
Court Basics Explained: A Procedural
Overview

For individuals representing themselves (pro se litigants), understanding the basic
flow of a court case is essential. While specific rules vary between state and federal
courts, the overall structure of a civil case generally follows a predictable path [1].

The Stages of a Civil Lawsuit

A civil lawsuit is a formal process for resolving disputes between individuals or
entities. The process can be broadly divided into the following stages:



Stage Description Key Activities

1. Pleadings

The formal documents
filed with the court that
initiate and respond to
the lawsuit.

The Plaintiff files a Complaint (or Petition) to
start the case. The Defendant files an Answer to
respond to the claims. These documents define
the scope of the dispute [1].

2.
Jurisdiction
and Service

Establishing the
court’s authority over
the parties and ensuring
the defendant is
properly notified.

The plaintiff must ensure the court has
jurisdiction over the defendant and must
formally serve the defendant with a copy of the
Complaint and Summons [1].

3. Discovery

The pre-trial phase
where both sides gather
information and
evidence from the
opposing party.

This stage involves formal requests for
information, such as Interrogatories (written
questions), Requests for Production of
Documents, and Depositions (out-of-court
sworn testimony) [1].

4. Pre-Trial
Motions

Requests made to the
court for a ruling on a
specific issue before the
trial begins.

Common motions include a Motion to Dismiss
(arguing the complaint is legally insufficient) or a
Motion for Summary Judgment (arguing that
no genuine issue of material fact exists and the
moving party is entitled to judgment as a matter
of law) [1].

5. Trial

The formal presentation
of evidence and
arguments to a judge or
jury.

Both sides present their case, examine and
cross-examine witnesses, and offer exhibits. The
trier of fact (judge or jury) applies the relevant
standard of proof to the evidence to reach a
verdict [1].

6. Post-Trial
and Appeal

The process following
the verdict.

The losing party may file post-trial motions or
pursue an Appeal to a higher court, arguing that
the trial court made a legal error [1].

Procedural vs. Substantive Law

It is important to distinguish between two types of law that govern a case [1]:



Substantive Law: Defines the rights and duties of individuals (e.g., contract law,
tort law). This is the law that determines the outcome of the dispute.

Procedural Law: Consists of the rules by which courts conduct trials (e.g., the
Federal Rules of Civil Procedure). This law dictates how the case must be
conducted to ensure due process [1].
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