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         A 
     Long 
Ordeal

Aspiring hair stylist 
has been thwarted  

for over a year 
trying to get licensed 

in Wisconsin
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How does a  
young beauty 
school graduate 

move from one state  
and get a job styling 
hair in Wisconsin?  
  For Cassie Mrotek  
of Milwaukee, the  
answer is slowly.  
Very slowly.                 
  At age 18, Mrotek  
felt pressure from her 
family to go to college. 
“I didn’t know what I 
wanted to do, but I  
enjoyed doing my 
friends’ and family’s 
hair.” 
   While beginning her 
studies at the Aveda 
Institute in downtown 
Milwaukee in 2004, a 
good friend said she 
was moving to Florida. 
Would Cassie like to  
go along? 

By Jan Uebelherr
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the Joint Finance Committee for approval.”

‘It’s really complicated’
   Mrotek’s No. 1 gripe with Wisconsin’s licensing system 
is the lack of guidance people like her are offered. “There 
needs to be people available to walk you through the 
process. There needs to be someone who can calmly and 
clearly explain what you need to do, what your steps 
are,” she says.
   She has called the state when the website didn’t pro-
vide the answers she sought. “Every time I’ve tried to do 
that, it’s been an obvious annoyance — constantly push-
ing you back to the website. It’s like you’re a real bother. 
But somebody needs to do that (guide people), because 
it’s really complicated.” She says she’s left voicemails with 
the state but has never received callbacks.
   Bork says the department is in the process of redesign-
ing its website, which is expected to launch this fall.
   Mrotek says she checked with another cosmetology 
school in Milwaukee and found that it would accept 
what she describes as her jumbled transcripts, but it 

would take a month and cost her around $4,000. She 
figures she’s better off at the salon and is hoping the 
transcript issue is sorted out.
   She has signed a contract with the Wisconsin Depart-
ment of Workforce Development for the full amount of 
apprenticeship hours — 3,712 — as if she were starting 
over since her transfer hours from the Florida school have 
yet to be verified. If those transfer hours are verified, the 
contract will be amended.
   The best-case scenario, Mrotek says, is MATC accepts 
all of her transfer hours and places her in a class to 
prepare for the state exam. While taking that class, she’d 
complete 300 hours of training at the salon.
   “But with the issues I am having with my transcripts, 
I don’t know how many hours (MATC) will accept. It’s 
totally possible I will have to do the whole thing all over 
again.”
   Mrotek loves her trade, says she’s a fighter and will 
keep trying to get that license so she finally can have her 
own chair at Salon Thor. But she sees why other people 
might not keep battling if they were in her shoes.
   “A lot of people might just say, ‘You know what? That 
was my pipe dream, but just forget about it. I’ll have my 
friends come to my house and I’ll do their hair — do it 
illegally.’ I could see that happening.”

Jan Uebelherr is a freelance editor and writer in Milwaukee. She was a Milwaukee Journal 
Sentinel reporter for more than 30 years. 

“I’d really love to 
get this whole process 

over with and just work!” 
                                                                   — Cassie Mrotek

For video of Cassie Mrotek’s story:
• Scan this code with your smartphone  
   using a QR code reader app.

• Or go to 
   www.wpri.org/WPRI/Multimedia.htm
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In order to practice certain occupations, state or local govern-
ments commonly require some form of license or certi�ca-

tion. At one time, the number of occupations requiring a license 
was comparatively small. In 1950, licensed professions made 
up only 5 percent of the workforce,1 but from these minimalist 
beginnings, the range of occupations covered by professional 
licensure has expanded at a remarkable rate. 

Today, it is estimated that around 30 percent of Americans 
require some sort of license in order to legally do their jobs,2 
and the range of occupations covered has expanded to include 
such unlikely candidates as �orist, interior designer, hypnotist, 
landscaper, barber and funeral director.3 

Most people today would expect government to hold doctors or 

architects to some sort of uniform standard. �ese professions 
in the hands of untrained and unskilled practitioners could 
wreak great, sometimes irreparable, harm on their customers. 
Allowing a surgeon to plunge a scalpel without �rst obtaining 
some guarantee of professional training would be insanity.

But what is the risk that befalls someone who hires an un-
licensed interior designer, or �orist, who has not received 
state-speci�ed training? 

�e practice of government licensing has changed radically in 
the past 65 years, and it bears examining. Have we made vast 
advances in consumer protection, or is there something else at 
work? To �nd out, we �rst must understand what goes into the 
decision to license a profession in the �rst place.

G O V E R N M E N T ’ S  L O V E  F O R  L I C E N S U R E

When the government creates a skill test or some 
sort of minimum quali�cation for occupations, it 

is ostensibly for two reasons: either to protect the public 
from a potential health hazard or to help the public nav-
igate a marketplace that is unavoidably tilted against 
the consumer. 

However, we suggest that the steady increase in profes-
sional licensing in most states is being driven by a third 
motivation: to protect incumbents from competition. 

Wisconsin has experienced just such an increase: Over 
the past few decades more and more workers in the 
state toil in a job that requires a license of some sort. 
A portion of this increase has to do with an economy 
that’s moving away from manufacturing and toward 
services, of course. But a key driver of this change has 
been that the breadth of licensing itself has expanded.

