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1.0 Parliamentary Procedures 
 
1.1 Introduction  
 
Parliamentary law is not intended to repress the work of an assembly.  It is meant to provide 
orderly principles by which business may be expedited.  Where there are no principles of 
law and where every individual is allowed to act in his or her own way, confusion prevails. 
 
Perhaps the most important principle of parliamentary law is that of rights: the right of the 
majority to ultimately rule, the right of the minority to be heard, and the right of the 
individual to participate in the decision making process. 
 
It is hoped that the information included on the following pages will be helpful in expediting 
the business meeting.  The material has been adapted from several sources and, to the best 
of our knowledge, is in agreement with Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised, published by 
Scott, Foresman and Company. 
 
The information included here is certainly not exhaustive.  Pastors are encouraged to study 
Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised.  A more thorough knowledge of the rules by which 
church business is conducted will make for smoother and more productive business 
meetings. 
 
1.2 Definitions 
 
Chair The presiding officer or the position from which that person presides. The 

pastor serves as the presiding officer and should be addressed as Mr. 
Chairman or Mr. Moderator. 

Parliamentarian The person designated to advise the chair on points of parliamentary law 
and also to give similar advice to the assembly when requested. 
The parliamentarian gives an opinion; the chair makes a ruling. 

Floor The position of persons other than the chairman and his associates.  
When a member "has the floor," he/she has the opportunity to exercise 
his/her speaking rights and should be given appropriate attention. 

Meeting A single official gathering of the body to conduct business. 
Session A series of connected meetings devoted to a single agenda. 
Member A person with the right to full participation. 
Motion A formal proposal by a member in a meeting that the assembly take 

certain action.  Question is a synonym for motion. 
Pending Being processed by chair. 
Procedure Priority or rank, applied to motions. 
Table To "lay on the table" means entrusting the case to the secretary.  To lay on 

the table permits the assembly to set an issue aside in order to consider a 
more urgent issue. 
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1.3 Obtaining the Floor 
 
Before a member attempts to make a motion or to address a meeting, he/she should be 
recognized by the chair.  The members are recognized by the chair in the order in which 
they signal that they wish to address the chair.  A member does not have the floor until 
recognized by the chair.  When recognized, the member should do the following: 
x State his/her name 
x Speak to the subject at hand. When finished, the delegate should yield the floor by 

returning to his/her seat 

Thus, if the subject on the floor changes, a new order will be established to recognize those 
members wishing to speak to the current subject. 

A member wishing to get the chair’s attention for the following reasons may obtain 
recognition by audibly calling for the attention of the chair with: 
x Question of privilege 
x Point of order 
x Parliamentary inquiry 
x Appeal from the decision of the chair 
x Division of the house 

 
Each member has the right to speak on every question.  However, he/she cannot make a 
second speech on the same question as long as any member who has not spoken on the 
question desires the floor.  It is the prerogative of the moderator to recognize each speaker 
and to determine a balance of negative and affirmative speeches. 
 
1.4 Assigning the Floor 
 
A member does not obtain the floor by rising and addressing the chair.  The floor must be 
assigned by the chair before he/she is privileged to speak. 
 
1.5 Interrupting a Speaker 
 
A member who has been assigned the floor should not be interrupted after he/she has 
begun to speak, unless the immediate need is of such urgency to justify the interruption. 
 
A member who has been assigned the floor should be interrupted only by one who wishes: 
x To make a motion to reconsider 
x To rise to a point of order 
x To voice an objection to the consideration of a question (This must occur before there 

has been any debate or before any subsidiary motion has been stated by the chair.) 
x To call for the orders of the day in case they are not being followed 
x To raise a question of privilege 
x To request a division of the question when the question consists of more than one 

independent resolution 
x To make a parliamentary inquiry 
x To request information that requires an immediate answer 
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1.6 Making a Motion 
 
In making a motion (this includes any substitute motion), a member first obtains the floor 
and prefaces the statement of the proposed action by the words "I move that . . ."  
The motion should be written out and copies are given to the chairman and secretary. 
 
1.7 Seconding a Motion 
 
In general, every motion must be seconded before it is discussed or voted on. A member 
wishing to second a motion simply says, "I second the motion”.  Recognition by the chair is 
not necessary in order to second a motion, and a second may be made without the 
member rising.  Motions that come from a committee are considered already offered and 
seconded. 
 
1.8 Debate or Discussion of the Question 
 
In all debate and discussion, the following principles should prevail: 
1. Speakers should avoid all references to specific personalities 
2. The motives of those whose views are opposed should not be questioned 
3. Discussion should be aimed at clarifying the facts rather than at challenging the views 

of those on the opposite side of the question 
 
1.9 Voting on the Question 
 
In calling for the vote, the affirmative vote is called for first. If the chair is in doubt after 
calling for a vote by voice, he will ask for a show of hands or a standing vote.  If a member 
questions the vote, he/she has a right to call for “a division of the house”.  Division of the 
house does not demand a counting of the votes.  If a member wishes to have the votes 
counted, he/she must make a motion (which must be seconded) to that effect. 
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1.10 Kinds of Motions 
 
Main Motions Main motions are those that bring some main question before the 

group.  A main motion yields to all subsidiary, privileged, and incidental 
motions. 

Subsidiary Motions A subsidiary motion is applied to a pending motion as a means of 
disposing of the pending one.  All subsidiary motions take precedence 
over the main motion.  By means of subsidiary motions, the main 
motion may be amended, or referred to a committee, or action 
postponed or hastened. 
The subsidiary motions in order of precedence are: 
1. To lay on the table 
2. To call for the previous question 
3. To limit or extend the time of debate 
4. To postpone to a certain time 
5. To commit or refer 
6. To amend (can be applied to 5, 4, and 3) 
7. To postpone indefinitely (cannot be amended) 

To Lay on the Table The effect of this motion is to postpone action on the question to which 
it applies.  This motion should be used primarily to enable the groups to 
consider more urgent business, and should not be used as a means of 
suppressing a question without debate.  Parliamentary law allows that 
only a two-thirds vote can rightfully suppress a main motion without 
allowing free debate. 

To Call for the Previous 
Question 

The object of this motion is to bring to an end the debate on the 
question or questions included in the call, and to secure a vote on the 
question(s).  The previous question requires a two-thirds vote.  If the 
motion does not specify otherwise, it applies only to the immediately 
pending question.  The call for previous question should come from a 
member who has turned on a light and been recognized by the chair. 

To Limit or Extend Time 
of Debate 

Since certain rights are being taken away from the members, adoption 
of these motions requires a two-thirds vote.  Motions to limit or extend 
time of debate are not debatable but may be amended (see note 
above). 

To Postpone to a 
Certain Time 

The motion is similar to "Lay on the Table."  It differs in that it postpones 
action to an established time and is debatable. 

To Commit or Refer A motion to commit or refer is debatable, can be amended, and 
requires a majority vote. 

To Amend The motion to amend - that is, to change the words of a pending 
motion - requires a second and is debatable if the motion to be 
amended is debatable.  Amendments of the first degree and the 
second degree are permitted.  Amendments of the third degree are 
not.  An amendment must be germane (that is, closely related) to the 
motion to be amended.  If not, it will be ruled out of order by the chair.  
A substitute motion is an amendment of the first degree. 

To Postpone 
Indefinitely 

The real object of this motion is to reject the motion to which it is 
applied.  It is debatable and opens the main question to debate.  
It requires a majority vote for adoption. 
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1.11 Incidental Motions 
 
Incidental motions arise out of the process of business (a pending question), and as a 
result they must be decided before a decision can be made on the question to which 
they are incidental.  Incidental questions that will be briefly discussed are as follows: 
 
To Rise to a Point  
of Order 

While it is the duty of the chair to enforce the rules of the assembly, any 
member has the right to call to the attention of the chair any violation 
that occurs. 

To Appeal From the 
Decision of the Chair 

An appeal may be made from the decision of the chair only at the 
time the ruling is made.  A majority vote is necessary before a decision 
of the chair can be reversed. 

To Suspend the Rules The rule or rules that interfere with the action that the assembly wishes 
to take may be suspended, provided they do not conflict with the 
basic parliamentary law or with the church’s bylaws.  Constitution and 
bylaws cannot be suspended. 

To Object to the 
Consideration of a 
Question 

The purpose of this motion is to present consideration of certain 
questions that the assembly may feel are not worthy of consideration.  
It requires no second, cannot be debated, cannot be amended, and 
requires a two-thirds vote.  It must be proposed before debate and/or 
before the chair has stated any subsidiary motion. 

To Divide a Question This motion can be applied only to main motions and amendments. 
Parts of a question that are intimately related should not be divided. 

To Call for a Division 
of the Assembly 

The purpose for calling for the division of the assembly is to secure an 
accurate count of the vote, especially when the vote has been taken 
viva voca.  This motion does not provide for a count.  It provides for a 
standing vote.  A counting of the vote must be called for by a motion 
to that effect. 

To Make a Request 
Growing Out of the 
Business of the 
Assembly 

This can occur during a business session when a member rises to the 
floor in order to: 
x Make a parliamentary inquiry.  This privilege should not be abused 

and will be prevented by the chair when such requests are made 
for any reason other than an honest attempt to secure information 
that is immediately needed. 

x Request information.  This request has the same privileges as a 
request for parliamentary inquiry.  The primary difference is that the 
member may be seeking information from another member of the 
assembly rather than from the chair. 

x Ask permission to withdraw a motion.  After a question has been 
stated by the chair, it is in the possession of the group and cannot 
be withdrawn or modified without the approval of the assembly. 
However, until a motion has been stated by the chair, the proposer 
of the motion can withdraw or modify it in any way he/she desires. 
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1.12 Summary of Facts Relating to Motions  
 

Kind of Motion Object Effect 

To lay on the table Clear the floor for more urgent 
business Delays action 

To call for the previous 
question 

Secure immediate vote on 
pending question Ends debate 

To limit or extend time  
of debate 

Provides more or less time for 
discussion 

Shortens or lengthens 
discussion period 

To postpone definitely 
to a certain time 

Often gives more time for 
informal discussion and for 
securing supporters 

Delays action 

To commit or refer To enable more careful 
consideration to be given Delays action 

To amend To improve the motion Changes the original motion 

To postpone indefinitely To prevent a vote on the 
question Suppresses the question 

To raise a point of  
order of rules 

To call attention to violation 
according to established rules 

Keeps the assembly 
functioning 

To appeal from the  
decision of the chair 

To determine the attitude of 
the assembly on the ruling 
made by the chair 

Secures ruling of the assembly 
rather than by the chair 

To suspend the rules To permit action not possible 
under the rules 

Secures action which 
otherwise could not be 
presented by the rules 

To object to the consideration 
of a question 

Prevent wasting time on 
unimportant business Suppresses the motion 

To divide the question Secure more careful 
consideration of parts Secures action by parts 

To call for a division  
of the assembly 

a. To determine the accuracy 
of a viva voca vote 

b. To secure expression of 
individual member’s vote 

Secures an accurate check 
on vote 

To raise a question  
of privilege 

To correct undesirable 
conditions 

Corrects undesirable 
condition 

To take from the table Continue the consideration of 
the question 

Continues consideration of 
the question 

To reconsider 
To reconsider the question 
and another vote on the 
question 

Secures further consideration 

To rescind Repeal action previously 
taken Same 

 
Parliamentary Practice was adapted from A Guide to Parliamentary Practices  

written by Lamar Vest and used by permission.
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2.0 

Parliam
entary M

otions C
harts 

 These cha
rts are b

ased on Robert's Rules of O
rder N

ew
ly Revised (11

th Edition) 
 The m

otions below
 are listed in order of precedence.  A

 m
otion can be introduced if it is higher on the chart than the pending 

m
otion. 

