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HOW TO READ A TEXAS PUBLIC MEETING AGENDA

A practical, empowering guide for everyday citizens

Public meeting agendas are not just schedules. In Texas, an agenda is a legal notice (§551.041; §551.043). It defines
what a governmental body can discuss, what it can vote on (§551.102), and opportunities for public participation
(§551.007).

Reading an agenda allows you to:

e See what decisions are coming before they are made. I
e |dentify when and how public comment occurs. ﬂ
|

® Recognize issues that deserve closer attention.

AGENDA

* Prepare comments that are timely and effective.

This guide explains the main sections of a typical Texas public meeting agenda,
what each section does, and how citizens use it to participate effectively.

THE ROLE OF AGENDAS IN PUBLIC MEETINGS

CLLKKKK

Under the Texas Open Meetings Act, the agenda controls the meeting.
Officials may only discuss and act on items that are properly listed. A

® Present what officials may legally discuss or decide.
e |dentify opportunities for public input (§551.007).
e Signal which items may be voted on (§551.102).

* Give you time to prepare, organize, and respond.

If an item is not on the agenda, officials generally cannot discuss or act on it (§551.102). Knowing this puts citizens on
equal procedural footing with decision-makers.

HOW TO CONFIRM AGENDA VALIDITY BEFORE READING

Before reading the details, confirm the meeting is legally posted. If the notice does not meet posting requirements, it
may affect the validity of actions taken at the meeting.

Disclaimer: This resource is intended for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal advice. The information contained herein should
not be relied upon as a substitute for legal counsel.
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HOW TO READ A TEXAS PUBLIC MEETING AGENDA

Check the Posting Requirements:

* Agenda must be posted at least three business days before the scheduled meeting date (excluding weekends and

legal holidays). §551.043
e Emergency meetings: At least 2 hours’ notice, allowed only for genuine emergencies (§551.045).
* Budget meetings require special notice, including access to the proposed budget and a taxpayer impact statement
(§551.043).
Check the Location:

* Posted in a physically accessible public location at the governmental body’s main office (§551.043).

* Often (but not legally required to be) posted on the official website.

Why This Matters: Texas law requires advance notice so citizens have time to review, prepare comments, and attend.
Improper posting can invalidate actions taken at the meeting (§551.141).

Citizen Tip: Late postings, quiet revisions, or hard-to-find agendas are red flags worth documenting.

HOW TO SCAN AN AGENDA IN 60 SECONDS

—

. Confirm date, time, and location.

. Find the public comment section.

. Scan for action words: approve, adopt, vote, consider.

2
3
4. Review the consent agenda carefully.
5

®,
. Note future agenda items. \
This quick scan helps you identify which parts of the .
meeting warrant closer attention and where public input ——

may be most effective. 0

HOW TO READ AND USE THE AGENDA
Once you have done a quick scan, the next step is understanding what each part of the agenda means.

Not every section appears on every agenda. The goal is to recognize:
¢ Where decisions are made.
* |dentify when public input is scheduled.

® Which sections deserve closer attention.

The sections below follow the typical order used in Texas public meeting agendas. Use them as a reference before a
meeting, during a meeting, or when an agenda item is unclear or requires follow-up.
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HOW TO READ A TEXAS PUBLIC MEETING AGENDA

BEGIN HERE WITH STEP ONE OF YOUR AGENDA REVIEW:

n REQUIRED HEADER INFORMATION

The agenda lists the governmental body, meeting date, time, location, and contact information. This confirms the

meeting is legally noticed and tells citizens who to contact for questions or accommodations.

E CALL TO ORDER / OPENING

This section marks the official start of the meeting, including optional pledges or a moment of silence and roll call to
confirm a quorum (§551.001(6), §551.002). No public participation occurs during this portion.

B PUBLIC COMMENT

What It Contains (§551.007):
e Designated time for public input on agenda items only.

* Rules on whether comments may address non-agenda items (if allowed, some bodies put public comment
on non-agenda items at the end of the agenda).

e Speaking time limits can be adopted (§551.007(c)) and usually are between 3-5 minutes, depending on how
many citizens have signed up to speak.

