
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© Copyright 2008 
 

by 
 

Erik Davin Malmberg 
 
 

 



 

 
 

 
 
 

The Dissertation Committee for Erik Davin Malmberg 
certifies that this is the approved version of the following dissertation: 

 
 

FACTORS AFFECTING SUCCESS OF FIRST-YEAR HISPANIC STUDENTS 
 

ENROLLED IN A PUBLIC LAW SCHOOL 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Committee: 
 
____________________________________ 
Patricia A. Somers, Supervisor 
 
____________________________________ 
Julian Vasquez Heilig  
 
____________________________________ 
Norvell W. Northcutt 
 
____________________________________ 
Darlene Grant 
 
____________________________________ 
Stephen S. Janes 

 



 

 
 

FACTORS AFFECTING SUCCESS OF FIRST-YEAR HISPANIC STUDENTS 
 

ENROLLED IN A PUBLIC LAW SCHOOL 
 

by 
 

Erik Davin Malmberg, B.A., B.S., J.D. 
 
 
 
 
 

Dissertation 
 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of  
 

The University of Texas at Austin 
  

in Partial Fulfillment  
 

of the Requirements 
 

for the Degree of 
 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The University of Texas at Austin 
 

August 2008

 



 

DEDICATION 
 

 

To my parents, brother, and extended family who supported me through this process. 

 



 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

 

The author wishes to express his deepest gratitude to his supervisor Dr. Patricia Somers 

as well as Dr. Julian Heilig, Dr. Darlene Grant, Dr. Norvell Northcutt, and Mr. Stephen 

Janes, Esq. for their guidance, advice, criticism, encouragements and insights throughout 

the research.  

 

The author would also like to thank Dr. James Duncan, Dr. William Lasher, and the rest 

of the Higher Education Administration program faculty for their commitment to the 

personal, ethical, intellectual, and professional development and success of every student.  

 

This study would not have been possible without the incredible support from Dr. 

Margarita M. Arellano, Dr. Victoria Rodriguez, and Dr. John Dollard. They not only 

made it possible for the author to afford a doctoral education and complete this study, but 

they also shared their insights on higher education administrative and student issues.     

 

Finally the author would like to acknowledge the law students who participated in this 

study. They truly represent the future of American legal community. Their openness and 

willingness to share their experiences will help improve the law school experience for 

Hispanic students and inspire future generations to pursue their educational dreams. 

v 



 

FACTORS AFFECTING SUCCESS OF FIRST-YEAR HISPANIC STUDENTS 
 

ENROLLED IN A PUBLIC LAW SCHOOL 
 
 
 

Publication No. __________ 
 
 

Erik Davin Malmberg, Ph.D. 
The University of Texas at Austin, 2008 

 
 
 

Supervisor: Patricia A. Somers 
 

 

Most of today’s college students perceive higher education as the most critical 

element to their future success, quality of life, financial security, and general well-being. 

Consequently, more and more students entering colleges and universities choose to major 

in professional or pre-professional programs such as business, engineering, pre-med or 

pre-law. The majority of past research has concentrated on student attrition and retention 

in undergraduate education for the majority population. These studies have not enabled 

scholars to obtain a deeper understanding of the factors relating to minority populations – 

especially those from the Hispanic community. In addition, the majority of these studies 

have not provided an understanding of students’ progress and eventual success in legal 

education. The purpose of this study was to determine which variables from commonly 

accepted foundational theories on higher education retention, attrition, and student 

development are applicable to the first-year experiences of Hispanic students enrolled in 

a Juris Doctorate Program at an accredited law school at a public institution who are the 

first in their family to attend. Using both a survey instrument and narrative interviews, the 
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study revealed that first-generation Hispanic students are disadvantaged compared to 

their peers when it came to understanding important law school financial, cultural, and 

academic issues. While family support, faculty relationships, law school study/support 

groups, academic mentoring, and academic advising positively influenced first-year 

progress; the respondents’ cultural identity and race negatively impacted faculty and peer 

interactions both in and out of the classroom. The lack of need-based financial aid, higher 

tuition costs associated with legal education, tuition deregulation, increased debt from 

borrowing, and poor information about financial assistance all negatively affected their 

success. The negative effects of stress and anxiety permeated numerous first-year 

experiences including law school orientation, law school classes, final exams, grades, and 

figuring out how to pay for school. These results should help key stakeholders associated 

including faculty and administrators to better understand minority student issues and the 

impact of stereotype threats specific to the legal education context in an effort to reduce 

first-year attrition rates and improve minority access to the legal profession.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there are more than 37.4 million Hispanics 

in the United States comprising 13.3 percent of the total population. “Among the 

Hispanic population, two-thirds (66.9 percent) were of Mexican origin, 14.3 percent were 

Central and South American, 8.6 percent were Puerto Rican, 3.7 percent were Cuban, and 

the remaining 6.5 percent were of other Hispanic origins” (Ramirez & de la Cruz, 2003, 

p. 2). Seventy-nine percent of the Hispanic population lives in the western region (44.2%) 

or southern region (34.8%) of the United States. Data indicates that Hispanics are much 

more likely to be undereducated, unemployed, live below the poverty level, and work in 

service occupations compared to non-Hispanic Whites. Studies have consistently found 

that completion of formal education has a significant positive association with earnings, 

status attainment, improved occupational status, and intergeneration educational 

aspirations (Jencks & Riesman, 1968; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Sewell & Hauser, 

1975).  

