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In this section, you will learn mostly about how the criminal process works in the federal system.
Each state has its own court system and set of rules for handling criminal cases. Here are a few
examples of differences between the state and federal criminal processes:

The federal rules for criminal cases can be found in the Federal Rules of Criminal Procedure,
which govern all aspects of criminal trials. Each state has its own similar rules.

The steps you will find here are not exhaustive. Some cases will be much simpler, and others will
include many more steps. Please be sure to consult an attorney to better understand how (or if)
the information presented here applies to your case.
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Titles of people involved – State cases are brought by prosecutors or district attorneys;
federal cases are brought by United States Attorneys. State court trial judges have a range
of titles, but federal judges are called district court judges.

•

Federal magistrate judges are used in federal cases to hear initial matters (such as pre-trial
motions), but they do not usually decide cases.

•
The use of grand juries to charge defendants is not required by all states, but it is a
requirement in federal felony cases unless the defendant waives the grand jury indictment.

•
States and the federal government have laws making certain acts illegal, and each
jurisdiction is responsible for setting punishments for committing those crimes. A state may
punish a certain crime more harshly than the federal government (or vice versa), but a
defendant can be charged and convicted under both systems.

•
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