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Background and Summary 
 

In June 2024, the Wisconsin Supreme Court formed a committee to examine the shortage of attorneys, 
the Attorney Recruitment and Retention Committee (the Committee). As outlined in the media release 
announcing the Committee’s creation, the lack of attorneys not only impacts the constitutional rights of 
defendants but also affects victims and other members of the community as they await justice.1  The 
Committee was asked to examine the overall shortage of attorneys and the uneven distribution of 
attorneys across the state and identify potential solutions. 
 

The Committee drew from a wide range of stakeholders and met seven times between September 2024 
and September 2025.  In addition, two workgroups convened separately to discuss (1) financial incentive 
programs and (2) limited legal practitioner programs.  Workgroup findings were presented to the full 
Committee in February 2025 (financial incentives) and April 2025 (limited legal practitioners).  
Committee and workgroup members are listed in Appendix A.   
 

This report summarizes information discussed by the Committee over the course of its meetings.  It also 
includes several data elements to provide additional context.  After reviewing a range of challenges and 
potential strategies to address the attorney shortage, the Committee recommends further exploration 
of the following topics, which fall into four strategy areas: 
 

1. Improve the availability of attorneys in high-need areas. 
a. Create a financial incentive program to encourage more attorneys to live and work in 

high-need areas. 
b. Seek an increase in the hourly rate for private attorneys who accept State Public 

Defender case appointments. 
2. Increase the overall supply of attorneys in Wisconsin. 

a. Expand paths for legal training and education, including programs that focus on rural 
and northern areas of the state. 

b. Consider adoption of the Uniform Bar Exam (UBE) in Wisconsin. 
3. Increase access to legal services provided by non-attorney professionals. 

a. Study the feasibility of establishing a limited license practitioner (LLP) program to 
provide legal services in specific, non-criminal practice areas. 

4. Utilize existing legal resources as efficiently as possible. 
a. Promote and expand the use of remote technology for certain routine, non-evidentiary 

court proceedings. 
 

It is important to note that not every Committee member supported all of the recommendations in this 
report or concurred in all aspects of it.  However, there was general agreement regarding the scope and 
complexity of the problem, and acknowledgement that more than one strategy may be needed to bring 
about positive change.  Each of these recommendations is described in greater detail in the following 
pages, as well as potential mechanisms for implementation.  It is anticipated that further fact-finding 
and exploration of the advantages, disadvantages, and ultimate feasibility of each recommendation as a 
means to address the attorney shortage will be undertaken by each implementation lead identified in 
the report.  Finally, the Committee proposes reconvening in 12 months to assess progress and identify 
additional resources or strategies that may be needed.  

 
1 “Chief Justice Establishes Committee to Address Attorney Shortage,” June 6, 2024, at 
https://www.wicourts.gov/news/archives/view.jsp?id=1649&year=2024   
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Issue Overview 
 

Framing the Attorney Shortage Issue 
Several data elements outlined below help illustrate the complex nature and broad impact of the 
attorney shortage.  While offering a fairly narrow view of the issue, largely as seen through the lens of 
the Court System, this information points to the need for both short- and long-term strategies to reverse 
the current downward trend in the number of attorneys, and in particular, the decline in the number of 
criminal defense attorneys.  Key points include the following:   

 
1. The majority (73%) of Wisconsin’s attorneys reside in Judicial Districts 1, 3, and 5, which 

account for 45% of the state’s population.2  These three districts include Milwaukee County, 
the metropolitan Milwaukee region, and Dane County.  

2. There are fewer attorneys in Wisconsin now than in 2020. The number of active attorneys in 
Wisconsin has declined slightly over the past 6 years, dropping just over 1 percent (-1.3%).3  
Decreases are centered largely in the state’s northern, central, and southwestern regions.  

3. There are fewer attorneys working on circuit court cases, in general. The number of unique 
attorneys associated with Wisconsin Circuit Court cases declined by almost 10 percent  
(-9.8%) between 2017 and 2024.4  

4. Fewer defense attorneys are handling more criminal felony cases. The number of criminal 
defense attorneys in circuit court cases decreased by more than 14% (-14.2%) from 2017 to 
2024.  During the same period, the number of criminal felony cases increased by almost 14%.5 

5. State Bar admissions are insufficient to maintain the current level of attorneys in Wisconsin. 
Despite consistent or larger class sizes at Wisconsin’s two law schools, as well as higher 
admission numbers to the State Bar of Wisconsin during the past 5 years, the number of new 
attorneys is not sufficient to offset those who retire, leave the state, or exit the practice of law 
for other reasons.   

 

Attorney Supply: National and Regional Context  
According to the American Bar Association’s (ABA) Profile of the Legal Profession 2024, there are more 
than 1.3 million lawyers in the United States.6  This translates to just under 4 attorneys (3.9) per 1,000 
residents, on average.  There is no national standard for how many attorneys a state should have, due to 
state-level variations in population, geographic features, demographic characteristics, and legal codes.  
Attorney numbers range from a high of 9.6 lawyers per 1,000 population in New York to a low of 2.1 
attorneys per 1,000 in Idaho, Arizona, and South Carolina.   
 
