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The lack of attorneys in rural areas has been a 
problem for far too long. But now the shortage of 
attorneys in rural Kansas has become a crisis. 

Rural attorneys and judges alike agree that there 
are not enough attorneys to meet the needs 
of their communities. The data supports this 
conclusion. 

Although more than half the population resides 
in rural Kansas, only about 20% of Kansas 
attorneys working in the state practice there. 
Those who do practice in rural Kansas are 
typically older and closer to retirement. 

The median age of rural Kansas attorneys is 55 
years, compared to 51 years for urban attorneys. 
Without action, the number of attorneys living 
and working in rural Kansas will continue to 
decline. 

The impact of this decline is significant and 
widespread. Rural judges struggle to find 
attorneys in cases where the right to counsel 
is guaranteed by constitution or statute—cases 
where a person’s very liberty or right to parent 
their child is at stake. Attorneys are turning away 
potential clients each week because they cannot 
meet the demand in their communities. Residents 
and local businesses are forced to travel greater 
distances for legal services or proceed without 
counsel altogether. And the loss of an attorney 
has a ripple effect that adversely impacts the 
economic viability and social fabric of rural 
communities. We must act now to mitigate these 
adverse impacts.

The Rural Justice Initiative Committee visited Great Bend to hear from area legal professionals about challenges and 
opportunities living and working in a rural area. 

Median Age of Rural 
Attorneys in Kansas

Demographic Fact

55

Overview
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Committee 
Recommendations
The Rural Justice Initiative Committee 
(Committee) offers the following 
recommendations:

RECOMMENDATION 1 

The Kansas Supreme Court should collaborate 
with the Kansas Legislature, the University of 
Kansas School of Law, and Washburn University 
School of Law to establish a rural-attorney 
training program. That program should create 
tuition-reimbursement incentives to encourage 
prospective attorneys to attend law school in 
Kansas and ultimately practice in rural Kansas.

RECOMMENDATION 2 

The Kansas Supreme Court should work in 
conjunction with the Kansas legislative and 
executive branches to establish a student loan 
repayment program for attorneys living and 
practicing in rural Kansas.

RECOMMENDATION 3 

The Kansas Supreme Court should support efforts 
to develop a professional organization for rural 
attorneys to collaborate on issues relating to the 
recruitment and retention of attorneys in rural 
Kansas.

RECOMMENDATION 4 

The Rural Justice Initiative Committee should 
transition from an ad hoc committee to a standing 
committee. The standing committee can facilitate 
implementation of approved recommendations, 
monitor results, and continue to study trends 
and developments relevant to rural justice and 
attorney shortages in Kansas. 

RECOMMENDATION 5 

The Kansas Supreme Court should direct the 
Office of Judicial Administration to consider the 
needs of rural jurisdictions in developing and 
executing projects and resources. The Office of 
Judicial Administration should dedicate staff 
to focus on rural-justice initiatives, develop 
comprehensive practice forms and other resources 
to aid rural attorneys in their practice, and 
assist other organizations committed to similar 
objectives.

RECOMMENDATION 6

The Kansas Supreme Court should collaborate 
with the Kansas Department of Commerce 
and its Office of Rural Prosperity to highlight 
resources available to help attorneys manage their 
businesses. 

RECOMMENDATION 7 

The Kansas Supreme Court should support civics 
education programming and outreach efforts for 
K-12 students in rural Kansas.

RECOMMENDATION 8 

The Kansas Supreme Court should encourage 
pre-law programming and rural outreach efforts at 
Kansas universities. 

RECOMMENDATION 9 

The Kansas Supreme Court should support 
opportunities for outreach in rural Kansas 
communities during law school. 
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RECOMMENDATION 10 

The Kansas Supreme Court should encourage 
rural attorneys to collaborate with other 
professionals in grassroots efforts to support and 
sustain Kansas communities.

These recommendations are based on months of 
research. This report highlights the Committee’s 
processes, the data collected, key findings from 
the data, and the Committee’s recommendations. 

The report is organized as follows:

• Committee Charge and Process—
describes the purpose and objectives
of the Committee.

• Understanding the State of Rural
Attorneys in Kansas—summarizes
data related to attorneys in rural
Kansas.

• Barriers to Practice in Rural
Kansas—describes the common
barriers keeping attorneys from
beginning or maintaining a practice in
rural Kansas.

• Understanding Financial Barriers
and Recommendations—delves into
the financial challenges that prevent
attorneys from practicing in rural
Kansas and offers recommendations
for overcoming those challenges.

• Understanding Practice Barriers
and Recommendations—discusses
common themes in the practice of
law that present challenges to rural
attorneys and provides proposals on
addressing those challenges.

• Understanding Cultural Barriers
and Recommendations—details
cultural challenges that prevent
attorneys from starting or maintaining
a practice in rural Kansas and offers
potential solutions to those challenges.

• Conclusion—provides the
Committee’s final thoughts.
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Recognizing the severity of the situation, Chief 
Justice Marla Luckert established the Committee 
on December 1, 2022, through Administrative 
Order 2022-CM-081. Leaders from across the 
state with a passion and interest in serving rural 
Kansas were carefully selected to serve on the 
committee and divided into three subcommittees: 

• Information Gathering and Data
Collection;

• Attorney Recruitment and Retention;
and

• Judicial, Legislative, and Community
Initiatives and Solutions.

Each subcommittee was assigned specific duties 
identified in the administrative order, and a 
Steering Committee was created to offer 
guidance in the ultimate delivery of written 
recommendations to the Kansas Supreme Court. 

Subcommittee Assigned 
Duties
INFORMATION GATHERING AND DATA 
COLLECTION SUBCOMMITTEE

• Collecting information and data about
unmet legal needs across rural Kansas,
including considerations for rural
counties with different population
densities.

• Studying pertinent statistical trends
related to Kansas’ population and
demographics, including those specific
to attorneys and other professionals
who support court and court-adjacent
programs.

Committee Charge and Process

Chief Justice Marla Luckert speaks at the Rural Justice Initiative kickoff meeting.
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ATTORNEY RECRUITMENT AND 
RETENTION SUBCOMMITTEE

Studying rural incubator programs directed at 
professionals, including programs highlighted 
by the National Center for State Courts Rural 
Justice Collaborative, to determine whether those 
programs or elements of them may be useful to a 
coordinated Kansas effort. 

• Examining court-based and court-
adjacent programs used in other states
to bolster the availability of attorney
services in rural areas.

• Examining existing rural attorney-
recruitment projects in Kansas to
make recommendations for supporting
and expanding those projects.

JUDICIAL, LEGISLATIVE, AND 
COMMUNITY INITIATIVES AND 
SOLUTIONS SUBCOMMITTEE

• Identifying strategies to provide
attorney services remotely in rural
areas.

• Identifying options for non-traditional
resolution of legal issues in rural
environments, including alternative
dispute resolution.

• Assessing judicial best practices
that facilitate meeting legal needs
across Kansas and identifying any
impediments to implementing those
best practices.

• Recommending any necessary
changes in law, regulation, or rule to
improve the availability of attorney
services in rural Kansas.

The Committee promptly began by examining 
current attorney-registration statistics in Kansas. 

It elected to convene at least every other month. 
The subcommittees met more often. The 
Committee and subcommittees were very active 
hearing from experts, conducting research, and 
sharing the information that they were gathering. 

To draw on the experience of others, the 
Committee invited experts who have addressed 
professional shortages in rural areas. The 
Committee obtained important insight from these 
speakers and the programs they developed. These 
speakers included: 

• Marci Penner and Sarah Green,
Co-Directors of the Kansas Sampler
Foundation, who provided the
findings of the PowerUp and Go
Report, https://kansassampler.
org/2KansasPowerUp&Go. The
PowerUp and Go Report is based on
more than 175 conversations with and
500 surveys of Kansans ages 21-39.
Many of the findings apply to all rural
Kansans—attorneys included.

• Dr. Brad J. White, Professor and
Production Medicine Director for the
Beef Cattle Institute at the College
of Veterinary Medicine, Kansas
State University. Dr. White shared
information about the Veterinary
Training Program for Rural Kansas
at Kansas State University and the
Legislature’s role in creating and
maintaining this program.

• Dr. Jennifer Bacani McKenney,
Associate Dean of Rural Medicine
Education at the University of Kansas
School of Medicine. Dr. McKenney
shared information about recruitment
and retention programs for doctors
within Kansas and discussed the
Legislature’s role in creating and
maintaining these programs.

• Greg Sattizahn, South Dakota State
Court Administrator, who shared an
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overview of the South Dakota Rural 
Attorney Recruitment Program. The 
program stands out as a state-wide 
model for recruiting attorneys into 
rural communities. 

The subcommittees and individual committee 
members also spoke to experts across the country 
to better understand prevailing trends and 
initiatives designed to address attorney shortages. 

On top of studying existing rural recruitment 
programs, the Committee also generated 
original data. The Data Collection and 
Information Gathering subcommittee developed 
a comprehensive survey of rural Kansas 
attorneys (Survey).1 In the summer of 2023, the 
subcommittee completed the Survey and sent it 
to all active attorneys living outside of Douglas, 
Johnson, Sedgwick, Shawnee, and Wyandotte 
Counties. The Kansas Bar Association, local bar 
associations, and individual committee members 
heavily promoted the Survey. 

The Survey was sent to 1,575 attorneys; 520 
attorneys from 91 of our 100 rural counties 
responded. They provided information about their 
practice, educational debt, benefits and challenges 
of living and working in rural Kansas, and much 
more. The information gathered through the 
Survey is crucial to understanding the current 
landscape of legal practice in rural Kansas. 

After the Survey data was collected, the 
Committee traveled to three rural Kansas cities to 
meet with local stakeholders. 

In August 2023, the Committee traveled to Great 
Bend and met with local residents to discuss the 
impact of attorney shortages in their community. 
At the meeting, the Committee heard from a panel 
of attorneys, judges, and a local legislator from 
the area. These panel members included Rep. Tory 
Blew, Hon. Mike Keeley, ret., Hon. Carey Hipp, 
Remington Dalke, Mark Calcara, Taylor Calcara, 
and Rob Bauer. 

Then in November 2023, the Committee also 
traveled to Dodge City to hear from a panel of 
newer attorneys and one of our newer district 
court judges about their experiences living and 
practicing in rural Kansas. Panelists included Hon. 
Andrew Stein, Paige Bangerter Gillmore, Hannah 
L. Brass, Aaron Cunningham, Pablo Mose, and
Sunny Schroeder. And in December 2023, Chief
Judge Bolton Fleming invited the Committee to
Pittsburg for a meeting of the Crawford County
Bar Association. At that meeting, local bar
members and students discussed the impact of
attorney shortages in southeast Kansas.

These listening sessions provided invaluable 
insight about the causes of the attorney shortage 
and the benefits of rural practice. The information 
also corroborated key findings from the Survey, 
which are discussed throughout this report. 

The Data Collection and Information Gathering 
subcommittee also surveyed and conducted focus 
groups with law students at both the University of 
Kansas School of Law (KU Law) and Washburn 
University School of Law (Washburn Law) to 
better understand their perspectives about rural 
practice. The law student survey was sent to all 
students at both schools.2 The response rate at 
KU Law was 22%, and at Washburn Law, the 
response rate was 15%. A total of 66% of the 
responses were from KU Law and 34% were from 
Washburn Law. 

For the KU Law focus groups, we were fortunate 
to have help from Anne Marie Yatsula, a 
2L. While Anne Marie is a native Floridian, 
she developed a passion for the work of the 
Committee. She helped develop the focus group 
questions, lead the focus group discussions at KU 
Law, and prepare summaries for the Committee. 
These focus groups facilitated honest feedback—
particularly at KU Law where the group was peer 
led. 

While these important efforts were ongoing, 
Committee members worked with key 
collaborative partners to analyze the Kansas 
attorney-registration data. The Kansas Board of 
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Indigents’ Defense Services, Southern Methodist 
University’s (SMU) Deason Criminal Justice 
Reform Center at SMU Dedman School of 
Law (Deason Center), the Office of Judicial 
Administration for the Kansas Supreme Court, 
and the University of Kansas Center for Research, 
Inc. (KU Research) entered a Memorandum of 
Understanding to collaborate on data analysis 
about lawyer scarcity throughout the state of 
Kansas. KU Research developed geospatial 
analyses and data visualizations under the Deason 
Center’s direction. Malia Brink, Senior Policy 
Attorney at the Deason Center, and Xan Wedel, 
Senior Research Data Engineer at KU Research, 
shared a preview of the data visualizations with 
the Committee in April 2024. Those visualizations 
are included within this report. 

While this work was ongoing, many other 
organizations called on our members to share 
information about the Committee’s work. The 
June 2023 Kansas Bar Association Journal 
focused on rural attorneys and the Committee. 
Members have also presented on these important 
issues at conferences and organizational meetings. 
Those events include the: 

•	 Kansas Legislative Policy Group; 

•	 Kansas Victims’ Rights Conference;

•	 Kansas CLE Provider Conference;

•	 Kansas Bar Association Annual 
Meeting;

•	 Southwest Kansas Bar Association 
Annual Meeting;

•	 Kansas Women Attorneys Association 
Annual Meeting;

•	 Southeast Kansas Bar Association;

•	 Midwest Summit;

•	 Clay Center Business and Professional 
Women Meeting;

•	 We Kan! Conference;

•	 Kansas Association of Defense 
Counsel Annual Conference;

•	 Kansas County & District Attorneys 
Association Annual Conference; and

•	 Kansas Chief Judges Annual Meeting. 

Presenters used these opportunities to share the 
Committee’s work, solicit feedback, and build 
collaborative relationships with other groups that 
have a vested interest in addressing the attorney 
shortage.  

The findings and recommendations throughout 
this report are based on, and supported by, these 
collective research efforts.
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Defining “Rural”
Before taking a deep dive into the data, it is 
important to clarify how the Committee defined 
“rural.” There is no uniformly accepted definition 
of that term. Federal and state agencies have 
adopted varying, and sometimes conflicting 
definitions, creating confusion as to what is 
considered rural and what is not.3 Because nearly 
all Kansas communities face an attorney shortage, 
the Committee chose not to be derailed by 
definitional debates. 

Instead, it selected a definition of “rural” that 
the Kansas Supreme Court commonly uses, and 
that the Legislature has adopted in the healthcare 
field.4 Rural Kansas includes all counties but 
Douglas, Johnson, Sedgwick, Shawnee, and 
Wyandotte. This definition aligns with the reality 
of our state—Kansas is primarily rural and in dire 
need of more practicing attorneys. 

