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Engaging With The Legislature: 
Systems & Tips

This general overview will be 
divided into two parts:

Part I will focus on general terms 
(jargon) and tips.

Part II will focus on using the online 
system & WSAC site to find, follow, 
and understand legislation.



PART I: 
Tips

Disclaimer: You are successful in your own field and 
know what works best for you! If any of these tips 
are at odds with what you know works, ignore 
them! These are general tips for interacting with 
members and staff at the Legislature. Vary them 
according to your own style, relationships, expertise, 
the weather, if you’re feeling lucky, etc.



Tips: Legislative Terms

What is a substitute, a second substitute, a title amendment, an 
amendment, a committee amendment, a striking amendment, a 
floor amendment, a line amendment, a folderol, a hot mess, a full-
blown fiasco, and why are there so many terms?!? 

You don’t necessarily need to learn each term!  Essentially, they are 
the same thing: changes to the bill. The term only defines how and 
where (when) it happened. You’re better off ensuring you have the 
latest version than worrying about terms!

*Never be afraid to ask if you have the latest version!



Tips: Legislative Terms
What is a substitute, a second substitute, an amendment… (cont.)
• A striker or striking amendment is an amendment that strikes everything in 

a bill and replaces it with new language. A Floor striker is just a striker 
introduced on the Floor.

• A substitute bill is just like it sounds: this new language is substituted for 
the existing language. If adopted, it becomes the new bill. Can only be 
offered in committee, and only in the original chamber (only Senate can 
substitute Senate bill; only House can substitute House bills). A substitute is 
one form of a striking amendment.

• A line and page or section amendment makes specific changes to particular 
parts of the bill but doesn’t strike or replace all of it.  

• A title amendment changes only the title of the bill (but is usually 
accompanied by a substantive bill amendment).



Tips: Legislative Terms
What is a substitute, a second substitute, an amendment… (cont.)

Regardless of its name or the term used, any amendment can change, 
delete, strike, or add language to a bill. Even a small change may 
drastically change the effect of a bill!  

Examples:

• Changing “all counties” to “no county.”  Two words, big 
difference!

• “…to be paid by the county and reimbursed by the state.”

• “…sections 1-15 shall not apply to rural counties.”  Just one line,        
big change!



Tips: Legislative Terms
What is a companion bill? 

A companion bill is just a term for when the same idea has been 
introduced in both chambers– that is, there is a House Bill and a 
Senate Bill.

Early on, it is advisable to track both versions. At some point, the 
Legislature typically chooses just one version to move and that is 
the one to follow from that point on.

You can check for these online.

Senate
House



Tips: Legislative Terms

What is a fiscal note and how is it different from an appropriation?

An appropriation is the state budget money (if any) the Legislature 
is directing toward a project or program.

A fiscal note is the expected cost to agencies, local government, 
and the public from a bill (that is, “If we do this, what will it cost 
and who will pay it?”). Fiscal notes are available online.

Math would dictate that a fiscal note always has an appropriation 
to go with it. Politics and math do not get along, however…



Tips: Legislative Handouts
“All Twitter posts and handouts should be brief.” 

– @RealAbeLincoln

GOOD HANDOUTS:
• Are brief! If you can’t be brief– some topics demand 

more detail, no doubt– include a summary. Members 
are busy. They don’t need extra reading!  

• Make the point and then have backup! Is this the same 
as be brief? Kinda, but it means make the point on one 
page and then have the backup materials for those who 
want them. Some members want the data, others only 
want the summary, so have both.

• Define the issue or question! What is the issue or 
question posed, and how are you addressing/ 
answering it? (“Although counties pay for all elections, 
the state only reimburses them for half of the elections. 
SB 1234 would solve that by…”)

• Use graphics wisely. Graphics complement the text.
• Include your contact info!  

BAD HANDOUTS:
• Are too long! They just are.
• Make the reader go elsewhere for answers! 

Links and references are fine, but at least give 
the general answer. Members won’t go enter 
https:/gohere/lazy/lookitupyourself/longrando
mnumber3141/areyoustilltyping/lostthereader

• Never get to the point! This happens when 
you’re too close to the issue. Start forest, then 
go trees.  

