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When Sandra Day O’Connor was 

growing up, she lived many miles away 

from any other children.

Ruth Bader Ginsburg’s mom died 

when she was just a teenager.

Sonia Sotomayor was diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes at age 

seven and began taking daily insulin injections. Her father 

died when she was only nine years old.    

 

Elena Kagan grew up as the middle child and questioned her family’s religious rituals.

While they each grew up in different environments and faced different challenges and 

circumstances, they do have one major thing in common: 

        They all grew up to become 
Supreme Court Justices! 
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                     the Supreme Court?
The United States Supreme Court is the highest court in the land, and it is located 

in Washington, D.C., the nation’s capital. The Supreme Court decides the laws of  the 

United States. It was started in 1789, but it took almost two hundred years before 

the first woman was appointed as a Supreme Court Justice. Since that time, only 

four women have served on the Supreme Court, while over 100 men have served. 

The court consists of  nine justices, who can stay on the court as long as they want.

It is not easy to become a Supreme Court Justice. The President of  the United States 

must nominate you, and then you must get the okay (known as the confirmation) 

from the Senate.

                     the Justices do? 
Like other judges, Supreme Court Justices listen to civil and criminal cases. 

However, the Justices get to choose which cases to hear. Only about 100 cases a year 

are heard by the Supreme Court, but these are the most important ones in the land. 

The Justices are responsible for explaining and interpreting the Constitution and 

they interpret laws passed by Congress. All of  the other courts in the land 

must follow the rulings of  the Supreme Court. 

4

of  cases are decided?
The U.S. Supreme Court generally hears cases that have gone through lower courts 

and have been appealed all the way up to the Supreme Court. The cases must have 

something to do with federal law or the Constitution. They can also hear cases 

when there is a dispute between two states. Four out of  the nine justices have 

to agree to even take a case. Most cases involve disputes that don’t have an easy 

answer, and people may disagree about them. 

The justices will read briefs, listen to oral arguments and then go into conference. 

The justices may not agree with each other, but the majority rules. Many decisions 

end up with the judges voting 5 to 4. Once the justices have voted, one person is 

chosen to write a majority opinion. If  some of  the justices disagree, they can write 

a dissent. 

Many cases are about basic civil rights and freedoms that are protected by the  

Bill of Rights.
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                    the first four women 
of  the US Supreme Court?

 Sandra Day O’Connor

Ruth Bader Ginsburg

Sonia Sotomayor 

Elena Kagan
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Sandra Day O’Connor    

 

Sandra was born in Texas and grew up on a cattle ranch in Arizona. It was far 

away from any other place and had no running water or electricity until she 

was seven years old. Just think of  a day without running water! How would 

you brush your teeth or wash your hands? But Sandra and her family were 

resourceful and strong. She hunted from a young age, using a rifle to shoot 

jackrabbits for food. Without any children her age nearby, and when not helping 

out around the farm, Sandra would sit under a large tree and read. Books were 

her favorite gift. Because her family’s ranch was so far from schools, for most 

of  her young life, Sandra lived with her grandmother where she attended an all-

girls school. When she was in eighth grade, however, she returned to the ranch 

and took a school bus 32 miles each way to school. 

Sandra loved to learn, and graduated top in her class in high school. She then 

headed to Stanford University in California. She graduated from Stanford and 

earned a law degree from there also. In law school she met her future husband, 

John O’Connor. Even though she had a great education, Sandra could not find 

a job when she graduated law school because she was a woman. At that time, 

there were hardly any female lawyers and many law firms would not hire a 

woman as a lawyer.



1110

Sandra Day O’Connor eventually 

found a job as an attorney after she 

offered to work for free. 

Sandra and her husband later settled 

in Arizona and had three sons. Sandra 

served as assistant Attorney General 

of  Arizona, before going on to fill a 

seat in the Arizona senate. She became 

the first woman to serve as Arizona’s 

(or any state’s) Majority Leader. She 

became known as a skilled negotiator. 

