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I'm just a bill, yes I'm only a bill, and I got as far as Capitol Hill. Well, now I'm stuck in 
committee and I'll sit here and wait while a few key congressmen discuss and debate whether 
they should let me be a law. How I hope and pray that they will, but today I am still just a bill.1 
 
In the Schoolhouse Rock sing-along “I’m Just a Bill”, viewers are led to believe that the process 
of passing a bill into law is relatively simple and straightforward. If you spend some time 
working on Capitol Hill, however, you will realize that nothing could be further from the truth. 
After a bill is written, even if it is a worthwhile piece of legislation with a small price tag, there 
are plenty of bumps in the road; political twists, turns and outside influences will constrain the 
bill from becoming a law. As a summer intern in the Office of Representative Edolphus Towns, I 
was able to witness firsthand the trials and tribulations of a small bill called the Dorothy I. 
Height and Whitney M. Young, Jr. Social Work Reinvestment Act.  
 
Reviving a dead bill 
Congressman Towns introduced the Social Worker Reinvestment Act (H.R.795) on February 3rd, 
2009. It was referred to the House Subcommittee on Higher Education, Lifelong Learning, and 
Competitiveness in March of 2009, and today the bill has 87 co-sponsors, all of whom are 
Democrats.2 Senator Barbara Mikulski also introduced a companion bill in the Senate, S.686, 
which has 14 cosponsors.3 The bill was also previously introduced in the 110th Congress by 
Representative Towns, where it gained 82 cosponsors but never left the House Committee on 
Education and Labor, to which it was referred.4 In both the Schoolhouse Rock song and on 
Capitol Hill, this process is referred to as “a bill dying.” Although H.R.795 died in the 110th 
Congress, there was renewed hope that the bill could be reintroduced and passed in the 111th 
Congress.  
 
Since its first introduction, Congressman Towns’ staff has worked tirelessly to push the bill 
forward. They have edited and rehashed the actual legislation, attached it onto other bills as 
amendments, asked nonprofits to take a larger role and, of course, conducted numerous private 
discussions and negotiations with other Members’ offices—yet still, the bill sits in limbo. 
Throughout my summer of work and observations, I have come to better understand the process 
of how a bill gets passed into law (or conversely, why it might not). In this paper I will first 
discuss the policy and how this bill was created and re-created multiple times in order to make it 
a more passable piece of legislation. Following, I will review the many twists and turns in 

                                                
1 Frishberg, Dave. I’m Just a Bill. Schoolhouse Rock. 1975. http://www.schoolhouserock.tv/Bill.html  
2 Legislative Information System. Bill Summary & Status. http://www.congress.gov/cgi-
lis/bdquery/D?d111,d108,d110,d107,d109:1:./temp/~bdHH6y:dbs=y:|/billsumm/billsumm.php?id=2|  
3 Legislative Information System. Bill Summary & Status S.686. http://www.congress.gov/cgi-
lis/bdquery/D?d111,d110:2:./temp/~bd4mVh:dbs=y:|/billsumm/billsumm.php?id=2|  
4 Legislative Information System. Bill Summary & Status.  http://www.congress.gov/cgi-
lis/bdquery/D?d111,d108,d110,d107,d109:3:./temp/~bdHH6y:dbs=y:|/billsumm/billsumm.php?id=2|  
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politics, this year and in particular this summer, which have formed the path that this bill has 
taken.  
 
The Dorothy I. Height and Whitney M. Young, Jr.  Social Work Reinvestment Act 
H.R. 795, or the Social Work Reinvestment Act (SWRA), took shape a few years ago when 
Congressman Towns was approached by the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) 
and asked to help write and promote legislation to reinvest in the social work profession. The 
fact that the Congressman was a social worker, himself, makes him an obvious ally whom they 
wanted on their team. NASW makes a strong case for the necessity of such legislation: 
 

Professional social workers provide essential services to individuals across the lifespan 
and have long been the workforce to guide people to critical resources, counsel them on 
important life decisions, and help them reach their full potential. Social workers are 
society’s safety net, and with our current economic challenges, this safety net has grown 
to include and protect a diverse group of people from all walks of life. However, serious 
safety concerns, significant educational debt, and comparatively insufficient salaries are 
threatening the ability of our nation’s social workers to provide these indispensable 
services.5  

