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The Wisconsin Legislature Website
http://www.legis.wisconsin.gov

FAQs


Some interesting tidbits on a variety of legislative questions. (Feed your hunger for trivia!)

Legislative Activity


Spotlight weekly update.  Email alert and/or RSS feed coming soon.

Notification Service

Free subscription to track legislative activities on proposals, committees, authors and topics through email alert.

“Other Information” – Citizen’s Guides

How a Bill Becomes a Law


The Legislative Process in Wisconsin (from 1993-1994 Wis. Blue Book)

Tracking a Bill or Other Proposal

When proposal number is known, use search box in lower left corner of homepage


Examine bill history to determine current status


Link to full text of bill in top left corner.  


If it passed, one of the final entries in the history is a link to the Act

See Legislative Council Act and/or Amendment Memos for straightforward explanation of effect on current law.  Act Memo also contains straightforward effective date.

When Act or proposal number is unknown, search any of the full text or index infobases found under Searchable Infobase. Suggest using Subject Index to Acts or Subject Index to Legislation.

To research older bills or acts, see the Searchable Infobase page to access all available searchable databases for previous legislative sessions. To access all older materials, from the homepage select Wisconsin Law >> Wisconsin Law Archive.  Note Statutes and Acts are available in PDF back to 1969-70. 

Viewing and Searching the Wisconsin Statutes

(The NXT search tips also apply to Wisconsin Acts, Wisconsin Administrative Code, Attorney General Opinions, and other sources maintained by the Revisor of Statutes Bureau.)

On the homepage, select Wisconsin Law >> Statutes. 

Note the currency of the online Statutes, and how Statutory changes are displayed or designated.

To locate a known Statute Chapter or Section, use the upper left search box.  To review and select chapters from a Table of Contents, see link in center portion of homepage.  This is nice because you can see the groups of chapters that fall under each broad heading, which can help you find statutory definitions (sometimes in the first chapter in the group).

NXT Searching Tips

Use the online Help screens. Link is in upper right corner.  See especially “Searching,” which provides a chart of Boolean search syntax.  

Note the search box in the banner section of the screen (across top), and the two tabs above the Table of Contents area (left sidebar).  More on those in a bit.

A search on “contractor* notice*”@5   (contractor* within 5 words of notice*) retrieves 19 results.  

Turn on Document Excerpts to see snipits of text appearing around the search words.  “Long” is a good choice.

Using the tabs just above the Results display, switch to the Doc/Results tab to split the screen into two frames.  This facilitates browsing results in context.  Switch to the Document tab to see just the selected result.  

Note in the Banner area that you can choose different search forms.  Quick Find will list several boxes in which you can enter a specific section number for Wis. Statutes, Administrative Code and other resources.  The Boolean search form displays the Boolean search syntax guide. (You can also perform Boolean searching in the default Search Edit box, located to the left of the “choose search form” box.)  To perform guided Boolean searching, select the Advanced search form.

NOTE:  If you use the Boolean or Advanced search form, be sure to read the fine print at the top:  “You can search a subset of the site by selecting the JAVA tab in the frame on the left and choosing sections in the table of contents by checking the box next to the desired sections.” This means you can search just a portion of the Statutes if you wish, down to the individual section.  However, it also means that if you do not choose sections by checking the boxes next to them, your search will retrieve from ALL NXT databases on the entire website—current and past sessions!

To make sure the statute section you’re reading is up to date, check it in the Statute Sections Affected by Acts list.  Your “keyword” is the statute section number.  If a recent Act has affected the statute, a link to the Act text will be provided.

The Legislative Service Agencies of the Wis. Legislature provide services such as bill drafting, research and study of various issues, audit of state government agencies and programs, fiscal impact research and reporting, and IT support. The Legislative Council and Legislative Reference Bureau produce many publications that provide excellent background and analysis of legislative measures.

The Legislative Council produces Act Memos for each and every act (has done so since 2001).  As discussed above, these memos provide “plain English” explanations of how the Acts affect current law.   The Council’s homepage provides Quick Links to both Amendment and Act Memos for the current legislative session.  Also in the Quick Links box is a link to 2005-2006 Session Memo Series.  These summarize the actions of the most recent Legislative session in 10 broad areas.

In the left sidebar, click on Publications.  From here you can access the full archive of Act and Amendment Memos, reports and special committee proceedings for 21 different subject areas. Example:  under Children & Family Law, click on Reports; then see S(taff) B(rief) 06-01, Overview of the Wisconsin Works Program and the Child Welfare System, published 8-22-06. 

The Legislative Reference Bureau website is also packed with publications.  A recent enhancement is the listing of the 5 most recent LRB publications, and an XML button which you can use to set up a RSS feed for alerts to new publications.  The Publications button in the left sidebar reveals the many series of publications LRB produces.  For a topical listing, click on the first item in the list: Publications by Subject.  Other series of note:  Budget Briefs; Informational Bulletins; Legislative Briefs; LRB Newsfeeds – RSS; LRB Podcasts; Research Bulletins; Tap the Power bibliographies; and Wisconsin Briefs.