Kansas Attorney 
Demographics
Kansas attorneys and judges report a shortage 
of attorneys across the state. When surveyed by 
the Committee, 83% of rural Kansas attorneys 
either strongly agreed or agreed that there are 
not enough lawyers in the county where they 
primarily practice to meet the legal needs of 
residents. When surveyed, 91% of Kansas District 
Court Chief Judges agreed that their judicial 
districts needed more attorneys.5 The Committee 
then asked the Chief Judges to rate attorneys’ 
ability to meet the needs within their judicial 
districts on a scale of  1-10. The average score 
was five. 

Other data supports the views of these attorneys 
and judges. The United States Census estimated 
the Kansas population to be 2,940,546 in 2023.6 

Justice K.J. Wall introduces panel speakers Judge Andrew Stein and Paige Bangerter Gilmore at the Rural Justice 
Initiative Committee meeting in Dodge City. 

Understanding the State 
of Rural Attorneys in Kansas
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Of that total population, 54.90% (1,614,286 
people) live in the five urban counties; while 
45.10% (1,326,260 people) live in the remaining 
100 rural counties. 

The distribution of attorneys across Kansas 
is disproportionate to the total population 
distribution.7  While there are 11,179 active 
Kansas attorneys, only 70.16% (7,843) of 
those active attorneys live in Kansas. Of those 
active attorneys residing in Kansas, 79.20% 
(6,212 individuals) live in urban counties while 
only 20.80% (1,631 individuals) live in rural 
counties. Even fewer active Kansas attorneys 
work in Kansas—61.88% (6,918 individuals). 
Additionally, 78.64% of active attorneys who 
work in Kansas (5,157 individuals) work in 
urban Kansas counties while only 21.36% (1,401 
individual attorneys) work in rural Kansas 
counties.8

The number of attorneys living and working in 
Kansas diverges with 695 more active attorneys 
living in Kansas than working in Kansas. We 
have a mobile workforce where an attorney 
may live in one location and practice in another. 
A prime example of this is Douglas County, 
geographically centered between our state capital 
of Topeka and the Kansas City metro area. While 
642 attorneys report residing in Douglas County, 
only 311 report working in Douglas County. In 
addition to attorneys leaving the county in which 
they reside to work, Kansas attorneys also cross 
state lines to practice. Attorney registration data 
reveals that 20.89% (2,335) of all active Kansas 
attorneys work just over the border in Kansas 
City, Missouri. More active Kansas attorneys 
work in Kansas City, Missouri than in all of 
rural Kansas. 

Active Attorneys  
Residing in Kansas

Rural 
20.8%

Urban 
79.2%

Active Attorneys  
Working in Kansas

Rural 
21.18%

Urban 
78.82%

Kansas Population

Rural 
45.1%

Urban 
54.9%
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2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Active 11,242 11,193 11,135 11,094 10,982 11,084 11,091 11,179

Inactive 3,089 3,076 3,137 3,177 3,149 3,214 3,243 3,218

Retired 1,262 1,394 1,526 1,659 1,770 1,902 2,028 2,124

Disabled 81 80 86 82 81 74 75 75
Total 15,674 15,743 15,884 16,012 15,982 16,274 16,437 16,596

Attorney Registration Statistics - Calendar Year End11

 
Note: 2020 total is less due to unusually high number of suspensions

occurring during the pandemic. 

Comparing Kansas 
Attorney Data to 
National Data
The American Bar Association (ABA) estimates 
that there are 3.9 attorneys for every 1,000 
residents in the United States.9 Kansas attorney 
registration data shows that we fall below the 
national average with 3.8 active attorneys per 
1,000 residents. But only 2.67 active attorneys 
per 1,000 residents live in the state and even 

9  A.B.A., Profile of the Legal Profession 2023 20 (2023).
10  A.B.A., Profile of the Legal Profession 2023 115 (2023).

fewer, 2.23 active attorneys per 1,000 residents, 
work in the state. In fact, only Douglas, Shawnee, 
and Johnson Counties exceed the national average 
based on the number of attorneys living there. 
And only Shawnee County exceeds the national 
average based on the number of attorneys 
working there. Even so, Topeka, our capital city 
and the county seat for Shawnee County, is one of 
the top 20 metropolitan areas where the demand 
for lawyers is the highest in the nation.10 
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Comparing National 
Average to Urban and 
Rural Kansas
When you compare urban to rural Kansas, the 
discrepancies again are obvious. Kansas has 
3.85 active attorneys per 1,000 residents living 
in the five urban Kansas counties and 3.19 active 
attorneys per 1,000 residents working in those 
counties. In contrast, only 1.06 active attorneys 
per 1,000 residents live and work in the 100 rural 
Kansas counties.

This figure, of course, is an average derived from 
all 100 rural Kansas counties. And this figure 
varies from county to county. But all rural Kansas 
counties fall below the national average of 3.9 
attorneys for every 1,000 residents. In fact, in 99 
of the 100 rural counties, there are 2.0 or fewer 
active attorneys per 1,000 residents living there. 
And in 98 of these counties, there are 2.0 or fewer 
active attorneys per 1,000 residents working 
there. In 39 rural counties, there are 1.0 or fewer 
active attorneys per 1,000 residents living there. 
And in 47 rural counties, there are 1.0 or fewer 
active attorneys per 1,000 residents working 
there. Two counties in Kansas have zero attorneys 
living or working there.12 

Kansas already has an attorney shortage.13

16 Kansas counties have three or fewer attorneys; 
53 counties have 10 or fewer.



      Rural Justice Initiative Committee Report12

In 47 counties, the number of attorneys per 1,000 people is 
one or fewer. Two counties have no attorneys.14

Unfortunately, this data understates the severity 
of the attorney shortage. The “active attorneys” 
data set includes many licensed attorneys who 
do not or cannot offer legal services to the 
community at large. The category includes 
judges, prosecutors, and other single-employer 
attorneys (such as corporate, nonprofit, and other 
government lawyers who work “in-house”). It 
also includes individuals who choose to maintain 
an active law license but work outside the legal 
field or no longer practice law. Thus, the active 

attorney data does not paint a complete picture of 
the attorney shortage in rural Kansas. Regardless, 
this data shows that there is a near statewide 
attorney desert.  
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Aging Attorney 
Population
Over the last eight years, the total attorney 
population within the state has grown, but the 
active-attorney population has decreased. This 
trend is likely to worsen because the attorney 
population in Kansas, compared to national 
averages, is older and closer to retirement. This is 
especially true in rural Kansas. 

In 2022, the median age for attorneys nationwide 
was 46 (and the median age of all workers was 

42.3).15 In Kansas, the median age of our active 
attorneys is 51. This means half of the active 
attorneys in the state are younger than 51 and half 
are older than 51. In urban Kansas, the median 
age of active attorneys is 51. But in rural Kansas, 
the median age is 55. This data suggests the active 
attorney population in Kansas will continue to 
decline as more attorneys move from active to 
inactive or retired status in the coming years. And 
rural Kansas will be hit the hardest.  

About 1 in 3 Kansas attorneys are over the age of 60.16
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Nearly 1 in 3 counties have a median age over 60.17

If you removed attorneys aged 60 and over, 87 counties 
would have one or fewer attorneys per 1,000 people.18

Nine counties would have no attorneys
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Attorney Admissions
New attorneys graduating from law school are 
not likely to fill the gap left by attorneys aging 
out of the profession. In Kansas, there have 
been wide variations in the number of attorneys 
admitted into the profession since 1980. In 2006, 
the number of new attorneys peaked at 509. That 
number fell to its lowest point in 2018 when only 
230 new attorneys were admitted. In 2023, there 
were 380 new attorneys admitted in Kansas. 
 
Nearly half of the new attorneys admitted in 
Kansas between 2018 and 2023 graduated from 
our in-state law schools—KU Law graduated 
23% of new admittees, and Washburn Law 
graduated 21% of new attorneys.19 Thus, it is 
important to understand admission trends and 
projections at both law schools. The number 
of people applying to our in-state law schools 
since 2010 is declining at a rate of 16-21 

applicants per academic year. And the number of 
graduates during the same period has declined 
at a rate of 4-6 students annually. This reflects 
trends nationwide as law schools responded 
to recessionary pressures by reducing class 
sizes, faculty, and infrastructure. Law school 
applications peaked in 2004, when 100,601 
people applied to ABA-accredited law schools. 
That number declined to 62,545 applicants in 
2022.20 Based on current projections, it is unlikely 
that the number of law school applications and 
law school graduates will return to the levels 
realized in 2004. 
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This data aligns with discussions the Committee 
had with undergraduate and law school 
administrators and faculty members. They 
reported that, compared to previous generations, 
fewer students now believe a law degree is 
attainable or economically feasible. Thus, fewer 
qualified individuals are pursuing the profession. 
And they opined that the attorney shortage 
cannot be addressed by simply increasing law 
school class sizes because the supply of qualified 
candidates cannot meet the demand. 

New Kansas attorneys who have graduated from 
other law schools come from all over the United 
States. Between 2018 and 2023, Kansas admitted 
graduates from 161 different law schools. But 
other than the University of Missouri at Kansas 
City, most out-of-state law schools contributed 
very few new attorneys to the state. The top ten 
law schools from which newly admitted Kansas 
attorneys have graduated are regional schools: 

•	 The University of Kansas (23%);

•	 Washburn University (21%);

•	 The University of Missouri at Kansas 
City (18%);

•	 The University of Missouri (3%);

•	 The University of Oklahoma (2%);

•	 Saint Louis University (1%);

•	 Creighton University (1%);

•	 The University of Iowa (1%);

•	 The University of Arkansas (1%); and 

•	 Oklahoma City University (1%).
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These statistics paint a bleak picture for the future 
of the Kansas bar. We are already facing attorney 
shortages throughout our state. We are on the 
verge of a constitutional crisis as individuals 
struggle to find attorneys to represent their 
legal interests and judges reach out to attorneys 
hundreds of miles away to represent indigent 

clients. Many of the attorneys who are actively 
practicing will soon age out of practice, and 
we do not have enough new admittees or law 
students to meet the current needs of Kansans or 
to fill the gap that will be left by those retiring 
attorneys. Action must be taken now before this 
situation worsens. 
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Before offering solutions, we must understand 
the nature and causes of the current problem. 
In other words, we must identify the conditions 
or circumstances creating barriers to recruiting 
and retaining attorneys in nonurban areas of 
our state. While challenges can be different 
for each individual and in each community, 
the Committee’s investigation identified three 
barriers to recruiting and retaining attorneys 
common throughout rural Kansas. These barriers 
can be separated into three categories: 

Financial barriers for rural attorneys are 
multi-faceted. Student loan debt is higher 
than ever before—a challenge for many new 
attorneys no matter where they practice. But 
for new rural attorneys, the issue is made worse 
because starting compensation is typically less 
competitive (at least at first) or more dependent 
on uncertain production compared to urban 
markets. And while robust employer-sponsored 
benefit programs are commonplace in urban 
markets, the same cannot be said for legal 
employers in rural Kansas. 

Barriers

Barriers to Practice 
in Rural Kansas

Photo of rural Kansas sunset near Fort Scott, KS. Photo courtesy of Jim Sechrist.

(1) Financial 
(2) Practice
(3) Cultural

“Generally, in my experience 
rural areas have lower salaries 
and wages. Compared with 
the debt I have acquired in my 
legal education, it seems more 
difficult to pay down debt on a 
rural salary than urban salary.”
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These factors place rural legal employers at a 
competitive disadvantage for recruiting and 
retaining attorneys. And for those rural attorneys 
who start a solo firm, student loan debt inflates 
debt-to-income ratios. Those ratios may produce 
less favorable financing terms or deter institutions 
from financing the venture altogether. And 
often, these attorneys incur start-up and regular 
business-related expenses long before their client 
base has been established. 

There are also practice barriers that impede 
efforts to recruit and retain rural attorneys. 
Prospective candidates fear that rural practice 
will be professionally isolating. Mentorship 
and professional development are critical. 
When successful, such efforts not only improve 
attorneys’ skills and proficiencies, but also instill 
in them a sense of professional belonging or 
inclusion. 

The Committee’s data suggests this factor is 
essential to recruiting and retention efforts. 
But when there are only a few attorneys in the 
community—some of whom may be opposing 
counsel in matters that the newer attorney is 
handling—professional mentorship opportunities 
can be quite limited. And currently, there is no 
program or person available to connect new 
attorneys to available mentors in rural markets. 
Nor is there any structured program or person 
committed to connecting people interested in 
rural practice with those communities in greatest 
need. 

Moreover, there is often a disconnect between 
new graduates and rural law practices. Rural 
law practices are often ill-prepared to address 
mentorship, business management, and practice-
transition issues in a deliberate, clear, and 
thoughtful manner. Without that planning and 
guidance, new attorneys often lack the legal 
and business acumen needed to thrive in a rural 
community. 

Finally, several cultural barriers deter attorneys 
from practicing in rural Kansas. This category 

may be the hardest to address for two reasons. 
First, it includes larger, socio-economic issues 
that transcend the legal profession and the 
realistic charge of this Committee. Those issues 
include access to childcare, housing, labor, 
healthcare, and reliable Wi-Fi in rural Kansas. 
Second, this category also includes stereotypes 
and false narratives about practicing law in 
nonurban markets. And it will take concerted 
effort to change these narratives. 

In the following sections, we elaborate on each 
of the three barriers to recruiting and retaining 
attorneys in rural Kansas, along with the 
Committee’s recommendations to address them. 
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Education Debt 
Most rural Kansas attorneys graduated law 
school with education debt—74% self-reported 
graduating law school with at least some 
student loan debt.21 Only 26% of rural Kansas 
attorneys who graduated before 1980 reported 
graduating law school with any education debt. 
In contrast, 93% of rural Kansas attorneys who 
have graduated since 2011 report graduating with 
student loan debt. 

Certainly, the amount of educational debt has 
increased, as has undergraduate and law school 
costs and tuition. Rural Kansas attorneys 
graduating before 1980 reported an average of 
$9,188 in law school debt and $12,200 in total 
student loan debt. But those who graduated after 
2011 reported an average law school debt of 
$98,032 and total educational debt of $124,614. 

Nationally, a 2021 ABA survey found that 
approximately 90% of respondents used student 
loans to finance their legal or undergraduate 
education with an average amount owed at 
graduation around $108,000 in law school 
loans and $130,000 in all combined.22 The ABA 
reported this borrowing percentage to be an 
increase from 2015-16 when the U.S. Department 
of Education reported that 71% of law school 
graduates that year borrowed for law school with 
an average debt of $125,000.23 

Ellsworth County Courthouse, Ellsworth, KS. Photo courtesy of Leah Womelsdorf.

