
Wisconsin’s One Child, One Lawyer Guardianship Project - An Outline 
             
 
I. Assess the need. 
 
 To determine which OCOL project would have the greatest impact in Wisconsin, we 
turned to a lawyer whose name is synonymous with pro bono in our state.  She, in turn, referred 
us to an organization called In Their Best Interests, which provides services for abused and 
neglected children and also runs the Milwaukee CASA program.  When we met with the 
director, she suggested a number of different ways in which our YLD could help their children.  
When she said, however, that she could get us 500 guardianship cases if we could find enough 
volunteers, we decided that guardianship was the area of greatest need. 
 
II Get affiliate or firm support and create a committee 
 
 Although we had gotten the OK from the Wisconsin YLD to look into the viability of the 
project, we did not obtain formal approval until we decided to take on the guardianship 
component.  At that time, we also secured funding from the YLD, with a tentative amount set, to 
be reexamined once we had a better understanding of our costs. Co-chairs for the committee had 
already been selected, but we obtained a promise of assistance from specific other YLD 
members. 
 
III.     Find a partnering organization or organizations. 
 
 It is much easier to partner with an existing organization than to try to build the program 
from the ground up.  We are partnering with In Their Best Interests (ITBI), whose staff is not 
only providing general guidance, but also referring us to other individuals and organizations to 
help with training, referrals, etc. If there is no such organization in your area, an LSC 
organization in your state, individuals in the juvenile/family court system or private lawyers may 
be helpful. 
 
IV Set a timetable and create a project description 
 
 Some firms and affiliates require a written project description before approval and/or 
funding will be given.  Even if this is not required, writing out the reasons for undertaking the 
project, project goals and a timetable for action is helpful in refining the project’s vision.  In 
writing our project description we defined the scope of the project (limiting it to Milwaukee for 
the pilot project), set a practical goal for participation (25 lawyers taking 30 cases this year) and 
set out an ambitious timetable (albeit one which we have already deviated from).   A copy of our 
project description is attached. 
 
IV. Secure speakers and materials for training sessions. 
 
 ITBI is assisting us in securing a panel of speakers to run our training sessions.  Several 
local lawyers and a childrens court judge are tentatively on board.  Luckily, Legal Action of 
Wisconsin, one of our LSC organizations, has training materials from a CLE they put on 



regarding intermediate guardianship issues.  Our speakers will revise the materials for beginners. 
The CLE and materials will be provided at no cost, but each participant must commit to taking at 
least one case by the end of the year.  
 
VI.     Outline a referral and screening process. 
 
 Luckily for our project, the current coordination of services by local organizations creates  
a built-in referral and screening process.  The Legal Aid Society, which has a Guardian ad Litem 
program, will refer guardianship cases to ITBI. ITBI staff will screen the cases for the project, in 
order to ensure that cases provided to project participants are appropriate to their experience 
level.   
 
VII.     Identify people who can be resources for project participants with questions. 
 
 Inevitably, despite good training programs and materials and despite good screening, 
unexpected issues will arise.  In order to prevent participants from calling the committee chairs 
(who are guardianship novices themselves) with these questions, we are compiling a list of 
attorneys who will agree to be resources for the participants. The participants will be able to call 
these attorneys directly.  However, the participants will be advised that any problem or issue 
which can’t be resolved in a phone call should be referred back to the committee for more in 
depth assistance from ITBI or possible transfer of the case to a more experienced attorney. 
 
VIII.     Start recruiting. 
 
 We are in the process of creating a flyer discussing the program and publicizing the 
upcoming training sessions.  We are going to use several different mailing lists from young 
lawyer organizations and do mailings via both regular and email.  Additionally, we intend to 
approach the pro bono coordinators of major local firms and ask them to encourage their young 
lawyers to participate.   
 
IX.     Solicit attention for your project. 
 
 Getting attention for your project through legal and local media serves several purposes.  
First, it highlights the service of young lawyers to the community.  Second, it reminds people 
that there is a significant need for volunteers, both legal and non-legal, to help children in need.  
Third, particularly with regard to non-legal media, it can inform de facto guardians of the need to 
formalize the guardianship relationship.  As we were informed by IBTI, many people taking care 
of the abandoned children of others (particularly family members), don’t realize that they need to 
formalize the guardianship until a crisis emerges (such as a medical emergency). 
 
X.  Establish an evaluation process. 
 
 Create evaluation forms to be filled out by the participants after the training program and 
after they have completed their case, so that their suggestions, complaints and experiences can 
inform the project (and other projects) in the future.  Also, we intend to contact the court 
personnel before whom the participants appear, as well as the attorneys who are providing 



support to get general feedback on how prepared and effective the participants were. 
             
 
If you have any questions, or would like to get copies of our training materials once they are 
complete, please do not hesitate to contact: 
 
Amy Wochos 
Piper & Schmidt 
733 N. Van Buren St.  Fifth Floor 
Milwaukee, WI 53202 
(414) 225-4060 
aew@piperschmidt.com 
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