According to Roberto Ramirez and Patricia de la Cruz of the U.S. Census Bureau 

(2003), more than one-quarter of the Hispanic population has less than a high school 

education. “Nearly 50 percent of Hispanics 25 years old and over had a high school 

degree compared to over 77 percent for non-Hispanics” (Saez, 2000, p.269). Two years 

later, high school educational attainment for Hispanics twenty-five years old and over 

rose to fifty-seven percent compared to eighty-eight percent for non-Hispanic Whites 
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(Ramirez & de la Cruz, p. 4). The U.S. Census Bureau also found that only eleven 

percent of the Hispanic population holds a bachelor’s degree greatly decreasing their 

chances for raising their median income, improving occupational choices, or obtaining 

graduate and professional degrees. “Social mobility, as defined by changes in 

occupational status and income, is inextricably linked to postsecondary education in 

modern American society” (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, p. 369). Consequently, there is 

a great deal of emphasis being placed on minority participation in higher education. 

The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that a person with a high school diploma can 

expect to earn an average annual income of $27,915 when compared to $18,734 for a 

person without a high school diploma (Bergman, 2005, p. 1). Average annual salary 

increases substantially with the completion of a postsecondary degree – $51,206 for a 

bachelor’s degree and $74,602 for an advanced degree (Bergman, p. 1). The significance 

of these numbers is not lost on higher education policymakers and scholars who spend a 

great deal of time trying to determine how to increase Hispanic participation in 

postsecondary educational opportunities. In addition, state legislatures and higher 

education leaders especially in the south and west are concerned the impact of a rapidly 

increasing but largely undereducated Hispanic population on the state and regional 

economy (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2000).  

Most of today’s college students perceive higher education as the most critical 

element to their future success, quality of life, financial security, and general well-being 

(Bowen, 1980). Unfortunately, students now believe that their future will be one of great 

uncertainty in which they will have many careers (Schleef, 2000). With increasing 

numbers of individuals entering postsecondary education, students are feeling the need to 
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obtain advanced degrees to improve social status, increase salary potential, and remain 

competitive in a globalized economy. More and more students entering colleges and 

universities are choosing to major in professional or pre-professional programs such as 

business, engineering, pre-med or pre-law. 

Many regard the United States as one of the best providers of graduate and 

professional education in the world (Clark, 1987; DeAngelis, 1998). From the founding 

of Johns Hopkins University, the number of doctoral degrees has “practically doubled 

every decade until the late 1950s, tripled during the post-Sputnik era, reached a historical 

peak (of 33,755) in 1973, stabilized until 1986, and climbed steadily after 1986 until the 

present” (Nerad, 1997, p. vii). In the fall of 1994, “almost 1.2 million graduate students 

were enrolled in American universities” (Nerad, p. vii). There were approximately 2.7 

million students enrolled in graduate and first-professional schools during the 1999-2000 

academic year (Choy & Geis, 2002) with 132,276 of those enrolled in law school 

(American Bar Association Section of Legal Education and Admission to the Bar, 2004). 

In recent years, the graduate student population has become increasingly diverse. “More 

women, minority students, international students, and older re-entry student are enrolled 

in graduate study” (Nerad, 1997, p. xi). These students bring their own identities and a 

strong desire for curriculum and campus programs that speak to their experiences and 

backgrounds. Nevertheless, minority participation in graduate and professional schools 

still lags behind the majority (i.e., White) students (Brown, 1987; Clewell & Joy, 1988; 

Wilder, 2003). 

Additionally, the literature suggests that graduate and professional student 

attrition is alarmingly high especially among minority students (Tinto, 1993; Rhode, 
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1999; Sampson & Boyer, 2001). DeAngelis (1998) approximates that “only 50% of 

doctoral and first-professional students will complete their degree programs” (p. 1). 

While a great deal of literature is being written on undergraduate Hispanic persistence 

and attrition, only a small amount of research has been completed concerning minority 

student experiences, attitudes, and behaviors while attending graduate or professional 

schools. In fact, Tinto (1993) points out that “research on graduate attrition has not been 

guided either by a comprehensive model or theory of graduate persistence or by the 

methodological strategies that have been successfully employed in the study of 

undergraduate persistence” (p. 231).  

