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The Bay State and Your City or Town 
As a Massachusetts resident, most of your interactions with government 
occur here in the Bay State or in your town or city. But when you think about 
government, what is the fi rst thing that pops into your mind? If you’re like 
most people, it’s probably the nation’s capital or the president. The federal 
government has lots of power and responsibility (not to mention visibility in 
the news), but your daily life is impacted most directly by government policies 
and services at the state and local levels.

Big Impact! 
Even if you’ve never realized it, you have benefi ted from government services 
provided by Massachusetts or your municipality. In fact, people elected to 
state and local government make decisions every day that aff ect you, from 
the cost and quality of public transportation to how best to manage the water 
that comes from your faucet. Despite its impact, civic engagement at the 
state and local levels is often low. Local events and elections get less attention 
than those at the national level, and fewer citizens vote in local elections. 
Most public meetings suff er poor attendance, which results in very few voices 
impacting important policies. 

Provincetown, MA, at the tip of Cape Cod

What is the role of state and local government in the U.S. political system?

Introduction
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Yeah, It Matters...
Not participating in government is like saying we want 
other people to decide for us. We don’t do that when 
choosing what music to listen to or deciding how to style 
our hair. Why would we let others decide on the policies 
that aff ect our daily lives? In this workbook, you’ll learn 
about the role and responsibilities of Massachusetts state 
and local government and the elected and appointed 
offi  cials who infl uence government at these levels. 

Power to the People! 
Government doesn’t just happen. People have the 
opportunity to infl uence state and local issues through 
voting, referendums, meeting with their elected offi  cials, 
volunteering with community organizations, and running 
for public offi  ce, just to name a few. The more you know 
about the power of the people (we’re talking about your 
power, to be exact), the more you can harness that power 
to shape the communities around you.

Boston, the state’s capital city 

Downtown North Adams in Western Massachusetts

Intro 3
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LESSON

Lesson PReVIeW

VocabUlaRYLeaRnInG ObJectIVes

Massachusetts House Chamber

Massachusetts Senate Chamber 

The “Sacred Cod”? Yep, you heard that right! A 4-foot 11-inch wooden codfish has adorned the 
Massachusetts State House since it was gifted in the 1700s. It currently hangs over the Massachusetts 
House of Representatives, serving as a reminder of Massachusetts’s colonial roots and the important role 
that cod fishery played in the state’s history. The cod you see today isn’t the original, but this symbol 
has survived fire, theft, and a move from the old State House to the new. If you ever find yourself in the 
Massachusetts House of Representatives, make sure to look up!

• district
• apportioned
• precincts
• gerrymandering
• legislature
• legislator
• bill
• referendum

• popular 
referendum

• initiative
• constituent
• public hearings
• special interest 

groups
• lobbyists

Describe the structure of the state 
legislative branch and the role of 
state legislators in policymaking 

Explain how lobbying and special 
interest groups influence policy

Massachusetts’s state legislature, also called the Massachusetts General Court, is very similar to 
the U.S. Congress. How do state legislators get elected and what do they do to represent you? 

State� Legislatures�
and� Lawmaking5
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Name: 

What’s in a Name?
Although they share the same basic function and structure, each state government has its own 
unique fl avor. Every state (except Nebraska) also has a bicameral legislature, meaning that the 
legislature is made up of two chambers. The upper house in the legislature is called the Senate. 
But the lower house may be called diff erent things, based on your state. Forty-one states, including 
Massachusetts, call their lower house the House of Representatives. Names used by other states 
include House of Delegates, Assembly, State Assembly, and General Assembly. 