�ese days, a greater proportion of all occupations 
requires its practitioners to have a license issued by the 
state, and they include numerous jobs where the need 

for government licensing is not readily apparent. 

We believe that the state’s regulation of various profes-
sions has gone too far and that it would behoove us to 
examine the myriad occupations that require some sort 
of license from the state and ask whether the current 
constraints to enter the profession still make sense to-
day. A state that imposes unnecessary barriers to people 
wishing to enter a multitude of occupations runs the 
risk of imposing an inadvertent cost on the economy, 
by boosting the cost of these services — and the prices 
paid by Wisconsin consumers — as well as limiting the 
ability of otherwise quali�ed people to obtain the neces-
sary licenses to move up the economic ladder. 

We look at occupational licensing writ large and 
then examine some of the potential issues it creates. 
We discuss some of the literature already written 
on occupational licensing, as well as some previous 
work done on the situation in Wisconsin, along with 
a description of the occupational licensing regime in 
place here. 

The State of Licensing in America

Introduction
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them learn a marketable trade in this country. Her per-
sistence and charitable endeavors ultimately led to the cre-
ation of numerous manicurist schools that o�er instruction 
in Vietnamese, and in most states (including Wisconsin) at 
least a portion of the licensing exam can be administered in 
Vietnamese as well as English.8 

It is also common for licensing rules to disqualify anyone with 
a criminal record. While this might make sense for certain 
occupations, such as those dealing with children or �rearms, 
it is unclear why a criminal history should inhibit anyone from 

selling �owers or cutting hair. Moreover, it’s unclear how society 
can expect former inmates to reform when they are legally 
prevented from using their skills to earn a living.

Professionals are rent-seekers
For centuries, workers in various guilds have been keen on 
limiting competition by lobbying the government for stricter 
requirements, even when they are not in the public interest. 
Established professionals, of course, see an advantage in mak-
ing things as di�cult as possible for new entrants, who might 
abscond with customers or force prices downward.

of Safety and Professional Services, says the number of 
hours required for licenses are dictated by state statute, not 
determined by the department. 
System frustrates another stylist
   Then there’s Shelly Geuze, the stylist whose clippers were 
found to be improperly stored, resulting in a $500 fine for 
Sky’s the Limit. She had her own go-round with licensing.
   Geuze was already licensed in Georgia and sought a 
license so that she could work in Wisconsin. She says she 
called Wisconsin’s Cosmetology Examining Board, which 
regulates cosmetologists, aestheticians, electrologists and 
manicurists.
   “I called the board to find out how to transfer my Geor-
gia aesthetician license to Wisconsin. I was told I’d have 
to take the Wisconsin aesthetician boards — written and 
practical,” Geuze says. 
   “The cost would be $325 by the time it was all done. 
I could take my written portion online, but I’d have to 
travel three hours away to Eau Claire, Wisconsin, to take 
the practical exam. I was beside myself.
   “That’s a chunk of change to come up with just so I can 
get my Wisconsin license,” she adds.
   Geuze says she later discovered that the information 
she was given was incorrect. Instead, because she was 
licensed in Georgia, she only needed to apply by endorse-
ment, which costs $82 plus a $25 fee to have her license 
verified by the Georgia Board of Cosmetology. 
   “Which is also ridiculous because anyone can look on 
any board’s website to verify a license to see if it’s active 

and to also see if there are any legal problems with the 
license. So not only do I have to pay the board fee, I also 
have to pay $25 for a verification that can be done for 
free,” she says.
    “But what can I do? I have no choice but to do it their 
way, or they won’t license me. It’s just robbery. You spend 
thousands to go to school and then get nickeled and dimed 
trying to get ahead.”
Bureaucracy and fees
   Hudack understands the need for licensing for the sake 
of public health and safety. But she sees a system mired in 
bureaucracy and fees, making it hard for a small shop like 
hers to survive.
   And some aspects of the system just don’t make sense to 
her. For instance, she wonders why some medical profes-
sionals, such as emergency medical technicians, require 
far fewer hours of training. In Wisconsin, EMTs require 180 
hours of training, while a cosmetologist needs 1,550 hours. 
EMTs are licensed by the state Department of Health Ser-
vices.
   “We’re not playing with people’s lives,” Hudack says. 
“We’re playing with people’s hair.”
   She wonders why she had to travel to Eau Claire to take 
the licensing exam, but her daughter, a registered nurse, 
could do it online.
   Overall, Hudack would like to see the state make it easier 
for people to run a business.
   “It’s like they just try to suck every penny out of you when 
you hold a state license,” Hudack says.
   “It’s hard to keep a small business operating,” she adds, 
and the licensing merry-go-round doesn’t help. She says 
she’s worked for two years without a paycheck.
   “I work to keep the doors open,” Hudack says. “You bust 
your ass seven days a week — just to keep the doors open.”

Jan Uebelherr is a freelance editor and writer in Milwaukee.
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Licensing can be an e�cient way for the members of various 
professions to limit competition. Typically, licensing bene�ts 
incumbents. Once a professional obtains a license to cut hair or 
do interior design, they may not be required by their state to up-
date skills to account for new technology or expansion of human 
knowledge, and current licensees are typically exempt if new en-
trants face more burdensome requirements. Doing so makes the 
marginal cost of imposing stricter requirements on new entrants 
e�ectively zero for the incumbents, while their potential bene�ts 
in terms of reduced competition can be enormous.