Understanding Financial Barriers 
and Recommendations
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Impact of Education 
Debt
The impact of student loan debt cannot be 
overstated; it impacts both personal life and 
professional decisions. The 2021 ABA Young 
Lawyers Division Student Loan Survey reported 
that due to education debt, 51.8% of respondents 
postponed or decided not to buy a house, 39% 
of respondents postponed or decided not to have 
children, and 26.7% postponed or decided not to 
get married.24

Importantly, roughly 80% of respondents 
indicated that student loan debt influences their 
choice of job or career in some way.25 This makes 
sense. With the higher debt loads, attorneys seek 
higher paying jobs in urban markets right after 
law school, rather than taking jobs in rural areas 
where their pay may depend on production.26 

Employment Rate and 
Earnings
There is no shortage of work for attorneys. 
Nationally, the employment rate for the class 
of 2022 was the highest since 1987 at 92.1%.27 
Kansas exceeded the national average. The 
employment rate for KU Law’s class that year 
was 97.9%.28 Washburn Law’s was 92.9%.29 

National salaries were also at record highs for 
the class of 2022, with average law firm salaries 
at $145,400 and average overall salaries for 
new attorneys at $116,400.30 In Kansas, the 
average law firm salary for the class of 2022 
was $78,86431 and average overall salary was 
$73,003.32 But rural Kansas attorneys graduating 
after 2021 reported earning a median salary of 
$60,000 and a mean salary of $59,000. With rural 
Kansas attorneys earning far less than their urban 
Kansas counterparts and less than half the starting 
salaries offered at national law firms, it is no 
surprise to find attorney deserts across our largely 
rural state. 

Lack of Benefits
In addition to lower earnings, rural Kansas 
attorneys incur more benefit-related expenses 
than their urban counterparts. This is because 
employers in nonurban markets are less likely to 
offer group employee benefits, including health 
insurance. And for solo firms, the costs of benefits 
fall entirely on the attorney. In contrast, legal 
employers in Kansas’ urban markets commonly 
offer such employer sponsored benefits. 

Base Salary 
Only

Base Salary 
Plus Bonus

Earnings 
Only

48%

Salary Structure Offered to  
New Attorneys

43%
10%
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The table below identifies different categories 
of employee benefits and their availability to 
attorneys in rural Kansas. 

Only 50% of rural law firms provide group health 
insurance benefits to their employees. Thus, 
rural attorneys must pay higher premiums for 
coverage. Or, if married, the attorney must rely 
on coverage offered by the spouse’s employer, 
if such benefits are available. Some go without 
coverage altogether. For those rural Kansas 
attorneys who do not receive health insurance 
through their employer, 33% rely on a spouse 
or family member to obtain health insurance, 
55% purchase health insurance privately, 7% 
purchase health insurance through the public 
exchange, and 5% do not have health insurance. 
The additional costs of health insurance and 
other benefits place rural legal employers at a 
competitive disadvantage when recruiting and 
retaining legal professionals in nonurban markets. 
And those considering solo practice face similar 
benefit-related costs, plus other significant 
expenses associated with start-up, rent payments 
or debt service for office space, and malpractice 
insurance. These costs all add up and make a rural 
practice look less appealing for a new attorney.

The combination of high education costs and 
associated debt loads, lower salaries, and higher 
expenses for employee benefits for rural attorneys 
demonstrates the need for financial incentives 
to encourage individuals to live and practice in 
rural Kansas. The financial risk is even more 
significant for solo practitioners. There is much 
uncertainty regarding how much money will 
be made, especially during the firm’s start-up. 
For most new graduates, this risk is too great. 
Financial incentive programs have proven to be 
successful in other states. And several local and 
regional financial-incentive programs in rural 
Kansas have also been effective. As a result, we 
offer the following recommendation: 

Percentage of Firms Offering 
Employee Benefits

Insurance
Medical 50%
Dental 40%

Vision 30%

Life 27%

Prescription 26%

Paid Leave

Sick 62%
Vacation 68%

Leave for the Birth or 
Adoption of a Child

30%

Financial Benefits
Disability 16%
Financial and/or Retirement 49%

Education Assistance 6%

Student Loan Repayment 3%

Living Stipend 2%
Investment Opportunity 6%

Work/Life Benefits

Wellness Program/Gym 10%

Remote Work Flexibility 28%

None of the Above 24%
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We recommend the Legislature adopt a program 
like the Veterinary Training Program for Rural 
Kansas (VTPRK) and the Kansas Medical 
Student Loan (KMSL) program. The program 
would offer law students a loan to cover law 
school costs and tuition. That loan would then 
be forgiven over time, provided the attorney 
practices law on a full-time basis in rural 
Kansas. Program requirements would include: 
(1) completing all coursework required for 
a juris doctorate; (2) completing all required 
courses (including any required rural internship 
or mentorship requirements) in a curriculum 
designed to prepare students for rural practice; 
(3) passing the Kansas bar exam; and (4) actively 
practicing law on a full-time basis in a rural 
Kansas county within 90 days of passing the bar. 
If such requirements are fulfilled, we recommend 
that 1/3 of the participant’s loan be forgiven for 
each year of full-time practice in rural Kansas. 

Only 49.7% of employed Kansas law school 
graduates from the class of 2022 remained in 
the state.33 We must identify measures to retain 

more graduates from KU Law and Washburn Law 
in Kansas—more specifically in rural Kansas. 
Current law students at both KU Law and 
Washburn Law identified measures that would 
increase their likelihood of practicing in rural 
Kansas. The top four measures were all financial 
incentives: living stipends (71.79%); student loan 
repayment (60.68%); other financial incentives 
(57.26%); and tuition assistance (42.74%). 

Other professions have used these types of 
programs to promote rural practice. Kansas 
physicians and veterinarians have developed 
financial incentive programs with the support 
and funding of the Kansas Legislature. There is a 
great deal that we can learn from their efforts. 

For example, medical students in Kansas have 
long been able to take advantage of the KMSL 
program. The KMSL program started as a 
legislative initiative in 1976 but has undergone 
several changes since that time.34 It creates a 
financial incentive to encourage participating 
students to practice medicine in rural Kansas.35 
Since 1992, 80% of participants that completed 
service through the KMSL program remain in 
Kansas practices.36

Students eligible for KMSL receive an annual 
award or loan for tuition and living expenses 
throughout their four years of enrollment at 
University of Kansas Medical Center (KUMC). 
During the first two years, participants receive up 
to $2,000 per month for nine months, the length 
of the award is increased to 10 months in the third 

Recommendation 1: 

The Kansas Supreme Court 
should collaborate with the 
Kansas Legislature, the 
University of Kansas School 
of Law, and Washburn 
University School of Law to 
establish a rural-attorney 
training program. That 
program should create tuition-
reimbursement incentives 
to encourage prospective 
attorneys to attend law school 
in Kansas and ultimately 
practice in rural Kansas.

Of Employed 2022 Kansas Law 
School Graduates Stayed in 
Kansas 

49.7%
Losing Kansas Graduates
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year, and 11 months in the fourth year.37 The loan 
totals up to $78,000 by the end of medical school. 

But this loan is forgiven over time, provided that 
the recipient complies with program requirements. 
Recipients of the award must enter into an 
agreement with KUMC for their respective 
program and complete all required courses, 
secure their medical degree, and obtain their 
license to practice medicine in Kansas.38 Program 
participants can choose to specialize in primary 
care, psychiatry, or obstetrics and gynecology.39 
Upon graduation, the participants then begin 
a residency applicable to their program, e.g., 
a primary care residency for the primary care 
program. Upon completion of the residency, the 
participant must then practice medicine in rural 
Kansas—anywhere other than Douglas, Johnson, 
Shawnee, Sedgwick, and Wyandotte Counties—
for 12 months for each year they received the 
KMSL incentive.40 In other words, the loan 
balance for one year of benefits is forgiven for 
each year the participant practices medicine 
in rural Kansas. If available, the loans can be 
awarded retroactively.41 

Similarly, the VTPRK at Kansas State University 
(K-State) provides further evidence that the 
Kansas Legislature can develop and support 
financial incentive programs to promote 
professional practice in rural Kansas. VTPRK, 
which the Kansas Legislature created in 2006, 
offers financial incentives to veterinary students 
in exchange for their commitment to practice 
in rural Kansas after completion of their DVM 
at K-State.42 From the start of the program to 
the 2021-2022 school year, 80 students were 
admitted to the program.43 An astonishing 98% 
of the program graduates have completed or are 
completing their obligation to practice in rural 
Kansas for four years after graduation.44 For 
participants who have completed their four-year-
service obligation, 94% continue to practice in a 
qualifying rural Kansas county.45

Given the program’s success, the Legislature 
expanded it in 2022. The program increased 
from accommodating five students per year 

to seven students per year. The students are 
selected annually during their first year in the 
DVM program. Program participants receive 
a loan of $25,000 per year for each of the four 
years of veterinary school.46 During school, 
the students complete a specialized curriculum 
designed to better prepare them for large-
animal, rural practice.47 After graduation, the 
program participants receive one year of loan 
forgiveness for each year of full-time employment 
in a qualifying Kansas veterinary practice. A 
qualifying practice includes any veterinary 
practice in a Kansas county with a population of 
40,000 or less, or any other veterinary practice in 
which 50% or more of the practice is devoted to 
food animal patients.48 

An advisory committee administers the program. 
That committee includes two representatives 
from the Kansas Veterinary Medical Association, 
including a member of the association’s executive 
committee, and one member who has received 
a scholarship under the program; the animal 
health commissioner; two members appointed by 
the Kansas Department of Agriculture; and two 
representatives from the college.49

 
Both KMSL and VTPRK have proven to be 
successful models for rural Kansas. And there are 
essential components of both legislative initiatives 
that can be adapted to the legal profession. But 
a similar legislative initiative for rural attorneys 
must account for differences in our profession in 
at least two respects. 

First, while there is only one medical school and 
one veterinary school in Kansas, we have two 
law schools in our state. The Legislature can 
ensure both law schools actively participate in 
the program through an Advisory Committee like 
VTPRK’s. The Rural Justice Advisory Committee 
(Advisory Committee) members should include: 

•	 three Kansas licensed attorneys who 
actively practice law and reside in 
rural Kansas; 
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•	 two other members from rural Kansas; 

•	 one representative from Washburn 
University School of Law; and

•	 one representative from the University 
of Kansas School of Law. 

The Committee also recommends that the 
Advisory Committee be staffed by the Office of 
Judicial Administration. 

Second, the financial incentive should be 
modified to reflect the term of law school, which 
differs from medical and veterinary school. We 
recommend the attorney training program should 
offer participants a loan of up to $30,000 per year 
for up to three years for law school tuition and 
related expenses. Like the KMSL and VTPRK 
programs, these loans should be forgiven provided 
that the participant successfully completes 
all program requirements. The Legislature or 
Advisory Committee can establish the program 
requirements in detail. 

Our proposed model captures the elements 
essential to the success of the KMSL and VTPRK 
programs. Besides completing traditional 
educational requirements, the program would 
help prepare students for the reality of a rural 
practice and offer more exposure to rural 
practice. Further, by recognizing important 
distinctions between the legal and medical/
veterinary professions, attorneys should be able to 
emulate the success of these programs. Thus, the 
Committee recommends that the Kansas Supreme 
Court support and enable the Office of Judicial 
Administration to further a legislative initiative 
creating a rural-attorney training program for 
students at both Kansas law schools. Proposed 
draft legislation for this initiative is included in 
Attachment 4. 

But given the magnitude of the attorney shortage 
in rural Kansas, the problem cannot be solved by 
recruiting only new graduates of our in-state law 
schools. We must also identify strategies to attract 

out-of-state law school graduates and attorneys 
currently practicing law in urban Kansas markets 
or out-of-state. We therefore offer our second 
recommendation:

The Committee also recommends the Kansas 
Supreme Court enable the Office of Judicial 
Administration to collaborate with the Advisory 
Committee administering the rural-attorney 
training program (see Recommendation 1) to 
develop and maintain a Kansas rural-attorney 
loan-repayment program. Other loan-repayment 
programs have successfully attracted qualified 
candidates to practice in rural markets. Like those 
initiatives, our program would provide a financial 
incentive to reduce student loan debt in exchange 
for a commitment to practice law in rural Kansas. 
And by using the same Advisory Committee 
for the attorney-training and loan-repayment 
programs, the Advisory Committee will be 
better positioned to track data and trends related 
to attorney deserts throughout the state and the 
effectiveness of both programs working together. 
Before offering our recommended eligibility 
requirements for such a loan-repayment program, 
this report reviews models from other states and 
from federal-state initiatives. 