 
 
  

 
2 U.S. Census Bureau, “Annual Estimates of the Resident Population for Counties in Wisconsin: April 1, 2020 to July 
1, 2024” (CO-EST2024-POP-55) at https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/popest/2020s-counties-
total.html and State Bar of Wisconsin. 
3 Includes Active, Active New, and Senior Active attorney license categories. Does not include Emeritus Active 
Legacy.  
4 Source: Wisconsin Court System, Court Operations Data and Analytics Unit. “Year” denotes the year in which a 
case was disposed, or closed, in the Circuit Court. 
5 Ibid. 
6 “ABA Profile of the Legal Profession 2024,” at: https://www.americanbar.org/news/profile-legal-profession/  
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Map 1: Attorneys per 1,000 Population, 2024 

 
Source: American Bar Association Profile of the Legal Profession 2024 

 
In 2024, only two states in the Midwest were at or above the 
national average for the ratio of attorneys to population. The 
highest proportion is in Illinois, with 4.9 attorneys per 1,000 
people and Minnesota, with 4.6 per 1,000 residents. Wisconsin 
was reported as having 2.6 attorneys per 1,000 people, and Iowa 
and Indiana both showed 2.3 attorneys per 1,000.7  When using 
the same methodology as the ABA “Profile of the Legal 
Profession” report, Wisconsin would need to add more than 6,000 
attorneys to reach the Midwest average of 3.5 attorneys per 
1,000 people. 8  

 

Number and Location of Attorneys in Wisconsin 
Among Wisconsin’s active, non-emeritus attorneys, the vast majority are located in Judicial Districts 1, 3, 
and 5 (Milwaukee County, the suburban Milwaukee region, and the greater Dane County region, 
respectively). 9  Combined, these 3 districts contain 45% of the state’s population, but they are home to 
73% of the state’s attorneys.10 

 
7 “ABA Profile of the Legal Profession 2024,” at: https://www.americanbar.org/news/profile-legal-profession/  
8 State Bar of Wisconsin and U.S. Census Bureau “Annual Estimates of the Resident Population for Counties in 
Wisconsin: April 1, 2020 to July 1, 2024.” Calculation is based on 2024 population and the 2025 number of active 
attorneys from the State Bar of Wisconsin.  
9 Wisconsin’s 72 counties are divided into 9 Judicial Administrative Districts. See Appendix B and  
https://www.wicourts.gov/courts/offices/map.htm for more detail.  
10 U.S. Census Bureau, “Annual Estimates of the Resident Population for Counties in Wisconsin: April 1, 2020 to 

July 1, 2024” (CO-EST2024-POP-55) at https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/popest/2020s-
counties-total.html and State Bar of Wisconsin.  

Table 1: Attorneys Per 1,000 
Population (Midwest) 

Illinois 4.9 

Minnesota 4.6 

Michigan 3.4 

Ohio 3.2 

Wisconsin 2.6 

Iowa 2.3 

Indiana 2.3 
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Table 2: Change in Number and Percent of Active Attorneys by Judicial District, 2020 - 2025 

Judicial 
District 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 

Percent change 
2020 - 2025 

District 1 4,418  4,374  4,349  4,343  4,324  4,359  -1.3% 

District 2 552  539  544  541  530  529  -4.2% 

District 3 1,697  1,702  1,679  1,681  1,689  1,735  2.2% 

District 4 642  628  592  590  599  595  -7.3% 

District 5 3,256  3,256  3,270  3,260  3,307  3,347  2.8% 

District 7 491  469  441  433  425  434  -11.6% 

District 8 845  838  844  848  829  841  -0.5% 

District 9 606  590  581  566  563  552  -8.9% 

District 10 633  616  600  585  592  574  -9.3% 

Total 13,140  13,012  12,900  12,847  12,858  12,966  -1.3% 
    Source: State Bar of Wisconsin. Includes Active, Active New, and Senior Active member types. 

 
 

Map 2: Percent Change in Active Attorneys by Judicial District, 2020-2025 

 
Source: State Bar of Wisconsin and Wisconsin Court System, Court Operations Data and Analytics Unit 
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When viewed through a regional lens, the southwestern and northern areas of the state have 
experienced the largest declines in active attorneys between 2020 and 2025.  The northern region lost 
almost 8% of its active attorneys, and the southwest region of the state, which includes La Crosse 
County, saw a decline of over 13% during this period.  Most areas of the state, with the exception of the 
southeast and south central regions, experienced a decline in total attorneys from 2020 to 2025.  
 

Map 3: Percent Change in Active Attorneys by Geographic Region, 2020-2025 

 
Source: State Bar of Wisconsin and Wisconsin Court System, Court Operations Data and Analytics Unit 

 

General Population Trends in Wisconsin 
The decline in the number of attorneys is not necessarily reflected in Wisconsin’s general population 
trends.  According to U.S. Census Bureau estimates, many of the counties where attorney declines were 
most significant from 2020-2024 saw the largest percent population growth during the same period.  
Dane County saw the largest growth in the state with an almost 5% increase in residents from 2020-
2024, followed by Lafayette County.  However, 8 of the remaining top 10 counties with population 
growth are located in the northern and southwest regions of the state.11  This includes St. Croix, Sawyer, 
Burnett and Bayfield Counties in District 10, Vilas and Forest Counties in District 9, and Adams and Pepin 
Counties in District 7.  This divergence between general population and attorney levels underscores the 
need to consider both current and anticipated population levels when developing strategies to improve 
attorney recruitment and retention. 

