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1. Glossary
	Concept
	Similar / Different
	How the US and UK compare

	Constitutional Basis
	Different
	The US Supreme Court's authority derives from Article III of a codified constitution, with judicial review implied by Marbury v Madison (1803). The UK Supreme Court operates within an uncodified constitution under parliamentary sovereignty, so it cannot strike down primary legislation.

	Judicial Review Power
	Different
	The US Court can strike down federal or state laws as unconstitutional. The UK Court can only review the legality of secondary legislation and executive/administrative action (ultra vires), or issue a 'declaration of incompatibility' under the Human Rights Act — it cannot overturn an Act of Parliament.

	Appointment Process
	Different
	US justices are nominated by the president and confirmed by a simple Senate majority — a highly political, partisan process. UK justices are selected by an independent Judicial Appointments Commission on merit, then formally appointed by the monarch on the PM's recommendation, with minimal political involvement.

	Confirmation Hearings
	Different
	US nominees face public, often adversarial Senate Judiciary Committee hearings scrutinising their judicial philosophy. UK justices undergo no equivalent public political questioning by Parliament.

	Term/Tenure
	Different
	US justices serve for life 'during good behaviour', with no mandatory retirement age. UK justices have a mandatory retirement age (70 or 75 depending on appointment date), producing more regular turnover.

	Removal from Office
	Similar
	Both are very difficult to remove. US justices can be impeached by the House and convicted by the Senate (never yet successful). UK justices can be removed only via a resolution of both Houses of Parliament for misbehaviour — also exceptionally rare.

	Number & Structure
	Different
	The US Supreme Court has a fixed 9 justices who generally hear cases together (en banc). The UK Supreme Court has 12 justices who typically sit in smaller panels (usually 5, sometimes more for major cases).

	Scope of Power over Rights
	Different
	The US Court interprets an entrenched, codified Bill of Rights and can permanently strike down conflicting laws. The UK Court interprets the Human Rights Act 1998 — itself an ordinary statute Parliament could amend or repeal, so its rights protections are not entrenched.

	Precedent (Stare Decisis)
	Similar
	Both courts generally follow their own past decisions to ensure legal consistency, while retaining the power to depart from precedent in exceptional cases.

	Politicisation
	Different
	The US Court is widely seen as ideologically polarised, with appointments 'litmus-tested' on issues like abortion. The UK Court is seen as far less party-political and more focused on statutory/administrative interpretation, though high-profile cases (e.g. Miller I & II) have drawn it into political controversy.

	Executive Influence over Appointments
	Different
	A US president can shape the Court for decades through lifetime nominations. A UK PM's role is largely formal — they recommend the JAC's chosen candidate to the monarch rather than personally selecting one.

	Legislative Check on Rulings
	Different
	Overturning a US Supreme Court ruling on constitutional grounds requires the very difficult process of a constitutional amendment. The UK Parliament can reverse a Supreme Court ruling simply by passing new ordinary legislation, since Parliament is sovereign.

	Role in Protecting Rights
	Similar
	Both courts have delivered landmark rulings protecting individual rights and checking government overreach (e.g. Brown v Board of Education; various UK HRA rulings) — though the US Court's rulings are constitutionally entrenched while UK rulings remain legislatively reversible.

	Role in Territorial Disputes
	Similar
	Both courts resolve disputes over the division of governmental power — between the federal government and states in the US, and between the UK Parliament/government and the devolved administrations (Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland) in the UK.

	Historical Establishment
	Different
	The US Supreme Court was established directly by the Constitution in 1789. The UK Supreme Court is comparatively new, created only in 2009 under the Constitutional Reform Act 2005, having previously existed as the Law Lords sitting within the House of Lords.

	Separation from the Legislature
	Similar
	Both courts are now institutionally separate from the legislature. The creation of the UK Supreme Court in 2009 removed the historic overlap of the Law Lords sitting in Parliament, bringing the UK closer to the US model of separation of powers.

	Public & Media Profile
	Different
	US justices are prominent, closely-followed public figures whose rulings dominate the news cycle. UK justices and the Court have a much lower public profile and receive far less media scrutiny.

	Finality of Rulings
	Different
	The US Supreme Court is the final word on constitutional meaning, and its constitutional rulings cannot be reversed by ordinary legislation. The UK Supreme Court is the final court of appeal for most domestic cases, but ultimate authority rests with a sovereign Parliament that can legislate over its decisions.


2. Key Knowledge — Head-to-Head Comparison
	Category
	US Supreme Court
	UK Supreme Court

	Constitutional basis
	Judicial power under a codified constitution (Article III); judicial review implied via Marbury v Madison (1803).
	Judicial power under an uncodified constitution; operates within parliamentary sovereignty, so cannot strike down Acts of Parliament.

	Composition
	9 justices, generally hear major cases together (en banc).
	12 justices, typically sit in panels (usually 5, more for major cases).

	Appointment process
	President nominates; Senate Judiciary Committee holds public hearings; confirmed by simple Senate majority.
	Independent Judicial Appointments Commission selects on merit; monarch formally appoints on the PM's recommendation.

