State Judicial Branches [interprets laws!!!]
Lower State Courts

State court systems handle most of the disputes in the US.  The state judicial branches have a similar 3 tier system as the federal courts: courts for minor law violations and lawsuits, courts of serious crimes and large-scale civil cases, and appeals courts.


Justice court in rural areas– judge is a justice of the peace –handle less serious crimes (misdemeanors). They operate without a jury and in most communities voters elect these judges


Magistrate courts are in larger towns. These courts handle minor cases such as traffic violations or disturbing the peace.  They also hear civil cases involving small sums of money (less than $1,000).  Criminal defendants convicted in these courts usually receive a small fine or a short jail term. 


Municipal Courts in large cities serve the same purpose. They are divided into specialized areas such as traffic, juvenile, and small claims courts.  Small claims courts involve civil cases with minor amounts of money; plaintiffs (people filing lawsuits) and defendants (people being sued) speak for themselves with no lawyers present for either side.
Higher State Courts – deal with more serious crimes


General Trial Courts: defendants charged with felonies and civil cases involving larger sums of money are heard here.  Depending on the state, such a court may be called a district court, county court, common pleas court, circuit court, or superior court.  Juries may be used in these courts.  A judge’s job is to make sure the trial is conducted fairly and lawfully. A judge does this by ruling on whether certain evidence or testimony is permissible, ruling on objections by attorneys in the case and guiding the jury on points of law.  The judge may also decide on the penalty in case of a guilty verdict in many states.

Appellate Courts:  These intermediate appeals courts review decisions made by trial courts.  No jury is involved, just a panel of judges who decide cases by a majority vote.  If a defendant didn’t receive a fair trial, the decision may be overturned.  


The court of last resort is the State Supreme Court.  It reviews decisions of appeals courts and is responsible for supervising all courts in the state.  State Supreme courts act like the US Supreme Court, and interpret state laws and state constitutions.  There are typically 5 to 9 judges on the bench and a majority vote is needed to make a successful appeal.  This typically is the final court unless a federal law is in question.
Selection of Judges


A variety of ways is used to select judges.  Some states hold popular vote elections, some are appointed by the governor and approved by the state senate, still others use what is called the Missouri Plan where a governor selects judges from a list prepared by a commission and it is then placed in the next election and the people approve or deny the appointment.  


Judges tend to have long terms from 6 to 12 years.  This is to shield them from the whim of the public and allow them to rule on law not popular consent.  They can be removed from office through impeachment.  Sometimes a commission can be convened to investigate wrongdoing by a judge and can recommend to the State Supreme Court to remove the judge; the State Supreme Court may then do so.

