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Law Schools Struggle To Find Themselves In Post-Recession Market
By Natalie Rodriguez

Law360 (September 12, 2018, 9:16 PM EDT) --

Students return to campus for the fall semester at Columbia University in New York City. (Annie Pancak | Law360)

Classes on blockchain and artificial intelligence. Crash courses in business and financial markets. Workshops role-playing real-world

problems.

These are just a few ways law schools are trying to prepare students for a job market that has been permanently transformed in the wake of the 2008 financial
crisis. While the recession's hit on law schools took a few years to unfold, experts say the impact 10 years on has been nothing short of revolutionary.
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Faced with a freefall in the number of students interested in law and growing scrutiny over the relatively meager employment opportunities for graduates, law
schools across the country have pivoted. Many have taken in fewer students and upended their curriculum to meet the demands of an industry that now more than
ever requires its newest entrants to hit the ground running.

The result has been a shift away from the more philosophical aspects of the law to an emphasis on hands-on training. At the same time, law schools are beginning
to regain their footing. After taking a nosedive starting in 2011, enrollment began inching back up in 2016, and the number of LSAT test-takers scoring 160 or
higher surged this year after a long post-crisis dip.

“I think the quality of legal education in America has never been better,” said Kellye Testy, president and CEO of the Law School Admission Council. “What’s the
saying? Let’s never waste a crisis.”

But the number of graduates still far outpaces available jobs, and employment figures for 2017 obscure the reality that today’s law school classes are smaller. While
it's true that the full-time legal employment rate ticked up to nearly 69 percent for the class of 2017, it's still well shy of 2007's 74 percent rate. In addition, the
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2007 class had nearly 8,600 more graduates than the 2017 class — meaning there were also more legal jobs at the time.

“There’s still just too many graduates for jobs and that problem is going to get worse,” said Kyle McEntee, founder of the nonprofit legal education watchdog Law
School Transparency.

Strategic Partners

At Northwestern University’s Pritzker School of Law in Chicago, one of the most popular elective courses is a four-day lab in the

middle of spring break, when students are plunked into a hypothetical war room to deal with a corporate transaction gone awry.

In a recent scenario, loosely based on a Verizon acquisition from a few years ago, information leaked through a hack threatens to kill the deal. Real experts
including general counsel and crisis communications professionals are brought in to offer their perspective, but it’s up to the students to figure out how to proceed.

In the first year, Pritzker offered 30 slots for the class, which ended up with a long waiting list. The school doubled the number of seats the following year, but that
class, too, filled up.

The program is one of several initiatives coming out of Pritzker’s Center for Practice Engagement and Innovation, which was created as part of its strategic planning
process after the recession and aims to figure out how the school can better prepare students for the legal sector.

Taking a design-oriented approach, the center gathers lawyers from all walks of the industry each year to brainstorm how the school can better prepare its students
to meet industry challenges. Ideas from each gathering usually end up in tweaks to the curriculum.

Pritzker also has a lab course where law students mingle with both business school and science, technology, engineering and mathematics students to better
understand the industries they may end up serving. And the school has a program where students spend an entire semester in San Francisco, taking both law and
business school classes, while externing at a Bay Area technology company.

“What is the single most important thing right now that our students need to be thoughtful about and develop skills around?” said James Lupo, director of the
center. “The answer is this unwieldy idea that they need to become strategic partners to clients sooner than they ever did.”

BigLaw U

Strategic. Entrepreneurial. Practice-ready. These are just a few of the attributes law firm leaders say they want in new graduates as

firms themselves — running lean in a post-crisis legal market — have less bandwidth to get new hires up to speed.

“I think our expectations of them as a law firm are different,” said Jeff Silvestri, managing partner of McDonald Carano, a small Nevada firm. “We expect them to be
able to develop clients and strategize with us.”

In the aftermath of the recession, some firms tried a new tack to get young lawyers business-ready. They partnered directly with law schools and business schools,
sending new associates to intensive training courses that functioned as mini-MBAs.

Milbank Tweed Hadley & McCloy LLP has partnered with Harvard Law School since 2011, sending its fourth-year associates to Boston for a one-week training in
business concepts, financial market education and leadership skills. The associates go back annually for three more years for continuing lessons.

Several law firms have since started similar partnerships, including one announced this June between Simpson Thacher Bartlett and Columbia Business School.
The firm’s incoming class of associates will spend eight days in its New York office learning about business concepts from Columbia professors and industry-specific
issues from Simpson Thacher partners and clients.

As law schools have pivoted to more hands-on training in recent years, Milbank has found its newest associates are coming in with more business knowledge, which
has allowed the firm to advance its program to higher-level concepts, said David Wolfson, the firm’s executive director.

“The bottom line is that we feel lawyers not only need to know legal concepts, but need to also have financing and accounting, strategy and marketing, and
leadership skills,” Wolfson said.

Identity Crisis

For a long time, law schools were too busy trying to keep their heads above water to fully respond to the market’s calls for more

business-savvy and practice-ready lawyers.

In 2010, 52,488 students enrolled in law school. The following year, that number fell to 47,557 — and kept falling. Most schools, however, tried to carry on with
business as usual. When, in 2012, the University of California Hastings College of the Law became the first law school to announce it would cut its admissions by 20
percent, the move was initially deemed radical by some in the legal education field. Several later followed suit after enrollment continued to worsen.
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Simone Bray, a University of Houston Law Center 2017 graduate, faced a challenging job market before deciding to hang her own shingle.

