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Overview of Today’s Presentation

I. The work facing a pro se litigant
II. Cases that belong in federal court

III. The rules of federal courts and how to find them
IV. The life cycle of a federal case
V. Q & A Section



Important Reminders

I. Pro se means “on one’s own behalf.”
 You will handle the entire case.

II. Make the right (informed) choices because your goal is to win.

III. Avoid emotional choices.

IV. The Federal Pro Se Clinic can help you with procedural 
questions in the Central District.



Should I Proceed with a Federal Lawsuit?

What a civil action can do for me:
a. Money Damages
b. Injunctive Relief (e.g., stop copyright infringement)
c. Declaratory Relief  (e.g., determine who is entitled to insurance benefits)
d. Other  (e.g., Social Security Appeal)

What a civil action will not do for me:
a. Settle a grudge or get revenge
b. Humiliate the other side
c. Solve personal, life issues



Does My Case Belong in Federal Court?

a. Federal Question (28 U.S.C. § 1331) 
b. Diversity (28 U.S.C. § 1332) 
c. Supplemental Jurisdiction (court’s authority to hear related 

non-federal claims 28 U.S.C. § 1367) 

It is necessary to spend time doing legal research to find and 
adequately plead your claim(s)!

Constitution of the United States, U.S. Codes, Other 



Does My Case Belong in Federal Court?

Examples of cases that may belong in STATE court: 
● Small Claims (individual-- $12,500 or less)
● Family Law (divorce, custody)
● Probate
● Landlord-Tenant, Real Estate 
● Contract and Business Disputes 

* You must research the facts and laws in your case to decide whether to sue in state 
court or federal court.  If you file in the wrong court, you could lose precious time to 
pursue your case.  You may even lose so much time that you run out the time period 
that you have to bring a lawsuit.  

* FAME Legal Clinic has attorneys who can assist with state law and state court.



Guide: Preparing a Federal Case

1.) Do you have a legal claim? (defendant violated a law or legal 
obligation)

2.) Are you bringing your lawsuit on time? (statute of limitations)
3.) Does your case belong in federal court? (subject matter jurisdiction)
4.) Do federal courts in California have authority over the parties you 

are suing? (personal jurisdiction)
5.) Are you suing in the right location? (venue)
6.) Are any of the parties you want to sue immune from lawsuits? (e.g., 

judge, prosecutor)



The Rules of Federal Court

▪  Federal Rules of Civil Procedure                   ▪   Judge’s Procedures & Schedule
▪  Central District’s Local Rules                         ▪   Case Law (e.g., cases                
xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx interpreting FRCP)



Finding the Rules

The Pro Se Packet – Online and at Central District’s Civil Intake

Website for U.S. District Court, Central District of California:    
http://www.cacd.uscourts.gov/ 

The Law Library 

Other resources:
● Rutter Group Federal Civil Procedure Before Trial 
● NOLO books and website
● Using Google

http://www.cacd.uscourts.gov/


The Life Cycle of a Federal Case   

Pleadings/
Service/
Motions

Discovery Summary 
Judgment Trial Post- 

Judgment



First Steps: Pleadings, Motions, and Service 

• Summons and Complaint (pleading for plaintiffs)

• Answer and Counterclaims (pleading for defendants)

• Motion to Dismiss, Motion to Strike

• Service of Process – the Clinic has guides on how to serve 
different types of defendants (e.g., individual, corporation, 
government agency), and proof of service forms



Writing Tips for Your Complaint

One of the most important parts of your complaint is writing the Statement of Facts. 

Your Statement of Facts must include:  
● What happened?
● When it happened?
● Where it happened?
● How it happened?
● Who was involved?

Also keep in mind: 
1.) Write facts NOT legal conclusions 
2.) Clearly identify WHO did WHAT (i.e. specify names!)

