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The UGA Congress Project:

• Loosely started in the spring of 2010, the UGA Congress 
Project combines faculty research with undergraduate 
research and education and community outreach

• Specifically, we seek to use work done by undergraduate 
students to better inform the general public about 
congressional rules, institutions and policy-making

• Students primary duties include 

(1) contributing to an ongoing dataset that tracks 
amending and roll call vote requests to landmark pieces 
of legislation throughout congressional history 

(2) writing a detailed case study of the passage of a 
landmark bill

Overview
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POLS 4790H Special Topics: Congressional Process and Procedure

Instructor: Anthony Madonna
Personal Email: ajmadonn@uga.edu
Website: tonymadonna.com
Office: 407 Baldwin Hall
Office Hours: TTR 9:00-10:00am

Project E-Mail: ugacongressproject@gmail.com
Project Website: https://www.tonymadonna.com/uga-congress-project/
Project Twitter: Congressional Quotes

Syllabus will be in the dropbox folder. 

Who Am I?

Name? Year at UGA? Hometown? 

Plans after UGA? Political Experience? 

Why did you take this class? 

Who Are You?

The U.S. Presidency receives a 
substantial amount of attention 
in American politics.

But the United States Congress 
is the most powerful and active 
legislative body in the world.

• Received the most attention 
during the Constitutional 
Convention

Why Congressional Process and Institutions?

A bicameral chamber of independently elected members, 
responsive to local geographic constituencies, complete with 
numerous veto players

Its the primary reason presidents fail to keep most of their 
campaign promises (e.g. Green Lantern theory)

“What protects us in this country against big mistakes being 
made is the structure, the Constitution, the institutions. No 
matter how unusual a personality may be who gets elected 
to office, there are constraints in this country. You don’t get 
to do anything you want to.” – Senate Majority Leader Mitch 
McConnell (R-KY)
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Americans simultaneously hate 
Congress and don’t understand 
Congress

An July 13th Gallup poll put 
Congressional approval at 13% 

Disjoint in enthusiasm for elections and 
internal congressional process

Electoral operatives recognize this and 
exploit it

There’s a Problem

House Speaker John Boehner resigns 

Decision was in response to criticism over 
the establishment’s use of rules

Members allege leaders have used 
restrictive House rules to favor moderates 
over conservatives

There’s a Problem, House Edition

In the 2014 elections, Republicans hammered 
Majority Leader Reid for holding an “iron grip” 
on the Senate 

Democratic candidates were linked to Reid’s 
control over the process in all competitive 
Senate races

But since taking control of the chamber, new 
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell has been 
attacked by both parties for behaving like Reid

There’s a Problem, Senate Edition
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There’s a Problem

While congressional politics 
is getting more complex, 
resources available for staff 
are decreasing

Contributes to increased 
gridlock, a more prominent 
role for interest groups, 
deference to the Executive 
and Bureaucracy, and poor 
congressional poll numbers

There’s an Opportunity

Total Number of Staff in Standing Committees

Total Number of Member Staffers

Groups on both sides of the ideological divide have begun 
to recognize the need to seriously examine avenues for 
congressional reform

• Hewlett Foundation’s Madison Initiative 

• The establishment of new “good government” groups (i.e. New America, 
R-Street, etc…)

• Transparency push to make data more readily available (i.e. 
opensecrets, govtrack, congress.gov, Sunlight foundation, etc…) 

Coincides with increasing popularity of blog’s making 
political science research digestible to the general public 
(i.e. FixGov, Vox, Monkey Cage, Upshot, etc…)

Accessible scholarly work on congressional reform has 
been comparably sparse

There’s an Opportunity
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In the classroom, students are expected to:

• Work with the instructor in collecting data on congressional amending 
and the roll call generating process

• Attend class and participate in discussions about the coding and events 
that transpired in their congresses  

• Complete assigned readings about the broader data collection project 
and the duties of contemporary congressional staffers

• Complete one assessment comparing their coding to another student 
assigned to the same bill

• Complete three data assessment assignments (one final assessment 
and two mid-semester)  

• One final paper detailing the history and passage of a landmark 
enactment 

What We’ve Done

The University of Georgia Congress 
Project:

• Led ten undergraduate research 
courses since 2010

• Project has been serviced by 106 
separate undergraduates, two faculty 
members, 23 graduate students and 
three high school students