 
The NASW teamed up with the lawmakers and designed the Dorothy I. Height and Whitney M. 
Young, Jr. Social Work Reinvestment Act to address the challenges faced by the Social Work 
Profession, thereby helping to ensure that individuals and families across the nation will have 
access to the help and resources that they need and deserve. If passed, this legislation will create 
the foundation for a strong professional workforce to meet the increasing demand for services 
that only social workers can provide.6 More specifically, the bill would direct the Secretary of 
Health and Human Services to create the Social Work Reinvestment Commission, to provide 
“independent counsel to Congress and the Secretary on policy issues associated with the 
recruitment associated with the recruitment, retention, research and reinvestment in the 
profession of social work.”7  
 
The Commission would study and report on issues including, but not limited to: workforce 
trends, fair compensation, licensure policies, and workforce capacity to serve and respond to the 
needs of individuals, groups, and communities in areas including aging and child welfare. In 
addition, the legislation authorizes the Secretary to award workplace improvement grants, 
research grants, education and training grants and community-based grants. Furthermore, these 
grants will be funded through private, nonprofits and public organizations, not the federal 
government. Finally, the bill directs the Secretary to contract with a national social work entity to 
serve as a coordinating center for the activities funded by the grants and furthermore develop a 
multi-media outreach campaign to advertise and promote the profession.8 
                                                
5 National Association of Social Workers. Social Work Reinvestment Fact Sheet. 
http://www.socialworkreinvestment.org/Content/111th/FactSheet795.pdf  
6 National Association of Social Workers. Social Work Reinvestment Fact Sheet. 
http://www.socialworkreinvestment.org/Content/111th/FactSheet795.pdf 
7 Congressional Research Service Summary. Bill Summary & Status H.R.795. http://www.congress.gov/cgi-
lis/bdquery/D?d111,d110:1:./temp/~bdiUQm:dbs=y:|/billsumm/billsumm.php?id=2|  
8 Congressional Research Service Summary. Bill Summary & Status H.R.795. http://www.congress.gov/cgi-
lis/bdquery/D?d111,d110:1:./temp/~bdiUQm:dbs=y:|/billsumm/billsumm.php?id=2| 
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Congressman Towns and his staff are adamant in the purpose and timeliness of this piece of 
legislation. Social workers today face extreme caseloads, serving everyone from children in 
foster care, to released prisoners reentering society, to families struggling with economic stress, 
and returning veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan facing Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. 
“Unemployment rates are rising, banks across the country are failing, millions of houses are in 
foreclosure, and a middle-class lifestyle is no longer within reach for the average American. This 
is placing extreme pressure on families and creating an ever-increasing need for a workforce 
adept at tackling issues of poverty and inequality, particularly during moments of crisis. The 
workforce that has historically led this charge in times of turmoil is social work,” said 
Congressman Towns. “Social workers are society’s safety net, and with our current economic 
challenges, the need for this safety net has grown to include and protect a diverse group of 
people from all walks of life.”9   
 
The price of a bill and the cost of compromise 
The original bill included more spending and investment compared to the current bill. H.R.795 
has been slimmed down substantially from its predecessor to a total cost of around $8000, 
making it a more passable bill in such current challenging times in Congress. (At least, the staff 
hoped this would make it more passable.) In reality, however, it has taken much more work than 
mere cost trimming to push this bill along, and yet it still is on hold. The three greatest barriers to 
this bill, and possibly others like it include: the deficit and harsh economy, the Republican 
stronghold, and the upcoming midterm elections this fall. 
 
