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INTRODUCTION:
TAKING CONTROL
OF YOUR
FINANCIAL DUTIES

Filing  your  annual  tax
return  can  feel  like  a
daunting  task.  Many
people  immediately
th ink  o f  h i r ing  an
expensive  accountant
o r  us ing  comp lex
software  that  costs
more  than  it  should.
However, learning how
to do your own tax is
not  only  a  practical
skill but also a way to
save money and gain a
deeper  understanding
o f  y o u r  p e r s o n a l
finances.  Whether  you

are  a  freelancer,  a
small  business  owner,
or simply an employee
w i t h  a  f e w  e x t r a
investments, mastering
the  process  of  self-
prepared  taxation  is
empowering.  In  this
guide,  we  wil l  walk
through everything you
need  to  know  about
handling  your  taxes
independently,  from
gathering  documents
to  avoiding  common
mistakes.  By  the end,
you  will  feel  confident
in  your  ability  to  file
a c c u r a t e l y  a n d
efficiently.

WHY YOU SHOULD
CONSIDER DOING

https://everybodystreet.com/
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YOUR OWN TAXES

The  first  question
many  people  ask  is:
Why  should  I  bother
learning how to do my
own tax when I can just
hire  someone?  The
answer  lies  in  three
k e y  a r e a s :  c o s t
savings,  financial
literacy,  and  control.
P r o f e s s i o n a l  t a x
preparation  fees  can
range  from  $150  to
over  $500,  depending
on  the  complexity  of
your return. If you have
a  st ra ight forward
income  situation,  that
money  stays  in  your
pocket  when  you  file
yourself.  Additionally,
understanding  the  tax
code allows you to spot
deductions and credits
you  might  otherwise
miss. Finally, when you
prepare  your  own
return,  you  are  fully
responsible  for  every
number on the form —

no surprises later if an
error is discovered. For
many,  the  peace  of
mind that comes from
s e l f - r e l i a n c e  i s
priceless.

GETTING STARTED:
WHAT YOU NEED
BEFORE FILING

Before  you  dive  into
forms and calculations,
you  must  gather  the
essential  paperwork.
This  step  is  often  the
most  time-consuming
part, but it is critical for
accuracy.  Here  is  a
checklist of documents
you should collect:

Personal
identification
information:
Social Security
numbers for you,
your spouse, and
any dependents.
Income
statements:
W-2 forms from
employers, 1099
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forms for
freelance or
contract work,
1099-INT or
1099-DIV for
interest and
dividends, and
any records of
self-employment
income.
Expense
records:
Receipts for
deductible
expenses such
as business
costs, medical
bills, charitable
donations,
mortgage
interest, and
educational
expenses.
Previous year’s
tax return:
Useful for
reference and to
carry forward
any losses or
credits.
Bank account
and routing

numbers: For
direct deposit of
your refund or to
make electronic
payments.

Creating  a  dedicated
folder  —  physical  or
digital  —  where  you
k e e p  a l l  t h e s e
documents  throughout
the  year  makes  the
process  smoother.
Many people who learn
how  to  do  their  own
t a x  s u c c e s s f u l l y
develop  a  habit  of
organizing  receipts
monthly.

CHOOSING THE
RIGHT FILING
STATUS

Your  filing  status
determines  your  tax
r a t e s ,  s t a n d a r d
deduction amount, and
eligibility  for  certain
c r e d i t s .  T h e  I R S
recognizes  five
s ta tuses :  S ing le ,
Married  Filing  Jointly,
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M a r r i e d  F i l i n g
Separately,  Head  of
H o u s e h o l d ,  a n d
Qualifying  Widow(er)
with  Dependent  Child.
Selecting  the  correct
status  is  one  of  the
m o s t  i m p o r t a n t
decisions when you do
your  own  tax .  Fo r
example ,  Head  o f
Household  offers  a
h i g h e r  s t a n d a r d
deduction  and  lower
tax  rates  than  Single,
but  you  must  meet
specific criteria such as
paying more than half
the cost of keeping up
a home for a qualifying
person.  I f  you  are
married, consider both
jointly  and  separately
—  sometimes  filing
separately  can  lower
your tax liability due to
med i ca l  expense
thresholds  or  student
loan repayment plans.
W h e n  i n  d o u b t ,
calculate  your  return
under multiple statuses

to see which yields the
best result, as the IRS
allows  you  to  choose
the most advantageous
option.