 
11 U.S. Census Bureau, “Annual Estimates of the Resident Population for Counties in Wisconsin: April 1, 
2020 to July 1, 2024” (CO-EST2024-POP-55) at https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-
series/demo/popest/2020s-counties-total.html.  
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Circuit Court Case and Attorney Trends 
The total number of active attorneys associated with circuit court cases of any type (felony, 
misdemeanor, etc.), has decreased by about 10% over the past eight years, dropping from 10,897 
attorneys in 2017 to 9,828 in 2024.12  This includes attorneys associated with a case at any point, 
counted when the case concludes.13     
 

Chart 1: Unique Attorneys Associated with Circuit Court Cases  
(All Case Types) by Disposition Year of 2017 - 2024 

 
Source: Wisconsin Court System, Court Operations Data and Analytics Unit 

 

The trend between 2017 and 2024 among defense attorneys in criminal felony cases shows a more rapid 
decline. For cases that closed between 2017 and 2024, the number of unique attorneys serving as 
defense counsel in felony cases decreased from 2,281 attorneys to under 1,956 attorneys, a reduction of 
over 14% (-14.2%).  During the same period, the number of criminal felony case dispositions increased 
from around 40,000 in 2017 to over 45,500 cases disposed in 2024, a 14% increase.14  
 

Chart 2: Unique Defense Attorneys in Criminal Felony Cases (Defense Atty. Only)  
By Case Disposition Year of 2017 - 2024 

 
Source: Wisconsin Court System, Court Operations Data and Analytics Unit 

 
12 Wisconsin Court System Data and Analytics Unit. Counts are based on disposition year, not filing year, and 
include all attorneys associated with a particular case at any point from filing through disposition. Case disposition 
may fall in a different year than the year in which the case was originally filed. 
13 Ibid. The number of total case dispositions (for all case types) from 2017 to 2024 decreased by almost 16%, from 
around 864,000 circuit court cases disposed in 2017 to approximately 728,000 cases disposed in 2024. 
14 Wisconsin Court System Data and Analytics Unit. Data includes defense counsel in criminal felony cases by 
disposition year. Multiple attorneys associated with a case are counted in the year in which the case disposed 
(concluded).  
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With fewer total attorneys serving as criminal defense attorneys, and more criminal felony cases, this 
translates to higher per-attorney workloads for prosecutors and defense attorneys working on these 
cases.  According to both prosecutor and State Public Defender representatives on the Committee, high 
workload and low pay were the most cited reasons for leaving these positions.  Although SPD attorney 
turnover and vacancies peaked during the Covid-19 pandemic, hiring has largely rebounded due to 
increases in base pay, pay progression, and salary parity with prosecutors over several consecutive state 
budget cycles.15  
 

Among prosecutors, high turnover is a persistent issue.  In January 1990, prosecutors became state 
employees.  In the ensuing years, state budgets have not created new positions at sufficient levels to 
account for demographic changes, and pay progression has not kept pace with inflation. 16  As a result, 
career prosecutors’ salaries tend to be lower than those of newly-hired prosecutors with similar 
experience.  In addition to high caseloads, the increased prevalence of electronic evidence often leads to 
a longer and more complex discovery process.  In 2024, among the state’s 456 prosecutors, 60% had 
under 10 years of experience, and 40% had fewer than 5 years of experience.  The large proportion of 
prosecutors with fewer than 5 years of experience exemplifies this high rate of turnover.  
 

Wisconsin Law School Enrollment Trends 
Wisconsin’s two law schools, Marquette University Law School, and the University of Wisconsin Law 
School together produce a large proportion of the attorneys practicing in Wisconsin.  Marquette Law 
School’s class size has remained relatively steady between 2014 and 2024, with around 200 students per 
year.  Just under 80% of Marquette University Law School students accepted positions in Wisconsin 
following graduation (class of 2023). Among the class of 2024, 22 reported jobs in government service 
(not including clerkships), and 17 took public interest positions.17 Government service includes positions 
as prosecutors, and Office of the State Public Defender positions fall under the public interest category.  
 

Chart 3: Number of Incoming (First Year) Students at Wisconsin Law Schools, 2019-2024 

 
Source: American Bar Association  

 

 
15 The 2025-27 biennial budget added 12.5 SPD positions, including 11 program support and 1.5 staff attorney 
positions. See 2025 Wisconsin Act 15, at 
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/misc/lfb/budget/2025_27_biennial_budget  
16 Ibid. The 2025-27 budget created 42 new general purpose revenue (GPR) prosecutor positions. In addition, 
Milwaukee County added 12.5 new prosecutor positions, supported by traffic fine and forfeiture revenue.  New 
prosecutors were apportioned across 24 counties in order to reach approximately 80% workload statewide, as 
outlined by a workload study provided by the Wisconsin District Attorneys’ Association.  
17 American Bar Association Required Employment Outcome Disclosures, at 
https://www.abarequireddisclosures.org/employmentOutcomes  
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Average class sizes at the University of Wisconsin Law School averaged 229 students between 2019 and 
2024. This is significantly larger than the average of 184 students between 2014 and 2018, marking a 
24% increase in average class size.  For the class of 2023, more than 60% of University of Wisconsin Law 
School graduates accepted jobs in Wisconsin.  Among the class of 2024, 44 entered government service 
(not including clerkships), and 31 accepted public interest positions, which include SPD attorneys.18   
 

