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Assembly of Congress 

A. Sessions of Congress 

§ 1. In General 

An understanding of the rules and proceedings of the United States 
House of Representatives begins with an examination of the first day of a 
new Congress. This series of parliamentary precedents will proceed from 
that opening day when the House first assembles, through an exploration 
of procedures that are used both on a regular basis as well as those used 
less frequently (including historical usages), and will end with a discussion 
of adjournments of the House, including the final adjournment sine die of 
a congressional session. 

This chapter is primarily concerned with the procedural steps and prin-
ciples involved in organizing the House of Representatives as a parliamen-
tary body at the opening of a new Congress. The customs, traditions, and 
precedents of the House mandate the proceedings (and the order in which 
they occur) that must take place when the House first assembles. The first 
division of this chapter is a general introduction to the terms and concepts 
used throughout this chapter and other chapters in this series. It distin-
guishes between different types of meetings that the House conducts, how 
the term ‘‘session’’ is used in different contexts, and what it means to con-
vene the House for legislative activity. It also addresses the initial date of 
convening, including the constitutional requirements surrounding the set-
ting of that date and the ability of Congress to set a different date by law. 

The second division deals primarily with the rules and customs adhered 
to on opening day of a new Congress. It proceeds roughly chronologically 
through the various steps of organization, including the initial quorum call 
of Members–elect, the election of the Speaker, and the administration of the 
oath of office. It further covers the procedural landscape prior to the adop-
tion of the standing rules of the House and the customs and precedents inci-
dent to their adoption. It concludes with a discussion of organization at a 
second (or subsequent) session of the House, and analysis of legislative busi-
ness that carries over from one session to another or from one Congress to 
another. 

The third division addresses other convening issues, such as distin-
guishing legislative days from calendar days and setting the daily hour at 
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PRECEDENTS OF THE HOUSE Ch. 1 § 1 

1. U.S. Const. amend. XX; House Rules and Manual § 242 (2017). 
2. See § 2, infra. 
3. For more on adjournment, see Deschler’s Precedents Ch. 40 and Precedents (Wickham) 

Ch. 40. 
4. For more on joint sessions of Congress to receive presidential messages, see Deschler’s 

Precedents Ch. 35 §§ 4, 5 and Precedents (Wickham) Ch. 35. 
5. For more on presidential elections and the electoral college, see Deschler’s Precedents 

Ch. 10 and Precedents (Wickham) Ch. 10. 
6. For more on ceremonial joint meetings, see Deschler’s Precedents Ch. 36 § 23 and 

Precedents (Wickham) Ch. 36. 

which the House is to meet for a given session. It also discusses the con-
stitutional requirement regarding the place of meeting and the ability of 
Congress to assemble at a different location. Finally, it examines the proce-
dures involved in recalling the House from an adjournment so that it may 
reassemble and conduct legislative business, as well as emergency convening 
authorities and how they are exercised. 

Terms and Concepts 
The term ‘‘session’’ in the context of meetings of Congress can have a vari-

ety of meanings, so it is important to distinguish one type of session from 
another. The ‘‘lifespan’’ of a Congress encompasses the two–year term for 
which Members of the House are elected, beginning on the constitutionally– 
required January 3 start date(1) (even if the House delays its formal con-
vening until a later date)(2) and typically ending with sine die adjournment 
(although the House may still take actions through its committees until 
noon on January 3).(3) Within that two–year period, Congress usually meets 
in two separate sessions. The President also has the authority to call special 
sessions of Congress, though this power has not been exercised in many 
years. 

The term ‘‘session’’ may also refer to particular kinds of meetings of the 
House or of Congress. For example a joint session occurs when both the 
House and Senate meet together in the House Chamber. Joint sessions are 
typically used when Congress wishes to hear an address from the President 
(including the annual address on the state of the Union),(4) and every four 
years Congress meets in joint session to count the electoral votes for Presi-
dent.(5) Joint sessions should be distinguished from joint meetings, which 
are typically used when the House and Senate wish to meet together to hear 
an address from a foreign dignitary or other personages.(6) 

The House will occasionally meet in what is termed a pro forma session. 
This type of meeting generally does not involve the conduct of any legisla-
tive business, and may last as little as a few minutes before the House ad-
journs. Such meetings are typically used when the two Houses are unable 
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ASSEMBLY OF CONGRESS Ch. 1 § 2 

7. U.S. Const. art. I, § 5, cl. 4; House Rules and Manual § 84 (2017). 
8. House Rules and Manual § 969 (2017). 
9. For more on secret sessions of the House, see Deschler’s Precedents Ch. 29 § 85 and 

Precedents (Wickham) Ch. 29. 
1. For the first assembly of Congress pursuant to the 20th amendment, see Deschler’s 

Precedents Ch. 1 § 3.5. 
2. See Deschler’s Precedents Ch. 1 §§ 2.1–2.3. 
3. Parliamentarian’s Note: President Franklin Roosevelt’s exercise of these convening au-

thorities occurred after sine die adjournment of the first session of the 75th and 76th 
Congresses in 1937 and 1939 respectively. Thus, upon reconvening pursuant to the 
presidential proclamation, the House and Senate met in a second session of each re-
spective Congress (with the subsequent regular session constituting a third session of 
those Congresses). By contrast, President Harry Truman convened Congress on two oc-
casions (in 1947 and 1948) during a regular adjournment period (not sine die). Thus, 
those meetings of Congress constituted extensions of the first and second sessions of 
the 80th Congress. 

4. A complete list of all public laws since the 74th Congress in 1937 changing the date 
of convening for a session of Congress can be found at: House Rules and Manual § 243 
(2017). For an example of ‘‘precall’’ authority provided in a joint resolution changing 
the date of convening, see § 11.9, infra. 

5. See § 2.4, infra. 
6. See § 2.2, infra. 

to agree to an adjournment resolution and the House needs to conduct a 
meeting pursuant to the constitutional requirement of convening every third 
day.(7) 

The House also (though rarely) conducts secret sessions pursuant to clause 
10 of rule XVII.(8) These special meetings of the House are closed to the 
public, and only Members who have signed an oath of secrecy may attend.(9) 

§ 2. The Date of Convening 

As noted above, the 20th amendment to the U.S. Constitution requires 
Congress to assemble at least once a year and provides that such assembly 
take place at noon on January 3 unless Congress has, by law, appointed a 
different day.(1) Since the ratification of the 20th amendment in 1933, Con-
gress has traditionally conducted one session each year. The only exceptions 
occurred in the 75th and 76th Congresses,(2) when President Franklin Roo-
sevelt exercised his power under article II, section 3, of the Constitution, 
to convene two special sessions of Congress.(3) 

Congress has frequently changed the date of convening by joint resolution 
enacted into law.(4) In most cases, this action was simply a matter of con-
venience—for example, the desire of Members to avoid conducting an open-
ing–day session on a weekend or other inconvenient time. Because of the 
relatively uncontroversial nature of such laws, the House has typically con-
sidered joint resolutions to change the convening date by unanimous con-
sent(5) or suspension of the rules(6) (though special orders of business have 
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