By now, it is common knowledge that the national deficit is large and growing. While the issue 
was largely ignored throughout the last Presidential Administration, it has become a contentious 
issue in the 111th Congress. With the rise of the Tea Party and the increase in media coverage of 
the issue, everyday Americans have been made more aware and more concerned about 
government spending. Representatives, therefore, are much less likely to cosponsor a bill with a 
large amount spending attached. Some Representatives (mainly Republicans) are pushing back 
even harder, vowing to vote against any bill with spending attached. While the costs attached to 
H.R.795 are relatively low compared to other legislation, and also small compared to its potential 
benefit for society, Republicans have attacked the bill and labeled it a spending bill. In reality, 
however, this bill is an extremely purposeful and smart investment. “It’s only an $8000 bill, and 
that’s nothing for the potential good it can do in society,” expressed one staffer.  
 
The staff’s frustration is well founded and understandable. The deficit argument that is being 
used against bills has been used in the past, and the arguments are merely talking points used to 
tie up potentially great legislation and confuse voters, especially in an election year. It is true that 
the federal deficit is enormous, and although there is still some debate as to its true danger, many 
agree that something should be done to address the issue. That being said, Representatives that 
are pushing back against H.R.795 and other similar bills based on the deficit and spending 
argument, are off the mark. These members are playing on Americans’ angst over the economy 
to hold up good policy,10 while at the same time working to extend the Bush tax cuts which 

                                                
9 Towns, Hon. Edolphus. Congressional Record. Introduction of the Dorothy I. Hieght and Whitney M. Young, Jr. 
Social Work Reinvestment Act. February 2, 2009. 
10 Editorial. New York Times. What They’re Not Telling You. July 31, 2010. 
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would stifle potential tax revenue, thereby increasing the deficit. True deficit reduction will not 
result from voting down good (and relatively small) bills, such as H.R.795, but instead, 
addressing the deficit through increasing tax revenue and lowering substantial costs in health 
care and entitlement programs. The opposition to the bill is greatly superficial if based on the 
spending argument, which begs the question, Can a compromise needed to pass this legislation 
be found? 
 
Suspension calendar 
The normal route for a bill is long and strenuous. Following its introduction, a bill is reported by 
a House committee and placed on a calendar, normally the Union Calendar (for appropriation 
measures) or the House Calendar (all others). Basically, the calendars are long laundry lists of 
measures that committees recommend for further consideration by the House, most of which 
never reach the House Floor to be debated or voted upon. There is a system of establishing 
priorities based on a concept called “privilege”, and there are various ways a measure may be 
brought to the floor: as a privileged matter, under the limited privilege of a special calendar or 
day, under suspension of the rules, under the terms of a special rule, or by unanimous consent.11  
 
Because this piece of legislation was so pared down, and it seemed like an easy bill to pass, 
Congressman Towns was able to get it on the suspension calendar for late June. The suspension 
calendar is special route for speedy consideration for less-controversial legislation.12 In order for 
the bill to pass on the suspension calendar, however, it must receive a two-thirds majority 
approval. The bill was, in fact, set to go to the floor for a vote on Wednesday June 23rd; however, 
behind-the-scenes discussions thwarted its momentum. The staff got word that without one 
Republican cosponsor on the bill, the whole party caucus would vote the bill down, and thus the 
scramble to find a Republican cosponsor began. The staff worked on a short-list of Republican 
possibilities, but time dwindled away and the deadline approached. The day before the bill was 
to be sent to the floor it was pulled from the calendar because there was not one co-sponsor from 
across the political aisle. Congressman Towns’ staff, however, remained very hopeful that a 
Republican sponsor would soon be found so that H.R.795 could be placed back on the calendar.  
 
Searching for a Republican ally 
In the 110th Congress, there was a Republican Cosponsor of the legislation-- Representative 
Christopher Shays from Connecticut. Unfortunately, he lost his re-election in 2008 and thus the 
office lost the one Republican ally and cosponsor of the bill. This summer, staffers in Mr. 
Towns’ office worked day-in and day-out to bring a Republican member on board, starting by 
drawing up a short list of Republicans who they supposed might be willing to sign on. The short 
list included Republicans who might be empathetic to the legislation and the social worker 
profession in general, Republicans who would be facing a difficult battle this fall and thus might 
latch on to good legislation such as this, and a few other moderate Republicans.  
 
