
Chapter 12: Congress in Action 

Section 1 
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Objectives 

1. Describe how and when Congress 

convenes. 

2. Compare the roles of the presiding 

officers in the Senate and the House. 

3. Identify the duties of the party officers in 

each house. 

4. Describe how committee chairmen are 

chosen and explain their role in the 

legislative process.  
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Key Terms 

• Speaker of the House: the elected presiding 
officer of the House and the leader of its majority 
party 

• President of the Senate: the Senate’s presiding 
officer 

• President pro tempore: the elected Senate 
officer who presides in the Vice President’s 
absence 

• party caucus: a closed meeting of the members 
of each party in each house 

• floor leaders: unofficial party officers who serve 
in each house 
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Key Terms, cont. 

• majority leader: the floor leader of the 
majority party in either house 

• minority leader: the floor leader of the 
minority party in either house 

• whip: assistant floor leaders 

• committee chairmen: the heads of the 
standing committees in Congress 

• seniority rule: the unwritten custom that the 
party members with the longest records of 
service should hold the most important posts 
in Congress 
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Introduction 

• How do constitutional and party officers keep 
Congress organized? 

 

– The Speaker of the House and the presiding officer of 
the Senate settle rules issues and direct the flow of 
floor debate. 

 

– The majority and minority leaders and whips organize 
party policy and voting on issues. 

 

– The committee chairs guide the passage of bills 
through each house. 
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Opening Day in Congress 

• Congress begins a new term every two years, on 
January 3 of odd years. 

 

• In the House, the members elect a Speaker, who takes 
the oath of office and swears in the other members. 

 

• The House then elects various officers such as the clerk.  

 

• Next the House adopts the rules for the current term.  

 

• These rules have developed for over 200 years and are 
occasionally amended or expanded. 
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Opening Day, cont. 

• The House then appoints the members of the 20 
permanent committees. 

 

• Only a third of the  
Senate is elected  
every two years,  
so newly elected  
members are  
simply sworn in  
and vacancies for  
officers and  
committees filled. 
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The State of the Union 

• Checkpoint: What is the purpose of the State of 
the Union address? 

 
– The President delivers the State of the Union address 

to a joint session of Congress a few weeks after it is 
organized. 

 

– In addition to describing the general state of national 
affairs, the President describes the planned policies 
of his or her administration to Congress and the 
nation, requesting that Congress pass specific pieces 
of legislation.  
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• The Speaker of the 
House is the 
presiding officer of the 
House and the leader 
of its majority party, a 
powerful combination. 

 

• Democrat Nancy 
Pelosi (right) is the 
first woman to serve 
as Speaker.  

Speaker of the House 
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Speaker of the House, cont. 

• The Speaker presides and keeps order. 

 
– The Speaker chairs most sessions of the House. No 

member can speak on the floor unless recognized by 
the Speaker. 

 

– The Speaker interprets and applies rules and 
procedures, refers bills to committees, and puts 
motions to a vote. 

 

– The Speaker also names the members of all select 
and conference committees.  
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President of the Senate 

• The Constitution names the Vice President as 

the Senate’s presiding officer. 

 

– The President of the Senate can recognize members, 

put questions to a vote, and so forth, but cannot take 

part in debates and votes only to break a tie. 

 

– The President pro tempore is a member of the 

Senate’s majority party elected to serve as Senate 

leader in the Vice President’s absence. 
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Party Politics in Congress 

• Congress is strongly 
partisan. 

• It is organized along 
party lines, with key 
positions and 
committees controlled 
by the majority party 
in each house. 
– Since 1981, what is 

the largest majority 
held by either party in 
the House? 
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• Checkpoint: What is a 
party caucus?  

 
– A party caucus is a 

closed meeting of the 
members of each 
party in each house. 

 

– The caucus discusses 
policy issues and 
selects the party’s 
floor leaders and 
committee chairs. 

Party Caucus 
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Representation by State 
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Representation by State 
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• The floor leaders are 
party officers in the 
House and Senate.  

 

• The majority leader 
represents the 
majority party in each 
house and controls 
the order of business 
on the floor. 

Floor Leaders 
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• The party whips are 

assistant floor leaders 

who help connect the 

party leadership with 

the rank-and-file 

members.  

 

• The whips count votes 

and help see that 

members are present 

for key votes. 

Floor Leaders, cont. 
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Committee Chairman 

• Committee chairs 
have a major say in 
what bills the 
committee considers, 
if public hearings will 
be held, and what 
witnesses will be 
called. 
– What does this 

cartoon say about 
testifying before a 
committee? 
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The Seniority Rule 

• The seniority rule in an unwritten custom 

granting the most important posts in Congress, 

such as committee chairmen, to the party 

members with the longest service. 

 

– Critics say this rule ignores ability, discourages 

younger members, and limits fresh ideas.  

 

– Supporters say the rule ensures experienced 

leadership and is easy to apply without sparking 

debates. 
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Review 

• Now that you have learned about how 

constitutional and party officers keep 

Congress organized, go back and answer 

the Chapter Essential Question. 

– Can and should the lawmaking process be 

improved? 