 § 
YO

U W
A

N
T: 

YO
U SA

Y: 
IN

TERRUPT? 
2

nd? 
DEBA

TE? 
A

M
EN

D? 
VO

TE? 
21 

C
lose m

eeting 
I m

ove to adjourn 
N

o 
Yes 

N
o 

N
o 

M
a

jority 
20 

Ta
ke b

rea
k 

I m
ove to recess for ... 

N
o 

Yes 
N

o 
Yes 

M
a

jority 
19 

Register com
p

la
int 

I rise to a
 question of privilege 

Yes 
N

o 
N

o 
N

o 
N

one 
18 

M
a

ke follow
 a

gend
a

 
I call for the orders of the day 

Yes 
N

o 
N

o 
N

o 
N

one 

17 
La

y a
sid

e tem
p

ora
rily 

I m
ove to lay the question  

on the table 
N

o 
Yes 

N
o 

N
o 

M
a

jority 

16 
C

lose d
eb

a
te 

I m
ove the previous question 

N
o 

Yes 
N

o 
N

o 
2/3 

15 
Lim

it or extend debate 
I m

ove that d
eb

a
te b

e lim
ited

 to ... 
N

o 
Yes 

N
o 

Yes 
2/3 

14 
Postpone to a certain tim

e 
I m

ove to p
ostp

one the m
otion to ... 

N
o 

Yes 
Yes 

Yes 
M

a
jority 

13 
Refer to com

m
ittee 

I m
ove to refer the m

otion to ... 
N

o 
Yes 

Yes 
Yes 

M
a

jority 
12 

M
od

ify w
ord

ing of m
otion 

I m
ove to am

end the m
otion b

y ... 
N

o 
Yes 

Yes 
Yes 

M
a

jority 

11 
Kill m

a
in m

otion 
I m

ove that the m
otion b

e 
postponed indefinitely 

N
o 

Yes 
Yes 

N
o 

M
a

jority 

10 
Bring b

usiness b
efore a

ssem
b

ly  
(a

 m
ain m

otion) 
I m

ove that [or "to"] ... 
N

o 
Yes 

Yes 
Yes 

M
a

jority 
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Incidental M
otions - no order of precedence.  A

rise incidentally and
 are decided im

m
ediately. 

 § 
YO

U W
A

N
T: 

YO
U SA

Y: 
IN

TERRUPT? 
2

nd? 
DEBA

TE? 
A

M
EN

D? 
VO

TE? 
23 

Enforce rules 
Point of O

rder 
Yes 

N
o 

N
o 

N
o 

N
one 

24 
Sub

m
it m

a
tter to a

ssem
b

ly 
I appeal from

 the d
ecision of the 

cha
ir 

Yes 
Yes 

V
a

ries 
N

o 
M

a
jority 

25 
Suspend

 rules 
I m

ove to suspend the rules 
N

o 
Yes 

N
o 

N
o 

2/3 
26 

A
void

 m
a

in m
otion a

ltogether 
I object to the consideration of the 
q

uestion 
Yes 

N
o 

N
o 

N
o 

2/3 

27 
D

ivid
e m

otion 
I m

ove to divide the question 
N

o 
Yes 

N
o 

Yes 
M

a
jority 

29 
D

em
a

nd
 a

 rising vote 
Division 

Yes 
N

o 
N

o 
N

o 
N

one 
33 

Parlia
m

enta
ry la

w
 q

uestion 
Parliam

entary inquiry 
Yes 

N
o 

N
o 

N
o 

N
one 

33 
Req

uest for inform
a

tion 
Request for inform

ation 
Yes 

N
o 

N
o 

N
o 

N
one 

  M
otions That Bring a Q

uestion A
gain Before the A

ssem
bly - no order of precedence. Introduce only w

hen nothing else is 
pending. 
 § 

YO
U W

A
N

T: 
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U SA
Y: 

IN
TERRUPT? 

2
nd? 

DEBA
TE? 

A
M

EN
D? 

VO
TE? 

34 
Ta

ke m
a

tter from
 ta

b
le 

I m
ove to take from

 the table ... 
N

o 
Yes 

N
o 

N
o 

M
a

jority 

35 
C

a
ncel p

revious action 
I m

ove to rescind/am
end som

ething 
previously adopted ... 

N
o 

Yes 
Yes 

Yes 

2/3 or 
M

a
jority 

w
ith 

notice 
37 

Reconsid
er m

otion 
I m

ove to reconsider the vote ... 
N

o 
Yes 

V
a

ries 
N

o 
M

a
jority 
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3.0 FAQ - Robert’s Rules of Order 

The following FAQ are outlined in this section:  
[each question listed below: CTRL+ mouse click  will take you to the corresponding answer] 
 
1. Can the chairman vote? 
2. Can the chairman make motions? 
3. Can the chairman enter into debate? 
4. Can an ex-officio member vote, make motions, or debate? 
5. Can bylaws be suspended? 
6. Can a member of the nominating committee be nominated? 
7. Can a member nominate themselves for an office? 
8. Can nominees vote for themselves? 
9. Must the President, if nominated, step down from the chair during the election? 
10. Can a bylaws requirement for a ballot vote be suspended if there is only one 

nominee for each office? 
11. What is a write-in vote? 
12. The President has resigned, now what? 
13. Are mail-in or telephone votes okay? 
14. When somebody calls out "Question!", must debate cease? 
15. When does a resignation take effect? 
16. How long can a member speak in debate? 
17. Do non-members have a right to attend or speak at meetings? 
18. Do members who are not members of the Board of Directors have a right to be 

present or speak at board meetings? 
19. Do members of an organization have access to the minutes of the Board of 

Directors? 
20. Should seconds be recorded in the minutes? 
21. If a motion has been defeated, can it be brought up again at the next meeting? 
22. Can a meeting be adjourned if there is still business pending? 
23. Who decides what is on the meeting Agenda? 
24. What is a quorum? 
25. What can be done in the absence of a quorum? 
26. How do you count abstentions? As ayes? As no's? 
27. Can married couples be officers (or board members) at the same time? 
28. What is a majority? Fifty-one percent? Fifty percent plus one? 
29. When nominations for offices are being taken from the floor, and in a situation in 

which the office calls for more than one person to be elected, can one make a 
nomination for more than one person at the same time? 
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30. Can a member vote on or second a motion to approve the minutes of a meeting 
that he did not attend? 

31. In the event of a tie vote what are the President's duties or options? 
32. How many times can minutes be corrected after they are approved? 
33. Does a treasurer's report need to have a motion of approval? 
34. Is it true that the president can vote only to break a tie? 
35. Can ex-officio members vote, and are they counted in determining whether a 

quorum is present? 
36. Is it true that, once a quorum has been established, it continues to exist no matter 

how many members leave during the course of the meeting? 
37. In determining the result of a vote, what constitutes a majority? 
38. Can we round to the nearest number in computing the result of a vote? For 

example, since two thirds of 101 is 67.33..., will 67 affirmative votes out of 101 votes 
cast meet the requirement of a two-thirds vote? 

39. Do abstention votes count? 
40. What is a vote of no confidence? 
41. How do you deal with a “friendly amendment”? 
42. Isn't it true that a member who has a conflict of interest with respect to a motion 

cannot vote on the motion? 
43. Should proxy votes be counted? 
44. Must debate on a motion stop immediately as soon as any member calls the 

question? 
45. Isn't it always in order to move to table a motion to the next meeting? 
46. A) Can something be defeated by adopting a motion to table it?  

B)  How can something be defeated without a direct vote on it? 
47. How can I get an item on the agenda for a meeting? 
48. Isn't it necessary to summarize matters discussed at a meeting in the minutes of that 

meeting in order for the minutes to be complete? 
49. If minutes of a previous meeting are corrected, are the corrections entered in the 

minutes of the meeting at which the corrections were made? 
50. Can votes be taken in an executive session? 
51. Is it possible to withdraw a resignation after it has been submitted? 
52. Can we hold our board meetings by conference telephone call? 
53. How can we get rid of officers we don't like before their term is up? 
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1. Can the chairman vote? 
If a member, the chairman has the right to vote, and does so in small boards of not 
more than about a dozen members present. In larger assemblies, the chairman (who 
has a duty to maintain an appearance of impartiality) may vote when his vote 
would affect the outcome: to make or break a tie or to make or prevent a two-thirds 
vote, or when the vote is by ballot (at the same time as everybody else). [RONR 10th ed. 
pp. 392-393] 
 

2. Can the chairman make motions? 
Yes, the chairman, if a member, has the same RIGHT to make a motion as any other 
member. In small boards of not more than about a dozen members present, the 
chairman usually participates the same as other members. However, in larger 
assemblies, the chairman has a duty to remain impartial, so would usually not make 
a motion directly. The chairman could say, for example, "The chairman will entertain 
a motion to..." and then wait for a member to make it, or "Is there a motion to 
suspend the rules that interfere with hearing the speaker at this time?"  

The chairman may also assume a motion, as in: "If there are no [further] corrections, 
the minutes stand approved as read [as corrected]." or "If there is no further business 
to come before the meeting, this meeting will now adjourn. [pause] Hearing none, 
this meeting is adjourned."  

So you see, without actually directly making a motion, the chair can accomplish 
pretty much the same thing without blatantly compromising his or her impartiality. 
Another option is to ask someone before the meeting to make a motion that the 
chair wishes to be considered. After all, the chairman is a member, too, and has just 
as much right to have things go their way as any other member. Accepting the job 
of chairman does not remove any rights as a member. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 470-471, 343, 210, 
234, 490] 
 

3. Can the chairman enter into debate? 
In small boards of not more than about a dozen members present, yes. In larger 
assemblies, if the chairman wishes to debate, he/she should relinquish the chair to 
the vice president or another member, until the matter is disposed of, before 
resuming the chair. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 470-471, 382-383] 
 

4. Can an ex-officio member vote, make motions, or debate? 
Yes, the term "ex officio", when no written rule addresses it otherwise, refers to a 
METHOD of sitting with a body, not a "class" of membership. It tells how one becomes 
a member (by virtue of the office), not what their rights are. If the rights of ex-officio 
members are to be restricted, that must be done in the bylaws. Otherwise, ex-officio 
members have the same rights as elected or appointed members. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 
466-467] 
 

5. Can bylaws be suspended? 
Only bylaws that are in clearly in the nature of rules of order may be suspended. 
[RONR 10th ed. p. 17] 
 

6. Can a member of the nominating committee be nominated? 
Yes. [RONR 10th ed. p. 419] 
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7. Can a member nominate themselves for an office? 
Yes. There is no rule in RONR 10th ed. that prevents it. 
 

8. Can nominees vote for themselves? 
Yes. There is no rule in RONR 10th ed. that prevents it. 
 

9. Must the President, if nominated, step down from the chair during the election? 
No. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 436] 

 
10. Can a bylaws requirement for a ballot vote be suspended if there is only one 

nominee for each office? 
No, such a bylaw cannot be suspended even by a unanimous vote or unanimous 
consent. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 255 and 244] 
 

11. What is a write-in vote? 
During a ballot vote, a member may write a name on the ballot, which is a vote for 
that person, rather than voting for a candidate whose name already appears on the 
ballot. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 427] 
 

12. The President has resigned, now what? 
The Vice-President automatically becomes the President for the remainder of the 
term of the President. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 442] 
 

13. Are mail-in or telephone votes okay? 
No, not unless authorized by the bylaws. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 469-470] 
 

14. When somebody calls out "Question!", must debate cease? 
No. Previous Question is the proper motion for that, and a member must be 
recognized by the chairman to move Previous Question, not just shout it out from 
their seat. If recognized and seconded, it is not debatable, and requires a two-thirds 
vote to be adopted. If adopted, debate ceases and a vote is taken on the 
immediately pending question. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 189-201] 
 

15. When does a resignation take effect? 
A resignation is actually a request to be excused from a duty. It is effective only after 
the resignation has been accepted by the appointing or electing authority, unless 
the bylaws say otherwise. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 277-280] 
 

16. How long can a member speak in debate? 
Ten minutes, unless he obtains the consent of the assembly to speak longer (two-
thirds vote), and then a second time for 10 minutes after everyone has been given a 
chance to speak once. If debate is closed before the member has had a chance to 
make a speech or a second speech, none may be made. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 41] 
 

17. Do non-members have a right to attend or speak at meetings? 
No, non-members have no rights to the proceedings. However, a request can be 
granted to attend by a majority vote or unanimous consent, but it requires a two-
thirds vote to suspend the rules to allow a non-member to speak in debate. [RONR 10th 
ed. pp. 255, 625] 
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18. Do members who are not members of the Board of Directors have a right to be 
present or speak at board meetings? 
No. See the answer to #17, as non-members have no rights to the proceedings of 
the Board. 
 

