
DANIEL J. SIEGEL: Let me start with your background. 
You came from a law firm doing primarily family 
law and appellate work. What made you decide to 
become a judge?

PRESIDENT JUDGE SUSAN PEIKES GANTMAN: I have 
been interested in becoming a judge for most of my career. 
First, I was a law clerk for President Judge Richard Lowe 
in Montgomery County. I then became an assistant district 
attorney, followed by becoming a solicitor for the Office of 

Children and Youth. While I was in 
law school, I worked with the public 
defenders’ office in Montgomery 
County for a year doing appeals. Later 
I practiced family law with the law 
firm of Sherr Joffe & Zuckerman, and 
then with Cozen O’Connor, where I 
was co-chair of its family law section. 
I have a background in appeals 
in family law, juvenile law, child 
protective services, criminal law and 
insurance.  
 
Can you tell us a little bit about 
your mentors?       
I had four very strong mentors. Ray 
Pearlstine, an attorney in Montgomery 
County, was my father’s lawyer. 
Remember, when I went to law school 
in 1974, there were very few women 

lawyers. There were even fewer women who were practicing 
law in the counties, and Ray Pearlstine was extremely helpful 
in terms of giving legal advice – what I should look for, 
providing me with guidance in terms of good humor, “Don’t 
take things personally.” People were very critical of young 
women who were going to law school at that time, and there 
was a hostile environment. When I graduated from law 
school, he was helpful in terms of assisting me to apply for 
jobs. I obtained a clerkship as President Judge Lowe’s first 
female law clerk. He was very nervous about hiring me, but 
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he did hire me, as I had good grades and good writing. Hon. 
William T. Nicholas, currently Senior Judge, Montgomery 
County, was the district attorney in Montgomery County, 
and he offered me a position when I completed my clerkship, 
and he was a mentor to me throughout my entire career, even 
today. He’s very modest about it, but he is a tremendous jurist, 
tremendous lawyer and tremendously knowledgeable. My 
third mentor was Superior Court Judge Phyllis Beck. So, I 
was fortunate that I had a group of people who were willing 
to bounce ideas off of me – I was able to bounce ideas off 
of them and to discuss things of importance in the law. My 
fourth mentor, my husband, Lewis Gantman, is supportive and 
knowledgeable.    

Would you like to talk about the Superior Court itself?   
The Superior Court is the court of last resort in 95 percent of 
the cases. It is important that people understand how critical 

this court is. The court's decisions have a significant impact 
on Pennsylvania’s economy and the quality of life for our 
citizens. We’re a little bit under the radar. We handle appeals 
from most criminal cases, family law matters, contract cases, 
product liability cases and other commercial disputes.  

The court has staff and law clerks. How are the 
judge’s chambers – a Superior Court judge’s 
chambers – organized? 
Each judge has four law clerks – a chief law clerk, two deputy 
law clerks and what we call a step law clerk. The four clerks, 
two secretaries, and the judge process the volume of the work. 
In addition, we have Central Legal Staff lawyers. Central 
Legal Staff lawyers review the propriety of the filing of cases, 
check the dockets, do clearance of all cases so that we’re not 
in conflict and inform us of all the Supreme Court decisions 
that come down. 
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Oral advocacy is a part of the decision, but the most important 
part is the brief and how the issues are framed and preserved. 
We’re an error-correcting court, so you have to show us how 

the trial judge or the jury made an error in law.



In terms of cases you hear, how 
does oral advocacy – the oral 
argument – impact decisions? 
We permit cases that request oral 
arguments to receive it. Oral advocacy 
is a part of the decision, but the most 
important part is the brief and how the 
issues are framed and preserved. We’re 
an error-correcting court, so you have 
to show us how the trial judge or the 
jury made an error in law.  

In terms of that, are there cases 
where the oral argument really 
makes a difference or points out 
something you haven’t seen?  Or, 

for lack of better way to phrase 
it – the ah-ha moment?    
It’s rare that that occurs. It does occur in 
the en banc cases which are much more 
limited, and we hear approximately 
50 of those each year.  But in the vast 
majority of the appellate cases, the 
briefs set forth the errors.  

How would you describe your 
caseload and how do you 
manage it?    
Well, the number of cases in the past 
five years has ranged from 7,600 to 
8,400. We are 15 commissioned judges, 
and the Supreme Court appoints senior 

judges to assist us with our docket. 
The volume is monumental, as you 
can imagine. Our court averages 470 
decisions each month, both precedential 
and non-precedential. It takes us an 
average of 272 days to write each case. 
That’s from the date it’s filed until the 
date that you receive the opinion. 