• Overload with graphics or charts! Where is the 
reader supposed to focus? Some people learn 
visually, some do better reading text.

• Are too objective! Sometimes, we are being 
neutral, but aren’t we always trying to 
persuade?



Tips: Meetings
How do you get a meeting with a legislator? 

Call or email the legislative assistant (most prefer email).  

WHAT TO DO AT THE MEETING:
• Say why you’re there (topic, bill)! These are busy 

people with lots of meetings!
• Say what you want from them! Tell them the result or 

action you want them to take. Say it several times! 
• Leave them a handout (a brief handout)! The handout 

is a lasting reminder of the meeting for them after 
you’re gone. Include how to contact you.

• Follow-up! Tell them you’ll get back to them with info.  
Encourage this– it’s more contact for you.

• Offer to help! Don’t just ask them to do stuff; offer to 
do it (“I’d be happy to talk to her if you’d like…”).

• Get their opinion/intel! Members like to share! They 
know stuff you don’t!

WHAT NOT TO DO AT THE MEETING:
• Don’t surprise them! Members hate surprises!
• Don’t pin them down! This varies depending 

on the issue and relationship, but pushing too 
hard usually gets them to no.

• Don’t talk past the sale! When you’ve given 
them info and they’re with you, stop! More 
could inadvertently be a reason to change 
sides.

• Don’t give them chores! Where possible, do it 
yourself (“I’d be happy to get some language 
for you on that amendment…”).

• Don’t omit or hide “bad” info!  They’re gonna
find out! Instead, acknowledge and explain it.



PART II: 
Using the Online System

Disclaimer: There are many great third-party sites and systems 
available. If you prefer to use those, or if your organization makes 
those available, please use them! We’re using the state system here 
because it’s free to everyone and (should!) always have the most 
current and complete information. Use whatever system works best 
for you! The steps outlined here should be very standard regardless 
of system.



Using the Online System
Step 1(a): Find the member roster. 

Go to leg.wa.gov, click on 
“House of Representatives”

Then go down to “House 
Member Roster”

You can find the Senate 
member roster here as well

1

2
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Using the Online System
Step 1(b): Go to the site!  It’s at: https://app.leg.wa.gov/billinfo/



Using the Online System
Step 2(a): Find your bill!  If you know the number…

…then enter it right here

Tip: It’s always a four-digit 
number!  

Number <5000 = House Bill

Number >5000 = Senate Bill



Using the Online System
Step 2(b): Find your bill!  If you don’t know the number, you can do 
a search.  You can search by topic or sponsor.  

If you know the sponsor, click here, 
select the year/chamber/person, 
and it’ll bring up a list. 



Using the Online System
Step 2(c): Find your bill! If you don’t know the number, you can do 
a search. You can search by topic or sponsor.  

To search by topic, click here,  
type or scroll through the topics, 
and click the subject of your 
choice to bring up a list.



Using the Online System
Step 2(d): Find your bill!  If you don’t know the number, you can do 
a search.  You can search the text of documents.  

To search bill text, click here, 
choose your search terms, years 
(current biennium is default), and 
document class.  

Tip: Searching bill reports may 
yield the best results (they’re in 
plain English). The goal is to get 
the bill #!



Using the Online System
Step 3(a): Once you have your bill number, pull up its history (bill 
search, very first box on the screen)!    

Tip: The bill history is the easiest way 
to get right into the status, history, 
and documents relating to that bill!



Using the Online System
Step 3(b): Once you have your bill number, pull up its history:

Shows where the 
bill is now (in 
this example, 
signed into law).



Using the Online System
Step 3(c): Once you have your bill number, pull up its history:

Shows every step 
in that bill’s 
process 
(progress).

Where it’s been substituted, it’s in bold.



Using the Online System
Step 3(d): Once you have your bill number, pull up its history:

Shows every 
document 
available for that 
bill. 

Shows every 
video/audio 
recording 
available for 

that bill.  