One specific field of postgraduate study that lacks sufficient empirical research on 

persistence and attrition is legal education (C. deJourna, personal communication, March 

16, 2005). The study of minority persistence in the law school setting is particularly 

salient when one considers that in 2006 the average starting salary for lawyers six months 

out of law school was $62,000 (National Association for Law Placement, 2008), and the 

median annual earnings of all lawyers in 2006 was $102,470 (U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2008). While law school admissions have nearly tripled since 1963, Hispanic 

enrollment in legal education still lags behind Whites and African Americans (American 

Bar Association Section of Legal Education and Admission to the Bar, 2004). According 

to Wilder (2003), approximately 8.3% of the law school applicant pool was Hispanic but 

only 54% were admitted to ABA-approved law schools, or 6.7% of the total admitted 

pool (p. 18).  

Law schools are being criticized for admission standards that place heavy 

emphasis on standardized test scores and undergraduate grades to the detriment of 

 4



 

minority applicants (Reynoso & Amron, 2002). Hispanic students have significantly 

lower LSAT scores and undergraduate GPAs compared to White applicants (Wilder, 

2003). There is also increasing concern about the ability of minority law students to 

complete the first year, graduate, pass the bar exam, and ultimately obtain legal 

employment. “Law student attrition is significantly higher among minority students, 

especially in the first year” (Reynoso & Amron, 2002, p. 496-497). The Law School 

Admissions Council (2008a) also noted that “[n]o single minority group in the United 

States accounts for more than 4% of the lawyers in the United States” (¶ 1).  

Most research on law students and law student persistence comes from anecdotal 

or impressionistic pieces written by law professors or practicing attorneys (Iijima, 1998; 

Krieger, 2002). The application of existing persistence models on graduate and 

professional students has not been widely explored (Girves & Wemmerus, 1988). In 

addition, “data about persistence in law school are difficult to come by and often must be 

inferred by juxtaposing information from different sources” (Wilder, 2003, p. 20). The 

reality is that very little literature exists to explain the effect of law school on minority 

student satisfaction or success (DeAngelis, 1998).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine which variables from commonly 

accepted foundational theories on higher education retention, attrition, and student 

development are applicable to the first-year experiences of first-generation, Hispanic 

students enrolled in a typical Juris Doctorate Program at a public research institution.  
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Research Question and Subquestions 

The main research question focused on what Hispanic candidates of a Juris 

Doctorate Program, selected for this study, perceived as factors affecting successful 

completion of their first year of law school. The study also sought to answer the 

following subquestions:  

1. What were the pre-matriculation factors that may have influenced or affected the 

progress of these first-year law students?  

2. What were the program factors that may have influenced or affected the progress 

of these first-year law students? 

3. What were the financial factors that may have influenced or affected the progress 

of these first-year law students? 

4. What were the personal factors that may have influenced or affected the progress 

of these first-year law students? 

The factors affecting successful completion of the first year of law school were 

determined by analyzing student responses from face-to-face interviews, pertaining to 

their experiences in the Juris Doctorate program.   

Limitations and Delimitations  

Participation in the study was limited to first-generation, first-year, full-time 

students pursuing a Juris Doctorate degree. This group was further limited to Hispanic 

students enrolled at a accredited law school at a public institution who started classes in 

fall 2004 or 2005, completed their first year, and reenrolled for the third semester. 

Homogenous sampling was performed to yield ten participants, five second-year and five 

third-year students, who reported themselves as Hispanic on their admissions 
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applications. The use of purposive sampling procedures in this project may affect the 

generalizability of study findings to all aspects of legal education. Information was 

collected from two one-hour interviews designed to gather information on what affected 

the success, satisfaction, and achievement of the students during the first year. 

 The following assumptions were made in conducting this study: 

1. The university and the law school maintained accurate records.  

2. Law school admissions applications accurately reflected the true ethnicity of 

applicants.   

3. Attendance during the first year of law school demonstrated a strong commitment 

to complete the required curriculum and attain the Juris Doctorate degree.  

4. Participants were exposed to similar environmental conditions and program 

requirements during the first year of law school.  

5. Interviewing the participants for data collection purposes provided a more 

comprehensive method for understanding and focusing on the student experiences 

than would have been possible through written survey instruments alone.  

6. Participants adhered to the ethical obligations specified in the law school’s 

student code of conduct, and therefore respond honestly, openly, and truthfully 

during the interview process.  

Definition of Terms 

ABA: “American Bar Association” is the largest professional association for attorneys in 

the United States. The U.S. Department of Education has authorized the ABA’s Section 

of Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar the sole responsible for the accreditation 
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of law schools (American Bar Association Section of Legal Education and Admissions to 

the Bar, 2003; Walsh, 2001).  

Attrition: The voluntary or involuntary discontinuance of a student’s participation in the 

degree program prior to completion.   