Attorneys Admitted to Practice Law in Wisconsin  
The Wisconsin Board of Bar Examiners oversees admission to the state bar through examination (taking 
the bar exam) or through demonstrating proof of practice in another state.  In addition, qualified 
graduates of the state’s two law schools may apply for admission through diploma privilege.  Eligible 
graduates are admitted pending completion of character and fitness investigations.  Through these 
three channels for admission, 744 attorneys were admitted to the Wisconsin State Bar in 2024. This 
marks a 22 percent increase in admissions when compared to 2019.19  
 

Chart 4: Wisconsin State Bar Admissions, 2019-2024 

 
Source: Wisconsin Board of Bar Examiners 

 
As of October 2025, the State Bar of Wisconsin had approximately 26,000 total members.20  In addition 
to active attorney types, this figure includes inactive, judicial, and emeritus members who do not take 
cases.21  The 2025 total also includes more than 9,200 out-of-state members.  Among those attorneys 
who reside in Wisconsin and fall into the categories of active, active new, and senior active, there are 
just under 13,000 members (12,966).  

  

 
18 American Bar Association Required Employment Outcome Disclosures, at 
https://www.abarequireddisclosures.org/employmentOutcomes  
19 Wisconsin Board of Bar Examiners Annual Reports, available at 
https://www.wicourts.gov/courts/offices/bbe.htm  
20 State Bar of Wisconsin.  
21 Supreme Court Rule Petition 20-06 raised the age at which attorneys move into the Emeritus license category 
and clarified that moving forward, Emeritus denotes inactive attorneys.  A small proportion of attorneys who 
reached 70 as of July 1, 2021 were granted legacy status (Emeritus Active Legacy) and are subject to active 
attorney licensing rules as long as they continue to practice.  Attorneys may continue to elect Emeritus status at 
age 70 and become inactive.  Active attorneys who reach 75 after July 1, 2021 may continue to practice through a 
Senior Active license category.  See Supreme Court Rule 20-06. 
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Proposed Strategy Areas and 
Recommendations for Further Exploration 

 
Given the significant decline in the number of attorneys in some areas of the state, the increase in 
criminal felony cases, and state bar admission levels, maintaining current practices will not close the 
attorney gap in Wisconsin.  On the contrary, without intervention, the attorney shortage will worsen.   
 
Based on Committee meeting presentations, discussions, and additional materials prepared by topic-
specific workgroups, the Committee recommends further exploration of four strategy areas with a total 
of six recommendations.  Several of these recommendations have been shown to be effective in other 
states and may be replicable in Wisconsin.  Over the course of its meetings, the Committee did not have 
the opportunity to explore the full range of advantages and disadvantages of each recommendation, or 
to estimate the impact each recommendation is likely to have on the supply and distribution of 
attorneys in the state.  As a result of this incomplete analysis, not all Committee members endorsed the 
individual strategies outlined below.   
 

Strategy Area 1: Improve availability of attorneys,  
particularly in high-need areas. 

 

Recommendation 1-A: Create a financial incentive program to encourage more attorneys 
to live and work in high-need areas.  
 
The concept of a financial incentive program to encourage attorneys to relocate to rural and high-need 
areas of the state is not new to Wisconsin.  Similar approaches have been deployed to address shortages 
of medical professionals and teachers in many areas of the state.  Some states have successfully created 
financial incentive programs to encourage attorneys to live and work in rural areas.  In order to explore 
these programs in more detail, the Committee formed a financial incentives workgroup. The workgroup 
convened several times and submitted a report to the full Committee in February 2025.   
 
The workgroup met with representatives from South Dakota and Ohio, two states that have 
implemented financial incentive programs for attorneys working in rural areas. The South Dakota Rural 
Attorney Recruitment Program provides direct annual payments to participants who work in a rural area 
for five years.22 Payments are equivalent to 90% of in-state tuition at the University of South Dakota Law 
School.  As of July 2025, 19 participants have completed the 5-year program, and 14 of these remained 
in the community where they were placed through the program, representing a 74% retention rate.23   
 
The State of Ohio also created a program that provides student loan repayment for public attorneys 
who work for at least 3 and up to 5 years in designated rural counties. The Ohio Rural Practice Incentive 
Program is open to public attorneys (public defenders or prosecutors) as well as to private attorneys 
who perform at least 520 hours of work as a court-appointed counsel per year.24  The program began in 
2024 with $1.5 million in state funding.  There were 100 applicants for the 55 positions that were filled 
during the program’s initial year of operation.  
 

 
22 South Dakota Unified Judicial System’s Rural Attorney Recruitment Program, at https://ujs.sd.gov/for-
attorneys/rural-attorney-recruitment-program/  
23 Ibid. 
24 Ohio Rural Practice Incentive Program, at https://highered.ohio.gov/initiatives/workforce-development/rural-
practice-incentive-program 
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In recognition of the need to improve attorney coverage in rural areas, the State Bar of Wisconsin 
established a Rural Clerkship Program in 2023 for first- and second-year law students from Wisconsin 
and Minnesota law schools. In 2024, 25 law students applied for the program, and 16 were placed with 
public and private employers. In 2025, 61 students applied and 19 were placed, many with regional 
State Public Defender Offices.25  This program is expected to continue growing as a result of robust 
interest from both students and employers. 
 