The Great and General Court of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts 
Phew, that’s a long name! But that’s the offi  cial name that describes Massachusetts’s bicameral 
legislature. Similarly, you’ve probably heard the U.S. House and Senate referred to collectively as 
Congress. The state legislature plays the same lawmaking role as the U.S. Congress, but on a 
smaller scale. And just like Congress, you can expect a state legislature to approve appointments 
by the governor, approve budgets, and impeach offi  cials of the other branches if needed. But 
the Massachusetts General Court was formed even before Congress, way back in 1713. There’s 
only one modern democratic lawmaking body that predates the General Court and that’s the 
British Parliament. 

Divvying Up Districts
Massachusetts has 40 state senators and 160 state representatives. 
Each represents their own district, or a smaller segment of the state 
set apart for representation and election purposes. 

The states determine the size and shape of their districts, so 
each has about the same population. In Wyoming, each of the 60 
House districts has an average of about 9,000 people, and Florida 
averages a population of 155,000 in each of their 120 House districts. 
Massachusetts falls somewhere in between, with an average 
population of 40,000 per House district (and about 165,000 
per Senate district)!

Gerry Who?
The size and shape of legislative districts can be redrawn by 
the state if the U.S. Census shows a shift in the population. 
Redistricting, or rearranging district lines, can become 
controversial when the lines are drawn with the intent of 
favoring one political party or group over another. Units 
within a district, called precincts, can also be manipulated 
to infl uence voting outcomes. This strategic kind of 
redistricting is called gerrymandering, and has a long 
history in the U.S. and in Massachusetts. The term gets its 
name from Massachusetts Governor Elbridge Gerry. Back in 
1812, he approved a redistricting plan created to favor his 
own Republican party. In the next election, the Republican 
party won control of almost three-quarters of the seats. 

State� Legislatures� and� Lawmaking

Can you live in more than one 
district at a time? YES!

In bicameral legislatures, you 
will live in a state senate 
district and a house district. 

The Gerry-mander 
Governor Gerry’s home district had a 
particularly strange shape. It reminded 
a Boston Gazette editor of a salamander. 
This cartoon was published under the 
inspired title The Gerry-mander. 

Elbridge Gerry
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Name: 

Who Legislates?
Legislators are elected by the citizens in the district they represent. 
Candidates for the Massachusetts General Court must meet 
requirements based on their voter registration and local residency 
history and collect signatures to appear on the ballot. Massachusetts 
legislators serve for a full-time two-year legislative session and they 
can serve as many terms as they’d like—as long as voters choose to 
reelect them! 

States vary in how they deal with term limits, term lengths, age requirements, and pay. Some states 
consider their state legislators as part-time employees with limited pay and staff , while others (like 
Massachusetts) pay a full-time employment and allow for additional staffi  ng to support that work. 

State legislators are responsible for: 

•  attending legislative sessions where bills (also called legislation) are introduced, debated, 
and passed

•  working to help citizens in their district 

•  studying issues between sessions

•  campaigning for the next election

It’s a big job, but know that legislators are there to serve you, and have an offi  ce somewhere nearby!

Lawmaking for the State
The process that a bill takes before it can become a law is, again, similar to our federal 
lawmaking process. 

State� Legislatures� and� Lawmaking

Remember, the state legislature
is the state’s lawmaking body. 
The state’s legislators are the 
state’s lawmakers also known 
as your state senators 
and representatives.

Step 1:
Getting Started

An idea turns into a bill and 
gets a sponsor (a legislator) 
to introduce it in one of the 

legislative chambers.

Step 2: 
Introductions & Hearings

The bill is read and sent 
to a committee, which will 
hold hearings and make 
amendments if needed. 

Step 3:
Debate & Vote

The updated bill is presented 
to the fi rst chamber for debate, 

additional amendments, 
and a vote. 

Step 4:
Receive & Repeat 

The state senate sends the bill to the 
state house where the bill repeats 

the process above. 

Step 5:
Review & Promote 

The originating chamber receives the bill 
and reviews it. If it is approved, it will be 

sent to the governor. 

