
what congress does and why it matters
answer key
what congress does and why it matters answer key provides an essential understanding of the
legislative branch of the United States government, highlighting its functions and significance. This
comprehensive overview explains the roles and responsibilities of Congress, including lawmaking,
representation, oversight, and budgetary control. Understanding what Congress does and why it
matters answer key is crucial for grasping how policies are created and how government
accountability is maintained. The article will also examine the structure of Congress, the legislative
process, and the impact Congress has on the daily lives of American citizens. By exploring these
elements, readers will gain insight into the importance of Congress in shaping national governance
and public policy. Below is a detailed outline of the key topics covered in this article.

The Structure and Composition of Congress

Primary Functions of Congress

The Legislative Process Explained

Congressional Oversight and Accountability

The Importance of Congress in American Democracy

The Structure and Composition of Congress
The United States Congress is a bicameral legislative body composed of two chambers: the House of
Representatives and the Senate. This dual structure is designed to balance the interests of states with
varying populations and ensure a more equitable legislative system. The House of Representatives
consists of 435 members apportioned according to state population, while the Senate comprises 100
members, with each state having two senators regardless of size.

The House of Representatives
The House of Representatives is responsible for representing the citizens directly and is often viewed
as the chamber closest to the people. Members serve two-year terms and focus on local and national
issues. The House initiates revenue bills and has the exclusive power to impeach federal officials.

The Senate
The Senate serves as a more deliberative body, with members serving six-year terms. It has the
unique authority to confirm presidential appointments and ratify treaties. The Senate’s equal
representation of states ensures smaller states have an equal voice alongside larger states.



Leadership and Committees
Both chambers have leadership structures, including the Speaker of the House and the Senate
Majority Leader, who facilitate legislative agendas. Committees play a critical role in reviewing
legislation, conducting hearings, and overseeing government agencies, making the legislative process
more efficient and specialized.

Primary Functions of Congress
Understanding what congress does and why it matters answer key includes recognizing its
fundamental functions: lawmaking, representation, oversight, and budgeting. These functions
collectively enable Congress to shape public policy and maintain checks and balances within the
federal government.

Lawmaking
The core function of Congress is to create laws that govern the country. Members propose bills that
must pass both chambers and be signed by the President to become law. Laws enacted by Congress
address a wide array of issues, from healthcare and education to national security and infrastructure.

Representation
Congress serves as a representative institution, with members advocating for the interests of their
constituents. This representative role ensures diverse perspectives are considered in the legislative
process, reflecting the nation’s demographic and regional diversity.

Oversight
Congress exercises oversight over the executive branch to ensure laws are executed properly and
government agencies operate effectively. Oversight activities include hearings, investigations, and
audits, which promote transparency and accountability.

Budget and Appropriations
Congress holds the power of the purse, controlling federal spending through budget resolutions and
appropriations bills. This control allows Congress to influence national priorities and allocate resources
to various programs and agencies.

The Legislative Process Explained
The legislative process is a complex sequence of steps that a bill undergoes before becoming law.
Understanding this process is vital to appreciating how Congress functions and why its role matters.



Introduction and Referral
A bill can be introduced by any member of Congress and is then referred to a relevant committee for
detailed examination. Committees review, amend, and hold hearings to evaluate the bill’s merits.

Committee Action
During committee action, experts and stakeholders may provide testimony. Committees may
approve, modify, or reject the bill. Successful bills are reported out to the full chamber for
consideration.

Floor Debate and Voting
On the floor, members debate the bill's provisions, propose amendments, and ultimately vote. A
majority vote is required for the bill to pass in each chamber.

Conference Committee and Final Approval
If the House and Senate pass different versions of a bill, a conference committee resolves
discrepancies. The reconciled bill returns to both chambers for a final vote before being sent to the
President.

Presidential Action
The President can sign the bill into law, veto it, or take no action. A vetoed bill can still become law if
Congress overrides the veto with a two-thirds majority in both chambers.

Congressional Oversight and Accountability
Oversight is a critical aspect of what congress does and why it matters answer key. Through
oversight, Congress monitors the executive branch and ensures laws are implemented properly and
ethically.

Investigations and Hearings
Congressional committees conduct investigations and hearings to scrutinize government operations,
expose wrongdoing, and gather information for legislative purposes. High-profile hearings often draw
public attention and can lead to reforms.

Budgetary Control
By controlling funding, Congress can influence agency priorities and performance. This financial



oversight ensures taxpayer dollars are used effectively and in accordance with legislative intent.