In most states, it is the professional body itself that oversees 
the regulation of the trade, and it is easy to see how such an 
outcome came to pass: Agents of the government lack both the 
time and inclination to gain legitimate expertise in the various 
occupations of their constituents, so they tend to defer most 
licensing issues to the advice of presumably highly regarded 
professionals in the community. 

In Wisconsin, most of the licensing boards consist of people 
in the �eld being licensed, and the employees of the State of 
Wisconsin involved in licensing typically do not come from the 
professions being regulated for a perfectly good reason: Someone 
who has acquired the skills of a trade can make more money 
conducting the trade than by regulating it. It is not di�cult to see 
how professional regulations can pile up easily as incumbents en-
treat their elected representatives — or various regulatory bodies 
— to restrict entry into their �elds “for the good of the public.”  

�e curse of consumer complacency
A �nal, inadvertent, consequence of occupational licensure 
relates to the willingness of the community to self-police bad 
actors. When it becomes generally understood that the govern-
ment is responsible for guaranteeing a minimum level of quality 
for professional services, the incentive for individuals to exercise 
their own judgment, even their common sense, is diminished — 
a phenomenon that economists call “moral hazard.” 

In this way, reckless, unprofessional and even fraudulent behav-
iors that may have readily been discerned by wary consumers 
looking to safeguard their own interests are allowed to continue 
unchallenged, since consumers assume that the license from 
the government must mean that such behavior is permitted and 
acceptable. While costs associated with consumer complacency 
that result from the perceived quality guarantees from licensing 
are unquanti�able, there can be little doubt that the pretense of 
guaranteed quality can be harmful if actual performance does 
not live up to consumers’ expectations.

G O V E R N M E N T ’ S  L O V E  F O R  L I C E N S U R E

WPRI SPECIAL REPORT14

Auctioneers are often the  
subject of licensing complaints
   Several auctioneers operating in Wisconsin have been 
the target of complaints about licensing — sometimes 
by other auctioneers.
   In one case, two complaints were filed in 2015 with 
the Wisconsin Department of Safety and Professional 
Services against a Sparta man over running an online 
auction site without a license.
   One complaint apparently was filed by a licensed 
auctioneer, who claimed that the Sparta man violated 
statutes by auctioning property held for less than one 
year.
   “This practice undermines the properly licensed auc-
tioneers of this region and impacts our ability to com-

pete and earn a living,” the 
complainant wrote, adding 
that the man in question 
“is not licensed and those 
of us who are should seek 
action from the state to 
protect our investment in 
business and our profes-
sion.”
   The second complaint, 
filed anonymously, 

claimed that the man “is illegally acting as an auctioneer 
… Please investigate.”
   And in a second case, two complaints were filed in 
as many years against a Green Lake County auction 
house. In both cases, in 2015 and 2016, the com-
plainants alleged that the operators were not properly 
licensed. 
   One complaint accused the auction operation of 
outright fraud — “bidding on their own item to artificially 
increase the price, and then retracting their bids at the 
last minute to ensure that the item sells at the highest 
price possible.”
   In a third case, a complaint was filed in May 2015 
against a man in Lafayette County for apparently con-
ducting an auction without an auctioneer license.
   The complaint included a copy of a newspaper ad 
promoting a real estate and property sale in Green 
County. The target of the complaint held an auctioneer 
license that expired in 2004, according to the state’s 
licensing database.
   It’s unclear what became of these complaints, though 
the state has closed the cases. A search of the licensing 
database shows none of the individuals or their compa-
nies as being currently licensed as auctioneers. Efforts 
to reach all of them for comment were unsuccessful.

	              – Jan Uebelherr







   In February 2016, a complaint was lodged against a young 
mom in Cumberland working out of her northwestern Wis-
consin home doing nails, hoping to bring in a little extra cash 
to the household.
   She’d posted her pitch, along with photos showing her 

handiwork, on an “online 
rummage sale” page offering 
her services – noting that she 
was not licensed or formally 
trained.
   Her enthusiastic, handwrit-
ten pitch: 
   “Ladies! You deserve a 
manicure!
   “Want to get your nails all 
done up but don’t have the 

money for a salon? Let me help. I’m a stay-at-home mom 
looking for something to do and people to talk to. I’m skilled, 
but non professional, nail tech. I can do anything from a basic 
manicure to full acrylics, including fun paint and/or designs.  
I do this out of my home for fun and hopefully a little extra 
cash for the household. Donations vary depending on what 
you would like done. Let me know if you’re interested, I’ll be 
waiting to hear from you.”
   She did hear from someone. 
   A complaint was filed by email with the Wisconsin Depart-

ment of Safety and Professional Services: “I think you need  
to inform this young lady that she needs to be licensed.”
   According to the agency website, to obtain a manicurist 
license, an applicant must complete one of the following 
education requirements:

•Graduate from high school.

•Attain high school graduation equivalency.

•Participate in a program approved by the department.
  
   In addition, the applicant must complete one of the follow-
ing training requirements:

•A course of instruction in manicuring of at least 300  
  training hours in not less than seven weeks and not  
  more than 20 weeks in a school of cosmetology or a  
  school of manicuring licensed by the department.

•At least 300 training hours in not less than seven weeks   
  and not more than 20 weeks under the supervision of a   
  cosmetology instructor or manicuring instructor licensed  
  by the department.

