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The Challenge 



Data and Documents 

Documents are not databases. 

Documents have three characteristics: 
• Presentation: how it looks 
• Structure: how is it organized 
• Semantics: what does it mean 

Raw data is not always raw. Look at it in 
context 
 



Element 

Attribute 

XML Basics 
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History of XML in the U.S. Congress 



History of XML in U.S. Congress 

1997  

Establishment of exchange standards: During the 105th Congress, the Clerk’s Office 
started an effort to establish a document exchange standard and the 
transformation, creation, and exchange of House documents using XML.   This 
included an effort to customize an XML editor for the creation of bills and resolution. 
The initiative is rooted in a 1996 directive from the chairmen of the Committee on 
House Oversight (now known as the Committee on House Administration) and the 
Senate Committee on Rules and Administration to the Clerk of the House and 
Secretary of Senate, respectively, to work together toward establishing common 
data standards for the exchange of legislative information. (2 U.S.C. 181)  (See also 
Public Law 104-197) 
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History of XML in U.S. Congress 

2004: House and Senate Bills available in XML: The Library of Congress began 
publicly posting House and Senate bills in XML format.  It was agreed that the same 
style sheet used for the web display should be used by all Legislative Branch web 
sites displaying XML bill format.  

2003: House votes available in XML: During the 108th Congress, House Roll Call 
votes were made available in XML on the House Clerk’s website. Votes were 
available online, but in HTML format, since 1997. 

2001: During the 107th Congress, the House Office of Legislative Counsel began to 
use an XML editor to draft legislation. 

2000: The House Clerk presented the SGML/XML Feasibility Study Final Report to 
the House Committee on Administration. 

http://xml.house.gov/resources/TechTimeline.htm 

  

  

 

                 



Simple Workflow 



http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/ppmsca.33996/ 

 
 

The shortest 
success path for a 
bill to become law 
is twenty decision 

points 



Finding Legislative Information 
United States House 

 

DOCS.HOUSE.GOV 
Text of legislation being considered now 

HOUSE.GOV 
House information 

CONGRESS.GOV   
House and Senate data and documents 

GPO.GOV    
all government documents 
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http://xml.house.gov/resources/SelectedList-LegisBranchData.htm 



“The less the people know 
about how sausages and 
laws are made, the better 
they sleep in the night.” 
 

Unknown phrase,  
often attributed to  
Otto von Bismarck 

 

Drafting 
Legislation with 

an XML editor 
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Who uses the XML editor? 
House Office of Legislative Counsel 
- Main drafters of House legislation, est. in 1919; 
- 35 attorneys and 15 support staff; 
- Attorneys are non-partisan; Attorneys develop expertise in particularly areas of the law, as 
well as legislative drafting expertise. 

 
House Enrolling Clerks 
- Prepare official engrossed version that passed the House and the official enrolled -
version that passed both chambers; 
 

 
Government Printing Office 
- Prepares and publishes copies of the legislation for use by Congress; makes copies 

available to libraries and the general public. 
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Original Goals for drafting in XML 
 Minimize drafters’ attention to typesetting; 

 Maximize drafters’ consideration of the legislative 
language itself; 

 Provide “just-in-time” knowledge support during the 
drafting process; 

 Provide a tags-off environment; 

 Reduce training effort, and; 

 Improve quality of output.  
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Smart Authoring 
 Context sensitive; 

 Auto-renumbering; 

 Auto-regeneration of table of contents; 

 Absence of typesetting rules while author drafts; 

 Ability to move legislative structures around; 

 Simple keystrokes. 

 

 

 



Lessons Learned:  
The Editor 
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Original Lessons Learned 
(from 2005 to 2008) 

 An XML editor can be created that meets the 
needs of the author, so the goals of consistent 
formatting, better search, and the ability to 
publish in multiple formats are achieved. 

 Authors do not always like working in a structured 
editor. Ensure that the XML editor improves their 
document. Provide “smart authoring”. 

 A “tags-off” environment requires little XML 
knowledge by the authors. 

 When naming elements, use easy to understand 
tag names.  
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Smart Authoring For the Future 
 Context sensitive; 

 Auto-renumbering; Auto-regeneration of table of contents; 

 Absence of typesetting rules while author drafts; 

 Ability to move legislative structures around; 

 Simple keystrokes. 

 Expand “just-in-time” knowledge support during the drafting process 

 Provide an editor that does both things – keeps the editor in a valid 
document, but provides flexibility to draft “free-form” 

 Easy methods to insert added value tags and maintain unique 
identifiers 

 

 

 

 



Lessons Learned:  
The DTDs 



The U.S. Code 
 

the general and permanent laws of 
the United States, organized into 

titles based on subject matter 



Lesson Learned:  
 Model the data as it appears 



Not this… 



Lesson Learned:  
              Avoid generated text 



Not this… 



Lesson Learned:  
  No attribute text in online or 

printed presentation 



Not this… 



Akoma 
Ntoso 

XHTML 

Lesson Learned:  
  Reuse elements and data 

models from other standards 



Best Practice: 
    User Manual 

http://uscode.house.gov 
 



Kirsten Gullickson 
 

Office of the Clerk 
U.S. House of Representatives 

 
Kirsten.Gullickson@mail.house.gov 

@GullicksonK 

Thank you 
Merci 

Gracias 
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