
Chapter 5 The Structure of Congress
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NAME ________________________________________ DATE  _______________  CLASS  _________

Lesson 1 Congressional Membership

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONESSENTIAL QUESTION
What is the structure and organization of Congress?

Reading HELPDESK
Academic Vocabulary 
formulate to devise or develop
occur to happen
trace to discover by going backward over the evidence

Content Vocabulary
bicameral legislature a two-chamber legislature
session meeting
census complete count of a population, including place of residence
reapportionment the process of reassigning representation based on population, after 

every census
redistrict to set up new district lines after reapportionment is complete
gerrymander to draw a district’s boundaries to gain an advantage in elections
at-large as a whole; for example, statewide
censure a vote of formal disapproval of a member’s actions
incumbent elected official who is already in office

TAKING NOTES: Key Ideas and Details
COMPARING Use the graphic organizer to compare the qualifications for representatives and senators. 

Qualifications

Representatives Senators
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Lesson 1 Congressional Membership, continued

Imagine that you were among the delegates to the Constitutional Convention in 1787. Which of 
the following topics would you want to see addressed in the part of the Constitution that covers 
the legislative branch? What criteria would you use to decide what should be included?

____ What the legislature should be called

____ How legislators should be chosen

____ Qualifications for legislators

____ How long legislators should serve

____ How much legislators should be paid

____ The help legislators should have available to aid them in their work

____ When and where the legislature should meet

____ What the legislature can and cannot do

____ The process of enacting a law

____ Ethical guidelines for conducting legislative business

____ Other details (name the details you think should be included)

Organization of Congress
Guiding Question What is the structure of Congress?
The Founders gave more power to Congress than to any other branch. The Constitution stressed the 
importance of the lawmaking branch by describing Congress in the first main part, Article I. James 
Madison called Congress the first branch of the Government.

Bicameral Legislature
While the Constitution assigned great power to the legislators, it also made Congress a bicameral 
legislature. This means that Congress has two different parts, called houses. The two houses are the 
Senate and the House of Representatives. In 1787 most representatives at the Constitutional 
Convention agreed that a bicameral legislature was best. They were following the model of the English 
Parliament with its House of Lords and House of Commons.

ESSENTIAL QUESTIONESSENTIAL QUESTION
What is the structure and organization of Congress?
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Chapter 5 The Structure of Congress
Reading Essentials and Study Guide

Lesson 1 Congressional Membership, continued

Senators have longer terms of office and represent their entire state. Representatives have shorter 
terms and are elected from districts. The Constitution also allows each house to write its own rules for 
how to do things. The House of Representatives is larger. It makes rules to limit debate and encourage 
majority rule. The Senate is smaller. It makes rules that give more power to the minority, whether it is 
a party, a group, or a single senator.

It is quite common for the House to pass one bill and the Senate to pass a similar bill on the same 
subject, but with some differences. The House and Senate must work together to agree on the exact 
wording of the bill before it can be sent to the president. This puts an additional check on power 
because neither the House nor Senate can pass laws without the other. Congress’s division into two 
houses has led to a lot of conflict because they often view issues very differently. At their best, the 
differences produce compromise and national consensus. At their worst, they result in legislative 
gridlock, or the failure to finish important legislative work.

Today, Congress plays a central role in formulating national policies. It initiates and approves laws 
that deal with everything from health care to changes in our taxes.

Congressional Sessions
Each term of Congress begins on January 3 in years ending in an odd number and lasts for two years. 
For example, the 112th Congress began its term in January 2011, and the 113th Congress began in 
January 2013. Each congressional term is two sessions, or meetings. A session lasts one year and 
includes breaks for holidays and vacations. Originally congressional sessions did not formally end 
until March. This left a four-month period between the November elections and when new members 
began to serve. This time delay was shortened when the Twentieth Amendment was approved in 1933. 
It moved the session start date to January.

Congress remains in session until its members vote to adjourn. Neither the House nor the Senate 
can adjourn for more than three days without the approval of the other house. If the Congress does 
adjourn, the president has the power to request a special session if needed.

