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Finding, Tracking, 
Advocating 

Keeping Up with Legislation 
and Legislators 

WVLA Spring Fling    April 2, 2014 
 

Timothy A. Balch,  Marshall University Libraries 



Why Bother? 

“...our democracy depends on us for more than simply casting our 
votes. Our representatives also need to hear directly 
from us, either through letters or in person… On any 
given issue that comes up on Capitol Hill, you can bet they’ll be 
hearing from lobbyists, interest groups…. But in order for our 
representatives to do their jobs well, they also need 
to understand their constituents….” 

 
Lee Hamilton, Congressman, 1965 - 1999 

 

http://72.32.58.69/radio_commentaries/cornerstones_of_active_citizenship.php  



Online Sources for Political News 
 CQ Roll Call   http://www.rollcall.com/ 

Detailed reporting of all the doings on the Hill. Covers numerous policy 
areas, influential staffers, lobbying, etc. Good reference material on 
member seniority, fundraising, and media appearances. Individuals can 
register to set up email alerts. 

 CQ Weekly   http://library.cqpress.com/cqweekly/  
Weekly news and analysis of people and events in Congress. Tables track 
key votes, presidential support votes, party unity, status of appropriations 
bills, etc. 

 National Journal   http://www.nationaljournal.com 
Good news coverage of Congress, US politics, some key sectors like 
Defense, Energy, and Health Care. Also hosts the subscription-only 
Almanac of American Politics, a useful source for all kinds of info on 
members and staffers. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
News sites that cover Congress are often the best place to follow the action, since they provide analysis and context for the often arcane legislative actions. They can be the only way to cover the background action, the hearings and horse trading that happens out of the public view.

http://www.rollcall.com/
http://library.cqpress.com/cqweekly/
http://www.nationaljournal.com/


Online Sources cont. 
 Politico http://www.politico.com/  

Good source for news on Congress and Capitol Hill 

 New York Times, Washington Post, and other news sites often 
have good political coverage. 

 Any number of political or issue sites, such as: 
 Real Clear Politics   http://www.realclearpolitics.com/ 
 Daily Kos  http://www.dailykos.com/ 
 Huffington Post  http://www.huffingtonpost.com/politics/ 
 Townhall   http://townhall.com/ 
 Conservative Voice  http://townhall.com/conservativevoice.aspx 
 Jezebel  http://jezebel.com/ 
 TbinkProgress   http://thinkprogress.org/ 
 AlterNet   http://alternet.org/ 
 RH Reality Check    http://rhrealitycheck.org/ 

http://www.politico.com/
http://www.realclearpolitics.com/
http://www.dailykos.com/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/politics/
http://townhall.com/
http://townhall.com/conservativevoice.aspx
http://jezebel.com/
http://thinkprogress.org/
http://alternet.org/
http://rhrealitycheck.org/


Other Sources 
 E- mail alerts 

 ALA Washington Office   

http://www.ala.org/offices/wo/ 
http://capwiz.com/ala/wv/home/ 

 WVLA Listserv:   WVLA-LIST@listserv.wvu.edu 

 Many advocacy groups will send you alerts 

 Twitter  
 ALA Washington Office https://twitter.com/ala_wo_leginfo 

 Facebook  groups www.facebook.com 

http://www.ala.org/offices/wo/
http://capwiz.com/ala/wv/home/
mailto:WVLA-LIST@listserv.wvu.edu
https://twitter.com/ala_wo_leginfo
http://www.facebook.com/


Finding Federal Legislation    

 http://beta.congress.gov/ 
Replacement for THOMAS legislative system. Contains all legislation from 
1973-present; the Congressional Record and committee reports from 1995-
present. Can search or browse for legislation by category, member, or 
committee. No tracking options. 
Note: THOMAS is still available until end of 2014 at http://thomas.loc.gov/home/thomas.php  

 https://www.govtrack.us/ 
Contains all legislation from 1973-present, some limited info on bills from 
earlier periods, roll call votes from 1789-present, and much more. Best 
source for tracking bills, members, and committees. Also tracks some state 
legislation. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some things haven’t migrated off THOMAS yet (e.g. the status of appropriations bills table, presidential nominations and treaties, and video of some committee proceedings) but these are supposed to be on congress.gov eventually.  Note that both the Senate and the House  continue to pull all their legislative info from, and point their links to, THOMAS, rather than congress.gov.  