19. Do members of an organization have access to the minutes of the Board of 
Directors? 
The Board may grant an individual member's request to inspect the minutes, or by a 
two-thirds vote or by a vote of a majority of the entire membership, the organization 
can order the minutes to be produced and read at a meeting, or by a majority vote 
if previous notice is given. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 470] 
 

20. Should seconds be recorded in the minutes? 
No. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 451-456] 
 

21. If a motion has been defeated, can it be brought up again at the next meeting? 
Yes, if the meeting is a different session, which is the normal situation, in other than 
legislative bodies. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 325-331] 
 

22. Can a meeting be adjourned if there is still business pending? 
Yes. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 225-226] 

 
23. Who decides what is on the meeting Agenda? 

The members at a meeting may adopt an agenda by a majority vote, and may 
amend it prior to its adoption. After it is adopted, an amendment to the Agenda 
requires a two-thirds vote, or a vote of a majority of the entire membership, or 
unanimous consent. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 360-363] 
 

24. What is a quorum? 
It is the minimum number of voting members who must be present at a meeting in 
order to conduct business, usually specified by the bylaws. If not specified in the 
bylaws, then in most societies a quorum is a majority of the entire membership. In a 
body of delegates, a quorum is a majority of the members registered as attending. In 
organizations without a reliable register of members, a quorum at a regular or 
properly called meeting is those who attend. In a mass meeting, a quorum is those 
persons present at the time. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 334-335] 
 

25. What can be done in the absence of a quorum? 
Fix the time to which to adjourn, Adjourn, Recess, Take measures to obtain a quorum. 
[RONR 10th ed. pp. 336-337] 
 

26. How do you count abstentions? As ayes? As no's? 
In the usual case, abstentions are not counted. They are not "votes" technically. In a 
room of 100 people, a vote of 1-0 [one affirmative and zero negative] is legitimate, 
and renders a binding decision. Also, A vote of 1-0 in room of 100 people is 
technically a "unanimous vote" because there was no vote in opposition. However, if 
the bylaws specify "a majority of those PRESENT" or "two-thirds of those PRESENT", 
instead of "PRESENT AND VOTING", then an abstention has the same effect as a 
negative vote. (This language is generally undesirable, as it denies a member the 
right maintain a neutral position by abstaining.) [RONR 10th ed. p. 394 and p. 390] 
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27. Can married couples be officers (or board members) at the same time?  
Yes. Unless the bylaws say otherwise, there is no parliamentary rule to prevent it. Also, 
the voters have spoken, and saw nothing wrong there, too! 
 

28. What is a majority? Fifty-one percent? Fifty percent plus one? 
The word "majority" means "more than half." The false definition "51%" only applies to 
units of exactly 100; the false definition of "50% + 1" is only true for even numbers, and 
false for odd numbers. [RONR 10th ed. pp. 387] 
 

29. When nominations for offices are being taken from the floor, and in a situation in 
which the office calls for more than one person to be elected, can one make a 
nomination for more than one person at the same time? 
No -- unless nobody objects. [RONR (10th ed.), p. 418, l. 6-11] 

 
30. Can a member vote on or second a motion to approve the minutes of a meeting that 

he did not attend? 
Yes, absolutely! There is no requirement in Robert's Rules of Order that a member 
have first-hand knowledge of something before voting on minutes or other motions. 
In fact, a motion need not be made regarding the approval of the minutes. The 
chair says, "Are there any corrections to the minutes?" Members may offer 
corrections, and when there are no further corrections forthcoming, the chair says, "If 
there are no further corrections to the minutes, they stand approved as corrected... 
the next item of business is..." or if no corrections are offered, "If there are no 
corrections to the minutes, they stand approved as read... the next item of business 
is..." Note that there is no second involved in this process. [RONR (10th ed.), pp. 343-344] 
 

31. In the event of a tie vote what are the President's duties or options?  
On a tie vote, a motion requiring a majority vote for adoption is lost, since a tie is not 
a majority.  

If the presiding officer is a member of the assembly, he can vote as any other 
member when the vote is by ballot. In all other cases the presiding officer, if a 
member of the assembly, can (but is not obliged to) vote whenever his vote will 
affect the result--that is, he can vote either to break or to cause a tie; or, in a case 
where a two-thirds vote is required, he can vote either to cause or to block the 
attainment of the necessary two thirds.  

The chair cannot vote twice, once as a member, then again in his capacity as 
presiding officer. In an appeal from the decision of the chair, a tie vote sustains the 
chair's decision, even though his vote created the tie, on the principle that the 
decision of the chair can be reversed only by a majority. [RONR (10th ed.), pp. 392-393] 
 

32. How many times can minutes be corrected after they are approved? 
There is no limit as far as Robert's Rules are concerned.  

"If the existence of an error or material omission in the minutes becomes reasonably 
established after their approval - even many years later - the minutes can then be 
corrected by means of the motion to Amend Something Previously Adopted, which 
requires a two-thirds vote, or a majority vote with notice, or the vote of a majority of 
the entire membership, or unanimous consent." [RONR 10th ed. p. 458] 
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33. Does a treasurer's report need to have a motion of approval? 
No motion is needed - or proper. A treasurer's report is simply "received" as it is given 
and no motion should be made to "adopt", "accept" or "approve" it. An annual 
auditors' report, on the other hand, is "accepted" or adopted, but not the treasurer's 
financial report itself. [RONR 10th ed. p. 461] 
 

34. Is it true that the president can vote only to break a tie? 
No, it is not true that the president can vote only to break a tie. If the president is a 
member of the voting body, he or she has exactly the same rights and privileges as 
all other members have, including the right to make motions, to speak in debate, 
and to vote on all questions. So, in meetings of a small board (where there are not 
more than about a dozen board members present), and in meetings of a 
committee, the presiding officer may exercise these rights and privileges as fully as 
any other member. However, the impartiality required of the presiding officer of any 
other type of assembly (especially a large one) precludes exercising the rights to 
make motions or speak in debate while presiding, and also requires refraining from 
voting except (i) when the vote is by ballot, or (ii) whenever his or her vote will affect 
the result.  

When will the chair's vote affect the result? On a vote that is not by ballot, if a 
majority vote is required and there is a tie, he or she may vote in the affirmative to 
cause the motion to prevail. If there is one more in the affirmative than in the 
negative, the chair can create a tie by voting in the negative to cause the motion 
to fail. Similarly, if a two-thirds vote is required, he or she may vote either to cause, or 
to block, attainment of the necessary two thirds. [RONR (11th ed.), pp. 405-6; see also Table A, 
p. 190 of RONRIB] 

 
35. Can ex-officio members vote, and are they counted in determining whether a 

quorum is present? 
“Ex-officio” is a Latin term meaning “by virtue of office or position.” Ex-officio 
members of boards and committees, therefore, are persons who are members by 
virtue of some other office or position that they hold. For example, if the bylaws of an 
organization provide for a Committee on Finance consisting of the treasurer and 
three other members appointed by the president, the treasurer is said to be an ex-
officio member of the finance committee, since he or she is automatically a 
member of that committee by virtue of the fact that he or she holds the office of 
treasurer. 

Without exception, ex-officio members of boards and committees have exactly the 
same rights and privileges as do all other members, including, of course, the right to 
vote. There are, however, two instances in which ex-officio members are not 
counted in determining the number required for a quorum or in determining whether 
or not a quorum is present. These two instances are: 

a. In the case of the president, whenever the bylaws provide that the president shall 
be an ex-officio member of all committees (or of all committees with certain 
stated exceptions); and 

b. When the ex-officio member of the board or committee is neither an ex-officio 
officer of the board or committee nor a member, employee, or elected or 
appointed officer of the society (for example, when the governor of a state is 
made ex officio a member of a private college board).  
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Again, however, it should be emphasized that in these instances the ex-officio 
member still has all of the rights and privileges of membership, including the right to 
vote. [RONR (11th ed.), pp. 483-84; p. 497, ll. 20-29]  

 
36. Is it true that, once a quorum has been established, it continues to exist no matter 

how many members leave during the course of the meeting? 
No. Once a quorum at a meeting has been established, the continued presence of 
a quorum is presumed to exist only until the chair or any other member notices that a 
quorum is no longer present. If the chair notices the absence of a quorum, he or she 
should declare this fact, at least before taking any vote or stating the question on 
any new motion. Any member noticing the apparent absence of a quorum can and 
should make a Point of Order to that effect whenever another person is not 
speaking. It is dangerous to allow the transaction of substantive business to continue 
in the absence of a quorum. Although a Point of Order relating to the absence of a 
quorum is generally not permitted to affect prior action, if there is clear and 
convincing proof no quorum was present when business was transacted, the 
presiding officer can rule that business invalid (subject to appeal). [RONR (11th ed.), pp. 
348-49; see also pp. 12-13 of RONRIB] 

 
37. In determining the result of a vote, what constitutes a majority? 

The word “majority” in this context means, simply, more than half. The use of any 
other definition, such as 50 percent plus one, is apt to cause problems. Suppose in 
voting on a motion 17 votes are cast, 9 in favor and 8 opposed. Fifty percent of the 
votes cast is 8 1/2, so that 50 percent plus one would be 9 1/2. Under such an 
erroneous definition of a majority, one might say that the motion was not adopted 
because it did not receive 50 percent plus one of the votes cast, although it was, 
quite clearly, passed by a majority vote. [RONR (11th ed.), p. 400; see also p. 66 of RONRIB] 

 
38. Can we round to the nearest number in computing the result of a vote? For example, 

since two thirds of 101 is 67.33..., will 67 affirmative votes out of 101 votes cast meet 
the requirement of a two-thirds vote? 
No. The requirement of a two-thirds vote means at least two thirds. As a 
consequence, nothing less will do. If 101 votes are cast, 67 affirmative votes are not 
at least two thirds. They are less than two thirds, and will not suffice. [RONR (11th ed.), p. 
401] 

 
39. Do abstention votes count? 

The phrase “abstention votes” is an oxymoron, an abstention being a refusal to vote. 
To abstain means to refrain from voting, and, as a consequence, there can be no 
such thing as an “abstention vote.”  

In the usual situation, where either a majority vote or a two-thirds vote is required, 
abstentions have absolutely no effect on the outcome of the vote since what is 
required is either a majority or two thirds of the votes cast. On the other hand, if the 
vote required is a majority or two thirds of the members present, or a majority or two 
thirds of the entire membership, an abstention will have the same effect as a “no” 
vote. Even in such a case, however, an abstention is not a vote and is not counted 
as a vote. [RONR (11th ed.), p. 400, ll. 7-12; p. 401, ll. 8-11; p. 403, ll. 13-24; see also p. 66 of RONRIB] 
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40. What is a vote of no confidence? 
The term “vote of no confidence” is not used or defined anywhere in RONR, and 
there is no mention of any motion for such a vote. However, this does not mean that 
an assembly cannot adopt a motion, if it wishes, expressing either its confidence or 
lack of confidence in any of its officers or subordinate boards or committees. Any 
such motion would simply be a main motion, and would have no effect other than 
to express the assembly's views concerning the matter. A vote of “no confidence” 
does not -- as it would in the British Parliament -- remove an officer from office. 