Why It Matters:
* This is often the primary opportunity for citizens to speak.
e Officials generally may not respond to public comments.

* Public input can influence future agendas.

How Citizens Can Participate:

* Sign up as required (check the body’s website to see if sign up is online or in person, required in advance or
allowed when you arrive, etc.).

e State your name.
e Stay within time limits.
e Address comments to the body, not individuals
Privacy Callout: Many times you will be asked to state your name AND address when you reach the podium. You

are not required to state your home address aloud. You may state only your city, refer to your completed speaker
card (say “my address is on my speaker card”), or decline for safety reasons.
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HOW TO READ A TEXAS PUBLIC MEETING AGENDA

n CONSENT AGENDA

The consent agenda groups routine or non-controversial items into a single vote such as:
* Approval of previous minutes
® Renewals
e Standard contracts

* Routine financial items
This saves time, but important decisions can still be approved without discussion.

How Citizens Can Participate:
® Review consent items before the meeting.
* Contact officials early to request an item be pulled.

* Public comment is taken before the consent agenda vote, not during the vote itself so you must be proactive if you
want to stop something from passing (§551.007).

B REGULAR / DISCUSSION ITEMS

What It Contains: Why It Matters:
* Substantive issues requiring discussion. e These items often lead directly to decisions.
e |tems that may lead to action. e Agenda wording signals whether a vote is likely

* References to backup materials. (see Citizen Tip below for examples).

No Citizen Participation

Citizen Tip: Certain phrases signal how much authority the body expects to exercise on an item':
e “Discuss and consider” — A vote is likely.
* “Discuss and possible action” — A vote may occur.
* “Consider approval” / “Approve” / "Adopt” — A vote is expected.
e “For discussion only” — No vote should occur (though future action may follow).

* “Update” or “Presentation” — Informational now, action later.

Pay close attention to vague phrasing. Broad or unclear descriptions can limit public understanding while still
allowing significant decisions.

1 Texas law requires agenda items to give public notice of whether action may occur, Tex. Gov't Code § 551.041, §551.102.
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HOW TO READ A TEXAS PUBLIC MEETING AGENDA

B ACTION ITEMS

What It Contains: Why It Matters (§551.102):
e Ordinances ® These items create binding decisions.
® Resolutions ® Some require multiple readings or hearings.

e Contracts
How Citizens Can Participate (§551.007):
e Budgets
J ® Speak during public comment periods.

Policy changes o
e Submit written comments.

* Engage early when multiple readings are required.

REGULAR / DISCUSSION ITEMS

What It Is and Why It Exists: An executive (closed) session is a limited, legally defined portion of a public meeting
where a governmental body may meet privately to protect specific public interests. Texas law allows closed sessions
only when open discussion would undermine those interests.

What May Be Discussed (Limited by Law): Texas law permits executive sessions only for the purposed expressly
listed in the Texas Open Meetings Act, including:

e Consultation with legal counsel to preserve attorney—client privilege (§551.071).
* Certain personnel matters to protect employee privacy (§551.074).

* Deliberation about real property or negotiations where public discussion would harm the government’s
bargaining position (§551.072-551.073; §551.087).

* Security-related matters where disclosure could create risks to people or infrastructure (§551.076-551.082).

Why the Public Cannot Attend: The public is excluded because these discussions involve confidential information
that, if disclosed, could harm the governmental body’s legal position, employees, negotiations, or public safety. For
this reason, Texas law expressly authorizes the body to exclude the public during these narrowly defined discussions
(§551.001; §551.071-551.087)

Critical Limits on Executive Sessions:
* Discussions must stay strictly within the cited statutory purpose.
* No vote, decision, or final action may occur in executive session (§551.102).

* Any binding action must be taken later, in open session, and reflected in the public record (§551.102).

continued on next page ...

