
guided reading activity 7 1 how a bill
becomes law
Guided Reading Activity 7.1: How a Bill Becomes Law is an essential component of
understanding the legislative process in the United States. This activity guides students
through the complex journey that a bill takes from its initial conception to becoming a law.
Understanding this process is crucial for students as it not only educates them about the
functionality of their government but also empowers them to engage civically. In this
article, we will explore the stages a bill undergoes, the roles of different governmental
bodies, and the significance of each step in ensuring democratic governance.

The Legislative Process Overview

The legislative process in the United States is designed to be thorough and deliberate,
reflecting the principles of democracy. The journey of a bill can be broken down into several
key stages:

1. Introduction: A bill is proposed in either the House of Representatives or the Senate.
2. Committee Review: The bill is assigned to a committee for scrutiny and debate.
3. Debate: The bill is debated on the floor of the House or Senate.
4. Voting: Members vote on the bill.
5. Cross-Chamber Consideration: If passed, the bill is sent to the other chamber for
consideration.
6. Final Approval: After both chambers agree on the bill, it is sent to the President.
7. Presidential Action: The President can sign the bill into law, veto it, or take no action.

By breaking down these stages, we can better understand the complexity and importance
of each step in the legislative process.

Step 1: Introduction of a Bill

Who Can Introduce a Bill?

A bill can be introduced by any member of Congress, either from the House of
Representatives or the Senate. These individuals are often referred to as "sponsors."
Additionally, other members can support the bill as co-sponsors, highlighting its importance
and garnering more attention.

Types of Bills

There are several types of bills that can be introduced:

- Public Bills: These are proposed laws that apply to the general public and address wider
issues.
- Private Bills: These affect only a specific individual or group.
- Appropriations Bills: These allocate funding for government agencies and programs.
- Resolutions: These are formal expressions of opinion or decisions by Congress.

Step 2: Committee Review



The Role of Committees

Once a bill is introduced, it is referred to a relevant committee based on its subject matter.
Committees play a pivotal role in the legislative process for several reasons:

- Expertise: Committees consist of members with specialized knowledge and interest in the
bill's topic.
- Efficiency: They help streamline the legislative process by conducting in-depth reviews
and debates.
- Amendments: Committees can suggest amendments to improve the bill, addressing any
concerns before it reaches the larger legislative body.

Types of Committees

There are several types of committees in Congress:

- Standing Committees: Permanent committees that focus on specific areas such as finance
or foreign relations.
- Select Committees: Temporary committees established for a specific purpose, often to
conduct investigations.
- Joint Committees: Composed of members from both the House and Senate, these
committees work on issues of mutual concern.

Step 3: Debate

The Importance of Debate

After a committee reviews a bill, it is reported back to the chamber where it was
introduced. The bill then undergoes a debate where members discuss its merits and
drawbacks. This stage is crucial for several reasons:

- Public Awareness: Debate brings attention to the issues addressed by the bill, allowing
constituents to understand its implications.
- Transparency: Open discussions ensure that the legislative process remains accountable
to the public.

Rules of Debate

Each chamber has its own rules governing debate:

- House of Representatives: The debate is typically limited in time, with each member
allowed a specific period to speak.
- Senate: The Senate allows for more extended debates, often leading to filibusters, where
members can speak indefinitely to delay a vote.

Step 4: Voting

How Voting Works

Once the debate concludes, the bill is put to a vote. The voting process differs between the
two chambers:



- House of Representatives: Votes are usually conducted through electronic systems,
allowing for quick tabulation.
- Senate: Senators may conduct voice votes or roll-call votes, where each member’s vote is
recorded.

Types of Votes

There are generally two types of votes:

1. Voice Votes: Members express their support or opposition verbally.
2. Recorded Votes: Each member's vote is officially recorded for transparency and
accountability.

Step 5: Cross-Chamber Consideration

The Process in the Other Chamber

If a bill is approved by the chamber in which it was introduced, it is sent to the other
chamber for consideration. The process is similar to the initial introduction, involving
committee review, debate, and voting.

Resolving Differences

In cases where the second chamber makes amendments to the bill, both chambers must
reconcile differences. This can be done through:

- Conference Committees: These committees are formed to negotiate differences and
create a unified version of the bill.
- Further Voting: The final version must then be voted on again by both chambers.

Step 6: Final Approval

The Final Steps

Once both chambers agree on a final version of the bill, it is sent to the President for
approval. This stage marks the last chance for the legislative body to influence the bill
before it becomes law.

Step 7: Presidential Action

Options for the President

The President has several options upon receiving a bill:

- Sign the Bill: This action officially makes the bill law.
- Veto the Bill: The President can reject the bill, sending it back to Congress with an
explanation.
- Pocket Veto: If the President takes no action within ten days while Congress is adjourned,
the bill fails to become law.

Overriding a Veto



If the President vetoes a bill, Congress can still enact the bill by overriding the veto, which
requires a two-thirds majority vote in both chambers.

Conclusion

Understanding how a bill becomes law is crucial for grasping the legislative process in the
United States. Each step—ranging from introduction to presidential action—ensures that
proposed laws are thoroughly scrutinized and debated. This careful vetting process upholds
democratic principles, allowing for a variety of perspectives and interests to be considered.
By engaging with this process, citizens can better understand their government and
participate more effectively in civic life. The guided reading activity on how a bill becomes
law not only educates students about their government but also encourages them to take
an active role in shaping the laws that govern them.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the first step in the process of how a bill
becomes a law?
The first step is the introduction of the bill, where a member of Congress proposes a new
law.

What happens after a bill is introduced in Congress?
After introduction, the bill is assigned to a committee that reviews, amends, and decides
whether to send it to the full chamber.

What role do committees play in the legislative
process?
Committees evaluate the bill, hold hearings, and can make changes or recommendations
before it goes to the floor for a vote.

What is the significance of the floor debate in the
House and Senate?
The floor debate allows members to discuss the merits and concerns of the bill, and it is a
stage where further amendments can be made.

What is required for a bill to pass in either the House or
the Senate?
A simple majority vote is required for a bill to pass in either chamber.



What happens if the House and Senate pass different
versions of the same bill?
If different versions are passed, a conference committee is formed to reconcile the
differences and create a unified bill.

What is the role of the President in the bill-making
process?
The President can sign the bill into law, veto it, or take no action, which can lead to the bill
becoming law or dying.

What is a veto, and how can Congress override it?
A veto is the President's rejection of a bill. Congress can override a veto with a two-thirds
majority vote in both chambers.

What happens if the President does not act on a bill
within ten days?
If the President does not act within ten days and Congress is in session, the bill
automatically becomes law; if Congress is not in session, it is pocket vetoed and does not
become law.

Why is understanding how a bill becomes law important
for citizens?
Understanding the process empowers citizens to engage in advocacy, hold their
representatives accountable, and participate in democracy.
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