UNDERSTANDING
INCOME: WHAT
MUST BE
REPORTED

The IRS defines taxable
income  as  all  income
f rom  any  sou rce ,
unless  specifically
excluded  by  law.  For
most  individuals,  this
i n c l u d e s  w a g e s ,
salaries,  tips,  interest,
dividends,  business
income,  capital  gains,
rental  income,  and
e v e n  c e r t a i n
u n e m p l o y m e n t
benefits.  If  you  are
learning  how  to  do
your own tax, you must
report  every  dollar,
even  if  you  did  not
receive  a  form  for  it.
For  instance,  cash
payments for gig work
or small  side jobs are
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still taxable. The key is
to  add  up  a l l  your
income  sources  and
match  them  with  the
corresponding  forms.
Common forms include
W-2 (employee wages),
1 0 9 9 - N E C
( n o n e m p l o y e e
compensation),  and
1 0 9 9 - M I S C
( m i s c e l l a n e o u s
income).  If  you  earn
income  from  selling
i t e m s  o n  o n l i n e
platforms,  you  may
receive  a  1099-K.  Do
not  forget  to  include
income  f rom  bank
interest,  even  if  it  is
only a few dollars. The
IRS receives copies of
t h e s e  f o r m s ,  s o
discrepancies  can
trigger  audits.

DEDUCTIONS AND
CREDITS:
LOWERING YOUR
TAX BILL

O n e  o f  t h e  m a i n
reasons  people  seek

professional  help is  to
maximize  deductions
and credits.  But  when
you do your  own tax,
you have the power to
claim every benefit you
qualify for — provided
you know what to look
for. There are two ways
to  handle  deductions:
y o u  c a n  t a k e  t h e
standard  deduction
o r  i t e m i z e  y o u r
d e d u c t i o n s .  T h e
standard deduction for
2024  is  $14,600  for
single  filers  and
$29,200  for  married
couples  filing  jointly.  If
your  total  itemized
deductions  (such  as
mortgage  interest,
state  and  local  taxes
u p  t o  $ 1 0 , 0 0 0 ,
c h a r i t a b l e
contributions,  and
medical  expenses
exceeding 7.5% of your
adjusted gross income)
exceed  the  standard
amount,  you  should
itemize.
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Tax  credits  are  even
more valuable because
they  reduce  your  tax
bill  dollar-for-dollar.
Popular credits include
the Earned Income Tax
Credit (EITC), Child Tax
Cred i t ,  Amer i can
Opportunity  Credit  for
education  expenses,
and the Saver’s Credit
f o r  r e t i r e m e n t
contributions. To claim
these  correctly,  you
often need to complete
additional  forms  or
s c h e d u l e s .  F o r
example,  the  EITC
requires Schedule EIC.
If you are learning how
to do your own tax, it is
wise  to  use  software
t h a t  a s k s  g u i d e d
questions  to  help  you
identify  credits  you
might  have  missed.

