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Becoming a licensed attorney is a significant achievement, but passing the bar exam is only
one part of the process required to legally practice law in a specific state. Each jurisdiction
has additional requirements and steps that aspiring lawyers must complete beyond the bar
exam. These procedures ensure that attorneys are competent, ethical, and prepared to
serve clients effectively within their state’s legal framework. If you're considering a legal
career or are already practicing, understanding these requirements is essential to
maintaining your license and practicing law legally and ethically in your state. This
comprehensive guide explores the various steps attorneys must undertake in each state
beyond passing the bar exam, focusing on establishment, licensing, and ongoing
professional responsibilities.

Understanding State-Specific Requirements for
Attorneys

While the American Bar Association (ABA) sets broad standards for legal education and
ethical practice, each state has its own regulatory authority that oversees the licensing and
conduct of attorneys. These state-specific agencies ensure that lawyers meet local
standards, adhere to ethical rules, and maintain competence throughout their careers.

The key elements attorneys must complete after passing the bar exam include:

- Application for admission to the state bar

- Character and fitness evaluation

- Swearing-in or oath ceremony

- Establishment of legal practice or employment

- Continuing legal education (CLE)

- Maintaining good standing and compliance with ethical standards

Establishing Legal Practice in Your State



1. Filing an Application for Admission

Once an applicant has successfully passed the bar exam, the next step is to submit a
formal application for admission to the state bar. This application typically includes:

- Personal information and background details

- Academic transcripts

- Evidence of graduation from an accredited law school
- Details of any legal employment or internships

- Disclosure of criminal history or disciplinary actions

The application process varies by state but generally involves a detailed review to ensure
the applicant is qualified to practice law.

2. Undergoing Character and Fitness Evaluation

A critical part of the admission process is a character and fitness evaluation. State bar
authorities assess whether applicants possess the moral character and ethical standards
necessary for the legal profession. This process may include:

- Background checks

- Interviews

- Disclosure of prior legal or ethical violations

- Review of financial history, including debts and bankruptcy

The purpose is to protect the public by ensuring that only individuals of trustworthy
character are permitted to practice law.

3. Passing the Moral Character Examination or
Interview

Some states require applicants to undergo a moral character interview or examination,
which involves a thorough review of the applicant’s background. This step helps determine
suitability for legal practice and can be a gatekeeper for those with past misconduct.

Swearing-In and Establishment of Practice

1. Attending the Oath of Admission Ceremony

After successful application review, applicants are typically invited to a formal swearing-in



or admission ceremony, where they take the oath of office. This oath affirms commitment
to uphold the laws, ethical standards, and responsibilities of the legal profession.

2. Registration with the State Bar

Post swearing-in, attorneys must register with the state bar or licensing authority. This
registration includes:

- Paying initial licensing fees
- Obtaining an attorney identification number

- Submitting contact and practice location information

Registration formalizes the attorney’s status as a licensed legal professional in the state.

3. Establishing a Legal Practice or Employment

Once admitted, attorneys can establish their practice by:

- Opening a solo law practice

- Joining a law firm

- Working as in-house counsel for corporations

- Serving as a government attorney or public defender

Each route may have specific registration requirements or licensing procedures, especially
for law firms or agencies.

Continuing Legal Education (CLE) and Ongoing
Requirements

Maintaining an active license involves ongoing compliance with state-specific CLE
requirements designed to ensure attorneys stay current with legal developments and
ethical standards.

1. CLE Requirements

Most states mandate a certain number of CLE hours annually or biennially. These
requirements often include:

- A mix of general legal education and ethics courses
- Accredited CLE providers approved by the state bar



- Reporting and record-keeping obligations

Failing to meet CLE requirements can result in license suspension or loss of good standing.

2. Reporting and Payment of Bar Dues

Attorneys must regularly pay bar dues and fees to maintain their license. These fees
support the regulation of the legal profession, legal aid programs, and bar association
activities.

3. Maintaining Good Standing

Good standing status requires attorneys to:

- Comply with all CLE requirements

- Pay bar dues timely

- Adhere to ethical rules and professional conduct standards
- Report any disciplinary actions or legal issues

Failure to do so can lead to suspension or disbarment.

Discipline and Ethical Compliance

Attorneys are subject to ongoing oversight by their state bar associations, which enforce
ethical standards through disciplinary procedures. Besides initial licensing steps, attorneys
must:

- Understand and follow the state’s Rules of Professional Conduct
- Report any conflicts of interest or misconduct

- Cooperate with disciplinary investigations

- Respond to complaints from clients or the public

Violations can result in sanctions ranging from reprimands to disbarment.