Recommendation 2: 

The Kansas Supreme Court 
should work in conjunction 
with the Kansas legislative 
and executive branches 
to establish a student loan 
repayment program for 
attorneys living and
practicing in rural Kansas.
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Models from Other 
States
South Dakota created the Rural Attorney 
Recruitment Program in 2013 to provide a 
financial incentive to attorneys practicing in 
rural communities.50 The program requires the 
cooperation of individual attorneys, the South 
Dakota Unified Judicial System and State 
Bar (UJS), and a local government.51 Under 
that program, participating attorneys receive 
a financial incentive payment of $12,711.60 
annually for up to five years—a total incentive 
of $63,558 over the life of the program. The UJS 
pays 65% of the annual contract benefit, which 
is $8,331.84 per year for up to five years. UJS 
also provides programming, forms, and other 
resources to support the participating attorney’s 
rural practice.52 The local governmental authority 
pays 35% of the annual contract benefit, which is 
$4,379.76 per year for up to five years. The local 
authority may also offer the attorney additional 
incentives such as office space or housing.53

In exchange, the attorney must reside in and 
practice law for at least 35 hours per week for 
five years in a qualifying local government 
area.54 The South Dakota Legislature defined a 
qualifying government area to be a county with 
a population of 10,000 or less or a municipality 
with a population of 3,500 or less, so long as that 
county or municipality agrees to pay their portion 
of the incentive payment and is found qualified 
by the UJS.55 The UJS considers the following 
factors in selecting counties and municipalities: 

•	 demographics, age, and number of 
attorneys in the local bar;

•	 recommendation of the presiding 
circuit judge; 

•	 local economic development 
programs; 

•	 geographical location compared to 
others receiving assistance; 

•	 evaluation of the attorney seeking 
assistance; 

•	 existing or prior ties of the applicant 
to the area; and

•	 any previous participation by 
the county or municipality in the 
program.56

If selected, attorneys must attend at least one hour 
of continuing legal education specific to rural 
practice each year, accept one pro bono case per 
year, maintain malpractice insurance, and remain 
in good standing with licensing and disciplinary 
authorities.57 

As of 2023, there were 12 attorneys participating 
in the program and 15 attorneys who had 
completed it.58 Of the 15 attorneys who had 
completed the five-year program, 12 continued 
to practice law in their rural community.59 Since 
the program’s initiation, eight participants 
terminated their contracts early due to other 
career opportunities, failure to secure or maintain 
licensure, or a poor fit with the community.60 
Observing their neighbor’s success, the 
state of North Dakota replicated the South 
Dakota program in 2021 with the passage of 
Administrative Rule 62, which the North Dakota 
Legislature authorized under N.D.C.C. ch. 27-
02.2. There are currently seven eligible attorneys 
enrolled in the North Dakota program.61

Models Patterned After 
Federal-State Initiatives 
Federal and state authorities have collaborated 
to create similar financial incentives for health 
care professionals. The Kansas Department of 
Health and Environment (KDHE) administers 
the Kansas State Loan Repayment Program 



      Rural Justice Initiative Committee Report28

(SLRP) in conjunction with the National Health 
Service Corps (NHSC). The purpose of SLRP is 
to recruit and retain medical, nursing, dental, and 
behavioral/mental health care professionals to 
federally designated Health Professional Shortage 
Areas (HPSAs).62 

The SLRP offers eligible health care professionals 
funds designated for student loan repayment in 
exchange for a minimum of two years of service 
at an eligible practice site. An eligible health 
care professional may receive up to $25,000 
annually to repay eligible education debt during 
the two-year term of the SLRP contract.63 At the 
end of the initial two-year term, the health care 
professional may apply to extend the contract for 
a one-year term for up to three additional years.64 
The contract requirements and benefits remain the 
same during these additional terms. 

All 50 states, plus the District of Columbia, 
Guam, the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, 
the Northern Mariana Islands, the U.S. Virgin 
Islands, American Samoa, the Federated States 
of Micronesia, the Republic of the Marshall 
Islands, and the Republic of Palau are eligible 
to participate in the SLRP program.65 More 
than 18,000 primary care medical, dental, and 
behavior health providers receive scholarships 
and loan repayment assistance through NHSC.66 
In Kansas, 75 providers received NHSC loan 
repayment program funds in fiscal year 2023.67 

A 2016 national study found that 78.6% of NHSC 
participants were still serving HPSAs more 
than one year after their service obligation had 
expired.68 And five years after completing their 
service obligations, 27.1% were still practicing at 
the same HPSA, while 69.6% were practicing at a 
different HPSA site.69 In Kansas, 344 individuals 
completed the NHSC program or related Nurse 
Corps program between fiscal year 2012 to fiscal 
year 2022. And 93% of those alumni currently 
work in a HPSA. Of this group, 96% continue to 
work in the same community they were originally 
placed.70 Among those program participants 
placed in Kansas, 68% have served rural areas.71

Model from Kansas Farm 
Bureau 
Governmental entities are not the only ones 
responding to the shortage of professionals in 
rural areas. The Kansas Farm Bureau Legal 
Foundation (KFBLF) was one of the first to 
recognize the significance of the attorney shortage 
in rural Kansas. In response, the KFBLF created 
the Rural Law Practice Grant in 2020. The grant 
provides $16,500 to new attorneys who practice 
in rural Kansas. The KFBLF defines rural Kansas 
consistent with this report—any Kansas county 
other than the five most populous counties in our 
state (Johnson, Sedgwick, Shawnee, Wyandotte, 
and Douglas Counties).

The KFBLF Board may select up to three grant 
recipients per year. The recipient receives the 
grant in three equal installments of $5,500. 
KFBLF pays the first $5,500 installment after 
the recipient has passed the bar examination and 
started to practice law in rural Kansas. KFBLF 
pays the other two installments after the recipient 
has practiced law in rural Kansas for 12 and 24 
months, respectively. 

Since the program’s inception, the KFBLF 
Board has selected nine recipients to receive the 
$16,500 grant for practicing law in rural Kansas. 
The recipients graduated from four different law 
schools, and are, or will begin, practicing in eight 
different rural Kansas counties. To date, KFBLF 
has committed nearly $150,000 to support the 
recipients in their rural practices.

Summary of 
Recommendation
We can learn a great deal and realize similar 
success by modeling these loan-repayment 
programs. And we believe that the eligibility 
requirements of a Kansas program can be 
patterned after the South Dakota Rural Attorney 
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Recruitment Program. Participants should be 
required to enter service contracts with a five-
year term, committing them to serve the needs of 
a rural Kansas community throughout that period. 
Additional requirements, which the Advisory 
Committee can develop in more detail, should 
include: 

•	 applying for the financial incentive 
by completing the application 
form developed by the Advisory 
Committee;

•	 completing a juris doctor degree from 
an accredited institution of higher 
education;

•	 maintaining an active license, in good 
standing, to practice law in the State 
of Kansas;

•	 residing within a rural Kansas county; 

•	 practicing law on a full-time basis 
(at least 35 hours per week) in a rural 
Kansas county; 

•	 maintaining legal malpractice 
insurance; 

•	 attending at least one hour of 
continuing legal education 
programming relevant to rural 
attorneys or rural practice; and 

•	 demonstrating that the applicant has 
outstanding student loan debt.

The Advisory Committee should have authority 
to establish the total amount of annual financial 
assistance available under the loan-repayment 
program to any qualifying attorney. But that 
amount should not exceed $20,000 annually, for a 
total contract benefit of $100,000 over the five-
year term. 

The Advisory Committee can establish and 
modify application requirements over time, as 
it is charged with monitoring current trends 
and issues relevant to the practice of law in 
rural Kansas. Similar to the KFBLF program, 
this program should attract applicants from a 
variety of law schools—beyond our in-state law 
schools—to help fill the deficit of attorneys in 
our state. We are already attracting attorneys 
from law schools located in Missouri, Oklahoma, 
Nebraska, Iowa, and Arkansas, but at lower rates 
than our in-state schools. The financial incentive 
should motivate more individuals from nearby 
states, who likely share similar cultures and 
practice ideas, to live and practice law in rural 
Kansas. The five-year requirement does require 
a significant commitment to a rural community. 
And during this time, the participant has the 
opportunity to develop meaningful ties to the 
community. The financial incentive can offset 
educational expenses at a time when income is at 
its lowest and the participant is building a rural 
practice. 

By offsetting the student loan debt incurred to 
obtain a legal degree, the rural-attorney loan-
repayment program outlined above would create 
a strong financial incentive for new attorneys to 
practice law in rural Kansas. The South Dakota 
Rural Attorney Recruitment Program, Kansas 
SLRP, and KFBLF programs have proven that 
this type of incentive can result in the placement 
of attorneys in rural markets. 

And current law students in the focus groups 
reported that such a program would encourage 
them to seriously consider practicing in rural 
Kansas. Indeed, most of these students shared 
concerns about their ability to pay off law school 
debt:  

“One of the biggest concerns is 
the speed at which I’ll be able 
to repay my student loans. Pay 
is lower in rural areas, so it will 
take me longer to pay the loans, 
meaning more interest and more 
money out of my pocket in the long 
run.” 
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“With student loans to repay, the 
need for some monetary incentive 
is high.” 

“One of the primary barriers that 
I hear from classmates regarding 
rural practice is the financial 
aspect.” 

“I also believe financial incentives 
to move to the area, even for a bit 
after graduation would be helpful 
(like how doctors can have loans 
forgiven after graduation for 
working in a rural community).”  

The Committee’s first two recommendations 
directly target these concerns by offering these 
students and other attorneys a substantial 
financial incentive to practice in rural Kansas. 
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The Committee found several practice-related 
barriers that inhibit recruitment and retention 
of rural attorneys. They include professional 
isolation, lack of business skills, administrative 
workload, staffing shortages, challenges and 
gaps in recruiting, and misperceptions about the 
availability and type of work. 

Professional Isolation
The practice of law can create intrinsic barriers 
that prevent individuals from working in rural 
Kansas. Most rural attorneys are working in solo 
or small firms.72 Working alone can be isolating, 
and that isolation can be especially challenging in 
an adversarial system. One student noted, 

“As a new attorney, no one 
wants to do solo practice. This 
is probably one of the primary 
concerns of law students coming 
out of law school. A common 

counterargument to this is finding 
plenty of mentors, but this is a 
flawed argument. A mentor in a 
firm setting is vastly different than 
a mentor who runs a different 
practice than you. New attorneys 
need to be taught how to practice. 
There needs to be time invested in 
them.” 

New rural attorneys and other law students share 
this concern. In the Survey, several attorneys 
shared that loneliness and isolation are the biggest 
challenge to practicing in rural Kansas. One rural 
attorney shared: 

“You have to figure everything 
out yourself. It’s difficult to reach 
out to other attorneys, because 
they are on the other side of some 
case.” 

Rural Justice Initiative Committee Chair, Justice K.J. Wall speaks to the Committee in Topeka, KS. 

Understanding Practice Barriers 
and Recommendations
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The oppositional nature of the work coupled with 
the limited number of attorneys in rural Kansas 
can lead to professional isolation with little to no 
regular contact with other attorneys for purposes 
of mentorship or collegiality. The prospect of 
isolation can deter individuals from considering 
practice in a rural community. Surveyed law 
students shared that perception of legal practice 
in rural Kansas. They commented: 

“It can feel difficult to become part 
of the legal community.” 

The threat of isolation alone keeps many from 
considering rural practice in the first instance. 
And for those who do practice in rural Kansas, 
the professional isolation can drive some to 
more urban markets or out of the legal practice 
altogether. Moreover, loneliness and isolation 
have been proven to affect our health.73

Lack of Business Skills
In rural Kansas, 71% of attorneys are working 
in firms of three or fewer attorneys. Thus, in 
addition to practicing law, new attorneys must 
possess the business skills and acumen necessary 
to operate a service-oriented small business. Law 
school curriculums do not typically emphasize 
the business side of law or prepare students for 
the challenges of managing a small business. 
Thus, the learning curve for a new attorney 
in rural Kansas is especially steep. Most law 
students are eager to start their legal practice. 
But the prospect of managing a business is 
not as universally appealing. In focus group 
discussions, law students expressed concerns 
about managing a business and the need to hone 
their entrepreneurial skills that were not well 
developed in law school. 
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Hours per Week Spent 
on Non-Legal Tasks

Percent of 
Rural Kansas 

Attorneys

0 to 10 50%

11 to 20 38%

21 to 30 8%

31 to 40 2%

41+ 2%

Administrative Workload 
and Staffing Shortages
Attorneys practicing in rural Kansas devote 
a significant amount of time to business, 
administrative, and other non-legal matters. These 
tasks do not generate revenue for the firm—the 
time is non-billable. The Committee’s survey 
documented the administrative workload that 
rural Kansas attorneys commonly encounter. 
Even seasoned rural Kansas attorneys spend 
substantial time on administrative matters and 
other managerial tasks.

The administrative burden on these attorneys is 
exacerbated by staffing shortages in rural Kansas. 
Generally, it is harder to recruit and retain office 
managers, secretaries, investigators, and other 
support personnel in rural areas of our state. 
In the Survey, 47% of rural Kansas attorneys 
reported having administrative support positions 
open in the last six months that they have been 
unable to fill. An additional 31% were unable 
to fill an open attorney position in the last six 
months. 

Challenges and Gaps in 
the Recruitment Process
There is clearly a disconnect between prospective 
rural attorneys and rural law firms. Rural firms 
and rural attorneys looking for additional support 
could recruit qualified candidates from KU Law 
or Washburn Law. But students at both schools 
reported that firms from rural Kansas do not 
participate in on-campus interviews. And law 
students with an interest in rural practice said that 
they did not know how to connect with rural law 
firms or attorneys.  

On the other hand, during the Committee’s 
listening tours, law firm partners from rural 
Kansas noted the significant time investment 
necessary to participate in the on-campus 
interviews—especially when required to travel to 
Lawrence or Topeka. They also felt that recruiting 
services at both law schools primarily served the 
needs of larger law firms in urban markets. And 
their past participation at on-campus interviews 
had proven to be wholly unsuccessful. 
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Misperceptions About 
the Availability and Type 
of Work
Because law students are not being exposed to 
rural attorneys, they have many misperceptions 
about rural law practice. One common 
misperception is that there is a lack of legal work 
available in rural Kansas. One student shared:

“It’s hard to defend a dying 
industry and I fear I would get 
wiped out early on. There’s also 
not a whole lot of money out 
there.” 

While this fear is not uncommon, it is unfounded 
and inaccurate. There is a plethora of diverse, 
intellectually challenging, and profitable legal 
work available throughout rural Kansas. 

First, there is an abundance of profitable legal 
work available in rural Kansas. Most rural 
attorneys, 57%, turn away clients 1 to 5 times 
per week, and 24% of rural attorneys turn away 
clients 6 to 10 times per week. These attorneys 
identified three primary reasons for doing so: 
(1) the matter is not within the attorney’s area of
expertise; (2) the attorney lacks time to handle
the matter; and (3) the attorney has a conflict
of interest. Contrary to the perception held by
many law students, the demand for legal services
exceeds the current supply of attorneys in rural
Kansas.

Second, rural Kansas attorneys are engaged in a 
wide variety of practice areas and specialties. The 
Survey asked rural attorneys to identify the types 
of law they practice. Their answers show that 
rural Kansas offers attorneys the opportunity to 
engage in diverse areas of practice. 

Throughout rural Kansas, one can find firms 
and attorneys that represent sophisticated 
organizations and handle significant legal matters. 
These range from complex tort litigation and 

class-action lawsuits to nation-wide patent 
practice and complex transactions in the energy 
and agricultural sectors. There is certainly a 
desperate need for attorneys who can handle 
estate-planning, family-law, and criminal-defense 
matters in rural Kansas. But a rural Kansas 
practice also allows attorneys to grow and 
develop practice areas that best match their skills 
and interests over time. 