Completer: A person who has completed all requirements for the doctoral degree and has 

been awarded the degree.  

Course Completion: Student’s completion of all Juris Doctorate course requirements.  

First-generation: A student enrolled in law school whose parents, grandparents, aunts, 

uncles, brothers, or sisters have neither attended nor completed law school. 

Full-time: A student enrolled for the minimum number of semester credit hours defined 

by the institution as meeting the requirements for receiving full-time status financial aid.  

Hispanic: A person who traces their origin or descent to Mexico, Puerto Rico, Cuba, 

Central and South America, and other Spanish cultures as recognized by the U.S. Census 

Bureau (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).   

J.D.: “Juris Doctorate” is a professional doctoral degree defined by the American Bar 

Association as the first degree in law.  

Law School: An ABA-accredited institution authorized to offer a Juris Doctorate degree.  

LSAC: “Law School Admissions Council” is a nonprofit corporation that administers the 

LSAT and operates the LSDAS. 

LSAT: “Law School Admissions Test” is the standardized test utilized for law school 

admissions.   
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LSDAS: “Law School Data Assembly Service” is a centralized clearinghouse that 

provides information to law schools regarding an applicant’s undergraduate academic 

summary, college transcripts, standardized test scores, and letters of recommendation.  

Law Student: A person enrolled in an institution accredited by the American Bar 

Association in pursuit of a Juris Doctorate degree.   

Legal Education: A course of study prescribed by an ABA-accredited law school that 

confers a Juris Doctorate or post-Juris Doctorate degree upon completion.   

Model: A diagram of proposed causal linkages among a set of concepts believed to be 

related to a specific research question(s) under investigation. Models differ from theory 

in that they are not usually concerned with global classes of behavior but with specific 

types of behavior in specific contexts (Earp & Ennett, 1991).  

Noncompleter: A person who has not completed all requirements for the Juris Doctorate 

degree and has not been awarded the degree.  

Persistence: The continuance of a student’s progress towards degree completion.  

Time Limit or Time-to-degree: All requirements for the Juris Doctorate degree to be 

completed within a period of three consecutive calendar years, which is the standard time 

for degree completion for a students enrolled full-time.  

Private Law Schools: Institutions privately owned and operated without the control of 

any government entity. Legal authority and operations are retained within a “private” 

governing board.  

Public Law Schools: Institutions established by state governments in the form of public 

corporations. Legal authority and operations are established by state constitution or law.  
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Theory: An interrelated set of constructs (or variables) formed into propositions or 

hypotheses that specify the relationship among variables (typically in terms of magnitude 

or direction) (Creswell, 1994, p. 82).  

White(s): A color terminology for race (i.e., “white people” or “white race”) referring to 

those persons of a group, distinguished from other races of “color,” by having light-

colored or pale skin pigmentation, principally of European origin or ancestry.  

Significance of the Study 

Commonly accepted theories in higher education administration research 

involving retention and attrition – choice, academic and social integration, and student 

departure – provided the theoretical framework for this study. The major focus of this 

research was to understand how various aspects of the first-year law school experience, 

which is usually different from the second or third year, influence minority student 

achievement, satisfaction, and persistence behaviors. It is important to understand that 

course curriculum for first-year students is determined by the faculty, while the 

remaining two years of study are more diverse and courses are selected by the student.  

The most commonly referenced criteria for predicting student success during the 

first year of law school are undergraduate grade-point-average (GPA), pre- law school 

coursework, and scores from the Law School Admissions Test (LSAT). However, as with 

undergraduate students, individual attitudes and behaviors may also play a role in their 

achievement, satisfaction, and success. Hispanic law students, in particular, bring 

experiences and characteristics with them that differ from the dominant White student 

population.  
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The findings from this study aided in our understanding of law student 

characteristics, achievement, and success. These findings had important implications for 

existing student development models and their role in defining graduate student 

development theories. These findings can help in the development of educational policies 

in the graduate and professional education context. The study also helped in 

understanding of the impact of the law school environment on the student.  

The results of this research should help non-minorities, faculty, and program 

administrators to better understand minority student issues specific to the law school 

environment. Policymakers, legal professionals, and higher education associations have 

long recognized the lack of minority participation in graduate legal education. 

Affirmative action and other recruitment programs have played a significant role in 

aiding minority students to gaining access to graduate and professional educational 

opportunities. However, recent years have seen these practices come under increased 

scrutiny and attack especially in the western and southwestern portions of the United 

States. In light of Hopwood v. Texas (1996) and Grutter v. Bollinger (2003), this study 

provided new information about diversity and underrepresented populations in today’s 

law schools. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 

Chapter Overview 

It is important to understand the environment all students encounter and the 

specific factors influencing their progress during the first year of law school. This chapter 

seeks to understand the relevant literature associated with student development and 

success in the higher education setting. The first section of this chapter places the 

research project in the appropriate context – legal education. The remaining sections of 

this chapter explore the various factors previously identified in educational administration 

research as having an influence upon majority and minority student success.  