STEP-BY-STEP
PROCESS FOR
COMPLETING YOUR
TAX RETURN

Once  your  documents

are  ready  and  you
have chosen your filing
status,  the  actual
process  of  completing
your  return  follows  a
logical  flow.  Here  is  a
typical  step-by-step
approach  using  IRS
F o r m  1 0 4 0 ,  t h e
standard  individual
income  tax  return:

Enter your1.
personal
information:
Name, address,
Social Security
number, and
filing status.
Report your2.
income:
Transfer
amounts from
W-2s, 1099s, and
other income
statements to
the appropriate
lines. Sum up
your total
income.
Adjust your3.
income:
Subtract above-
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the-line
deductions such
as contributions
to a traditional
IRA, student loan
interest, or
Health Savings
Account (HSA)
contributions.
This gives you
your adjusted
gross income
(AGI).
Calculate your4.
deduction:
Enter the
standard
deduction or
itemized
deductions from
Schedule A.
Compute5.
taxable
income:
Subtract your
deduction from
AGI.
Determine your6.
tax: Use the tax
tables or the tax
computation
worksheet based

on your taxable
income.
Apply tax7.
credits: Enter
any credits for
which you are
eligible, and
subtract them
from the tax
amount.
Account for8.
payments and
withholdings:
Include federal
income tax
withheld from
paychecks,
estimated tax
payments, and
refundable
credits.
Calculate9.
refund or
amount owed:
If your payments
exceed your tax,
you get a refund;
if less, you owe.
Sign and date:10.
Remember to
sign your return
(both spouses if
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filing jointly).
Filing
electronically
usually requires
a PIN or prior
year’s AGI to
sign.

If  you  are  using  tax
preparation  software,
most of these steps are
a u t o m a t e d ,  b u t
understanding  the  flow
helps you catch errors.
Especially  when  you
are learning how to do
your  own  tax,  going
th rough  the  f o rm
manually  the  first  time
(even if using software)
c a n  b u i l d  y o u r
confidence.

COMMON
MISTAKES TO
AVOID WHEN
PREPARING YOUR
OWN TAX

Even  seasoned  filers
make errors.  Here are
frequent  pitfalls  that
people encounter when

they  attempt  to  do
their  own  tax:

Math errors:
Even with
software, double-
check your
entries.
Transposing
numbers or
miskeying a
figure is
common.
Missing
income:
Forgetting to
include a 1099
from a small gig
or bank interest
can lead to
penalties.
Overlooking
deductions: For
example, many
people forget to
deduct state
sales tax if they
live in a state
with no income
tax, or they miss
the deduction for
educator
expenses.
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Incorrect filing
status:
Choosing Single
when you qualify
as Head of
Household can
cost you
hundreds.
Signing errors:
An unsigned
return is invalid.
If e-filing, ensure
you use the
correct prior-year
AGI or identity
protection PIN.
Failing to
report health
insurance:
Although the
individual
mandate penalty
is now $0 in most
states, some
states require
proof of
coverage.

To minimize  mistakes,
take your time and use
trusted  tax  software
that  performs  error
checks.  Also,  consider

using the IRS Free File
program if your income
is $79,000 or less. This
program  offers  brand-
n a m e  s o f t w a r e
packages at no cost for
basic returns, making it
pe r fec t  f o r  those
starting out on how to
do your own tax.

ELECTRONIC
FILING VS. PAPER
FILING

T h e  I R S  s t r o n g l y
encourages  electronic
filing (e-file) because it
is faster, more secure,
and  reduces  errors.
When  you  e-file,  you
typ ica l l y  rece ive
confirmation  within  24
to  48  hours  that  the
IRS has accepted your
return.  Refunds  arrive
in  about  three  weeks
with  e-file  and  direct
deposit,  compared  to
six to eight weeks for
p a p e r  r e t u r n s .
Moreover,  e-file
software  automatically
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performs  calculations
and  can  alert  you  to
missing data. If you are
learning  how  to  do
your own tax, e-filing is
the  way  to  go.  Paper
filing  is  still  an  option,
but you must print the
forms, mail them to the
a p p r o p r i a t e  I R S
processing center, and
w a i t  l o n g e r  f o r
processing.  For  most
people,  especial ly
those  wi th  s imple
returns,  e-filing  is
s imp ler  and  more
accurate.