  Reading Progress Check
Contrasting What are some of the differences between the House of Representatives and 
the Senate?

 

Membership of the House
Guiding Question How is the House of Representatives organized?
The House of Representatives has 435 members, so it is much larger than the Senate. The Constitution 
does not set the number of representatives in the House. It simply states that House seats must be 
apportioned, or divided, among the states on the basis of population. Each state has a right to have at 
least one seat in the House, no matter how small its population is.
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Lesson 1 Congressional Membership, continued

Qualifications and Term of Office
The Constitution sets the qualifications for election to the House of Representatives. Representatives 
must be at least 25 years old, be citizens of the United States for at least seven years, and be legal 
residents of the state that elects them. Representatives usually live in the district they represent.

Members of the House of Representatives are elected for two-year terms. Elections are held in 
November of even-numbered years—for example, 2010, 2012, and 2014. Representatives begin their 
term of office on January 3 following the November election. This means that every two years, all 
435 members of the House must run for reelection. It also means that the House changes every two 
years. However, the House stays much the same because more than 90 percent of all representatives 
are reelected. If a representative dies or resigns in the first session of Congress, the state must hold a 
special election to fill the representative’s seat. Rules for filling empty seats that occur during the 
second session vary from state to state.

Representation and Reapportionment
The Census Bureau takes a national census, or population count, every 10 years in order to assign 
representatives on the basis of population. The first census was taken in 1790, and each state was 
apportioned its representatives. The next census will be in 2020. Each state’s population determines 
the number of representatives it will have for the next 10 years. This process is called reapportionment. 
States with slow growth or a decrease in population can lose representatives, while states with strong 
population growth can gain seats. For example, Illinois, Iowa, Michigan, and Missouri lost seats in the 
2010 census. As a result, the Midwest had less influence on lawmaking.

In the beginning, the House had only 64 members. As the population of the nation grew, the 
number of representatives grew. After the 1810 census, the House had 186 members. By 1911, it had 
435 members. In 1929 Congress put a limit on the number of House members at 435. Now each 
census decides how these seats will be divided among the states.

Congressional Redistricting
The states learn what their new representation will be for the next 10 years. Then each state 
legislature draws the boundaries for the congressional districts, one district for each representative. 
Representatives are elected from these districts. If a state has only one representative, it has one 
congressional district. The process of drawing new district lines after reapportionment has been 
completed is called redistricting. In League of United Latin American Citizens, et al. v. Perry (2006) 
the Supreme Court decided that states could change this process. The Court ruled that state 
legislators can redraw districts in the middle of a decade instead of waiting for a U.S. census.

Sometimes state legislatures misused the redistricting power in one of two ways. Some states created 
districts of very unequal populations. For example, during the early 1960s, in some states the largest 
district had twice the population of the smallest district. Also, states often would draw district boundaries 
to give one political party an advantage over the other. This process is called gerrymandering.

Redistricting Cases
In a series of decisions in the 1960s, the Supreme Court ruled on redistricting issues in three different 
states: Tennessee, Georgia, and Alabama. In a 1962 Tennessee case, Baker v. Carr, the Court ruled 
that federal courts could decide conflicts over district boundaries.
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Lesson 1 Congressional Membership, continued

Two years later, the decision in Reynolds v. Sims was based on the equal protection clause of the 
Fourteenth Amendment. The Court said that seats in both houses of the Alabama state legislature had 
to be apportioned on the basis of population. In a 1964 Georgia case, Wesberry v. Sanders, the Court 
ruled that the Constitution clearly intended that a vote in one congressional district would be worth 
as much as a vote in another district. This rule has become known as the “one-person, one-vote” rule. 
Today, each congressional district contains about 650,000 people. After the 1990 census, several 
states drew new district lines to increase the voting power of ethnic or racial minorities. This gave 
minorities more representation, but it also created districts with more Democratic voters, leaving 
other districts with more Republican voters.