The Legal Education Context 

Two hundred years ago, legal education in the United States mirrored that found 

in England and mainland Europe. Nevertheless, the geography of the United States and 

its differing social and cultural norms prevented this European model from maintaining 

an influence on American legal education. Today, legal education in the United States is 

under renewed pressure to adapt to the societal and cultural needs of today’s citizenry. 

Legal education reform is an ever evolving, complicated process, involving the 

competing interests of legal educators and legal professionals (Cass, 1995; Foster, 2001; 

Vest, 2000). Exploring the evolution of legal education in the United States over the past 

three hundred years can better explain how law schools run and operate today. 
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History of Legal Education 

The education of legal professionals currently offered in America does not follow 

the medieval European model. Training of lawyers began with organized bars (trade 

associations) rather than through the university (Burridge, 2001; Kimball, 1986). Like 

medicine and theology, “law training was conceived predominantly as training for the 

practice of an art” (Packer & Ehrlich, 1972, p. 271). A university degree in law consisted 

of two years of general study and one year of legal study. At the end of the course of 

study, the title of doctor or master was conferred upon the graduate (Garcia y Garcia, 

1992, p. 399). However, there was no indication that a general education was a 

prerequisite for entry into a university’s law program.  

Medieval Europe was filled with various types of law both secular and 

ecclesiastic: feudal law, royal law, canon law, Roman law, common law, etc. (Zacour, 

1976). Except for England (common law jurisdiction), the only law taught in European 

universities until the seventeenth century was Roman-canon law (Garcia y Garcia, 1992, 

p. 393). Compared to the University of Paris or University of Bologna, legal education at 

the University of Oxford “was less systematic, formal, and rationalized, and more 

devoted to practice in the courts and focused on cases that those called to the bar would 

immediately encounter” (Kimball, 1986, p. 202). However, all three major universities 

acted as a gatekeeper to ensure limited access to the privileged members of society. 

The professional training of lawyers in Europe was furnished through the 

organized bars, which developed elaborate systems of apprenticeship under the tutelage 

of a master (i.e., experienced lawyer) (Kimball, 1986). England’s apprenticeship system 

was managed by the Inns of Court (Burridge, 2001). Graduates from the university would 
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begin their practical training for the profession much like apprentices in other medieval 

crafts and trades. Apprentices would eat, sleep, work, and study under the guidance of 

their master. In contrast to legal education in the university, education obtained through 

the Inns of Court was more akin to the preparation received by ancient Roman legal 

advocates (Kimball, 1986, p. 200). 

Colonial Roots 

Colonial America inherited the English tradition that legal professionals 

(practicing lawyers and judges) should be responsible for legal education (Consalus, 

1978). As the number of colleges and universities in the United States expanded, they 

slowly assumed the role of providing legal education. Early colonial law schools 

experimented with new ways to offer legal education based on the unique political, 

geographic, and historical traditions in America (Packer & Ehrlich, 1972; White, 2001). 

Until about the middle of the nineteenth century, American lawyers served as apprentices 

to older, more experienced lawyers (Bailey, 1998, p. 311). Unfortunately, there were few 

who pursued a career in the law, and apprenticeships were often limited to the number of 

experienced lawyers who were available and accessible.  

Legal Education Reform in the Nineteenth Century 

In this country, as in Europe, legal education required both theory and practice. 

The theoretical portion could be achieved through university education, but the practice 

of law still required apprenticeship. Organized bars began dictating the requirements for 

admission as a lawyer within their jurisdiction. Unfortunately, early United States legal 

education soon encountered major problems that began to hinder its development. Packer 

and Ehrlich (1972) and Rudolph (1990) identified several problems associated with early 
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American legal education. First, as the geography of our country expanded so did the 

demand for higher education. Second, existing law schools were often inaccessible to all 

students who might be successful in a career of law. Third, the apprenticeship lengths 

followed along the English model but were too long and failed to provide the necessary 

skills apprentices needed. Fourth, the early United States had no uniform system of 

secondary education to adequately prepare applicants for the rigors of university 

education.  

In 1816, Harvard Law School proposed a new model for legal education that was 

quickly adopted by other law schools. Their program changes ensured that the 

professional school education would cover only the theoretical part of legal training 

(Packer & Ehrlich, 1972). The apprentice stage or practical legal training were obtained 

in the law office. Legal education was redefined as a graduate field of study where 

students were required to complete a three-year course of study. In 1829, Harvard was 

reorganized as an independent and autonomous unit from the rest of the campus with a 

centralized vocational curriculum that integrated legal and non-legal fields (Packer & 

Ehrlich, 1972, p. 178). Applicants were required to have a bachelor’s degree prior to 

entering law school (Brubacher, 1997). In 1870, Harvard reaffirmed the requirements that 

law students have an undergraduate education and complete a three-year course of study 

(Kimball, 1986). The most significant reform was the decision to change the law school 

curriculum to the casebook method, which emphasized the Socratic Method of 

questioning and response (Packard & Ehrlich, 1972).  

