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Texas Legislative Advocacy 

 
Course Description 

As an attorney, your clients will look to you for guidance on the law.  Many times, the 

law will be in existence already.  But what if you could help shape the law as it is 

written?  What if you need to change the law for your client to find relief?  This course 

will teach you how to engage in the legislative process, to understand the legislative 

process as well as the players.  This course will feature many guest speakers such as State 

Senators, State Representatives, legislative staff and practicing government affairs 

attorneys.  Every area of law has a corresponding state agency, and oftentimes a federal 

agency, and it is incumbent upon lawyers to understand the systems in place to establish 

law and how to advocate within that system.  In particular, Texas has many opportunities 

for lawyers at state agencies and in legislative offices.  This course is designed to prepare 

students for both general practice as well as an introduction to careers in public service.   

 

Course style and workload:  The style of this course will be heavy discussion, dynamic 

class activities and engagement with guest speakers.  There will be a short assignment 

each week along with assigned reading at the appropriate level for a two credit course.  

One course will be devoted to networking strategy and will involve a reception or dinner 

based on the student enrollment in the course.  No assigned books for the course. 

 

Office Hours:  By appointment.  ErinFerrisSmith@gmail.com, will provide cell phone 

number to students in the course. 

 

Course Grade:  40% midterm, 60% final exam – both take-home. 

 

Weekly Course Topics 

1.  Introduction, Overview and Expectations 

Reading material to be assigned 

 

2.  Research and Tracking 

In order to participate in advocacy, one must know there is an opportunity or need for it.  

This is the foundation of the course, and any advocacy work that will be done in the 

future.  We will focus this week’s studies on the methods for researching what advocacy 

opportunities are happening, when a government decision (funding or policy) will impact 

your client, and how to stay informed at all times – or at least appearing informed at all 

times.  Note:  This is an extremely valuable skill in any field. 

 

Practical application: 

You will be assigned an internet research exercise.  You will also be assigned a research 

question that can be answered by calling a number of resources (only one is necessary). 

 

3-4  What is Public Policy? 

Public policy is the subject of legislation, and oftentimes what shapes the subsequently 

passed law.  Your client may want the state to stop requiring their industry to using a 

widget but public policy analysis will help you understand the context around why the 
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state regulators have required this and who asked them to make this law.  Using the 

research and tracking skills learned in Week 2, we will explore current hot topics in 

public policy which bring about changes to existing law or drafting of new law in the 

form of bills.  I will ask that each student choose a public policy topic to use for the 

exercises that will be completed in these two weeks.  You will gain much more from the 

exercises if you choose something in the field you would like to enter, OR if you choose 

something completely foreign.  I assure you, at some point you will have to engage in 

advocacy on a public policy issue that you know nothing about.  Outside speakers will 

join us in the beginning of class both weeks, and they will share their current work and 

previous experiences.  The speakers will be public policy experts that engage in 

advocacy. 

 

Practical application: 

Week 3-  Choose public policy area and write a policy brief taking an advocacy position. 

Week 4-  Take the strongest points from your policy brief and convey them orally in a 

meeting with an elected official.  Note:  The elected official will be a current State 

Official, which makes this an incredible opportunity to exercise your skills.  Meetings 

will be 3-5 minutes per person. 

 

5 - 6  Legislation 

Legislation is the vehicle used to draft a proposed new law in the form of a bill or a 

budget, and there is a legally defined process this legislation must go through to become 

law.  Because there is a defined process and set length of time before legislation can 

become a law, it provides ample time and preparation for trained advocates to evaluate 

the impact, make a plan of advocacy and then execute the plan.  Outside speakers will 

join us in the beginning of class both weeks, and they will share their current work and 

previous experiences.  The speakers will be government relations experts or lobbyists. 

 

Practical application: 

Week 5-  Choose another public policy issue and find a bill filed in Texas.  Write a bill 

analysis (objective).   

Week 6-  Take the strongest points from your analysis, and choose a position.  Advocate 

your position to an elected official (subjective).  Midterm – 40% of grade. 

 

7 - 8  Government Agencies and Administrative Rulemaking 

Some example of government agencies include the Texas Health and Human Services 

Commission, the Texas Department of Transportation and the Texas Railroad 

Commission. These agencies serve as regulators, licensing oversight, budget 

implementers and public policy experts.  When legislation does become law, it typically 

names a responsible government agency for implementation.  Because most legislatures 

only meet on a part-time basis, positive working relationships with government agency 

officials are critical.  We will build on the exploration of legislation from Weeks 5-6 by 

familiarizing ourselves with the government agencies that oversee certain public health 

issues.  We will also draw a systems map in class so we can discuss how the agencies 

work together, but also how the overall process works together.  In other words, we will 

take a public policy issue, research and track it, find legislation on the topic, advocate in 



 3 

writing and orally for a certain position, and then follow up on it through the 

implementation cycle.  Outside speakers will join us in the beginning of class both weeks, 

and they will share their current work and previous experiences.  The speakers will be 

government agency officials. 

 

 

Practical application: 

Week 7-  Peruse the Texas Register for posted rulemaking comment opportunities.  

Select a comment opportunity, and write a formal letter to the state agency that explains 

your concerns, ideas and organization’s work in the area. 

Week 8- Testify at a government agency hearing on the highlights from your formal 

letter.  

 

9 - 10  Current Law 

The laws that exist were created through the legislative process, which we explored in 

Weeks 5-6.  Existing laws also delegate duties to government agencies, which we 

explored in Weeks 7-8.  We will build on knowledge from past classes, and discuss how 

laws are implemented but also how implementation preparation occurs.  We will also 

explore how an attorney can find out how we ended up with a current law, and how to 

read between the lines to get an idea of political nuances not apparent to everyone.  We 

will also cover how to hire a lobbyist.  Outside speakers will join us in the beginning of 

class both weeks, and they will share their current work and previous experiences.  The 

speakers will be practicing healthcare attorneys. 

 

Practical application: 

Week 9-  A section of a Code will be provided to you.  You will write an objective 

analysis of the law, and you will also be assigned the persona of an official.  As the 

official, you will take an advocacy stance and write 2 separate comments (one for and 

one against) a provision of the Code. 

Week 10- Half of the class will be assigned as proponents of the Code section, the other 

half will be against.  A mock set up of Senior Management Team meeting including a 

CEO, CFO, VP and other parties will take place, and each student will have a 2-3 minute 

window to present their concerns regarding the Code provision. 

 

 

11.  Conclusion and Review 

This session will be a review of the principles learned in the course, and will involve a 

lecture.  I will convey my best advice from my experiences and practical applications of 

advocacy strategies in my public health career. 

 

Final Exam: 

Your final exam will consist of reading materials on a public policy issue that we have 

not discussed in class.  This area of public policy will be heavily regulated.  You will 

write  

 

 Policy brief taking an advocacy position – 50% 
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 Formal letter of comment to state agency – 50% 

 

 

 

 

Additional opportunities 

Throughout the semester, I will present opportunities to the class.  Because they are time-

constrained and geographically challenging for some, they will not be counted towards or 

against your grade.  However, these are exciting opportunities to expand your experience 

and comfort level with advocacy in the public health field.  I highly suggest you take 

advantage of as many as you can.  Below are some examples: 

 

 Visit the office of a legislator 

 Attend a legislative hearing 

 Outside speakers that invite us to their office 

 Business etiquette and networking dinner 

 