She was elected to the Superior Court 

and then was elevated to the Arizona State Court of  Appeals. She served 

on the Court of  Appeals until she was appointed to the Supreme Court by 

President Ronald Reagan. She was the first woman in the United States to 

serve on the Supreme Court! 

How do you think being raised on a ranch may have helped 
Sandra overcome challenges she faced throughout her career?
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  Ruth Bader Ginsburg
Ruth Joan Bader was born in Brooklyn, NY, and from a very young 

age she loved to read and write. In grade school, she wrote for the 

student newspaper and learned about the Magna Carta, a document 

that described rights and freedoms. Her mother encouraged her to keep 

learning and was a role model to young Ruth. Sadly, Ruth’s mom 

died just before Ruth graduated from high school. Although 

she was very sad to lose one of  her biggest supporters, Ruth 

persisted and attended Cornell University, where she 

graduated with high honors in government. She then 

married Martin Ginsburg, a law student.    

She went on to Harvard Law School where she served on the Law Review. 

In the male-dominated world of  law, Ruth Bader Ginsburg was told that she 

and her eight female classmates—out of  a class of  five-hundred—were taking 

the places of  qualified men. This kind of  discrimination reminded her of  

growing up in Brooklyn, where she and her family were often excluded because 

they were Jewish. Ruth wanted to fight against unfairness. She transferred to 

Columbia University after two years when her husband took a job in New 

York. Although she graduated at the top of  her class, law firms refused to 

hire her. Despite this challenging start, she went on to become a courtroom 

advocate for the fair treatment of  women and worked with the American Civil 

Liberty Union’s (ACLU) Women’s Rights Project.   

Ruth is sometimes asked when will there be enough women 
on the Supreme Court, and she answers, "When there are 
nine."  There had been nine men on the court for a long 
time, and nobody ever raised a question about that.



1514

Ruth Bader Ginsburg was appointed by President 

Carter to the U.S. Court of  Appeals in 1980 

and was appointed to the Supreme Court by 

President Clinton in 1993. She paid tribute to her 

mother in her speech in the Rose Garden of  the 

White House when she said: “I have a last thank 

you. It is to my mother, Celia Amster Bader, 

the bravest, strongest person I have known, who was taken from me much 

too soon,” she said in a slow, measured voice. “I pray that I may be all that 

she would have been, had she lived in an age when women could aspire and 

achieve, and daughters are cherished as much as sons.” 

Sonia Sotomayor
Sonia Sotomayor was born in the South Bronx area of  New York City. Her parents 

were of  Puerto Rican descent, and did not have a lot of  extra money. Her mother 

was a nurse, and her father was a factory worker. Young Sonia loved to watch Perry 

Mason, a television show about a lawyer. She noticed that the judge on the TV show 

got to make the big decisions, and thought that is what she’d like to do. She also loved 

reading Nancy Drew mysteries. 

What do you think Ruth’s early experiences 
may have taught her about discrimination?
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When her father died, Sonia was still a young girl, and her mom worked 

hard to raise Sonia and her brother as a single parent. She placed a lot of  

emphasis on a higher education, pushing her children to become fluent in 

English and making huge sacrifices to purchase a set of  encyclopedias that 

would give them proper research materials for school. Sonia graduated 

from high school in the Bronx and entered Princeton University. She was 

overwhelmed by her new school; after she received low marks on first mid-

term paper, she sought help from a professor, and she challenged herself  by 

taking more English and writing classes. She also became a leader with the 

Puerto Rican groups on campus and worked with the university’s discipline 

committee, where she started developing her legal skills.   

All of  Sonia’s hard work paid off  when she graduated summa cum laude 

from Princeton. That same year, she entered Yale Law School, where she 

was an editor for the Yale Law Journal. After she graduated Yale Law 

School, she began work as an assistant district attorney in New York City. 

