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FIGURE 1.2 Overview of the Court Structure in the United States

name implies, this is where trials are held, jurors sworn,
and witnesses questioned. Trial courts are noisy places
resembling school corridors between classes. Amid
the noisy crowd you will find lawyers, judges, police
officers, defendants, victims, and witnesses walking
through the building during working hours.

Trial courts, in turn, are divided between ma-
jor and lower. Lower courts initially process felony
cases (set bail, for example) but cannot find the de-
fendant innocent or guilty and therefore cannot sen-
tence. Their primary activity involves processing the
millions of minor offenses such as public drunken-
ness, petty theft, and disorderly conduct. Major trial
courts, on the other hand, are responsible for the final
phases of felony prosecutions. In these courts, defen-
dants charged with crimes such as murder, robbery,
burglary, and drug dealing enter a plea of guilty (or
occasionally go to trial), and the guilty are sentenced.

Other courts (fewer in number) are appeals
courts that review decisions made by trial courts

(usually only the major trial courts). Appeals courts
review decisions made elsewhere, but no trials are
held, no jurors employed, and no witnesses heard.
Rather, appellate courts are places where lawyers
argue whether the previous decision correctly or
incorrectly followed the law. In many ways, ap-
pellate courts are like a monastery, where scholars
pore over old books and occasionally engage in
polite debates. Given the growing volume of cases,
the federal government and most states have cre-
ated two levels of appellate courts: intermediate
courts, which must hear all cases, and supreme
courts, which pick and choose the cases they hear.

Although the U.S. Supreme Court stands atop the
organizational ladder, it hears only a handful of the
cases filed each year (often fewer than 85 per year).
Thus, its importance is measured not in terms of
the number of cases decided but in the wide-rang-
ing impact these few decisions have on all stages of
the process.
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