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respect and influence within the legal community based on the reputation of the judges on the 
circuit. One measure of the importance of a circuit is the frequency with which the circuit court’s 
decisions are affirmed by the U.S. Supreme Court.

The U.S. Supreme Court sits at the top of the hierarchy of federal and state courts. It is called 
the “court of last resort,” because there is no appeal from a decision of the Supreme Court. The 
Supreme Court decision sets the precedent and is the binding authority on every state and every 
federal court in the United States on the meaning of the U.S. Constitution and on the meaning 
of a federal law. In other words, any court in the country that hears a case involving an issue on 
which the Supreme Court has ruled is required to follow the Supreme Court’s judgment. Precedent 
is based on the judicial practice of following previous opinions or stare decisis, which literally 
translates as “to stand by precedent and to stand by settled points.”

The U.S. Supreme Court consists of a chief justice and eight associate justices. The Court 
reviews a relatively limited number of cases. In an active year, the Supreme Court may rule on 150 
of the 7,000 cases it is asked to consider. These cases generally tend to focus on issues in which 
different federal circuit courts of appeals have made different decisions or on significant issues that 
demand attention. There are two primary ways for a case to reach the Supreme Court.

•	 Original jurisdiction. The Court has original jurisdiction over disputes between the 
federal government and a state, between states, and in cases involving foreign ministers or 
ambassadors. Conflicts between states have arisen in cases of boundary disputes in which states 


