
Glossary of Terms
ACLU – A national organization advocating individual rights by litigating, legislating, and 
educating the public on a broad array of issues affecting individual freedoms
Amendments – Twenty-seven documents have already been added to the United States Constitution. These documents or amendments change the laws of the land and the workings of government.  Before an amendment can take effect, however, it must be proposed to the states by a two-thirds vote of both chambers of Congress or by a convention called by two-thirds of the states, and ratified by three-fourths of the states or by three-fourths of conventions thereof.  Article V in the Constitution details the procedure for adopting amendments

Ballot initiative - Is a process by which voters may propose a stature or law or constitutional amendment for adoption by means of a popular vote
Bill of Rights – This is the name given to the first 10 amendments to the United States Constitution.  These amendments relate to many personal freedoms of U. S. citizens and to many limitations of government that are at the core of the Constitution

Bills (Private and public) – Private bills just deal with individual people or places while public bills apply to the entire country (e.g. tax issues)
Checks and balance system – The U. S. system of government which provides for separate executive, judicial, and legislative bodies who share powers and responsibilities and thereby check and balance one another so that no one body has absolute power

Clean bill – Once a bill has been debated and amended in committee, the revised bill is reintroduced and is labeled a clean bill

Cloture - A procedure the Senate can use to place a time limit on debate and thereby overcome a filibuster

Commerce – Refers to trade activities among the states and with foreign countries and relates to the constitutional provision that gives Congress exclusive power over these activities

Compromise – Is the settlement of differences by which each party gives up part of its demands to reach an agreement that all parties will support

Constitutional articles – Are the seven sections after the Constitution’s preamble that define the three branches of government, their separate powers and responsibilities and the founding guidelines for the establishment of government

Cyber bullying – The deliberate use of the internet and other related technologies to harm others with hostile intent 

Defamation law – The area of law that deals with libel and slander and the prosecution and defense of cases that are libelous and slanderous
Discharge petition – In the U. S. House of Representatives a chair of a committee may refuse to place a bill on its agenda thus in effect letting the bill die unless a discharge petition is requested by at least 218 members so that the bill can be brought directly to the floor for debate

Division – Is the process of standing to have a vote counted, especially as it pertains to Congress

Due Process Clause – Part of the Fourteenth Amendment that guarantees all citizens fair legal proceedings and fair opportunity to be heard before the government acts to take away one’s life, liberty, or property

Enrolled bill - The final copy of a bill or resolution that has passed both chambers and is sent then to the president for signing

Equal Protection Clause – Part of the Fourteenth Amendment that guarantees all citizens equal protection of the law in all of the states
Establishment Clause – Part of the First Amendment that prevents the government from giving preference to one religion over another

Executive privilege – The president’s power to deny information to the legislature or the courts that the president deems confidential

Expectation of privacy – Is a belief that persons should be free from unwanted governmental intrusion and is part of U.S. constitutional law when legal tests are applied to privacy protections guaranteed in the Fourth Amendment
Federalism – A system of government in which rights and responsibilities are constitutionally divided among different governmental authorities or units or between a central government authority and states

Filibuster – A parliamentary procedure used to extend legislative debate so as to delay or entirely prevent a vote on a proposal
Free Speech Clause – Part of the First Amendment that guarantees the exercise of free speech in the U.S. and the right of persons to petition the government for a redress of any grievance as a result of denying the exercise of free speech

Hopper – The box congressional bills are placed in and then assigned a number

Impeachment – Is the process used to remove public officials from office for misconduct or abuse of power and is a fundamental power of Congress
Judicial review – Is the principle of allowing the judiciary to review legislative and executive actions and overrule those actions if they are found to be unconstitutional
Judiciary Act of 1789 – A statue adopted by Congress in 1789 that established the United States federal judiciary or court system
Lame duck – An elected official whose term of office will soon end usually because another successor has already been elected 
Libel - A false statement made in writing and published that hurts a person’s reputation

Lobbyist – A person or a group that attempts to influence decisions made by government officials with professional lobbyists being hired people whose job it is to influence legislation on behalf of the special interest groups they represent
Majority leader – Both the Senate and the House of Representatives elect leaders of their parties -known as the majority leader- if their party is in power.  In the House the Speaker of the House is the most powerful party member with the majority leader being second.  In the Senate the majority leader is the actual leader of the dominant party in power since the vice president and president pro tempore are largely ceremonial positions

Majority whip – Is a member of the majority party who helps the majority leader to enforce party discipline.  The whip is responsible for ensuring that party members vote according to the official party policy and that members are present when important votes are taken.  Typically, inducements can be offered when members are wavering about party policy or punishments (demotions from choice committee assignments) can be handed out when members do not vote with their party

Mark-up session – When congressional committees and subcommittees debate, amend, and rewrite proposed legislation, they are in a mark-up session
Minority leader - Both the Senate and the House of Representatives elect leaders of their parties- known as the minority leader- if their party is not in power. As with the majority leader, a minority leader is supported by a minority whip who is responsible for ensuring that party members vote according to party policy and that members are present when important votes are taken
Motion to recommit – After the third and last reading of a bill or resolution and before the Speaker of the House calls for a vote, a member can make a motion to recommit. This motion allows the minority one last chance to get members on record or to kill the bill outright 