http://beta.congress.gov/
http://thomas.loc.gov/home/thomas.php
https://www.govtrack.us/
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Can limit a search to legislation/Congressional Record/committee reports, and filter by bill type, status, subject, chamber, committee, sponsor/cosponsor, party.Demonstrate:  Search amash, filter by Bill Type: Amendments. Click on title to show the record. Then click Text and show how it identifies where in CR the text is (find “h5023” on page)

http://beta.congress.gov/
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Demonstrate Govtrack and how to track bills, committees, members, or issue areas. Browse Bills, then by subject, then Govt operations and politics (show that you can narrow topic), sort by last major action (on bottom left), click on S. 1947 Government Publishing Office Act of 2014. Track this bill and show guided tool to call your rep about legislation. Show how to browse for members or committees.

https://www.govtrack.us/


Finding Legislation cont. 

 http://www.opencongress.org/ 
Data from 109th Congress (2005)-present. Track bills, members, and 
committees; compare members voting records; get permalinks to 
individual lines of bill text; create tracking widgets. Includes an 
interactive message builder for contacting all 3 reps at once.  

 http://scout.sunlightfoundation.com/ 
Uses open data to create email or SMS alerts for bills in Congress, 
court opinions, federal regulations, state bills, GAO reports, and 
speeches in Congress. Can also add RSS feeds from any source to 
customize alerts. 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Both of these are projects of the Sunlight Foundation, “a nonpartisan nonprofit founded in 2006 that uses the power of the Internet to catalyze greater government openness and transparency. We do so by creating tools, open data, policy recommendations, journalism and grant opportunities to dramatically expand access to vital government information to create accountability of our public officials. Our vision is to use technology to enable more complete, equitable and effective democratic participation.”  (https://sunlightfoundation.com/about/)

http://www.opencongress.org/
http://scout.sunlightfoundation.com/
http://scout.sunlightfoundation.com/
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Demonstrate:   OpenCongress message builder and bill text permalinking.  Search “unemployment extension”, click on HR 3979.  Note the options on the right side to Support/Oppose/Track the bill, as well as social media sharing. Click on bill text to show permalinking. Also, show bill widget.

http://www.opencongress.org/
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Demonstrate:  Scout alerts. Click Advanced search, and search “broadband”. Filter to Bills in Congress. Create an alert. Go to Govtrack for “broadband” subject. Click Track, then on the tracking page, get RSS feed. Show how to add a feed to create a custom collection alert called “broadband”. Click on collection to show combined feed.

https://scout.sunlightfoundation.com/
https://scout.sunlightfoundation.com/


Finding Legislation cont. 

 https://www.popvox.com/      
Not a discussion forum but rather a place for action. Makes it easy to 
contact Members of Congress. Open API and several interesting 
widgets for visualizing and mobilizing support/opposition to bills. 

 
 

 http://politics.nytimes.com/congress 
Covers major bills, votes, and nominations. Provides recent actions 
and links to full text of bills. Can browse by subject category and get 
feeds for all their trackers. 

 

https://www.popvox.com/
http://politics.nytimes.com/congress
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Demonstrate: (may be slow to load, so keep talking). Search libraries; best to have a bill in mind since search isn’t very powerful. Can also click on Bills to see highlights or what’s trending, or browse by subject and see what advocacy groups are doing. They’ve included many orgs that haven’t yet registered themselves, like ALA and ACRL.ALA sent an email alert about supporting S-1599 on ending mass surveillance. So, search it, then click ‘View report & comments.’ Go ‘Back to Bill’ and show how to contact members to support/oppose legislation. Show widget options (on bill page under Add Popvox to your site): write congress, comment stream, opinion map

https://www.popvox.com/
https://www.popvox.com/
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
NYT is good if you just want to filter for major bills and links to related Times reporting. Has nice graphics showing vote distribution by party and geographically.

http://politics.nytimes.com/congress


Following Committees 
 Govtrack and OpenCongress good for tracking committee bills and 

activity 

 Senate: https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/committees/ d_ 
three_sections_with_teasers/committees_home.htm 

 House: http://www.house.gov/committees/ 
 

 No standard format for Committee sites; some have lots of useful info—
reports, press releases, hearing video and transcripts, etc.—but many do 
not. 

