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For the first time in more than a decade, voters will decide who will fill a vacant seat on the Wisconsin Su-
preme Court. Three little-known candidates are running in the February primary; the two top vote-getters 
will compete in April. To help voters make an informed choice, the Wisconsin Policy Forum sent questions 
to the candidates about their experience and views. Their responses are presented here in full.    

vote makes for a better democracy.

the supreme court
The Wisconsin Supreme Court 

is the state’s highest court, meaning 
its interpretation of state law and 
the state constitution is final. 

The court receives appeals 
from lower courts, although it also 
hears original actions. The majority 
of its cases, however, are appeals. 
In recent years, the court has been 
divided on a number of high-profile 

continued on page 6

Wisconsin voters face an im-
portant choice this spring: 

electing a new Wisconsin Supreme 
Court justice to fill the first open 
seat since 2007. The winner will 
serve a 10-year term, succeeding 
Justice Michael Gableman, who is 
not seeking re-election.
 Three candidates—Madison 
attorney Tim Burns, Milwaukee 
County Circuit Court Judge Re-
becca Dallet, and Sauk Coun-
ty Circuit Court Judge Michael 
Screnock—will face each other in 
the February 20 primary. The top 
two vote-getters move on to the 
April 3 general election.

As the Wisconsin Taxpayers 
Alliance has done in past years, 
the Wisconsin Policy Forum is 

helping citizens learn more about 
the candidates so they can make an 
informed decision at the ballot box. 
Candidates were sent questionnaires 
asking about their background, ju-
dicial influences, and unique skills, 
experiences, or insights they might 
bring to the court. Their answers 
are printed verbatim beginning on 
page two.

This public service is important 
for at least two reasons. First, with-
out an incumbent, many voters will 
be choosing between three candi-
dates who are relatively unknown 
to them. Second, spring elections 
are generally low-turnout affairs. 
In a sense, a vote cast in a low-
turnout race like the spring election 
has more impact, and an informed 
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supreme court cAndidAte BiogrAphies

tim Burns
Please summarize your professional experience: 
I was one of the handful of graduating law stu-

dents chosen for a prestigious clerkship with a judge 
on the United States Court of Appeals. Accordingly, 
I’m the only candidate with experience working on 
an appellate court. I also have both prosecuted and 
defended criminal cases, but while my experience 
starts there, it doesn’t end there. 

I’ve built a national practice as one of America’s 
leading attorneys in standing up to massive insurance 
companies. I have been hired by major businesses in 
three dozen states and 10 foreign countries to handle 
their most sensitive insurance issues, but I’ve also 
represented regular working people in class actions 
seeking to hold insurance companies accountable 
for financial fraud. I’ve been a partner at three of the 
largest and most prestigious law firms in the country, 
but I’ve also worked at an eight-lawyer law firm in a 
small midwestern city.

 Please list any awards, distinctions, and profes-
sional memberships that you think are particularly 
relevant to serving on the Wisconsin Supreme Court: 

I’ve chaired several committees for the American 
Bar Association, including the ADR Task Force, the 
Fair and Impartial Courts Committee and the Insurance 
Coverage Litigation Coverage Committee. I serve as 
a national board member for the American Constitu-
tion Society, an organization focused on constitutional 
issues. I’m a member of the American Law Institute.

reBeccA dAllet
Please summarize your professional experience:
I’ve spent the past 23 years serving the people 

of Wisconsin – first as a prosecutor and now as a 
circuit court judge. Over the last decade, I have 
presided over more than 10,000 cases and 230 
jury trials in a wide range of areas from domestic 
violence and misdemeanor court, to homicide and 
drug court, and civil and small claims court. I’ve 
fought to make our communities safer and our 
courtrooms more fair. 

Please list any awards, distinctions, and profes-
sional memberships that you think are particularly 
relevant to serving on the Wisconsin Supreme Court: 

 � Wisconsin Judicial College – Associate Dean 
(2016-present).

 � Wisconsin Criminal Jury Instruction Com-
mittee – Member (2016-present).

 � National Council of Juvenile & Family Court 
Judges – Faculty (2013- present).

 � Violence Against Women Act Justice System 
Training – Advisory Committee (2013).