• To data, students have collected data 
on over 146,000 amendments to 
roughly 1200 landmark enactments 
across 68 congresses  

What We’ve Done

Data collected has led to:

• 14 separate conference paper 
presentations—7 co-authored with an 
undergraduate and 5 co-authored with 
graduate students

• 6 separate publications—2 co-authored with 
graduate students and 2 co-authored with 
undergraduates

• 9 CURO presentations, 3 undergraduate 
students awarded a CURO Fall Research 
Award and 3 undergraduate students 
awarded a CURO Summer Research Award

• Preliminary data from the project has been 
published in the U.S. News and World 
Report and the Washington Post’s Monkey 
Cage blog and one R Street study

What We’ve Done
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Combine our scholarly work and undergraduate training on one, 
public accessible website

• The website will publish undergraduate students papers tracking the 
history and passage of landmark legislation as well as provide 
contemporary assessments 

• The most thorough, publically available source for information on 
legislation is Wikipedia—which is extremely limited.  Nothing comparable 
to Oyez (or SCOTUSblog) for Supreme Court cases

• For example, this is the Wikipedia discussion for Gramm-Rudman-
Hollings:

“The House passed the 1985 bill by a vote of 271-154 and the Senate by 61-31, and President 
Ronald Reagan signed the bill on December 12, 1985.

On August 12, 1986, Representative Dan Rostenkowski introduced the Balanced Budget and 
Emergency Deficit Control Reaffirmation Act. The Senate passed the bill with two amendments by 
a vote of 36-35, and the House approved the Senate's first amendment by voice vote but rejected 
the second amendment. The Senate rescinded that amendment by voice vote and President 
Reagan signed the bill on August 21.”

Short Term Plans

The website will also include:

• Definitions and examples of 
contemporary legislative 
procedures.  We’ve produced 
hundreds of pages of content 
answering students questions 
about legislative procedures, this 
can easily be done

• Dates regarding reauthorizations, 
government funding and the debt 
ceiling

Short Term Plans

• Data links

• Links to the project’s social media accounts

• Undergraduate presentations streamed online

• Opportunities for questions from the general public

While the project has important scholarly implications, the 
undergraduate student experience is still the primary focus  

The project provides students with a unique educational 
experience, opportunities to engage in research, promotes 
experiential learning and has a strong, vocational element to it

Vocational:

• This is not purely academic, the project provides practical training and 
support for political science majors who are looking to spend time 
working in Washington, D.C. for members, committees and think tanks  

• Students are given similar lectures and training Professor Madonna 
received while working for the Congressional Research Service—a non-
partisan governmental agency tasked with training members of Congress 
and their staffers—in 2013

Benefits for Undergraduate Students
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Vocational:

• Students trained in the class went on to 
prestigious internships and positions 
with members and organizations such 
as the Republican National Committee, 
Senator Johnny Isakson (R-GA), the 
Podesta Group, Rep. Jack Kingston (R-
GA), the Georgia State House Rules 
Committee and Rep. Jody Hice (R-GA)

• Course lectures have also been aided 
by guest speakers—in the past this 
included political science faculty 
members, graduate students and former 
Representatives John Barrow (D-GA) 
and Paul Broun (R-GA).

Benefits for Undergraduate Students

Undergraduate Research:

• Undergraduate research is not just a 
popular academic buzzword. It 
provides students with something 
tangible they can point to on their 
resume as something “they’ve done” 
in college 

• In addition to the students who have 
gone on to co-author conference 
papers and publications with faculty 
or present at CURO, publishing a 
final paper on the project website will 
ensure all students coming through 
the project will have something to 
point to on their resume and keep 
them linked to SPIA 

Benefits for Undergraduate Students

Undergraduate Research:

• Increasingly, interest groups and 
other hill employers are requesting 
interns and entry-level employees to 
have undergraduate research 
experience

• The practical training we provide 
them with in terms of creating and 
managing large spreadsheets, 
mastering Microsoft Excel, writing 
short reports summarizing their 
activities and engaging in 
independent research has proved 
valuable

Benefits for Undergraduate Students
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A Unique Educational Experience:

• The project fosters an active learning process.  Students are tasked with 
reading the Congressional Record and actually observing what legislators 
did on the floor of both the House and Senate on a day to day basis  

• It is not a clean, textbook view of lawmaking—It is messy, confusing and 
sometimes downright disturbing or comical  

