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Civics       Name___________________________ 
Unit 2, Lesson 13     Date_________________ Per._______ 
 

THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES 
 

  QUALIFICATIONS FOR A HOUSE REP   

 
“No Person shall be a Representative who shall not have attained to the age of twenty five Years, and been seven 

Years a Citizen of the United States, and who shall not, when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State in which he shall 
be chosen.” 

— U.S. Constitution, Article I, section 2, clause 2 
 

The Constitution placed notably few hurdles between ordinary citizens and becoming a member of the U.S. House of 
Representatives. The founders wanted the House to be the legislative chamber closest to the people—the least 

restrictive on age, citizenship, and the only federal office at the time subject to frequent popular election. The 
Constitution requires that Members of the House be at least 25 years old, have been a U.S. citizen for at least seven 
years, and live in the state they represent (though not necessarily the same district). And Article VI, clause 3 requires 

that all members take an oath to support the Constitution before they exercise the duties of their office. In Federalist 
52, James Madison of Virginia wrote that, “Under these reasonable limitations, the door of this part of the federal 

government is open to merit of every description, whether native or adoptive, whether young or old, and without 
regard to poverty or wealth, or to any particular profession of religious faith.” 

 
Age 
The founders initially set 21, the voting age, as the minimum age to serve in the House. During the Federal 

Constitutional Convention, though, George Mason of Virginia moved to make the age 25. Mason said that there 
should be a period between being free to manage one’s own affairs and managing the “affairs of a great nation.”  

 
Citizenship 
At the time the U.S. Constitution was written, the British prevented anyone born outside England or its Empire from 
serving in the Commons, even if the individual had subsequently become a citizen. By mandating that an individual be 

a citizen for at least seven years, the founders attempted to strike a balance between preventing foreign interference 
in domestic politics and keeping the House of Representatives close to the people. The founders also did not want to 

discourage immigration to the new country by shutting off the government to new arrivals. 

 
Residency 
The constitutional qualifications for office originate in British law. Members of the House of Commons had to live in 
the shires or boroughs they represented, although that was rarely done in practice. The founders used that example 

to motivate the requirement that members of the House live in the state they represent. This would increase the 
likelihood that they would be familiar with the people’s interests there, but there was no mention during the debates 

about living in the same district. The district system emerged later as states dealt with how to fairly organize their 
congressional delegations. 

 
  MEMBERSHIP OF THE HOUSE OF REPS   

 

Every other autumn, hundreds of men and women seek election to the House of Representatives. Most of them try to 

attract supporters and win votes with posters, yard signs, billboards, flyers, buttons, and other eye-catching campaign 
materials. Nearly all make their “pitches” with radio and television spots, newspaper ads, and Websites. As you read, 

you will discover the general shape of the office that all of those candidates so eagerly pursue. 
 

Size of House  
The exact size of the House of Representatives—today, 435 members—is not fixed by the Constitution. Rather, it is 

set by Congress. The Constitution provides that the total number of seats in the House of Representatives shall 
be apportioned among the States on the basis of their respective populations (Article I, Clause 3). Each State is 
guaranteed at least one seat no matter what its population. Today, seven States only have one representative apiece: 

Alaska, Delaware, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, Vermont, and Wyoming. 
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  TERM OF OFFICE FOR HOUSE REPS   

 
Article I, Section 2, Clause 1 of the Constitution provides that “Representatives shall be . . . chosen every second 

Year”—that is, they are elected for two-year terms. This rather short term means that, for House members, the next 

election is always just around the corner. That fact tends to make them pay close attention to “the folks back home.” 
The House of Representatives is meant to be “the people’s house,” or the part of government most responsive to 

public opinion. Each member of the House of Representatives is elected only by the constituents (people) in the 
district which they will represent.   

 
There is no constitutional limit on the number of terms any member of Congress may serve. A considerable effort was 

made in the 1990s to persuade Congress to offer a constitutional amendment to limit congressional terms. Most 
versions of such an amendment would have put a three- or four-term limit on service in the House and a two-term 

limit for the Senate.  John Dingel, Jr., a Democrat from Michigan, served in the House for a little over 59 years before 

retiring.  
 