Checks and Balances
Congress’ oversight function is a vital check on the executive branch, maintaining the balance of
power essential to the U.S. constitutional system. This role protects democratic governance and
prevents abuses of power.

The Importance of Congress in American Democracy
Congress plays an indispensable role in the American democratic system. It embodies the principle of
representative government by allowing citizens to have their voices heard through elected officials.
The legislative branch shapes public policy, protects civil liberties, and safeguards the rule of law.

Policy Making and National Direction
Decisions made by Congress impact every aspect of society, from economic growth and national
security to education and healthcare. Its policymaking authority directs the country’s future and
addresses emerging challenges.

Accountability and Transparency
Congress ensures government accountability through its oversight functions and public hearings.
Transparency in legislative proceedings fosters public trust and informed citizen participation.

Citizen Engagement
Through elections and constituent services, Congress connects citizens to their government. This
engagement is fundamental to a vibrant democracy and responsive governance.

Legislation shapes social and economic policies

Oversight ensures ethical governance

Representation guarantees diverse voices

Budget control allocates national resources



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary function of Congress in the United
States?
The primary function of Congress is to make federal laws by proposing, debating, and passing
legislation that affects the entire country.

Why does Congress matter in the American political system?
Congress matters because it represents the legislative branch of government, ensuring a balance of
power by creating laws, overseeing the executive branch, and representing the interests of citizens.

How does Congress impact everyday life for American
citizens?
Congress impacts everyday life by enacting laws on issues such as healthcare, education, taxes, and
national security, which directly affect the rights, responsibilities, and well-being of Americans.

What role does Congress play in the system of checks and
balances?
Congress plays a crucial role in checks and balances by overseeing the executive branch, controlling
federal spending, and having the authority to approve or reject presidential appointments and
treaties.

Why is understanding what Congress does important for civic
engagement?
Understanding what Congress does is important for civic engagement because it empowers citizens
to participate effectively in democracy by voting, advocating for policies, and holding elected
representatives accountable.

Additional Resources
1. Congress: The First Branch
This book offers an in-depth look at the legislative branch of the U.S. government, explaining its
structure, functions, and powers. It discusses how Congress shapes national policy and the checks
and balances it maintains with the executive and judicial branches. The book is essential for
understanding why Congress matters in the American political system.

2. Why Congress Matters
This title explores the critical role Congress plays in representing the people and making laws that
impact everyday life. It highlights the importance of legislative debates, committee work, and the
complexities of passing legislation. Readers gain insight into how effective governance depends on a
functional Congress.



3. The Legislative Process: How Congress Works
Focused on the step-by-step process of how a bill becomes law, this book breaks down the stages of
legislation from introduction to presidential approval. It also covers the roles of various congressional
actors such as committees, leadership, and lobbyists. Understanding this process is key to
appreciating Congress’s impact.

4. Inside Congress: The Power and Politics of the House and Senate
This book provides a behind-the-scenes look at the political dynamics within the two chambers of
Congress. It explains the differences between the House and Senate, party leadership, and the
negotiation tactics used to pass legislation. The book emphasizes the importance of political strategy
in congressional success.

5. The Role of Congress in American Democracy
Examining Congress as a pillar of democracy, this book discusses how elected representatives
balance national interests with constituent needs. It addresses topics like representation,
accountability, and the influence of public opinion. The text makes clear why Congress is vital for
democratic governance.

6. Checks and Balances: Congress and the Constitution
This title delves into the constitutional powers granted to Congress and how they serve as a check on
the executive and judicial branches. It explains the significance of oversight, impeachment, and
budget control. Readers learn why these checks are crucial for maintaining a balanced government.

7. Congressional Committees and Their Impact
Focused on the committee system, this book shows how much of Congress’s work happens in
specialized groups that review legislation and conduct investigations. It discusses the influence
committees have on policymaking and how they organize congressional workflow. The book highlights
why committees are central to congressional effectiveness.

8. Lawmaking and Leadership in Congress
This book explores the leadership roles within Congress and how they guide the legislative agenda. It
covers the powers of the Speaker of the House, Senate Majority Leader, and committee chairs.
Understanding leadership is key to grasping how Congress functions and why its decisions matter.

9. The Impact of Congress on Public Policy
This title analyzes real-world examples of how congressional decisions have shaped American public
policy over time. It covers major legislation in areas like healthcare, education, and national security.
The book demonstrates the tangible effects of congressional action on society.
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