This was the case in North Carolina. In Shaw v. Reno (1993), the Supreme Court ruled that the 
state’s 1992 redistricting map violated the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment. 
The Court said that the map used race as the main factor in redrawing districts. The state redrew the 
districts in 1997 but was challenged again. Finally, in 2000 and 2001, the Court upheld the new 
redistricting plan. The Court has ruled on a case-by-case basis because there are no clear written 
rules on this issue.

Gerrymandering
When one party has more power in the state legislature, it often tries to redraw districts so it can win 
future elections. This results in oddly shaped districts. The term gerrymandering has been traced to 
Elbridge Gerry. He was an early governor of Massachusetts. He approved a redistricting plan that gave 
his party an advantage over the opposing party, the Federalists. The artist Gilbert Stuart thought the 
outline of one district looked like a salamander. He made a drawing of it and added a head, wings, 
and claws. A newspaper published the drawing as a cartoon and labeled it “Gerrymander.” The word 
became popular as a way to describe this way of redrawing districts.

“Packing” and “cracking” are ways to gerrymander. Packing means redrawing lines to take the 
opposing party’s voters from several districts and put them into one district. This gives the party in 
power more voters in the other districts. Cracking means dividing districts that have the opposing 
party’s voters into many smaller districts. This gives the opposing party fewer voters in each of the 
smaller districts.

The Supreme Court has made several rulings to reduce some of the worst examples of 
gerrymandering. However, there is still competition in the two-party system. This competition often 
results in gerrymandering. Many districts today are still drawn in very odd shapes for political reasons.

  Reading Progress Check
Describing What are some ways that political parties at the state level can gerrymander 
districts?
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Lesson 1 Congressional Membership, continued

Membership of the Senate
Guiding Question How is the Senate organized?
The Constitution says the Senate shall have two senators from each state. That gives every state equal 
representation. The Senate today has 100 members, or two from each of the 50 states.

Qualifications and Term of Office
The Constitution says that senators must be at least 30 years old. They must be citizens of the United 
States for nine years before election. They must also be legal residents of the state they represent. All 
voters of each state elect senators at-large, or statewide, which means that senators do not have districts.

As with the House, Senate elections are held in November during even-numbered years. Senators, 
too, begin their terms on January 3 after the election of the previous November. The Constitution 
gives senators six-year terms and says that only one-third of senators run for reelection every two 
years. For this reason, the Senate can continue its work without a lot of change. In fact, the Senate has 
more continuity than the Founders planned because most senators win reelection.

If a senator dies or resigns, the state legislature can give the governor the power to name a 
replacement until the next election. The governor can also choose to have a special election to 
fill the seat.

Salary and Benefits
The houses of Congress decide their own salaries. In 1789 salaries were $6 per day. This low pay 
prevented some people from running for Congress.

Over the years, members of Congress have voted to raise their pay. In 1991 Congress voted for an 
increase of $23,000, but it also banned honoraria, which is money paid for giving speeches. In 1992, a 
constitutional amendment on salaries for legislators changed this. James Madison had first proposed 
the Twenty-seventh Amendment in 1789. It says that members of Congress cannot vote to give 
themselves a pay raise. Any raise that is passed does not go into effect until after another election.

After the new amendment was added, a group of people started a lawsuit. They claimed that 
the regular cost-of-living increases in salary that Congress members got were also banned by the 
new amendment. However, a federal judge ruled that increases to match the cost of living were 
allowed. The judge said that salaries that reflect changes in the economy help keep high-quality 
members of Congress.

Since 2009, most members of Congress have earned $174,000 a year. They have many benefits in 
addition to their salaries. They have medical care and their own gymnasium. They have large 
allowances to pay for staff, trips home, telephones, and newsletters. They receive income tax benefits 
for having two homes, one in their home state and one in the capital. They also get pensions of up to 
80 percent of their salaries and have a 401(k) plan.

Privileges of Members
The Constitution also gives members of Congress special protections. For example, when they are in 
Congress or on the way to or from Congress, they are free from arrest unless they have committed a 
serious crime.

