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  1  GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS
	Term
	Definition

	Bicameralism
	A legislature with two chambers. Congress is bicameral (House of Representatives and Senate), designed by the Framers to slow down legislation and balance popular and state interests.

	Enumerated powers
	Powers specifically listed for Congress in Article I, Section 8, e.g. to tax, borrow, regulate commerce, declare war and raise armies.

	Implied powers
	Powers not listed but derived from the Necessary and Proper (“Elastic”) Clause. Upheld in McCulloch v Maryland (1819).

	Commerce Clause
	Power to regulate trade between the states and with foreign nations. Used to justify wide-ranging federal law, e.g. the Civil Rights Act 1964.

	Power of the purse
	Congress’s control over federal taxation and spending. No money can be spent from the Treasury without an appropriation made by law.

	Authorisation / Appropriation
	An authorisation creates or continues a programme and sets a spending ceiling; an appropriation actually provides the money. Appropriations bills must pass each year.

	Continuing resolution (CR)
	A temporary funding measure keeping government spending at existing levels when full appropriations are not passed by 1 October, the start of the fiscal year.

	Government shutdown
	A lapse in funding when neither appropriations nor a CR is passed; non-essential federal services stop. The Oct–Nov 2025 shutdown lasted 43 days, the longest on record.

	Oversight
	Congress’s role in monitoring the executive branch through hearings, investigations, subpoenas, budget control and reporting requirements.

	Impeachment
	The House charges an official (simple majority) with “treason, bribery, or other high crimes and misdemeanors”; the Senate tries the case and needs a two-thirds vote to convict.

	Advice and consent
	The Senate’s power to confirm presidential nominees (simple majority) and to ratify treaties (two-thirds majority).

	Speaker of the House
	Presiding officer and leader of the House majority party; elected by the whole House; second in line to the presidency after the Vice President.

	Majority / Minority Leader
	Chief party spokesperson and strategist in each chamber. The Senate Majority Leader controls the floor schedule and has the right of first recognition.

	Whip
	Party official who counts votes, communicates party positions and encourages members to vote with the leadership.

	President pro tempore
	The Senate’s ceremonial presiding officer, usually the longest-serving majority-party senator. The Vice President is President of the Senate and casts tie-breaking votes.

	Standing committee
	A permanent committee with jurisdiction over a policy area (e.g. House Ways and Means, Senate Judiciary). Scrutinises, amends and can kill bills.

	Select / special committee
	A temporary committee set up for a specific purpose, often investigation (e.g. the Senate Watergate Committee, 1973).

	Conference committee
	A joint House–Senate committee that reconciles differences between the two chambers’ versions of a bill.

	Rules Committee
	Powerful House committee that sets the terms of floor debate for each bill: time limits and which amendments are allowed (the “rule”).

	Seniority
	The convention of giving committee chairs to the longest-serving majority-party members; weakened since the 1970s reforms.

	Filibuster
	A Senate tactic of extended debate to delay or block a vote. It is ended by a cloture vote.

	Cloture
	A vote to end debate in the Senate. Requires 60 of 100 senators (three-fifths) for legislation; a simple majority applies to nominations.

	Reconciliation
	A budget procedure allowing tax and spending bills to pass the Senate by simple majority with limited debate, bypassing the filibuster. Subject to the “Byrd rule”.

	Unanimous consent / Hold
	Unanimous consent is agreement by every senator to speed up business. A hold is a senator’s signal that they will object, blocking a bill or nominee.

	Discharge petition
	A House procedure: if 218 members sign, a bill stuck in committee can be forced to a floor vote.

	Veto / veto override
	The President’s power to reject a bill. Congress can override with a two-thirds vote in both chambers; successful overrides are rare.

	Pocket veto
	A bill dies if the President does not sign it within ten days (Sundays excepted) and Congress has adjourned.

	Logrolling
	Trading votes between members: “you support my bill, I’ll support yours”.

	Pork barrel / Earmark
	Spending targeted at a member’s district or state to win local support. Earmarks were banned in 2011 and reintroduced with transparency rules in 2021.

	Casework
	Help given by a member’s office to constituents dealing with federal agencies (e.g. veterans’ benefits, immigration paperwork).

	Delegate / Trustee / Politico
	Models of representation: delegates follow constituents’ wishes; trustees use their own judgement; politicos switch between the two depending on the issue.

