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The Supreme Court: Full Consideration

The plaintiffs’ responsibility

Submitting Briefs

Lawyers on each side submit a brief—a written
statement setting forth the legal arguments, relevant
facts, and precedents in support of their side.

Individuals, special-interest groups, or government
agencies claiming to have information useful to the
case may also lobby the court. This lobbying takes
place in a formal written brief called a “amicus curiae”
brief or “friend of the court” brief.

Oral Arguments

After written briefs are submitted, lawyers for each
side are asked to present a 30-minute oral argument
before the court. This argument should summarize
each side’s main points. Justices may interrupt to 
ask for clarification or to challenge each attorney’s
arguments. The attorney must stand at a lectern
while delivering his or her brief. A white light on the
lectern signals that 5 minutes remain; a red light
means the lawyer must stop.

The justices’ responsibility

Conferences

Justices meet in conferences to discuss the cases
they have heard. Cases are debated for some 6-8
hours. The chief justice presides over the discussion
of each case. He or she summarizes the facts of
cases and offers recommendations for a decision.
Cases considered for future review receive only 
5-minute discussions. At least six justices must
participate in a decision. If there is a tie vote, the
lower court’s decision stands.

Written Opinions

At least one written opinion is provided for each
major case. The opinion states the facts of the case,
announces the court’s decision, and explains the
reasoning behind it.

Types of Opinions

Unanimous opinion—
All justices vote the same way

Majority opinion—
View of the majority*

Concurring opinion—
Agrees with the decision but for different reasons

Dissenting opinion—
Opposes the decision

*If in the majority, the chief justice assigns the writing
of the opinion or sometimes chooses to write it.
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If the court grants full consideration to a case, the procedure below is followed.