In addition to the Rural Clerkship Program, the State Bar of Wisconsin launched a Rural Practice 
Development Program in 2024.26  In partnership with the Wisconsin Law Foundation and supported by a 
private gift, the program will provide incentives to three attorneys who fulfill a two-year commitment to 
work in counties with 1.1 or fewer lawyers per 1,000 people.  Participating attorneys may work in law 
firms, nonprofit agencies, or government entities.  Two of the program’s initial three awards in 2025 
were for attorneys in Vernon and Oneida Counties.   
 
Existing financial incentive programs for medical professionals and educators in Wisconsin may also 
serve as models, including the following:  

 Primary Care and Psychiatry Shortage Grant: https://heab.state.wi.us/features/pcps.html   

 Rural Physician Loan Assistance Program: https://worh.org/resources/for-the-workforce/loan-
repayment/    

 Wisconsin Rural Physician Residency Assistance Program: https://www.fammed.wisc.edu/rural/     

 Wisconsin Rural Ob-Gyn Residency: https://www.obgyn.wisc.edu/residency/rural 

 Wisconsin Academy for Rural Medicine: https://www.med.wisc.edu/education/md-
program/warm/ 

 Wisconsin Teacher Pledge (privately funded): https://tec.education.wisc.edu/teacher-pledge/ 
 
The Committee recommends examining the structure and funding mechanisms of the South Dakota and 
Ohio rural attorney incentive programs to determine if a similar program is feasible in Wisconsin. 
Further, the Committee recommends working in partnership with the State Bar of Wisconsin to 
complement, and not compete with, its existing rural attorney initiatives.  Recent SPD budget requests 
may provide insight toward development of a pilot program to provide loan repayment assistance for 
attorneys working in rural areas.27  
 
Implementation Lead: Wisconsin Access to Justice Commission or one of its subcommittees.   
 
Implementation Mechanism: After devising potential program parameters and participants, identify 
possible legislative language and anticipated budget allocations that would be needed to establish and 
fund a pilot project or full-scale program.  The group may also explore GAL training standards to 
determine if changes to minimum qualifications would free up attorneys to perform other work.  
 
  

 
25 State Bar of Wisconsin Rural Clerkship Program, at 
https://www.wisbar.org/aboutus/overview/Pages/RuralClerkshipProgram.aspx  
26 State Bar of Wisconsin Rural Practice Development Program, at 
https://www.wisbar.org/aboutus/overview/Pages/RuralPracticeDevelopmentProgram.aspx  
27 See Office of the State Public Defender 2025-2027 Biennial Budget Issue Paper DIN 5018 – Tuition 
Reimbursement/Loan Assistance, p. 106 at https://doa.wi.gov/budget/SBO/2025-
27%20550%20SPD%20Budget%20RequestNR.pdf  
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Recommendation 1-B: Seek an increase in the hourly rate for private attorneys who 
accept State Public Defender case appointments. 
 
As noted earlier in this report, the distribution of attorneys across the state is uneven, with the majority 
concentrated in the southeast and Fox Valley regions of the state.  For qualifying indigent criminal 
defense clients, assignments are made by the regional State Public Defender (SPD) office.  When outside 
counsel is required due to a conflict, the SPD relies upon a network of over 900 private bar attorneys 
who have completed specialized training to become certified.  According to the Office of the State Public 
Defender, private bar attorney appointments are sought in approximately 35-40% of cases.28   
 
Seven counties currently have no SPD-certified attorneys residing within that county, per the Office of 
the State Public Defender.  Although other attorneys in neighboring counties may be certified to work in 
these counties, they must travel out of their home county to do so. These counties include Adams and 
Buffalo Counties (District 7 – Southwest Region), Bayfield and Rusk Counties (District 10 – Northern 
Region), Forest County (District 9 – Northern Region), and Marquette and Waushara Counties (District 4 
- Central Region).  
 
The compensation rate for private bar attorneys appointed by the SPD to work on eligible cases was 
increased from $70/hour to $100/hour in 2023.  This amount was viewed by many Committee members 
as too low to cover most private attorneys’ operational costs, particularly if they are required to travel 
long distances with several hours of travel time.  An increase in the hourly rate and travel rate (currently 
$50/hour) may encourage more private defense attorneys to accept SPD case appointments.  In 
addition, the potential short- and long-term fiscal impact on state and county budgets as a result of 
higher pay rates should be examined as part of this effort, including potential increases in county 
expenses related to Dean appointments.29  
 
Implementation Lead: Office of the State Public Defender. 
 
Implementation Mechanism: Biennial budget request. 
 
 

Strategy Area 2: Increase the overall supply of attorneys in Wisconsin. 
 

Recommendation 2-A: Explore adoption of the Uniform Bar Exam (UBE) in Wisconsin. 
 