 Many committees have subcommittees with their own websites (the link 
for the minority party is sometimes buried in the footer). 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Most of the legislative action is in the committees.  There are useful links for committees on congress.gov, but no info on subcommittees. Demonstrate:  House judiciary site: http://judiciary.house.gov/.   Show kinds of things you can find on the site: hearings (show a hearing), markups, press releases, live video.  Note that minority site link is buried in the footer.

https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/committees/d_three_sections_with_teasers/committees_home.htm
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/committees/d_three_sections_with_teasers/committees_home.htm
http://www.house.gov/committees/


Votes 
 Roll call votes (also linked from Congress.gov): 

 House (1990-present): http://clerk.house.gov/legislative/legvotes.aspx 

 Senate (1989-present): 
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/a_three_sections_with_
teasers/votes.htm 

 Senate cloture votes (1917-present): 
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/reference/cloture_motions/clotur
eCounts.htm 

 Govtrack has roll call votes back to 1789 

 NYT Inside Congress has nice graphic view of votes   
 https://politics.nytimes.com/congress/votes 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
NYT Inside Congress has a nice map visualization of votes, but the data can’t be downloaded.  Use previous votes to predict how your legislator will vote on the particular bill you are interested in now.

http://clerk.house.gov/legislative/legvotes.aspx
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/a_three_sections_with_teasers/votes.htm
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/a_three_sections_with_teasers/votes.htm
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/a_three_sections_with_teasers/votes.htm
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/reference/cloture_motions/clotureCounts.htm
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/reference/cloture_motions/clotureCounts.htm
https://politics.nytimes.com/congress/votes


Calendars and Schedules 
 U.S House  

 floor schedule: http://majorityleader.gov/Floor/ 
 committee hearings schedule:  http://docs.house.gov/committee/ 
 today's calendar  and history of legislation: 

http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/getTodaysHouseCalendar.action 
 U.S. Senate 

 floor schedule: 
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/d_three_sections_with_t
easers/calendars.htm 

 committee hearings schedule: 
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/committees/b_three_sections_with
_teasers/committee_hearings.htm 

 today's Legislative Calendar: 
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/getTodaysSenateCalendar.action 

 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
"Senate and House calendars consist of lists of measures that are eligible for floor consideration. Congressional schedules indicate what the House and Senate intend to discuss or bring to the floor on a particular day." (https://www.senate.gov/reference/Index/Calendars_schedules.htm)Schedules for bills to be considered change frequently, sometimes daily, depending on what House and Senate leaders decide is best strategically and tactically. A good deal of congressional leaders’ power consists in controlling when and how bills/amendments come up for a vote.The House Legislative Calendar shows when bills were sent to the floor for consideration. They’re placed on the calendar in the order they’re reported, not necessarily the order they’ll be considered (if they are at all).

http://majorityleader.gov/Floor/
http://docs.house.gov/committee/
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/getTodaysHouseCalendar.action
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/d_three_sections_with_teasers/calendars.htm
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/d_three_sections_with_teasers/calendars.htm
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/committees/b_three_sections_with_teasers/committee_hearings.htm
https://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/committees/b_three_sections_with_teasers/committee_hearings.htm
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/getTodaysSenateCalendar.action


Finding WV Legislation 

West Virginia Legislature 
http://www.legis.state.wv.us/index.cfm 
 
http://www.legis.state.wv.us/Bill_Status/bill_status.cfm 

Bill status for the West Virginia Legislature back to 1993 

http://www.legis.state.wv.us/billstatus_personalized/PBT
/persbills_login.cfm 

Create an account and then follow bills of interest. Multiple lists can be 
set up and named.  