	Incumbency advantage
	The electoral edge enjoyed by sitting members: name recognition, fundraising, free mailing (franking), casework and safe seats.

	Gerrymandering
	Drawing electoral district boundaries to benefit one party. Districts are redrawn after each census by state legislatures or commissions.

	Midterm elections
	Elections held halfway through a presidential term: all 435 House seats and one-third of Senate seats. The President’s party usually loses seats.

	Divided government
	When the White House and at least one chamber of Congress are controlled by different parties. Unified government (a “trifecta”) is when one party controls all three.

	Gridlock
	A situation where institutional or partisan conflict prevents legislation being passed.

	War Powers Resolution (1973)
	Law passed over Nixon’s veto requiring the President to consult Congress and withdraw forces after 60 days without authorisation. Widely seen as weak in practice.


  2  KEY KNOWLEDGE
2.1  Structure and membership: House v Senate
	Feature
	House of Representatives
	Senate

	Size
	435 voting members (plus 6 non-voting delegates)
	100 senators (two per state)

	Term of office
	2 years; every seat up at every election
	6 years; one-third elected every two years

	Qualifications
	At least 25 years old; US citizen for 7 years; resident of the state
	At least 30 years old; US citizen for 9 years; resident of the state

	Constituency
	Single-member districts, apportioned by population after each census
	Whole state; equal representation regardless of population

	Election
	Directly elected since 1789
	Directly elected since the 17th Amendment (1913); previously chosen by state legislatures

	Presiding officer
	Speaker of the House
	Vice President (tie-break only); President pro tempore

	Debate and rules
	Tightly controlled by the Rules Committee; time limits; simple majority rules
	Unlimited debate unless cloture is invoked; individual senators hold much more power

	Character
	Majoritarian, more partisan and more responsive to public opinion
	More deliberative and individualistic; longer terms provide insulation from public pressure


2.2  Powers of Congress
1. Shared legislative powers (Article I): make federal law (both chambers must pass identical text); tax, borrow and spend; regulate interstate and foreign commerce; coin money; raise and support the armed forces; declare war; create lower federal courts.
1. Constitutional amendment: propose amendments by two-thirds of both chambers, ratified by three-quarters of the states.
1. Exclusive House powers: initiate revenue (tax) bills; impeach federal officials; choose the President if no candidate wins an Electoral College majority.
1. Exclusive Senate powers: confirm presidential nominees (cabinet, ambassadors, federal judges) by simple majority; ratify treaties by two-thirds; try impeachments (two-thirds to convict); choose the Vice President if the Electoral College is deadlocked.

	Check on…
	How Congress constrains power

	Executive
	1. Oversight hearings and investigations
1. Senate confirmation of cabinet, ambassadors and agency heads
1. Treaty ratification (two-thirds)
1. Power of the purse
1. Veto override; impeachment

	Judiciary
	1. Senate confirmation of federal judges
1. Impeachment of judges
1. Sets the size of the Supreme Court and creates lower federal courts
1. Can propose constitutional amendments to overturn rulings (two-thirds of both chambers + three-quarters of states)


2.3  Leadership and parties
1. House: the Speaker controls the legislative agenda, influences committee assignments and the Rules Committee, and is supported by the Majority Leader and Whip. A small group of members can use the motion to vacate: Kevin McCarthy became the first Speaker removed mid-term in October 2023, and Mike Johnson was elected after three failed attempts to fill the post.
1. Senate: the Majority Leader sets the floor schedule and negotiates unanimous-consent agreements with the Minority Leader. Individual senators can use holds and the filibuster to extract concessions.
1. Party discipline is weaker than in the UK: members are elected as individuals on fixed terms, hold their seats without needing the party to stay in office, and depend on local fundraising. But polarisation has strengthened party-line voting, and fear of primary challenges pushes members towards their party base.
2.4  Committees
1. Standing committees are where most legislative work takes place; most bills never leave committee. They hold hearings, “mark up” (amend) bills and act as gatekeepers. The House has around 20 standing committees and the Senate around 16, with many subcommittees.
1. Chairs come from the majority party; the minority’s senior member is the ranking member. Chairs control agendas, hearings and staff.
1. Key committees: House Rules (controls floor access), Ways and Means and Senate Finance (taxation), Appropriations (spending), Senate Judiciary (judicial confirmations), Senate Foreign Relations (treaties).
1. Changes over time: the 1970s reforms weakened the seniority system and strengthened subcommittees; party leaders now exert more influence, and the House Republican conference imposes term limits on chairs.
2.5  The legislative process and its obstacles
1. Introduction: only a member of Congress can introduce a bill (the President cannot, though he can ask allies to do so). Revenue bills must start in the House.
1. Committee: the bill is referred to a committee, which may hold hearings, amend it and vote. Most bills die here.
1. Floor, House: the Rules Committee sets the “rule” and a simple majority passes the bill.
1. Floor, Senate: debate can be unlimited. Cloture (60 votes) is needed to end a filibuster, unless the bill goes through reconciliation.
1. Resolving differences: the chambers must pass identical text, via a conference committee or by passing amendments back and forth.
1. President: signs, vetoes, or lets the bill become law without signature after ten days. Congress can override a veto by two-thirds in both chambers.

