
Congress in Action

Chapter 12

I. Congress Organizes


A. Congress Convenes



1. Convenes every 2 years on January 3rd of odd-numbered years



2. Opening Day in the House




a. The clerk calls the chamber to order and they choose a 



    speaker as their permanent presiding officer




b. The House elects the new clerk, sergeant at arms, chief 


              administrative officer, and chaplain




c. The House then adopts the rules and the members of  



    the 19 committees of the House are appointed



3. Opening Day in the Senate




a. 1/3 of the seats are up every 2 years




b. Newly elected and reelected members are sworn in and 


    vacancies are filled



4. State of the Union message




a. Delivered a few weeks after Congress is organized




b. President reports on the state of the nation and lays out 


              the shape of his polices


B. The Presiding Officers



1. The Speaker of the House




a. Preside and keep order




b. interprets the rules, refers bills, puts motions to a vote, 



    and decides the outcome of most votes taken in the 



    House



2. The President of the Senate




a. The Vice President of the United States




b. Not as powerful as the Speaker of the House




c. The president pro tempore serves in the Vice 




    President’s absence


C. Party Officers



1. The Party Caucus




a. Closed meeting of the members of each party in each 



     house




b. Deals with matters of party organization



2. The Floor Leaders




a. Don’t hold official positions in either chamber




b. Try to carry out decisions of their parties’ caucuses


D. Committee Chairmen



1. Decide when their committees will meet, which bills they will 


    take up, whether they will hold public hearings and what 


    witnesses the committee should call



2. Seniority Rule




a. Most important posts held by longest service in 




     Congress




b. Most strictly applied to the choice of committee 




    chairmen 



3. Criticism of the Seniority Rule




a. Ignores ability and discourages young members




b. Committee head comes from a “safe” constituency 




c. The rule is unlikely to be eliminated 

II. Committees in Congress


A. Standing Committees



1. Committee Assignments




a. Representatives assigned to 1 or 2 committees and 



    Senators to 3 or 4 




b. They review bills




c. Most handle bills dealing with particular policy matters




d. Most are divided into subcommittees 



2. The House Rules Committee




a. Bills must first clear the Rules Committee




b. A bill gets to the floor if it has been granted a rule by 



    the Rules Committee



3. Select Committees




a. Set up for a specific purpose




b. Usually formed to investigate a current matter 


B. Joint and Conference Committees



1. Joint Committee




a. Members of both houses




b. Investigative in nature and issue periodic reports to the 



    House and Senate



2. Conference Committee




a. Created when the 2 houses pass differing versions of a 



     bill




b. Produces a compromise bill that both will accept

III. How a Bill Becomes a Law: The House


A. The First Steps



1. Most bills are born in the executive branch



2. Types of Bills and Resolutions




a. Public Bills apply to the whole nation




b. Private bills apply to certain persons or places




c. Concurrent resolutions deal with matters on which both 


     houses must act jointly




d. Resolutions deal with only 1 house



3. The First Reading




a. Members have 5 days to make changes





b. They insert speeches, reconstruct “debates” and revise 



    thoughtless remarks




c. Each bill that is passed is given 3 readings


B. The Bill in Committee



1. Fate of most bills is decided in standing committees



2. Discharge Petition lets members force a bill onto the floor



3. Gathering Information




a. Sessions are held by committees to collect information




b. Junkets are trips made by a subcommittee to get an on-



    the-spot investigation



4. Committee Actions




a. A subcommittee may do one of several things when it 



    has completed its work




b. Report the bill favorably




c. Refuse to report the bill 




d. Report the bill in amended form




e. Report the bill unfavorably




f. Report a committee bill


C. Scheduling Floor Debate



1. Calendars




a. Union Calendar for revenues, appropriations, or 




     government property




b. The House Calendar for other public bills




c. Private Calendar for private bills




d. The Corrections Calendar for bills taken out from the 



     Union or House Calendar






e. The Discharge Calendar for discharging bills



2. Rules




a. The Rules Committee must approve and set a time




b. May be called up at any time




c. The House may suspend its rules


D. The Bill on the Floor



1. Receives 2nd reading



2. Committee of the Whole speeds up business



3. Debate




a. No member can hold the floor for more than an hour




b. Any member may demand a vote on the issue



4. Voting




a. Voice vote




b. Standing vote




c. Teller vote




d. Roll-Call vote




e. Electronic voting for the House



5. Final steps




a. Engrossed once a bill has been approved at 2nd reading




b. Read a 3rd time and a final vote is taken

IV. The Bill in the Senate


A. Introducing the Bill



1. Less formal than the House



2. Given a number and short title



3. Read twice and referred to committee


B. Rules for Debate




1. May speak on the floor as long as they want



2. “Two-Speech rule”



3. The Filibuster




a. Stalling tactic to delay action




b. “Talk a bill to death”



4. The Cloture Rule




a. Rule XXII




b. Provides for cloture, or limiting debate


C. Conference Committees



1. Managers named by presiding officers



2. Either house rarely turns down the committee’s work




a. Powerful membership




b. Its report comes in the midst of the committee’s rush to 


    
    adjournment


D. The President Acts



1. May sign the bill




2. May veto the bill



3. Sit and not act




a. Allows the bill to become a law without signing it




b. Not acting on it within 10 days



4. Pocket Veto




a. Congress adjourns within 10 days




b. President doesn’t act




c. The measure dies 