   Then, the applicant must pass the state exam.
   The state’s licensing database does not show how the  
matter was resolved, and no manicurist license could be 
found in March 2017 for the young mom.
	 – Jan Uebelherr
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�e growth in licensing over time
�e number of occupations requiring a license in Wisconsin 
has been far from static. While it might be logical to expect 
new professions emerging as a result of technological or sci-
enti�c progress that result in the need for new licenses, in the 
vast majority of cases, the professions to which certi�cation 
is extended have not changed signi�cantly with time. Careers 
that were formerly considered to pose little risk to public 
safety are now regulated as though such risk has suddenly 
been discovered. �e rapidity of this expansion of regulatory 
authority in Wisconsin has been remarkable.

From 1996 to 2016, the number of licensed professionals in-
creased by 34 percent in the state, and the number of licensed 
professions increased by 84 percent.16 �is is a far cry from the 
early days of Wisconsin’s statehood, when at the beginning of 
the 20th century only 14 professions required a license, most 
of them medical in nature.

�e growth in both the number of licensed professionals and 

professions requiring a license has far exceeded the rate of 
general population growth in the state. Total population grew 
at only 10.4 percent during this 20-year period, the labor force 
grew at 7.3 percent and the number of employed grew by just 
6.46 percent.

�e growth in licensing is partly attributable to the inherent 
tendency of statutory law to expand rather than contract. It is 
far easier to add a new requirement to the legal code than to 
remove an existing one, due to the in�uence of interest groups 
that advocate for special protections and are willing to spend 
money or e�ort to maintain those protections once they are in 
place. For this reason, once a profession becomes licensed, it 
is likely to remain so regardless of any external justi�cation for 
the law.

Criminal records and licensing
One aspect of professional licensing most in need of reform is 
the treatment of those who have been convicted of felonies or 
misdemeanors. Very often, people who have paid their debt to 

Stay-at-home mom just wanted to do nails for extra cash
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What do you need to know to be 
a massage therapist? That, it 

seems, is a never-ending question.
   For Sara Cerwin, it’s a 24-month 
chase for training hours that begins all 
over again once she’s met her state re-
quirements for continuing education.
   Cerwin, who has happily worked as 
a massage therapist since 2006, has 
never had a problem with her licens-

ing. It’s the continuing education that’s 
been a speed bump in her career.
   Cerwin works at the Knick Salon and 
Spa in Milwaukee, and she got into 
the field because she was sure of a few 
things. She didn’t think a conventional 
college degree was for her — the grind 
of academics that would lead to the 
grind of life in an office. At least that’s 
how she saw it.
   “I didn’t want to be stuck in a cubi-
cle for the rest of my life,” she says.
   “I wanted to have a skilled trade that 
I could do pretty much for the rest of 
my life. It wasn’t for the money. It was 
more to help people. I like making 
people feel better.”
   Besides, she says, “I figured I’ve got 
to do something with my life.”
   Then a friend went to massage 
school. Cerwin liked that idea a lot, so 
she did, too.
   She enrolled at Lakeside School 
of Massage Therapy in Brookfield, 
graduating in 2004 after nine months 

of study with a certificate as a massage 
therapist and a $7,000 student loan.
   Though she’d work in a spa, she 
bought a massage table — just in 
case. That cost $800.  She had to take 
a national test through the National 
Certification Board for Therapeutic 
Massage and Bodywork before being 
able to take the state test. That was 
$400. The state test cost $110.
   When she learned that Lakeside 
was offering an associate’s degree, 
she went back and got it, for another 
$8,000. “I wanted to be one of the 
first people in Wisconsin to have an 
associate’s degree in massage therapy, 
and besides, I like Lakeside a lot,” she 
says. “I thought, ‘Yeah. I want to be 
a better massage therapist — just to 
better myself.’ ”
Costly in dollars and time
   In the years since, Cerwin has never 
had a problem with her license. She’s 
always had it, and there have been no 
complaints against her.

By Jan Uebelherr

society from the perspective of the criminal justice system are 
nevertheless barred from obtaining gainful employment due 
to the restrictions imposed by professional licensing require-
ments.

Wisconsin is no exception when it comes to this practice. 
Section 440.12 of the state legal code speci�es that professional 
credentials shall be denied to anyone delinquent on tax pay-
ments or unemployment insurance contributions; persons 
convicted of a misdemeanor are barred from becoming secu-
rity guards; and no person who has patronized a prostitute is 
permitted to be obtain a license as a behavioral therapist or a 
midwife. One study sagely observed that “an ex-o�ender has a 
better chance of becoming an attorney than a security guard in 
Wisconsin.”17 �e negative impact a minor criminal conviction 
has on the career prospects of an African-American appears 

much greater than for their white counterparts, exacerbating a 
racial disparity that perpetuates the cycle of crime and unem-
ployment.

