
Introducing the Bill and Referral  
to a Committee
Any member of Congress may introduce legisla-
tion. Each bill that is introduced by a member of 
Congress is assigned a number - H.R. # for bills 
originating in the House of Representatives and  
S. # for bills originating in the Senate. After a bill 
has been introduced and assigned a number, it is 
referred to the committee, which has jurisdiction over 
the issue. For example, an education bill would be 
referred to the U.S. House Committee on Education 
and Labor or the U.S. Senate Committee on Health 
Education Labor and Pensions.  

Committee Action
After the bill has been referred to the appropriate 
committee, the chairman of the committee will 
decide whether or not to hold a hearing or a “mark-
up” on the bill. If there is a hearing, members of 
the committee gather information about the bill 
and its effects from a number of people who are 
knowledgeable about the issue and invite individu-
als to provide expert testimony during the hearing. 
If there is a mark-up, members of the committee 

will make changes (called amendments) to the 
original text of the bill. After the mark-up is  
complete, the chairman will move to vote the  
bill out of committee. 

Floor Debate and Votes
In the House of Representatives, the speaker of the 
house determines if and when a bill will come before 
the full body for a vote. In the Senate, this is the 
function of the majority leader. Each chamber of the 
legislative branch has a different process for voting 
on and amending bills after they are introduced. 

•	 In the House, the Rules Committee sets the time 
allotted for debate and rules for offering amend-
ments (in the House, all amendments offered 
must be relevant to the bill). After proponents 
and opponents debate a bill, the bill is reported 
back to the House for a vote. A quorum must be 
present (218 Representatives) to have a final 
vote. If a quorum is not present, the Sergeant at 
Arms is sent out to round up missing members. 
For non-controversial bills, the Speaker of the 
House may make a motion to suspend the rules 
and pass the bill. 
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•	 In the Senate, there are no time restrictions 
for debate, unless cloture is invoked. Senators 
can offer amendments, even if amendments 
are not relevant to the bill, such as riders. Bills 
pass the Senate by a majority vote or unanimous 
consent. Senators can obstruct passage of a bill 
by prolonging the debate called a filibuster or  
by placing a hold on the bill. A majority of non- 
controversial bills past by the Senate are hotlined, 
meaning they pass without an actual voice or  
recorded vote, but by unanimous consent, without 
any debate or amendments. “Holds” are placed 
when a Senator wants to object to a unanimous 
consent request or to simply review and negotiate 
changes to the bill. 

Referral to the Other Chamber
After a bill has been passed by one chamber of 
Congress; it is then referred to the other chamber. 
Upon receiving a referred bill, the second chamber 
may consider the bill as it was received, reject it, 
or amend it. 

Conference on a Bill
If the House and Senate versions of a bill vary after 
passing both chambers, a conference committee 
is created to reconcile the two different versions of 
the bill. If no agreement can be reached, the bill 
dies. If the conference committee is able to come 
to a consensus, both the House and Senate must 
pass the new version of the bill. If either house 
does not pass this version, the bill dies. Often, the 
House and the Senate committees of jurisdiction 
will negotiate provision of non controversial bills  
to avoid conference. 

Action by the President
After the final version of the bill is passed in both 
chambers of Congress, it is sent to the president  
to be signed into law. If the president agrees with 
the bill, he will sign it into law. If the president 
does not agree with the bill, he may veto it. The 
president may also “pocket-veto” a bill by taking  
no action on it for ten days after Congress has  
adjourned. If the president vetoes a bill, Congress 
may override it by a two-thirds roll call vote.  
If they succeed, the bill becomes a law. 

PTA National Headquarters
541 N Fairbanks Court, Suite 1300

Chicago, IL 60611-3396
Toll-Free: (800) 307-4PTA (4782)

Fax: (312) 670-6783

PTA Office of Public Policy
1400 L Street, NW, Suite 300
Washington, DC 20005-9998
Phone: (202) 289-6790
Fax: (202) 289-6791PTA.org