Sonia was responsible for prosecuting 

robbery, assault, murder, and police 

brutality cases. Later she entered 

private practice. She also worked for 

free at non-profit agencies. 

She was appointed as U.S. District 

Court judge and became a judge for 

the U.S. Second Circuit Court of  

Appeals. In 2009, President Barack 

Obama announced his nomination of  

Sonia Sotomayor for Supreme Court 

justice. Sonia became the first Latina 

Supreme Court justice in U.S. history. 

How do you think Sonia’s determination to do well in 
school may have made a difference in her future?
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Elena Kagan
Born in New York City, Elena Kagan grew up as the second of  three 

children in a middle-class Jewish family living on Manhattan’s Upper West 

Side. Elena’s mother was an educator, teaching students at Hunter College 

Elementary School. Her father was a lawyer at a Manhattan law firm, where 

he worked primarily to help tenants fight for their rights against landlords. 

Inspired by her father’s work, Elena took an interest in law at an early age. 

Also influenced by her mother’s strong beliefs in getting a good education, 

Elena attended an all-girls school. She felt comfortable being a smart girl in 

this school, surrounded by other girls. After she graduated from high school, 

she went to Princeton University, where she studied history and graduated 

in 1981 summa cum laude with a Bachelor’s degree. She also earned a 

scholarship from Princeton, which allowed her to attend Worcester College in 

Oxford, England. 
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She earned a Master’s degree in Philosophy at Worcester before 

moving on immediately to Harvard Law School, where she became 

supervising editor of  the Harvard Law Review and graduated magna 

cum laude. 

After law school, Elena clerked for two different justices. The next 

year, she began another clerking job for Justice Thurgood Marshall 

of  the U.S. Supreme Court. During this time, she also worked on a 

political campaign, but then returned to academia—as a professor. 

In 1991 she began teaching at the University of  Chicago Law School, 

and by 1995 she was a tenured professor of  law. Elena left the school 

that same year, however, to work as a lawyer for President Bill 

Clinton. 

During her years at the White House, Elena was 

promoted many times, because she worked hard and 

used her intelligence. She started as a visiting professor at 

Harvard Law and then was named dean of  Harvard Law 

School. After fellow Harvard alumnus Barack Obama 

won the 2008 presidential election, he selected Elena for 

the role of  Solicitor General. 
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With her confirmation, she became the first woman to serve as Solicitor 

General of  the United States. Just two months after her confirmation 

as Solicitor General, President Obama nominated Elena Kagan to the 

Supreme Court, and she became the fourth woman to sit on the high court. 

In addition, her approval put three female justices—Elena Kagan, Ruth 

Bader Ginsburg and Sonia Sotomayor—on the country’s highest court for 

the first time in U.S. history.      

What do these four women have in common?

They all worked very hard to get a good education. 

They all overcame tough obstacles in life.

They were not afraid to try new things and to be the first 

to do something.

They each spoke up and spoke well!

All of  the women loved to read from the time they were 

little girls. Do you like to read? 

If  so, you can grow up supremely too! 

Can you think of  some other things that these women have in common?

What are some of  the firsts that these women achieved?
First female Supreme Court Justice: Sandra Day O’Connor

First female Jewish Supreme Court Justice: Ruth Bader Ginsburg

First Latina and Hispanic Supreme Court Justice: Sonia Sotomayor

Motto of  the Supreme Court: Equal Justice Under Law

When she was a little girl, Elena loved working hard in school. 
How do you think that may have helped her later in life?
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Would you like being called a smart girl or a 
smart boy in school? Why or why not?

What are some advantages or disadvantages of  
growing up far away from other children?

What is Type 1 Diabetes and why is it a special 
health challenge?

Do you know anyone who has lost a parent or grandparent? 
Why can it be hard to deal with the death of  someone close to you?

Can you describe a situation where you were afraid to speak up about 
something you believed in? 

