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How the High Court Works 
The Supreme Court’s annual term begins on the first Monday in October and runs until late June. The term is divided into 

sittings and recesses, which alternate at two-week intervals. At sittings, the Court hears oral arguments, announces opinions and rules 

on motions to admit lawyers to represent clients before the Court. During recesses, the Justices do all other Court work. 

 Each Justice, aided by law clerks, reviews each petition.  The decision to grant an appeal or writ of certiorari is made at a 

conference, usually held on Wednesday or Friday when the Court is in session. The conference is held in secret, with only the Justices 

present. The oak-paneled conference room is adjacent to the Chief Justice’s chambers. The Justices are summoned to the room by 

buzzer. Carts piled with law books are wheeled in. When the Justices enter the room, they shake hands with each of the other Justices-

-a tradition that dates back to 1888. The Chief Justice begins the discussion. The other Justices speak in order of seniority. 

 Voting is in inverse order of seniority. A quorum is six. It takes four votes to accept a case. For any matter to be on the 

agenda, at least one Justice must request it. 

 Once a case is accepted for review, parties are usually requested to submit official case briefs--40 copies.  They may be asked 

to argue the case orally.  Only 5 per cent of all petitions get this honor.  Oral arguments are made in the high-ceiling courtroom on the 

main floor of the Court’s impressive marble building in Washington, D.C.  Many of the courtroom proceedings are still clothed  in the 

pomp and tradition that existed when the Court fist sat in New York in 1790.  For example. some lawyers--especially those of the 

Solicitor General’s office that represents the Federal Government--wear formal morning clothes, striped trousers and tailcoats.  Each 

of the Justices has a spittoon, which these days serves as  a wastebasket. 

 Lawyers make their arguments standing at a lectern in front of the Justices. The Chief Justice sits in the middle, with the 

senior Justice on his right, and so on, alternating.  Each side is usually given half an hour to argue.  More important cases are allowed 

an hour per side.  The Justices pepper lawyers with questions.  A white light in front of the lawyers tells them when there are five 

minutes to go.  A red light flashes when the argument must end. 

 After oral argument, the Justices vote.  It takes at least five votes for a party to win.  If there is a vacancy or an abstention, 

and the vote splits evenly, the lower court’s ruling stands but does not become a rational precedent.  

 Once the votes are counted, the Chief Justice, if he is in the majority, assigns the writing of the opinion.  If he is in the 

minority, the senior Justice on the majority side assigns it.  A draft of the opinion is printed, under strict security conditions, in the 

Court’s own print shop.  It is circulated and a final version is agreed upon.  The dissenters (those who voted in the minority) then draft 

their view, having chosen an author from among themselves.  Justices also may file concurring opinions (agreeing with the majority 

opinion, but for different reasons)  if they want to state a separate view. 

 Without advance notice, opinions are delivered orally during the Court’s sittings.  Once the decision is announced, it 

becomes the “law of the land,” binding on all federal and State courts.  Later it will be included in the “United States Reports,” the 

Court’s official record. And thus it takes its place among that rare breed--a Supreme Court case. 

 

 

1. During what months does the Supreme Court meet? 

 

 

2. Describe what happens during one of the Courts frequent secret conferences. 

 

 

 

3.  What percentage of the cases that are appealed to the Supreme Court actually get heard by the Court? 

 

4. What are some of the traditions that still accompany a meeting of the Court? 

 

 

 

5. Summarize the procedures that are followed when the Court hears a case. 

 

 

 

 

6. How many Justices’ votes does it take for someone to win the case? What happens in the case of a tie?     

 

 

7.  After a case is ruled upon, the Court’s decision is written up, including arguments and the logic behind them.  What is the 

difference between the majority opinion, the dissenting opinion, and concurring opinion statements?  Who writes each? 

  

      


