerk to confirm 
it in the computer - the service information should be there.   
 
4.  The Judge challenges the relief you're requesting? 
 
Argue your side as best you can.  Explain the reasons why your client deserves 
the relief you're requesting.  Feel free to ask your client questions in front of the 
Judge.  The Judge may question the client personally.  If the Judge is adamant 
that the Judgment should be changed, then he/she will most likely write the 
changes on the original, and then it is your duty to conform the copies 
during/after the testimony, before giving the copies to the clerk to stamp.   
 
5.  The client is difficult or emotional? 
 
Most of the time, our clients are victims of domestic violence.  The final stage of a 
divorce can be very emotional and difficult for them.  Be patient yet firm with 
them.  If they become emotional during the prove-up, ask the Judge for a 
moment (Judges are usually very sympathetic), give the client time to compose 
herself, and then continue.   
 
6.  You have any questions before, during, or after the prove-up?   



 

 

 

 

 
If you have specific questions about the case, you can contact your mentor 
attorney.  If you have emergency questions about procedure during your prove-
ups (cell phone in hand at court?), contact LAS and ask for Brian Gilbert, or any 
staff attorney present.   



 

 

 

 

WHERE DO I FIND THE FORMS AND PLEADINGS? 
 
Divorce Questionnaire - hard copy only, can request from LAS    
Judge’s Calendar Sheet – online, or can request from LAS or 802 of Daley 
Center 
 
Court Documents 
Representation By Civil Legal Services Provider (CLSP) - Request completed 
form from LAS 
Application, Affidavit and Order to Sue as an Indigent Person - online 
Domestic Relations Cover Sheet - online 
Petition for Dissolution - Request template from LAS 
Summons - online 
Affidavit of Service by Publication - online 
Order for Publication and Waiver of Publication Fee - online 
Affidavit as to Military Service - online 
Certificate of Dissolution of Marriage - hard copy only, can request at motion 
counter  of 802 of Daley Center 
Financial Disclosure Form (13.3.1) - online 
Certificate and Motion for Default - online 
Notice of Motion - online 
Order for a Free Transcript - Request template from LAS 
Order for Judgment and Transcript (28-day order) - Request template from LAS 
Court Reporter's Information Sheet - Request template from LAS 
Judge's Information Sheet - Request template from LAS 
Judgment for Dissolution / Default (publication service) - Request template from 
LAS 
Judgment for Dissolution / Default (personal service) - Request template from 
LAS 
Judgment for Dissolution / incorporating Marital Settlement Agreement  - 
Request template from LAS 
Prove-up Script - Request template from LAS 
Uniform Order for Support - online 
Notice to Withhold Income for Support - online 
 
RELEVANT STATUTES: 
 
Divorces are governed by the Illinois Marriage and Dissolution of Marriage Act 
(IMDMA).  Some relevant provisions are:   
 
1.  Dissolution of marriage - 750 ILCS 5/401 
2.  Disposition of property - 750 ILCS 5/503 
3.  Maintenance (alimony) - 750 ILCS 5/504 
4.  Child support - 750 ILCS 5/505 
5.  Child custody - 750 ILCS 5/602



 

 

 

 

 
FURTHER INFORMATION: 
 
Legal Aid Society 
of Metropolitan Family Services 
1 N. Dearborn, 10th fl. 
Chicago, IL 60604 
312-986-4000 (main line) 
312-986-4016 (fax) 
 
Brian Gilbert 
Attorney/Pro Bono Assistant 
gilbertb@metrofamily.org 
312-986-4487 
 
Clerk of the Circuit Court of Cook County website - to check case status and 
most fillable court forms are available on this page (you can save in PDF format) 
http://198.173.15.34/ 
 
Clerk of Court - Domestic Relations 
312-603-6300 
 
Cook County Sheriff 
312-603-4922 
 
Court Reporter's Office 
69 W. Washington, 9th floor 
312-603-8404 
 
Child Support Enforcement Unit 
312-603-2000 (to make appt) 
312-345-2268 (if client has a problem) 
 
Richard J. Daley Center 
55 W. Washington 
Chicago, IL 
 
State Disbursement Unit 
P.O. Box 5400 
Carol Stream, IL 60197-5400 
  
  
 
 
 