Historically, institutions of higher education emphasized a strong classical 

education. By the end of the nineteenth century, American higher education institutions 
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“set out to become great research universities” (Clark, 1987, p. 8). The resulting 

organizational model “married the new emphasis on specialized research and advanced 

training to the old commitment to liberal education by augmenting undergraduate 

colleges with graduate and professional schools” (Clark, p. 10). Colleges and universities 

became more differentiated and specialized and academic disciplines spread themselves 

far beyond their initial boundaries. 

Uniquely American, however, was the special leverage for enlargement and 
diversification that came from the invention of the graduate level as a second 
major tier in the ladder of grades. This postbachelor level gradually absorbed the 
major professional areas of study, alongside advanced programs in the basic 
disciplines. This separate sphere for advanced degrees – the master’s, the 
doctorate, and the special degrees of the professional schools – gave the American 
structure a strong vertical thrust in the systematic preparation of disciplinary 
specialists and professional experts. (Clark, p. 33) 
 

Yet both public and private institutions realized they could not afford to let go of the 

undergraduate component.   

Twentieth Century Reforms 

The law schools of the twentieth century sought to solidify the importance of 

technical training over apprenticeships (Walsh, 2001). Bar association admission 

requirements continued to rely heavily on general education and legal education as 

prerequisites. Law schools became more selective and standardized in their approach to 

legal education and apprenticeships declined. The Harvard reforms became firmly rooted 

in American law schools (Steiner, 1997).  

Since 1921, the American Bar Association (ABA) has been recognized as the 

primary agency for accreditation of programs that lead to the J.D. degree (American Bar 

Association Section of Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar, 2003; Vest, 2000, p. 

499). The American Bar Association Standards for Approval of Law Schools outline 
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accreditation requirements in the areas of program, faculty, admissions, financial 

resources, physical facilities, and libraries (American Bar Association Section of Legal 

Education and Admissions to the Bar, 2002; Monk & Prince, 2001). Accreditation can 

yield significant financial and political results for the university and the students who 

attend them. Every jurisdiction in the United States has determined that graduates of 

ABA-approved law schools are able to sit for the bar in their respective jurisdictions 

(Vest, 2000, p. 502). Law schools not accredited by the ABA, such as virtual law schools 

or correspondence law schools, are often not recognized by the majority of state bars 

(American Bar Association Section of Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar, 2003; 

Vest, 2000; Walsh, 2001).  

As demand for legal education increased during the twentieth century, law 

schools became more selective in their admissions (Strickland, 2001). Admissions offices 

began by limiting the number of students being accepted to each entering class and 

placing greater emphasis on undergraduate grades. However, law schools sought a tool 

that would provide an objective measurement a potential applicant’s success for legal 

education. According to the Law School Admissions Council (2002), “the LSAT helps 

law schools make sound admission decisions by providing a standard measure of 

acquired reading and verbal reasoning skills that law schools can use as one of several 

factors in assessing applicants” (¶ 5). 

Culture in American Law Schools 

Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) have concluded that “[t]here is a substantial 

amount of evidence that where one begins his or her postsecondary education has a 

statistically significant influence on educational aspirations, persistence, and eventual 
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level of educational attainment” (p. 372). Kuh and Whitt (1988) defined these 

institutional characteristics in terms of culture where the  

persistent patterns of norms, values, practices, beliefs, and assumptions that shape 
the behavior of individuals and groups in a college or university and provide a 
frame of reference within which to interpret the meaning of events and actions on 
and off the campus (p. iv). 

  
Important elements of higher education culture include an institution’s mission, type, 

size, academic disciplines, values, policies and procedures, traditions and symbols, 

reputation, and relationships between internal and external constituencies. Anderson and 

Swazey (1998) found that “[o]rganizational climate has proved to be a very important 

factor in understanding academic misconduct and other aspects of research and graduate 

education related to values and ethics” (p. 6).  

Law schools can be either public or private and be stand-alone or sponsored 

institutions. Law schools not sponsored by a parent institution display a degree of 

autonomy and historical pride not found in sponsored institutions (South Texas College 

of Law, 2001). Law schools must balance the interests of competing internal and external 

voices including students, faculty, practicing attorneys, donors, state bars, and 

accreditation bodies. Public law schools, in particular, are much more political in nature 

than private law schools due to influences from the boards of regents, state governance 

agencies, and state legislatures (American Association of Law Schools Special 

Committee on the State of the Law School Deanship, 1993). Law schools also create 

identity based upon specialization of the curriculum (Luban, 2001).  

