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decisions by district courts represent the greatest number of cases (77%), followed by admin-
istrative (15%), original proceedings (7%), and bankruptcy (1%). An appellate court often is 
referred to as the court of last resort, and these courts review a high volume of cases (Figure 
7.2). Cases decided by federal appellate courts rarely travel to the U.S. Supreme Court. These 
courts make decisions by using three-judge panels. In rare cases, all the judges on a U.S. Court 
of Appeals may hear a case en banc.

In 2012, the U.S. Appeals Courts experienced a 12% increase in the number of criminal 
appeals. This increase is attributed to appeals related to crack cocaine offenses for sentence 
reductions because of a change in the federal guidelines. Defendants sentenced to long prison 
terms because of charges of possessing crack were able to request shorter sentences in propor-
tion with offenders whose crimes related to powder cocaine.

The U.S. Courts of Appeals hear cases involving patent laws and appealed decisions from 
the Court of International Trade, the Court of Federal Claims, and the U.S. Court of Appeals 
for Veterans Claims.

Federal district courts have jurisdiction over civil and criminal cases. The First through 
Eleventh and D.C. Circuits have the same jurisdiction except for civil cases involving pat-
ent laws. The federal trial courts consist of 94 judicial districts, including the District of 
Columbia and Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Bankruptcy Court. The Virgin Islands, Guam, and 
the Northern Mariana Islands, all U.S. territories, have district courts. The federal system 
also includes two specialized courts: the U.S. Court of International Trade and the U.S. 
Court of Federal Claims. The former hears cases on international trade and customs issues. 
The latter has jurisdiction over claims for monetary damages against the United States, 
disputes over federal contracts, and unlawful confiscation of private property by the federal 
government.

State Courts
State court structures vary, though most follow a pattern similar to the federal system, 

including a supreme court, an intermediate appellate court, and trial courts. Figure 7.3 offers 
an illustration of the Illinois court structure. In contrast, Figure 7.4 illustrates the Colorado 
court structure.

The structure of each state court system differs to various degrees, though the roles and 
jurisdictions are fundamentally the same. The New York Supreme Court conducts felony 
trials; other states call this intermediate level the superior or district court. Each state has 
a separate court system typically comprising three levels. You can compare your state with 
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court of last resort: The 
final court with appellate 
authority in a given court 

system. In the United 
States at the federal level, 

the Supreme Court is 
the court of last resort.


