
Chapter 12: Congress in Action 

Section 2 
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Objectives 

1. Explain how standing committees 

function. 

2. Describe the responsibilities and duties 

of the House Rules Committee. 

3. Describe the role of select committees. 

4. Compare the functions of joint and 

conference committees.  
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Key Terms 

• standing committee: permanent panels in each 
house of Congress 

• subcommittee: divisions of standing committees 
that do most of the committee’s work 

• select committee: a committee set up for a 
special purpose and often for a limited time 

• joint committee: a committee made up of 
members of both houses 

• conference committee: a temporary joint 
committee created to settle differences in versions 
of a bill passed by each house of Congress 
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Introduction 

• How do committees help Congress do its 
work? 

 

– Standing committees review and modify bills 
and decide if they should be reported to the 
floor for a vote. Subcommittees then do much 
of the work of reviewing a bill. 

 

– Joint committees coordinate the efforts of 
both houses on key issues, while select 
committees conduct special investigations. 
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Standing Committees 

• When a bill is 
introduced in either 
house, it is referred to 
the standing 
committee that deals 
with the subject 
matter of that bill. The 
fate of most bills is 
decided in committee 
rather than on the 
floor of either house. 
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Standing Committees, cont. 

• Members of each standing committee are 
elected by a floor vote at the beginning of each 
term of Congress. 

 
– Each House committee has from 10 to 75 members, 

while Senate committees have from 14 to 28 
members. 
 

– Representatives usually serve on one or two standing 
committees, while senators serve on three or four. 

 

– Committee chairmen are chosen according to the 
seniority rule. 
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• Today the House has 
20 standing 
committees. 

 

• The most influential 
House committees 
are Rules, Ways and 
Means, Foreign 
Affairs, Armed 
Services, Judiciary, 
Agriculture, and 
Appropriations.  

Standing Committees, cont. 



Copyright © Pearson Education, Inc. Slide 8 Chapter 12, Section 2 

• Today the Senate has 
16 standing 
committees. 

 

• The most influential 
Senate committees 
are Armed Services, 
Finance, Judiciary, 
Foreign Relations, 
Appropriations, and 
Banking, Housing, 
and Urban Affairs.  

Standing Committees, cont. 
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Subcommittees 

• Most standing committees are divided into 
more specific subcommittees, which do 
much of the work of researching and 
reviewing bills. 

 

– There are 99 subcommittees in the House 
and nearly 70 in the Senate. 

 

– The subcommittees relay their findings to the 
main committee. 



Copyright © Pearson Education, Inc. Slide 10 Chapter 12, Section 2 

The House Rules Committee 

• The House Rules Committee controls which bills 

make it to the floor of the House. 

 

• Bills that leave their standing committee must 

then be scheduled for floor consideration by the 

Rules Committee. 

 

• This power lets the Rules Committee speed, 

delay, or block House action on a measure. 
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A Sample Bill 

• The Food and Energy Security Act was 
introduced in the House in 2007. 

 
– The Speaker referred the bill to the Committee on 

Agriculture, which reviewed and reported it, and the 
Committee on Foreign Affairs, which simply 
discharged it.  

 

– After leaving committee, the bill was scheduled for 
floor debate and amendment by the Rules 
Committee. 

 

– The bill was then considered by the full house.  
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• Congressional committees and subcommittees 
often conduct investigations into public issues. 

 

• They may do so  
to gather  
information, to  
ensure that  
federal agencies  
are following the  
law, or to raise  
public awareness. 

Investigation and Oversight 
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Select Committees 

• Checkpoint: What is a select committee? 

 
– Select or special committees are typically temporary 

panels set up to investigate a specific issue. 

 

– The Senate Watergate Committee investigated the 
Watergate scandal.  

 

– The Iran-Contra Committee examined the arms-for-
hostages deal and illegal aid to the Contras.  

 

– The Senate Committee on Indian Affairs uncovered 
corruption tied to lobbyists for Native American tribes. 
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Joint Committees, cont. 

• Joint committees include 

members from both 

houses. 

 

• Those shown in the chart 

are permanent groups, 

while others are select 

committees. 

 

– Why do you think the topics 

shown on the chart are 

handled by joint 

committees? 
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Conference Committees 

• Checkpoint: What is the difference between a 

joint committee and a conference committee? 

 

– Joint committees coordinate the efforts of each house 

of Congress on specific subjects and help administer 

shared functions. 

 

– Conference committees are temporary, joint panels 

formed to create a compromise bill when each house 

has passed a different version of a bill. 
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Review 

• Now that you have learned about how 

committees help Congress do its work, go 

back and answer the Chapter Essential 

Question. 

– Can and should the lawmaking process be 

improved? 


