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jury, sentence those offenders found guilty 
of their crimes, ensure that a defendant’s 
guilty plea is voluntary, and preside over 
the plea-bargaining process (in which 
the defendant pleads guilty in return 
for reduced charges or punishment; see 
Chapters 10 and 11). If a jury trial is 
waived, the judge may decide matters of 
fact after a hearing. In addition to these 
responsibilities, the judge also has admin-
istrative roles. These include supervising 
support staff, preparing the budget, and 
managing cases. Judges play a prominent 
role in seeing that justice is served. Their 
rulings and sentencing decisions influence 
the actions of other courtroom actors, 
including defense attorneys, prosecutors, 
probation officers, and court clerks.

Appellate judges have very different responsibili-
ties and duties, compared with trial judges. Appellate 
judges must review the acts of lower courts to deter-
mine if there is a basis for an appeal. They review 
the trial records, trial brief, notice of appeal, and 
other matters submitted with the appeal to deter-
mine if the appeal was properly presented and the 
appropriate issues are properly brought before the 
court. They also preside over oral arguments and 
are involved in negotiating a decision among the jus-
tices considering the appeal. Finally, they must write 
an opinion that explains the logic and reasons for 
the decision.

As mentioned earl ier, magistrate judges 
on the federal level were created by the Federal 
Magistrates Act of 1968 to replace U.S. commissioners. In 1990, the 
title of U.S. magistrate judge was coined in the Judicial Improvements 
Act. Magistrate judges are appointed by the judges of the district court 
and serve for eight-year terms, but they can be removed for “good 
cause” if needed. The exact duties of the magistrate judges are defined 
by the judge in the district court. In general, these judges can conduct 
all proceedings in a jury or nonjury civil matter, enter a judgment in 
the case, and/or conduct a trial of someone accused of a misdemeanor 
offense.

The qualifications to serve as a judge vary from state to state and 
court to court. Most states require that judges have law degrees and are 
licensed to practice law in their jurisdictions. They also require that a 
judge be a resident of the state in which he or she is employed, be a mem-
ber of the state bar association, and be at least 25 years old but no more 
than 70 years old.

Trial Judges

• Supervise jury selection
• Rule on motions
• Decide legal issues
• Instruct jury
• Oversee guilty pleas
• Sentence guilty
 offenders
• Perform administrative
 functions

Appellate Judges

• Review acts of lower
 courts
• Decide if defendant was
 treated fairly
• Review appeal notices
• Review trial
• Preside over oral
 arguments
• Write judicial opinions

Trial Judges Versus Appellate 
Judges
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Among other things, judges preside over activities occurring in the courts.
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