However, some schools instead tried to buoy their enrollment figures with under-qualified students. The percentage of law schools admitting students considered at
high risk for failure based on their LSAT scores increased to 33 percent in 2013, up from 15 percent in 2010 — and bar passage rates for graduates plummeted,
according to Law School Transparency data. Last year, the average score on the multistage bar exam reached its lowest level since 1972, the first year of the exam.

Several law schools folded of their own accord, and the American Bar Association, which oversees law schools, became more aggressive in its enforcement. In
June, the ABA pulled its accreditation from Arizona Summit Law, forcing its students to try to transfer to other schools just as a new school year was about to
commence.

Eventually, schools pulled back on admissions — overall, 1L enrollment has fallen 23.8 percent over the last 10 years — and rolled out reforms geared toward giving
students more hands-on experience. But whether this new focus on experiential learning is the right path for law schools is still cause for debate.

A 2016 study from the nonprofit Institute for the Advancement of the American Legal System offered a surprising conclusion. A survey answered by more than
24,000 lawyers asked to rate the importance of 147 legal skills, characteristics and competencies found that it is neither legal skills nor business acumen that best
predicts a lawyer’s success, but something more difficult to quantify.

Integrity, strong work ethic, common sense, and resilience were among the traits identified in the study. Now, the institute is working with law schools at
Northwestern, Columbia University, Seattle University and the University of Denver to tweak their programs and recruiting efforts to align with the study’s findings
and facilitate direct conversations with top employers for each school.

“What we’re trying to do is help law schools make sure they are teaching and identifying the skills they say are so important and also thinking about how to get
employers to have a broader set of hiring criteria,” said Allison Gerkman, a senior director with the institute.

One key focus will be determining how schools can better integrate the practical skills courses with a traditional law school curriculum, while also nurturing the
characteristics highlighted in the study.

At Seattle University, the law school has made it a priority to break down the barriers between those two approaches and make sure professors from the doctrinal
philosophy classes and those in the hands-on clinics communicate more and share a “common vocabulary,” said Annette Clark, dean of Seattle University’s law
school.

Doctrinal professors sit in on clinics and clinic professors audit legal writing courses. Law librarians are embedded in clinics so they can show students the
importance of research, and career services staff have taken a more active role in visiting with students.

But even with more collaboration, there is some concern that the move toward experiential learning is an overcorrection.

“There’s no question that there are faculty who question whether we are hitting the balance right,” said Clark.

Frank H. Wu, a Hastings professor who served as dean of the law school when it cut admissions, has another concern. In the post-recession legal world, law schools
still have failed to account for the growing gap between those doing corporate law and those doing so-called “people law,” representing regular individuals. 

“Legal education remains one size-fits-all or one tuition-fits-all,” Wu said.

Return on Investment

It’s not just law firms or other legal employers that are demanding change in legal education. Students themselves want to make

sure they are getting value for their degree, and often that translates into their job prospects after graduation.

Earlier this year, an AccessLex Institute survey found that among JD recipients with more than $100,000 in law school debt, only 42 percent strongly agreed that
they would go back and do it again. But experts say the latest enrollees have a finer understanding of the market that awaits them.
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Praatika Prasad, a third-year student at Fordham Law School, spent time as a paralegal to make sure she wanted to invest in a law degree. (Annie
Pancak | Law360)

“I’m noticing that with every new class we get post-2009,” said Lupo, from Northwestern’s Pritzker School of Law. “They are thoughtful about what value this
education has as an education, and also what opportunities lie beyond traditional tracks or within traditional tracks.”

It is still a tough job market. Despite some improvement in job rates, more than a quarter of 2017's graduates didn't find a full-time job that required a law degree.

Over the course of the past year and a half, Simone Bray, a University of Houston Law Center 2017 graduate, has gone from a clerk to a contract attorney to an
associate at a small personal injury firm to opening her own law office.

“There were jobs in the legal market — not a lot of jobs,” she said. “Most associate jobs want three years of experience. There’s not a lot of true first-year jobs
because it is such a big gap in what you learn in law school and what you do in your first year.”

Bray was proactive in law school about taking clinics and other classes that offered practical experience with writing briefs and arguing before a judge. But she still
didn’t know how to make a mediation powerpoint or call an insurance company to negotiate a settlement — tasks she found she needed to know, but most
employers weren’t willing to spend the time teaching her.

“Those things were not emphasized in law school,” she said. “You have to go out and do it yourself.”

Praatika Prasad, a third-year student at Fordham Law School in New York City, did not enter law school lightly. At the urging of family members, she took a few
years first to work as a paralegal to make sure a career in the law was what she truly wanted.

Now, she has an associate position lined up at Gibson Dunn & Crutcher LLP once she passes the bar, and is spending her final year in school on the law review
board.

“I wasn’t necessarily thinking about the recession when I started law school or when I was looking for jobs,” she said. “It wasn’t the biggest factor, but it was a
factor. My friends and I are still a little bit cautious, but we’re cautiously optimistic.”

Natalie Rodriguez is a feature reporter for Law360 who last wrote about attorney job satisfaction. Follow her on Twitter. Editing by Jocelyn Allison and Pamela
Wilkinson. 

Corrections:  An earlier version of this story incorrectly stated the Harvard University school working with  Milbank Tweed Hadley & McCloy LLP and the length of
the program. The errors have been corrected.
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