Special Considerations for Out-of-State Attorneys

Attorneys licensed in one state often seek admission to practice in others through
mechanisms like:



- Admission on motion (reciprocity)
- Multijurisdictional practice rules
- Pro hac vice (temporary practice for specific cases)

However, even out-of-state attorneys must often meet certain state-specific criteria, such
as registration or certification, before practicing law within that jurisdiction.

Conclusion

Passing the bar exam is just the beginning of an attorney’s journey to practicing law within
a state. Beyond that milestone, attorneys must complete a series of steps to establish their
practice legally and ethically, including submitting applications, undergoing character
evaluations, taking the oath, registering with the state bar, and fulfilling ongoing CLE and
ethical obligations. These procedures are designed to safeguard the public, uphold the
integrity of the legal profession, and ensure attorneys are well-equipped to serve their
clients responsibly.

By understanding and diligently completing these requirements, attorneys can maintain
their licensure, uphold professional standards, and foster trust within their communities.
Whether you are a new graduate or an experienced lawyer moving to a new jurisdiction,
knowing these steps is vital to continuing your legal practice successfully and compliantly
in your state.

Keywords: attorneys in each state, practice law, state bar requirements, legal licensing,
character and fitness, continuing legal education, ethical standards, bar admission process,
establishing legal practice

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary requirement attorneys must fulfill
in each state besides passing the bar exam?

Attorneys must establish good moral character and be officially admitted to the state's bar
association or licensing authority.

Why is establishing good moral character important for
attorneys in each state?

It ensures that attorneys uphold ethical standards and integrity, which are essential for
practicing law and maintaining public trust.



How do attorneys establish good moral character in a
new state?

They typically need to submit a character and fitness application, provide references, and
demonstrate adherence to ethical conduct during their legal career.

Are there any additional steps attorneys must take
after passing the bar to practice law in a new state?

Yes, attorneys often need to complete admission procedures such as submitting a formal
application, paying licensing fees, and possibly attending an admission ceremony.

Can attorneys practice law in multiple states without
establishing each time?

They can practice in multiple states if they become licensed in each one, which requires
satisfying each state's specific requirements, including establishing good moral character.

What role does the state's bar association play in the
process of establishing an attorney's ability to practice?

The bar association reviews applications for admission, assesses moral character, and
grants licensing to qualified attorneys.

Is establishing good moral character a one-time process
or ongoing?

While the initial establishment is a one-time process for admission, attorneys must continue
to uphold ethical standards throughout their practice to maintain their license.

What are common challenges attorneys face when
establishing good moral character in a new state?

Challenges include providing comprehensive background information, demonstrating
ethical behavior over time, and addressing any past legal or personal issues that may arise
during the review process.

Additional Resources

Attorneys In Each State Must Do This (Besides Passing The Bar) To Practice Law In That
State: Establishing Professional Foundations and Compliance

Practicing law in the United States involves more than just passing the bar exam. While
passing the bar is a critical milestone, attorneys must also undertake several other
essential steps to establish their legal practice and ensure compliance with state-specific
requirements. These foundational steps are designed to uphold the integrity of the legal



profession, protect client interests, and maintain public confidence in the justice system.
Below, we delve into the comprehensive process attorneys must follow in each state
beyond the bar exam to lawfully and effectively practice law.

Understanding the Core Requirements for Legal
Practice in Each State

Before an attorney can begin practicing law in a specific state, they must meet several
fundamental criteria. These include establishing their legal credentials, complying with
ethical standards, and often, engaging with state-specific licensing procedures.

Key Components:

- Admission to the State Bar: The primary step is admission to the state's bar association,
which often involves more than passing the bar exam.

- Character and Fitness Evaluation: Attorneys must demonstrate good moral character and
fitness to practice.

- Registration and Licensing: Formal registration with the state's licensing authority,
typically the state bar, is necessary.

- Continuing Legal Education (CLE): Most states require ongoing education to maintain
licensure.

Establishing Professional Credentials and
Registration

While passing the bar exam grants the initial license, legal practitioners must complete a
series of administrative and procedural steps to establish their legal standing.

1. Character and Fithess Assessment

Why It Matters:
This evaluation ensures that attorneys possess the integrity, honesty, and professionalism
necessary to serve clients and uphold the law.

Process:

- Submission of detailed applications covering educational background, employment
history, criminal record, financial history, and more.

- Background checks conducted by the state bar or licensing authority.

- Interviews or supplementary inquiries if concerns arise.



Key Considerations:
- Transparency is vital; omissions or misrepresentations can hinder licensure.
- Past misconduct or criminal activity may require waivers or additional scrutiny.

