
 
CATALYST Program 

How to Draft a Bill 
 
Congratulations on coming up with a great legislative idea.  Now, it’s time to draft your bill.  Here are a few 
guidelines to get started: 
 

• In general, bills that are passed by the General Assembly and signed by the governor are codified in state 
law, which means they are assigned a specific section within the Tennessee Code Annotated.  The 
Tennessee Code Annotated is arranged by subject matter into titles and, further, into chapters and parts 
(example: T.C.A. Section 65-4-104 means title 65, chapter 4, part 1, section 4).  If possible, identify the 
Tennessee Code Annotated title in which your bill fits or, if your bill changes existing law, the section of 
Tennessee Code Annotated that your bill amends.  LexisNexis® provides free public access to Tennessee 
Code Annotated, available online through the Tennessee State Courts website: 
http://www.tsc.state.tn.us/Tennessee%20Code.  

• The Tennessee constitution requires that all bills include a caption, which is a short phrase at the beginning 
of a bill that tells the reader what the bill is about.  Additionally, a bill may only address one subject 
(example: billboard regulations, not billboard regulations and highway cleanup crews).  While the 
language of a bill can be amended during the legislative process, a caption may not be changed.  Keep 
your caption specific yet broad enough to provide flexibility if becomes necessary to amend the bill later.   

o Example: AN ACT to amend Tennessee Code Annotated, [INSERT T.C.A. Title or Section], 
relative to public health.  

o Example: AN ACT to amend Tennessee Code Annotated, [INSERT T.C.A. Title or Section], 
relative to maintenance of roads and bridges. 

• All bills must include the following language after the caption, called the enacting clause: BE IT 
ENACTED BY THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF THE STATE OF TENNESSEE: 

• A bill may include a preamble, or statements to demonstrate the need for the bill or what the bill’s intent 
is.  Most bills do not include a preamble.  If you include a preamble, place the language between the 
caption and enacting clause.  Draft the preamble in the form of whereas clauses. 

o Example: “WHEREAS, in accordance with this Supreme Court decision, this bill gives a 
designated state official authority to review regulatory board actions that may constitute a 
potentially unreasonable restraint of trade for the sole purpose of determining whether the action 
is consistent with a clearly articulated state policy or law established by the General Assembly 
with respect to the board;” (2017 Public Chapter No. 230) 

• Depending on the length and complexity of your bill, your bill may be divided into sections.   
o Example: SECTION 1. Tennessee Code Annotated, Section 55-8-132, is amended by adding the 

following as a new subsection: [INSERT BILL TEXT]. 



• All bills must have an effective date, which is when your bill would become effective if it is passed.  The 
effective date of the bill may be as soon as it is signed by the governor or upon a specified future date.  
Various sections of the same bill may have different effective dates.  Place the effective date at the end of 
your bill. 

o Example: SECTION __. This act shall take effect upon becoming a law, the public welfare 
requiring it. 

o Example: SECTION __. This act shall take effect January 1, 2020, the public welfare requiring 
it. 

• Organize the body of the bill’s content in a logical, reader-friendly manner. 

• Use subsections to break up a long paragraph.  If you need multiple subdivisions, use the following 
formatting to designate each paragraph: (a)(1)(A)(i)(a)(1).  These subdivisions are also useful to cross-
reference provisions in your bill. 

• Be specific in writing what you want your bill to do.  Legislators, citizens, businesses, attorneys, and 
courts will rely on the words used in the bill.  Avoid vague or ambiguous language.  Include any definitions 
if needed.   

• Use Arial size 11 font and double-space your bill (except the caption, which should be single-spaced). 

• Submit your bill in Microsoft Word for convenience in editing and formatting. 
 
For additional guidance or formatting assistance, please refer to the 2018 Legislative Drafting Guide provided by 
the Tennessee General Assembly Office of Legal Services, available here: 
http://www.capitol.tn.gov/joint/staff/legal/2018%20Drafting%20Guide.pdf.  
 
Bills passed in Tennessee are published on the Tennessee Secretary of State’s website.  If helpful, you may look 
at prior bills.  Click on the 110th General Assembly Public Acts link for bills passed in 2017-2018: 
https://sos.tn.gov/division-publications/acts-and-resolutions.  
 
For an overview of how a bill becomes a law in Tennessee, check out the Tennessee General Assembly’s 
summary, available here: http://www.capitol.tn.gov/about/billtolaw.html.  