 � Women in the Law Honoree (2012).
 � White House Leadership Project Women 

Rule! (2008).
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michAel screnocK
Please summarize your professional experience:
I have devoted my professional career to serving 

others, first as city administrator or finance director 
for three small Wisconsin cities, next as an attorney at 
Michael Best & Friedrich where I helped our clients 
solve complex legal issues, and finally as a circuit 
court judge in Sauk County where I currently hear 
every case type. In my diverse career I have encoun-
tered many different areas of the law that our supreme 
court frequently addresses. 

 Please list any awards, distinctions, and profes-
sional memberships that you think are particularly 
relevant to serving on the Wisconsin Supreme Court:

 � UW-Madison (BS-Mathematics).
 � Eastern College (MBA).
 � UW Law School (JD; Magna Cum Laude; 

Order of the Coif); co-authored annual Ad-
ministrative Law update for the Wisconsin 
Bar Association.

 � Government Finance Officers Association.
 � International City/County Management As-

sociation.
 � Mock Trial coach/judge.
 � Moot Court judge.
 � Admissions – Wisconsin; Eastern/Western 

Districts Wisconsin, Seventh Circuit Court 
of Appeals.

BiogrAphies, cont.

Why are you running for the Wiscon-
sin Supreme Court? 

Burns:  I’m running for the Wisconsin 
Supreme Court because in the span of 
my adulthood, equal opportunity for 

the children of people who struggle has disappeared 
in our country. It has been replaced by a system 
where most new income and wealth goes to the top 
1% and everyone else works longer and harder for 
less and less.

The inequity is astounding, and our rubber 
stamp Wisconsin Supreme Court is part of the 
problem. The courts are the final authority in this 
country, and ours has been looking out for corpo-
rations and special interests while leaving the rest 
of us behind.

dallet: Our state Supreme Court is 
broken and dysfunctional. Our values 
are under attack. Civil rights are 
threatened, and equal protection under 
the law is in question. Working people 
have lost basic protections, and threats 

to women lead the headlines. Our expectations for 
clean air and water are endangered. 

Judges are challenged every single day: to 
weigh the facts, examine the evidence and deliver a 
decision. With so much at stake here in Wisconsin, 
inexperience is not an option if we want to protect 
our values at the highest level. I am the candidate 
with the most and best experience in the courtroom.

I was raised by a single mom, and today, my 
husband and I are raising three daughters. I think 
about their future every single day, and the kind of 
Wisconsin I want for them. We’ve seen a state that 
bends to the whims of special interests.

I’d rather live in a Wisconsin where every person 
has an opportunity to thrive, where our values are 

cAndidAte questions
To help voters learn more about the candidates and 
make an informed decision, the Wisconsin Policy 
Forum sent all three a questionnaire asking about 
their background, experience, and judicial philoso-
phy. We thank the candidates for their cooperation 
and prompt responses.
Their unedited answers follow:
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Who or what most influenced your judicial philoso-
phy, and why? 

dallet: I made a decision early on in 
my career that I wanted to help people, 
work for those who need their voices 
heard and who need justice – and 
not work to represent the interests of 
corporate clients. That’s why I entered 

public service. 
I know what it’s like to work day in and day out 

in our courtrooms. I see the challenges our neigh-
bors face: moms like me working two jobs, but still 
not able to make ends meet; families losing their 
homes when someone gets sick and the medical 
bills stack up; victims of violent crime, especially 
in our poorest neighborhoods, struggling to find a 
way as guns and drugs devastate their community. 
And I see neighbors trying to get their lives back 
on track, but stuck in a criminal justice system that 
needs reform.

Over the years, I’ve admired Justice Ann Walsh 
Bradley’s career on the Wisconsin Supreme Court and 
believe we share a commitment to eliminating special 
interests and partisan politics in our courtrooms. As 
the first woman to serve on the U.S. Supreme Court, 
Justice Sandra Day O’Connor has always been a 
role model paving the way for women in our judicial 
system. 

screnock: The late Justice Antonin 
Scalia is a personal and professional 
hero of mine who was taken from us 
far too soon. His judicial philosophy – 
fidelity to the Constitution, the rule of 
law, and the separation of powers – is 

the same philosophy that guides me. He understood 
his responsibility to decide cases based on the law 
as he found it and not on his own personal beliefs 
or policy preferences, regardless how strongly-held 
those might be.

He understood that our system of government al-
lows the other two branches to select and implement 
public policy; the court’s role is to intervene only 
when one of the other branches has overstepped a 
boundary imposed by the People through the Consti-
tution, not to legislate from the bench. I share Justice 
Scalia’s view of the court’s role.