 
41. How do you deal with a “friendly amendment”? 

On occasion, while a motion is being debated, someone will get up and offer what 
he or she terms a “friendly amendment” to the motion, the maker of the original 
motion will “accept” the amendment, and the chair will treat the motion as 
amended. This is wrong. Once a motion has been stated by the chair, it is no longer 
the property of the mover, but of the assembly. Any amendment, “friendly” or 
otherwise, must be adopted by the full body, either by a vote or by unanimous 
consent. 

If it appears to the chair that an amendment (or any other motion) is 
uncontroversial, it is proper for the chair to ask if there is “any objection” to adopting 
the amendment. If no objection is made, the chair may declare the amendment 
adopted. If even one member objects, however, the amendment is subject to 
debate and vote like any other, regardless of whether its proposer calls it “friendly” 
and regardless of whether the maker of the original motion endorses its adoption. 
[RONR (11th ed.), p. 162] 

 
42. Isn't it true that a member who has a conflict of interest with respect to a motion 

cannot vote on the motion? 
Under the rules in RONR, no member can be compelled to refrain from voting simply 
because it is perceived that he or she may have some “conflict of interest” with 
respect to the motion under consideration. If a member has a direct personal or 
pecuniary (monetary) interest in a motion under consideration not common to other 
members, the rule in RONR is that he should not vote on such a motion, but even 
then he or she cannot be compelled to refrain from voting. [RONR (11th ed.), p. 407, ll. 21-31] 

 
43. Should proxy votes be counted? 

A “proxy” is a means by which a member who expects to be absent from a meeting 
authorizes someone else to act in his or her place at the meeting. Proxy voting is not 
permitted in ordinary deliberative assemblies unless federal, state, or other laws 
applicable to the society require it, or the bylaws of the organization authorize it, 
since proxy voting is incompatible with the essential characteristics of a deliberative 
assembly. As a consequence, the answers to any questions concerning the correct 
use of proxies, the extent of the power conferred by a proxy, the duration, 
revocability, or transferability of proxies, and so forth, must be found in the provisions 
of the law or bylaws which require or authorize their use. [RONR (11th ed.), pp. 428-29.] 

 
44. Must debate on a motion stop immediately as soon as any member calls the 

question? 
It is a fairly common misconception that, after debate has continued for some time, 
if any member shouts out “Question!” or “I call the question!” debate must 
immediately cease and the chair must put the pending question to a vote. This is 
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simply not the case. Any member who wishes to force an end to debate must first 
obtain the floor by being duly recognized to speak by the chair, and must then 
move the Previous Question. Such a motion must be seconded, and then adopted 
by a two-thirds vote, or by unanimous consent. It is not in order to interrupt a speaker 
with cries of “Question” or “Call the Question,” and even if no one is speaking, it is still 
necessary to seek recognition. [RONR (11th ed.), p. 202; see also pp. 35-37 of RONRIB.] 

 
45. Isn't it always in order to move to table a motion to the next meeting? 

This question confuses the motion to Lay on the Table with the motion to Postpone to 
a Certain Time. The purpose of the motion to Lay on the Table is to enable an 
assembly, by majority vote and without debate, to lay a pending question aside 
temporarily when something else of immediate urgency has arisen or when 
something else needs to be addressed before consideration of the pending question 
is resumed. In ordinary societies it is rarely needed, and hence seldom in order. [RONR 
(11th ed.), pp. 209-18; see also p. 127 of RONRIB] 

 
46. A) Can something be defeated by adopting a motion to table it? 

This is a common violation of fair procedure. Such a motion is not in order, because it 
would permit debate to be suppressed by a majority vote, and only a two-thirds 
vote can do that. The proper use of the motion to Lay on the Table is stated in the 
answer to Question 12, immediately above. [RONR (11th ed.), pp. 215-17] 

B) How can something be defeated without a direct vote on it? 
Before debate on an original (ordinary substantive) main motion has begun, you 
may raise an Objection to Consideration of [the] Question, which is undebatable 
and can suppress the main question by a two-thirds vote against consideration. 
[RONR (11th ed.), p. 216, l. 34 to p. 217, l. 2; pp. 267-70; see also p. 129 of RONRIB] 

If debate on the main motion has begun and you want to get rid of that motion 
without a direct vote on it, use the motion to Postpone Indefinitely. That motion 
requires only a majority vote, but until it is adopted, it leaves the main question open 
to debate. [RONR (11th ed.), pp. 126-30; see also p. 126 of RONRIB] 

If you feel that it is undesirable that debate take place, move the Previous Question 
immediately after moving to Postpone Indefinitely. If adopted by a two-thirds vote, 
this motion will cause an immediate vote on the motion to Postpone Indefinitely 
without further debate. [RONR (11th ed.), pp. 197-209] 

 
47. How can I get an item on the agenda for a meeting? 

For a proposed agenda to become the official agenda for a meeting, it must be 
adopted by the assembly at the outset of the meeting. At the time that an agenda 
is presented for adoption, it is in order for any member to move to amend the 
proposed agenda by adding any item that the member desires to add, or by 
proposing any other change. 

It is wrong to assume, as many do, that the president “sets the agenda.” It is 
common for the president to prepare a proposed agenda, but that becomes 
binding only if it is adopted by the full assembly, perhaps after amendments as just 
described. [RONR (11th ed.), p. 372, ll. 24-35; see also p. 16 of RONRIB] 
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48. Isn't it necessary to summarize matters discussed at a meeting in the minutes of that 
meeting in order for the minutes to be complete? 
Not only is it not necessary to summarize matters discussed at a meeting in the 
minutes of that meeting, it is improper to do so. Minutes are a record of what was 
done at a meeting, not a record of what was said. [RONR (11th ed.), p. 468, ll. 16-18; see also p. 
146 of RONRIB] 

 
49. If minutes of a previous meeting are corrected, are the corrections entered in the 

minutes of the meeting at which the corrections were made? 
If corrections to minutes are made at the time when those minutes are originally 
submitted for approval, such corrections are made in the text of the minutes being 
approved. The minutes of the meeting at which the corrections are made should 
merely indicate that the minutes were approved “as corrected,” without specifying 
what the correction was.  

If it becomes necessary to correct minutes after they have initially been approved, 
such correction can be made by means of the motion to Amend Something 
Previously Adopted. In this event, since the motion to Amend Something Previously 
Adopted is a main motion, the exact wording of that motion, whether adopted or 
rejected, should be entered in the minutes of the meeting at which it was 
considered. [RONR (11th ed.), p. 469, ll. 4-8; p. 475, ll. 18-24; see also p. 151 of RONRIB] 

 
50. Can votes be taken in an executive session? 

Yes, votes can be taken in executive session. Proceedings in an executive session are 
secret, but are not restricted in any other way. [RONR (11th ed.), pp. 95-96] 

 
51. Is it possible to withdraw a resignation after it has been submitted? 

A resignation is a Request to Be Excused from a Duty. It may be withdrawn in the 
same manner as any motion may be withdrawn -- that is to say, before the proposed 
resignation has been placed before the assembly by the chair stating the question 
on its acceptance, it may be withdrawn without the consent of the assembly, but it 
may not be withdrawn without permission of the assembly once it has been placed 
before the assembly for its approval. [RONR (11th ed.), pp. 289-92; 295-97] 

 
52. Can we hold our board meetings by conference telephone call? 

You may hold board meetings by conference telephone call only if your bylaws 
specifically authorize you to do so. If they do, such meetings must be conducted in 
such a way that all members participating can hear each other at the same time, 
and rules should be adopted to specify the equipment required to participate, as 
well as methods for seeking recognition, obtaining the floor, submitting motions in 
writing, determining the presence of a quorum, and taking and verifying votes. 
[RONR (11th ed.), pp. 97-99; see also p. 159 of RONRIB] 

It should be noted in this connection that the personal approval of a proposed 
action obtained from a majority of, or even all, board members separately is not 
valid board approval, since no meeting was held during which the proposed action 
could be properly debated. If action is taken by the board on the basis of individual 
approval, such action must be ratified by the board at a regular or properly called 
meeting of the board in order to become an official act. [RONR (11th ed.), p. 486, l. 33 to p. 
487, l. 12] 
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53. How can we get rid of officers we don't like before their term is up? 
It depends. If the bylaws just state a fixed term for the officer, such as “two years,” or 
if they say the officer serves for a specified term “and until [the officer's] successor is 
elected” (or words to that effect), then the group must use formal disciplinary 
proceedings, which involve the appointment of an investigating committee, 
preferral of charges, and the conduct of a formal trial. The procedure is complex 
and should be undertaken only after a careful review of Chapter XX of RONR.  

On the other hand, if the bylaws state a term for the office but add “or until [the 
officer's] successor is elected,” or contain other wording explicitly indicating that the 
officer may be removed before the term expires, then the officer can be removed 
from office by a two-thirds vote, by a majority vote when previous notice has been 
given, or by a vote of the majority of the entire membership -- any one of which will 
suffice. A successor may thereafter be elected for the remainder of the term.  

Of course, if the bylaws themselves establish a procedure for removal from office, 
that procedure must be followed. [RONR (11th ed.), pp. 653-54]  
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4.0 Summary Version – Robert’s Rules of Order 
For Fair and Orderly Meetings & Conventions 

 
Provides common rules and procedures for deliberation and debate in order to place the 
whole membership on the same footing and speaking the same language.  The conduct of 
ALL business is controlled by the general will of the whole membership - the right of the 
deliberate majority to decide.  Complementary is the right of at least a strong minority to 
require the majority to be deliberate - to act according to its considered judgment AFTER a 
full and fair "working through" of the issues involved.  Robert's Rules provides for constructive 
and democratic meetings, to help, not hinder, the business of the assembly.  Under no 
circumstances should "undue strictness" be allowed to intimidate members or limit full 
participation.  
 
The fundamental right of deliberative assemblies require all questions to be thoroughly 
discussed before taking action! 
 
The assembly rules - they have the final say on everything!  Silence means consent!  
 
4.1 Guidelines 

x Obtain the floor (the right to speak) by being the first to stand when the person 
speaking has finished; state Mr./Madam Chairman.  Raising your hand means 
nothing, and standing while another has the floor is out of order! Must be recognized 
by the Chair before speaking!  

x Debate cannot begin until the Chair has stated the motion or resolution and asked 
"are you ready for the question?"  If no one rises, the chair calls for the vote!  

x Before the motion is stated by the Chair (the question) members may suggest 
modification of the motion; the mover can modify as he pleases, or even withdraw 
the motion without consent of the seconder; if mover modifies, the seconder can 
withdraw the second.  

x The "immediately pending question" is the last question stated by the Chair! 
Motion/Resolution - Amendment - Motion to Postpone  

x The member moving the "immediately pending question" is entitled to preference to 
the floor!  

x No member can speak twice to the same issue until everyone else wishing to speak 
has spoken to it once!  

x All remarks must be directed to the Chair. Remarks must be courteous in language 
and deportment - avoid all personalities, never allude to others by name or to 
motives!  

x The agenda and all committee reports are merely recommendations! When 
presented to the assembly and the question is stated, debate begins and changes 
occur!  
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4.2 The Rules 

Point of Privilege Pertains to noise, personal comfort, etc. - may interrupt only if 
necessary! 

Parliamentary Inquiry Inquire as to the correct motion - to accomplish a desired result, or 
raise a point of order 

Point of Information Generally applies to information desired from the speaker: "I should 
like to ask the (speaker) a question." 

Orders of the Day 
(Agenda) 

A call to adhere to the agenda (a deviation from the agenda 
requires Suspending the Rules) 

Point of Order Infraction of the rules, or improper decorum in speaking. Must be 
raised immediately after the error is made 

Main Motion Brings new business (the next item on the agenda) before the 
assembly 

Divide the Question Divides a motion into two or more separate motions (must be able 
to stand on their own) 

Consider by Paragraph Adoption of paper is held until all paragraphs are debated and 
amended and entire paper is satisfactory; after all paragraphs are 
considered, the entire paper is then open to amendment, and 
paragraphs may be further amended. Any Preamble cannot be 
considered until debate on the body of the paper has ceased. 