• When the class meets, we pull a number of each student’s cases out, 
dissect what was happening and contrast it with contemporary lawmaking

• This leads to collaborative learning—often with the instructors—who are 
seeing something new for the first time

• Associating with undergraduate research has also served our graduate 
students well—providing them with a teaching experience they can 
emphasize in interviews

Benefits for Undergraduate Students

A Unique Educational Experience:

• Students frequently carry these lessons with them to the Hill

Benefits for Undergraduate Students

The short-term data collection 
project has clear and direct 
substantive implications, 
speaks directly to 
contemporary debates over the 
amending process, the use of 
the roll call voting record and 
polarization  

And it offers practical avenues 
for reformers

Research Benefits
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The Amending Process:

• Managing floor amendments is the most 
prevalent debate in the contemporary Senate

• Senator Orrin Hatch (R-UT) referred to the 
Senate under Reid as “a sham” and argued 
that under his “heavy hand, the twin pillars of 
the Senate’s careful deliberation – unlimited 
debate and an open amendment process –
have been almost entirely curtailed”

• Republican candidates featured then-Majority 
Leader Harry Reid’s control of the chamber 
and barring amendments in attack ads on their 
opponents in virtually all competitive races, 
including North Carolina, Alaska, Kansas, 
Kentucky, Louisiana and Georgia

Research Benefits

The Amending Process:

• Reid countered that restricting 
amendments was necessary to 
stop individual senators from 
offering divisive, irrelevant 
amendments for purely electoral 
purposes

Research Benefits

• Senator Saxby Chambliss (R-GA): “It's pretty easy for us to put the 
blame on Harry Reid and say, Ya know, Harry fills the tree and 
doesn't give us any amendments and by God, we're gonna put all the 
blame on him! But the fact of the matter is, too, that we have some 
folks who are bound and determined to come up with some wild and 
crazy amendments that are intended to be purely political 
amendments rather than doing the business we were sent here to do 
in a very serious way"

The Amending Process:

• Consistent with this, our data 
suggests restricting the amending 
process was a necessity 

• Percentage of amendments 
receiving roll call votes has 
increased across history.

• The “demand” for amendments has 
increased drastically

• This has exacerbated time demands 
on leaders, leading them to tighten 
their control over the process

Research Benefits

Percent of Senate Amendments Receiving 
Roll Call Votes

Percent of Senate Amendments Offered 
by Minority Party Members
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The Roll Call Generating Process:

• The value of a roll call vote is 
increasing 

• Anecdotal evidence suggests that—
contrary to existing theories of 
legislative behavior—the nature of 
the vote does not matter for 
electoral purposes

Research Benefits

• For example, in the 2014 Georgia Republican Senate primary race, 
Congressman Jack Kingston (R-GA) was attacked for “voting to raise his 
own pay seven times”

• The seven votes were not direct votes on pay increases—they were 
votes to order the previous question on a special rule

The Roll Call 
Generating Process:

• The likelihood a 
member will request a 
roll call vote on a failed 
amendment has gone 
up dramatically

• Additionally, the ratio of 
procedural versus 
substantive roll calls 
has shifted substantially

Research Benefits

• Suggests electoral operatives are increasingly taking advantage of the 
public’s limited knowledge regarding Congress—this makes lawmaking 
far more difficult for party leaders

• The only scholarly project that models the roll call generating process 

Ratio of Procedural to Final Passage Votes

Polarization:

• Using roll call votes, political 
scientists have 
demonstrated fairly 
convincingly that the two 
political parties are more 
polarized than they have 
been since the years leading 
up to the Civil War  

Research Benefits

• This polarization is commonly treated by the media as being solely driven 
by ideology  

• Campaigns and interest groups routinely use roll call votes as latent or true 
measures of politicians’ attitudes on issues 

• This suggests that the solution to solving the problem of gridlock is to “vote 
the bums out” and replace them with less-ideological members 
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Polarization:

• We argue that the observed high levels of polarization are driven by 
changing electoral dynamics and institutions governing legislative 
procedures  

• There is a two-stage selection mechanism that allows key members control 
over the roll call record 

• Increasing electoral competitiveness between the two parties has led 
members to use this selection mechanism in an effort to distort the roll call 
record 

• While this does not alter the primary products of polarization—crippling 
gridlock on salient issues and anemic legislative productivity—it does 
suggest alternative means of reform 