Step 6:
Sign or Veto

The fi nal version of the bill is reviewed by the governor. In Massachusetts, he or she will then do 
one of the following: sign the bill into law, ignore the bill and allow it to become law, veto the bill to 
prevent it from becoming law, or return the bill to the General Court with a set of recommendations. 

Or
ig

in
at

in
g 

Ch
am

be
r

Ex
am

pl
e -

 
St

at
e S

en
at

e
Ot

he
r 

Ch
am

be
r

Or
ig

in
at

in
g 

Ch
am

be
r

Go
ve

rn
or

’s 
De

sk

32 Reading

PR
EV

IE
W



Name: 

Initiative and Referendums
One diff erence between state and federal lawmaking is the involvement 
of citizens in the process. In most states, including Massachusetts, 
people can impact legislation through ballot initiatives 
and referendums. 

Referendums allow citizens to vote directly on a law. Almost all states 
require a referendum vote on constitutional amendments, and other 
things like tax changes may be put to a vote. Popular referendums
even let citizens of a state vote to repeal, or get rid of, a law that is unpopular. But there’s one catch: 
A popular referendum must occur within the fi rst 30 days after a law goes into eff ect. Think of it as a 
legislative return policy!

Initiatives take things a step further. In about half of the states, citizens can suggest bills to 
the legislature to consider, or even push a bill directly to the ballot for a vote. Initiatives and 
referendums both require a number of steps which involve petitions and a lot of organization. 

Constituent Power!
Constituents are the people that live in a legislator’s district. Because legislators are charged with 
representing the interests of their district (and securing reelection), they want to hear from their 
constituents! And good news—it is much easier to leverage your constituent power than it is to fi le 
an initiative or referendum. You can write letters to your legislator, set up a meeting in your district, 
participate in town hall forums, and share ideas about a particular community problem or policy 
solution. Who knows, your legislator might even ask you to help draft a bill! 

People can also impact the lawmaking process by participating in the committee process. Legislative 
committees are charged with the task of investigating, debating, and revising bills and reserve time 
for public hearings that allow those with expertise or interest to speak before the committee. Don’t 
like public speaking? Join or form a special interest group. Special interest groups consist of people 
or companies that share a concern or mission. Unifying their voice helps increase their impact. 
A group like S.A.D.D. (Students Against Destructive Decisions) might work together to pass a bill 
designed to decrease distracted driving. 

Fitting in with Federalism
If you’ve ever driven across multiple states, you might notice that the 
speed limits change, or that the gas tax is diff erent. This is because 
each state’s legislature makes laws unique to that state. So citizens of 
Massachusetts, as well as visitors to Massachusetts, have to follow the 
laws created by that state’s legislature. New Hampshire or Connecticut 
will have diff erent statutes, or laws, that govern things there. 

But remember, other levels of government make laws too! A 
resident of Massachusetts is subject to the laws (and taxes) of the 
federal government, the state government, AND their local town or 
municipality. When a law at any of these levels confl icts with that of 
another level, people look to the Constitution’s supremacy clause. 
It says that federal laws take priority over state laws. Many state 
constitutions have their own supremacy clause which applies the 
same idea down to local laws.

State� Legislatures� and� Lawmaking

Federal Law

State Laws

Local Laws
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Name: 

Spotlight On: Interest Groups and Lobbying
Special interest groups rely on hired professional lobbyists to help promote changes in government 
policy on a number of issues such as drug abuse, taxes, and other areas of concern. There are many 
defi nitions for the term “lobbying.” Here’s one we can understand by breaking it into parts: 

“Lobbying: eff orts to infl uence political decisions through various forms of advocacy 
directed at policymakers on behalf of another person, organization, or group” 

What is it? How does it work? Who does it serve? 

Now, put the quote in your own words. 

Lobbying is...

How Can Lobbyists Infl uence Government?
Lobbyists can take a number of approaches when they represent the 
needs and concerns of interest groups. They can: 

•  Inform the public and elected offi  cials about issues that matter to 
the interest group. This can be through testifying at committee 
hearings or through private communications offi  ceholders.