Members also cannot be sued for anything they say on the House or Senate floor. However, this 
does not apply to what they say outside of Congress. In a 1979 case, the Supreme Court ruled that 
members of Congress could be sued for spreading false information about someone.
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Lesson 1 Congressional Membership, continued

Members of Congress have another benefit. Both the House and the Senate may judge the 
qualifications of new members. Each house may refuse, by a majority vote, to let a member serve 
if he or she does not have the required age, residence, or citizenship.

Finally, each house may punish its own members for disorderly behavior by a majority vote and 
expel them by a two-thirds vote. Only the worst acts, such as treason or taking bribes, are grounds for 
expelling someone. Members who are guilty of less serious misdeeds may be censured. Censure is a 
vote of formal disapproval of a member’s actions.

  Reading Progress Check
Identifying What salary and benefits do current members of Congress enjoy?

 

The Members of Congress
Guiding Question How have the characteristics of members of Congress changed over time?
Congress has 535 voting members. There are 100 senators and 435 representatives. There are also five 
other members in the House. They are from the District of Columbia, Guam, American Samoa, Northern 
Marianas, and the Virgin Islands. There is also a representative, called a resident commissioner, from 
Puerto Rico. None of them has the power to vote. However, they can go to meetings, propose bills, 
speak in debates, and vote in committees.

Characteristics
Almost half the members of Congress are lawyers. Lawyers are well educated to understand the legal 
issues involved with passing laws. Many other members of Congress have worked in business, banking, 
or education.

Most members of Congress have been white, middle-aged men. This has slowly changed along with 
changes in our society. Congress now reflects more racial, ethnic, and gender variety. For example, the 
number of women in the House has grown in recent years. In the 85th Congress (1957–1959), there 
were only 15 women in the House of Representatives (3 percent). By 2013, there were 100 women in 
the House (19 percent).

Reelection to Congress
Congress tends to change slowly because members of Congress almost never lose reelection. One 
representative said it simply when he stated that all members of Congress have one main interest, 
which is to be reelected. Democrat Franklin D. Roosevelt’s huge presidential victories in the 1930s 
helped incumbent Democrats in Congress win reelection. They continued to hold a majority in 
Congress in most years until 1990.
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Between 1945 and 1990, about 90 percent of all incumbents, members who were already in office, 
won reelection. In some elections, nobody would run against an incumbent because they knew that 
they would have little chance of winning.

There are many reasons why it is easy for incumbents to be reelected. First, incumbents can raise 
campaign money more easily because they meet many people in their district. Second, many districts 
have been gerrymandered to help the incumbent win. Third, voters already know the incumbents. 
Voters see them on television and read about them regularly in news stories. Fourth, incumbents help 
solve voters’ problems, and the voters are grateful. Finally, incumbents may win because most voters 
believe they share the voters’ views.

Campaigning Online
Candidates for office, political parties, and different types of political groups use radio and television 
to reach voters. They also use the Internet and social media more often to try to affect how people 
vote. Candidates now create websites to reach voters electronically. A campaign website gives people 
a biography of the candidate, press releases, future campaign events, and the candidate’s views on 
important issues. Websites are also used to get people to work on campaigns and to raise campaign 
funds. In addition, candidates can use their websites to show campaign events such as speeches.

The Internet also lets candidates talk with voters more easily and effectively. Candidates can hold 
town hall meetings for voters on the web. They use web technologies such as search engines, portals, 
and e-mail lists. These tools help them find voters interested in issues such as gun control or health 
care. Then candidates can contact these voters with messages about these issues. More candidates 
are also using Twitter to send a string of short messages of 140 characters or less, known as tweets. 
These messages reach their supporters and encourage voters to go to the polls.

Almost anything candidates say, even things not meant for the public to hear, can be recorded and 
put online. Campaign blunders may appear in text or video and be spread widely through Internet 
sharing. The Internet has also allowed more citizens to post their opinions in blogs. This opens the 
political process to more voices and makes it more democratic.

  Reading Progress Check
Determining Importance How has the Internet changed the way that congressional 
candidates interact with voters?
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