Another study demonstrates how such blanket bans can harm 
honest citizens, citing the case of a child-care worker, Sonja 
Blake, convicted of a crime due to a $294 error in her public as-
sistance receipts. She had neglected to report the value of gifts 
given to her by her boyfriend. �e error was quickly corrected, 
but the criminal conviction stood. Because of the conviction, 
Wisconsin law prohibited Blake from obtaining a license to 
work in child care, a prohibition potentially lasting her entire 
life, despite the fact that the conviction was extremely minor 
and in no way related to her competency to care for children.18

In a ranking of state e�orts to remove occupational licensing 

There’s the rub
Massage therapist finds continuing education requirements onerous
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   It’s the continuing education require-
ments that bug her. They’re costly in 
both dollars and time, an ever-present 
deadline.
   The state requires massage thera-
pists to put in 24 hours of continuing 
education every two years in order to 
renew their license, which carries a fee 
of $82.
     
    
      
         

   Finding those classes means tak-
ing time off of work — that’s often a 
weekend, the busiest time for Cerwin 
— and it means paying for the classes.
   “Most classes are one day, all day — 
so six to eight hours. And that’s three 
or four classes over the course of two 
years. Sometimes they’re over the 
weekend,” she says. “Usually they’re in 
Chicago.
   “And even if it’s online, you still have 

to find the time. And then, are you 
really paying attention, if you’re just 
trying to put in the hours?”
   Cerwin likes learning new things. 
She went back to school to get that 
associate’s degree, even though she 
didn’t have to. Last year, she took a 
class on cranial sacral therapy, a type 
of massage that regulates the pulse of 
spinal fluid. That one was in Brookfield, 
and she paid $300 for it — and lost 
time (and money) at work.
   “It’s a lot of pressure to find some-
thing that you want to educate 
yourself on (for the continuing educa-
tion requirement),” she says. “It’s like 
waiting for a comet to come around.”
   She also has to keep up the nation-
al license with continuing education 
credit, but she usually can apply the 
state hours to the national.
   As part of those 24 hours of continu-
ing education, she’s required to take 
two hours of ethics training.
   “It’s not once a month there’s an 
ethics class. Those classes only pop up 
maybe once a quarter,” she says. 
   “It’s difficult finding the ethics class 
you’re supposed to take.”
   And she has to wonder, “How often 
do ethics change in massage therapy?”

   CPR refresher training also is re-
quired, and it’s separate from those 24 
hours of continuing education.   
   “That’s $100 every two years,” she 
says. The costs and the hours of the 
continuing education requirements 
add up.
   Cerwin would like to see the state 
ease up on the hours required for 
renewing the license.
   “I’m not saying we don’t need to get 
some sort of continuing education, but 
it’s like, man. It’s a lot of pressure.”

Jan Uebelherr is a freelance editor and writer in 
Milwaukee.

barriers for felons, Wisconsin placed in the second-lowest of 
�ve tiers of progress, signifying “minimal” legal protection for 
ex-o�enders who wish to work in legitimate professions.

If the goal of the justice system is to reintroduce ex-inmates 
into society in hope that they will become productive workers 
and make positive contributions to their communities, rather 
than merely to punish, then it is clear that statutorily barring 
those with convictions from professional work of any sort is 
an unfortunate and counterproductive mistake.

How does Wisconsin compare to other states?
In assessing the state of professional licensing in one state, it is 
instructive to place its laws and regulations in the context of its 
neighbors. While an assessment of one state’s laws as relatively 

lenient does not preclude the possibility that they are absolutely 
onerous, determining the severity of the problem vis à vis the 
country at large can provide the political impetus for reform.

How, then, does Wisconsin stack up against other states?

Interestingly, the White House report on occupational licensure 
found that di�erences in the number of workers licensed across 
states has very little to do with the demographics of the states’ 
professions and everything to do with the legal framework for 
licensing.19 In other words, a state that licenses a large share of 
its workers appears to do so not because more of them work 
in medical or legal professions but because its laws governing 
licensing are stricter. �is means that simple legal reforms have 
the potential to substantially open up a state’s labor market.

“How often do 
ethics change in 

massage therapy?”
— Sara Cerwin
referring to required
continuing education
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Teacher labor markets are back in the news
It’s budget season in Wisconsin, and once again the governor’s 
proposed policies are in the news. One aspect of these policies in-
volves the teaching profession. �e Walker administration appears 
to be concerned about the slump in the number of young people 
seeking to become teachers. �e governor has proposed a lifetime 
teaching license, which would save teachers money and reduce 
the number of positions at the DPI that administer licensure.  

�e governor also has proposed a new Teacher Development 
Program for the University of Wisconsin and its Flexible Op-
tions program. �e idea is to �nd ways to help classroom 
aides — more commonly known as paraprofessionals — obtain 
teaching licenses. �is could include allowing paraprofessionals 
to obtain workforce development funds from Wisconsin Fast 
Forward, the state’s worker training grant program.

The Milwaukee Journal Sentinel in 2016 reported extensively on 
how the market for teachers has changed �ve years after the 
passage of Act 10. Journalists Dave Umhoefer and Sarah Hauer, 
pointed out, on the supply side, the decline in the number of 
college students entering teacher training programs around the 
state. On the demand side, they noted how the labor market for 
teachers has changed.  

Teacher market changes
�ere can be little doubt that the labor market for teachers 
is much freer than it was in the pre-Act 10 era. �is was an 
important conclusion from the reporting by the Journal Sen-
tinel and was reinforced by educators with whom we visited. 
Teachers operate more like free agents, moving from district to 
district, seeking higher pay and even bonuses. Signing bonuses 
often are o�ered to teachers who are certi�ed in areas with 

Executive Summary
The market for K-12 teachers is suddenly back in the news with 

Gov. Scott Walker and the Wisconsin Department of Public 
Instruction weighing in with proposals designed to address reports 
about teacher shortages and licensure. 