• In the absence of specific procedural reforms and increased public 
education about how Congress operates, “voting the bums out” will only led 
to the creation of new “bums”

Research Benefits

In addition to undergraduate education and scholarly research, 
the website and project will work to serve the broader community 
as well 

• Descriptions of landmark bills and contemporary legislation will serve a 
broader community interest. Existing sources are either extremely 
limited (e.g. Wikipedia) or increasingly likely to fall behind paywalls (e.g. 
CQ Almanac) 

• Students and faculty will interact with the public through the question—
submission feature of the website

• Faculty will continue to engage the community through invited talks—We 
gave four talks on the project to groups and universities within Georgia 
this past year. Have at least three more scheduled this year

Community Benefits

Run out of dropbox, you’ll be given a 
set of bills in a Congress

• Relax: No knowledge is assumed here. 

As you probably guessed, this is not a 
traditional “class.” No easy way to do 
this…You dive in and we figure it out.

• The workload tends to be front-loaded

• More often than not, I’ll be reacting, not 
lecturing

• We’ll be working in staff training exercises

• Meetings will be somewhat informal

It really is what you make of it. You will 
have additional, related opportunities 
(Conferences, CURO, Internships)

This “Class”



8/17/2017

12

Course Description: This course is intended to provide students with a 
background in congressional process and procedure, social science 
research methods and data collection and management.  A thorough 
understanding of the United States Congress requires not only a 
familiarity of its evolution and institutions, but a deep comprehension of 
the trade-offs inherent in policy-making.  Throughout this course, we will 
evaluate existing theories of legislative evolution and policy-making.  This 
will require students to learn data collection and analysis techniques 
utilized by social scientists.  As such, students will work with the instructor 
in collecting data on the congressional amending process as well as 
complete several additional assignments.  Additionally, students taking 
the course for honors credit will be expected to make progress on their 
own honors theses.

Syllabus

Books and Readings: The following 
book is required and can be purchased 
from www.amazon.com:

Oleszek, Walter J., Mark J. Oleszek, 
Elizabeth Rybicki, Bill Heniff, Jr. 2016. 
Congressional Procedures and the 
Policy Process, 10th Edition. 
Washington, DC: CQ Press. 

Syllabus

Recommend Books: 

Draper, Robert. 2012. Do Not Ask What Good 
We Do: Inside the U.S. House of 
Representatives. New York, NY: Simon and 
Schuster.

Kaiser, Robert. 2013. Act of Congress: How 
America's Essential Institution Works, and How 
It Doesn't. New York, NY: Alfred Knopf.

Mann, Robert. 1996. The Walls of Jericho: 
Lyndon Johnson, Hubert Humphrey, Richard 
Russell, and the Struggle for Civil Rights. New 
York, NY: Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc.

Sinclair, Barbara. 2011. Unorthodox 
Lawmaking: New Legislative Processes in the 
United States Congress, 4th Edition.
Washington, DC: CQ Press.

Syllabus
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Students will not only be expected to have done 
the reading assignments, but should also be 
aware of relevant news stories.  As such, I 
recommend reading a daily newspaper – such 
as The New York Times, The Washington Post
– or at least checking cnn.com. 

Other more Congress specific websites include 
Roll Call, The Hill, Politico and GovTrack. 

Political Blogs that students may find useful 
include FiveThirtyEight, Political Wire, The 
Monkey Cage, The Upshot, Vox and The 
Drudge Report.

Syllabus

Your grade in this class will be assigned according to the following:

Course Attendance and Discussion (10% of final grade):  Students will 
be required to attend class to discuss their progress and the broader data 
collection progress.  Additionally, we will be reading literature on 
congressional politics and applying it to the data on amendments.  
Students will be expected to have completed the assigned readings and 
participate in these discussions.

Note: YOU NEED TO ASK QUESTIONS.

Syllabus

Data Collection (40% of final grade): In accordance with the policies established by the 
University of Georgia's Center for Undergraduate Research, students will be required to spend 
five hours a week collecting data on the congressional amending process.  To date, students of 
congressional politics have written extensively about roll call voting and the legislative process 
in Congress.  Throughout much of this research, however, a majority of attention has been 
given to final passage or procedural votes in Congress.  Despite the important role of the 
amending process as illustrated by the above discussion, we know far less about the policy 
implications of amendments relative to special rules and final passage votes.  This is 
unfortunate given that amendments provide the crucial linkage between these two important 
sequences in the legislative process and have the ability to fundamentally shift the substantive 
content of bill proposals in Congress.  When we further consider the major institutional 
differences across the two chambers, it remains unclear how this may directly impact the 
amending process in Congress.