Area of 
Law

Percent of 
Attorneys

Administrative 12%
Bankruptcy 4%

Business 43%
Civil Litigation 43%
Criminal 55%
Education 9%
Elder 25%
Estate Planning 54%
Employment 12%

Environmental 3%

Family 44%

Government 26%

Health 5%

Immigration 1%

In-House Counsel 6%

Intellectual Property 1%

Oil & Gas 18%

Personal Injury 15%

Real Estate 48%
Tax 8%
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And newer attorneys in rural Kansas have more 
opportunities for practical, hands-on experience 
earlier in their careers compared to their urban 
counterparts in larger firms. While it may take 
years for an attorney in a large, urban firm 
to consistently appear in court and interact 
directly with clients, such experiences are nearly 
immediate and commonplace for rural attorneys.

Despite the abundance and diversity of work 
and the opportunity for practical experience in 
rural Kansas, the attorney shortage continues. 
The fear of professional isolation, inexperience 
in business management, inadequate recruiting 
networks, and misperceptions about the type of 
and demand for legal work persists. Our data 
shows that these factors create significant barriers 
to recruiting and retaining attorneys in rural 
Kansas. These issues and barriers demonstrate the 
need for an organization dedicated to serving the 
needs of rural Kansas attorneys—an organization 
committed to addressing existing barriers and 
facilitating connections among and between 
our Kansas law schools, current law students, 
other active attorneys amenable to rural practice, 
and rural law firms and organizations looking 
to hire attorneys. We therefore offer our third 
recommendation: 

The best advocates for rural attorneys are rural 
attorneys themselves. Following the creation 
of the Rural Justice Initiative Committee, 
several Committee members and stakeholders 
worked vigorously to develop plans for such an 
organization, including its mission, structure, 
staffing, and essential operations. These efforts 
created strong momentum toward a membership 
organization of Kansas rural attorneys. In fact, 
the creation of this organization is underway at 
Washburn Law. While housed at Washburn Law, 
it will serve all law students and rural attorneys 
no matter where they attend or graduate law 
school. 

The organization will be led by representatives 
from each region of the state, who will serve on 
an executive committee. The Patterson Family 
Foundation has provided funding for a full-
time staff person to fulfill the direction of the 
executive committee. The funding from the 
Patterson Family Foundation and supervision 
from Washburn Law will provide administrative 
structure and support that is desperately 
needed. While rural attorneys are their own 
best advocates, they need continued support to 
advance this important work. This organization 
plans to: 

•	 serve as a liaison between rural firms 
and organizations seeking to hire 
attorneys or to transition their legal 
practice and law students or other 
attorneys who express interest in such 
positions and opportunities; 

•	 educate rural attorneys on best 
practices such as recruiting in pairs; 
assisting interns and new associates 
with locating housing, childcare, and 
other basic necessities; collaborating 
with other local businesses to offer 
an incentive package to interns and 
new associates; and other innovative 
recruiting strategies; 

Recommendation 3: 

The Kansas Supreme Court 
should support efforts to 
develop a professional 
organization for rural attorneys 
to collaborate on issues 
relating to the recruitment and 
retention of attorneys in rural 
Kansas. 
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•	 create a central repository for posting 
lawyer positions in rural areas and 
direct retention efforts for rural 
attorneys; 

•	 connect new lawyers with resources 
pertinent to legal practice. This may 
include form development, mentorship 
programs and opportunities, and 
providing business management tools; 

•	 plan and, over time, develop 
educational-pipeline programs 
to encourage legal education and 
practice; 

•	 assist rural law firms and organizations 
with their efforts to recruit qualified 
attorneys, succession planning, and 
guidance for transitioning a law 
practice to another attorney;

•	 provide continuing legal education to 
rural attorneys at an annual conference 
focused on these practitioners; and

•	 advocate on behalf of rural Kansas 
attorneys. 

We recommend that, when appropriate, the 
Kansas Supreme Court assist this organization’s 
mission as it moves forward. Both the Supreme 
Court and the rural attorney organization share the 
goal of eliminating attorney deserts and improving 
access to justice in rural Kansas. Thus, when there 
are appropriate opportunities to further these goals 
collaboratively, the Supreme Court should do so. 
Such support may include encouraging other rural 
judges to support the initiatives and goals of the 
organization. It could also include directing the 
Office of Judicial Administration to collaborate 
in the development of forms, resources, pipeline 
programs, or educational endeavors.

Although the Committee has made significant 
progress since its inception in December 2022, 
there is still a great deal of work to be done to 

address the barriers to practice we have identified 
in this section. We therefore recommend that:

The creation of this standing advisory committee 
would demonstrate the Kansas Supreme 
Court’s commitment to rural justice. The work 
of this Committee has been important, but it 
is only getting started. While the Committee 
hopes that the Supreme Court will approve 
the recommendations in this report, those 
recommendations are not self-executing. A 
standing Rural Justice Advisory Committee is 
needed to facilitate implementation of approved 
recommendations and monitor their impact and 
results throughout rural Kansas. 

There is also an ongoing need to study and 
report on emerging trends, new initiatives and 
programs, and other developments relevant to 
rural legal practice. The Committee did not make 
recommendations on many of the innovative 
programs and initiatives underway in other 
jurisdictions and within our own state. But it 
is important to monitor the outcomes of these 
programs and initiatives and to assess their 

Recommendation 4: 

The Rural Justice Initiative 
Committee should transition 
from an ad hoc committee 
to a standing committee. 
The standing committee can 
facilitate implementation of 
approved recommendations, 
monitor results, and 
continue to study trends and 
developments relevant to rural 
justice and attorney shortages 
in Kansas. 
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viability and scalability in Kansas. Examples 
of such initiatives that the Committee studied, 
but did not make formal recommendations on, 
include: 

•	 Legal-education and Admissions 
Reform: The Conference of Chief 
Justices and the Conference of State 
Court Administrators established a 
working committee, CLEAR, to study 
legal-education and admissions reform 
in August 2023.74 The Advisory 
Committee should consider whether 
any forthcoming recommendations 
from the CLEAR committee could 
impact the practice of law in rural 
Kansas. 

•	 NextGen Bar: The Kansas Supreme 
Court announced in February 2024 
that it will join the NextGen Bar 
Exam in July 2028.75 The Committee 
discussed the impact of the NextGen 
Exam on rural practice but is not 
making any specific recommendations 
on this development. Even so, the 
Advisory Committee should continue 
to monitor attorney-admission 
requirements and rules leading up to 
and beyond 2028. 

•	 Rules Governing Kansas Legal 
Practice: The Committee examined 
current Kansas Supreme Court 
Rules and their impact on rural 
practice. While it is not formally 
recommending any amendments to the 
rules now, the Advisory Committee 
should continue to examine this issue. 
In particular, the Advisory Committee 
should consider whether amendments 
to rules governing paid referrals 
between attorneys could facilitate 
collaboration between rural firms and 
larger urban or national law firms 
without creating undue administrative 
burden or compromising the ethical 
standards of practice in our state. 

•	 Technology and Remote Hearings: The 
Committee extensively researched and 
discussed the use of digital assistants 
and virtual tools, including remote 
hearings, to improve access to justice 
in rural Kansas. Some members 
advocated for a rule mandating 
remote hearings in all rural Kansas 
courtrooms. Others argued that rural 
Kansas would be better served with 
more attorneys living and working 
in rural Kansas, and a mandatory 
rule detracts from that mission. The 
Advisory Committee should continue 
to assess best practices and the role 
of digital assistants and virtual tools 
in promoting justice in rural Kansas. 
And given the prevalence of remote 
hearings in most rural judicial 
districts, the Committee believes it 
is important to monitor and promote 
best practices in training judges and 
attorneys on the effective use of these 
tools.

•	 Rules Governing Qualification of 
Public Defense Counsel: The Kansas 
State Board of Indigents’ Defense 
Services (BIDS) provides essential 
services for indigent defendants—
fulfilling a defendant’s right to 
counsel in felony cases when the 
defendant cannot afford an attorney. 
The Committee discussed the 
current process for qualifying public 
defenders for high-level felony 
defense cases. This area of focus 
emerged after the Committee received 
reports from Chief Judges in rural 
districts encountering difficulties 
finding qualified counsel for these 
appointments. This difficulty is 
caused, in part, by the fact that BIDS’ 
resources and staffing are limited 
and there is a shortage of private 
attorneys who are either qualified or 
willing to accept these appointments. 
The Advisory Committee should 



      Rural Justice Initiative Committee Report38

continue to examine the administrative 
regulations addressing public-attorney 
qualifications to participate in high-
level BIDS cases. And it should 
determine whether rule amendments 
are needed to address the shortage 
of qualified defense counsel in 
high-level felony cases throughout 
rural Kansas while maintaining the 
highest standards of representation 
and protecting the right to qualified 
counsel. 

•	 Non-Attorney Licensure and 
Certification: The Committee 
examined programs that certify non-
attorneys to provide limited legal 
services. States like Washington, 
Arizona, and Colorado certify non-
attorneys to assist litigants in certain 
case types with mixed results. 
Washington already determined it is 
necessary to sunset its program.76 In 
Arizona, Legal Paraprofessionals can 
obtain court certification to provide 
services for family law, administrative 
law, limited-jurisdiction civil law, 
criminal law, and soon juvenile-
dependency law and adoption. The 
Legal Paraprofessional’s services 
are limited to drafting, signing, and 
filing legal documents; providing 
advice, opinions, or recommendations 
about possible legal rights, remedies, 
defenses, options or strategies; 
appearing before a court or tribunal; 
and negotiating on behalf of a client 
in matters falling within the scope 
of the non-attorney’s certification 
or licensure.77 And our neighbor to 
the west, Colorado, just adopted a 
Licensed Legal Professionals program 
for certain types of family-law cases.78 
It is important to monitor these and 
other legal-service delivery models 
and their role in addressing attorney 
shortages and access to justice in rural 
communities.

•	 Mobile Legal Services: Innovative 
programs exist throughout the 
United States that offer mobile legal 
assistance to the public.79 In Kansas, 
the Mobile Workforce Centers 
developed by the Department of 
Commerce provide mobile services 
to communities that lack a permanent 
workforce center or face unusual 
demand for assistance due to mass 
layoffs, business closures, natural 
disasters, or demographic shifts.80 
The Mobile Workforce Centers can 
travel to any part of the state and 
provide computers, internet access, 
and appropriate staff members for 
job seekers.81 In other jurisdictions, 
programs are delivering legal services 
through a similar model, e.g., mobile 
justice tents and justice busses. 
The Advisory Committee should 
continue to monitor the results of 
these initiatives and consider whether 
this model should be adopted to meet 
the legal needs of residents of rural 
Kansas.

•	 Court Appointments: The Committee’s 
survey confirmed that 63% of rural 
Kansas attorneys do not take court 
appointments. The top three reasons 
rural Kansas attorneys gave for not 
accepting appointments were conflicts, 
lack of experience, and insufficient 
pay for court-appointed work. While 
little can be done to decrease conflicts, 
the Advisory Committee should 
continue to explore ways to provide 
attorneys resources and experience 
necessary to accept appointments. 
The Advisory Committee should also 
identify funding or payment models 
that balance the State’s legitimate 
budget considerations with a financial 
incentive that encourages more 
attorneys to take court appointments.  
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•	 Legal Service Organizations: 
Similarly, Kansas Legal Services, 
BIDS, and prosecutors throughout 
the state provide essential legal 
services—often to parties and victims 
who lack the resources to hire 
independent counsel. The Advisory 
Committee should continue to explore 
whether these services are adequately 
staffed and funded and whether 
access to justice can be improved by 
expanding services provided by these 
organizations. 

•	 Regional Law Firms: While the 
Committee began exploring the idea 
of law firms developing satellite 
offices or remote-access stations in 
rural Kansas to increase access to 
legal services in rural communities, 
more study and development of 
this concept is needed to determine 
whether this is viable in Kansas.  

•	 Legal Education Trends: The 
Committee researched and 
discussed various programs that 
offer nonconventional paths to 
legal education and licensure, 
including apprenticeship models, 
online legal-degree programs, and 
remote classroom environments. The 
Committee also explored the idea of a 
satellite law school campus in western 
Kansas or other rural locations. 
The University of Kansas School 
of Medicine provides a possible 
comparative model with its satellite 
campus in Salina, Kansas. Several 
Committee members advocated for 
a satellite law school campus in 
rural Kansas and believe that such 
a model could directly address the 
attorney shortage. Of course, this 
would be an enormous undertaking 
requiring extensive investigation 
and exploration beyond the scope 
and term of the ad hoc committee. It 

would also require buy-in and support 
from Washburn Law or KU Law, the 
Legislature, and several other entities. 
Regardless, the Advisory Committee 
should continue to monitor the success 
and development of these program 
models and assess the feasibility 
of replicating them successfully to 
address the attorney shortage in rural 
Kansas. 

More generally, other duties of the Advisory 
Committee could include:  

•	 collecting information and data about 
unmet legal needs across rural Kansas, 
including considerations for rural 
counties with different population 
densities;

•	 studying pertinent statistical trends 
related to Kansas’ population and 
demographics, including those specific 
to attorneys and other professionals 
who support court and court-adjacent 
programs; 

•	 examining programs and initiatives 
employed in other states to bolster 
the availability of attorney services in 
rural areas;

•	 examining existing rural attorney-
recruitment projects in Kansas to 
make recommendations for supporting 
and expanding those projects; 

•	 assessing judicial best practices 
that facilitate meeting legal needs 
across Kansas and identifying any 
impediments to implementing those 
best practices; and

•	 recommending any necessary changes 
in law, regulation, or rule to improve 
the availability of attorney services in 
rural Kansas.
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As to the Advisory Committee’s structure, 
members should include rural attorneys and 
rural judges from across the state with first-hand 
knowledge of the legal practice in rural Kansas. 
Like this Committee, the Kansas Supreme Court 
should include other stakeholders with an interest 
in rural Kansas, including participants from the 
legislative and executive branches. It is also 
essential to include the University of Kansas 
School of Law, Washburn University School 
of Law, and undergraduate universities. The 
Office of Judicial Administration should staff 
the Advisory Committee. And a Supreme Court 
Justice should be assigned as a nonvoting chair or 
liaison to the committee. 

The standing Advisory Committee will help 
ensure that the momentum created by the Rural 
Justice Initiative is not lost. And it would evidence 
the judicial branch’s long-term commitment to 
addressing the issue. But the Kansas Supreme 
Court can take further action to support those 
practicing in rural areas. We therefore make two 
additional recommendations designed to address 
practice barriers:

To implement the recommendations in this 
report, the Kansas Supreme Court should 
dedicate staffing within the Office of Judicial 
Administration (OJA) to these initiatives. 
Additionally, existing projects and programs 
within OJA should remain mindful of rural 
practitioners and their unique needs. For example, 
in planning educational offerings for judges 
and other judicial branch employees, special 
consideration should be given to challenges faced 
in rural jurisdictions. Similarly, in implementing 
new technology statewide, the judicial branch 
should consider limitations or circumstances 
unique to our rural communities. 