How can you share your voice at school and in your community?

You can strive to have the bravery and conviction of  the 
women of  the Supreme Court!
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Justice Sandra Day O’Connor
 102nd Justice (1981-2006) 

“I don’t know that there are any short cuts to doing a good job.”

“Society as a whole, benefits immeasurably from a climate
 in which all persons, regardless of  race or gender, may 
have the opportunity to earn respect, responsibility, 
advancement and remuneration based on ability.”
 
“Do the best you can in every task, no matter how 
unimportant it may seem at the time. No one learns 
more about a problem than the person at the bottom.”

“I think the important thing about my appointment is not that I will decide 
cases as a woman, but that I am a woman who will get to decide cases.”

Quotes from the Women on the 

Supreme Court
Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg

 107th Justice (1993-2020) 

“My mother told me to be a lady. And for 
her, that meant be your own person, be 
independent.”

“Women will only have true equality when 
men share with them the responsibility of  
bringing up the next generation.”

“Neither of  my parents had the means to 
attend college, but both taught me to love 

learning, to care about people, and to work hard for whatever I wanted or 
believed in.” 

“What has become of  me could happen only in America.  
Like so many others, I owe so much to the entry this nation 
afforded to people yearning to breathe free.”
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Justice Sonia Sotomayor
111th Justice (2009-present)

“Until we get equality in education, we won’t 
have an equal society.”

“Whether born from experience or inherent 
physiological or cultural differences our gender 
and national origins may and will make a 
difference in our judging.”

“I strive never to forget the real world 
consequences of  my decisions on individuals, 
businesses and government.”

“It is important for all of  us to appreciate where we come from and 
how that history has really shaped us in ways that we might not 
understand.”
 

Justice Elena Kagan
112th Justice (2010-present)

“Law matters because it keeps us safe, because it 
protects our most fundamental rights and freedoms,
 and because it is the foundation of  our democracy.”

“I think some justices are great because they have 
extraordinary wisdom, they have an understanding 
of  how to apply the law in their times in a way 
that’s completely consistent with the text of  the
law, and the purposes of  the law, and that’s also 
completely right for the times in which they live in.”

“You shouldn’t want a judge who will sit at this 
table and who will tell you that she will reverse a decision without 
listening to arguments and without reading briefs and without 
talking to colleagues.”

“It was a very cool thing to be a smart girl, as opposed to some other, 
different kind. And I think that made a great deal of  difference to me 
growing up and in my life afterward.”
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Glossary
academia - an environment or community concerned with the pursuit of  research, 

education and scholarship

assistant district attorney - a law enforcement official who represents the state 

government on behalf  of  the district attorney in investigating and prosecuting 

individuals alleged to have committed a crime 

attorney - one who advises or represents others in legal matters as a profession

Bill of Rights - the first ten amendments to the US Constitution, ratified in 1791

clerked - a law student is said to have “clerked” when she or he assists a judge with the 

preparation of  legal cases

confirmation - the constitutional requirement that nominations to the U.S. Supreme 

Court be approved by the Senate

conviction - a firmly held belief  or opinion

dean - A dean is the head of  a specific area of  a college, university, or private school 

dissent - an explicit disagreement by one or more judges with the decision of  the 

majority on a case before them

lawyer - a person who practices or studies law; an attorney or a 

counselor (see also attorney, above)

majority opinion - a decision of  the court agreed to by more than half  

the justices

Magna Carta - a document constituting a fundamental guarantee of  

rights and privileges

magna cum laude - an honor awarded to high-achieving students at  

colleges, just below summa cum laude (see below)

professor - a teacher of  the highest rank in a college or university

Solicitor General - the law officer directly below the Attorney General 

in the U.S. Department of  Justice, responsible for arguing cases before 

the U.S. Supreme Court 

summa cum laude - an honor awarded to students who have graduated 

from college with the highest grades

Supreme Court - the highest judicial court in a country or state
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