Civics and Economics   Homework 4.1

Introduction to the Federal Legislative Branch


Name_________________________________




Date___________

The legislative branch makes the country's laws. "Members of Congress are the human connection between the citizen and . . .government," noted one member of Congress. The framers discussed the legislative branch in Article I of the U.S. Constitution to emphasize that representatives of the people would govern the United States Congress is the lawmaking body of the federal government. The Constitution states that the Congress shall be composed of two houses—the Senate and the House of Representatives.

The leaders who drew up the U.S. Constitution in 1787 created a bicameral legislature, a lawmaking body of two houses. They did this in part to make sure that both small and large states would be fairly represented. Membership in the House of Representatives is based on state population, while each state is represented equally in the Senate.

The House of Representatives, or simply the House as it is often called, has 435 members. Members of the House are called representatives. According to the Constitution, the number of representatives each state can elect to the House is based on the size of that state's population. Each state is entitled to at least one representative. Regular elections for members of the House of Representatives are held in November of each even-numbered year. All representatives are elected for two-year terms.

The Senate is the smaller of the two houses of Congress. The Constitution requires each state, regardless of size, to be represented in the Senate by two senators. Today the Senate has 100 members—two senators from each of the 50 states. Each senator represents his or her entire state. Senators are elected to Congress for six-year terms. Elections for senators are held in November of each even-numbered year. Only one third of the Senate's membership comes up for election every two years. Therefore, a new Senate begins its work with at least two thirds of the members having prior experience, this is called continuous body.
The Constitution lists the qualifications that members of Congress must meet. A representative in the House must

1. be at least 25 years old; 

2. have been a U.S. citizen for at least seven years; and 

3. be a legal resident of the state he or she represents. (Usually a representative lives in the district from which he or she is elected. However, the Constitution does not require this.)
The qualifications for members of the Senate differ slightly from those for members of the House. The Constitution lists the following qualifications for senators. A senator must

1. be at least 30 years old; 

2. have been a U.S. citizen for at least nine years; and 

3. be a legal resident of the state he or she represents.
In the past, most members of Congress have been white men. Yet, in recent years, the number of women, African Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans, and American Indians in Congress has increased. In 2001, for example, there were 61 women in the House and 13 women in the Senate. Thirty-eight African Americans served as representatives. However, the numbers of women and ethnic minorities in Congress remain well below their percentages in the population.

In each term of Congress, there are two regular sessions, or meetings. The first session usually begins the first week of January in the odd-numbered year following the congressional election in the previous November. The second session begins in January of the next year.

Each session may last as long as Congress wishes. 

According to the Constitution, the presiding officer of the House of Representatives is the Speaker of the House. The Speaker is the most powerful officer in the House. No representative may speak until called on, or recognized, by the Speaker. The Speaker also greatly influences the order of business in the House. The Speaker, because of these important responsibilities, is paid $186,300 a year, instead of the $145,100 paid to other representatives. The Speaker is always a member of the majority party.
The Constitution provides for the vice president to serve as the presiding officer of the Senate. The vice president, however, cannot take part in Senate debates and may vote only in the case of a tie.  In recent years, the vice president has taken on many additional responsibilities and has generally spent little time in the Senate. In the event of the vice president's absence, the Senate is presided over by the president pro tempore, a president "for the time being." This leader is elected by the members of the Senate. The president pro tempore is by custom the longest-serving member of the majority party.

Your Task
Part I: Complete the following chart
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Part II: Short Answer Questions
Why is Congress divided into two houses?

How many total congressmen / congresswomen serve in congress currently?

When does a session of Congress begin and how long does it last?

How has the make up of Congress changed in recent years?

What are the roles of the Vice President and the President Pro Tempore of the Senate?
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