How Well Do You Know Your Supreme Court? 
(Answers)

1. The justices are John Roberts, Antonin Scalia, Anthony Kennedy, Clarence Thomas, Ruth Bader Ginsburg, Stephen Breyer, Samuel Alito, Sonia Sotomayor and Elena Kagan. 
(Additional background notes:  This list is in order of seniority.  Antonin Scalia has been the longest serving but the chief justice is considered by tradition most senior.  Elena Kagan is the newest of the justices.)

2. Given the tradition of the Court as almost exclusively Protestant, the current group is quite unusual and historical. The following are Catholic:  Kennedy, Roberts, Alito, Scalia, Thomas, and Sotomayor.  The following are Jewish: Breyer, Ginsburg and Kagan.  The Court is now composed entirely of Catholic and Jewish justices for the first time in its history.
As an historical note, the first Catholic justice was Roger Taney, who took the bench in 1836, and the first Jewish justice was Louis D. Brandeis, whose service began in 1916. 

3. FALSE. In a typical term, the Court issues more unanimous decisions than 5-4 decisions.  

(Additional background notes: In the previous term (2009 – 2010), 18% of the total cases were decided five to four, and 46% were decided unanimously.  The trend in recent years has been for 15 – 20% of the cases to be decided 5-4 and 40 – 50% of the cases to be decided 9-0.)
4. Most Court watchers believe the more conservative justices are: Roberts, Alito, Scalia, and Thomas.

5. Most Court watchers believe the more liberal justices are: Ginsberg, Breyer, Sotomayor, and Kagan.    
6. With new members joining the Court in recent years, alliances are somewhat less certain.  For the last several terms, Justice Kennedy has tended to be a swing vote on cases where the justices were narrowly divided (i.e., 5-4 votes).  In the past few years he has been in the majority in about 75% of the 5-4 decisions.    By contrast, Justice Ginsburg was in the majority for only 25% of the 5-4 decisions in the 2009-2010 term.  She was least often in the majority in these cases.  
7. In recent years the Court has received approximately 8,000 petitions for certiorari each term.  For the past few terms the Court has averaged about 75 decisions per term; generally, fewer than 1% of cases are accepted.  During the 2009-2010 term, the Justices issued 72 opinions after full briefing and argument.  The Justices issued 75 opinions after full briefing and argument in the 2008-09 term.  The past two terms are both increases from the 2007-2008 term where the Justices only issued 67 opinions, the lowest number in recent history.  
8. FALSE. When certiorari is not granted, no precedent is set.  The decision below simply stands.  The media frequently (and incorrectly) report a denial of certiorari as a decision on the merits (e.g., the Court today approved a lower court decision…).
9. The majority of cases handled by the Supreme Court come from the federal courts (specifically the federal courts of appeal).  While state courts decide about 30 times as many cases as the federal courts, most state court decisions do not raise a federal constitutional question or a question of federal law.  Unless such questions are raised, the U.S. Supreme Court has no power to decide the case.  In a typical term, about 10% of cases came from state courts. 
10. FALSE.  The primary reason the Court decides to hear a case is to resolve a conflict between lower courts as to the resolution of a particular legal question.   The U.S. Supreme Court is not a court of error and does not attempt to correct legal errors from other courts.

NOTE – SCOTUSblog (at www.scotusblog.com) provides a great source of statistics about current and past Supreme Court terms.
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