The Committee repeatedly heard from rural 
attorneys that they need comprehensive forms to 
aid their practice. One attorney commented, “I 
have just started my practice in rural Kansas. So 
far, the biggest challenge has been developing 
my firm’s systems to be efficient, and not having 
access to many forms or checklists to make sure 
that I have everything that I need before taking on 
a certain legal matter.” It is easy to see how the 
lack of a comprehensive form bank can contribute 
to feelings of professional isolation and the 
sentiment that rural attorneys are on their own. 
While the Judicial Council does offer various 
forms, it is not a comprehensive offering.82 Other 
states do have comprehensive form banks, which 
benefit attorneys and self-represented litigants 
alike.83 All parties involved in the judicial system 
would benefit from a centralized, comprehensive 
form bank in our state. 

Other practice resources for attorneys may 
include: support or mentoring programs; small 
business support; online business support; law-
office management training; assistance for current 
attorneys preparing to retire and transition their 
practice to another attorney; support for attorneys 
learning to manage a law firm; resources for 
attorneys on appointment lists; and standards and 
policies for technology. The Court should avoid 
duplicating services offered through other entities 
in the state such as the professional organization 
being developed for rural attorneys. Dedicated 

Recommendation 5: 

The Kansas Supreme Court 
should direct the Office of 
Judicial Administration to 
consider the needs of rural 
jurisdictions in developing 
and executing projects and 
resources. The Office of 
Judicial Administration should 
dedicate staff to focus on rural-
justice initiatives, develop 
comprehensive practice forms 
and other resources to aid 
rural attorneys in their practice, 
and assist other organizations 
committed to similar objectives.
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staff within OJA could help streamline resources 
and avoid duplication of efforts. 

The Department of Commerce (Commerce) offers 
a wealth of resources and opportunities that often 
go unused by the legal community. Commerce is 
charged with economic development in Kansas 
and endeavors to help Kansans—whether 
individuals, businesses, or communities—achieve 
prosperity. Within Commerce, the Office of 
Rural Prosperity (ORP) is an advocate for rural 
Kansas and focuses on improving rural Kansas 
communities. Yet the legal community appears 
to be unaware of, and has underutilized, the 
resources ORP offers. The judicial branch should 
find opportunities to collaborate with Commerce 
and ORP to promote their programs to the legal 
community. Alternatively, it should encourage 
other legal organizations to do the same. 

ORP oversees the Rural Opportunity Zone (ROZ) 
program, which offers benefits that many rural 
attorneys or prospective rural attorneys could 
use. Under ROZ, qualified participants can 
receive student loan repayment and/or a 100% 
state-income tax income credit in 95 designated 
counties.84 Any individual with an associate’s, 
bachelor’s, or post-graduate degree may qualify 
for the ROZ student loan repayment program as 
long as they meet all eligibility requirements. 

The individual must prove they have established 
a domicile in a participating ROZ county after 
the county joined the ROZ program and prove 
that they were a permanent resident elsewhere 
before earning their degree. The individual must 
also provide proof of their degree dates, student 
loan balance, and distribution dates. Eligible 
participants can receive up to $15,000 for student 
loan repayments over five years. 

Yet only 3% of ROZ participants are attorneys 
(49 total out of 1,663 participants). While the 
ROZ benefit is positive, attorney participants 
reported to the Committee that the annual benefit 
was not enough to make a real impact on the 
amount of education debt that they were carrying. 
One attorney reported that the ROZ student 
loan benefit did not cover the full carrying cost 
of the student loan (interest) and none of the 
ROZ payments reduced the principal balance 
of the loan. This highlights the need for an 
expanded loan-repayment program for attorneys 
(Recommendation 2). 

The ROZ Income Tax Credit is administered by 
the Kansas Department of Revenue and provides 
a 100% credit for an individual’s State of Kansas 
tax liability. An individual may claim the credit 
for up to five straight years after establishing their 
domicile in a rural opportunity zone, so long as 
they established their domicile on or after July 
1, 2011, and before January 1, 2026, and were 
domiciled outside this state for five or more years 
before establishing their domicile in a Kansas 
rural opportunity zone. For those who relocated 
to a rural opportunity zone after January 1, 2019, 
they can claim the credit through the end of the 
2026 tax year, when the program ends. 

Rural attorneys may also benefit from the ORP’s 
Historic Economic Asset Lifeline (HEAL) 
program, which provides matching grant funds 
to assist in the revitalization of underutilized, 
vacant, or dilapidated downtown buildings. The 
grants can be used to turn these buildings into 
productive spaces, including office space for 
law firms. Communities can apply on behalf of 

Recommendation 6: 

The Kansas Supreme Court 
should collaborate with 
the Kansas Department of 
Commerce and its Office of 
Rural Prosperity to highlight 
resources available to help 
attorneys manage their 
businesses. 
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business owners and receive a matching grant 
of up to $100,000. Thus far, no attorney or firm 
has used HEAL to develop a law firm space. But 
the opportunity to reduce the cost of building or 
office space exists through this program. 

The Department of Commerce offers other 
programs that may benefit or support attorneys 
in managing their business. For example, 47% of 
rural Kansas attorneys reported having a position 
that could not be filled within the last six months. 
Those attorneys could benefit from Commerce’s 
Workforce Services or KansasWorks programs, 
which connect job seekers with employers. 

By increasing the legal community’s awareness 
of these Commerce programs, the Supreme Court 
can help to ease some of the practice barriers 
rural attorneys encounter. Now that we have 
addressed many of the practice barriers rural 
attorneys face, we turn to the cultural barriers that 
many prospective attorneys perceive.
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Fewer people are expressing an interest in 
practicing law compared to prior generations. 
And the Committee’s data documenting the 
attorney shortage makes clear that those 
interested in law are not choosing to practice in 
rural Kansas. 

When we asked law students at KU Law and 
Washburn Law what prevents them from 
practicing law in rural Kansas, the most common 
answer given was “lack.” That is, lack of 
housing, lack of childcare, lack of healthcare, 
lack of amenities and leisure activities, lack of 
educational programming, lack of diversity, lack 
of upward mobility, lack of other professionals, 
lack of support, and so on. 

The legal profession is not the only industry 
affected by this sentiment. The Kansas 
Sampler Foundation, at the request of the ORP, 
connected with 460 rural Kansans across the 
state to better understand current challenges 
and opportunities in rural Kansas. In their final 
report, they concluded that there is not a business 

or government policy that will single-handedly 
revitalize our rural communities.85 Instead, the 
future of rural Kansas depends on creating a 
culture that supports and builds the capacity 
of rural communities, and attorneys have an 
important role to play.86

To attract and retain future attorneys, those 
currently practicing in rural Kansas must identify 
like-minded leaders in their community willing 
to collaborate on issues related to workforce 
development, quality-of-life offerings, childcare, 
education, healthcare, and housing. For example, 
98% of rural counties cannot meet the childcare 
needs of parents with children ages birth to 6.87 
Access to childcare is a prominent concern for 
any attorney with a young family or new attorney 
contemplating a family. In fact, it’s a prominent 
concern for anyone considering a move to rural 
Kansas.
 
As advocates, attorneys are uniquely poised to 
use our skills to effect change and improvements. 
And when those efforts are combined with 

Rob Bauer, an attorney with Bauer, Pike, Bauer, Wary, Carroll, & Gunn LLC in Great Bend, KS, and Justice K.J. Wall, at 
a meeting of the Rural Justice Initiative Committee. 

Understanding Cultural Barriers 
and Recommendations
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the support of other like-minded leaders, rural 
communities have incredible capacity to address 
the needs of current and prospective residents.

In addition to concerns about the availability 
of vital services, there are other cultural myths 
and barriers that contribute to attorney deserts. 
Attorneys and law students regularly shared that 
there is a commonly held belief that “success” 
means leaving your hometown and practicing a 
trade in the big city. Law students also reported 
that they felt pressured to seek employment 
at firms in Wichita and Kansas City and were 
challenged or questioned when they expressed 
interest in rural opportunities. Even at Washburn 
Law, where all the participants were from rural 
communities, focus-group participants shared that 
people told them they were “too smart” to work 
in rural Kansas. These false narratives and views 
must be confronted in the face of our attorney 
shortage. We must value our rural communities 
and the contributions professionals make to them. 
And when someone chooses to live and work in 
a rural community, that choice should be viewed 
and celebrated as a triumph.88

Some of these cultural barriers transcend the 
legal profession and the scope of the Committee’s 
charge. Even so, the Committee has included 
several recommendations to combat these cultural 
barriers and promote the practice of law in 
nonurban markets.

Children start thinking about what they want to 
be when they grow up from an early age. It is 
essential to introduce them to legal careers early 
in their academic career. We recommend that 
the Kansas Supreme Court encourage judges’ 
and attorneys’ participation in existing outreach 
programs, continue those existing programs, 
and expand those efforts as detailed below. The 
Court should also ensure that these efforts are 
targeted toward or accessible to people located in 
nonurban markets.

Several organizations have started pipeline 
programs to inform students about the legal 
profession. The Kansas Women Attorneys 
Association recently developed curricula that can 
be shared in any K-12 classroom. Many other 
programs at the high school level also promote, 
or are well-suited to, the legal profession. These 
include Law Day and Constitution Day programs, 
Civics Day, Debate, Forensics, and Mock Trial. 
The Supreme Court should encourage judges 
and attorneys to support such programs in our 
rural communities. More than half of all law 
students (55%) first considered law school before 
entering college, with women being more likely 
to consider law school before high school than 
men.89 

Since 2011, the Kansas Supreme Court has 
traveled across the state to hear oral arguments 
and engage in community outreach. In both the 
fall and spring semesters, the Court schedules 
a “travel docket” in a local Kansas community. 
During the event, the Court holds oral arguments 
in the evening. During the day, the justices and 
local judges visit local high schools and colleges 
to discuss the legal profession and role of the 
judiciary. Thus far, the Court has visited the 
following locations: the historic Supreme Court 
courtroom in the Kansas Statehouse, Salina, 
Greensburg, Wichita, Overland Park, Pittsburg, 
Kansas City, Hays, Garden City, Topeka, 
Hiawatha, Hutchinson, Winfield, Emporia, Colby, 
Manhattan, Lawrence, El Dorado, Great Bend, 
Parsons, Concordia, Dodge City, and Lansing. 
During the court’s recent travel dockets in 
Concordia, Dodge City, and Great Bend, justices 

Recommendation 7: 

The Kansas Supreme Court 
should support civics education 
programming and outreach 
efforts for K-12 students in 
rural Kansas. 
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spoke to an average of 1,100 students each visit. 
The Court should continue its travel docket events 
and itinerary. And the Committee recommends the 
Supreme Court focus on rural communities when 
selecting the location of the event to encourage 
students in those communities to explore the legal 
profession.

The Kansas Court of Appeals has long 
conducted outreach efforts in local schools and 
communities as it has traveled the state to hear 
oral arguments. In the 2023-2024 school year 
alone, the Court of Appeals sat in numerous rural 
communities and performed outreach in many 
others. Oral arguments were held across the state 
in Phillipsburg, Iola, Winfield, Arkansas City, 
Liberal, Abilene, and Manhattan. The Court 
of Appeals judges conducting those hearings 
also took the time to meet with students and 
community leaders while traveling to those 
communities. The Committee recommends that 
the Court of Appeals continue these efforts and 
focus on rural communities when selecting future 
locations.

Further, the Supreme Court should expand 
outreach efforts by targeting middle and 
elementary school students. One way to reach this 
target audience is through a learning center. Other 
states such as Colorado, Wyoming, Michigan, 
and Ohio have created judicial-branch learning 
centers. These centers deliver valuable civic 
information to students in a fun and engaging 
manner. One of the goals of these learning centers 
is to inspire the next generation of attorneys, 
judges, and legislators. In developing the learning 
center’s programming, the Office of Judicial 
Administration should collaborate with the 
Kansas Department of Education to ensure that 
programming aligns with the learning objectives 
and curriculum requirements in Kansas and that 
teachers can easily incorporate materials into 
K-12 classrooms. Moreover, in designing and
operating the learning center, the Kansas Supreme
Court should remain mindful of the needs of rural
school districts. For example, given the rural
character of its state, the Wyoming Judicial Center
placed much of its content, programming, and
other resources online. This ensured that educators
in more rural districts located far from the capitol

Justice Dan Biles speaks with high school students at Dodge City High School 
before the Supreme Court held oral arguments as part of the Supreme Court on the 
Road on November 14, 2023. 
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could still access learning center materials and 
incorporate them into their lessons. 

Educating and inspiring the next generation of 
Kansas attorneys, judges, and community leaders 
is essential to the success of our state generally. 
It can also be part of the solution to attorney 
deserts in our state. The shortage of attorneys in 
rural Kansas is not a problem that can be solved 
overnight. To effectively address the issue, we 
must consider approaches that produce both 
short- and long-term results. Educating students 
about the role of the judicial branch, encouraging 
them to explore careers in the legal profession, 
and identifying pathways to jobs in, or adjacent 
to, the profession is a solution that will serve our 
best interests in the years to come. 

College students should be encouraged to 
consider law school and the practice of law 
in rural Kansas. The Kansas Supreme Court, 
through the Rural Justice Advisory Committee 
(Recommendation 4), should continue to explore 
innovative ways to promote rural legal practice 
while students are earning their undergraduate 
degrees and monitor the results of those current 
initiatives with the same focus. Several of those 
initiatives are already underway in our state. 

For example, both Kansas law schools, in 
conjunction with participating undergraduate 
institutions, have created accelerated degree 
programs. These programs allow students to earn 
their undergraduate degree and law degree in six 
years instead of the traditional seven-year path. 

At KU Law, the accelerated degree program 
is known as the Legal Education Accelerated 
Degree (LEAD) Program. Undergraduate 
students from KU, K-State, and Wichita 
State University can spend three years on the 
requirements for their bachelor’s degree and three 
years on the requirements for their juris doctor 
degree at KU, earning both degrees in that six-
year period. The program offers two substantial 
benefits to participating students. First, it allows 
the student to avoid the costs of one full year 
of tuition. Second, participants are guaranteed 
admission to KU Law, provided they comply with 
program requirements. LEAD students can also 
participate in guided experiences, including visits 
to the Supreme Court and district courts, and have 
access to special internships. 

