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Chapter Summary
The Supreme Court of the United States

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS What influences how the Supreme Court selects cases, decides cases, and 
interprets the Constitution? What affects the selection process for Supreme Court justices?

The power of judicial review gives Supreme Court justices a crucial role in settling disputes over 
federal law and the Constitution and in setting the direction in which the nation will move.

Selecting Cases at the Supreme Court 
• The primary function of the Supreme Court is 

to resolve disputes arising over the meaning 
of federal law and the U.S. Constitution.

• Judicial review was established by Marbury v. 
Madison in 1803.

• Cases reach the Supreme Court through 
original jurisdiction, appeals from state court 
systems, and appeals that come through the 
federal court system.

• Clerks review each petition for a writ of 
certiorari and make recommendations, but 
the justices decide which cases they will hear.

• The justices look for cases that clearly present 
an important federal legal issue that has 
divided lower courts.

Deciding Cases
• When the Supreme Court decides to hear 

a case, each side submits a written brief 
providing arguments for the decision they 
want the Court to make.

• Special interest groups may submit an amicus 
curiae brief explaining why the case is 
important to its members.

• Oral arguments are public, with thirty minutes 
given each side to present its case and answer 
questions from the justices. 

• Following oral arguments, the justices discuss 
the issue and determine their ruling.

• Decisions of the Supreme Court become the 
law, but the Court does not have the power to 
enforce its decisions.

• Decisions of the Supreme Court are influenced 
by public opinion and the values of society.

Selecting Supreme Court Justices
• The only Constitutional requirements are that 

justices be nominated by the president and 
confirmed by the Senate.

• The president’s nominee must be voted upon 
by the Senate Judiciary Committee before 
being voted upon by the entire Senate.

• Presidents prefer to nominate individuals who 
have integrity, expertise, and a thorough 
understanding of the law, and are 
representative of the country geographically, 
racially, or by gender.

Constitutional Interpretation
• Supporters of judicial restraint believe that the 

Court should avoid overturning laws passed by 
democratically elected bodies.

• Supporters of judicial activism believe that 
the Court should actively help settle the 
difficult social and political questions of 
the day.

• Under the principle of stare decisis, once the 
Court rules on a case, its decision serves as a 
precedent for decisions in future cases raising 
the same legal issue.

• Originalists look at the original understanding 
of the people who ratified the Constitution or 
its amendments.

• In the active liberty philosophy, judges apply 
the values of the Constitution in light of modern 
circumstances.

• The executive and legislative branches have 
important checks on the Supreme Court’s 
power.
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