2. Application for Admission

Steps:

- Complete the state's official application form.

- Pay applicable fees.

- Submit supporting documents such as transcripts, law school diploma, and bar exam
results.

Timeline:
- The process can take several months, depending on the state's review procedures.

3. Swearing-In and Oath of Admission

Significance:
- A formal ceremony where new attorneys pledge to uphold the Constitution, abide by
ethical standards, and serve the public.

Requirements:
- Typically involves taking the Oath of Admission in a court or authorized venue.
- Some states allow virtual swearing-in, especially during extraordinary circumstances.

Compliance With State-Specific Ethical and
Practice Standards

Beyond initial licensure, attorneys must adhere to various state-specific rules governing
legal practice. This includes ethics codes, practice restrictions, and operational standards.

1. Adherence to the State's Rules of Professional
Conduct

Overview:

- Each state adopts a version of the American Bar Association (ABA) Model Rules of
Professional Conduct, sometimes with modifications.

- These rules cover client confidentiality, conflicts of interest, competence, communication,
and fee arrangements.



Implications:
- Violations can lead to disciplinary action, including suspension or disbarment.
- Attorneys must stay informed of any updates or amendments.

2. Registration and Reporting Requirements

Continuing Legal Education (CLE):
- Most states mandate CLE credits to maintain licensure.
- Topics often include ethics, substantive law updates, and practice management.

Annual or Biennial Registration:

- Attorneys may need to renew their registration periodically.

- Reporting on CLE completion, addressing disciplinary actions, or other compliance
matters.

3. Practice Restrictions and Specializations

Pro Hac Vice Admission:
- Attorneys licensed in other states may seek permission to appear in specific cases, but
must usually register or be admitted pro hac vice.

Limited Practice Areas:
- Some states restrict certain practice areas to attorneys with specialized credentials or
additional licensing.

Establishing a Law Practice in the State

Practicing law often involves more than personal licensure; establishing a professional
office or online presence is crucial.

1. Business Formation and Licensing

Legal Entity Formation:

- Decide on a business structure: sole proprietorship, partnership, LLC, or professional
corporation.

- Register the business with state authorities.

Tax ldentification and Licensing:
- Obtain necessary state and local business licenses.
- Register for state taxes if applicable.



2. Office and Operational Setup

Physical Office:
- Many states require a designated physical office address.
- Compliance with zoning, safety, and accessibility standards.

Virtual Practice:
- Increasingly common, but attorneys must ensure compliance with state rules regarding
virtual law practice and client confidentiality.

3. Technology and Data Security

- Implement secure communication channels.
- Use reliable practice management software.
- Maintain confidentiality and comply with data protection laws.

Engaging With the State Bar and Community

Active engagement with the state bar and local legal community helps attorneys establish
credibility, stay informed, and comply with ongoing requirements.

Activities Include:

- Joining local or specialty bar associations.

- Participating in bar-sponsored continuing education.
- Attending networking events and legal forums.

Maintaining and Renewing Licensure

Ongoing compliance ensures continued practice rights in the state.

Key Steps:

- Completing required CLE credits within specified timeframes.
- Renewing registration annually or biennially.

- Reporting any disciplinary actions or legal issues.

- Staying updated on changes in rules and statutes.



Special Considerations for Out-of-State and
Federal Practice

Attorneys licensed in one state may wish to practice in another through various pathways:

- Reciprocity Agreements: Some states offer reciprocity or admission on motion for
attorneys from certain jurisdictions.

- Pro Hac Vice: Temporary admission for specific cases.

- Federal Practice: Federal courts have their own admission processes, but attorneys often
need to be admitted pro hac vice or in the specific federal district.

Conclusion: Building a Law Practice That
Complies and Thrives

In summary, passing the bar exam is just the starting point for practicing law in any state.
Attorneys must undertake a comprehensive process to establish their professional
standing, adhere to ethical standards, comply with licensing and operational requirements,
and maintain their licensure through ongoing education and engagement. Each state's
unique rules and procedures necessitate diligent attention to detail and proactive
management to build a reputable, compliant, and successful legal practice. By doing so,
attorneys not only uphold the integrity of their profession but also serve their clients and
communities with competence and confidence.

Final Thoughts:

Successfully establishing your legal practice in a state involves understanding and
executing multiple layers of requirements beyond the bar exam. From character
assessments and licensure applications to ethical compliance and operational setup, each
step is integral to legally and ethically practicing law. Staying informed about evolving rules
and maintaining professional integrity are paramount for long-term success in the legal
profession.
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