One staffer explained to me that the mere premise of the bill truly makes it difficult to gain 
Republican cosponsors, because social workers have generally been regarded as a more liberal 

                                                
11 Davis, Christopher. Congressional Research Service. How Measures Are Brought to the House Floor: A Brief 
Introduction. February 2, 2009.  
12 Davis, Christopher. Congressional Research Service. How Measures Are Brought to the House Floor: A Brief 
Introduction. February 2, 2009. 
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profession. And further, the left has historically touted social services, while the right has been 
less than enthusiastic about services including welfare and food stamps. On the other hand, more 
and more Americans (Democrats and Republicans alike) are in need of help, often reaching out 
for social services, mainly because of the state of the economy. Therefore, gaining a sympathetic 
Republican ally on this bill might be more possible today than in recent past. Because of the 
recent rough and divisive atmosphere in Congress, however, it has been extremely difficult for 
the Congressman’s staff to gain a Republican cosponsor although they have had some near 
misses and close calls. 
 
One of those close calls included a Republican new to the national scene and up for a tough 
reelection battle this fall. This particular member comes from a generally liberal-leaning district, 
and thus his signing onto H.R.795 would be advantageous for his campaigning helping to 
demonstrate his more moderate agenda to his constituents. The way cosponsorship often works is 
that the Representatives’ staff work behind the scenes holding meetings, making deals on future 
partnerships and enhancing their boss’ agendas. Congressman Towns’ staff was working closely 
with said Representative’s staff on this issue, and had confirmation from his staff that said 
Representative would be signing on H.R.795 as the first Republican cosponsor. But 
unfortunately, a little thing called protocol, along with timing and miscommunication got in the 
way. Protocol, along with tradition, goes a very long way on Capitol Hill and it is extremely 
important to stick to the rules. One of the main “rules” is that Members address Members and 
staff prepare; and when that rule is not followed, staff and Members alike can become confused, 
frustrated and potentially adverse. The end of this small note is that most likely because of a 
misstep in protocol, this particular Republican Member did not end up signing on to the bill. One 
Legislative Assistant pointed out that I should mention “the importance of protocol” in my 
paper-- while it might seem small and insubstantial, one little misstep can potentially throw the 
process through a loop. 
 
While nearing the end of my time at the Congressman’s office, the staff was working on another 
of the Republicans from their “short list.” Part of this particular Congressman’s draw to the 
process includes a district with a large number of people benefiting from social workers (similar 
to many districts across the United States). Behind the scenes discussions with his staff led to a 
potential deal. This Congressman might potentially sign on as a cosponsor, if he can get a lot of 
local press and media coverage around the issue. Once again, election year politics are coming 
into play. Because he is facing a tough battle this fall, he is looking to compromise and put his 
name out there as a cosponsor of good and purposeful legislation. By the time I left the office at 
the end of summer, Recess had come and this member had not yet sealed the deal with his 
cosponsorship. There are still additional steps that need to be taken in order to secure his 
commitment to the bill or that of another Republican member in order to finally pass this 
legislation.  
 
What will it take? 
The Dorothy I. Height and Whitney M. Young, Jr. Social Work Reinvestment Act has come a long 
way from its days of introduction in the 110th Congress. It is supported by many nonprofit 
organizations, it has a companion bill in the Senate and it currently has over 80 cosponsors. Yet, 
it did not pass as an amendment on the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act or Health 
Care Reform, and today, H.R.795 sits waiting in committee. Additionally, there are countless 
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bills that have been introduced into numerous Congresses that have never made it to the floor. 
So, what does it take for a bill to pass into law, and will H.R.795 pass? 
 
Many people do not realize the amount of work, political will and special circumstances that it 
actually takes in order for a bill to pass through the United States Congress. Political will, 
particularly bipartisanship might be one of the main ingredients needed in order for a bill to even 
make it to the floor. But unfortunately, for this bill and for many other good pieces of legislation, 
bipartisanship seems increasingly difficult to come by. Especially with this being an election 
year and with the “anti-Washington” sentiment across many regions of the United States, 
Representatives and Senators seem even less likely to come together and cooperate to pass 
legislation. Though Congressman Towns has worked relentlessly in an attempt to bring H.R.795 
to the floor, since he has yet to find one cooperating Republican, this bill could very well die. 
 
