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evidence. They provide instructions to the jury about what constitutes a crime and on what 
the correct standards of evidence are. In addition, constitutional provisions regulate how the 
police conduct interrogations and searches and seizures. Appellate courts can rule on all of 
these procedural matters, but they cannot rule on or revisit the facts in the cases they 
review. Some countries provide for appeals of appellate court rulings, too. In the United 
States, this occurs at the level of the Supreme Court.

LEGAL SYSTEMS

When appellate courts review the actions of lower courts, or when the judicial system 
reviews the constitutionality of laws that have been passed, those actions are not performed 

Figure 9.1 The United States Court System

The United States Supreme Court

The Supreme Court hears appeals from the  federal courts 
and from the state courts if the case involves the U.S. 

Constitution, a U.S. law, and/or a U.S. treaty. 
In rare instances the court can act as a trial court. 

The court decides what cases it wants to hear.

8 Associate Justices and 1 Chief Justice.

The United States Courts of Appeals

These courts hear appeals from the district courts. 
Because the Supreme Court refuses to hear most

appeals, these courts are usually the courts
of last resort in the federal system.

12 regional courts of appeals and one court for the federal circuit.

The United States District Courts
94 courts, with at least one court in every state.

The courts’ lines of jurisdiction do not cross over state 
boundaries. These are the trial courts of the federal 

system.They hear both civil and criminal cases.




