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LAWYER TO LAWYER MENTORING PROGRAM 
GOVERNMENT AND LEGISLATION 

 
The following is intended to facilitate a discussion about government and the 
legislative process. 
 

WHAT WENT WELL? 
 
Start by sharing with each other a brief story of something that went well in your practice this 
week: 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Share your reflection on one of these questions: What caused the good event? What does it 
mean? How did you contribute? Others? How can you have more such events in the future? 
 

ACTIVITIES FOR TODAY 
 

• The Legislative Process 
o Under the Tennessee Constitution, legislative authority of the state is vested in the 

General Assembly, a bicameral (two branch) legislature with a hierarchical 
leadership structure and specialized committees that hold hearings and make 
recommendations on bills.  It is the General Assembly’s responsibility to pass a 
budget for the functioning of the state government. Each year, the Governor, in 
his State of the State address in front of a joint session of the General Assembly, 
outlines his budget priorities. 
 

• Structure and Elections 
o The General Assembly consists of a Senate of thirty-three members and House of 

Representatives of ninety-nine members.  
o Representatives are elected to two-year terms of office. Senators are elected to 

four-year terms of office, with those in even-numbered districts being elected in 
the year of Presidential elections and those in odd-numbered districts elected in 
the years of State gubernatorial elections. The Constitution requires that elections 
be held once every two years on the first Tuesday after the first Monday in 
November. 

o Senators and representatives must be citizens of the United States, citizens of 
Tennessee for at least three years, and residents of their district for at least one 
year before the election. Senators must be at least 30 years old; representatives 
must be at least 21 years old. 
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• Compensation 
o Membership in the legislature could be best described as a full-time job during 

session and a part-time job the rest of the year due to committee meetings and 
hearings. Legislators receive a base salary of $19,009 per year, a per diem of 
$173, and an office allowance of $1,000 per month. The Speaker of each 
Chamber is entitled to a salary triple of other members. Legislators receive a raise 
equal to that given to state employees the previous year, if any. 
 

• Legislative districts 
o The General Assembly districts of both houses are supposed to be reapportioned 

based on population as determined by the U.S. federal census on a decennial 
basis. The districts are traditionally numbered consecutively from east to west and 
north to south across the state.  
 

• Schedule 
o The General Assembly convenes on the second Tuesday in January of each odd 

numbered year for an organizational session of not more than 15 calendar days. 
Then, the General Assembly sets a date for convening the regular session. The 
Constitution provides that the legislature can meet 90 legislative days in regular 
session over the two-year assembly period. A legislative day is considered any 
day that the House or Senate formally meets in the chambers of each house.  

o The first order of business of each General Assembly is to swear in the members-
elect. Members of each body take an oath of office swearing to support the 
Constitution of the United States and the Constitution of Tennessee and to 
perform their duties impartially without favor or prejudice and to always protect 
the rights of the people. 

o Each body then adopts its rules of procedure and elects a presiding officer or 
speaker for a two-year term. The Speaker holds that title until a successor is 
chosen at the convening of the next General Assembly. The Speaker appoints the 
officers and membership of each standing committee.  

o Legislative days are scheduled no more than three days a week during the session.  
Legislative session in both houses generally occur on Mondays, Wednesdays and 
Thursdays. Tuesdays and Wednesdays are primarily used for committee meetings 
and hearings. 
 

• Functions 
o The general functions of the Legislature are to enact, amend, and repeal the laws 

of Tennessee. Specific powers granted by the Constitution include: the 
appropriation of money paid out of the state treasury; the levy and collection of 
taxes; and the right to authorize counties and incorporated towns to levy taxes. 

o Legislative proposals can originate in either the Senate or House in the form of 
bills, resolutions and joint resolutions. A bill is a proposed law, either general or 
local. A general bill has a statewide impact, and a local bill affects only a 
particular county or town named in the bill.  
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o For a new law to be made, it must be considered and passed on three separate 
days (considerations) by both the House and Senate. After second consideration, 
general bills are referred to committee for review. Committee is where most of 
work is done to determine if a bill should be modified, amended, or not reported 
out of the committee.  Bills not reported out of committee are returned to the 
Clerks’ desk to be withdrawn; those approved by the committees are voted on by 
the full house for the third and final time. A constitutional majority is required for 
a new law to pass – at least 50 favorable votes in the House and 17 favorable 
votes in the Senate.  
 

• Governor’s Role in the Legislative Process 
o Once the House and Senate act favorably on a new law, it is sent to the Governor 

who may approve a measure by signing it let it become law without his signature 
after ten days (excluding Sundays) or disapprove a measure by vetoing it. The 
legislature may override the Governor's veto with a constitutional majority. 
 

• Governor’s Role Generally 
o The governor must be a citizen of the Untied States, a citizen of the state of 

Tennessee for at least seven years, and at least 30 years old. The Governor is 
elected to a four-year term and may serve no more than two terms consecutively. 

o The governor is the only official in Tennessee state government who is directly 
elected by the voters of the entire state. The constitution designates the governor 
as commander-in-chief of the state’s Army and Navy and the state’s Militia, 
unless they are called to Federal service. 

o The governor is responsible for the enforcement of the laws, the collection of 
taxes, and the general well-being of citizens. These responsibilities are carried out 
by a Cabinet that includes appointed commissioners of the various departments 
and the governor’s staff. These commissioners assist in the operation of 
government and report directly to the governor or an executive staff member.  

o The governor also appoints members to boards and commissions that assist in 
government operations. The governor also serves on some of these boards. 

o The governor is expected to recommend legislation, and also has the authority to 
grant clemency, post-conviction reprieves and pardons. 
 

• Getting Involved in Legislative Advocacy 
o The TBA encourages its members to develop relationships with their local 

Senator and Representative. It is important that lawyers maintain close contact 
with their representatives in the General Assembly in order to foster the open 
exchange of information and ideals. Members of the TBA are leaders in their 
community and have valuable insight to offer members of the state legislature 
with regard to those communities. 

o TBA members interested in becoming more involved with advocacy efforts are 
welcome to contact Josie Beets, Public Policy Coordinator, at jbeets@tnbar.org or 
(615) 383-7421. 
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• Current Information 
o The 108th General Assembly of the State of Tennessee adjourned on April 19, 

2013, and will convene on Tuesday January 14, 2014 at 12:00 noon. 
o Composition 

o Senate: 26 Republican; 7 Democrat 
o House: 70 Republican, 1 Independent; 27 Democrat  
o There currently nine lawyers in the Senate and eight lawyers in the House. 

 
SENATE 

Sen. Rusty Crowe    Sen. Lowe Finney 
Sen. Doug Henry    Sen. Brian Kelsey  
Sen. James Kyle     Sen. Mark Norris  
Sen. Doug Overby     Sen. John Stevens  
Sen. Ken Yager  

  
HOUSE 

Rep. Mike Carter     Rep. Vance Dennis  
Rep. Jeremy Durham     Rep. Andrew Farmer  
Rep. Craig Fitzhugh     Rep. William Lamberth  
Rep. Mike Stewart    Rep. John Mark White 

 
 

ACTION STEPS 
 
End the session by discussing what action steps you can take to either improve or set yourself up 
for future success based on today’s discussion. Discuss how one or more of your Signature 
Strengths can help you achieve success in these steps. 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

RESOURCES 
 
TBA’s Legislative Updates page: http://www.tba.org/info/legislative-updates 

Tennessee General Assembly Website: http://www.capitol.tn.gov/ 
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