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Our Congress is bicameral, which means it has two chambers.  There are several reasons for this development.  Historically, the British Parliament and most state legislatures were bicameral.  Practically, splitting Congress into two houses presented a way to compromise between the large states that wanted proportional representation (“Virginia Plan”) and the small states that wanted equal representation (“New Jersey Plan”).  To this day the House of Representatives has proportional representation and the Senate has equal representation.  Finally, there is a good theoretical reason for bicameralism – the two houses can provide a check on each other.

Each term in Congress lasts for two years.  Originally, each term started in March but that was changed to January 3rd by the 20th Amendment to shorten the “lame duck” period after each election.  Each term is broken into two sessions, and each session is interrupted by periodic recesses.  Neither house can adjourn for the year without the other’s consent.  If the two houses can’t agree on a date to adjourn the President can prorogue the session, but that has never happened.  Presidents can also call special sessions, though that hasn’t happened since 1948 (largely because Congress is already in session every month!).

The House of Representatives has 435 members from the 50 states and six non-voting “delegates” representing the US territories and Washington, DC.  The House grew in size with each census until 1920, when Congress had a sense it had grown large enough.  They decided to reapportion (redistribute) those 435 seats on the basis of population after the 1930 census, though they delegated the responsibility of developing the plan to the Census Bureau.

Congress has the power to determine the time, place, and manner of federal elections.  The date is fixed as the Tuesday after the first Monday in November.  The manner is now by secure, secret ballot, usually cast on an electronic machine.  The “place” (ie polling places) is still largely up to each state, but Congress has determined that House seats must be distributed by districts in states with more than one seat.  Prior to 1842, states could hold “at-large” elections for all of their seats but this was considered unfair; oddly, we still assign presidential electoral votes that way.  
Each Congressional district is required to be contiguous (all parts must touch), have roughly the same population, and in theory should be as compact as possible.  Politicians have engaged in gerrymandering (drawing district lines to advantage a particular group) since the early 1800s.  Racial gerrymandering violates the Constitution (although the creation of “minority-majority” districts has been upheld) but political gerrymandering does not.

In order to serve in the House you must be, at a minimum: 25 years old, a citizen for at least seven-years, and a resident of the state (and district) you’ll represent.  To serve in the Senate, the minimum qualifications are: 30 years old, a citizen for at least nine-years, and a resident of the state you’ll represent.  Each state has some say over what constitutes a “resident,” with some imposing a longer time requirement.  Informally, both Representatives and Senators are expected to be educated, successful in politics or business, have a nice family, and share characteristics (ie ethnicity, race) common in their districts.

There are several obvious differences between the House and Senate.  The House has 435 members, the Senate 100.  Representatives serve for two year terms, Senators for six.  Representatives serve in districts, Senators whole states.  Representatives are, on average, younger than Senators, have less prestige, and are less visible to the media.  The House rules are rather rigid, the Senate rules a little looser.  Most House work is done in committee, while the Senate does somewhat more work on the floor.  The House has exclusive power to initiate revenue bills while the Senate has exclusive power to ratify treaties and confirm presidential appointments.  Only the House can impeach federal officers, but only the Senate can convict those impeached.  Intra-term vacancies in the House can only be filled by special election, but intra-term vacancies in the Senate can be filled by gubernatorial (“by the governor”) appointment or special election as the state wishes.
James Madison, Woodrow Wilson, and others have viewed the Senate as a check on the House.  The House, with more members and less time to accomplish their priorities before facing voters, is designed to produce more legislation.  The Senate is expected to slow down the pace of legislation and modify it to make it more acceptable to more people.

Until the 17th Amendment was ratified, Senators were not elected directly but appointed by state legislatures.  Today, only 1/3 of the Senators stand for election in a given year, making it a continuous body.

Members of Congress are expected to fulfill the five roles of legislator, representative of their constituents, committee member, servant of the people, and politician.  Legislators make laws.  Representatives try to do what’s in the best interest of their constituents, though their approach to this responsibility varies.  Delegates try to follow the will of the majority of their constituents even if they privately disagree.  Trustees do what they personally think best even if their constituents disagree.  Partisans do what their party leadership instructs on the theory that most voters pick candidates by party identification rather than by personality.  Politicos blend the other three approaches in their representation.  Committee members become experts on the topics of their committees, help to produce bills, and exercise oversight of the executive branch.  As servants of the people, congressmen help their constituents who have issues with the bureaucracy.  Politicians are always planning to run the next campaign.  Although people criticize congressmen who spend too much time campaigning and neglecting their other roles, a congressman who was not concerned about being reelected would not have an incentive to fill any of their roles.
Congress has the power to set its own compensation; the only limits to this are presidential vetoes (which can be overridden) and public opinion.  The 27th Amendment delays the start of any raise until after the next election, so popular opinion has a chance to register.  Congressmen today receive close to $200,000 a year and many privileges, too.