	Term & tenure
	Life tenure 'during good behaviour'; no mandatory retirement age.
	Mandatory retirement age (70 or 75, depending on appointment date).

	Removal
	Impeachment (House) and conviction (Senate); never yet successful.
	Removal by resolution of both Houses of Parliament for misbehaviour; exceptionally rare.

	Judicial review power
	Can strike down federal or state laws as unconstitutional.
	Can review legality of secondary legislation/executive action and issue a declaration of incompatibility (HRA); cannot overturn primary legislation.

	Reversing a ruling
	Requires the very difficult process of a constitutional amendment.
	Parliament can reverse a ruling by passing ordinary legislation, as it is sovereign.

	Politicisation
	Widely seen as ideologically polarised; nominees 'litmus-tested' on issues like abortion.
	Seen as far less party-political, though drawn into controversy by high-profile cases (e.g. Miller I & II).

	Landmark cases
	Brown v Board (1954), Roe v Wade/Dobbs (1973/2022), Citizens United (2010), Obergefell (2015).
	R (Miller) v Secretary of State for Exiting the EU (2017); R (Miller) v The Prime Minister (2019); various HRA rulings.

	History & establishment
	Established directly by the Constitution in 1789.
	Established in 2009 under the Constitutional Reform Act 2005, previously the Law Lords sat within the House of Lords.


3. Stretch & Challenge Tasks
· 1. Compare the establishment of the UK Supreme Court (2009) with the US Supreme Court (1789) — investigate why the UK created a fully separate court so much later, and what this reveals about differing conceptions of separation of powers.
· 2. Research the Miller I (2017) and Miller II (2019) rulings and compare their significance to a landmark US case on executive power (e.g. Youngstown v Sawyer 1952, Trump v United States 2024) — what does each reveal about judicial checks on the executive?
· 3. Compare a recent UK Supreme Court appointment made via the Judicial Appointments Commission with a recent US Senate confirmation hearing — evaluate which process is more 'political' and why.
· 4. Investigate parliamentary sovereignty vs judicial supremacy by comparing a case where the UK Supreme Court could not overturn an Act of Parliament with a US case where the Supreme Court did strike down a law.
· 5. Construct a Venn diagram comparing the checks on the US Supreme Court and UK Supreme Court, identifying at least three checks unique to each system and two checks they share.
· 6. Evaluate the extent to which the UK Supreme Court has become more 'American' in style and political salience since its creation in 2009.
4. Assessment — 'Statement: Analyse and Evaluate' Questions
Each statement requires comparative analysis of both the US Supreme Court and UK Supreme Court. Plan three comparative themes, use specific evidence/case studies from both systems for each, and reach a supported judgement on the extent to which you agree.
· Q1. 'The UK Supreme Court has less power than the US Supreme Court.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q2. 'The process of appointing judges is more political in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q3. 'Judicial review is a more significant check on government in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q4. 'The US Supreme Court is a more political institution than the UK Supreme Court.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q5. 'The lack of a codified constitution significantly limits the power of the UK Supreme Court compared to its US counterpart.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q6. 'Judges are better protected from political pressure in the USA than in the UK.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q7. 'The UK Supreme Court has become increasingly important in checking executive power, similar to the US Supreme Court.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q8. 'Parliamentary sovereignty makes the UK Supreme Court fundamentally weaker than the US Supreme Court.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q9. 'Both the US and UK Supreme Courts play an equally important role in protecting citizens' rights.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
· Q10. 'The differences between the US and UK Supreme Courts are greater than the similarities.' Analyse and evaluate this statement.
5. Further Reading & Listening
Textbooks
· Duncan Watts, 'US Government & Politics' and 'UK Government & Politics' (Edinburgh University Press) — core AQA-aligned chapters on each court.
· Alan Paterson, 'Final Judgment: The Last Law Lords and the Supreme Court' — the creation and early years of the UK Supreme Court.
· Kate Malleson, 'The New Judiciary: The Effects of Expansion and Activism' — judicial power and independence in the UK.
· Jeffrey Toobin, 'The Nine' — narrative account of the modern US Supreme Court.
Websites
· supremecourt.uk — official UK Supreme Court judgments, case summaries and video explainers.
· oyez.org and supremecourt.gov — US case summaries, oral argument audio and official opinions.
· judicialappointments.gov.uk — details of the UK's Judicial Appointments Commission process.
· instituteforgovernment.org.uk — independent analysis of judicial-executive relations in the UK.
Podcasts
· 'Law Pod UK' — analysis of UK Supreme Court cases and wider legal affairs.
· 'Strict Scrutiny' — analysis of the US Supreme Court's docket and rulings.
· BBC Radio 4 'Law in Action' — accessible coverage of major UK legal and constitutional developments.
Documentaries / Listening
· UK Supreme Court's own YouTube case-summary videos — plain-English explainers of major rulings including the Miller cases.
· 'RBG' (2018) — documentary on the life and jurisprudence of US Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg.