�ere can be little doubt that the labor market for teachers in 
Wisconsin is much freer than it was in the pre-Act 10 era. �is was 
one conclusion made in reports published in the Milwaukee Journal 
Sentinel and was reinforced by educators with whom we visited. 
Teachers today operate more like free agents, moving from district 
to district, seeking higher pay and even bonuses to teachers who 
are licensed in areas with high demand and limited supply.

However, not all has changed. On the demand side, many school 
districts are still hiring teachers based on something that looks a 
lot like the traditional salary schedule, where teacher compensa-
tion is based on years of experience, number of college courses and 
degrees.  

�e fundamental problem with traditional teacher compensation 
is that it produces simultaneous shortages and surpluses of teach-
ers. �e salary schedule sets one salary for a generic teacher — as if 
all teachers had the same marketable skills and therefore the same 
forgone opportunities. 

A salary schedule is essentially a set of too-high or too-low price 
controls guaranteed to be insensitive to actual market condi-
tions. Everyone wants to talk about teacher shortages, but no one 

wants to talk about the damage done to individual lives and the 
ine�cient use of higher education resources that result from the 
production of teachers who can’t �nd teaching jobs.

�ings are not much changed on the supply side. To become a 
teacher in Wisconsin, one has to comply with the provisions of a 
set of DPI licensure rules called PI 34. School leaders often com-
plain that PI 34 imposes an overwhelming regulatory system. Many 
smart college students and highly trained professionals contem-
plating career changes are deterred from entering the teaching 
profession due to these requirements. �e DPI, by establishing the 
Leadership Group on School Sta�ng Challenges, seems for the �rst 
time to be hinting that reforms are necessary.

We address two key issues: the demand for K-12 teachers by Wis-
consin school districts, and the supply of K-12 teachers as governed 
by the state’s licensure process and administered by schools of 
education at Wisconsin colleges and universities.

Our recommendations: On the demand side, we propose �ne-tun-
ing salary scales so they re�ect the reality of multiple teacher labor 
markets. On the supply side, we propose that the Legislature repeal 
and replace PI 34; allow teachers certi�ed in other states to be 
granted a Wisconsin teaching license with a minimum of hassle; al-
low districts to develop their own teacher licensure programs; and 
authorize existing charter schools to make hiring decisions based 
solely on judgments about candidates’ background and ability to 
teach. 
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high demand and limited supply, such as advanced mathematics, 
science and special education.

�is more �uid labor market has been unleashed due to the 
diminished value placed upon seniority as teachers unions have 
lost power. �ese changes have challenged rural and less a�uent 
districts, which are �nding it di�cult to retain their best teachers 
in this more competitive environment.  

�e use of the old step and lane salary schedule has diminished. 
Most districts have eliminated seniority as the primary driver when 
reducing sta�.  School districts have much more freedom to imple-
ment merit pay and performance-based compensation systems.  

But much of the old system remains
It would be hard to imagine that all of Wisconsin’s 424 schools 
districts would make identical changes in how teachers are com-
pensated in the wake of Act 10. We reviewed employee handbooks 
prepared by Wisconsin’s top 20 school districts by enrollment after 
the changes that Act 10 brought to the market. Several have retained 
what appears to us as traditional salary schedules.

Racine Uni�ed School District, for example, is the �fth-largest 
district in Wisconsin. Its 2016-’17 Teacher Salary Schedule has 12 
steps and eight lanes. �e lanes are based on earning university or 
college credits beyond the bachelor’s degree. Lane VIIA includes a 
raise for teachers who earn a National Board Teacher Certi�cation 
(NBTC). Otherwise, it looks like a standard teacher salary schedule. 

�ere have been changes in the way teachers are compensated 
after Act 10, according to our review. Some districts now o�er 
bonuses based on performance (Milwaukee Public Schools, for 
example) or to recruit teachers in high-demand certi�cation areas 
(Racine Uni�ed, for example). Others make it clear that newly hired 
teachers may be placed within the salary schedule at a compen-
sation level that exceeds what their years of service would have 
speci�ed (Beloit, for example). 

None of these market-oriented strategies occurred before Act 10, 
when unions played a much stronger role. Nonetheless, it is inter-
esting to note that nearly every district from which we could obtain 
an employee handbook still uses something that looks like the 
well-known salary schedule to compensate their teachers.  

Damage from traditional pay schedules
For decades, K-12 teaching has most often been regarded as one 
labor market — a market for a generic teacher. In fact, the teach-
er labor market, if allowed to fully �ourish, would involve school 
districts competing in a dozen or more labor markets. A person 
trained as a physics teacher, for example, has more job options 
in the private or nonpro�t sectors than a person trained as an 

elementary school teacher. 

Similarly, teachers of Spanish, physics, mathematics and chem-
istry are often in short supply as are technology teachers, science 
teachers and speech pathology teachers. Teachers of English, social 
studies, elementary education and early childhood education, 
however, are much more abundant. 

�e traditional teacher salary produces simultaneous shortages 
and surpluses of teachers — a remarkable feat. �e salary schedule 
sets one salary for a generic teacher — as if all teachers had the 
same marketable skills and therefore the same forgone oppor-
tunities. A salary schedule is essentially a set of too-high or too-
low price controls guaranteed to be insensitive to actual market 
conditions.