*Our guide “Writing Tips” goes into more detail on this advice



Requesting a Fee Waiver

● Form CV-060
● 2-pages
● Need to provide financial info 

(average expenses, income, 
when you filed your last tax 
return, etc.)

● NOTE: You do not need to 
attach your bank statements or 
any additional documents to 
this form.



Clinic YouTube Videos

Instructional videos on many topics, including:

● The Summons
● The Certification and Notice of Interested Parties
● The Civil Cover Sheet
● The Filing Fee Waiver
● How to Write a Complaint



Step-by-Step Guides are Available at the Clinic and 
Online on our Website



Service on the Defendant

● Check our Guides– there are different requirements for different 
types of defendants

● Person serving must be at least 18 years old and not a party to the 
action

● Serve within 90 days after the complaint is filed

● If you need more time, file a Request for Extension



Service of Process Guides and Forms 



Discovery

Timeline -- Begins after the Answer, Conference of the Parties; Check 
Scheduling Order

Each party tries to obtain (“discover”) information from the other side or 
non-parties

Ends at a time determined by the court



Examples of Information You May Be Able to Obtain in Discovery

• Business records related to the dispute in your case 

• Names of parties and potential witnesses

• Government agency records 

• Employment contracts

• Information about a business’s hiring and firing 
practices

• Information about the personal, educational, and 
professional background of a potential witness in 
your case 



Discovery Tools

● Depositions
● Requests for Production
● Interrogatories
● Requests for Admissions
● Subpoenas

*May need to file Motion to Compel
**Some information may be privileged



Create a Discovery Plan 



Summary Judgement

Timeline
● Usually filed after the close of discovery

Summary Judgment is Important and complicated
● Similar to a “Trial on Paper”
● A lost opposition will end your case
● Requires time to prepare
● Our Clinic has guides and forms



Pre-trial

Pre-trial documents
● Witness lists

● Exhibit lists

● Memorandum of Law and Facts

● Proposed Jury Instructions



Trial

● Courtroom Conduct
● Jury – voir dire
● Presentation of case
● Verdict



Post-Judgement 

● Post-judgement motions (e.g. motion for 
reconsideration)

● Appeal    
● Costs



How to Access Free Legal Help from the Federal Pro Se Clinic 

Our clinic is located on the terrace level of the Roybal Courthouse 

255 East Temple St., Suite 170, Los Angeles, CA 

Walk-In Hours: Wednesdays: 10 a.m. – 12 p.m. & 1 p.m. – 3 p.m.  

You may submit an online intake or call the Clinic’s message line 

and leave a detailed message: (213) 385-2977 ext. 270 

Clinic’s Zoom Drop-In Hours posted on Public Counsel’s website:

 https://publiccounsel.org/services/federal-court/

*Check website for any holiday closures



How the Federal Pro Se Clinic Can Help You

We can . . .

Help you understand what is happening procedurally in your case (e.g., explain 
matters on the docket, explain procedural next steps)

Provide guides and forms (e.g., general Complaint form, Answer, Motion, Discovery 
forms; guides on service) 

Review your drafts for procedural compliance

Provide Referral and Resource Information

* However, we do not answer questions that are substantive in nature, such as which defendants to sue 
or which claims to include in your complaint, and we will not draft your documents for you 



Public Counsel’s Federal Pro Se Clinic

What we do NOT do . . .

We do NOT give advice on
● Criminal legal issues
● Appeals
● Habeas cases
● State court cases
● Bankruptcy issues

We do not provide representation in court.
If you want to hire a private attorney, you may 
want to use Smart Law (LACBA)



Federal Pro Se Clinics in the Central District of California

Los Angeles

Santa Ana

Riverside

Federal Pro Se Clinic
Bankruptcy Clinic

Federal Pro Se Clinic
Bankruptcy Clinic

Federal Pro Se Clinic
Bankruptcy Clinic



Thank you!
Public Counsel Federal Pro Se Clinic

LA Law Library, January 29, 2026


