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State Courts In-Depth

From marriage licenses to divorces, and major felonies to speeding tickets, the vast majority of legal cases in the United
States are handled in state courts. Following is an overview of state courts -- their powers, str uctures, and more.

State Court Jurisdiction

Of cases filed annually in the U.S., about one million cases are filed in federal courts, while more than 30 million are filed
in state courts. Most legal cases are handled at the state court lev el because state courts have pow er (or"jur isdic-
tion&quot;) to hear almost all types of cases involving citizens of that state -- including almost all of the following types of
cases:

• Family law cases (including divorce, child custody cases, and adoptions)

• Personal injury cases (i.e. lawsuits for injury from car accidents and defective products)

• Estate planning and probate matters

• Criminal law matters (including all felonies and misdemeanors that arise from state criminal statutes)

• Traffic violations

State courts do not have pow er to hear certain kinds of cases -- including those involving bankruptcy, immigration,
patents, copyr ights, and violations of federal criminal law. These types of cases are handled exclusively by federal courts.

Structure of State Court Systems

The specific structure of court systems will var y from state to state, but every state court operates on a number of levels,
usually differentiated either by the type of matter being heard or the amount of money that is at stake. Using the state of
Massachusetts as an example, the structure of its state court system is as follows from highest to lowest level:

• Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court

• Massachusetts Appeals Court

• Massachusetts Trial Courts - Second Level: consisting of the Superior Court (which hears civil matters where over
$25,000 is at issue; and handles most felony cases), the Housing Court, and the Land Court.

• Massachusetts Trial Courts - First Level: consisting of the District Court (which hears civil matters where under
$25,000 is at issue; handles all criminal misdemeanors, and certain lower-level felonies; also includes small claims
and traffic courts), the Juvenile Court, and the Probate and Family Court.

In some states, the lower lev el of a trial court is called the "municipal" or "limited jurisdiction" court, while the higher trial
cour t is called the "superior" or "general jurisdiction" court. Whatever the name given to each court lev el, almost all state
cour ts function on at least three tiers: trial, intermediate appellate, and high appellate.

To get an idea of what the structure of state courts look like in a few more states, click on the links below:

• Ar izona Court Organization (Ar izona Supreme Court)

• New Yor k State Court Str ucture (New Yor k State Unified Court System)

• Te xas Court Str ucture (Texas Judiciar y)

• Wisconsin Court System Over view (Wisconsin Courts)

State Court Locations

State courts do not operate in only one building, or even in only one city, but are located throughout each state -- usually
as a county or district branch of the state court.

http://www.supreme.state.az.us/guide/How_Organized.htm
http://www.courts.state.ny.us/courts/structure.shtml
http://www.courts.state.tx.us/
https://www.wicourts.gov/courts/overview/overview.htm


In larger and more populous states, branches of the state court can be found in literally hundreds of locations throughout
the state. For example, the Superior Court of Califor nia has separate branches in 58 counties in the state, and the Los
Angeles County branch (officially called the Superior Court of Califor nia - County of Los Angeles) alone has over 50 differ-
ent courthouses and related facilities.

Check with the local county/district branch of your state’s cour t, or ask your attorney, to lear n more about where your case
may be handled. You can find more infor mation on courts in your state here .

http://www.courtinfo.ca.gov/courts/trial/courtlist.htm
http://www.lasuperiorcourt.org/locations/
http://www.lasuperiorcourt.org/locations/
http://litigation.findlaw.com/legal-system/court-directories.html


Find a Consumer Protection 

Attorney Near You

Learn More: Tips to Help Protect Your Identity, Protect 

Yourself from Online Auction Fraud, Stolen Identity: 

What to Do

The FindLaw Guide to Online Fraud and Identity Theft

Follow us on

A Thomson Reuters Business

FINDLAW.COM EMPOWERS 

PEOPLE WITH TRUSTED,  

TIMELY AND INTELLIGENT  

LEGAL INFORMATION

BLOGS – FindLaw Blogs present timely news that has 

real-life implications, deliver important information 

and discuss law-related entertainment. 

FINDLAW ANSWERS – A vibrant, interactive online 

community where everyday people can ask legal 

questions and get real-time answers from legal  

professionals and others with similar experiences.

NEWS & NEWSLETTERS – Updated throughout the 

day and night and covering a wide range of legal 

topics, FindLaw.com’s News page presents current 

legal news, keeping people informed and educated.

FIND A LAWYER – An easy-to-search database 

of more than one million lawyers and law firms. It 

provides detailed information, enabling people to 

contact a qualified lawyer when they are ready.

DO-IT-YOURSELF FORMS & CONTRACTS – FindLaw.

com provides accurate legal documents for common 

legal matters. Choose from a library of easy-to-use, 

low-cost, accurate legal forms for everyday legal issues.

FINDLAW VIDEO – On FindLaw.com, you’ll find an 

online directory of more than 1,500 short videos 

dedicated exclusively to legal topics and attorney and  

law firm profiles.   

Connect With Us
FindLaw.com has an entire social media team 

dedicated to providing our users with as many 

options as possible to join, participate in, and learn 

from the FindLaw community. Some of the  social 

key channels are the following:

 

•	 FindLaw for Consumers on Facebook 

Making the law easy to access with interactive 

legal updates aimed at starting conversations, 

informing followers of their legal rights and 

providing a forum for questions and resources 

 

•	 @FindLawConsumer on Twitter 

Tweeting interesting, entertaining and  

informative legal news everyday 

Copyright © 2013 FindLaw, a Thomson Reuters business. All rights reserved. The information 

contained in this article is for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal advice.  

The use and distribution of this article is subject to the Creative Commons BY-NC-ND license, which 

can be viewed at  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/. You must attribute the article by 

providing the title of the article, FindLaw copyright notice and link to the original work. You may not 

use the article for commercial purposes and you may not alter or transform this article in any way.

HAVE A LEGAL QUESTION?

NEED TO FIND AN AFFORDABLE, 

QUALIFIED ATTORNEY?

Protect yourself, your family or  

your business with a legal plan 

or form from LegalStreet

http://consumer.findlaw.com/online-scams/?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://findlaw.com?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://www.facebook.com/FindLawConsumers?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
https://twitter.com/findlawconsumer?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://legalblogs.findlaw.com/?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://answers.findlaw.com?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://legalnews.findlaw.com/?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://lawyers.findlaw.com?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://forms.findlaw.com/?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://video.findlaw.com/?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://www.facebook.com/FindLawConsumers?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
https://twitter.com/findlawconsumer?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://www.facebook.com/FindLawConsumers?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
https://twitter.com/findlawconsumer?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
http://findlaw.com?DCMP=CCX-MG-012
http://legalstreet.com?DCMP=LS-LPD-001

