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Bills in Congress

• Laws start out as bills 
introduced by members 
of Congress

• Ideas for bills come 
from constituents, 
interest groups, the 
president and members 
of Congress.

• Only a member of 
Congress can introduce 
a bill for consideration.
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Introducing Bills 
• Both senators and House 

members introduce bills.
• The one exception is that, tax bills 

and appropriation bills have to 
begin in the House.

• In the House the bill is dropped 
into a wooden box called a 
hopper.

• In the Senate a senator hands the 
paperwork to a clerk.

• Thousands are submitted during 
a session of Congress.

• A private bill affects only a 
particular person or group, and a 
public bill affects all of society.

• A bill may deal w/ a single topic 
or many topics.

• A rider may be added to a 
popular bill to get something 
unpopular to pass or a rider may 
be added as a poison bill to stop 
a popular bill from passing.



Other Types of Action

• A joint resolution is much like a bill-
it follows the same procedures as a 
bill and has the force of law if it 
passed by both houses and signed 
by the president.

• They are used in out-of-the-ordinary 
circumstances, like to propose 
constitutional amendments.

• Concurrent resolutions are used 
when both houses address matters 
that affect operations of both 
chambers or express an opinion. 
They are not signed by the president 
and don’t have the force of law.

• Each chamber can pass resolutions
that apply to matters of concern just 
within that chamber, like election of 
leadership or committee 
assignments.
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Bills in Committee

• Committees act as a filter b/c 
most bills die in committee.

• A bill is assigned to a 
committee by the Speaker in 
the house and by the majority 
leader in the Senate, this is 
called referral.

• The next step is holding 
hearings, which are open to 
the public.

• The Chair of the committee or 
subcommittee has the power 
to control who appears at the 
hearings and how the public 
views the bill.
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Bills in Committee

• Following the hearing, a 
subcommittee must report on the 
bill to the full committee. They 
may report favorably of 
unfavorably (killing it)

• The subcommittees can also 
make amendments to the bill

• The markup is a meeting of the 
full committee and debate the bill 
further. They can kill the bill or 
they can include so many 
amendments that the bill is a new 
piece of legislation, called a clean 
bill.

• In the House, the majority of 
members may sign a discharge 
petition, forcing the bill out of 
committee. 
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House Rules
• As we saw in section 3 of this chapter 

the House Rules Committee acts as a 
“traffic cop.”

• Most bills must pass through this 
committee before reaching the full 
House.

• The rules assigned by the Rules 
Committee govern how the bill can 
be debated or amended by the full 
House.

• There are 3 main types: open, closed, 
& modified rules.

• They can also limit the debate on the 
bill.

• They can also kill the bill.

• Bills can bypass the Rules Committee 
if two-thirds of the House agrees to 
suspend the rules  
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The Bill in the House
• The 1st step in the process is the 

adoption of the rules put forward 
by the Rules Committee.

• The next step is to work as a 
Committee of the Whole. The 
reason they may do this is b/c it 
brings the quorum number down 
from 218 to 100.

• The Committee of the Whole 
debates the bill and amendments 
and they can add related 
amendments (although they 
don’t always relate to the bill).

• The Committee of the Whole 
can’t vote on the bill, it has to 
dissolve and let the full house 
vote.

• Most important votes are usually 
called record votes, which is 
sometimes called a roll-call vote.
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The Bill in the Senate

• The Senate doesn’t have a Rules 
Committee nor do they use a 
Committee of the Whole. 

• The Senate doesn’t limit debate 
or the right to offer amendments.

• If a senator wants to place a limit 
on the bill it requires the 
unanimous consent of the 
Senate.

• This opens the door to filibuster
or the Senate can end debate 
with three-fifths vote or 60 
senators, on a cloture motion.

• When they are done debating 
they vote on the amendments & 
the bill.

• Important bills are often subject 
to roll-call votes.
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The Conference Committee
• For a bills to be sent to the 

President they have to be passed 
in identical form by both houses.

• When there are major 
differences, members of a 
conference committee are drawn 
from each chamber. The 
conferees are chosen by the 
leaders of both houses.

• If they fail to reach an agreement 
the bill dies, but usually at this 
point the Conference Committee 
come to a compromise.

• The bill goes back to the floor of 
both houses for debate and if it 
passes both houses in it new 
version, the bill goes to the 
President’s desk. 
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Presidential Action on a Bill

• The President can do three 
things with a bill

• 1. The President can sign 
the bill which makes it a 
law.

• 2.The President can hold on 
to the bill and if the 
Congress ends its session 
within 10 days the bill dies. 
This is called a pocket veto.

• 3. The President may veto 
the bill. President’s usually 
have a veto message where 
they explain their specific 
objections.
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