A
New Jersey

Civics
Lesson

...or, are you smarter than a 4th grader?

ith the gubernatorial and
assembly elections in November,
interest in State government is
running high. But how much does the
average citizen really know about their
State, beyond the refrain that we have the
highest property taxes in the nation? I
recently visited the State House in Trenton
and participated in an interesting and
innovative program entitled “Democracy in
Action.” It is sponsored by the New Jersey
Office of Legislative Services, Office of
Public Information, with the purpose of
educating and motivating the public to learn
about the history and structure of their state
government.
The program begins with the historical
and architectural tour of the State house,
similar to the weekly tours offered to the
public, but then explores the legislative
process, offers a meeting with a state

W

representative and includes a workshop on
using the legislative website for information
and research.
Sarah Schmidt, our knowledgeable guide
and head of the Tour Office, began the day
in the impressive rotunda of the State
House. She noted that last year over 35,000
fourth graders from around the state visited
the State House in Trenton, a field trip to
enhance their curriculum of NJ state history
and government. The challenge was on: Are
you smarter than a 4th grader? Do you know
such basic facts as:
Who represents you in the NJ State
Legislature? What days of the week is the
legislature in session? How many bills are
introduced each session and how many
become law? How many governors has NJ
had? And how many state constitutions?
What is the State Motto? The State flower?
(Answers are highlighted below).
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But how much
does the average
citizen really
know about their
State, beyond the
refrain that we
have the highest
property taxes in
the nation?
TOP: NJ Supreme Court JusticesTop row, L to R: Justice Roberto A. Rivera-Soto; Justice Barry T. Albin; Justice John E. Wallace, Jr.; Justice Helen
E. Hoens; Front row, L to R: Justice Virginia Long; Chief Justice Stuart Rabner; Justice Jaynee LaVecchia. MIDDLE: Governor-Elect Chris Christie
BOTTOM: NJ State Seal RIGHT: State House rotunda.

STATE HOUSE TOUR
Greeting us upon entering the rotunda is a
replica of the Lincoln Memorial, in commemoration
of Lincoln’s visit on February 21, 1861 on his way
to the White House to be inaugurated as president.
Lincoln was a fearless politician, choosing to speak
in the state that had not supported him in the 1860
election, dominated by Democrats who opposed
the Civil War, known as “Copper Heads.” Lincoln
spoke of the heroic role of Trenton in the
Revolutionary War and cast himself as “the humble
instrument in the hands of the Almighty for
perpetuating the object of that great struggle.”
While his reception in the Assembly was spirited, it
was subdued in the Senate and New Jersey again
voted against Lincoln in 1864, the only Free State to
do so.
The crimson walls of the Victorian style rotunda
are lined with stained glass windows and historic
paintings of early governors in three tiers, leading
your eye up 145 feet to the dome above. Portraits
of more recent governors can be found in the
Governor’s reception area.

The original capitol was built in 1792 and since
parts of that building still exist, New Jersey earns
the distinction of having the second oldest state
building in continuous use in the United States,
after Annapolis, Maryland which has the oldest.
(Virginia would be second, but record keepers do
not count the time they were in the Confederacy.)
Major additions to the original, simple building
occurred in 1845, 1865 and 1871, as the state
government grew, but fire in 1885 totally destroyed
one wing. The rotunda and gold plated dome were
added after that and the latest extensive renovation
began in 1987, addressing structural and electrical
deficiencies and including additions to the Plaza
and artworks by state artists.
Tour members particularly enjoyed a sculpture
which incorporates symbols of the state: a red oak
tree with honeybees, wild violets and Eastern
goldfinches, which are the state tree, insect, flower
and bird. Commissioned during Governor Christine
Todd Whitman’s administration, the piece even
includes a ladybug for the first lady governor.
The state’s motto “Liberty and Prosperity” is
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New Jersey
earns the
distinction of
having the
second oldest
state building
in continuous
use in the
United States...

TOP: Red oak tree. MIDDLE TOP: Eastern Goldfinch BOTTOM TOP: Wild Violet. BOTTOM: Honey Bee LEFT: Senate Chamber.

incorporated in the state flag and state seal, with
Lady Liberty and the Roman goddess of grain,
Ceres, flanking a shield with three plows,
symbolizing the importance of agriculture in the
Garden State in 1777.

follows the same path in the other house and an
estimated 400 of the 8,000 bills introduced in a
session will ultimately reach the governor’s desk
for signature or veto. If vetoed, the legislature can
override with a two thirds majority vote.

LEGISLATIVE PROCESS
For this part of the program, we were fortunate
to sit in the empty Senate chamber to review and
discuss two pending bills. The legislative process
mirrors the federal model with bills drafted by the
Senate or Assembly, introduced during the session,
referred to committee for action and possible
public hearings, re-read on the floor of the
chamber, and then discussed and amended before
final vote. Once a bill is passed in one house, it

REPRESENTATION
Legislative representation is based on 40 electoral
districts of equal population, each having one
senator and two assemblymen (or women). You
can find your legislator at:
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/members/legsearch.asp
The job is part time, paying $49,000 per year.
Sessions are held on Mondays and Thursdays and
most representatives, except for those in leadership
positions, have offices in their home districts.
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Terms for the Assembly are two years and for the
Senate, four years.
THE GOVERNOR
Historically the governor was a relatively weak
office, initially chosen by the legislature as a
ceremonial figurehead. That changed with the
second state constitution in 1844 which gave the
people the power to elect a governor. In 1947, a
third constitution was adopted, giving the governor
greater authority, including a line item veto on
appropriations and extending the term of office from
three years to four, making the office one of the
strongest in the nation. A lieutenant governor was
added this year, in response to two recent
resignations of governors which necessitated the
President of the Senate assuming the Executive
Office role, while still maintaining the legislative
one, creating an imbalance in the separation of
powers. (Whitman left in 2001 to assume cabinet
position as head of Environmental Protection
Agency and McGreevey resigned in 2004). Governor
Chris Christie is the 55th governor of the state.

In 1947, a third
constitution was
adopted, giving
the governor
greater
authority...
making the
office one of the
strongest in the
nation.

THE JUDICIARY
The third branch of government is the Judiciary,
whose offices were originally on the second floor of
the 1792 state house, but now are housed in the
Richard Hughes Judicial Complex on Market Street
in Trenton. The Supreme Court consists of seven
justices.
LEGISLATIVE RESEARCH
The website of the legislature:
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us
allows you to listen to live sessions or search for bills
based on a number of criteria: sponsor, governor
action, or subject. You can also create email
notification of bills whose progress you are
interested in following.
As Thomas Jefferson stated, “Whenever the people
are well-informed, they can be trusted with their
own government.” So, take advantage of all the
available resources and be an informed citizen. After
all, fourth grade was a long time ago for most of us!
IF YOU GO:
• State House tours: one hour tours available M-F
and on selected Saturdays.

TOP: Assembly chamber. LEFT: First NJ Governor, William Livingston.
MIDDLE: Christine Todd Whitman. RIGHT: James McGreevey. Whitman and
McGreevey resigned (2001 and 2004, respectively) leading to the creation of
a lieutenant governor position.

• Democracy in Action program: full day program
which includes the State House tour as well as
exploration of Legislative process and website
workshop. Call the Tour Office for schedule: (609)
633-2709
• State House Welcome Center: Interactive exhibits
on Making Laws, Treasures and Trivia, Democracy
in Balance, I have a Voice and Discover New Jersey.
• Official State of New Jersey website:
http://www.state.nj.us/
• Legislative website:
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/
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