Amend Inserting or striking out words or paragraphs, or substituting whole 
paragraphs or resolutions 

Withdraw/Modify Motion Applies only after question is stated; mover can accept an 
amendment without obtaining the floor 

Commit/Refer/Recommit  
to Committee 

State the committee to receive the question or resolution; if no 
committee exists include size of committee desired and method of 
selecting the members (election or appointment). 

Extend Debate Applies only to the immediately pending question; extends until a 
certain time or for a certain period of time 

Limit Debate Closing debate at a certain time, or limiting to a certain period of 
time 

Postpone to  
a Certain Time 

State the time the motion or agenda item will be resumed 

Object to Consideration Objection must be stated before discussion or another motion is 
stated 

Lay on the Table Temporarily suspends further consideration/action on pending 
question; may be made after motion to close debate has carried or 
is pending 

Take from the Table Resumes consideration of item previously "laid on the table" - state 
the motion to take from the table 

Reconsider Can be made only by one on the prevailing side who has changed 
position or view 

Postpone Indefinitely Kills the question/resolution for this session - exception: the motion to 
reconsider can be made this session 
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Previous Question Closes debate if successful - may be moved to "Close Debate" if 
preferred 

Informal Consideration Move that the assembly go into "Committee of the Whole" - informal 
debate as if in committee; this committee may limit number or 
length of speeches or close debate by other means by a 2/3 vote. 
All votes, however, are formal. 

Appeal Decision  
of the Chair 

Appeal for the assembly to decide - must be made before other 
business is resumed; NOT debatable if relates to decorum, 
violation of rules or order of business 

Suspend the Rules Allows a violation of the assembly's own rules (except 
Constitution); the object of the suspension must be specified 

 
 
© 1997 Beverly Kennedy  
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5.0 Introducing Parliamentary Procedures 
[by John R Prager] 

 
Parliamentary procedure is best described as a system of rules to keep order at large 
meetings by controlling who is speaking and how business is handled. Like the rules for a 
game or other activity, the rules of parliamentary procedure may seem confusing or 
arbitrary to the newcomer, but mastering them is essential to success at the activity. 
 
The rules of parliamentary procedure serve many purposes, but three of them have 
paramount importance: 
 
1. To keep order: Only one speaker is recognized at a time. That person is allowed to 

comment on the issue at hand, or to suggest the group take a specific course of 
action, without interference from any other person. The group will focus on one 
person's opinion at any given time.  

2. To make sense: Only one matter is being considered at a time; one motion is 
pending, in the jargon of parliamentary procedure. In fact, sometimes the debate 
will focus on very narrow side-issues -- but we will always return to the main idea in 
time.  

3. To preserve the members' rights: The group will operate under majority rule, but the 
minority is always assured a voice in the group's decisions. Sometimes a persuasive 
minority can become the majority, and get the group as a whole to endorse its 
viewpoints. 

 
Within the framework of parliamentary procedure, the fundamental way a rule is expressed 
is called a motion. Members of a group -- the U.S. House of Representatives, your high 
school's Student Council, or your city government -- will use motions to bring items under 
discussion, to evaluate them, and to enact some of them. Not every organization uses 
precisely the same rules; your high school student council and the U.S. Senate will differ in 
details. But probably over 95% of the rules will be in common for any group that uses 
parliamentary procedure. 
 
The usual reference book for parliamentary procedure, for many organizations, is called 
Robert's Rules of Order. This book was originally compiled by Major Henry M. Robert, and 
published shortly after the U.S. Civil War. Of course, the text has been substantially revised 
over the years. Once you have a grasp of the basics of parliamentary procedure, you will 
find it rewarding to examine a copy of Robert's Rules of Order. You will find that it lists over 
100 possible motions that an organization may use. Don't be alarmed by this. Only about 
two dozen motions are used commonly, and those are the ones we will concentrate on 
here. 
 
There are a number of versions of Robert's Rules of Order available online; you can find a 
searchable copy of the 1915 revision of the text here. 
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5.1 The Stacking Principle 

A key concept that you will want to master early on is the idea of stacking. As we 
mentioned earlier, one of the important justifications for using parliamentary procedure is to 
keep the group's attention focused. There can only be one thing considered at a time. So if 
a new issue arises out of what's being discussed, we look at the new issue first, and dispose 
of it, before going back to what was considered before. 

The latest thing to arise is the first thing disposed of; the earliest issue that's brought up 
becomes the final thing considered.  

A good analogy is to dinner plates, or to those plastic trays that you see in cafeterias. Each 
new issue is equivalent to putting another tray on the stack. As an issue is finished, it's 
removed from the stack. Or, for people with experience in computer programming, it’s a 
LIFO algorithm: "Last in, first out." 

We'll see how this principle works in next major section, when we learn about the two most 
commonly used motions: Main Motion and Amend. 
 
5.2 Precedence 

The second key concept we will be introducing here is that of precedence, or priority of 
motions. The first page of the supplementary material you should have downloaded lists the 
relative precedence of common motions. You will see that Main Motion has the lowest 
precedence, and the motion to Fix Time To Adjourn has the highest. As a general rule (with 
a few exceptions), a motion can be made only if it has higher precedence than whatever 
motion is currently before the group. So if a Main Motion has been introduced, another 
Main Motion cannot be considered. However, a motion to Suspend the Rules -- which has a 
higher priority -- would be allowed. 

Please note that this table of precedence is not an absolute authority. This particular table 
only includes the most frequently used motions, and if a member of your organization 
makes a less-common motion, it may not be immediately clear where that motion has 
precedence. Fortunately, most groups operating under parliamentary procedure often will 
have a parliamentarian -- an expert in procedure -- to advise the presiding officer, and he 
should have a copy of Robert's Rules of Order available to clarify those unusual 
circumstances. 

It's also important to remember that there will be exceptions to the strict order of 
precedence. For instance, the motion Amend has fairly low precedence. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to amend other motions when the arise, even if the precedence table might 
suggest otherwise; for example, the motion Recess allows the group to take a brief break, 
but the duration of the break could be amended from an initially-proposed five minutes to 
ten minutes. Just bear in mind that any table of precedence is a general guideline, but that 
special circumstances may mean it cannot be adhered to rigidly. 

Bringing material to the floor: Main Motion and Amend 
The first step in making something happen in an organization using parliamentary 
procedure is to gain the attention of the person who is running the meeting. Rise, or raise 
your hand, and be recognized by the presiding officer. She may be called the chairperson, 
or chair, or the president, or the speaker of the house. It doesn't matter — you need to get 
her attention first. When called upon, make your position. Say "I move..." and say what you 
want to do. 
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5.3 Main Motion 

Look at your copy of the detailed guide to parliamentary procedure. Look up the motion 
called "Main Motion." Take a few seconds to read what is there.  
 
New material can be brought before the assembly only through a main motion. A main 
motion can only be considered if nothing else is pending before the assembly. On the first 
page of your parliamentary procedure guide, you'll find a table of the precedence of 
motions -- the order of importance of the rules. "Main Motion" is at the very bottom, 
indicating that it has the lowest precedence of all. A main motion is always the bottom tray 
of a stack. 
 
Your organization may use a special term for its main motions. Especially in government 
affairs -- and especially if the text is printed and distributed to all members -- main motions 
may be called bills or resolutions. Usually, a bill is a document that would, if passed, act as a 
law: it directs someone under the organization's control to perform specific acts, such as 
collect taxes, spend money from a treasury, or make possession of alcohol illegal for persons 
under a certain age. In contrast, a resolution is a statement of the organization regulating 
itself, or of the organization taking a specific stance on an issue. The U.S. Congress would 
use resolutions to commemorate a specific date as National Dental Hygiene Day, or to 
initiate impeachment proceedings against a specific government official. It's also common 
for student organizations that are simulating government, such a student congress 
programs, to use the jargon of bills and resolutions. Just bear in mind that, regardless of the 
name, these are all main motions: when someone moves that we consider the bill from the 
Armed Forces Committee, they are using the Main Motion procedure to bring a new issue 
before the group. 
 
Consider this example. You're a member of your school's student government. At a regular 
meeting, when there is no other issue under discussion, you gain the recognition of the 
presiding officer. You rise and say, "I move that every teacher in the school gives me a 
dollar." 
 
Second needed. Once a new main motion is introduced, we need to make sure that there 
is some interest among the group to discuss the new topic. The method for doing that is to 
obtain a second. We wait for somebody else to call out, "Second!" or to say, "I second the 
motion." You don't have to be recognized to do this. This indicates that at least two people 
in the group are interested in looking at the motion. If nobody volunteers to second a 
motion immediately, the presiding officer should ask the group, "Does anyone wish to 
second the motion?" 
 
If nobody seconds the motion after a reasonable period, the group is not interested in 
discussing the matter. The proposed main motion is ignored; we say it is not entertained. For 
most organizations, a main motion that does not receive a second can't be brought up 
again until some other main motion has been considered -- but some organizations may 
require a day, or an even longer period, to pass before the same main motion can be 
proposed again. 
 
Opening debate. Once a main motion has been moved and seconded, the presiding 
officer will state the question: she will repeat the motion for the whole assembly, so that 
everyone will know what is being discussed. 
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The next step is to begin debate. Often, the person who made the main motion will be 
allowed to speak first, to give what is called an authorship speech on behalf of the motion. 
In our example (where you are the person asking that each teacher be required to give 
you a dollar), you would have a chance to explain why you think this would be a good 
idea. Most organizations have time limits on how long you can speak. 
 
After the author of a motion has spoken, the presiding officer will allow debate to begin on 
the motion. Usually, this consists of speeches alternating for and against the motion being 
considered. Again, most groups limit the amount of time one speaker may use. 
 
5.4 Amend 

Now look at the guidelines for the motion called Amend.   
 
The purpose of this motion is to alter the motion now pending.  You can: 
 
x strike something out;  

x add something;  

x strike something and add something in its place;  

x substitute whole paragraphs, or even the whole motion.  
 
For example: During the debate on the main motion you proposed (which would have 
every teacher in your school give you a dollar), another member of the Student 
Government rises and says, "I move to amend the motion by striking the word 'me' and 
substituting the words 'each member of the Student Government.'"  
 
Immediately, another student says "Second!" As with the main motion itself, we must check 
to see if other people are interested. 
 
Open debate. Once the amendment has been made and seconded, the focus of the 
discussion shifts. We no longer are looking at the original main motion; now we will be 
concentrating on the proposed change in the main motion. As always, the presiding officer 
would repeat the text of the amendment, so that everyone knows what's under discussion. 
If the rules of your group allow it, the person who moved the amendment would have the 
right to make an initial speech defending the proposed change. Then the presiding officer 
would again start debate, alternating between speakers opposed to the amendment and 
those in favor of it. The debate would then center on the wisdom of each teacher giving $1 
to one student -- you -- versus giving $1 to each member of the student government. To go 
back to our stacking analogy: we have just put another plastic tray on the stack.  
 
Amending amendments. Now suppose, as our example discussion proceeds, yet another 
student is recognized. She says, "I move to amend by striking the phrase 'a dollar' and 
substituting 'ten dollars.'" And of course, someone else cries out, "Second!" 
 
What would the presiding officer say to that? She would say the amendment is out of order: 
it's illegal, and cannot be entertained. Why? Because the pending question is now focused 
entirely on the first amendment -- one student versus many students. The new amendment 
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isn't relevant to that issue: in parliamentary jargon, it's not germane. Amendments must be 
able to apply to the issue immediately at hand. That issue -- the only issue -- is the number of 
students receiving the money. The amount of money is a separate issue, and can't be 
considered at this time. 
 
