Using Robert’s Rules of Order in College Senate at
Penn Highlands

A practical guide for members, officers, and guests

Purpose

Robert’s Rules of Order provides a consistent framework for conducting meetings fairly,
efficiently, and transparently. At Pennsylvania Highlands Community College, the College
Senate Chair uses Robert’s Rules “as prudent” to lead meetings effectively. This means the
rules serve as a practical guide when structure is needed rather than as a reason to make
routine business unnecessarily formal.

How the College Senate Bylaws Shape the Process

¢ Consensus comes first. The Senate makes every effort to reach consensus before
the Chair calls for a vote. However, most things do not require a vote.

e A quorum isrequired for voting. More than 50% of voting members must be
present. Senate attendance is mandatory, so there should always be a quorum.

e Asimple majority normally decides a motion. More “aye” votes than “nay” votes
carry an ordinary motion, unless you are changing the bylaws. Usually only the
minutes from the previous meeting are voted on. Policy discussion is only used to
gather feedback.

o Voting membership is defined by the bylaws. Four representatives from each of
the Student, Faculty, Administrative, and Staff Senates serve as voting members. Ex-
officio members and standing committee chairs are non-voting.

e Meetings are open. Employees and enrolled students may attend and participate in
discussion, but only official voting members may vote.

Typical Meeting Flow

1. Callto order and roll call. The Chair opens the meeting, and attendance is
recorded so the presence of a quorum can be confirmed. The chair asks if for the
members of each senate to say they are present, and the secretary notes them as
present or absent.

2. Approval of previous minutes. Members may propose corrections. The minutes
are then approved as corrected or presented. The minutes are voted on by the chair
asking for everyone in favor of the minutes to vote “aye”, anyone opposed to them
voting “nay”, or asking if there are any abstentions, which means the person decides



not to vote. Votes don’t usually need to be counted because it will be clear whether
the aye or nay votes are in the majority.

Discussion items. Discussion items are usually when a member wishes to talk
about some problem or issue. For example, perhaps some would like to discuss
how Al is affecting college operations in some way.

Old business. The Senate returns to matters previously introduced last month. This
will usually be policies that were sent to the senates for feedback before coming
back to College Senate for final discussion.

New business. New proposals, policies, or other matters are introduced. There is
usually little discussion at this point.

Senate and committee reports. Representatives provide updates and answer
questions.

Announcements and adjournment. This time allows senate members or guests to
make announcements about anything they would like the membership to know. For
example, someone might announce an upcoming college event, like the holiday
party. After all business is complete, the chair will announce the end of the meeting
and note the time.

How a Motion Is Handled

1.

Obtain a motion. The chair will often need to ask for someone to make a motion by
saying something like “Will someone make a motion to accept the minutes as
submitted?”

Make the motion. The member states a clear proposal: “I move that the College
Senate adopt the previous month's minutes as submitted.” Or they may only say “I’ll
move”.

Receive a second. Another voting member says, “Second.” A second indicates that
at least one other member believes the proposal should be considered; it does not
necessarily indicate support.

State the motion. The Chair repeats the motion so everyone understands the exact
question before the body.

Discuss the motion. The Chair recognizes speakers and keeps discussion focused
on the pending motion. (This isn’t necessary for something like minutes.)

Amend if needed. A member may move to add, remove, or replace wording. The
amendment is seconded, discussed, and decided before returning to the main
motion. Amended motions are very rare.

Vote. The Chair will then restate the motion and conduct a vote, something like
“Everyone in favor of accepting the minutes as submitted, say “aye” once people
have had their say, the Chair will say “everyone opposed, say “nay”, and once



everyone has had a chance to respond, the chair will say something “are there any
abstentions?” Usually, it will be clear if there are more aye or nay votes by the
number of voices for each. This is called a “voice vote”. If it’s not clear, then votes
can be counted one by one.

8. Announce the result. The Chair states whether the motion passed or failed, and the
secretary notes this down.

Discussion and Participation

e Members and guests should wait for recognition from the Chair before speaking.

¢ Remarks should remain relevant to the matter under consideration.

e The Chair should provide a reasonable opportunity for differing views to be heard
and may alternate between speakers supporting and opposing a proposal.

e Questions seeking information are welcome, but extended discussion should not
prevent the Senate from completing its agenda.

o If debate becomes repetitive, the Chair may ask whether the body is ready to vote.

Roles of College Senate Officers

e Chair: Prepares and follows the agenda, recognizes speakers, states motions,
facilitates discussion, rules on procedural questions, conducts votes, and
announces results.

¢ Vice Chair: Assists the Chair and performs the Chair’s duties when the Chair is
absent.

e Secretary: Records attendance, motions, amendments, vote results, and other
official actions; distributes minutes for review and posts approved minutes to the
College intranet.

¢ Voting members: Represent their constituent Senates, participate in discussion,
make and second motions, propose amendments, and vote.

e Guests and non-voting members: Contribute information and perspectives when
recognized but do not vote.

Key Takeaway

At Penn Highlands, Robert’s Rules is a flexible tool that supports—not replaces—collegial
discussion and consensus. Its most important functions are to make the question clear,
give participants a fair opportunity to speak, confirm who may vote, document decisions,
and help the Chair move the meeting through its agenda. Copies of the current edition of



Robert’s Rules of Order are available in the Library if the chair has more technical
questions about Robert’s Rules of Order.
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