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Worksheet 10.2—Parliamentary role play
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A typical day’s debating in the House of Representative

This worksheet provides instructions for conducting a simplified role play to demonstrate some of the key processes for introducing or changing Australia’s laws. The instructions in this worksheet will take up an entire lesson. 

Step 1

Carefully read the steps outlined in Source 10.15 on page 291 to ensure that you are familiar with the processes involved in creating an Australian law. It would also be helpful to refer again to the pages listed in Oxford Big Ideas Humanities 1 to remind you of the roles of political players and government bodies.

Step 2

Your teacher will assign the following roles: Prime Minister, Leader of the Opposition, Speaker of the House of Representatives (who controls debate in the House of Representatives), President of the Senate (who controls debate in the Senate), Governor-General and two ministers, one of whom is responsible for first presenting this proposal. The rest of the class will be divided evenly between Senators and members of the House of Representatives. If possible, rearrange your class seats so that those in the House of Representative face those in the Senate. The Speaker and President sit at the front of their respective groups (at the front of the class) and, for the moment, the Governor-General is off to the side.

Step 3

The teacher will previously have decided with the class on a matter to be meaningfully debated as a proposed new (or changed) school law. The proposal will be written down. (In real life, and hereafter, such a proposal would be called a bill.) All students would have given the bill some thought before the debate commences.

Step 4

The role play commences with the First Reading in the House of Representatives (Cabinet referral of the bill is assumed). The responsible minister will stand up and advise the House of Representatives what the bill proposes. (For the moment, those in the Senate can simply observe proceedings.)

Step 5

Debate this proposal for 5 minutes in the House of Representatives. The Speaker will keep order, ensuring that no-one is noisy or speaks out of turn. The orders of the Speaker must be obeyed (even the Prime Minister must obey). The House of Representatives will vote (show of hands, for convenience) on any proposed adjustments to the proposal; the majority decision will be final.

Step 6

The Committee review process will be assumed. The bill (adjusted if necessary following debate in the House of Representatives) is now referred to the Senate. (This time, those in the House of Representatives can simply observe proceedings.) For 5 minutes, the matter will be debated in the Senate. The President will keep order. The orders of the President must be obeyed. The Senate will vote (show of hands, for convenience) on any proposed adjustments to the bill: it may reject it outright, accept it with changes, or approve it. The majority decision will be final.

Step 7

The proposal as approved, modified or rejected by the Senate is referred back to the House of Representatives. (Again, member of the Senate simply observe proceedings.) For 5 minutes, the bill as considered by the Senate is again debated, with the Speaker again keeping order. 
•
If the Senate has rejected the proposal outright, that is the end of the matter, for a bill must have the approval of both houses of parliament to become law. Should that be the case, the role play is concluded. There might then be a class debate to discuss the reasons for rejection; there has to be a good reason. (For example, some students may say that the ruling party of the day (e.g. Labor Party) did not have a majority in the Senate, and that the policy in the bill was disagreed with politically.)

•
If the Senate has approved or modified the proposal, after discussion, the House of Representatives has another vote. If passed by the majority, the bill is then referred to a meeting of the Executive.

Step 8

The responsible minister and one other minister join with the Governor-General (at the front of the class) at a meeting of the Executive. The responsible minister tells the Governor-General what the bill is about and that is has been properly debated and agreed to by both houses of parliament. He gives the Governor-General the piece of paper outlining the proposal (the bill), most likely modified from what it was when it started. When the Governor-General signs it, it becomes law.

After the simplified role play (which provides some insights into how laws are made in Australia), the class may wish to have an open discussion about how democratic they think this process is, and what it reveals about the values of Australia’s political and lawmaking processes.
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