Through diploma privilege, J.D. graduates of Wisconsin’s two law schools may seek admission to the 
State Bar of Wisconsin without taking the bar exam.30  For attorneys attending law school outside of 
Wisconsin, they must either take the Wisconsin Bar Exam or be admitted by demonstrating eligible 
practice in another state, known as proof of practice.  All but 11 U.S. states have adopted one or more 
components of the UBE for bar examination purposes. In its 2024 annual report, the Wisconsin Board of 
Bar Examiners noted that it was reviewing tools offered by the National Conference of Bar Examiners, 

 
28 State Public Defender Assigned Counsel Division, Frequently Asked Questions, at 
https://www.wispd.gov/assigned-counsel-division/faqs/  
29 See State v. Dean, 163 Wis. 2d 503, 471 N.W. 2d 310 (1991) 
30 Graduates of Wisconsin law schools must comply the Character and Fitness Certification requirements to be 
admitted to the Wisconsin State Bar.  
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including the current UBE and the forthcoming “NextGen” exam, which is currently being tested by the 
National Conference of Bar Examiners.31   
 
The potential impact of UBE adoption on the attorney shortage is difficult to estimate.  Several states 
that have adopted the UBE have similar or lower attorney-to-population ratios than Wisconsin.32  
However, given that the decline in Wisconsin’s attorneys is most pronounced in areas that border 
neighboring states, adopting the UBE may expand options for recent graduates from adjacent states to 
become licensed in Wisconsin more readily. 
 
The Committee supports exploration of additional pathways for admission to the State Bar of Wisconsin.  
By broadening eligibility through the UBE, Wisconsin may be better able to draw upon the services of 
attorneys who attended law school outside of Wisconsin.  
 
Implementation Lead:  Wisconsin Board of Bar Examiners. 
 
Implementation Mechanism: Supreme Court Rule change.  

 

Recommendation 2-B: Expand paths for legal training and education.  
 
This recommendation centers on forming a task force to examine additional paths for legal training, 
particularly in rural and northern areas of the state.  Several law schools offer accelerated Juris Doctor 
(JD) programs, which enable students to complete both undergraduate and law school degree programs 
within 6 years, instead of the typical 7 years.  Other schools offer hybrid models that combine in-person 
and online programming, which may allow students to continue working full-time while attending law 
school. This flexibility may enable more non-traditional students to pursue a legal degree while 
remaining in their home communities.   
 
Several members of the Committee felt strongly about making legal education more accessible to rural 
and northern residents and allowing more cultivation of “home grown” legal professionals with an 
understanding of what it means to live and work in these communities.  One area of Committee 
discussion focused on the possibility of establishing a third law school and/or a Wisconsin-based hybrid 
law program.  The Committee did not have the opportunity to explore potential challenges or costs 
associated with establishing a new law school, nor did it examine the potential for a new program to 
measurably improve the availability of legal professionals in high-need areas.  These considerations 
should be thoroughly examined by the task force charged with exploring this topic moving forward.  
 
Members of the Committee also acknowledged that recruiting young professionals to work in many 
high-need regions can be challenging due to a lack of child care, health care, and educational institutions 
in these areas.  Any proposal for expanded training and recruitment efforts, including the financial 
incentive program outlined above in Recommendation 1-A (creation of a financial incentive program), 
should consider potential strategies for addressing some of these barriers, if possible.  
 

 
31 Wisconsin Board of Bar Examiners 2024 Annual Report, at 
https://www.wicourts.gov/courts/offices/docs/bbe24.pdf.  
32 “ABA Profile of the Legal Profession 2024,” at: https://www.americanbar.org/news/profile-legal-profession/ and 

National Conference of Bar Examiners list of UBE jurisdictions, at https://www.ncbex.org/exams/ube/list-ube-
jurisdictions  
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One additional component the Committee discussed related to legal training and education focused on 
the importance of preparing law students for work in the public sector, including as prosecutors and 
public defenders.  Both of the Wisconsin-based law schools offer clinical and other experiential learning 
programs that expose students to a wide range of legal work, including public sector and public interest 
work.  The Committee strongly supports the continuation of these programs. 
  
Implementation Lead: To be determined. The Committee recommends creation of a statewide task 
force to expand legal education opportunities, including a focus on rural and northern areas of the state.  
 
Implementation Mechanism: To be determined. Implementation will vary based on the composition of 
the task force and what priorities are identified.  
 

Strategy Area 3: Create avenues for non-attorney  
professionals to provide legal services 

 

Recommendation 3: Study the feasibility of establishing a limited license practitioner 
(LLP) program to provide legal services in specific, non-criminal practice areas. 
 
The Committee recommends exploration of a limited license practitioner (LLP) program to allow 
licensed, non-lawyer professionals to provide a narrow scope of civil and family legal services.  Several 
states have established limited license practitioner (LLP) programs, including Minnesota, Colorado, 
Oregon, Texas, Arizona, and Utah.  Georgia is currently exploring creation of an LLP program following a 
three-year pilot program.33  These programs feature a range of different structures and oversight 
mechanisms, but generally include a training and certification program based on a set curriculum, with 
required continuing legal education credits in order to maintain the license.  
 
By providing legal services to parties in a limited array of civil and family cases, limited license 
practitioners may help create additional capacity among existing attorneys, allowing them more time to 
focus on other cases.  Limited legal practitioners may also serve the goal of expanded access to justice 
by providing representation in cases where parties typically proceed without an attorney, such as small 
claims cases and certain family matters.   
 