Washburn Law has a similar program known 
as the Law School Early Admissions Program 
(LEAP). Participating students spend three years 
at Washburn University, Baker University, Fort 
Hays State University, Emporia State University, 
or Pittsburg State University, and then three 
years at Washburn Law, obtaining a bachelor’s 
and juris doctor degree after that six-year period. 
One option unique to LEAP is that students 
can couple it with the Third Year Anywhere® 
enrollment option at Washburn Law. Through 
that program, students can choose to spend their 
final year of law school serving an externship in 
the same location they plan to reside, or with the 
same firm or organization they plan to work for, 
after graduation. The combination of these two 
programs could greatly benefit students who grew 
up in rural communities and want to practice law 
in rural Kansas. Those students can leave for 
college and return home after five years having 
nearly completed both degrees. 

These accelerated degree programs are not the 
only programs targeting undergraduate students. 
In 2016, the Rural Legal Practice Initiative 
was launched through a collaboration among 
Washburn Law, K-State, the Kansas Department 
of Agriculture, and the Kansas Farm Bureau. The 
program is designed to encourage K-State prelaw 

Recommendation 8: 

The Kansas Supreme Court 
should encourage pre-law 
programming and rural 
outreach efforts at Kansas 
universities. 
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students to consider and pursue a legal career 
in the state’s rural communities. Participants 
are given “experiential opportunities such as 
attending specialized mini sessions on diverse 
legal topics; mentoring with Washburn Law 
alumni who practice law in rural communities; 
attending classes at Washburn Law; and taking 
individual and group immersion trips.”90 

Participants are also given guidance about the 
process and requirements to gain admission into, 
and complete, law school. While limited in scope 
to one university and one law school, the design 
of the program is sound. 

Given the recency of these initiatives and the 
duration of the program for participants, it is too 
soon to quantify the impact they have had on the 
attorney shortage in rural Kansas. The Supreme 
Court, through the recommended Advisory 
Committee, should monitor these results. And 
it should continue to explore opportunities for 
program engagement with other universities 
and law schools to expand prelaw programming 
across the state. These programs may prove to 
be a reliable pipeline between undergraduate 
students and rural firms and organizations looking 
to hire attorney.

Kansas is fortunate that there are already 
initiatives underway to engage law students in 
rural practice. When possible and appropriate, the 
Supreme Court should support these programs 
and examine opportunities to expand them when 
success has been documented. 

Washburn Law has several initiatives promoting 
rural practice in Kansas. Some of the most 
prominent initiatives include the Rural Practice 
Organization, the Dane G. Hansen Foundation 
Externship Program, and the Third Year 
Anywhere® program. 

The Rural Practice Organization is a student-
led group for those interested in practicing 
law in rural areas. Members can benefit from 
development and networking opportunities with 
other rural legal professionals. 

The Dane G. Hansen Foundation Externship 
Program allows students to pursue six hours 
of externship credit during the summer with 
a rural attorney or judge in an eligible county 
in northwest Kansas. The Dane G. Hansen 
Foundation provides funding for the project. 
The funding is used to cover the full cost of the 
externship tuition credits plus a $5,000 stipend 
for travel, housing, and related expenses. Since 
the program began in 2017, 85 students have 
participated in the program with 18 ultimately 
returning to the region to serve as licensed 
attorneys and more working in bordering 
counties. At the time of graduation in May 2024, 
additional students had accepted employment in 
the area upon passing the July 2024 bar exam. In 
the summer of 2024, 10 additional students are 
participating in the program, and three of those 
students reported that they hope to return to the 
area after graduation. Due to the success of the 
program, Washburn Law is working with another 
nonprofit organization to expand the program 
statewide beginning in the summer of 2025.

The Third Year Anywhere® program allows 
Washburn Law students to finish their last year 
of law school by living in the community where 
they plan to practice by completing a 20-hour per 
week externship for six credit hours and finishing 
their remaining coursework online. While 
students can choose to complete an externship 
anywhere in the world, it can especially help 
students who want to practice in rural Kansas. 
Through this experience, the law student can 

Recommendation 9: 

The Kansas Supreme Court 
should support opportunities 
for outreach in rural Kansas 
communities during law 
school. 
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establish roots in the community and begin 
providing legal services under the direction of a 
supervising attorney, who can provide mentorship 
and training in their chosen practice location 
with the firm or entity they intend to join. As a 
result, they are trained and ready to practice after 
passing the bar. In the 2023-2024 school year, 14 
students were enrolled in the program in the fall 
with four students in rural Kansas communities. 
In spring 2024, 18 students were enrolled with 
five students in rural Kansas communities. 

KU Law also provides its students with 
opportunities to participate in rural-oriented 
programs and initiatives. First, these students 
are eligible to participate in the Dane G. Hansen 
Foundation Externship through a collaboration 
with Washburn Law. Second, KU Law Career 
Services arranged a tour through rural Kansas 
during the 2023-2024 school year for interested 
students. They traveled to Dodge City to attend 
the Southwest Kansas Bar Association Annual 
Meeting, where they met rural practitioners, 
judges, and fellow students from Washburn Law. 
Along the way, the group stopped in several 
rural Kansas towns to meet with local attorneys, 
tour local law firms, and get a feel for the 
communities. After the Southwest Kansas Bar 
Association Annual Meeting, they took a different 
route back to Lawrence so they could meet with 
attorneys in even more Kansas communities. 
This outing gave students direct exposure to 
many rural Kansas communities and law firms in 
a short time. One student noted, “The trip gave 
me an important perspective. You can read about 
rural Kansas, but you can’t know about it until 
you go there.” 

But these opportunities are not limited to 
academia. Other grassroots initiatives provide 
law students with opportunities to gain practical 
experience in rural Kansas during law school. 
Struggling to staff open assistant county attorney 
positions, Finney County Attorney Susan 
Richmeier developed an innovative recruitment 
program. She convinced the Board of County 
Commissioners to fund new intern positions 
for two temporarily licensed second-year law 

students and two first-year law students with the 
intent of creating a pipeline during the next three-
five years. 

While many Kansas employers focus their 
recruiting efforts on Kansas law schools, Ms. 
Richmeier strategically looked to Oklahoma law 
schools. The Oklahoma and Kansas law schools 
are geographically equivalent in distance to 
Finney County. Through her efforts, she was able 
to hire seven interns for the summer of 2024 with 
two interns splitting their summers with other 
firms. 

Knowing that housing is often a barrier for 
interns, who cannot afford to pay rent in two 
locations, Ms. Richmeier worked with Garden 
City Community College to offer subsidized 
housing options for the interns. She also 
supplemented 80% of their housing cost through 
her budget. But she did not stop there. She 
worked with local area businesses to ensure 
interns could experience the community beyond 
the workplace. For example, interns received 
discounts at a local gym. She also planned 
local events for interns to meet with judges and 
attorneys from the area. Finney County Economic 
Development and the City of Garden City also 
provided a few social events for interns from 
across disciplines to interact throughout their 
summer internships. 

Through the summer, these interns are exposed 
to a variety of legal work. As part of the Finney 
County Attorney’s Office, the legal interns are 
given opportunities to maximize exposure to 
prosecution. Besides scanning and basic file 
maintenance, the interns are learning how to 
research “real-life” legal issues, and one of their 
interns second chaired a jury trial. The intern 
was tasked with a complete voir dire (including 
pulling potential jurors from the post office 
when the jury pool ran out) and direct and cross-
examination. Their interns may also observe 
local attorneys in their domestic and civil trials, 
as well as mediation. District Judge Richard 
Marquez prepared and mentored the interns 
through various projects and subject matter. Judge 
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Marquez serves on the Rural Justice Initiative 
Committee. These collaborations provide the 
interns with a robust and well-rounded internship 
experience. And the costs associated with 
the program are covered through the county 
attorney’s budget authority. 

Ms. Richmeier’s summer-internship program 
is designed to address many of the recruiting 
barriers that the Committee has identified. She 
is offering financial incentives through paid 
internships, housing stipends, and discounts 
at local businesses. She is addressing practice 
barriers by exposing interns to a wide variety of 
meaningful practice opportunities with several 
different mentors. And she is overcoming cultural 
barriers by creating a sense of community. By 
recruiting more than one intern at a time and 
offering interaction with the local businesses, 
attorneys, and judges, she is helping to prevent 
isolation and loneliness. While it is early, we hope 
to see her efforts make a significant difference in 
her community and Kansas as a whole.

These programs and initiatives should 
continue and, where feasible, be expanded so 
that all Kansas law students have the same 
opportunities to experience rural Kansas. The 
professional organization for rural attorneys (see 
Recommendation 3) should connect with the 
Rural Practice Organization at Washburn Law 
and work with leadership at KU Law to explore 
the appetite for a similar student-led group at 
KU Law. Students at both law schools should 
have the chance to network with like-minded 
students and rural attorneys alike and experience 
rural practice firsthand through paid externship 
opportunities throughout rural Kansas. And the 
rural Kansas tour developed at KU Law should 
continue, be expanded to both schools, and 
incorporated into any rural attorney program 
developed from the recommendations in this 
report.

The Committee met with doctors, veterinarians, 
and other professionals to discuss their challenges 
in recruiting and retaining individuals in rural 
Kansas. What we discovered is that we share 
a great deal in common. We are all concerned 
about access to vital goods and services 
such as childcare, healthcare, education, and 
more. And we think about quality of life and 
entertainment. These shared concerns provide 
natural opportunities for collaboration. Such 
collaboration is already developing through the 
Kansas Sampler Foundation. 

The ORP partnered with the Kansas Sampler 
Foundation to engage with people between 
the ages of 21 and 39 from across the State 
of Kansas. Their goal is to better understand 
how to recruit and retain young people in 
Kansas. The partnership resulted in the Power 
Up & Go Report at https://kansassampler.
org/2KansasPowerUp&Go. The report identified 
three key goals, which are consistent with the 
input the Committee received from attorneys 
across Kansas:

1. Make rural life viable, possible, 
and attractive to young people 
and families—and keep up the 
momentum in places where this is 
already happening. 

Recommendation 10: 

The Kansas Supreme Court 
should encourage rural 
attorneys to collaborate 
with other professionals 
in grassroots efforts to 
support and sustain Kansas 
communities.
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2. Value diversity in all its forms—in 
culture, ideas, age, gender and 
thought. 

3. Support civic champions, 
entrepreneurs, public servants and 
volunteers by creating a place that 
everyone is proud to call home.91

ORP and the Kansas Sampler Foundation both 
support grassroots initiatives addressing common 
challenges in rural Kansas like childcare, 
concerns about education, access to healthcare, 
and creating a sense of belonging. These are the 
same concerns that law students identified as 
potential barriers to living and working in rural 
Kansas. We cannot afford to ignore these issues. 

At the annual We Kan! Conference, the Kansas 
Sampler Foundation brings together speakers 
mainly from rural Kansas communities to 
share community-success stories with other 
rural Kansans. At the Big Rural Brainstorm 
event, which the Kansas Sampler Foundation 
describes as an “un-conference,” Kansans from 
across the state come together in fast-paced 
facilitated sessions to prompt discussion and 
new ways to think about the issues impacting 
rural Kansas. Both events bring rural leaders 
together to engage in grassroots work to address 
the challenges rural communities face—the 
same issues that attorneys and law students 
identified as barriers to practicing law in rural 
Kansas. We must turn these brainstorms into 
action, so that working parents have access to 
quality childcare, healthcare, and education for 
their families in rural Kansas. These issues are 
important to all Kansans, not just rural attorneys. 
Therefore, we must collaborate and engage with 
other professionals for the betterment of Kansas 
generally. 

One example of a law student leading grassroots 
advocacy is Paige Harding, who graduated from 
Washburn Law in May 2024. Paige grew up 
in Dodge City before moving to Lawrence to 
attend KU for her undergraduate studies and then 

Washburn Law for her law studies. Paige noted, 
“I have been passionate about rural Kansas my 
whole life. While in law school, I saw there were 
no young people championing rural Kansas, so 
I thought why not me?” Paige went on to create 
a blog, https://www.paigeharding.com/blog, that 
highlights the need for more attorneys in rural 
Kansas. Not only does Paige provide resources 
for other law students interested in practicing 
in rural Kansas, but she also promotes the 
importance of community engagement. This type 
of grassroots leadership is essential as we move 
forward. 

Finally, attorneys underpin community 
development. They are trained in advocacy 
and have historically served as directors of 
leading community organizations across rural 
Kansas. The Kansas Supreme Court, through an 
Advisory Committee, should assist in providing 
programming to law students and new attorneys 
on leadership development and should identify 
opportunities to promote cross-professional 
collaboration events and initiatives targeting our 
rural communities. In turn, it should also support 
events hosted by other organizations that facilitate 
such collaboration.
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The work of the Committee does not end with 
the publication of this report. We are just starting 
to address the challenges created by attorney 
shortages across Kansas. The Kansas Supreme 
Court took an important initial step in December 
2022 by bringing together stakeholders from 
across the state to closely examine issues. What 
we have found is that there is no single cause 
or solution to the shortage of attorneys in rural 
Kansas. 

Some of the Committee’s recommendations can 
generate incremental improvements in short 
order. Others will require a long-term focus and 
commitment. Regardless, the attorney-shortage 
issue demands a multifaceted approach that will 
require the commitment of the judicial branch 
and fellow legal professionals in collaboration 
with community leaders, governmental agencies, 

and organizations who share a vested interest in 
the welfare of rural Kansas. We must all work 
together to help ensure that all Kansas citizens 
and businesses—whether in Kansas City or 
Montezuma—have access to a qualified attorney 
in their community. 

A rural Kansas sunflower field.  Photograph courtesy of Jim Sechrist.  