Voting. When debate is over, the chairperson puts the question to a vote. First, she restates 
what is being voted on; this is termed putting the question. Then she asks for a vote, by 
whatever means is common: voice vote, or show of hands, or standing. Ayes always come 
before nays. In our example, we will assume that a lot of the members of your Student 
Council prefer to get a share of the money, so almost everyone votes in favor of the 
amendment. The presiding officer will announce that the amendment passes.  
 
So what happens next? Well, voting always removes at least one plate from our 
metaphorical stack. The amendment has passed, so debate moves back to the main 
motion, as amended. The presiding officer will say something like, "Debate now moves to 
the amended main motion, which is that each teacher in this school should give each 
member of the Student Council one dollar. Do I hear any discussion?" And she waits for 
someone to seek to be recognized. 
 
It's now important to realize that the guy who wanted to change the amount of money 
from $1 to $10 could now stand again and reintroduce his amendment. The discussion is 
back on the main motion, so a new amendment can consider almost any conceivable 
change to it. Of course, if he introduced that amendment, then someone else could rise to 
amend the $10 figure to $20; this is called a second-degree amendment. For most 
organizations, that's as far as amendments can be stacked; it would not be legal for 
someone to try to change the $20 figure to some other sum. The reason for banning 
amendments of the third (and higher) degree is that the debate gets too complex. Instead, 
it's best to let the two pending amendments be voted on, and then, if needed, go back to 
the main motion and amend it with a new first-degree amendment.  
 
We'll wrap up our example by assuming the Student Council finally gets the main motion as 
perfect as they want it, and then they vote in favor of it. Now, whether the vote will have 
any practical effect is another question: it's probably the case that the school rules prevent 
the Student Council from picking the pockets of the faculty. Or maybe the principal gets to 
veto the motion.  
 
Organizations differ in how they handle amendments. Most organizations allow any number 
of amendments, at any time a main motion is on the floor. In contrast, the MIFA Student 
Congress limits the ability to use Amend: students are limited to two amendments, and they 
must be presented right after the bill is introduced. As always, you need to check the 
specific rules -- usually called by-laws -- for your organization, which will spell out exceptions 
to standard parliamentary procedure. 
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5.5 Withdraw or Modify a Main Motion 

The other way to change the material before the group is by the motion to withdraw or 
modify a motion. Only the person who originally made the main motion is allowed to make 
this one. 

Why would you use this? Perhaps it's suddenly become clear to you that you have made a 
horrible, awful mistake. You really didn't want to propose this measure, or there is an error in 
a printed proposal that you didn't catch during proofreading. 

Example: "Mr. Speaker, I move to modify my motion. When I wrote that we should 
'condemn' our teachers, I meant to type that we should 'commend' our teachers." 

Example: "Mr. Speaker, I wish to withdraw my motion. When I suggested that the principal of 
my school should be shot, I was speaking without forethought and due consideration." 

A few special notes apply to this motion. First, if you modify your motion, the individual who 
seconded it may withdraw his second -- and you'll need a new one. The newly modified 
motion is not the same thing that he seconded, and he may not endorse the idea. 

However, if you withdraw your motion, the person who seconded it can't object. After all, 
he -- or anyone else -- can just go ahead and make the same motion, if he really thinks it's a 
good idea. 

The vote for this motion is usually what is called general consent. The presiding officer asks if 
there are any objections, and waits a second or two. If nobody objects, the modification or 
withdrawal takes place, without an actual vote. 

Finally, the MIFA Student Congress does not allow this motion to be used, unless the people 
transcribing your bills have made an error. If you decide that you made a mistake in 
planning your legislation, your only option is to amend it. 
 
Voting 
This seems an appropriate time to take a short break from dealing with specific motions and 
discuss the principles of voting in parliamentary procedure. 
 
All the motions we have considered so far have been disposed of by majority vote. Majority 
means "more than half." If necessary, round up. If there are 101 people present, and all 
vote, a majority is 51 or more. If 60 people vote, then 31 would be a majority (30 wouldn't 
quite suffice -- that's just half of the voters, and we need more than half).  
 
If three people vote, what's a majority? That's right, two people. 
 
An important rule to remember is that abstentions do not count. Sometimes 
parliamentarians at the MIFA Congress do not remember this rule, and you may need to 
remind them. When someone abstains, they are not voting and are not counted, in most 
organizations.  You only weigh the "ayes" and the "nays." Exception: Elected officials to real 
government bodies, such as a state legislature or the U.S. Congress, have a legal obligation 
to vote -- that is, after all, their job. So the official record of proceedings in such bodies keep 
track of when members abstain from a roll-call vote. Nevertheless, such abstentions still will 
not alter whether a bill passes or fails on a majority vote. 
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General consent. As we have seen, sometimes it's possible to handle things without a vote, if 
it's a minor procedural matter. The presiding officer calls for general consent to the motion. 
Of course, if anybody objects, then the matter must be formally voted on by the group. 
 
Elections. Elections are tricky. Each organization has its own rules for handling them. In some 
cases, the person who gets the most votes -- a plurality -- wins, even if he or she does not 
get a majority. In some organizations, though, if nobody gets a majority the top vote-getters 
have a run-off, until a majority of the assembly finally endorses one candidate. 
 
Supermajority. A few motions require 2/3 vote -- that is, two-thirds of the people voting, 
rounded up, must agree for the motion to carry. A 2/3 vote is always required if somebody's 
rights may be infringed. Usually, this is the right to speak freely and fully, but other rights may 
be involved. If you want to end debate on a motion early, or if you want to do something 
not permitted by the rules of parliamentary procedure, of if you want to change a pre-set 
schedule, then somebody might be inconvenienced. You need more than a simple 
majority to override the rights of the minority: a 2/3 vote. 
 
For example, imagine there are 60 people voting. How many "yes" votes are needed to 
change a pre-set schedule? That's right, 40 votes. If there had been 61 people voting, then 
it would have required 41 "yes" votes instead. 
 
Oh, and bear in mind a little bit of jargon here: you should always refer to this as a "two-
thirds vote," not a "two-thirds majority." The latter phrase, which you will hear used often, is 
simply wrong. A "majority," as we have seen, is just over half, and is quite distinct from a two-
thirds requirement. 
 
The presiding officer and voting: The person standing at the front of the room guiding the 
assembly is considered the servant of the group, and temporarily gives up the rights of 
membership. For instance, she cannot engage in debate on a motion. And she cannot, in 
general, vote. The exception to this is if her vote would both create or break a tie, and 
would also change the result of the vote. 
 
Example: There are 100 people voting on a motion to adopt an official song for the 
organization. Fifty vote yes, and fifty vote no. As it stands, then, the motion would fail, 
because there is not a majority in favor of it. The presiding officer could vote "yes" in this 
instance: that would make the vote 51 yes, 50 no, and adopt the motion. However, the 
presiding officer would not be allowed to vote "no," because although that would break the 
tie, it would not make a difference to whether the motion passes. 
 
Another example: Suppose, with 99 people voting, the vote is 50 yes, 49 no. Can the 
presiding officer vote? Well, maybe. As it stands right now, the measure will pass. The 
presiding officer could vote "no," if she wants to; that would create a tie, and defeat the 
measure. She would not be permitted to vote "yes." 
 
As a servant to the will of the organization, the presiding officer is supposed to be above 
politics and deal-making. That's why she can vote in only very limited situations. To help 
preserve the appearance of being impartial, she will only vote when her single vote would 
be decisive.  
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5.6 Division of the Assembly 

This is the most important motion that relates to voting. It says, in effect, "I demand a 
recount," by a standing vote or a roll-call, on an issue that was just voted by a voice or a 
hand count.  
 
Division of the Assembly is unusual in that you do not have to be recognized by the 
presiding officer. If it seems to you that the voice vote just taken was too close to call, you 
can simply stand and call out "Division of the Assembly!" This motion doesn't require a 
second. Any member of the group has the right to require a full, formal count of the vote. 
 
Secret ballot. Another motion dealing with voting -- one that is used too rarely to merit 
inclusion in the handout materials -- is a Call for A Secret Ballot. This motion is rarely 
appropriate for a small group, unless plans have been made beforehand. How this is 
handled on the spur of the moment varies from one organization to another, but for most, a 
call for a secret ballot must be honored if one-fifth of the membership demands it. So, if 
there are 100 people voting, as long as 20 agree that a secret ballot is necessary, the group 
will have to use that process.  
 
Preserving rights: Motions that interrupt 
In this section, we will be looking at a number of motions that have the potential to 
sidetrack the orderly flow of business in the group. These motions are used in emergency 
situations, where you have to interrupt the person speaking and talk to the presiding officer. 
To use them, you rise and speak. The presiding officer will ask the person who has the floor to 
sit down for a moment, while she addresses your concerns. Then, once your matter is 
settled, the person who had the floor may resume speaking. 
 
If, in the opinion of the presiding officer, your issue is not of immediate, emergency concern, 
she may allow the speaker who has the floor to continue speaking until his allotted time has 
expired. Then, she will handle your issue before turning back to regular debate. 
 
These motions that interrupt fall into two classes, as you will see from the table of 
precedence of motions. One class of motions is called privileged motions, because those 
motions have very high priority in order to deal with special circumstances; the motion 
Question of Privilege is one of these. The other class, called incidental motions, refers to 
procedural issues in handling the group's business. It's an important contrast we should 
highlight: motions we have already discussed, such as the Main Motion and Amend, deal 
with the substance of what the group is doing, while the incidental motions we will be 
looking at shortly deal with how the group operates. 
 
All the motions we will be discussing in this section deal with rights of the members: the right 
to hear what's going on, to speak freely, and to accomplish their goals during parliamentary 
debate. Most of these motions are not debatable, not amendable, require no second, and 
have no vote. 
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5.7 Question of Privilege 

There are two different versions of a question of privilege -- the question of personal 
privilege, and the question of the assembly's privilege. When we're considering student 
organizations and legislative simulations, though, we almost always mean the latter. We will 
discuss the question of personal privilege at the end of this section, briefly, but bear in mind 
that the following discussion will deal with questions of the assembly's privilege. 
 
The Question of Privilege is used to indicate that something is interfering with the group's 
ability to focus on the meeting. You begin it by claiming attention from the presiding officer, 
even if someone else is speaking. You stand (or, in very small meetings, raise your hand), 
and say something like "Question of privilege!" or "I rise to a question of privilege."  
 
The presiding officer will stop the current speaker (and make sure to note how much 
speaking time he has remaining, for he will be able to continue his speech after your 
concern is settled). She then will ask you to state your concern, briefly. 
 
You would say something like, "There is too much noise coming from the spectators' gallery. 
Nobody in the back rows can hear the debate. Can we have quiet, please?" In response, 
the presiding officer would ask for silence from the gallery, or even order the gallery cleared 
of non-members. 
 
The common uses of a Question of Privilege would be to complain about the temperature 
in the room; to complain about noise; or to protect secrecy. A teachers' union meeting may 
be normally open to everybody, but when the topic turns to future contract negotiations, a 
member may raise a question of privilege to expel all non-members. 
 
In normal circumstances, the chairperson responds to a Question of Privilege by her own 
authority. However, it is possible that the organization might want a voice in the matter -- for 
example, some members of the group are being distracted by noise outside and want the 
windows to be closed, while other members find the auditorium too warm and want the 
windows to remain open. Under those unusual circumstances, it is legitimate for the 
presiding officer to open debate on the issue and resolve the matter by a majority vote. 
 
Questions of Personal Privilege. As stated above, questions of personal privilege are 
extremely uncommon for student groups. Such questions arise only when one person -- the 
person raising the issue -- is affected. Some reasons one might raise a Question of Personal 
Privilege are to ask to be excused from a duty because of a scheduling conflict or illness. 
The most important uses for this motion, however, deal with insulting or offensive language 
on the part of the speaker. The principle of comity, or good manners and decorum, should 
apply to any group's deliberations. If one member insults another during a speech, the 
offended party may raise a Question of Personal Privilege to demand that the speaker 
retract the remark. If the offending speaker will not apologize, the presiding officer (usually 
backed by a majority vote of the whole group) may strip the offending member of his right 
to hold the floor for a period of time. 
 