	Why do bills fail? Key veto points
• Committee gatekeeping and the Rules Committee in the House  • the filibuster and holds in the Senate  • bicameral disagreement  • the presidential veto  • polarisation and divided government.
Ways round the obstacles: reconciliation (simple majority; used for the 2017 tax cuts, the 2021 American Rescue Plan, the 2022 Inflation Reduction Act and the 2025 One Big Beautiful Bill Act); omnibus and must-pass bills (appropriations, the annual defence bill); discharge petitions; and presidential executive action.


2.6  Oversight and the relationship with the President
1. Oversight tools: hearings, investigations, subpoenas, budget control, confirmation hearings and the Government Accountability Office. Historic examples include Watergate (1973–74) and the January 6 select committee (2021–22). Oversight is often partisan: it intensifies under divided government and softens under unified government.
1. Confirmations: the Senate rarely rejects nominees outright, but withdrawals occur. In 2016 Senate Republicans refused to hold hearings on Merrick Garland; in 2020 they confirmed Amy Coney Barrett within weeks of an election. The “nuclear option” cut the threshold to a simple majority for lower-court and executive nominees (2013) and Supreme Court nominees (2017).
1. Divided government: the 118th Congress (2023–25, Republican House, Democratic Senate and President) passed very few laws, relying on must-pass bills. Unified government (119th Congress, Republican trifecta) has produced greater cooperation and major party-line legislation, but also fuels the argument that Congress is too deferential.
1. War powers: Congress has not formally declared war since 1942. Presidents rely on Authorizations for Use of Military Force (e.g. 2001 and 2002) and their Commander-in-Chief powers; the War Powers Resolution is rarely enforced.

	President impeached
	Year
	Outcome

	Andrew Johnson
	1868
	Acquitted by one vote in the Senate

	Bill Clinton
	1998–99
	Acquitted; Senate votes fell well short of two-thirds

	Donald Trump
	2019–20
	Acquitted; first President impeached twice

	Donald Trump
	2021
	Acquitted; 57 senators voted to convict, short of 67


2.7  Representation and elections
1. Roles: legislate, represent constituents and states, scrutinise the executive, and educate and inform the public. Members balance delegate, trustee and politico roles.
1. Incumbency advantage: House incumbents are re-elected at rates usually above 90%, and Senate rates are also high. Causes: name recognition, fundraising, franking, casework, pork and safe seats created by gerrymandering and partisan geography.
1. Gerrymandering: the Supreme Court ruled in *Rucho v Common Cause* (2019) that partisan gerrymandering claims are non-justiciable in federal courts; several states redrew maps mid-decade in 2025.
1. Money: campaigns are expensive; *Citizens United* (2010) allowed unlimited independent spending by super PACs and corporations.
1. Midterms: the President’s party usually loses seats, giving Congress a “check” through electoral punishment (with exceptions such as 1998 and 2002). The next midterms are on 3 November 2026.
2.8  Evaluating Congress: strengths and weaknesses
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	Powerful checks on the executive: committees can scrutinise, defund and block; Senate confirmation can sink nominees.
	Gridlock and polarisation: divided government and party-line voting leave major issues unresolved (the 118th Congress passed very few laws).

	Committee expertise: stable committee system and professional staff give Congress real policy capacity.
	Filibuster as minority veto: 60 votes needed on most legislation lets a minority block a majority.

	Representation: 535 members give a diversity of local and state voices; the Senate protects small states.
	Low public trust: approval is routinely below 30%, yet incumbents are re-elected at very high rates.