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Use National Conference of State Legislatures web site (http://www.ncsl.org/aboutus/ncslservice/state-legislative-websites-directory.aspx) for links to other state legislative sites. 

http://www.legis.state.wv.us/Bill_Status/bill_status.cfmNot
http://www.legis.state.wv.us/Bill_Status/bill_status.cfmNot
http://www.legis.state.wv.us/Bill_Status/bill_status.cfmNot
http://www.legis.state.wv.us/Bill_Status/bill_status.cfmNot
http://www.legis.state.wv.us/billstatus_personalized/PBT/persbills_login.cfm
http://www.legis.state.wv.us/billstatus_personalized/PBT/persbills_login.cfm


Free Apps 

Examples: 
Congress and Open States (both from The 

Sunlight Foundation) 

 TrackBill  
 Pocket Congress 
WV Bills - WV Legislature Live Updates  

 
Available through the AppStore, GooglePlay, and 
various web sites. 



Now What? – Advocacy! 

 Be prepared before you contact your legislator 
 If your organization has a position, know what it is. 
 If this is on your own, do some research. 
 Know what your legislator’s position is on the issue  and why 

(previous votes, political party, pressure from constituents/ 
influential groups).  

 Know the arguments of the opposing side and be prepared to 
counter them. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There are lots of sites with advocacy advice; just do a web search on that phrase.  One site I used heavily is http://www.policylink.org/.



Advocacy cont. 

 Decide how you want to contact your legislator 
 E-mail – personal or through a website 
 Written letter or fax 
 Telephone 
 Personal visit – district office, DC office, local town-hall event 

 Decide when to contact your legislator 
 During the committee hearings 
 Just before a floor vote 



Written communication 
 Be clear and concise 

 Address only one issue  
 Specify the bill number 
 Be explicit about what you want the legislator to do 

 State your position (for or against) and make two or three of 
your strongest arguments. 
 Tell how the issue affects you, your family, and your community. 

 Identify yourself and your constituency. 
 Ask for a reply. 
 Avoid form letters/emails  – rewrite them as personal 

communications. 
 Be aware that written letters to the DC office may be delayed 

for security checks. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Personalized communications, with your own words and examples, are always more effective than form/mass communications.Legislators aren’t concerned about the opinions of those who can’t vote for them, so make sure you write only to your own legislators and that you identify yourself as a constituent (i.e. voter).



Telephone 
 Same general rules as for written communications 

 Can be especially effective right before a vote 
 Call congressional offices directly or through the switchboard.  

 Or, call the district office (especially on Fridays or during recesses) 
 Ask to speak to the aide who handles the issue you  are 

interested in. 
 Don’t expect to talk to the legislator. 
 If the aide is not available, leave a brief message. 

 Let them know you are a constituent. 
 If the legislator supports your position, express your appreciation 

and thanks. 
 Be brief! 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Personalized communications, with your own words and examples, are always more effective than form/mass communications.Legislators aren’t concerned about the opinions of those who can’t vote for them, so make sure you write only to your own legislators and that you identify yourself as a constituent (i.e. voter).



Personal Meetings 
 Very often the most effective lobbying effort. 
 Make arrangements at least 3 weeks ahead for office visits. 

 Be aware that you will probably meet with an aide 
 Provide: 

 your name/address  
who will be attending  
when and where you want to meet (give alternatives) 
 how much time you need (not over 30 minutes)  
 the issue you want to discuss. 

 Contact the scheduler a few days later to confirm details 
 Follow-up after the meeting – thanks to legislator and staff 

involved, and provide additional info that was asked for. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Organize a small, diverse group of participants, perhaps three to five people. Make sure at least some of them reside in the legislator’s district.Select your best spokespersons and message. Choose someone who will appeal to the legislators you are trying to persuade. Agree on your talking points; present a united front.One good source is at https://www.aclu.org/meeting-your-elected-representatives, ACLU’s “Meeting with your Elected Representatives”



Testifying Before A Hearing 
 Always be prepared before you give testimony. 

