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The Judicial Branch

Lesson 2: The Federal Court System

(ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

How can governments ensure citizens are treated fairly?
Why do people create, structure, and change governments?

1. How are the federal courts organized?

|

|

|

%
GUIDING QUESTIONS l
k‘z. What is the selection process for federal judges?

Terms to Know basis for a decision in a later, similar case \
original jurisdiction the authority to hear litigant a person engaged in a lawsuit |
cases for the first time consent approval |
appellate jurisdiction the authority to hear tenure the right to hold an office once a |
a case appealed from a lower court person is confirmed H
ruling an official decision preliminary coming before the main part; E
opinion a detailed explanation of the legal introductory i3 |
thinking behind a court’s decision in a case subpoena a court order requiring someone |
Qrecedent a legal ruling that is used as a to appear in court f

What Do You Know?

In the first column, answer the questions based on what you know before you study.
After this lesson, complete the last column.

Now... , - Later...

What courts are in the federal
court system?

How are federal judges picked?

The Lower Courts
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) H You have learned that the federal court system has three
ConLraEmng levels. District courts are at the lowest level. These courts
1. How does jurisdiction have what is called original jurisdiction. This is the
differ between authority to hear cases for the first time. Most federal cases
district courts and begin in a U.S. district court.

courts of appeals? There are 94 district courts. Every state has at least one.

District courts hold both civil and criminal trials. Juries
listen to witnesses and decide guilt or innocence based on
evidence.

People who lose a case in district court may appeal it to
a federal appeals court. This means they can ask a higher
court to review and possibly change the result of the trial.
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Lesson 2: The Federal Court System, continued

The authority to review the fairness of a case appealed from
a lower court is called appellate (uhePEHeluht) jurisdiction.

People appeal cases for different reasons. Usually a
lawyer thinks that a district court judge has made a
mistake. Other times, new evidence becomes available that
might have changed the original outcome of the trial.

There are 12 federal appeals courts. Each court has
jurisdiction over an area called a circuit. These courts are
also called circuit courts of appeals. There is also a
thirteenth appeals court. It is called the Court of Appeals
for the Federal Circuit. It has nationwide jurisdiction to hear
special cases. These cases include patent law, international
trade, and other civil cases of the U.S. government.

Appeals courts do not have trials. Judges make the
decisions. Their decisions are called rulings. Three or more
judges review each case. They listen to the lawyers’
arguments. Then they meet and vote on how to rule. They
can choose to do the following:

e uphold, or keep the original decision made by the
district court

e reverse the district court’s decision
e remand the case

To remand the case means to send the case back to the
lower court to be tried again.

Appeals court judges do not decide guilt or innocence.
Rather, they rule only on whether the trial was fair. Appeals
court rulings may be appealed only to the Supreme Court.

When an appeals court makes a ruling, one judge writes
an opinion for the court. The opinion explains the legal
thinking behind the court’s decision. The opinion is also an
example to be followed by other judges. Such an example
is called a precedent. A precedent does not have the force
of law, but it is a powerful legal argument.

Since early in the nation’s history, the federal courts
have followed certain guiding ideas, or principles. One is
that judges or justices cannot decide a question of law by
seeking out a lawsuit. They have to wait for litigants to file
lawsuits. Litigants are people involved in a lawsuit. The
principle of precedent is another guiding idea.

Federal Judges

Federal judges make the final decisions in the federal court
system. There are more than 650 federal judges in the
district courts. Each district court has at least two judges.
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2. What kinds of rulings
do appeals courts
make?

/ Mark the Text

3. Underline the text
that defines an
opinion.

Paraphrasing

4. In your own words,
explain why a
precedent is
important.

Defining
5. What is a lawsuit?
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E Explaining
6. How are federal
judges chosen?

Ed Analyzing

7. Why do you think
the Senate must
give consent to
presidential
appointments?

. Reading
Check

8. What are the duties
of a magistrate
judge?

9. Place a one-tab
Foldable on the line.
Label the anchor
Federal Judge. Write
two sentences that
summarize facts
about federal
judges.

Lesson 2: The Federal Court System, continued

Each appeals court may have between 6 and 28 judges.
The U.S. Supreme Court has nine judges, called justices.

The Constitution gives the president the power to appoint
federal judges. However, the Senate must give consent, or
approval, to all appointments. This limits the president’s
power. When presidents appoint judges to district courts,
they follow a practice called senatorial courtesy. This means
they tell the senators from the nominee’s home state about
their choice first. If the senators do not like the nominee,
the president will usually choose a different person.

Federal judges have their jobs for life. They can be
removed only through a process called impeachment. This
kind of job security is called tenure. Judges who have
tenure cannot be fired. This keeps them from being
pressured when they have to make difficult decisions.

District courts also have magistrate judges who help
judges with the workload. They do much of the routine
work. They issue search and arrest warrants. They hear
preliminary, or introductory, evidence to decide whether a
case should be tried. They may also try minor cases.

Each district court has a U.S. attorney. These lawyers
prosecute people accused of breaking federal laws. They
also represent the United States in civil cases. They are
appointed by the president and approved by the Senate.

Each district also has a U.S. marshal. Marshals keep
order in the court. They make arrests and take convicted
people to prison. They also serve, or deliver, subpoenas.
A subpoena (suhePEEenuh) is a court order requiring
someone to appear in court.
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Check for Understandlng

List the three levels of federal courts.

1. 2.

3.

Name the two steps every person must go
through before becoming a federal judge.

4.

5.
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