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Law Libraries

Where can I find debates in Congress on 
pending legislation? How do I track the 
status of a bill in the Virginia General 
Assembly? These questions can seem 
daunting to practitioners and students 
who perform this type of research 
infrequently. Online legislative informa-
tion systems have, however, evolved into 
robust platforms that provide free access 
anywhere to a wealth of information on 
lawmaking. 

Congress.gov
Congress.gov is the official online legis-
lative system for the US Congress and is 
presented by the Library of Congress.1 
The successor to THOMAS, which 
was retired in July 2016, Congress.gov 
enables users to quickly locate proposed 
and enacted federal legislation and 
related legislative history materials, as 
well as information about members of 
Congress and other resources on the 
federal legislative process.
 You can search for bills using the 
search box on the Congress.gov home-
page. The full text of bills is available 
from 1989 through the present, and 
bill status information is available from 
1973 through the present.2 Bills can be 
searched by keywords, as well as by bill 
number and public law number, and 
search results can be refined based on 
date, whether or not the bill passed, 
subject, and other filters. 
 Selecting a bill from your search re-
sults takes you to the bill’s page, with an 
overview box at the top that includes the 
bill’s sponsor, the committees reviewing 
it, the latest action on it, and a “tracker” 
showing its progress through Congress. 
Tabs below the overview allow you to 
select:
•  A summary of the bill, 
• The full text of all versions of the bill, 
• All actions taken on the bill, 
• The short title and official title, 
• Any amendments, 
• Information on any cosponsors, 

•  The committees associated with the 
bill and links to their reports, and 

• Links to any related bills.
 Other resources on Congress.gov, 
links to all of which can be found on the 
home page, include: 
•  Information on roll call votes in the 

Senate and the House, 
•  A glossary of lawmaking terms (in case 

you need a reminder of, for example, 
the difference between an “enrolled” 
bill and an “engrossed” one),

•  A series of videos (with transcripts) 
explaining the legislative process, 

•  The daily edition of the Congressional 
Record, 

•  Biographical information on members 
of Congress, and bills they sponsored 
or cosponsored, and 

• Tables of appropriations measures.
 You can monitor federal legislative 
developments by creating a free account 
on Congress.gov. Once you have reg-
istered, you can get e-mail alerts when 
there is activity on a particular bill, 
when a specified member of Congress 
sponsors or cosponsors a new bill, or 
when the Congressional Record has 
been updated. 

Virginia’s Legislative Information 
System
Virginia’s Legislative Information 
System, or LIS (at lis.virginia.gov), is 
a state-level counterpart to Congress.
gov. On LIS, you can search for bills 
in the current session of the General 
Assembly by bill number, as well as by 
subject, member, day, status, committee, 
and other categories. The page for a bill 
includes summaries and the full text of 
versions of the bill, information on the 
bill’s sponsor, and a chronology of activ-
ity on the bill with links to information 
on events like votes and committee 
referrals and reports.
 LIS also offers keyword-searchable 
databases of bills and bill summaries 
from 1994 to the present; there is also 

a subject index with links to the bills 
under each subject term from 1995 
to the present. Reports to the General 
Assembly dating back to 1897 are avail-
able on LIS. Additionally, you can access 
the Virginia State Budget Portal through 
LIS and find information on the budget 
bill and amendments, reports by the 
House Appropriations Committee and 
Senate Finance Committee staff, and 
budget updates.
 To help you monitor legislative 
developments, LIS now offers a service 
named Lobbyist-in-a-Box. You can 
register for the free version of Lobbyist-
in-a-Box for a single profile that allows 
you to track and receive e-mail alerts 
of legislative activity on up to five bills. 
A fee-based subscription to the service 
enables you to create additional profiles 
tracking different bills with different 
e-mail notification options based on 
legislative events, keywords, or Virginia 
Code references.

Endnotes:
1  I am employed by the Law Library of 

Congress, a service unit of the Library 
of Congress, although I am not involved 
with the creation or maintenance of 
Congress.gov or its content. The views 
expressed in this article are my own 
and not those of the Law Library of 
Congress or the Library of Congress.

2  For more information coverage dates 
for legislative information on Congress.
gov, go to https://www.congress.gov/
about/coverage-dates. 
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