While many House elections are no longer as competitive as the Constitution's framers might have liked, they still 
occur every two years in all 435 congressional districts. House elections are held every two years on the Tuesday 

after the first Monday in November in even-numbered years. Representatives are sworn in and begin their new term 
on January of odd-numbered years.   

 
  HOUSE REPS LEADERSHIP   

 

Speaker of the House (Presiding Officer) 
The Speaker of the House of Representatives is widely viewed as symbolizing the power and authority of the House. 

The Speaker’s most prominent role is that of presiding officer of the House. In this capacity, the Speaker is 

empowered by House rules to administer proceedings on the House floor, including the power to recognize members 
on the floor to speak or make motions and the power to appoint members to conference committees. The Speaker’s 

role as “elect of the elect” in the House also places him or her in a highly visible position with the public. 
 

The Speaker is elected by the House on the first day of a new Congress. When the new Congress convenes, each 
party places the name of its candidate in nomination, and the majority party’s candidate is typically elected on a party 

line vote. 

 
House Majority Leader and House Minority Leader 
The House majority leader, usually the second ranking member of the majority party, is the party leader on the floor. 
Often hand-picked by the Speaker, the majority leader helps plan the party's legislative program. Many Speakers 

came to their positions by serving as majority leader first. 
 

The minority leader heads and organizes the minority party. Because the party has less voting power than the 
majority party has, this person's influence is usually limited. If the minority party succeeds in the next congressional 

election, the minority leader could well be the next Speaker. 

 
  POWERS GRANTED ONLY TO THE HOUSE OF REPS   

 

Power to Introduce Tax (Revenue) Bills 
All tax bills must originate in the House of Representatives. The main principle behind giving the House of 

Representatives the power to introduce revenue bills was that the chamber in which the states' constituencies are 
more directly represented should hold the "power of the purse." 
 

Sole Power to Impeach 
Impeachment, which is the authority to charge the President and other "civil officers" with wrongdoing, is given to the 

House. A simple majority vote can impeach an elected official. (The Senate has the sole power to conduct 
impeachment trials, essentially serving as jury and judge.) 
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THE SENATE 
 

  QUALIFICATIONS FOR A SENATOR   

 

No Person shall be a Senator who shall not have attained to the Age of thirty Years, and been nine Years a Citizen of 
the United States, and who shall not, when elected, be an Inhabitant of that State for which he shall be chosen. 

-U.S. Constitution, Article I, section 3, clause 3 
 

Delegates to the 1787 Constitutional Convention supported establishing membership limitations for House and Senate 

members. Influenced by British and state precedents, they set age, citizenship, and inhabitancy qualifications for 
senators, but voted against proposed religion and property requirements.   

 
Age 
The constitutional framers debated the minimum age for representatives before they considered the same 
qualification for senators. Although Delegate James Wilson stated that “there was no more reason for incapacitating 

youth than age, where the requisite qualifications were found,” other delegates were in favor of age restrictions. They 
were familiar with England’s law requiring members of Parliament to be twenty-one or older, and they lived in states 

which either barred legislators under the ages of twenty-one or twenty-five from the upper chambers. 

 
As introduced in May 1787, James Madison’s Virginia Plan left Senate age restrictions to the delegates to decide, only 

stating that members of the second branch must “be of the age of ____ at least.” Without debating the subject 
further, delegates voted in favor of filling the blank with thirty, and passed the clause unanimously on June 25, three 

days after designating twenty-five as the minimum age for representatives. In The Federalist, No.  62, Madison 
justified the higher age requirement for senators. By its deliberative nature, the “senatorial trust,” called for a “greater 

extent of information and stability of character,” than would be needed in the more democratic House of 
Representatives. 

 
Citizenship 
Under English law, no person “born out of the kingdoms of England, Scotland, or Ireland” could be a member of 

either house of Parliament.  While some delegates may have admired the “strictness” of this policy, no framers 
advocated a blanket ban on foreign-born legislators.  Instead, they debated the length of time members of Congress 

should be citizens before taking office.  The delegates passed a citizenship requirement nine years, making the 
Senate requirement two years longer than that for the House of Representatives. 