SELF-
EMPLOYMENT AND
SMALL BUSINESS
CONSIDERATIONS

I f  y o u  a r e  s e l f -
employed,  filing  your
own tax becomes a bit
more complex — but it
is  still  entirely doable.
You  must  report  all
business  income  and
expenses on Schedule
C  (Profit  or  Loss  from

Business).  This  form
allows  you  to  deduct
ordinary and necessary
business  expenses
such as office supplies,
equipment,  travel,
home  office  costs,  and
hea l th  i nsu rance
premiums. You will also
n e e d  t o  p a y  s e l f -
e m p l o y m e n t  t a x
(Social  Security  and
Medicare)  which  is
calculated on Schedule
SE.  Understanding
t h e s e  a d d i t i o n a l
schedules  is  a  vital
part of how to do your
own  tax  if  you  have
any  freelance  or  side
income.  Many  online
platforms provide step-
by-step  guidance  for
Schedule C. The key is
to  keep  meticulous
records throughout the
year — saving receipts
and  tracking  mileage
u s i n g  a n  a p p  o r
logbook.  The  more
organized you are, the
e a s i e r  t a x  t i m e
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becomes.

STAYING
CURRENT:
CHANGES IN TAX
LAW

T a x  l a w s  c h a n g e
frequently, and staying
informed is crucial. For
example,  recent  years
have seen adjustments
to  standard  deduction
amounts,  changes  to
the  Child  Tax  Credit,
a n d  t e m p o r a r y
deductions  for  certain
business  expenses.
When you do your own
tax, you must be aware
of  these updates.  The
IRS  website  (irs.gov)
pub l i shes  annua l
updates and tax reform
s u m m a r i e s .
Additionally,  reading
t a x  b l o g s  o r
s u b s c r i b i n g  t o
news le t te rs  f rom
reputable  sources  can
help  you  stay  ahead.
T a x  p r e p a r a t i o n
s o f t w a r e  o f t e n

incorporates the latest
rules, but it is still wise
to  understand  major
changes that affect you
specifically  —
especially  if  you  have
l i f e  c h a n g e s  l i k e
marriage,  divorce,
buying  a  home,  or
having  a  child.  These
events can significantly
i m p a c t  y o u r  t a x
liabil ity.

WHEN TO SEEK
PROFESSIONAL
HELP

While this  guide is  all
about empowering you
to  handle  your  own
t a x e s ,  t h e r e  a r e
s i tua t i ons  where
professional assistance
is advisable. If you own
a  complex  business
with  inventory,  have
foreign bank accounts,
r e c e i v e  l a r g e
inheritances,  or  are
dealing  with  an  IRS
audit, a CPA or enrolled
a g e n t  c a n  b e
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invaluable.  However,
for the vast majority of
i n d i v i d u a l s  w i t h
straightforward  W-2
i n c o m e ,  a  f e w
investments, or a small
side business, learning
how to do your own tax
is not only feasible but
financially smart. There
is  no  shame  in  using
free  resources,  IRS
publications,  or  calling
the  IRS  helpline  for
questions.  The goal  is
t o  b e c o m e  s e l f -
sufficient,  save money,
and  reduce  anxiety
around  tax  season.

CONCLUSION:
EMBRACE THE
CONFIDENCE OF
INDEPENDENT
FILING

Doing your own tax is a
s k i l l  t h a t  p a y s
dividends every year —
literally.  By taking the

time to understand the
process ,  you  ga in
cont ro l  over  your
finances  and  eliminate
the  dependency  on
expensive  preparers.
F r o m  g a t h e r i n g
documents to selecting
the  best  filing  status,
from  deductions  to
credits ,  each  step
becomes  easier  with
practice.  Remember
that  the  IRS  provides
extensive  resources,
a n d  m o d e r n  t a x
software  simplifies
e v e n  c o m p l e x
scenarios. So next tax
season,  instead  of
d r e a d i n g  t h e
paperwork, approach it
with  the  confidence
t h a t  c o m e s  f r o m
knowing exactly how to
do your  own tax.  You
have  the  knowledge,
you have the tools, and
you have the ability to
file accurately and


