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In response to the manifold pressures on members, the Senate has evolved 
a highly adaptable and flexible legislative scheduling system that responds 
to the needs of the individual members, as well as to the needs of the insti-
tution. The system bears little resemblance to what the formal rules specify 
and rests largely on informal practice.

To try to pass the 12 general appropriations bills and a few other key 
legislative priorities during an election year when a third of the membership 
is busy campaigning, majority leaders may plan several 5-day workweeks 
with votes on Mondays and Fridays so as to complete action on “must-pass” 
measures.5 The two chambers may strive to coordinate their schedules so 
both are usually in session at the same time and able to make progress in 
lawmaking, but this is not always possible. For a brief period, the Senate 
tried a scheduling system that called for 3 weeks in session each month fol-
lowed by 1 week off to give “Senators some predictability, to schedule their 
trips back home to their constituencies, or to catch up on committee work 
here or other work here,” said Robert C. Byrd, W.Va., the Senate Democratic 
leader who instituted the change.6 Senators did not, however, adhere regularly  

Table 6.1  House and Senate Scheduling Compared

House Senate

Important role for the Rules Committee No equivalent body; instead, 
unanimous consent agreements often 
govern floor action on measures

Majority party leaders, especially the 
Speaker, are the predominant force in 
scheduling

Majority party leaders control the 
flow of legislation to the floor in close 
consultation with minority party 
leaders

More formal process Less formal process

Only key members are consulted in 
scheduling measures

Every reasonable effort is made to 
accommodate the scheduling requests 
of all senators

Elaborate system of formal calendars 
and special days for calling up measures

Heavy reliance on informal practice 
and personal accommodation in 
scheduling (Senate has only two 
calendars)

Party leaders can plan a rather firm 
schedule of daily and weekly business

Party leaders regularly juggle several 
measures to suit events and senators

Noncontroversial measures usually 
considered via suspension of the rules 
procedure

Noncontroversial measures passed by 
unanimous consent