Column 1 – Bill Documents: This is the actual 
bill text, at every major step of the process!
Column 2 – Digests: These are title summaries; 
generally, there is rarely a need to look at these!  
For our purposes, you can ignore them!
Column 3—Bill Reports: Very important guide, 
in plain English, as to what the bill does at every 
major step of the process!
In chronological order, so last is usually latest!



Major step!

Using the Online System
Step 3(e): Once you have your bill number, pull up its history:

How do I know what’s important in all of 
this?!? 

Match the major steps with the major 
documents!  Remember: it’s chronological, so 
last is latest (most current) version (usually!).

Major 
document!

Major 
document!



Using the Online System
Step 4(a): Reading the bill report.

Lots of info in the bill report!

ꙩ Sponsors:

ꙩ History: 

ꙩ Brief Summary:



Using the Online System
Step 4(b): Reading the bill report.
Lots of info in the bill report!

ꙩWho voted how:

ꙩ Staff working it:

ꙩ Background:

ꙩ Summary:

ꙩ Cost money?:



Using the Online System
Step 5(a): Reading the bill.

Lots of organizational info in the bill!
ꙩ Sponsors:

ꙩ Title:

ꙩ Findings:



Using the Online System
Step 5(b): Reading the bill.

ꙩ Language added to existing law is 
underlined. Deleted language is 
stricken and put in double-
parentheses.

ꙩ Entirely new law always starts with 
a “NEW SECTION.”

Tip: Learn what you may not need to read in bill– for 
example, pages of existing law; just go to the changed 
language or new sections!



Using the Online System
Step 6: Create tracking lists.

Tip: Creating lists of bills and having the system track them for 
you can save time!

Once you create a (free) 
account, you can make as 
many lists as you’d like. They 
can show bill numbers, 
descriptions, sponsors, status, 
and whether there is a 
companion bill. The status 
updates each time you bring it 
up!



Using the WSAC Website
From WSAC’s main page, www.wsac.org, click the “Advocacy” tab and it will 
take you to everything you need to know about where WSAC stands on 
important legislative issues. From there, you can read about WSAC’s priorities 
or check out the bi-weekly Legislative Bulletin, which WSAC members should 
receive via email, or you can sign up online or by emailing info@wsac.org. 



WSAC bi-weekly Legislative Bulletin email
At the bottom of the bi-weekly Legislative Bulletin email, you can review the 
positions WSAC has taken on a comprehensive list of legislation, by 
downloading the “Bills of Interest.” The legislation on the tracking list are 
hyperlinked to the www.leg.wa.gov website for full information about each 
bill. 



Conclusion & 
Questions…

◼ Process + Players = Success!

◼ Knowing where you are in the process and who can
help you to the next step is crucial!

◼ Moving ahead can be a strange mix of policy and
politics!

◼ Remember:

Thanks for listening!


	Slide 1: Engaging With The Legislature:  Systems & Tips
	Slide 2: PART I:  Tips
	Slide 3: Tips: Legislative Terms
	Slide 4: Tips: Legislative Terms
	Slide 5: Tips: Legislative Terms
	Slide 6: Tips: Legislative Terms
	Slide 7: Tips: Legislative Terms
	Slide 8: Tips: Legislative Handouts
	Slide 9: Tips: Meetings
	Slide 10: PART II:  Using the Online System
	Slide 11: Using the Online System
	Slide 12: Using the Online System
	Slide 13: Using the Online System
	Slide 14: Using the Online System
	Slide 15: Using the Online System
	Slide 16: Using the Online System
	Slide 17: Using the Online System
	Slide 18: Using the Online System
	Slide 19: Using the Online System
	Slide 20: Using the Online System
	Slide 21: Using the Online System
	Slide 22: Using the Online System
	Slide 23: Using the Online System
	Slide 24: Using the Online System
	Slide 25: Using the Online System
	Slide 26: Using the Online System
	Slide 27: Using the WSAC Website
	Slide 28: WSAC bi-weekly Legislative Bulletin email
	Slide 29:  Conclusion &  Questions…
	Blank Page
	Blank Page