CITIZENSDEFENDINGFREEDOM.COM


https://www.citizensdefendingfreedom.com
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/?tab=1&code=GV&chapter=GV.551&artSec=551.001
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/?tab=1&code=GV&chapter=GV.551&artSec=551.071
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/?tab=1&code=GV&chapter=GV.551&artSec=551.074
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/?tab=1&code=GV&chapter=GV.551&artSec=551.072
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/?tab=1&code=GV&chapter=GV.551&artSec=551.087
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/?tab=1&code=GV&chapter=GV.551&artSec=551.076
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/?tab=1&code=GV&chapter=GV.551&artSec=551.001
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/?tab=1&code=GV&chapter=GV.551&artSec=551.071
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/?tab=1&code=GV&chapter=GV.551&artSec=551.102
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/?tab=1&code=GV&chapter=GV.551&artSec=551.102
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/GV/htm/GV.551.htm#551.102
https://statutes.capitol.texas.gov/Docs/GV/htm/GV.551.htm#551.007

HOW TO READ A TEXAS PUBLIC MEETING AGENDA

Executive/Closed Session Records:

e Texas law requires the governmental body to keep either a certified agenda or an audio recording of every
executive session (§551.103; §551.104).

e Any certified agenda or recording is sealed and confidential and cannot be unsealed without a court order

§551.104(c)

Oversight and Accountability: Because the public cannot hear or access what is said in executive session,

transparency depends on process. Citizens should watch:
® How often executive sessions are used.
* Whether the stated legal justification matches the topic.

* What actions or votes occur immediately afterward in open session.

How Citizens Can Participate:
e Observe entry and exit from closed session.
* Watch post-session actions e.g., a discussion, a vote, indication of a vote taken behind closed doors.

* Raise transparency concerns through proper channels.

Citizen Callout: You cannot see/hear this discussion. However, you can watch how often executive sessions occur,
why they are used, and what happens immediately afterward (§551.102).

Red Flags:

® Vague agenda language

* Repeated closed sessions on the same topic
* Immediate votes after long closed sessions

* Major decisions appearing without public context.
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HOW TO READ A TEXAS PUBLIC MEETING AGENDA

B REPORTS

What It Contains:
* Updates and summaries presented by staff, committees, or administrators
¢ Financial, operational, or performance information

* Informational briefings on programs, projects, or emerging issues

Reports typically come from staff members (such as a city manager, superintendent, or department head), standing
committees of the board, or financial officers responsible for tracking budgets and expenditures.

Why It Matters:
* Reports explain how policies are being implemented and how public resources are being used.
* They often provide the background and justification for future agenda items.

e Issues introduced in reports frequently reappear later as discussion or action items
Reports are where many decisions begin, even if no vote has occurred yet.

How Citizens Can Participate:
* Review reports in advance.
* Follow up with school board members if you have questions.

e Address concerns in future meetings during public comments (§552.001).

B FUTURE AGENDA ITEMS

This section lists topics expected to appear on upcoming meetings. Citizens cannot provide comment during this
time, but it helps them prepare and follow issues in advance.

m ANNOUNCEMENTS

Officials provide information about upcoming meetings, events, or recognitions. Citizens do not participate during
announcements but can note opportunities for engagement.

n ADJOURNMENT

This marks the formal close of the meeting and confirms when official business ends. No public participation occurs,
though informal conversations may follow.
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HOW TO READ A TEXAS PUBLIC MEETING AGENDA
YOUR RIGHTS AS A TEXAS RESIDENT

You have the right to:
* Attend open meetings (§551.002).
e Obtain agenda materials ahead of time (§551.041, §551.043).
® Speak during designated comment periods (§551.007).
® Record meetings (§551.023).

* File complaints about Open Meetings Act violations (§551.141-§551.146).

TEXAS LAW APPENDIX: KEY OPEN MEETINGS ACT PROVISIONS

This guide is grounded in the Texas Open Meetings Act (Texas Government Code, Chapter 551).

FINAL TAKEAWAY

Agendas are a key tool for transparency and civic participation. When citizens understand them, local government
becomes more transparent, accountable, and responsive. Knowing how to read an agenda turns you from an observer
into a participant, which is how representative government works at the local level.
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