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Inquiry Activity: The Capitol and Congress

FOR THE STUDENT 
IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM:

Knowledge about government is fundamental to responsible citizenship.  Today we are going to read about the United States Congress.  You may already know some of the information you will read; if so, this will be a review for you.  If you do not know about Congress, get ready to learn!

The Capitol and Congress

Read these questions.  Do not try to answer them yet. You will find out the answers later!

.

1. Where is the “home” of the U.S. Congress?

2. What two groups make up the Congress?

3. What is the primary responsibility of Congress?

4. What does the “messiness of democracy” mean?

BECOMING FAMILIAR WITH THE PROBLEM:

Now read the text down to “The make-up of Congress”.  When you have finished reading, look up.  The passage will then be read aloud.  After that, you will read it silently again before answering the questions.

   The United States Capitol building stands on Capitol Hill in Washington, D.C.  Capitol Hill is often called just, “the Hill.”  The Capitol is the home of the United States Congress, which is made of two “houses”, or groups.  The House of Representatives meets on one side or wing of the Capitol, and the Senate meets on the other.  Only a few members have an office in the Capitol.  Most members’ offices are in nearby buildings on the Hill.

    Lawmaking is the primary responsibility of Congress.  Article 1 of the Constitution grants such important powers to Congress that it is likely the most powerful legislature in the world.   The U.S. Congress represents the diverse interests of the American people.  It is hard for most of us to appreciate the scope and wide variety of interests of people across this vast land.  Yet it is the Congress’s job to represent and reconcile these differences.  The process of doing that often leads to arguing, compromising, negotiating, and bargaining.  This “messiness of democracy” is the source of much of the public cynicism about Congress, but it is also the essence of the legislative activity.

PLANNING, ASSIGNING AND PERFORMING TASKS:

Now try to answer the questions, either working alone or with those in your group—your choice.  When those in your group are ready, share your answers to see if you all agree.  

SHARING WITH OTHERS:

Then the class will discuss the questions and answers.

REFLECTION, EXTENSION AND EVALUATION:

What have you learned that you did not know before?

It is important to know?  Why/Why not?

IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM:

The make-up of Congress

Read the following questions.  You will learn the answers later!  Then read the text silently.  When you have finished reading, look up.

1. How many people represent each citizen in Congress?

2. How many senators are there in the Senate?

3. How long is a senator’s term?

             4.    How many people does a senator represent?

5.    Are you eligible to be a U. S. senator now?  If not, why not?  Could you be a U.S.                                   

             Representative now?  Why or why not?

       6.    How many representatives are there in the House?

       7.     Which state do you think has the most Representatives?  Which probably have the          

                      fewest?

       8.     How often might a state be redistricted?

       9.     How many congressional districts does Virginia have?

     10.      What is one important job “the whip” has?

BECOMING FAMILIAR WITH THE PROBLEM:

Every citizen is represented in Congress in two ways by three people.  Each citizen has two U.S. Senators who represent them as residents of a state.  Each citizen also has one Representative who speaks for him or her as a resident of a congressional district.  Senators and Representatives thus face different challenges, yet they somehow reach agreement from these different perspectives.  The system, as a whole, is designed for stability rather than quick change, a fact that sometimes frustrates people.

   To be eligible for the Senate, a person must be at least 30 years old, a U.S. citizen for at least nine years, and a resident from the state from which chosen.  Senators serve six -year terms and may be re-elected as often as the constituents chose.  Usually only one Senator is up for re-election in the same year.  Every two years, voters select one-third, or about 33 of the members of 

the U.S. Senate.  The annual salary of a U.S.  Senator is $145,100.  The President Pro Tempore (Senate leader), Majority Leader (elected member whose party has the most seats or members), and Minority Leader earn $161,200 annually.

   To be eligible for the U.S. House of Representatives, a person must be at least 25 years old, a U.S. citizen for at least 7 years, and a resident of the state from which he or she is chosen.  Representatives are elected to serve a two- year term and may be re-elected.  The salary of Representatives and their Majority and Minority leaders is the same as Senators and their leaders, except the Speaker of the House earns $186,300.  There are currently 435 Representatives in the House.  The number of Representatives a state has depends on the number of people who live there.  A census must be taken every ten years.  A state may lose or gain Representatives after a census.  This change is called redistricting.  All districts should have about the same population.   If a states population moves around, district lines must change, too. Political parties in the state lawmaking groups often have differences in how to divide the districts.  Usually the party in power, the Democrats or Republicans, wants to divide the state in a way that favors their party.  If their plans are not fair, we call this “gerrymandering”, after a former governor of Massachusetts, 

Elbridge Gerry.  In 1812 he redrew the boundaries of districts in his state in such a way to be favorable to his party.  Virginia has 11 Representatives in the House.

   Both parties, Democrats and Republicans, in both houses elect a whip, or assistant leader who has many duties, including rounding up members for important votes.  When we say Senator X in “on the floor”, we mean he or she is sitting in a chair, walking or standing on the floor of the Senate chamber (meeting room).  The number of members who must be present to conduct the business of either house of Congress is called a quorum.  The House of Representatives is more formal and structured than the Senate.  Because it is so much larger, the rules for debate are more constraining than those of the Senate.

PLANNING, ASSIGNING AND PERFORMING TASKS, AND SHARING:

After the text has been read aloud, read it again to yourself and then try to answer the questions.  As before, you may work alone or with someone.  When your group is ready, check your answers with them to see if you all agree.  Then we will discuss them as a class.

We will learn more about the work of Congress and how a bill becomes a law in the next lesson.  Stay tuned!
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