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a case in the highest state court is appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, and this can 
happen only for cases involving a question of federal law.

Cases come to state and federal courts under either their original jurisdiction or their 
appellate jurisdiction. A court’s original jurisdiction refers to those cases that can come 
straight to it without being heard by any other court first. The rules and factors just 
discussed refer to original jurisdiction. Appellate jurisdiction refers to those cases that a 
court can hear on appeal—that is, when one of the parties to a case believes that some 
point of law was not applied properly at a lower court and asks a higher court to review it. 
Almost all the cases heard by the U.S. Supreme Court come to it on appeal. The Court’s 
original jurisdiction is limited to cases that concern ambassadors and public ministers and 
to cases in which a state is a party—usually amounting to no more than two or three cases 
a year.

All parties in U.S. lawsuits are entitled to an appeal, although more than 90 percent of 
losers in federal cases accept their verdicts without appeal. After the first appeal, further 
appeals are at the discretion of the higher court; that is, the court can choose to hear them 
or not. The highest court of appeals in the United States is the U.S. Supreme Court, but 
its appellate jurisdiction is also discretionary. When the Court refuses to hear a case, it may 
mean, among other things, that the Court regards the case as frivolous or that it agrees 
with the lower court’s judgment. Just because the Court agrees to hear a case, though, does 
not mean that it is going to overturn the lower court’s ruling, although it does so about 70 
percent of the time. Sometimes the Court hears a case in order to rule that it agrees with 
the lower court and to set a precedent that other courts will have to follow.
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