Judges are not legislators, nor are we executives. 
It is up to duly elected representatives in the legis-

advanced and protected in our highest court, and 
where every citizen is treated equally under the 
law. I especially want a Wisconsin where little 
girls know they won’t be held back regardless of 
what the President does or tweets.

We need someone who knows how to do the 
job on day one and someone who understands 
the challenges we are facing. I am that candidate. 
That’s why I’ve earned the support of more than 
340 judges and elected officials across the state.

screnock:  I  am a product  of 
Wisconsin – born in Wautoma, raised 
in Baraboo, a graduate of Baraboo 
High School, UW-Madison, and UW 
Law School – and I love our state.
During college I played tuba in the 

UW Marching Band and enjoyed entertaining our 
Camp Randall crowds through the Don Morton era.

I utilized my degrees in math and business ad-
ministration to serve the communities of Reedsburg, 
Washburn, and Ashland as either finance director or 
city administrator. 

As an attorney I assisted individuals and private 
businesses solve problems and untangle legal issues, 
often wrestling with complex areas of the law that 
ended up being resolved by our court of appeals or 
supreme court.

My heart for public service and my passion for 
the law converged when I accepted an appointment 
from Governor Walker to the Sauk County Circuit 
Court in 2015.

It is a privilege and an honor to serve my home-
town of Baraboo in this most significant role, and 
I have steadfastly held to the judicial philosophy 
described below. I understand the importance of a 
stable, predictable legal system. 

People, businesses, and local governments 
cannot reliably operate in an environment where 
the laws that govern their affairs are subject to 
change at the whim of our state supreme court 
justices.

Wisconsin citizens lived through such instabil-
ity in the mid-2000s and I do not want to see our 
court return to those roots. I am running at this time 
to ensure that our next justice steadfastly adheres 
to the rule of law.
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lature to pass the laws that govern us, and it is up to 
the governor to veto or enforce those laws. Our job as 
judges is to interpret and apply the law, based not on 
our personal or political beliefs but on the statutory 
text and the Constitution.

Simply put, our job is to be arbiters of the law, 
not policy analysts or political activists. Citizens 
across our great state deserve the security and pre-
dictability of an independent, nonpartisan supreme 
court made up of justices who will abide by these 
principles when presiding over each and every case 
before them. 

Burns: Two things. My background 
and the broad middle-class economy 
of my childhood most influenced my 
judicial philosophy.

My background: I’m not a law-
yer’s kid. I am the grandson of Mis-

sissippi sharecroppers. My father was forced out 
of school by poverty in the fifth grade. My mother 
in the tenth grade, but I grew up in a time when 
a minimum wage job could still support a family. 
Public education and public libraries built by the 
broad middle-class economy of my childhood gave 
me the opportunity to become a successful attorney. I 
believe courts have a role in ensuring that all people 
have that opportunity.

The middle-class economy of my childhood: We 
cannot have a thriving democracy without a broad 
and strong middle-class economy. Courts are the third 
branch of government and have an independent duty 
to protect that middle-class economy by making sure 
that the other branches do not harm the cornerstones 
of that middle- class economy—worker movements, 
small farms, small businesses, public education, and 
thriving diverse communities.
Thinking about current members of the Wisconsin 
Supreme Court, what unique skills, background, 
or insights would you bring to the court that it does 
not now have? 

screnock: There is a constant tension 
between society’s interests, expressed 
through government regulations, and 
the interests of private individuals 
and businesses. This tension lies at the 
heart of many cases decided by our 

supreme court.

I have spent most of my career wrestling with 
this tension; indeed, my service as both a local gov-
ernment official and an attorney representing private 
individuals and businesses subjected to local and 
state regulation provides me a unique perspective. As 
a local government official I gained expertise in the 
areas of land use planning, economic development, 
zoning, budgeting, open meetings/public records, and 
personnel management.

As an attorney my work focused on civil liti-
gation and administrative proceedings in a wide 
variety of subject areas, including real estate and 
land use disputes, government regulation, assess-
ment and taxation, public utility regulation, envi-
ronmental law, election law, and constitutional law. 
Such a complete immersion in the issues that lie at 
the very core of the tension between government 
regulation and private interests is highly unusual 
for a supreme court candidate, and I would wel-
come the opportunity to bring this experience to 
our high court.

In addition, my MBA training and my experi-
ence as a city administrator and finance director will 
serve the court well as it carries out its administrative 
and supervisory functions over our entire state court 
system. 