	Independence from the President: separate elections and fixed terms mean members need not obey the executive.
	Delegation to the executive: Congress often leaves detail to agencies and has not formally declared war since 1942; critics say it has ceded power over tariffs, war and spending.

	Bipartisan achievements do happen: e.g. First Step Act 2018, Bipartisan Infrastructure Law 2021, CHIPS and Science Act 2022.
	Money, incumbency and gerrymandering: safe seats and primary threats reward partisanship over compromise; campaigns are costly.

	Deliberation and protection of minorities: supermajority hurdles force negotiation and prevent hasty or extreme change.
	Unrepresentative membership: older, wealthier and less diverse than the population; women hold roughly a quarter of seats.


2.9  Snapshot: the 119th Congress (2025–27)
1. Control: Republican majorities in both chambers alongside a Republican President. The House majority is among the narrowest in modern history, giving small groups of members great leverage.
1. Leaders: Speaker Mike Johnson; Senate Majority Leader John Thune; Minority Leaders Hakeem Jeffries (House) and Chuck Schumer (Senate).
1. Key events: the One Big Beautiful Bill Act passed by reconciliation (July 2025); the 43-day shutdown (October–November 2025); the November 2026 midterms ahead.
Check seat numbers and recent events before teaching, as they change.
  3  STRETCH AND CHALLENGE TASKS
1. Committee case study: choose one standing committee (e.g. Senate Judiciary or House Appropriations). Research its jurisdiction, current chair and one recent piece of work. How far does it show that “Congress in its committee rooms is Congress at work”?
1. Filibuster debate: prepare the strongest case for and against abolishing the legislative filibuster. Which argument is more convincing for a system built on checks and balances? Justify your verdict.
1. Track a bill: use congress.gov to follow one bill from introduction to its outcome. Annotate each veto point where it could have failed and explain what happened.
1. Productivity data task: compare the number of laws passed by the 118th and 119th Congresses. Explain the difference using unified v divided government, not just party control.
1. The approval paradox: Congress is unpopular but incumbents are re-elected. Write 300 words explaining why, using at least three factors and one counter-argument.
1. Synoptic link: “Congress has ceded too much power to the President.” Draw on tariffs, war powers and spending examples and link to Madison’s argument in Federalist 51. How far do you agree?
1. Extension: assess whether the Senate or the House is the more powerful chamber. Consider constitutional powers, procedure, leadership and real-world influence.
  4  ASSESSMENT QUESTIONS
Write a full response to each question. Aim for three developed paragraphs, each with a point, explanation and a specific example (a named committee, law, event or statistic).
1. Analyse and explain three ways in which the powers of the House of Representatives differ from those of the Senate.  (9 marks)
1. Analyse and explain three factors that make it difficult for Congress to pass legislation.  (9 marks)
1. Analyse and explain three ways in which Congress is able to check the power of the President.  (9 marks)
1. Analyse and explain three ways in which congressional committees influence the legislative process.  (9 marks)
1. Analyse and explain three factors that explain the high re-election rates of congressional incumbents.  (9 marks)
1. Analyse and explain three ways in which the filibuster affects the work of the Senate.  (9 marks)
1. Analyse and explain three ways in which party polarisation has affected the operation of Congress.  (9 marks)
  5  FURTHER READING AND LISTENING
Websites
1. congress.gov and the Congressional Research Service (crsreports.congress.gov): bills, votes, member and committee information, plus accessible reports.
1. Pew Research Center and Brookings: data and analysis on Congress, polarisation and public approval.
1. Politico, The Hill and Punchbowl News: day-to-day coverage of congressional politics.
Books and articles
1. The Federalist Papers, Nos. 10, 51, 62 and 63 (Madison): faction, separation of powers and the role of the Senate.
1. Thomas Mann and Norman Ornstein, It’s Even Worse Than It Looks: a critique of congressional dysfunction.
1. Ezra Klein, Why We’re Polarized: the roots of partisan sorting.
1. Robert Caro, Master of the Senate: Lyndon Johnson and the institutional Senate.
1. Politics Review magazine: back issues on Congress, the Senate and US elections.
Listening and watching
1. C-SPAN: live and archived floor proceedings and committee hearings.
1. Americast (BBC): US politics analysis.
1. The Rest Is Politics: US: weekly discussion of American politics.
1. NPR Politics Podcast: short episodes on Congress and elections.
1. Crash Course Government and Politics (YouTube): clear revision videos on Congress.
Page 