Here is an example: For early childhood teachers, the speci�ed 
salary acts as a price �oor. In other words, the salary speci�ed 
in the schedule for early childhood teachers is actually set above 
what the market price would be for a person o�ering these 
skills. At this level, the speci�ed salary serves as an incentive 
to attract more people into the �eld than there are positions 
available. �e result, of course, is a surplus of early childhood 
teachers.

�e speci�ed salary for teachers is, simultaneously, a cause of the 
teacher shortages. Here is an example: For technology teachers, the 
speci�ed salary acts as a price ceiling. In other words, the salary 
for technology teachers is actually set below the market price for a 
person with these skills. �is speci�ed salary serves as a disincen-
tive to technology teachers. It discourages people from entering the 
�eld — or for those in the �eld to seek alternative employment op-
portunities outside of K-12 education — because they have better 
options in other labor markets. �e result, of course, is a shortage 
of technology teachers.

�e most recent report the DPI published on supply and demand 
was in 2008, before Act 10. Teacher surpluses were reported in such 
areas as early childhood/kindergarten, elementary, social studies 
and physical education. But, apparently no one wants to talk about 
the damage that surpluses do to the teacher labor markets and to 
prospective teachers who are misled by misinformation provided 
by a malfunctioning market and wind up wasting time and money 
seeking jobs where few exist. And then there are the wasted higher 
education resources devoted to training teachers in surplus �elds 
who will never be able to �nd a teaching job.

Wisconsin’s failing licensure process
Now, let’s shift gears and turn to the supply side of the teacher labor 
market. To become a teacher in Wisconsin, one has to comply with 
the provisions of a set of DPI licensure rules called PI 34.
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Seventeen years after its implementation, PI 34 has yet to earn 
national respect. According to the National Council on Teacher 
Quality (NCTQ), Wisconsin is going backwards. In its 2015 State 
Teacher Policy Yearbook, Wisconsin received an overall grade of D:

• C-minus in turning out well-prepared teachers
• D-minus in expanding the teacher pool
• D-minus in identifying e�ective teachers
• D-plus in retaining e�ective teachers
• D-minus in exiting ine�ective teachers

Wisconsin earned a D-plus in 2013 and a D in 2011 and 2009. 

However, there was some good news in the 2016 report. �e NCTQ 
noted that Wisconsin has four top-ranked elementary education 
teacher preparation programs. �ese programs clocked in above the 
90th percentile in a national ranking of 2,500 programs. �ey are:

• Carroll University 
• UW-Eau Claire  
• UW-Madison
• UW-Platteville

How does Wisconsin license teachers? In one way or another, 
anyone who wishes to become a licensed teacher in Wisconsin 
has to take steps to comply with PI 34. At the top of its webpage on 
teacher licensure, the DPI proudly proclaims:

Pursuant to Wis. Stat. 118.19, “any person seeking to teach in a public 
school, including a charter school, or in a school or institution operat-
ed by a county or the state shall first procure a license or permit” from 
the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction.

�at means surviving a system that includes 26 pages of rules 
and 13 subchapters with a total of 884 separate code points and 
sub-points. When PI 34 was approved in 2000, the education 
establishment buzz was that this grand new scheme would elevate 
Wisconsin’s teaching profession. We seriously doubt that anyone in 
the industry believes that today.

 In 2011, we wrote an extensive report on PI 34 for the Wisconsin 
Policy Research Institute, “Teacher Licensure in Wisconsin: Who is 
Protected? Parents or the Education Establishment?” Our criti-
cisms at the time included the following:

• PI 34 imposes an overwhelming regulatory system — dwarf-
ing, for example, the regulatory system governing licensure for 
medical doctors.

• PI 34 sets up high barriers (a single, proprietary avenue) for 
entrance into teaching. It makes licensure conditional on comple-
tion of approved training programs requiring, normally, at least 
two years of full-time enrollment in education coursework. Many 
smart college students and highly trained professionals contem-

plating career changes are deterred by these requirements.

• PI 34 has no built-in measures for linking teacher licensure 
to teacher competence. Wisconsin has no evidence that any 
incompetent teacher has ever been denied licensure renewal. 

While PI 34 itself has changed little, there have been changes in the 
teacher licensure process. �e testing process has been expanded 
and made more rigorous, including the addition of the Wisconsin 
Foundation of Reading Test for elementary, reading and special 
education teachers. Also, there are nearly 10 alternative licensure 
programs in the state, including three that involve programs done 
in cooperation with CESA 1, 6 and 7. But remember, all such pro-
grams must �nd a way to comply with PI 34.

Some school districts are complaining about the di�culty of attract-
ing good teachers. A report by the Public Policy Forum shows the 
state lost 2.4 percent of its teachers between 2010 and 2014. �e same 
report found that while more teachers were leaving the profession, the 
state’s teacher training programs produced 7 percent fewer graduates 
in 2014 compared to 2010. �e report also found a nearly 28 percent 
drop in students entering those programs over the same period.    

But it is wise to be cautious when reporting on teacher shortages. 
As already pointed out, Wisconsin for years has had a bipolar mar-
ket for teachers, where schools of education routinely produced 
too many teachers in some �elds, such as elementary education, 
and not nearly enough in others, such as mathematics and science.   