Structure and Governance 

Understanding what type of organizational model law schools follow is crucial to 

understanding how policy and educational decisions are determined. “Among all the 
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subject matter differences that divide the professoriate, none are larger in the latter 

decades of the twentieth century than the sometime gaping divide between professional 

schools and ‘the basic disciplines’…They [professional schools] are fundamentally 

different academic units” (Clark, 1987, p. 93-94; see also Knowles, 1970). Law schools 

most often exhibit behaviors of a professional bureaucracy, which is a common 

organizational type for professional schools (Mintzberg, 2000). Law schools (and in 

some cases their parent institutions) are organized into a complex system of chairs and 

divisions with staff members who manage the administrative aspects of the school. It 

relies on a highly trained and specialized group of academic professionals – the faculty – 

to provide the primary services of the law school. Law faculties consider themselves to 

be both generalists (concept borrowed from the legal profession) and specialists (concept 

borrowed from the academic profession) creating an interesting dichotomy not found in 

other academic disciplines (Clark, 1987). Therefore, law schools can sometimes exhibit 

elements of an organized anarchy (Cohen & March, 2000). 

Although they can be public or private, there are two main organizational models 

for law schools – sponsored law schools and stand-alone law schools. Law schools are 

structured according to standard rules laid down by professional and accreditation 

organizations. Law schools usually manage most of their own administrative, academic, 

and student services (American Association of Law Schools Special Committee on the 

State of the Law School Deanship, 1993; Southern Methodist University School of Law, 

2002; South Texas College of Law, 2001; University of Texas School of Law, 2002). 

Sponsored law schools, or law schools that are part of a larger university organizational 

structure, still tend to function independently (formally or informally) from the rest of the 
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higher education institution. However, structural and governance mechanisms at 

sponsored law schools can be influenced by the policies, procedures, and personalities of 

the central administration.  

The legal governing authority of a law school is often the board of regents or 

trustees. The board of regents or trustees bears ultimate responsibility for the actions of 

the institution and its components. At sponsored institutions, the board of regents or 

trustees will create an advisory board made up of both members of the legal community 

and lay community to assist in the governance of a professional school (American 

Association of Law Schools Special Committee on the State of the Law School Deanship, 

2002). These various boards support the dean in areas such as strategic planning and 

fundraising, and other issues.  

The faculties at higher education institutions exert influence on university 

governance “via the formalization of a structure of senates, councils, and associated 

committees” (Duryea, 2000, p. 11). The American Bar Association and American 

Association of Law Schools require that faculty play the key role in establishing policy 

on selection of the dean, faculty appointments, libraries, admissions, curriculum, and 

tenure (American Association of Law Schools Special Committee on the State of the Law 

School Deanship, 1993; American Bar Association Section of Legal Education and 

Admissions to the Bar, 2002). Law schools sometimes have the same faculty governance 

conflicts associated with other academic disciplines. One associate dean had this to say 

about faculty governance:  

Faculty governance leaves law school administrators with two equally odious 
choices when determining whether a particular matter requires consultation with 
the faculty. One option is to make the decision, and then endure the wailing and 
gnashing of teeth by faculty who claim the administration has trespassed on their 
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sacred ground. The other option is to ask for faculty input in the first instance, 
thereby guaranteeing a minimum of six months delay in reaching a resolution. 
(Becker, pp. 598-599) 
 

Faculty input, however, is necessary for most major changes within a law school (Miller, 

2000). Law students and the Student Bar Association can also be key players in the 

governance of the law school. Ignoring student concerns, although expedient, can create 

an alienating effect which can come back to harm the overall reputation of the law 

school, faculty, and administration (American Association of Law Schools Special 

Committee on the State of the Law School Deanship, 1993). 

External groups such as professional organizations and state governments also 

influence the structure and governance of the law schools. The legal profession in the 

United States is regulated by the highest court of each state (White, 2001, p. 440). The 

court can regulate qualifications for admission to the bar and types of law schools that 

students can attend. The highest court of the state can dictate courses and content 

requirements for law school under its jurisdiction that go beyond those defined in the 

ABA standards. Law schools rely on professional organizations to provide technical and 

professional resources to administrative units (American Association of Law Libraries, 

2002; American Association of University Professors, 2002; American Bar Association 

Section of Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar, 2002; Law School Admissions 

Council, 2002; National Association for Law Placement, 2002; Read, 2001). In addition, 

public law schools often have the added pressure of being held accountable to the state 

legislature for their efficiency and use of funds sometimes resulting in requirements 

above and beyond accreditation standards (American Association of Law Schools Special 

Committee on the State of the Law School Deanship, 1993). 
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Law School Academic Culture 

Law school can appear to be a strange, foreign environment filled with behaviors 

and customs unfamiliar to the outsider. Originally, the law profession resembled other 

trades with apprentices working under masters (in this case experienced attorneys) to 

learn their craft (Stropus, 1996). In 1816, Harvard Law School attempted to move legal 

education into the university environment by removing the apprenticeship stage from the 

academic environment. Unfortunately, this method also had its drawbacks – it did not 

provide the necessary practical skills. “Instead of focusing on law as a process, and, 

therefore, placing a premium on analytical skills, students were encouraged to 

concentrate on the ‘rules’ as an end in themselves” (Stropus, p. 452).  