Due to the Wisconsin Access to Justice Commission’s commitment to expanding civil legal access, it is 
recommended that the Commission, in coordination with the Wisconsin State Bar, explore a potential 
LLP program in Wisconsin.  In addition, it is recommended that the group incorporate representatives of 
the State Bar of Wisconsin’s Certified Paralegal Program to help ensure structural consistency and clear 
delineation between the work of certified paralegals and the anticipated work that would be 
undertaken by LLPs.   
 
Analysis of a potential LLP program may also include a review of current guardian ad litem (GAL) 
requirements to determine the feasibility of allowing LLPs or other non-attorneys to serve in this role. 
Utilizing other trained professionals as GALs could create additional attorney capacity throughout the 
state, particularly in the area of family law.  Several states, including Minnesota, do not require GALs to 
be trained attorneys. 
 

 
33 “Georgia lawyers consider limited role for legal assistance by non-attorneys” at https://capitol-
beat.org/2025/07/georgia-lawyers-consider-limited-role-for-legal-assistance-by-non-attorneys/  
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Implementation Lead: Wisconsin Access to Justice Commission Subcommittee on Systems Change, with 
input from the State Bar of Wisconsin.  
 
Implementation Mechanism: Creation of an LLP program in Wisconsin would require changes to 
Supreme Court Rule to codify the program, clarify oversight, define continuing education requirements, 
revise certain attorney ethical requirements, and define legal tasks that would be allowable for LLPs to 
undertake.  The group should also consider whether licensing fees would be sufficient to support 
program administration.  
 

Strategy Area 4: Utilize existing legal resources as efficiently as possible. 
 

Recommendation 4: Promote and expand the use of remote technology for certain 
routine, non-evidentiary court proceedings. 
 
During the Covid-19 pandemic, remote technology provided an alternative, emergency means for 
allowing courts to remain open to the public despite courthouse closures.  Five years later, the role of 
remote hearing technology in courtrooms has evolved to be more a matter of convenience than of 
necessity.  The Committee recommends that the Director of State Courts actively promote and expand 
the use of remote hearing technology for court proceedings, as appropriate.  Attorneys may be more 
open to accepting cases outside their home counties if they may appear remotely for certain routine, 
non-evidentiary court proceedings.  The Director of State Courts currently supports training and 
technical support to ensure that judges and court staff are prepared to use remote technology for court 
proceedings.  It is also important to ensure that all hearing rooms have the necessary equipment 
(cameras, microphones, speakers, and video displays) and bandwidth to effectively hold remote 
proceedings. 
 
Some states have implemented policies requiring use of remote technology for certain routine court 
proceedings, with only minor exceptions.34  Wisconsin circuit court judges retain broad discretion when 
determining whether to allow the use of remote technology for court proceedings.  It may be useful for 
the Court System to ensure that all judges have sufficient training in this technology, and to ensure that 
all hearing rooms have adequate equipment and bandwidth to effectively conduct such hearings.  
 
Implementation Lead: Director of State Courts. 
 
Implementation Mechanism: Continued training and support for judges and court staff. 

  

 
34 The Minnesota Judicial Branch established a policy that delineates which hearing types are to be held in-person 
and which are to be held remotely. See Minnesota Judicial Branch Policy and Procedures No. 525, Remote & In-
person Hearings Policy, at https://mncourts.gov/_media/migration/ciomedialibrary/news-and-public-notices/525-
feb2025.pdf  
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Conclusion and Next Steps 
 
The information in this report is intended to help define some of the primary factors contributing to the 
attorney shortage in Wisconsin. However, it is crucial that the impact of the shortage on individuals is 
not lost.  Victims and their families who are awaiting justice, litigants who are seeking an attorney to 
help with a contested divorce, and criminal defendants waiting months for counsel to be assigned all 
suffer when there are delays in the justice system caused by a lack of attorneys. 
 
The recommendations in this report are intended to increase the overall supply, capacity, and 
availability of attorneys in Wisconsin.  Additional research, analysis, and collaboration will be necessary 
to determine the feasibility and potential impact of each proposed strategy.  And as noted earlier, while 
not every Committee member endorsed all of the recommendations included in this report, there was 
general agreement that a range of simultaneous strategies, including those proven to be successful in 
other states, may lead to long-term improvement in the supply and availability of attorneys in 
Wisconsin.   
 
The release of this report coincides with state and national efforts to examine the shortage of attorneys 
in rural and high-need areas.  On October 29, 2025, the Legal Services Corporation’s (LSC) Rural Justice 
Task Force released a report: Justice Where We Live: Promising Practices from Rural Communities.35  The 
LSC report, developed over two years with input from more than 60 task force members, focused on 
four main challenges: (1) the shortage of attorneys; (2) the digital divide; (3) transportation obstacles to 
accessing legal help; and (4) community trust.  The report suggests the following approaches for 
addressing the shortage of attorneys in rural areas:  
 

 Highlighting and communicating about the justice gap through task forces and convenings; 

 Increasing the number of lawyers in rural and remote communities; 

 Expanding opportunities for non-lawyer professionals to help close the rural justice gap; 

 Providing support for current and prospective rural practitioners to manage student loan debt; 

 Offering training on establishing and running small law practices and funding programs to 
encourage rural practice; and 

 Expanding benefits and programs for rural practitioners, such as reduced bar dues and targeted 
training focused on succession planning.36  

 
The parallels between the recommendations put forward by the Rural Justice Task Force and those 
included in this report indicate that the Committee recognized similar challenges, and reached similar 
conclusions, as those identified by national experts, scholars, and practitioners.  The Committee 
encourages all implementation partners identified in this report to integrate up-to-date research, such 
as the Rural Justice Task Force report, into their efforts to help address this important issue.   
 