In response to concerns about teacher shortages, the DPI established 
the Leadership Group on School Sta�ng Challenges. �e group is 
recommending modi�cations of PI 34 including the following:

• Consolidating the licensure grade spans from the current �ve 
to two: PK-9 and PK-12.

• Adding a Permit Holder level of certi�cation for individuals 
without education training who have a temporary, limited 
permit — say, as a substitute teacher — without having to 
enroll in a state licensure program.

• Adding a License with Stipulations level that would be 
intended for interns, residents, emergency license holders, 
Teach For America candidates and others who are eligible to 
serve as teachers of record in a school on a temporary basis.

• Allowing for new or enhanced residency and internship 
experiences and residents for students who are not yet fully 
licensed.

• Granting automatic license reciprocity for candidates 
prepared out of state who successfully pass the edTPA and 
considering license reciprocity of military spouses. (�e edT-
PA is a test developed by Stanford University faculty and sta� 
at the Stanford Center for Assessment, Learning and Equity.)



Altogether, several of the recommendations of the Leadership Group, 
especially those involving expanding internships, adding permit 
holder and license with stipulation level, and expanding reciprocity 
may provide marginal improvement with the supply problem.

Gov. Walker also has weighed in. He has recommended providing 
lifetime licenses as a way to address teacher shortages. �is strikes 
us as an insu�cient incentive. Providing a subsidy for teacher aides 
to become teachers is a not strong idea, either. We need a system 
that will attract the best and the brightest to teaching. At best, these 
are Band-Aid solutions. While the governor may be thinking boldly 
these days in addressing issues such as welfare reform, he is far less 
engaged in new ideas to reform the labor market for teachers.

What would a free teacher labor market look like?
Higher education faces many challenges. However, nearly all of 
Wisconsin’s four-year colleges and universities compete in a free 
market for instructors. �e market for history professors speci�es 
lower compensation than the market for professors who train 
medical doctors or engineers. 

�e opportunity cost (the next best choice) of a history professor 
might be working as a researcher or a manager of a collection in a 
history museum. �e opportunity cost of a professor of medicine is 
a lucrative private medical practice, while an engineering profes-
sor has many employment opportunities outside of the academy. 
Clearly, if these two markets were treated the same, as they would 
be with a traditional salary schedule, we would have a surplus of 
history professors and a severe shortage of professors of medicine 
and engineering.

We suggest that the market for K-12 teachers is little di�erent. At 
the middle and high school levels, for example, there should be 
separate salary scales for teachers of art, business, English, En-
glish as a second language, foreign language, mathematics, music, 
physical education, science, special education, social studies and 
technology. In fact, at the high school level, even this is too broad. 
�e market for a chemistry teacher is di�erent than the market for 
a biology teacher. �e market for a history teacher is di�erent than 
the market for an economics teacher.  

A similar picture emerges at the lower grades. At the elementary lev-
el, there should be separate salary schedules to distinguish between 
preschool, primary grade and intermediate grade teachers. �ere 
also should be di�erent pay for specialists, such as foreign language, 
music and art teachers. School districts need to pay market rates for 
teachers in each or some combination of these categories.  

We acknowledge that it will take some time for Wisconsin’s teacher 
labor market to adjust to a more fully �exible system. It is di�cult 
— and perhaps unfair — to quickly adjust some long-term teachers’ 
salaries down, in accordance with the marketability of their skills. 
Further, school district budgets cannot support higher pay for 
high-demand areas before these salary decreases come into e�ect.  

Will more competition destroy teacher morale? Not once many 
of the teachers accustomed to the pre-Act 10 environment have 
retired or left the profession. Teachers who successfully compete 
in this market will know their success is due to their own e�orts 
and skill. Overall, as competition increases, local communities will 
return to respecting the teaching corps, knowing each individual 
has earned his or her success. Moreover, why is teacher morale a 
primary public policy concern? �e job of a school district is to �nd 
the best and the brightest to teach Wisconsin’s young people.

Will there be an “arms race” to �nd the best teachers? Some we 
spoke with believe there already is. Economic theory and experi-
ence suggest that competition brings out the best in people. If this 
means that districts will need to be more competitive to recruit 
good talent, then let the arms race begin.

However, we do live in the real world. One the one hand, for 
districts with tight budgets and declining enrollments, competi-
tion for the best teachers comes at high costs. On the other hand, 
�ne-tuning and adding multiple salary scales to better match the 
market may lead to some savings. For example, in 2015, Mil-
waukee Public Schools was paying a generic beginning teacher 
$41,200. Now, let’s imagine that a nearby suburb is o�ering a 
generic beginning teacher $51,000.  Almost certainly, the sub-
urban district is overpaying some of its beginning teachers and 
underpaying others. 

Demand side: More, not less, competition 
• We recognize that many school budgets are tight, but school 
districts need to do a better job of competing for the best and 
the brightest teachers. At the least, this means �ne-tuning salary 
scales so they re�ect the reality of multiple teacher labor markets.

Supply side: Deregulation of teacher licensure 
• We propose that the Legislature repeal and replace PI 34. �e 
current teacher licensure rules o�er no assurance that licensed 
teachers could motivate, teach or relate to students. PI 34 
presents a high barrier for entrance that deters talented college 
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