There is even a specific motion “Leave to Continue After An Indecorum”, that allows a 
member to regain his right to hold the floor after being offensive. That is one of the many, 
many minor motions which is so very rarely used that we don't really cover it in this overview. 
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Please note: raising a question of personal privilege in a student organization setting should 
be an extremely rare occurrence. The triggering offense should not be merely some remark 
you find repugnant, but instead it must be a personal attack on a member's character. I 
know there are some students who will be tempted to take offense at somebody's remarks, 
just to use this as a tool to get somebody's speaking privileges suspended. Please don't.  
 
5.8 Point of Information 

This is used when you need some information from the speaker who is talking. 

To raise a Point of Information, you address the presiding officer, asking "Will the speaker 
yield for a question?" Even though you are speaking to the chairperson, the current speaker 
himself will answer yes or no. If the speaker says "yes," you may ask one question. 

Why would the speaker say no? In many organizations, speaking time is limited. The time 
you take to ask the question and the time the speaker takes to respond comes out of his 
speaking time, so he may not have time left over to complete the point he wanted to 
make. Sometimes, speakers will begin their part of the debate by saying they will not 
respond to questions; if you try to raise a Point of Information, the chair will rule you out of 
order. 

There are other, sneakier reasons for raising a Point of Information. Perhaps you are an 
opposed to the speaker's views on the issue being debated; if so, you may wish to ask a 
question to expose errors of fact or reasoning in the speaker's remarks. On the other hand, if 
you are in accord with the speaker's views, you might want to add some new fact to 
strengthen his position -- and you do so in the form of a question that will give him 
ammunition for later in his speech. In this case, you might ask something like, "Isn't it a fact 
that the U.S. President himself opposes socialized medicine, not only for the effects you 
mentioned, but also for the effects on the economy?" in order to give even more force to 
the speaker's position. 

There are a couple of details that are often overlooked about this motion with student 
groups. First of all, the exchange between the questioner and the respondent is formally 
conducted through the presiding officer. Both should continue to stand and address the 
chairperson, rather than each other. That allows the whole assembly to hear both the 
question and the response most clearly. And, most importantly, if the speaker does yield for 
a question, then only one question may be asked. This does not open a dialogue or a 
period of cross-examination. If someone wishes to ask more than one question, he or she will 
have to seek permission from the speaker each time, for each question. 
 
5.9 Parliamentary Inquiry 

A Parliamentary Inquiry is the means by which you get advice on the rules of parliamentary 
procedure. Perhaps you need to find out if something is permitted under the rules of the 
organization, or you need guidance on how to accomplish something, or you don't 
understand what issues are before the group. So you stand and tell the presiding officer, "A 
point of parliamentary inquiry, Madame Secretary." When the presiding officer tells you to 
go ahead, explain your situation -- for example: "I'm not sure what issues are currently 
pending. I know we started with the bill on fishing rights, and the amendment, and then a 
second amendment, and then the motion to send it all to a committee -- but that motion 
was to send it to the Economic Resources Committee, and I want to change that to send it 
to the Agriculture and Forestry Committee. What do I need to do?" 
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Either the presiding officer, or the Parliamentarian, will reply, and tell you exactly what you 
need to do to accomplish your goals (in the example above, you would need to move to 
Amend the motion to Commit, to change the committee given charge of the task). Notice, 
though, that even once your question is answered, you still have the choice of taking the 
action or not. If you wanted to amend the motion to refer the matter to a committee, for 
instance, you would have to be recognized as part of the regular order of debate in order 
to make the amendment; you can't just tack on the amendment to the Parliamentary 
Inquiry. 

Even though you can interrupt the speaker, if the issue does not seem to be an urgent one, 
you may have to wait until the current speaker finishes before you get an answer. 

Note that the presiding officer and Parliamentarian are not perfect. They can give poor 
advice. For example, perhaps when you asked about amending the committee in the 
example above, you were told (incorrectly) that it could not be amended -- you would 
have to wait for the motion to commit to fail, and then you could raise a new motion to 
commit to your preferred committee. We will see how the next two motions to be discussed 
would become useful in that situation. 
 
5.10 Point of Order 

This is used to correct the presiding officer, to call attention to an error. For example, 
perhaps the group is debating a motion that was never seconded; or the amendment now 
being considered is not germane to the topic; or the chair is not alternating pro and con 
speeches; or the chair is only recognizing women, not men; or the chair has not been 
enforcing time limits for speeches, and the current speaker has been droning on for too 
long; or the chair hasn't been limiting the Point of Information to one question, and now two 
members are arguing back and forth.  

You need to point this out to both the presiding officer, and to the organization as a whole. 

Usually, you will just stand and shout "point of order!" to begin this process. As always, the 
presiding officer will stop the current speaker before asking you to explain your position. If 
the presiding officer agrees with you, she will say "Point well taken" and take action to fix the 
problem.  

If the chair doesn't agree, she will say, "Point not well taken." That means: "You're wrong; shut 
up." 

But -- what if the presiding officer is wrong in that decision? Let's use our example from 
before: you want to change the committee in the pending motion to commit. You were 
told it's not possible as part of a Parliamentary Inquiry. Later, you were recognized by the 
chair, and you moved to amend the motion to commit to make it the Agriculture 
Committee. The chairperson ruled that out of order. You then raise a point of order, saying 
that parliamentary procedure says the motion to commit is amendable with regard to the 
nature of the committee, its time to report, and other details. But again, the chairperson 
says you're wrong (and she's starting to get a little testy about it). 

That's why we need a motion to override a bad decision by the chair, and that's the next 
motion we'll be discussing. 
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5.11 Appeal 

This motion is used when you think that the presiding officer has ruled against you 
incorrectly. You're taking the case to a higher court -- to the membership itself. You begin 
this by saying "I appeal from the decision of the chair." 
 
Unlike most of the other motions that preserve rights, the appeal needs someone to second 
the motion. There has to be evidence that at least one other person thinks you're right. 
 
The appeal allows for a limited form of debate on the issue. You get to explain, first, why you 
think you are right. The presiding officer gets to explain, last, why she thinks she is right. And 
that's it: you and the presiding officer are the only ones who get to talk. 
 
The matter immediately goes to a vote, but the vote is a little quirky. The decision will be 
made by majority vote, but the question is always stated to favor the presiding officer: 
"Should the decision of the chair be sustained?" A yes vote favors the chairperson, a no 
vote favors the person making the appeal. If the vote is tied, it is assumed automatically 
that the chair would vote to break the tie by voting in her own favor, so a tie sustains the 
chair's decision. 
 
Regulating debate: Procedural stuff 
There are three important motions that deal with how debate itself is conducted. These are 
not emergency motions, so you may not interrupt the speaker; you have to wait to be 
recognized by the presiding officer. A second is required, and (because these motions can 
infringe on the rights of the group) the required vote is 2/3. 
 
5.12 Previous Question 

You use this when debate has gone on long enough, but nobody wants to stop talking. 
People are starting to repeat themselves. It's clear that everyone has made up his or her 
mind, and nobody will be convinced if debate goes on longer. 
 
Previous question ends debate. A 2/3 vote is required because it infringes on the right to 
speak freely. Note that the vote on previous question merely ends debate -- it doesn't pass 
the motion now under consideration. 
 
Previous question can be applied to any series of pending questions, as long as they are in 
consecutive order. To use our analogy from earlier in this document, you can take a lot of 
plates off the stack with the motion. For example, you can say, "I move previous question on 
the main motion, the amendment, and the amendment to the amendment." If previous 
questions passes, the group would end debate and vote immediately on the second-
degree amendment; then on the first-degree amendment; and then on the main motion. 
 
Previous Question is certainly the most-abused motion in any Student Congress setting. The 
normal way to end debate on an issue is for people to get tired of debating it. If the 
presiding officer can't find speakers on either side of an issue, then debate ends normally 
and the group proceeds to a vote. But in Student Congress, it almost always happens that 
debate is closed by Previous Question instead. And this is silly, because the group will spend 
more time voting on Previous Question than ever would be spent letting the debate 
proceed to the point where nobody wanted to speak. 
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It's also worth noting that Previous Question is not a privileged or incidental motion -- that is, 
it's not a high-priority, urgent motion. In particular, it doesn't allow interruption of a speaker 
who has the floor. The member moving Previous Question has to be recognized normally to 
speak by the presiding officer. Especially later in Student Congress simulations, it becomes 
common for members to shout out "Previous Question" when they're tired of debate. The 
presiding officer should ignore such cries (and, if she doesn't, you now know how to make a 
Point of Order to make her ignore them). In general, if people want to debate an issue, they 
should have the opportunity, even if some of their fellow members have already made up 
their minds. 
 
5.13 Limit or Extend Debate 

Most organizations set time limits. You may have only two minutes to speak in favor or 
against a motion during debate, or the group may have budgeted only forty minutes to 
deal with a particular matter. Suddenly, you realize that these time limits are not meeting 
the needs of the organization. The proper motion is to limit or extend debate. 

Examples: "I move we limit debate by reducing each speech to 15 seconds on this bill." Or, "I 
move we allow each speaker unlimited speaking time for the rest of the day." Or, "I move 
we add another hour to the time for discussing bill number 4." 

Because people's speaking plans may be affected by this motion, the vote is required to be 
2/3. 
 
5.14  Suspend the Rules 

This is how you do something illegal -- anything not otherwise covered by the rules. For 
instance, let's consider two amendments at the same time, or let's bring up a main motion 
that failed, or let's allow somebody who is not a member of our organization address the 
group. Suspend the Rules is an all-purpose wild card that allows the organization to modify 
its customary procedures on the fly, if doing so would make it easier to reach their goals. 

Of course, members expect that the rules of the organization will be followed. Since 
changing the rules may interfere with people's plans, a 2/3 vote, rather than a majority vote, 
is required. 

Some rules cannot be suspended. Anything dealing with voting rights cannot be suspended 
-- for instance, you cannot suspend the rules to make something that normally requires a 2/3 
vote instead require only a majority. But almost anything else is permitted. 

Avoiding action 
Sometimes, it's desirable that a main motion never reach a vote. I want to stress, though, 
that those times should be very rare. Especially in Student Congress simulations, the bills and 
resolutions you're considering are projects that took many people many hours to produce. If 
you kill one of these bills -- as opposed to voting it down -- then you will make enemies. And 
let's be clear here: the two motions we will be discussing are designed to kill legislation, not 
just set it aside for a while. 

Both of these motions to avoid action can be applied only to main motions. You cannot 
attach them to amendments. 
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5.15 Objection to Consideration of a Question 

You would use this when even debating a motion is a bad idea. For example, one member 
proposes, "I move we contribute $100 to the Friends of Hitler Society." And someone else 
cries out, "Second!" 
 
Well, once a main motion has been moved and seconded, the group is stuck with it. But in 
this case, you don't want it a matter of public record that your organization even debated 
such an awful, awful idea. The best response is to rise -- immediately -- and say, "I object to 
the consideration of the question." 
 
This motion is intended to be used against main motions that are offensive by their very 
nature. No second is needed, and you can interrupt the speaker. This motion is only in order 
before debate begins — after all, the purpose of the motion is to kill debate, as well as to kill 
the bill. Indeed, if you look at the table of the precedence of motions, you will see that 
objection to consideration is almost at the very bottom. Any other motion, even an 
amendment, would have priority over the objection. 
 
