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The Proposal for a New Option for Bar Admissions 
 
In January of 2014, the Board of Governors of the Iowa State Bar Association voted 
unanimously to propose that the Iowa Supreme Court add a Wisconsin-style option for bar 
admissions.  The option would be open to graduates of Iowa’s two law schools who:  
 
• successfully complete 60 credits – about 2/3 of the credits to graduate – in courses 

specified by the Supreme Court,  
 
• successfully complete a regular law school class in Iowa Practice & Procedure,  
 
• pass the multi-state ethics exam, typically during their 3L year, and,  
 
• are approved under the Supreme Court’s existing character and fitness investigation.  
 
Such graduates could join the Iowa bar without having to take the multi-state bar exam. 
 
 
 
There are a number of reasons why the proposal represents a significant advance over the 
current procedure: 
 
 The proposal requires training and testing on Iowa law – unlike the multi-state 

bar exam.   
 

Since 2008, when Iowa moved entirely to the multi-state bar exam, people seeking to 
enter the Iowa bar have not had to be either trained or tested on Iowa law.  All that is 
required is a one-day continuing education program on Iowa law after admission that is in 
need of substantial change. 

 
The proposal would change that: to qualify students would have to successfully 

complete a regular law school course in Iowa Practice & Procedure, as well as courses 
specified by the Supreme Court.  Qualified graduates will be trained and tested on Iowa law 
once again.  
 
 The proposal involves more substantive testing than the multi-state bar exam. 
 

The proposal doesn’t reduce the amount of testing required for bar admission, in 
increases testing.  Rather than depend on a single test, the proposal relies on three years 
worth of testing. 
 
 The proposal has been the rule in Wisconsin since 1870, with excellent results. 
 

We can see how the proposal would work, because we can look to the Wisconsin 
experience.  The Wisconsin rule has wide-spread support in that state, among members and 
the bench and bar and among the public.  There is a consensus that graduates of 
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Wisconsin’s two law schools are well-prepared for practice, and that the Wisconsin 
program for bar admissions well-protects the public. 
 
 The proposed process continues unchanged important public protections on 

character and fitness. 
 

The important character and fitness protections for the public are unchanged under the 
proposal.  Qualified graduates will be required to be approved under the Supreme Court’s 
existing character and fitness investigation and to pass the multi-state ethics exam. 
 
 The proposal is optional; graduates may still elect to take the multi-state bar exam 

in they choose. 
 

Graduates who otherwise qualify wouldn’t be required to be admitted under the 
proposal.  A multi-state bar exam will still be given in Iowa for those who do not qualify 
under the proposed rule.  Graduates who qualify could still take the multi-state bar exam, if 
they choose, for reasons of portability in being admitted to other multi-state bar exam 
jurisdictions, or if they thought there was a competitive reason to do so. 
 
 The proposal would not be appropriate everywhere, but it is for Iowa. 
 

Iowa is well-suited to this proposal.  Like Wisconsin, we have two highly regarded law 
schools, one public and one private.  Our law schools train their students well: over the 
most recent five-year period, the ISBA committee found, only 2% of their graduates who 
took the Iowa bar exam were ultimately excluded.  Had the proposal been in place, the 
analysis found, it would have accounted for only a 1% shift in outcomes. 
 

The proposal is also possible for Iowa because of the outstanding working relationship 
between our law schools and the Supreme Court.  Having the Supreme Court specify the 
list of required courses, and the law schools provide the training and testing on Iowa 
practice and procedure, requires a level of confidence in each other that is clearly present. 
 
 The proposal will allow new lawyers to substantially reduce their student debt. 
 

When Iowa first adopted the multi-state bar exam in 1997, the schedule for bar 
admission changed in important ways.  With the old Iowa-law test, applicants took the 
exam in June and were admitted the day after the exam.  With the existing multi-state test, 
applicants take the exam in July and are admitted around October 1st.  With the proposal, 
qualified applicants could be sworn in upon graduation in May.  By preventing them from 
practicing for about five months, the current system requires successful applicants to forego 
income equal to between 27% to 30% of the average University of Iowa or Drake law 
graduate’s law school debt. 
 
 The proposal will help students enter public service and rural practice. 
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By allowing them to reduce their student debt and letting them begin practice earlier, 
the proposal will make it easier for qualified graduates to enter public service and rural 
practice. 
 
For more information:   
 
The full report of the Blue Ribbon Committee on Legal Education & Licensure is available 
at: https://c.ymcdn.com/sites/iowabar.site-
ym.com/resource/resmgr/IA_Lawyer_Weekly/2013_Dec._Board_Meeting_mate.pdf . 
 
Or call David Brown, Blue Ribbon chair, at 515.244.2141 
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