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Texas Court of Criminal Appeals

The Texas Court of Criminal Appeals is the 
state’s highest court for criminal appeals. 
Like other appellate courts, the Texas 
Court of Criminal Appeals hears no new 
evidence and is limited to reviewing the 
trial record and briefs filed by the lawyers 
in the case. The court consists of nine 
judges, including a presiding judge. The 
court can hear appeals in panels of three 
judges, though most cases are heard en 
banc. Cases are decided by majority vote. 
While the court has some discretionary 
authority over the cases it hears, the vast 
majority of its caseload comprises cases 
that receive mandatory review. In 2015, 
80 percent of all the cases heard by the 
court were mandatory. The majority of 

those cases involved petitions for the court to issue a writ of habeas corpus for felony 
convictions. Appeals in death penalty cases are also mandatory for the court, and the 
court typically considers such cases en banc. Although arguably the most important job 
of the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals, death penalty cases composed only 5.4 percent 
of appeals in 2013. That year, the court heard eleven death penalty cases, affirming all 
of them. This court is also the final court of appeals for questions involving state law 
and the state constitution. However, cases involving questions of federal law or the U.S. 
Constitution can ultimately be appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court.

Supreme Court of Texas

The Supreme Court of Texas is the highest court in the state for civil cases. It consists of eight 
justices, plus one chief justice. If the supreme court chooses to review a case from the lower 
courts, that case is decided by majority vote. The supreme court also makes procedural 
rules for lower courts, approves new law schools in the state, and appoints members of 
the Board of Legal Examiners. It monitors the caseload of the fourteen appellate courts 
and can move cases between those courts to equalize the caseload. Like the Texas Court of 
Criminal Appeals, the cases from the Supreme Court of Texas can be appealed to the U.S. 
Supreme Court if they concern issues of federal law or the U.S. Constitution.

JUDICIAL SELECTION

ne of the more controversial aspects of the Texas judicial system is the selection 
process for judges. With the exception of most municipal judges, judges in 
Texas are elected in partisan contests. In order to become a judge, candidates 

have to raise enough money to win the election. Once on the bench, judges need to 
continue raising money for reelection. Texas is one of only eight states that select judges 
for their highest courts with partisan elections, and it is one of only eight states that 
choose their appellate judges with partisan elections.17

The Texas Court of Criminal Appeals, headed by presiding judge Sharon Keller 
(front, center), is the court of last resort for criminal cases in the state.
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Writ of habeas corpus
a court order that requires a 
prisoner to be brought before 
the court and informed of the 
charges against him or her

	 The Election of 
Judges