The Committee suggests that a follow-up meeting be scheduled in 12 months to assess progress and 
determine what additional resources or strategies that may be needed.    

 
35 Legal Services Corporation’s Rural Justice Task Force, “Justice Where We Live: Promising Practices from Rural 
Communities,” Full Report at https://www.lsc.gov/ruralreport 
36 Legal Services Corporation’s Rural Justice Task Force, “Justice Where We Live: Promising Practices from Rural 
Communities” Executive Summary, at https://lsc-live.app.box.com/s/qcjwp53qk9rc2petyijmq7tb302xz9fv  
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Appendix A: Attorney Recruitment and 
Retention Committee and Workgroup Members 

 
 
Wisconsin Supreme Court Chief Justice or designee (Chair) 
Chief Justice Annette K. Ziegler (September 2024-April 2025) 
Chief Justice Ann Walsh Bradley (May-June 2025) 
Justice Brian Hagedorn (July-October 2025) 
 
Circuit Court Judges 
Judge Guy Dutcher, Waushara County and Chief Judge, 4th Judicial District 
Judge Scott Horne, La Crosse County and Chief Judge, 7th Judicial District 
Judge Ann Knox-Bauer, Taylor County and Chief Judge, 9th Judicial District 
Judge Scott Nordstrand, St. Croix County  
Judge Carrie Schneider, Outagamie County and Chief Judge, 8th Judicial District 
Judge Jon M. Theisen, Eau Claire County 
 
Access to Justice Commission  
Judge Thomas Hruz, Wisconsin Court of Appeals, Dist. III 
 
Deans of Wisconsin Law Schools 
Dean Joseph D. Kearney, Marquette University Law School 
Dean Daniel Tokaji, University of Wisconsin Law School 
 
State Public Defender or designee 
Attorney Katie York, Deputy State Public Defender 
 
President, Wisconsin District Attorney Association or designee 
Attorney Melinda Tempelis, Outagamie County District Attorney and President, Wisconsin District 
Attorneys’ Association 
 
Attorneys selected by the President of the State Bar of Wisconsin  
Attorney Dean Dietrich, Wausau, WI  
Attorney John E. Danner, Minocqua, WI 
Attorney Tatiana (Tati) Shirasaki, Managing Attorney, Dodge County District Attorney’s Office 
 
Attorneys selected by the Young Lawyers Division of the State Bar of Wisconsin 
Attorney Megan E. Lee, Communications & Development Director, Judicare Legal Aid, Wausau 
Attorney Stephanie K. Schmidt, Assistant State Public Defender, Hudson 
 
Wisconsin Board or Bar Examiners 
Attorney Jacquelynn Rothstein, Director, Wisconsin Board of Bar Examiners 
 
District Court Administrator  
Thomas Schappa, 8th Judicial Administrative District 
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Certified Paralegal selected by the State Bar of Wisconsin’s Certified Paralegal Program  
Aimee B. Bleyer, SBWCP, Plover 
 
State Bar of Wisconsin Liaisons  
Attorney Lisa Roys, Director of Advocacy and Access to Justice  
Kim Burns, Member Engagement Manager  
 
Committee Staff and Court System Liaisons 
Ann Olson, Senior Policy Analyst, Office of Court Operations  
Attorney Krista Miller, Senior Legal Advisor, Office of Court Operations  
Adam Plotkin, Legislative Liaison & Policy Initiatives Advisor, Wisconsin Director of State Courts Office 
Attorney Morgan Young, Chief Legal Counsel to the Chief Justice  
 
Financial Incentives Workgroup 
Dean Joseph Kearney, Marquette University Law School 
Larry Martin, Executive Director, State Bar of Wisconsin (through September 2025) 
Adam Plotkin, Director of Government and Public Affairs, Office of the State Public Defender (through 
December 2024); Policy Initiatives Advisor and Legislative Liaison, Wisconsin Court System (January 2025 
– present) 
Atty. Peter Tempelis, Assistant District Attorney, Waukesha County  
Dean Daniel Tokaji, University of Wisconsin Law School 
Atty. Katie York, Deputy State Public Defender 
 
Limited Legal Practitioner (LLP) Programs Workgroup 
Atty. Dean Dietrich, Wausau, WI 
Judge Jon Theisen, Eau Claire County Circuit Court 
Aimee Bleyer, SBWCP, Plover, WI 
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Appendix B: Wisconsin Court System  
Judicial Administrative Districts 

 

 
Source:  Wisconsin Supreme Court.  

See https://www.wicourts.gov/courts/offices/map.htm for more detail. 
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Appendix C: Active Attorney Levels by 
Judicial Administrative District, 2020-2025 

 
 

 
Source: State Bar of Wisconsin. Includes Active, Active New, and Senior Active categories. 

 

 
Source: State Bar of Wisconsin. Includes Active, Active New, and Senior Active categories.  
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