The court system is not insulated from budgetary 
concerns and my experience will be useful as the court 
continues to seek ways to operate more efficiently 
while improving service to the public.

Burns: In the current field of 
candidates and on the current Supreme 
Court, I have the most experience 
working with American businesses 
by far. I’ve been hired by the many of 
the top manufacturing, banking, and 

investment companies in the world or their boards 
of directors to advise them on their most sensitive 
issues concerning liability and insurance. For the past 
15 years, I’ve been teaching the board members of 
many American businesses at Stanford University’s 
Directors College and the Director Consortium of 
Stanford’s Law School, the University of Chicago 
and Dartmouth University.

Today, it is my experience that is most needed on 
the Wisconsin Supreme Court. I know how to hold 
massive corporations in check because I know how 
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they work, inside and out. I know when corporations 
overstep.

Our small farms and small businesses deserve 
to compete on a level playing field with the large 
conglomerates of the world. They can only do that 
if we elect a justice who truly understands busi-
nesses and how they work, but who also has the 
background to be deeply concerned with the rights 
and problems of regular people. I’ll be a justice 
on the Wisconsin Supreme Court who looks out 
for all Wisconsinites, not just the special interests, 
not just big business, and not just the wealthy and 
well-connected.

dallet: Corporate special interests 
are spending massive amounts to 
buy judges on the court to serve their 
interests, not yours. Right now, justices 
do not have to recuse themselves from 
cases involving a conflict of interest. 

If one of their campaign mega-donors has a case in 

front of the Supreme Court, Justices aren’t required 
to recuse themselves.

We saw it in the John Doe investigation: Justices 
Gableman and Prosser refused to recuse themselves. 
There was a clear conflict of interest. They benefited 
from millions in campaign contributions, and they 
ruled to shut down the investigation. 

This is a symptom of a system that’s broken. I’ll 
fight to ensure we have policy that prevents tipping 
the scales of justice one way or another.

As a judge and a former prosecutor, I will bring 
a unique perspective to the Supreme Court. I have 
deep knowledge of our justice system with more 
than 10,000 cases under my belt. As Associate Dean 
of the Judicial College, I have spent years helping 
other judges develop and improve their skills on the 
bench. Experience matters a lot. It means protecting 
the things we care about — the things that make Wis-
consin great. Experience means advancing policies 
that level the playing field for everyone.  o 

continued from page 1  

issues, such as tribal gambling, school finance, 
public sector collective bargaining, property rights, 
and criminal rights. 

The court also oversees the operation of the circuit 
and appellate court system, and regulates the practice 
of law in Wisconsin. 

size, selection, and tenure
The court is comprised of a chief justice and six 

justices, who are elected on a nonpartisan basis to 
10-year terms. The justices elect the chief justice, 
who serves in the post for two years. 

The chief justice acts as the administrative head 
of the court system while the court-appointed direc-
tor of state courts oversees the daily operation of the 
court system. The statewide court system operates 
much like a corporation, with the chief justice the 
CEO, the supreme court as the board of directors, 
and the director of state courts the chief operating 
officer. 

 If a vacancy occurs on the court, the governor ap-
points a replacement to serve until the next available 
spring election. Because only one justice is elected each 
year, an appointed justice may serve several years before 
facing election. 

2016-17 session review
The court’s annual term is from September 1 of 

one year to August 31 of the following year. The court 
typically hears cases and releases decisions throughout 
the term. Cases heard in one term are typically decided 
by late June to mid-July. 

The court has discretion over which cases it 
chooses to hear. Four or more justices must approve 
a petition for original jurisdiction, and three or more 
justices are required to grant appellate jurisdiction to 
review a lower court’s decision. 

Opinions. One measure of the court’s activity 
is the number of opinions it issues. At the end of 
each term, the court releases a statistical report 
with information on dispositions, opinions, and 
case filings. 

In 2016-17, the supreme court resolved 86 cases 
by opinion, the lowest in five years. As shown in 
Figure 1 (page 7), the number of resolutions from 
the court has been declining since 2013-14, when it 
resolved 122 cases. 

In the three major categories (attorney discipline, 
civil cases, and criminal cases), the number of cases 
decided by the court declined from the previous year in 
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both attorney discipline (30 versus 45) and civil cases (27 
versus 41). It increased for criminal cases (28 versus 19).