 Develop a comprehensive statement of your position 

 Get a rough vote count of how legislators are likely to vote  

 Try to find out about outstanding issues and concerns 

 Find out any requirements, e.g. how many copies of your statement, 
how many witnesses, time limits 

 Choose witnesses who will be credible and effective: 
 people directly affected by the legislation or subject experts  

 high-ranking, well-informed volunteer in your organization  

 the chief staff officer or other senior staff of your group  

 individuals and organizations that represent legislators’ constituents 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Legislative/regulatory bodies call for a public hearing for a number of reasons. Hearings may be held to inform the public about issues or for a legislative body to get the information it needs to draft laws, or to find out whether legislation is needed. Hearings may also be scheduled as “window dressing” for decisions that have already been made. You can often work with committee staff members to find out about legislator’s views, issues, etc.Two good sources:  http://www.clpi.org/images/pdf/07_testimony.pdf from the Center for Lobbying in the Public Interest, and Policy Link’s http://www.policylink.org/site/c.lkIXLbMNJrE/b.5153623/k.6DEA/Lobbying_Legislators.htm



Testifying Before A Hearing cont. 
 Write out your testimony in advance.  

 Make sure that it is clear, concise, and persuasive.  
 Include personal stories whenever possible to show how the issue 

affects real people.  
 Give oral statements from a brief outline (not read); maintain eye 

contact with committee members. 
 Prepare a summary of your testimony for distribution at the hearing to 

legislators, the media, and other attendees.  
 Anticipate questions legislators might ask and plan how to respond.  

 Don’t be afraid to admit you don’t know something – offer to 
provide the information after the hearing. 

 Give friendly legislators questions for you, and responses to the 
opposing arguments. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Two good sources:  http://www.clpi.org/images/pdf/07_testimony.pdf from the Center for Lobbying in the Public Interest, and Policy Link’s http://www.policylink.org/site/c.lkIXLbMNJrE/b.5153623/k.6DEA/Lobbying_Legislators.htm



Testifying Before A Hearing cont. 

 Get other groups to sign onto your testimony to strengthen 
the impact of your statement.  

 Consider bringing your supporters to be in the audience. 

 Ask committee members to vote in support of your position! 

 Follow up with legislators, both friendly and hostile. 



Do’s for Advocates 

 Address the legislator properly and respectively 
 Know the status of the legislation, and refer to the bill 

number. 
 Use your own words. 
 Be brief and explicit, courteous and reasonable. 
 Personalize your concerns: how will this bill/issue affect you. 
 Write to say you approve, not just to criticize or oppose. 
 Always keep off-the-record comments confidential. 



Don’ts for Advocates 

 Don’t begin with “As a citizen and tax payer…” 
 Don’t apologize for taking up their time – just be brief 

and use the time effectively. 
 Don’t be arrogant, condescending, blustering, or 

threatening towards the legislator or their staff. 
 Don’t argue with the legislator – just state your position. 
 Don’t get away from your talking points. 
 Don’t mention, hint, or imply anything about 

campaign contributions!  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Even hinting about a link between a legislator’s voting position and campaign contributions is illegal and will immediately prejudice your case.



Acknowledgement 
This presentation was inspired by Jeremy Darrington’s  Keeping Up with 
Congress webinar (February 21, 2014), part of the North Carolina Library 
Association’s Help! I’m an Accidental Government Information Librarian series, 

A recording of that presentation is at https://sas.elluminate.com/p.jnlp?psid=2014-
02-21.0918.M.669FDEC58C8549C611C2EC64F0EDEE.vcr&sid=315 [Blackboard 
Collaborate format]. 

The presentation slides are at 
http://www.nclaonline.org/sites/default/files/documents/gov/Webinars_KeepingCong_2
%2021%202014.pdf 

https://sas.elluminate.com/p.jnlp?psid=2014-02-21.0918.M.669FDEC58C8549C611C2EC64F0EDEE.vcr&sid=315
https://sas.elluminate.com/p.jnlp?psid=2014-02-21.0918.M.669FDEC58C8549C611C2EC64F0EDEE.vcr&sid=315
http://www.nclaonline.org/sites/default/files/documents/gov/Webinars_KeepingCong_2 21 2014.pdf
http://www.nclaonline.org/sites/default/files/documents/gov/Webinars_KeepingCong_2 21 2014.pdf
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