The United States Supreme Court:

What They Do; Who They Are; and Why They Are Important
The Unites States Supreme Court was first established in Article III of the U.S. Constitution to serve as the ultimate court of the nation. They evaluate various court cases in order to interpret and protect the Constitution. More that 6,500 civil and criminal cases are filed each year, or more that 125 a week, and the Supreme Court can only hear a faction of these. 

Responsibility and Jurisdiction

· The Supreme Court has the power to invalidate legislation and executive acts if they are determined to violate the Constitution. This responsibility is known as “judicial review.” 

· The majority of cases heard by the Supreme Court arrive to them through the process of appeals; meaning that a lower court has already heard them but one party believes there was a major flaw in the previous trial. Therefore, they requested a new hearing by the Supreme Court. 

· When there is a lawsuit between two states or between one state and the federal government then the Supreme Court is the first court to hear the case. 

The Session

· The Court’s session begins on the first Monday in October and lasts until the end of June or the beginning of July. 

· Each session is divided into sittings and recesses on a schedule of alternating two-week periods. 

· During sittings the court will hear approximately 22-24 cases and deliver opinions.  

· In recesses they have the opportunity to consider business of the court, study argued and upcoming cases, and write the opinions. 

Hearing a Case

· The presentation of a case during a Supreme Court hearing is very different from the initial trial in a lower court. 

· Each side has 30 minutes to present their arguments. 

· There are no witnesses, and there is no jury. 

· The Court has copies of all previous proceedings and court records, so it would be repetitive to have witnesses testify again.  

· While the business of the Court is conducted officially and somewhat rigidly, there are open sessions, in which the public can view the work of the Court.

The Justices

· The Supreme Court is comprised of one Chief Justice and eight Associate Justices. 

· Currently, William H. Rehnquist serves as the Chief Justice. 

· The Associate Justices are Ruth Bader Gisburg, Stephen G. Breyer, John Paul Stevens, Antonin Scalia, Anthony M. Kennedy, David Hackett Souter, and Clarence Thomas. 

· There is one vacancy, due to the recent retirement of Sandra Day O’Connor. 

Nomination Process

· Justices are nominated by the President and confirmed with the “advice and consent” of the Senate.  

· The advice and consent of the bipartisan Senate is a critical component of the process in order to ensure that partisan politics are separate from the Judiciary and do not dictate which Justices are nominated by the president. 

Life Term

· In order to create an independent judiciary which would not be swayed by partisan pressure, the Justices do not have to face reelection or reappointment, and their salaries cannot be reduced while in office. 

· Justices hold their office during “good behavior;” traditionally a life term.  

· Because the Supreme Court is the ultimate Judiciary body, and its members serve life terms, averaging 22 years each, they have the ability to greatly influence the lives of countless Americans through the decisions they make.

Civil Rights Involvement

· The Supreme Court rules on cases ranging from violations of the fourteenth amendment due process clause and other procedures relating to criminal trials to the separation of church and state and the rights of minority groups, such as African Americans, women, and GLBT individuals. 

· The Supreme Court has the power to protect the rights of these groups or to turn a blind eye, allowing their rights, as Americans, to be ignored. 

· It is crucial to the prosperity of such groups that individual civil rights records are heavily considered in the evaluation of potential Supreme Court nominees. 

The Court’s Importance

· The Supreme Court’s decisions are often the final words on a given subject, and if the Court rules unfavorably to a cause, it will be incredibly challenging to overcome such a strong decision. The Supreme Court is an important component of the United States Federal Government; one that has the ability to make decisions altering the lives of all Americans, hopefully for the better. 

· It is our responsibility, as Americans, to make sure that our voices are heard whenever there is an opportunity to influence how the Court rules, or who is placed on the Court and empowered to make these monumental decisions.
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