The Wisconsin Court System Website

http://www.wicourts.gov

Navigation is primarily in the lower right and across the top.  The top buttons contain drop-down menus, which can be expanded using the expand/collapse toggle button just above the “news” button. 

Many helpful resources are found on the “court services” >> “for the public” page. 

April 2006 saw the debut of the new Wisconsin Court System Self-Help Family Web Site, which contains county-specific guides for divorce/legal separation, and court forms which that may be filled out interactively. These forms are not mandated, but all circuit courts are required to accept them. Soon to be added are forms for post-judgment family actions, such as modifying child support and physical placement orders. The next area to receive “pro se treatment” is Small Claims.

The Self-Help Center provides general information to assist pro se litigants, including  answers to many frequently asked questions.  

The “court services” >> “for jurors” page contains basic information on what to expect during jury service, how jurors are selected, “Ten rules for jurors” and contact information for the jury services clerks in all Wisconsin counties.

The “contact info” button contains directories for all levels of Wisconsin courts, and a list of links to Wisconsin circuit court websites.

Under the “about the courts” button there is information about the Wisconsin court system’s justices and judges, court offices, board and committees, and publications arranged by level of court.  Included among those listings are statistical reports showing caseload, disposition, etc. for every Wisconsin circuit and appellate court.  Soon to be added here, and to the Self-Help Center webpage, is a new Supreme Court booklet outlining the procedures for filing a petition to review, similar to the Court of Appeals’ “Citizen’s Guide to Filing an Appeal.”

Opinions on the Wisconsin Court System are available for the Supreme Court and Court of Appeals back to mid-1995.  There is no database or printed collection of Wisconsin circuit court decisions. To find appellate opinions, select Supreme Court or Court of Appeals and follow the links to “search for opinions.”   Locate by docket (i.e. appeal) number, date range, or party name. A keyword search function is provided, but the search engine is very rudimentary.  

When an opinion is located, it will display in a table showing the release date, docket number, and caption (title).  The Mark/View column provides options for downloading the opinion to a computer or viewing/printing it.  To simply view or print the opinion, do not use the white check boxes; just click on the letters HTML or PDF.  

What if you don’t have a docket number, date, or party names—you only have the reporter citation, which looks like this:  195 Wis.2d 855   or this:  537 N.W.2d 47?  Those are standard case citations, often cited in the Wisconsin Statutes, Administrative Code, law review articles and other tools.  The first number in the citation is the volume number; the last number is the page number.  The “Wis.2d” or “N.W. 2d” refers to the publications in which the opinion is printed: Callaghan’s Wisconsin Reports 2nd series, and West’s Northwestern Reporter 2nd series.  

To find opinions dated mid-1995 or newer by their reporter citations, use the Wisconsin Supreme Court & Court of Appeals Case Access database (aka WSCCA), found under the “case search” button on the homepage. It looks just like Wisconsin Circuit Court Access (aka CCAP); note the different title at the top.  
· Click “I Agree” to access the search screen.  
· Above the form, click “Citation of Official Publishers Search.”  
· Enter the volume and page numbers, and choose the corresponding publisher (Wis.2d or N.W.2d).  This should retrieve the summary screen for the case.   
· To get to the opinion, click the “Case History” button in the blue shaded area on the right.  Scroll through the listings till you see “Opinion/Decision” in the right column. 
· Look at the information to the left to determine whether you’ve found the Court of Appeals (CA) or Supreme Court (SC) opinion, and the date it was issued.  If it’s mid-1995 or newer, the “Opinion/Decision” should be a hyperlink to the full text opinion. 

Last but not least, let’s take a brief look at the ever popular Wisconsin Circuit Court Access (aka CCAP) database.  I’ll highlight a few recent changes. 

Note the information in red at the top of the introductory screen, which links to a September press release describing the changes.  For criminal and selected civil cases, an “executive summary” screen now displays, which clarifies the outcome of the case and what the final conviction was, or states that the case is still pending.  The summary also includes a note to employers about proper use of the information found in the CCAP database.  The other changes relate to shortened retention period for certain records.  To find that information, on the search form page click the FAQs button and select the first question, “How long are cases kept on WCCA?” 

An example of an executive summary screen can be found by searching case number 2006FO000280, and selecting Green County.  You’ll see from the information displayed that the defendant was found guilty, but it was a money penalty (i.e. forfeiture), which is not a criminal offense.  To access the rest of the information for this record, click the “View Case Details” button.   On the following screen, note the links to “”View history and details of Charge(s)/Sentence(s)” and in the blue shaded area, “Court Record Events.”  To get complete information for any case, it is always necessary to click these buttons or links.  

Today’s presentation highlighted selected resources available on the Wisconsin Legislature and Wisconsin Court System websites.  If you have questions about using these resources or about things not covered in this session, you are welcome to contact the Wisconsin State Law Library for assistance.  

Wisconsin State Law Library

120 MLK, Jr. Blvd., P.O. Box 7881

Madison, WI  53707-7881

Toll Free 800-322-9755

General/Circulation 608-266-1600

Direct to Reference Desk 608-267-9696

Fax 608-267-2319

Email wsll.ref@wicourts.gov
On the web at http://wsll.state.wi.us 

PAGE  
5