Motion to table - In both chambers the motion to table is used to dispose of a question members do not want to consider any further.  The motion cannot be debated and voted upon, so, therefore in effect, defeats the question.  The rules do not provide for taking the motion from the table, and consideration of the motion may be resumed only by a two-thirds vote to suspend the rules

Obscenity – A legal term that applies to pictures, acts, words or other messages offensive to public morals, and if they are deemed so, they are not protected by the First Amendment
Persons – The legal term used to define those people who enjoy all the fundamental rights guaranteed in the U.S. Constitution

Preamble to the Constitution - The introduction to the United States Constitution which defines in general terms the Constitution’s guiding principles and fundamental purpose. It begins with the famous words “We the people…”

Precedent – A legal decision that serves as an example in later court cases

President pro tempore – As set forth in the Constitution, the president pro tempore presides over the Senate in the absence of the vice president. As the second-highest ranking official of the Senate, the president pro tempore is included in the presidential line of succession, is elected by the Senate, and usually is the longest serving senator in the majority party

Probable cause – A standard of law by which law enforcement has grounds to arrest someone, conduct a search of a person or property, or obtain warrants for a search or an arrest
Procedural due process – Refers to the limitations placed on how a law is administered, applied, or enforced

Provisional balloting – When a voter’s eligibility to vote is questioned or uncertain, he or she is given a provisional ballot.  The vote is counted when the voter’s eligibility is validated usually 7 to 10 days after an election

Pure speech – U. S. law defines pure speech as the communication of ideas through spoken or written words used to convey the message

Quorum – A quorum is the minimum number of members in an organization required to be present to conduct business. Fifty-one is the number of Senators who need to be present for the Senate to do business even though most of the time that number is not on the floor and the Senate presumes a quorum unless the contrary is noted by a roll call vote or quorum call
Reconstruction Amendments- The Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments that were adopted soon after the Civil War

Recorded – Is the process of writing down a “yea” or “nay” vote especially as it pertains to Congress

Referendum – The right of citizens to vote on measures proposed or passed by a legislature allowing the voters to approve or reject those measures

Resolution – Unlike a law that has been passed and will need to be enforced, a resolution is an official statement of the opinion or will of a legislative body that does not carry the weight of law 

Rider – Is an additional provision added to a bill that often has little connection to the bill but is used to pass a provision that would not be passed on its own merits.  When a controversial rider is attached, it may be done to prevent the original bill from being passed

Search warrant – A court document that authorizes law enforcement officers to search a person or a place for evidence that can be used in criminal prosecutions

Separation of church and state – The U. S. Constitution’s guarantee that prohibits government establishment of a preferred religion and that grants religious freedom from governmental intrusion 

Slander – A spoken statement that is false and hurtful to one’s reputation

Speaker of the House – As set forth in the Constitution, the Speaker of the House is the presiding officer of the House of Representatives and is chosen by its members.  The speaker is second in the presidential line of succession after the vice president, comes from the majority party, has considerable leadership power, and represents his or her congressional district

Special prosecutor – Is a lawyer outside of government who has been appointed to investigate government officials for misconduct while in office

Sponsorship – Refers to the legislators who submit a bill for debate with the first-named legislator on the bill being considered the chief sponsor

Standing committees – Are permanent committees for both the Senate and the House of Representatives that specialize in the consideration of certain subject areas. Because they are established by House and Senate rules, they consider bills and issues and make recommendations to their respective chambers. They also have oversight responsibility to monitor agencies, programs, and activities that come under their jurisdictions

State right – Any right that is not defined in the U.S. Constitution as a federal right is a state right such as a state’s right to educate its citizens

Subpoena – Is a writ – a formal written order by an administrative body or court- that compels a person to testify or to produce evidence under penalty for failure to do so
Substantive due process – Prohibits the government (including schools) from infringing on fundamental constitutional liberties

Suspension of the rule – Is a procedure used in the House of Representatives to suspend normal parliamentary rules so as to pass quickly on the chamber floor a non-controversial bill. A member moves to "suspend the rules" and take some action.   Debate is then limited to 40 minutes and no amendments can be offered to the motion or the issue presented.  The House can suspend the rules if two-thirds of those voting are in favor of the motion

Symbolic speech – U. S. law defines this type of speech as the conveying of an idea or message through behavior

Unreasonable search and seizure –A law enforcement officer’s search of a person and/or his premises and the seizure of evidence without a search warrant and a probable cause that a crime has been committed

Veto – The power of one branch of government to not approve measures proposed by another branch, especially the power of the president to reject a bill passed by Congress to prevent or delay its enactment into law

Viva Voce – Is the process of a voice or verbal vote especially as it pertains to Congress

Zero tolerance policy – Any policy that allows no exception to the rules-even minor infringements- with the intent of reinforcing the policy’s importance to uphold certain behaviors such as keeping schools drug free
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