Understanding the Pennsylvania

Courts






Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Introduction: 

Give a brief personal introduction: name, current role, years of service
Share a short personal story or motivation for becoming a judge
Preview the topics: Today we’ll be talking about the work, role, and structure of our state courts. 


Role of Pennsylvania Courts

THE ROLE OF

PENNSYLVANIA COURTS
N A DEMOCRACY




Structure of Pennsylvania Courts

SUPREME |
COURT The Supreme Court, Superior Court and

Commonwealth Court are appellate courts
with statewide authority.

SUPERIOR COMMONWEALTH
COURT COURT

COURTS OF COMMON PLEAS Courts of Common Pleas are trial courts

that preside over cases at the county level.

MAGISTERIAL DISTRICT COURTS AND Magisterial District and Municipal Courts
PHILADELPHIA MUNICIPAL COURT preside over cases at the local level.


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Briefly explain the structure of the PA court system


Magisterial District Courts

The magisterial district courts are where most people have their first experience with the
judicial system. Magisterial District Judges (MDJs) handle civil cases with claim amounts up to

$12,000, summary matters and have initial jurisdiction over all criminal cases.

In Pennsylvania, there are more than
500 MDJs. These courts handle over 2
million cases per year.



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Talk about what generally happens at this level of court
Explain what a summary matter is and give examples


Other MDJ Duties

May perform marriage ceremonies
* Fix and set bail
* |Issue emergency Protection-from-Abuse
Orders (PFAS)

Types of MDJ Cases

Traffic — Traffic-related cases make nearly 70 percent of MDJ cases.

Criminal - Under their jurisdiction, MDJs can:

* Issue search and arrest warrants

* Accept guilty pleas for certain offenses

* Conduct preliminary hearings

* Impose sentences for certain misdemeanors and summary offenses

Civil - Examples include landlord/tenant disputes, damage to
property, breach of contract, etc.

Non-traffic - Examples include minor criminal offenses such as
disorderly conduct or underage drinking.


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Talk about the types of cases that generally come before you. 


How do the Magisterial District Courts Operate?

Criminal Case Process

‘ Offense allegedly committed ‘

\ 4

’ Law enforcement response and investigation ‘

$ R

tSu bject arrested Charges filed
’ (subject summoned to
n i preliminary hearing
_ _ without arrest)
Handled Subject Released
informally booked and without
charges filed charge

Preliminary arraignment — initial appearance
(charges filed before MDJ, bail is set, preliminary hearing scheduled)

Y

Bind over to Court Charges are dropped

of Common Pleas or dismissed
(released on bail, diversion

referral, or detained)



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Most criminal cases start with law enforcement conducting some form of an investigation. If as a result of the investigation a defendant is arrested and charged, the case can proceed a few different ways. When a defendant is arrested by law enforcement, the arresting officer can ask the court to arraign the defendant without unnecessary delay or the officer can file the charges with the court asking the court to issue a summons and direct the defendant to appear at a future preliminary hearing date. If the defendant is arraigned prior to the preliminary hearing, the defendant could be ordered to post monetary bail. Regardless if a defendant is arraigned shortly after an arrest, the case is scheduled for a preliminary hearing which is the first court appearance every criminal case has. If the defendant does not waive the preliminary hearing, the MDJ will determine based on testimony if the case should proceed to the Court of Common Pleas. 



Courts of Common Pleas

 The Courts of Common Pleas hear major civil and criminal cases as well as cases involving children
and their families. They also hear appeals from the lower-level courts. These courts are often

referred to as trial courts.

court judges. These courts average
700,000 cases per year.




Types of Common Pleas Cases

* Criminal - Presides over criminal matters ranging from
misdemeanors to violent felony cases with variety of dispositions
from non-convictions, guilty pleas to jury trials.

* Civil-Oversees legal disputes between individuals, businesses,
or organizations concerning matters over $12,000.

* Family Law - Deals with legal matters related to family
relationships, such as divorce and separation, child custody and
visitation rights, and child/spousal support.

* Orphans’Court - Focuses on cases involving wills and estates,
guardianships, and adoptions



How do the Common Pleas Courts Operate?

Criminal Case Process

Formal arraignment
(final charges received in writing,
guilty or not guilty plea entered)

L 4

Pretrial actions
(discovery, motions, pleas)

\ 4

Pretrial conference
(trial date is set)

S 3

. - - : Not guilty verdict
Guilty plea Trial by judge or jury e i)
Presentencing Guilty verdict/
investigation conviction

Offender sentenced

\ 4

Appeal upheld/
overturned




How do the Common Pleas Courts Operate?

Civil Case Process

Dispute develops

4

Defendant may PR Case might be
have to answer « 2°fm%|a'{'.t 'S ‘;!;.eg . dismissed for
complaint (R legal reasons

Discovery process
(both sides gather evidence)

Y N

Alternatives to Trial Trial takes place
* Arbitration (losing party can appeal
» Mediation to the appellate courts)

» Settlement




The Role of a Jury
/P : - Juries are primarily used in Courts of Common Pleas.

: 3 ; « Evenwhen ajuryis permitted, both sides can agree to
° have the case tried before a judge instead.

resssssssmnsc

Criminal Civil

12 jury members 8 jury members

A jury decides whether a A jury decides whether the
defendant is guilty or not. defendantis liable or not.

There must be proof beyond The standard of proofis
areasonable doubt - usually based on a
placing the burden on the preponderance of evidence
prosecutor to convince the — meaning the jury weighs the
jury of a defendant’s guilt. evidence of each side and
: the party with the weightiest
- e evidence wins the case.

-
SRRt ssssssssanasnnassan @



Appellate Courts

Appellate courts review cases from lower courts to check for legal mistakes, focusing on how the law
was applied — not whether someone is guilty or innocent.

- Superior Court: Handles most appeals from criminal and civil cases

- Commonwealth Court: Specializes in cases involving government agencies or public law

- Supreme Court: Final say on constitutional issues and legal interpretations




How to Become a Judge

HOW ARE JUDGEY SELECTED IN

PENSYLVANIA?



Day in the Life of a Judge

Listens carefully
during trials
and hearings

Instructs
the jury

Establishes
court rules and
procedures

Evaluates
evidence and
determines guilt or
innocence in criminal cases
or in civil cases,
determines a party’s
liability

Writes clear
decisions
and orders

Reviews and
analyzes
complex opinions
and other legal
documents



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Talk about what an average day looks like for you. Give kids an idea about what daily tasks look like and what skills it requires to be a good judge. 


Case #1
Maria’s neighbor accidentally knocked over her fence

while trimming tree branches. She wants him to pay
$500 to fix it.
Is the neighbor responsible? Should he pay Maria?

Case #2

Someone spray-painted graffiti on the side of a public
library. A witness saw Will running away with spray
paint.

Is there enough evidence to charge Will?

N



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Fun interactive activity to get the kids talking about what it would be like to be a judge. 


Careers in the Court System

Court operations require many important roles
beyond judges. Some other jobs within the court
system include:

* Attorneys

* Law Clerks

* Court Reporters

* Hearing Officers

* Court Clerks and Administrators
* CourtInterpreters

* Probation Officers

* Sheriff’s Deputies
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