Another measure is authored opinions, which 
have been fairly consistent in recent years. The 
court released 50 authored opinions in 2016-17, 41 
the prior year, 53 in 2014-15, 61 in 2013-14, and 
44 in 2012-13. 

The court’s major opinions for the latest term 
included: allowing passengers on municipal buses 
to carry concealed weapons, as long as such weap-
ons were permitted under state law; restricting the 
authority of a court-appointed referees to hear and 
decide motions in circuit court cases; barring the 
Crime Victims Rights Board from investigating 
and adjudicating complaints against judges; and 
establishing a standard for a defendant’s forfeiture 
of the right to counsel. 

Petitions. Every year, the supreme court receives 
petitions to review previous rulings of the court of 
appeals. The supreme court does not have to grant 
these petitions, and, typically, reviews only a small 
share.

Many petitions filed in a given term are not 
considered until the following term. These, too, have 
generally declined in recent years, but increased 
from 642 in 2015-16 to 734 in 2016-17. The court 
disposed of 704 petitions for review, granting 32 
petitions in civil cases and 33 in criminal cases. This 
was an increase from the 600 petitions for review 
disposed of in 2015-16.

In addition to reviewing appeals of previous de-
cisions by lower courts, the court may also exercise 
authority over cases currently being heard or that are 
yet to be heard in lower courts. 

In a petition for bypass, a party requests the 
supreme court to take jurisdiction of a matter pend-
ing in the court of appeals. In 2016-17 the court 
received 12 such petitions and disposed of 11, of 
which three were granted, all for civil cases; in the 
previous year, the court received six petitions and 
disposed of eight. At the end of the term, the court 
had three petitions for bypass pending.

The court also receives requests for certifica-
tion, in which the court of appeals requests the 
supreme court to exercise appellate jurisdiction 
before the court of appeals hears the matter. In 

2016-17, six requests for certification were filed. 
The court disposed of three requests, granting one 
in a civil case. 

Rules. The court oversees the operation of the 
state court system and the practice of law by enacting 
administrative rules. 

In 2016-17, the court held three rules hearings 
and convened nine open administrative conferences. 
During the term, the court issued 15 orders, of which 
nine were amendments or new rules governing legal 
practice or procedure in Wisconsin. o
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Figure 1: supreme court opinions decline
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policy notes
�  Wisconsin Policy Forum.   At the stroke of mid-

night on December 31, a long chapter in the Wisconsin 
Taxpayers Alliance’s 85-year history came to a close, and 
a new one commenced. On that date, with the retirement 
of President Todd Berry, WISTAX formally merged with 
the Milwaukee-based Public Policy Forum (PPF), creating 
the Wisconsin Policy Forum (WPF), a statewide policy 
research organization with offices in Madison and Mil-
waukee and an expanded 12-person staff. 

Details about the merger can be found on the WISTAX 
website in our first issue of Focus. The Wisconsin Policy 
Forum has ambitious plans to provide cutting-edge 
research products and policy communications using 
various means of digital, video, and audio media, as 
well as traditional printed materials. Updating your ac-
count with your email address will allow you to begin 
receiving emails about new research; invitations to 
policy discussions and special events; and other special 
communications.

 To update your account, go to: wistax.org/join

�  Population Growing Slowly.   Wisconsin’s popula-
tion continued to increase modestly in 2017.  Between July 
1, 2016 and July 1, 2017, the state added 16,755 residents, 
a 0.3% increase to 5,795,483.  Thirteen states experienced 
slower growth, including seven with population declines.

Since 2010, the Badger State population has increased 
1.9%, 39th highest among the states. Population in neigh-
boring Illinois declined 0.2%, while the number of Michi-
gan residents rose just 0.8%. Population growth in Iowa 
(3.3%) and Minnesota (5.1%) outpaced Wisconsin. 
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� State Population Among the Oldest. In 2016, the 
median (half lower, half higher) age of Wisconsin’s popula-
tion was 39.3 years.  That was 0.8 years older than in 2010 
and 14th oldest among the states, according to figures from 
the U.S. Census Bureau.  

States with the highest median ages were primarily in 
the northeast.  The six New England states all ranked among 
the oldest 13, with Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont 
claiming the top three spots (see chart).  While Michigan 
and Wisconsin ranked 14th or higher, neighboring Iowa 
(27th), Minnesota (29th), and Illinois (30th) were in the 
bottom half.

 With a median age under 31, Utah was by far the 
youngest state.  Alaska, Texas, and North Dakota each had 
median ages under 35 years.  o