Although political will is a major element, the importance of lobbying efforts by American 
citizens and organizations, including nonprofits, surely must not be taken for granted. The 
National Association of Social Workers has played an important role raising awareness, 
however, according to a staffer there is still more they can and should do. Most recently, NASW 
asked Congressman Towns’ office to write letters to the Secretary of the Department Health and 
Human Services, Kathleen Sebelius, and President Obama asking for a commission on social 
work to be created by Executive Order. One staffer told me that they would write the letters, but 
that they have done so in the past without effect. Secretary Sebelius had communicated that 
without Congressional action that nothing could be done.  
 
What NASW can do is to increase their lobbying efforts, particularly on the ground level in the 
district offices. What Congressman Towns’ staff has asked of NASW is for them to round up 
their supporters and get a stronger grassroots movement going. The grassroots effort can target 
Member constituent offices of particular Republicans and have conversations urging them to 
cosponsor the bill. Not enough people take advantage of their right to contact their 
Representative about issues they most care about. If enough people contact a certain Republican 
in a tight race this fall, for instance, he or she might be persuaded to sign on as a cosponsor to 
H.R.795. Especially during an election year, more people should make their voices heard, telling 
their elected representatives what they want to see done in Congress.  
 
The timing of an election is not the only special circumstance and situation, however, that can 
help or hinder the movement of a particular bill. As discussed previously, the recent escalation of 
deficit rhetoric has put the American people on edge, and in turn, had an effect on how Members 
of Congress act. The fear of spending reduced H.R.795 to an $8000 bill, and even that small 
price tag is enough for some Republicans to make an argument against it. The faltering American 
economy has also created a difficult environment for passing certain legislation. With most 
Americans focusing on keeping food on the table, there is less time spent thinking about the 
long-term outlook of the American way of life, including the important role of social workers. 
Finally, another obstacle in the political environment includes the other legislation that is being 
considered as well as the legislation that has recently been considered, voted on and passed. This 
obstacle poses the argument for something like Congressional fatigue. In the 111th Congress 
alone, several major bills have been debated on and passed, which could have possibly led these 
Members to get worn down.  The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, Health Care 
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Reform, and Financial Reform are but a few of the huge pieces of legislation recently passed—
and none of them without major political will, lobbying, deal-making and some, albeit limited, 
cooperation. It is not difficult to see why Members might be worn down, and also how some 
members have become frustrated, if they fought against these bills. Without a doubt, the Dorothy 
I. Height and Whitney M. Young, Jr. Social Work Reinvestment Act has not had an easy road in 
this Congress. 
 
Still just a bill 
Dr. Dorothy Height, whom the bill is partially named after, was a hardworking and admired 
social worker, an American hero who worked for social justice for clients and the community. In 
addition, her work was so noted and poignant during the civil rights movement, that she was 
called to provide council to leaders including First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt and Presidents 
Eisenhower and Johnson.13 Without a doubt, these great leaders and politicians understood the 
meaningful services provided by social workers, some of America’s greatest public servants. 
Since Dr. Height’s passing in April, a renewed hope has come about for the passing of this 
legislation, but time is running out for H.R.795. As each day passes, the Members of Congress 
are focusing more and more on the upcoming election and less and less about the meaningful 
bills, such as the Social Work Reinvestment Act. It may very well be too late for the bill to pass 
in this Congress, but hopefully with a larger grassroots effort, greater lobbying by nonprofits, 
public engagement and greater political will, this bill will have a better chance in future 
Congresses. So although we might hope and pray that one day the men and women of Congress 
will pass H.R.795, today it is still “just a bill.” 14 
 

                                                
13National Association of Social Workers. Dorothy Height Biography.  
http://www.socialworkreinvestment.org/content/Bio_DorothyIHeight.pdf  
14 Frishberg, Dave. I’m Just a Bill. Schoolhouse Rock. 1975. http://www.schoolhouserock.tv/Bill.html 


