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Tools for Participating in the Process:




Reading Reports and Bills

Reading Municipal Reports
· Introduction

Reports tend to have an introduction that provides an overview of the issue and the purpose of the report. 
· Recommendations

Reports tend to put recommendations up front. These are the action items, but what they mean may not be clear 
without reading some background. 
· Background

Most reports add background after the recommendations. This should explain the reasons for the recommendations 
and why the matter is an issue of importance.  If the background or discussion sections do not explain it, this may 
be an attempt to avoid addressing the issue. 
· History of the issue

Many reports also have a section explaining the history of the issue. This section will include references to previous 
reports or decisions. This may cast more light on reports that don’t seem to make sense. 

· Structure
The reports are structured more like an email thread than a story. In a story, you start at the beginning and go forward 
toward a conclusion. In reports, like in emails, the most recent information – usually the recommended conclusion 
is up front, but the background discussion that makes it all make sense follows, in reverse chronological order. 

Bills
Bills are designed for lawyers to interpret. They set out rules and often also change existing laws, regulations or rules. 
· Outline

Bills begin with a brief outline of what the bill does. The outline is usually quite short and in most cases does not explain 
why the bill is needed or why the government chose to pass it. 

· Section descriptions

The next section of the bill usually outlines what each section of the bill does. Again, this will tend to be a technical 
description of which laws are changed and which rules are set. It will provide little or no explanation of the impact 
of those changes on everyday life. 

· Definitions

Most bills include a section called “definitions” that makes it clear what words in the bill mean, in case there is a legal 
issue of interpretation. Generally this section is technical but at times, subtle differences in interpretation can be 
important and the definition of a term really matters. Those issues will always be addressed here. 

· Sections
The main body of the bill is usually divided up into sections. Each section is about one aspect of the bill.  For 
instance, if a  bill is designed to change the school system, one section may be about changes to 
administration, and the next  section about changes to teachers, and another on changes to the buildings. 
Each section is divided up into clauses that set out on specific rule. For example, the section on administration 
may have a clause on the powers  of principals and another on the appointment of principals and another 
on 
the firing of principals. If there are several clauses on a related topic, the bill may have a subsection  to 
group them together. 
· Labeled Clauses

Because the bills tend to be long, the clauses are all labeled, with a very short description often in small or marginal 
type. The clause relating to hiring principals will, as a result, have a small heading or marginal note saying “hiring 
of principals” so people who are only concerned about that issue can skip to that section.

· Language

The language in each clause is formal, and will seem unfamiliar, but it is designed to be understood quite precisely. Read 
the clause very slowly and very carefully and it will usually be possible to understand what it does. Since each 
clause does only one specific thing, understanding the bill generally requires readers to think about how the 
clauses work together. So the clause that says “the school will only hire principals who have served as vice 
principals in that board for three years” and the clause that says “teachers can only be vice principals after 5 years 
of service in the local school board” means among other things that teachers who what to be principals have to 
serve 8 years without changing boards. The bill might never set out the requirements for 8 years of service 
without transferring, but the cumulative effect of the clauses is precisely that. Reading bills requires that kind of 
linking of clauses to get at overall effects. 
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