The voting on this is a little odd. Of course you realize that the vote required will be 2/3, 
because objecting to debate is a way to suppress free speech, and thus potentially hurts 
members' rights. The presiding officer will state the question in a way to favor free debate; 
she will say something like, "There has been an objection made to considering this question. 
Shall the motion (bill, resolution) be entertained by this assembly?" A yes vote favors 
considering the main motion; a no vote agrees that the main motion is offensive and should 
be discarded. The No votes must equal at least 2/3 of all votes cast for the main motion to 
be rejected without debate.  
 
5.16 Postpone Indefinitely 

This motion means: postpone forever. Use this motion when you can't see yourself voting for 
the main motion, but you can't easily vote against it, either. This is the most "political" of the 
motions we will discuss. 
 
Let's look at an example. One member proposes, "I move that everyone in the organization 
be required to contribute one thousand dollars to the local orphanage," and another 
member calls out, "Second!"  
 
Well, yes, it would be nice to give money to needy orphans, but when to give and how 
much to give -- that's better decided by individuals, not a group. You can't really afford 
$1000 right now. So you don't want to vote yes, and probably many of the people sitting 
next to you feel the same way. However, the group's vote -- and your individual vote -- will 
be a matter of record. Do you want the group to be mentioned in the newspaper as voting 
against helping poor orphans? No, so you're not comfortable voting "no," either. The solution 
is to postpone the question until the indefinite future.  
 
This motion does require a second, and it cannot interrupt the speaker, because it's not an 
emergency situation. You can make the motion any time, even after debate has begun. 
Since the effect of postponing indefinitely is the same as defeating the motion, the vote 
needed is just a majority. 
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Motions that delay action 
Sometimes it's not necessary to kill a main motion -- but you need a delay, either to consider 
more important matters first, or to wait for more information, or for some other requirement. 
The three motions that we'll discuss here all require a second and a majority vote, and none 
may interrupt the speaker. 
 
All of these motions have another thing in common -- they delay action on everything 
relating to the main motion, as well as the bill or resolution itself. If we have a bill pending, 
plus an amendment to that bill, plus an amendment to that amendment, plus a motion to 
limit debate on this bill and its amendments -- then all of these "plates" will be removed from 
the stack if the group votes to table the issue. It's an all-or-nothing arrangement. 
 
5.17 Commit/Refer to a Committee 

Occasionally the pending matter needs polishing by a small group, rather than by the 
whole assembly. The motion to commit refers the pending motion to a committee which will 
report back its recommendations later. The motion to commit can specify who will be on 
the committee, or how its members will be chosen, and when it will report -- and all of these 
details are subject to amendment. 
 
Committee of the Whole. Some large organizations (such as the U.S. House of 
Representatives, or the national conventions of political parties) make provision in their 
version of parliamentary procedure to refer matters to a Committee of the Whole -- that is, 
a "committee" composed of all the members of the assembly. The presiding officer will turn 
control of the group to a Chairman of the Committee of the Whole. Depending on the 
organization's rules, a committee of the whole will often have greater latitude to consider 
amendments or other alterations to the pending main motion. In other organizations, the 
committee of the whole may be forbidden to amend the main motion at all, but merely to 
recommend amendments to be made by the full organization. Generally speaking, the 
purpose of the motion to Refer to the Committee of the Whole is to be a little less formal in 
looking at the pending matter by streamlining the debate process and lowering the number 
of members needed to conduct business (the quorum requirement).  
 
Consider Informally. Smaller organizations sometimes allow for a Motion to Consider 
Informally. In practice, this functions much like the rules for referring to a Committee of the 
Whole: the entire group becomes a committee to debate the issue now before the 
organization. Depending on the bylaws for the organization, when a matter is being 
considered informally it may not be necessary for the presiding officer to turn control of the 
group to a temporary chairman. In the past, the MIFA Student Congress procedures have 
allowed for the use of Consider Informally when matters are discussed in small committees, 
but to my knowledge neither Consider Informally or Referral to a Committee of the Whole 
has ever actually been used. 
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5.18 Postpone to a Fixed Time 

Sometimes you need a delay in handling an issue. Perhaps you need time to get more 
information, or you have to consult with somebody who is not available now. Still, the issue is 
sufficiently important that you don't want to forget it. The motion to postpone to a fixed time 
says we will shelve this main motion until a specific, designated time in the future -- and then 
we will automatically take it up again. This motion can be amended with respect to the 
time and date to which the matter is postponed. 

As an example: "I move we postpone this bill until 7:00 pm tomorrow." 

This motion is sometimes called "postpone definitely." Because of this name, it's easy to 
confuse this motion with "postpone indefinitely." But the two motions are very different in 
purpose and function; you cannot "amend" one into the other.  
 
5.19 Table 

Sometimes you have a matter that is less important than other pressing business, so you 
want to set it aside temporarily. In fact, the other business is so important that you're not sure 
you'll ever get back to this main motion -- but you want to keep your options open. 

The relevant motion is Table. Tabling a matter sets it aside for the duration of the meeting. 
You can bring it back later, if there is no other main motion on the floor, if you want. But if 
you never get back to it, the motion dies when the meeting is adjourned. 

Motions that handle delayed action 
In the last section, we discussed a handful of motions that delay action. Here, we'll look 
briefly at a few motions that are used later, in response to those delayed actions. 
 
5.20 Take From the Table 

This is counterpart to Table: it brings a main motion (or bill, or resolution) back from storage. 
You can move to take something from the table only if there is no other motion pending -- 
in other words, if you could introduce a Main Motion, then you could also bring back a 
motion that was never finally disposed of by moving to take it from the table. A second is 
required, but once the motion has been seconded, the tabled main motion is essentially 
again before the group. It comes back in the form the group last saw it: if there were 
amendments or other motions pending, then they come back too. 
 
5.21 Discharge a Committee, Accept and/or Adopt a Committee Report 

These three motions -- none of them detailed in the handouts accompanying this 
document -- are used in handling matters that have been handed over by the Commit 
motion. Because Student Congress and other simulations so rarely involve referring matters 
to committees, our treatment here will be brief.  
 
The motion to Discharge a Committee tells a committee to stop working on whatever 
project it had been assigned; the issue it has been handling is killed. This motion can be 
used if it has become clear that a committee has stalemated over an issue. More often, in 
larger organizations, it's used when committees have reported back multiple times on an 
issue they are investigating, and the organization feels that no further work on the matter is 
needed. 
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The motion to Accept a Committee Report is a formal acknowledgement by the whole 
organization that a committee has done its work. The report of the committee will indicate 
what action -- if any -- the committee believes should be taken with regard to a particular 
matter. Some committees may end up issuing multiple reports until they are discharged. In 
small organizations, a committee for a specific purpose is often considered discharged 
when it issues its report. When an organization votes (usually by general consent) to Accept 
a Committee Report, it's not taking any action on the matter in question. It is just recognizing 
the guidance of the committee. 
 
The motion to Adopt a Committee Report, however, goes beyond that: it says the 
organization will endorse and accept the guidance on the committee that was discussing 
the issue. As you would imagine, then, the motion to Adopt a Report functions almost 
exactly as a Main Motion. It can be introduced only when no other business is before the 
group, and requires a second. It's possible that, with amendments and other modifications, 
the group will end up passing something that looks very different from what the committee 
recommended. That's okay: it still all begins with a motion to adopt the report. 
 
5.22 Call for the Orders of the Day 

It may happen that the group is too busy with its current discussion to notice that it has 
strayed from its schedule. Perhaps the published agenda said you would take up a special 
issue ten minutes ago, or perhaps a bill was postponed until now. When you "call for the 
orders of the day," you demand that the meeting return to its pre-set schedule. 
 
There's no debate on this issue, but the voting is a little peculiar. Since people's expectations 
of following a fixed agenda are at stake, we can tell that a 2/3 vote will be needed. The 
chair announces: "Shall we return to our normal schedule?" If 2/3 of the group votes "No," 
the group continues with its current subject. If less than 2/3 votes "no," though, the pending 
question is automatically tabled -- it may not be put to a vote -- and you take up the 
planned schedule.  
 
5.23 Reconsider  (to change your mind) 

On occasion, every group passes legislation that is imprudent or unwise. Then again, 
sometimes they defeat bills that were good ideas -- and, once defeated, a bill cannot be 
reintroduced as a main motion. Sometimes you want to make a political deal to get 
support for your pet project -- you would support a friend's bill if he would support yours -- 
but that would involve a second look at something which has already been voted on. 
 
The relevant motion is called Reconsider. This motion is somewhat complicated, but those 
complications deal mostly with when it can be proposed. There are four rules regarding 
when you can reconsider a main motion: 
 
x You cannot reconsider when something else is pending. Because reconsider brings a 

main motion back to the floor -- and because we know that main motions must 
always be the "bottom tray" of the stack -- you must have nothing pending.  
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x You cannot reconsider an action that has been partly or fully carried out. For 
instance, if a resolution directs the chairperson to write a letter to the president of the 
United States, and that letter has already been written and mailed, the resolution 
cannot be reconsidered. There is another motion, called Rescind, that can handle 
partly-completed actions, but that motion is very rarely used.  

x An attempt at reconsideration that fails cannot be tried again, ever. But any number 
of successful reconsiderations can take place. Perhaps, in a Student Congress 
simulation, the main motion on criminal justice originally passed. Then it is 
reconsidered, and (since reconsideration works) the bill fails. Then it is successfully 
reconsidered again, and the bill passes again. Then somebody tries to reconsider a 
third time, but that fails -- the bill on criminal justice remains passed, and nobody can 
try to reconsider it again. 

The U.S. Congress - the real one - votes to reconsider every bill, immediately after 
that bill is voted on. And, of course, the vote is always against reconsideration, by 
the same numbers that voted to pass or fail the original bill. But that prevents any 
future reconsideration of the bill.  

x This is the tricky rule. To move to reconsider a main motion, you must have voted with 
the winning side on the main motion. If the bill passed, you must have voted "yes." If 
the bill originally failed, you must have voted "no." Reconsideration, after all, is 
supposed to be used when somebody changes his or her mind. Requiring that the 
person who proposes reconsideration be a member of the prevailing side is the way 
we meet this requirement. Note that the person who provides the "second" need not 
have voted with the winning side on the main motion. 

 
Let's look at how Reconsider works in practice. We will assume that you want to reconsider 
Bill #3, which failed when it was debated earlier today. If there is no item pending, you can 
rise and say, "I move reconsideration of Bill #3. I voted against the bill." The chairperson 
would ask you on which side you voted, if you had not already told her; if you had voted in 
favor of the bill, she would have ruled the motion to Reconsider out of order. She then asks if 
there is a second to the motion to Reconsider. If someone seconds, then Bill #3 is once 
again before the group, to be debated and voted on once more. 
 
There is an alternative method of handling Reconsider that can be used. To begin it, you 
can be recognized by the chairperson even when another issue is pending. You would 
stand and announce, "I move reconsideration of Bill #3, to be called up later. I voted 
against the bill." Again, the chairperson would seek a second for Reconsideration. But then 
the issue would be set aside while debate continues on current business. The purpose here is 
to establish a record in the minutes that Reconsideration is available. At any later time when 
no business is pending, any member -- you, or someone else -- could then be recognized 
and say "I call up the Reconsideration of Bill #3." That will bring the bill back before the 
group for debate and vote. 
 
Time Management 
There are two commonly used motions that set the schedule for meetings. Both have very 
high priority on the precedence table, which means they are in order when other material is 
on the floor. 
 
  



 

Introducing Parliamentary Procedures Page 42 

5.24 Recess 

Recess says: Let's take a break -- five minutes, to an hour or so. When we reconvene, we will 
take up our business right where we left off. The usual vote for this is general consent; only 
rarely will the chairperson put it to a majority vote. The chair may also call a recess on her 
own initiative. 
 
5.25 Adjourn 

Adjourn says: Let's end the meeting, or end this series of meetings. If there is another 
meeting of this organization scheduled, then any business left unfinished will be taken up 
when that meeting convenes. If there is no other meeting scheduled, then any unfinished 
business is dropped. 
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