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STRUCTURE AND FUNCTION OF UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT: The Judicial Branch

The Supreme Court: Case Selection and Quick Rulings

There are two ways in which a case may be heard by the Supreme Court.
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Appeal
A case is appealed from a lower federal court or
higher state court.

More than 8,000 cases are appealed to the
Supreme Court each year, but only 100-150 are
actually heard.

Most appeals are dismissed because they do not
raise an important constitutional issue.

Only 10% of the Supreme Court’s cases are appeals.

Writ of Certiorari
From the Latin phrase for “to be made more certain.”

The Supreme Court orders a lower court to send up
records on a case after reviewing petitions from
interested parties.

Either side in a case can petition the court. Petitions
may be based on one of the following: 

A legal error was made in handling the case.

A serious constitutional issue has been raised.

The justices, with their clerks, identify cases worthy of
consideration from among the petitions. These cases
are placed on a “discuss list” and are discussed at
Friday conferences. Four of the nine justices must
approve a writ for a case to be accepted.

All other cases are automatically denied a “writ”
unless a justice asks for special consideration. 
More than 90% of petitions are rejected because:

The case doesn’t involve a significant public
issue.

The case involves a question the court does not
want to address at that time.

The case is not the best case for a ruling on a
specific issue.

The court may ask for more information from the opposing lawyers.

OR

The justices may rule quickly on the case based on the existing
material. If they do:

1. The case may be returned to a lower court for a new decision. 

2. The justices will announce a new decision with a “per curium”
opinion—a brief unsigned statement of the court’s decision.

OR

Full consideration may be granted by the court and a court hearing 
will be scheduled (see next page on Supreme Court Decision Making).

If a Case Is Accepted