•  Donate money to political campaigns for candidates who share 
and support the interest group’s concerns.

•  Endorse a candidate running for offi  ce and suggest that the group’s 
members vote for him or her.

Lobbying: Role, Rights, and Regulations
Lobbyists and other advocacy groups contribute to the political 
process by supplying industry expertise that helps legislators and 
regulators make decisions. While the perspective they provide can 
be helpful, as with any information, lawmakers should be aware of 
bias and consider both sides before they make any decision.

Lobbyists are protected by the U.S. Constitution as part of the First Amendment’s recognition of the 
right to petition the government, but lobbyists do not have unlimited access to elected offi  cials. As 
with other First Amendment rights, there are restrictions on how lobbying is done. These restrictions 
require that lobbying be conducted in an open manner—that lobbyists report their activities, how 
much money they spend and how they spend it—for the benefi t of all citizens. But not everyone 
agrees about the kinds of rules interest groups should have to follow. And some worry that they 
have grown to have more infl uence on government than the public at large.

Interests groups that share a 
concern may also gather for 
a cause, creating a coalition
that can lobby with an even 
larger impact.

Interest groups and other businesses 
and organizations are typically the 
only groups to use lobbyists, but 
they aren’t the only groups that 
influence policy! Some others include 
legislators themselves, government 
agencies, and constituents!

BREAK IT DOWN Use the quoted text above to answer the questions.

State� Legislatures� and� Lawmaking
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Name: 

Reason 1 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Reason 2 _____________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Massachusetts General Court

House of Representatives 

My District: _____________________________________

My Representative: ____________________________

_________________________________________________

Party: __________________________________________

Majority / Minority (circle one)

Senate

My District: _____________________________________

My Senator: ____________________________________

_________________________________________________

Party: __________________________________________

Majority / Minority (circle one)

What’s your idea for a bill? Which state agency or 
department would be 
the most helpful? 

Are there community 
groups you could 
partner with? 

How would you 
promote your bill idea? 

How would your bill 
benefit the state or 
community?

What would you say at a legislative hearing 
about your bill? 

PART-TIME OR FULL-TIME

MY STATE LEGISLATORS

IT’S YOUR TURN

In some states, such as New Hampshire and Montana, being 
a state legislator is a part-time job. In other states, like California 

and Massachusetts, legislators work full-time. Why do you think this is? Give two reasons. 

Fill out this form about your state legislators. 

As a member of your community and a future voter, you can present 
ideas for bills to your legislator. Pick an issue that you care about 

and fi ll in the chart below to see how it can be done!

State� Legislatures� and� Lawmaking
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Name: 

Step One: The Lay of the Land

1. How many precincts are there? ________

2. How many support LINES? ________

3. How many support DOTS? ________

4. So, who would win in an election? ________

Step Three: Draw a Winner! 

DRAW lines to create five districts with equal
amounts of precincts. Less simple this time, 
because you want LINES to win! The only rule 
is that precincts have to be contiguous, or next 
to each other.

1. How many DISTRICTS support LINES? _____

2. How many DISTRICTS support DOTS? _____

3. Who wins this election? ___________

4. What is a benefit of this simple approach?  
_____________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________

5. What is a challenge of this approach?         
_____________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________

Step Two: All Things Being Equal

DRAW lines to create five districts with 
equal amounts of precincts. Keep it simple.

1. How many DISTRICTS support LINES? _____

2. How many DISTRICTS support DOTS? _____

3. Who wins in this election? ___________

4. What is a benefit of this simple approach? 
_____________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________

5. What is a challenge of this approach?         
_____________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________

State� Legislatures� and� Lawmaking

GERRYMANDER THIS! Can you redraw the district boundaries to support each party? Follow 
the steps below to learn how gerrymandering can favor one group 
over another. Each box/unit is a precinct.
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