 

Inhabitancy (Residency) 
Although England repealed Parliament’s residency law in 1774, no delegates spoke against a residency requirement 

for members of Congress.  The qualification first came under consideration on August 6 when the Committee of Detail 
reported its draft of the Constitution.  Article 5, section 3 stated, “Every member of the Senate shall be . . . at the 

time of his election, a resident of the state from which he shall be chosen.” 
 

On August 8, Roger Sherman moved to strike the word “resident” from the House version of the clause, and insert in 
its place “inhabitant,” a term he considered to be “less liable to misconstruction.”  Madison seconded the motion, 

noting that “resident” might exclude people occasionally absent on public or private business.  Delegates agreed to 

the term, “inhabitant,” and voted against adding a time period to the requirement.  The following day, they amended 
the Senate qualification to include the word, “inhabitant,” prior to passing the clause by unanimous consent. 

 
  MEMBERSHIP OF THE SENATE   

 

You should not be very surprised by these facts: Nearly a third of the present members of the Senate once served in 
the House of Representatives; none of the current members of the House has ever served in the Senate. Indeed, 

many of the men and women who now serve in the House look forward to the day when, they hope, they will sit in 
the Senate. You will come to see why the Senate is often called the “upper house.” 

 
Size 
The Constitution says that the Senate “shall be composed of two senators from each State,” and so the Senate is a 
much smaller body than the House of Representatives (Article I, Section 3, Clause 1 and the 17th Amendment). 
Today, however, the Senate is a much larger body than the Framers imagined. The Senate had only 22 members 

when it held its first session in March of 1789, and 26 members by the end of the 1st Congress in 1791. Like the 
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House, the size of the upper chamber has grown with the country. Today, 100 senators represent the 50 States. The 

Framers hoped that the smaller Senate would be a more enlightened and responsible body than the House. Many of 
them thought that the House would be too often swayed by the immediate impact of events and by the passions of 

the moment, mostly because of the short term of office for members of the lower chamber. They reinforced that hope 
by giving senators a longer term of office and by setting the qualifications for membership in the Senate a cut above 

those they set for the House. 
 

Each one of the 100 members of the upper house represents an entire State. That same thing can be said of only a 
few members of the lower house—the seven representatives from those States with only one seat in the House. 

 

Consequently, nearly all of the members of the Senate represent a much larger and more diverse population and a 
much broader range of interests than do the several representatives from their State. If you look at your own State—

at the size, diversity, and major characteristics of its population and at its history, geography, and economy—you will 
see the point. 

 
  TERM OF OFFICE FOR SENATORS   

 

Senators serve for six-year terms, three times the length of those for which members of the House are chosen (Article 
I, Section 3, Clause 1). The Constitution puts no limit on the number of terms any senator may serve. The late Robert 

C. Byrd was first elected to the upper house in 1958 and holds the all-time record for length of service there—more 
than 51 years. 

 

Senators’ terms are staggered. Only a third of them—33 or 34 terms—expire every two years. The Senate is, then, 
a continuous body. That is, all of its seats are never up for election at the same time.  Senate elections are held every 

two years on the Tuesday after the first Monday in November in even-numbered years. Senators are sworn in and 
begin their new term on January of odd-numbered years.  Senators are elected by the constituents (people) in the 

state which they will represent.   
 

The six-year term gives senators somewhat greater job security than that enjoyed by members of the lower house. 
Those six years give senators some insulation from the rough-and-tumble of day-to-day politics. The six-year term 

also tends to make senators less subject to the pressures of public opinion and less susceptible to the pleas of special 

interests than their colleagues in the House. 
 

The larger size and the geographic scope of their constituencies—the people and interests the senators represent—
are designed to have much the same effect. That is to say, senators are supposed to be less concerned with the 

interests of some particular small locality and more focused on the “big picture” of national concerns. Indeed, 
senators are much more likely to be regarded as national political leaders than are most House members. 

 

The large size of the House generally prevents representatives from gaining as much notice and public exposure as 
most members of the Senate attract. Senators, and especially those who have presidential ambitions, are better able 

to capture national media attention. Over the past several elections, the Senate has emerged as a prime source of 
contenders for the presidential nomination in both parties. Senators also find it easier to establish themselves as the 

champions of public policies that appeal to large segments of the American people—for example, social security or 
national health care. 