We have an incredibly talented, 
hardworking group of judges, who 
are all proud of the work they do, and 
they all manage their own dockets.  So, 
happily, that is not something I need to 
administer as President Judge.   
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There are obviously many ways to frame an issue. 
How important is that aspect of a brief and oral 
argument for the court in terms of how lawyers 
frame and present the issue rather than the 
argument in general? 
It is critical. The person who frames the issue gets to control 
the discussion, and Justice Jackson said, “Claims of error 
on appeal are like currency — both lose value due to over-
issunace.” People need to think about what their critical issues 
are and what issues they want to preserve.   

So what advice do you give lawyers?
You want to be as specific as possible so that the court 
immediately understands what the issue is. What was the 
motion in limine? What was it specifically that you felt should 
not be admitted that the trial court admitted? By admitting that 
piece of evidence, did it make it so prejudicial that the trial 
became unfair? 

The Superior Court is typically very well prepared. 
What’s the process? Obviously, you read the case, 
but in my experience, there are always questions 
that seem be to ready.  
The Superior Court is a “hot” court. This means that the briefs 
and original records are furnished in advance of the argument 
to permit time for review and study for a minimum of four 
weeks in advance of the date scheduled. Our judges review 

every case, and then they discuss the cases that they want 
to brainstorm with their clerks.  So, every single case of the 
45 cases has been read and analyzed, and then we focus on 
that issue which we want the appellant or appellee to discuss. 
Therefore, it’s an error to go through all the facts in your case. 
We know the facts of your case.   

The Pennsylvania appellate courts are 
predominantly female in terms of their composition. 
What do you attribute that to?  
I think that you have to look at it historically, and I think 
that Pennsylvania was at the forefront of this. In 1867, Myra 
Bradfield applied for admission to the State Bar of Illinois, 
and the Supreme Court of Illinois denied her application. 
She then filed an appeal to the Supreme Court of the United 
States which affirmed the denial of her license, and if you 
read the language of Supreme Court Justice Miller’s opinion, 
he said “The natural and proper timidity and delicacy which 
belongs to the female sex, evidently unfits it for many of the 
occupations of civil life… the paramount destiny and mission 
of women are to fulfill noble and benign offices of wife and 
mother. This is the law of the Creator.” And that was Bradwell 
v. State in 1872.  

A few years later, the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania, 
in 1896, authorized women to be licensed to practice and 
the prothonotary of Philadelphia was ordered to administer 
the oath of admission to the Bar of the Supreme Court of 
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Pennsylvania to Carrie Burnham Kilgore. So, you go back that 
far to Pennsylvania really bucking the federal system. 

Fast forward then, women in the 1970s started to go to 
law school in a higher percentage. The women who went 
to law school in the 1970s started out as public defenders, 
assistant district attorneys, city solicitors, and worked their 
way up, and now there are many female judges in the court of 
common pleas, and many then elected to the appellate courts. 
Currently, we have six candidates running for the Supreme 
Court of Pennsylvania. Four of them are appellate judges, two 
of them are trial judges, and of the four appellate judges who 
are running, three are women. It is likely in the next election, 
which will be held in November, one, two or three women 
could be elected to the bench.   
 
And in terms of the composition, do you think 
that has impacted the nature of decisions from the 
court?  

No, I don’t think so. I think diversity is important because 
it manifests a more just result, but I don’t think it matters 
whether it’s a man or a woman.     
 
The Superior Court is moving toward being part of 
Pennsylvania Courts Electronic Filing (PACfile). Has 
that changed anything? 
In my role I have been fortunate to be a beneficiary of all the 
hard work of the Administrative Office of Pennsylvania Courts 
(AOPC) coordination, and the Superior Court is particularly 
fortunate, because AOPC instituted the electronic system and 
started with the Supreme Court and Commonwealth Court. 
We started electronic filing, that is now online, and our system 
has been flowing really easily, and we’re training everyone. 
As we get younger judges, not necessarily younger in age but 
younger in technology, they are adapting to it more readily, 
and it’s becoming really so much easier. You can take your 
iPad with 45 cases on it, not only the briefs and the records, 
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I think diversity is important because it manifests  
a more just result, but I don’t think it matters whether it’s  

a man or a woman.
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but everything, and take it home. It’s just a delight, a total 
delight. I think you’re going to witness a sea change in about 
three years.  

Also, Electronic Records Management Systems (ERMS) 
enhancement is now allowing all of the chambers to circulate 
all the case documents via our internal case management 
system. It has made a major difference in the quickness with 
which you can get cases done, because you don’t lose three 
days in the mail – three days here and then three days there, 
and it’s really been remarkable. 

In terms of the court and bar associations, what is 
the relationship, particularly with the Philadelphia 
Bar Association?   
The bar associations are extremely important organizations, to 
be certain, in moving forward with justice and an independent 
judiciary. The Philadelphia Bar Association, of course, is a 
leader in that endeavor, and the Association has tremendous 
resources and has worked very closely with the bench – 
the appellate bench, the Supreme Court, the intermediate 
appellate courts and the Philadelphia judges. They have a 
really excellent working relationship, that I think is critical.  
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