Conclusion
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County
Residing Attorneys
per 1,000 Residents

Working Attorneys
per 1,000 Residents

Allen 0.73 1.05
Anderson 0.64 0.77
Atchison 1.31 1.00
Barber 1.47 0.98
Barton 1.25 1.41

Bourbon 0.83 0.90
Brown 1.19 1.08
Butler 1.95 0.51
Chase 1.94 1.16

Chautauqua 1.79 1.79
Cherokee 1.05 1.42
Cheyenne 0.76 1.14

Clark 2.71 2.17
Clay 1.25 0.62

Cloud 0.90 0.79
Coffey 1.33 1.09

Comanche 1.21 1.21
Cowley 0.85 0.76

Crawford 1.37 1.34
Decatur 1.11 1.11

Dickinson 0.87 0.38
Doniphan 1.07 1.20
Douglas 5.33 2.58
Edwards 0.37 0.37

Elk 1.22 1.22
Ellis 1.84 1.91

Ellsworth 1.42 1.42
Finney 1.28 1.28

Attachment 3 92
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County
Residing Attorneys
per 1,000 Residents

Working Attorneys
per 1,000 Residents

Allen 0.73 1.05
Anderson 0.64 0.77
Atchison 1.31 1.00
Barber 1.47 0.98
Barton 1.25 1.41

Bourbon 0.83 0.90
Brown 1.19 1.08
Butler 1.95 0.51
Chase 1.94 1.16

Chautauqua 1.79 1.79
Cherokee 1.05 1.42
Cheyenne 0.76 1.14

Clark 2.71 2.17
Clay 1.25 0.62

Cloud 0.90 0.79
Coffey 1.33 1.09

Comanche 1.21 1.21
Cowley 0.85 0.76

Crawford 1.37 1.34
Decatur 1.11 1.11

Dickinson 0.87 0.38
Doniphan 1.07 1.20
Douglas 5.33 2.58
Edwards 0.37 0.37

Elk 1.22 1.22
Ellis 1.84 1.91

Ellsworth 1.42 1.42
Finney 1.28 1.28

County
Residing Attorneys
per 1,000 Residents

Working Attorneys
per 1,000 Residents

Ford 1.06 1.15
Franklin 1.15 1.15

Geary 0.77 1.20
Gove 0.73 0.37

Graham 1.26 1.26
Grant 0.28 0.42
Gray 0.87 0.70

Greeley 1.69 2.54
Greenwood 1.19 0.85
Hamilton 0.82 0.82
Harper 0.74 1.29
Harvey 1.22 1.16
Haskell 0.83 1.10

Hodgeman 0.00 0.00
Jackson 1.20 0.97
Jefferson 1.86 0.49

Jewell 1.40 1.05
Johnson 5.56 3.64
Kearny 0.26 0.52

Kingman 0.57 0.85
Kiowa 0.42 0.42

Labette 0.35 0.46
Lane 1.96 1.31

Leavenworth 1.13 0.79
Lincoln 1.71 0.34

Linn 0.51 0.71
Logan 1.13 1.13
Lyon 1.15 1.24

Marion 0.30 0.23
Marshall 0.51 0.51

McPherson 3.62 3.22
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County
Residing Attorneys
per 1,000 Residents

Working Attorneys
per 1,000 Residents

Meade 1.28 0.77
Miami 1.16 0.48

Mitchell 1.57 1.57
Montgomery 0.98 1.01

Morris 1.87 1.31
Morton 1.16 1.16
Nemaha 0.99 0.99

Ness 0.38 0.38
Norton 1.31 1.50
Osage 1.39 0.82

Osborne 1.46 1.46
Ottawa 0.69 1.03
Pawnee 1.14 1.14
Phillips 0.84 1.05

Pottawatomie 1.78 0.45
Pratt 1.87 1.87

Rawlins 0.81 1.22
Reno 1.22 1.22

Republic 1.73 1.30
Rice 0.76 0.86
Riley 1.53 1.62
Rooks 1.26 0.84
Rush 0.71 0.35

Russell 1.19 1.04
Saline 1.92 1.92
Scott 1.02 1.02

Sedgwick 2.23 2.32
Seward 0.81 1.00

Shawnee 4.23 6.05
Sheridan 0.83 0.83
Sherman 0.68 0.86
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County
Residing Attorneys
per 1,000 Residents

Working Attorneys
per 1,000 Residents

Smith 1.39 1.39
Stafford 0.26 0.26
Stanton 0.53 0.53
Stevens 1.58 1.58
Sumner 1.16 0.90
Thomas 1.27 1.27
Trego 1.10 1.10

Wabaunsee 1.70 0.57
Wallace 1.33 1.33

Washington 0.73 0.73
Wichita 0.00 0.00
Wilson 1.19 0.72

Woodson 0.96 1.28
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New Section 1 

(a) As used in this act: 

(1) “advisory committee” means the committee appointed by the Chief Justice of the Supreme 
Court to assist with administering the attorney training program for rural Kansas and the 
Kansas Rural Attorney Loan Repayment Program; 

(2) “attorney training program for rural Kansas” means the program established at each law 
school in consultation with the advisory committee;

(3) “Kansas Rural Attorney Loan Repayment Program” means the repayment program estab-
lished in the Office of Judicial Administration; 

(4) “law school” means the law school of Washburn University and the law school of the Univer-
sity of Kansas; 

(5) “loan repayment assistance” means financial assistance in paying all or part of the principal, 
interest, and other related expenses of a qualifying educational loan; 

(6) “practice of law” means the same as Supreme Court Rule 719B;

(7) “program agreement” means an agreement to meet all a law school’s required obligations 
provided in this section by a person who is a law student at the school and that provides ben-
efits to such person as provided in the attorney training program; 

(8) “qualifying rural legal profession” means a person who: 

a. Has applied for rural attorney loan repayment assistance; 

b. Holds a law degree from an accredited institution of higher education

c. At the time of the application, is licensed to practice law in the state of Kansas and in 
good standing; 

d. Has outstanding student loan debt; 

e. Resides in a rural county; and 

f. Is employed in the practice of law in one or more rural counties. 

(9) “rural” or “rural area” means any county of this state other than Douglas, Johnson, Sedgwick, 
Shawnee, and Wyandotte counties. 

(b) (1) There is hereby established an advisory committee that will assist the administration of the 
attorney training program for rural Kansas and the Kansas Rural Attorney Loan Repayment 
Program. 

(2) The advisory committee shall consist of the following members, as appointed by the Chief 
Justice of the Supreme Court: 

Attachment 4 
Proposed Legislation 
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 (i) Three Kansas licensed attorneys from rural areas; 

 (iii) Two members from a rural area; 

(iv) One representative from Washburn University School of  Law; and 

(v) One representative from the University of Kansas School   of Law. 

(3) The Office of Judicial Administration shall provide staff support to the advisory committee. 

New Section 2 

(a) Subject to available appropriations, the Office of Judicial Administration in coordination with the 
advisory committee shall develop and maintain a Kansas rural attorney loan repayment program 
in which the state agrees to pay all or part of the principal, interest, and related expenses of the 
educational loans of each eligible rural attorney selected for participation in the program. 

(b) A qualifying rural attorney is eligible for loan repayment assistance if the rural attorney meets 
the following criteria: 

(1) Has applied to the advisory committee established in this act; 

(2) Holds a law degree from an accredited institution of higher education; 

(3) At the time of the application, is licensed to practice law in the State of Kansas and in good 
standing; 

(4) Has outstanding student loan debt; 

(5) Resides in a rural county; and 

(6) Is employed in the practice of law in one or more rural counties. 

(c) The advisory committee may approve applications and provide repayment assistance for the 
repayment of any student loan for education at an institution of higher education in coordination 
with the Office of Judicial Administration, including loans for undergraduate education, received 
by the qualifying rural attorney through a lender. 

(d) Loan repayment shall be available to qualifying rural attorneys on an annual basis, however, a 
qualifying rural attorney shall enter into a contract, as a condition of eligibility for loan repay-
ment assistance, in which the rural attorney agrees to provide attorney services in Kansas rural 
areas for a period of at least 12 continuous months for each separate year the attorney receives 
loan repayment assistance under the program, unless such obligation is otherwise satisfied as 
provided in this section. 

(e) The advisory committee may establish the total amount of annual financial assistance available 
under the loan repayment program to any qualifying attorney. The amount of loan repayment 
provided under this program shall be determined by the advisory committee and shall not exceed 
$20,000 for each year the individual establishes eligibility for assistance. The total amount of re-
payment assistance made to any qualifying rural attorney may not exceed $100,000. A qualifying 
rural attorney may receive loan repayment assistance under this program for not more than five 
years. 

(f) An obligation to engage in the practice of law in accordance with the provisions of this section 
shall be postponed during: 
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(1) Any period of temporary medical disability during which the person obligated is unable to 
practice law due to such disability; 

(2) Any period of time when the reason for not engaging in practice of law is due to a reason that 
would be covered in the Family and Medical Leave Act; and 

(3) Any other period of postponement agreed to or determined in accordance with the repayment 
assistance contract. 

(g) An obligation to engage in the practice of law in accordance with the provisions of the agreement 
and this section shall be satisfied: 

(1) If the obligation to engage in the practice of law in accordance with the agreement has been 
completed; 

(2) If, because of permanent disability, the person obligated is unable to practice law; or 

(3) The person obligated dies. 

(h) Any contracts for rural attorney loan repayment assistance shall include reasonable penalties for 
breach of contract. In the event of a breach of contract for loan repayment entered pursuant to 
this statute, the Office of Judicial Administration shall be responsible for enforcing the contract 
and collecting any damages or other penalties owed. 

(i) Nothing in this statute shall be interpreted to create a legal entitlement to loan repayment assis-
tance. The amount of assistance available is limited by available appropriations. 

(j) The state rural attorney loan repayment fund, referred to in this section as the “fund”, is hereby 
created in the state treasury. 

(1) The fund consists of money appropriated by the Kansas legislature, and any funds or contri-
butions received from public or private sources. Funds or contributions received from public 
or private sources shall be transmitted to the treasurer, who shall credit the money to the 
fund. 

(2) At the end of the fiscal year, all unexpended and unencumbered money in the fund remains in 
the fund and shall not be credited or transferred to the state general fund or any other fund. 

(3) Subject to annual appropriations, the Office of Judicial Administration may expend money 
from the fund to provide loan repayment assistance to qualifying rural attorneys. Money in 
the fund may also be used to pay for the administrative costs of the advisory committee and 
the Office of Judicial Administration expenses to implement the loan repayment program; 
except that the administrative costs shall not exceed ten percent of the money in the fund. 

(4) The Office of Judicial Administration is authorized to receive contributions, grants, and ser-
vices from public and private resources to carry out the purposes of this section. 

(k) The advisory committee is authorized to promulgate rules necessary to implement the rural attor-
ney loan repayment program authorized in this section, including additional provisions, require-
ments or conditions to participate in this program or may be required for the implementation or 
administration of the program, and are not inconsistent with the provisions of this section or the 
provisions of the appropriation acts, and including establishing criteria for prioritizing the repay-
ment of loans if there are insufficient moneys in the state rural attorney loan repayment fund. 
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(l) On or before October 1, 2026, and before each October 1 after through October 1, 2030, the 
Office of Judicial Administration shall report to the joint budget committee and the house and 
senate judiciary committees for the preceding state fiscal year: 

(1) The money allocated to the state rural attorney loan repayment program; 

(2) The number of qualifying rural attorneys who applied to rural attorney loan repayment pro-
gram; 

(3) The number of qualifying rural attorneys who received a contract for loan repayment assis-
tance; and 

(4) The proportion of money appropriated from the state rural attorney loan repayment fund, 
reported by, as applicable: 

(i) Use; 

(ii) County; 

(iii) Numbers and categories of clients served provided in a manner that does not violate 
attorney client privilege; and 

(iv) The process for allocating funding. 

New Section 3

(a)(1)  There is hereby established the attorney training program for rural Kansas. The program shall be 
developed and implemented to provide encouragement, opportunities, and incentives for persons 
pursuing a law degree at either Washburn University or the University of Kansas to practice law 
in rural Kansas. 

(2)  The program shall be administered by the schools of law at Washburn University and the University 
of Kansas for their participants in coordination with the advisory committee. 

(b)  Subject to the provisions of appropriation acts, in accordance with the provisions of this section, the 
law schools may separately execute their own program agreements with law students who have met 
the requirements of this section and those developed by the advisory committee and individual law 
school. Preference shall be given to those students who are Kansas residents. 

(c)  Subject to the provisions of appropriation acts, each student entering into a program agreement un-
der this section shall receive a loan in an amount not to exceed $30,000 per year for not more than 
three years for tuition, books, supplies, and other school expenses incurred by the student in pursu-
ing a law degree. Upon satisfaction of all commitments under the provisions of the agreement and 
of this section, the loans provided pursuant to this section shall be deemed satisfied and forgiven. 

(d) Each program agreement shall require that the person receiving the loan: 

 (1) complete the law degree program at the law school; 

 (2) complete: 

(A) All required training and classes as determined by the law schools and advisory com-
mittee; and 
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(B) an externship and mentoring requirement with an approved licensed attorney in rural 
Kansas as required by the law schools and advisory committee; 

 (3) engage in the practice of law: 

  (A) in any rural county in Kansas; and 

(B) for a period of at least 12 continuous months for each separate year a student receives 
a loan under the program, unless such obligation is otherwise satisfied as provided 
in this section; 

(4) commence such practice of law within 90 days after admittance to the Kansas bar or if such 
person enters a post-degree training program, within 90 days after completion of such 
post-degree training program; and 

(5) upon failure to satisfy the obligation to engage in the full-time practice of law in accordance 
with the provisions of this section, repay to the law school, within 90 days of such failure, 
the amount equal to the amount loaned to such person less a prorated amount based on any 
such period of practice of law meeting the requirements of this section, plus interest at the 
prime rate of interest plus 2% the date such loan accrued. Such interest shall be compounded 
annually.

(e) Each law school shall coordinate with the advisory committee on the development of their program 
agreements and additional requirements as determined by each law school. 

(f) Nothing in this section requires or obligates the law school to approve or enter into a program agree-
ment with a law school student. 

(g) An obligation to engage in the practice of law in accordance with the provisions of this section shall 
be postponed during: 

(1) Any period of temporary medical disability during which the person obligated is unable to 
practice law due to such disability; 

(2) Any period of time when the reason for not engaging in practice of law is due to a reason that 
would be covered in the Family and Medical Leave Act; and 

(3) Any other period of postponement agreed to or determined in accordance with the repayment 
assistance contract. 

(h) An obligation to engage in the practice of law in accordance with the provisions of the agreement 
and this section shall be satisfied: 

(1) If the obligation to engage in the practice of law in accordance with the agreement has been 
completed; 

(2) If, because of permanent disability, the person obligated is unable to practice law; or 

 (3) the person obligated dies. 

(i) The law schools in consultation with the advisory committee may adopt additional provisions, re-
quirements, or conditions to participate in this program as are practicable and appropriate to accom-
plish the provisions of the program or may be required for the implementation or administration of 
the program, and, in any case, as are not inconsistent with the provisions of this section or the provi-
sions of appropriation acts. 
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(j) The dean of each law school shall annually submit a report to the senate committee on judiciary and 
the house committee on judiciary, or any successor committee. Such annual report shall include de-
tails on the attorney training program for rural Kansas. 

This act shall take effect and be in force from and after its publication in the statute book. 
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