 
Senators are also more likely to be covered by the media in their states. And they tend to have more clout in their 

State’s politics than that enjoyed by members of the House of Representatives. 

 
Election to the Senate  
Originally, the Constitution provided that the members of the Senate were to be chosen by the state legislatures. 
Since the ratification of the 17th Amendment in 1913, however, senators have been picked by the voters in each 

State at the regular November elections. Only one senator is elected from a state in any given election, except when 
the other seat has been vacated by death, resignation, or expulsion. 

 
Before the coming of popular election, the state legislatures often picked well-liked and qualified men to be senators. 
On other occasions, however, their choice was the result of maneuvering and infighting among the leaders of various 

factions in the state. These personalities all spent a great deal of energy trying to gain (and sometimes buy) enough 
legislators’ votes to win a seat in the United States Senate. In fact, by the late 1800s, the Senate was often called the 

“Millionaires’ Club,” because so many wealthy party and business leaders sat in that chamber. 
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The Senate twice defeated House-passed amendments to provide for popular election. In 1912, it finally bowed to 
public opinion and agreed to what became the 17th Amendment the next year. The Senate was also persuaded by 

the fact that several states had already devised ways to ensure that their legislatures would choose senators who 
were supported by the people of the state. 

 
Each senator is elected from the state at-large. The 17th Amendment declares that all persons whom the state allows 

to vote for members of “the most numerous Branch” (the larger house) of its legislature are automatically qualified to 
vote for candidates for the U.S. Senate. 

 
  SENATE LEADERSHIP   

 

President of the Senate (Presiding Officer) 
The presiding officer convenes floor action in the Senate. Unlike the Speaker of the House, the Senate’s presiding 
officer is not the most visible or powerful member. The Senate majority leader has this distinction. 

 
The Constitution designates the Vice President as President of the Senate, although he rarely presides and can vote 

only to break a tie.  
 

President Pro Tempore 
In the absence of the Vice President, the Constitution provides for the President Pro Tempore to preside. The 

President Pro Tempore is the second-highest ranking member of the Senate behind the Vice President. By convention, 

the President Pro Tempore is the majority party senator with the longest continuous service. The President Pro 
Tempore shares presiding officer duties with a handful of junior senators from both parties, who take half-hour shifts 

in the position. 
 

Majority and Minority Floor Leaders 
The Senate majority leader, who is elected by the majority party, is the most influential member of the Senate. He is 

responsible for managing the business of the Senate by setting the schedule and overseeing floor activity. He is 
entitled to the right of first recognition, whereby the presiding officer allows him to speak on the floor before other 

senators. This right gives him a strategic advantage when trying to pass or defeat legislation. 

 
The Senate minority leader is the head of the opposing party. He works closely with the majority leader on 

scheduling. He confers regularly with members of his party to develop tactics for promoting their interests in the 
Senate. 

 
  POWERS GRANTED ONLY TO THE SENATE   

 

Impeachment Trial 
Under the Constitution, only the House of Representatives has the power to impeach a government official, in effect 

serving as prosecutor. The Senate has the sole power to conduct impeachment trials, essentially serving as jury and 
judge. Since 1789 the Senate has tried seventeen federal officials, including two presidents. 

 

Confirming Presidential Appointments  
The Constitution provides that the president "shall nominate, and by and with the Advice and Consent of the Senate, 

shall appoint Ambassadors, other public Ministers and Consuls, Judges of the Supreme Court, and all other Officers of 
the United States...(Article 2, Section 2)." The Senate has always jealously guarded its power to review and approve 

or reject presidential appointees to executive and judicial branch posts. 
 

Ratify Treaties 
The Constitution gives the Senate the power to approve, by a two-thirds vote, treaties made by the executive branch. 

The Senate has rejected relatively few of the hundreds of treaties it has considered, although many have died in 

committee or been withdrawn by the president. The Senate may also amend a treaty or adopt changes to a treaty. 
The president may also enter into executive agreements with foreign nations that are not subject to Senate approval. 