A systematic examination of the amending process in both the House and Senate will help us 
address a number of previously unanswered questions in the context of the legislative process.  
For instance, who sponsors amendments in Congress?  Are they motivated electorally to 
introduce amendments as part of a position taking strategy? How has the use and introduction 
of amendments changed over time?  How often do majority party members win or lose on 
amendments relative to the minority?  Does this differ by chamber?  What are the policy 
implications of amendments in Congress?  Utilizing the Congressional Record available on Hein 
Online and congress.gov, we can answer these questions. Students will meet in class to 
discuss interesting cases and gage their progress. Students are expected to have completed 
their data collection by Friday, December 8th.

Syllabus
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Comparison Assessment (5% of final grade): Students will be required to turn in a short 
comparison assignment. Pairs of students will code the first 10 amendments to the same 
bill and write a short paper comparing their data and discussing discrepancies. The 
comparison assessment is due on Thursday, August 31st. A more detailed discussion of 
the comparison assignments will be provided in class.

Mid-semester Data Assessments (10% of final grade): Students will be required to turn in 
two separate mid-semester data assessment assignments (worth 5% each).  These 
assessments should include a listing and description of bills that the student has analyzed.  
This listing and description should contain a count of the number of amendments 
considered in the House and the Senate.  Each assessment should also include a 
discussion of specific cases they found particularly interesting, confusing or problematic.  
The data assessments are due on Thursday, October 12th and Thursday, November 
9th.  A more detailed discussion of the assessments will be provided in class.

Final Data Assessment (10% of final grade): Students will also be required to complete 
one final data assessment.  This assessment should be cumulative and contain a 
discussion of all bills completed during the semester.  The final data assessment is due with 
the student's completed data on Friday, December 8th.

Note: I’m happy to give you enough rope to hang yourself.

Syllabus

Landmark Bill History (25% of final grade): In order to demonstrate an understanding of 
the historical policy-making process, students are required to complete a paper analyzing 
the passage of a landmark piece of American legislation. A more detailed discussion of the 
assignment will be provided in class, however, the analysis should include the following 
labelled sections: (1) An “Overview” section, which provides identifying information and a 
brief summary of the act; (2) A “Background” section, which includes information on the 
broader political context; (3) “Initial House Consideration”, which discusses the bills 
chronological consideration in the House of Representative as observed in the 
Congressional Record; (4) “Initial Senate Consideration”, which discusses the bills 
chronological consideration in the Senate as observed in the Congressional Record; (5) A 
“Subsequent Action” section, which provides an overview of the bills consideration after 
initial consideration in both chambers; (6) An “Aftermath” section, which includes any 
relevant information on the bill after enactment and; (7) An “Additional Notes” section, which 
includes any additional discussion and information you may find relevant. The landmark bill 
history should be approximately five to eight double spaced pages and is due before 
Tuesday, December 5th.

Syllabus

Bill History
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Bill History

Instructor Availability: Students seeking to contact the instructor are encouraged to do 
so by scheduling an appointment via e-mail. 

Additional assistance can be provided by Professor Michael Lynch. Finally, students are 
encouraged to e-mail questions about coding and/or procedures to 
ugacongressproject@gmail.com.

Again, you absolutely should have questions. And it will be abundantly clear: I love this 
stuff. 

Syllabus

Cheating and Plagiarism: Will not 
be tolerated. Further information 
regarding academic honesty can 
be found at 
http://www.uga.edu/honesty/. 

[INSERT ANGRY WIKIPEDIA 
RANT HERE]

Syllabus

This reference would have killed in 1995.
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Classroom/Section Behavior: Students 
should behave professionally throughout 
the course.  Disruptive behavior of any 
kind will not be tolerated.  This includes 
cell phone usage, excessive talking and 
derogatory or offensive comments made 
during discussion.  Students will be held 
responsible for all material discussed or 
assigned.

Note: Everyone is a hypocrite on 
procedure.

Syllabus

Questions, Concerns, Angry Rants?