By the late 1800s, Harvard Law School “proposed teaching law as a science, 

rather than a craft” where “students learn the doctrine and the process of the law, or the 

‘science of the law,’ in the classroom” (Stropus, p. 452). Students spent their time reading 

volumes of case law and engaging in question and answers sessions with faculty and 

peers to refine their cognitive and analytical skills. Law schools developed a philosophy 

of training “legal scientists” who identified patterns within each case and then applied 

them to solve future problems.  

Some mistakenly dubbed the Langdellian method the ‘Socratic method’ in honor 
of the fifth century B.C. Greek philosopher Socrates, who used the 
question/answer model to probe the assumptions behind those beliefs espoused to 
be “truths.” Langdell, however, never intended that his technique be truly 
“Socratic.” Unlike Socrates, who focused purely on the questioning process, 
Langdell sought to combine both the substance of the law and the process of the 
law into the legal classroom. (Stropus, p. 453-454) 
 

Almost all law schools today still use this method to train their students. However, 

practical skills needed for legal practice remained outside of the classroom. 
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Legal employers expect newly hired attorneys to possess the necessary analytical 

and cognitive skills. They no longer have time to teach new hires the theoretical 

underpinnings of the law or develop mentoring relationships with associates for 

remediation. Law firms “expect new associates to be able to read and digest appellate 

court decisions,” “make conclusions based on sound analysis,” and finally, 

“communicate those conclusions both orally and in writing in a comprehensive and 

intelligent fashion” (Stropus, p. 471). Because legal employers have come to rely on the 

existing legal education model, “[l]aw schools that do not emphasize these analytical 

skills put their students at a disadvantage when the students enter the legal market” 

(Stropus, p. 472). Despite the negative effects associated with the current academic 

culture, law schools and law professionals are dependent on this model and reluctant to 

consider major reform of legal education (Iijima, 1998; Vest, 2000; Watson, 2001).  

Today’s law schools are rather formal and hierarchical environments consisting of 

a three-year course of study (Stropus, 1996). Students are exposed to a classification 

system representing the year in which they are enrolled (i.e., 1L for first-year students, 2L 

for second-year students, and 3L for third-year students). In most cases, law professors 

tend to address students by their last name, and expect students to show them deference 

and respect. Another tradition found in American law schools is the intentional distancing 

of teachers from students (Carrington, 1995).  

First-year law student typically do not get to choose their classes. Instead, they are 

divided into sections. Each section consists of between eighty and one hundred students 

who all have the same classes with the same professors. Although most first-year law 

students notice a lack of individual attention compared to the undergraduate experience, a 
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law student who is “on” (meaning that the student will be called upon to lead the class 

discussion) will be engaged in a challenging dialogue with both the teacher and peers. 

Some professors require students who are “on” to stand during their defense, sometimes 

for the entire class period. For some students, the persistent and seemingly harsh 

questioning that takes place during this process can result in extreme stress and 

depression (Beck & Burns, 1979).  

In most first-year courses (i.e., Torts, Contracts, Criminal Law, Civil Procedure, 

Constitutional Law, and Property), students are given only one formal graded assignment 

for the semester – the end of semester examination (Patton, 1968). The final written exam 

is usually ninety to one-hundred percent of a student’s grade. Class attendance although 

mandatory is usually not a direct factor in course assessment in first-year courses. 

However, students who fail to read the material and prepare for each class will find the 

final examination period much more stressful and challenging. A typical law school exam 

consists of a fact situation or series of fact situations where each student must decide 

whether the client will win in court (Burkhart, 1996). Exams last about three hours, and 

students typically do not know their grades until three to four weeks later. With grades 

usually assigned on a bell-curve and special privileges afforded to students in the “top ten 

percent,” the first two semesters (i.e., two fifteen-week terms) of law school are critical 

(Wangerin, 2001; Watson, 2001).  

Legal Research and Writing courses consist of much smaller groups of students 

(typically between twelve and fifteen) and can involve a great deal of outside class time. 

Unlike the descriptive writing found in undergraduate education, legal writing is 

“technical” writing that focuses on analysis and synthesis. Legal writing is an important 
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way that the faculty help students to “think like a lawyer” and allow students to see their 

legal reasoning on paper. First-year law students often experience a very steep learning 

curve for legal research and writing, which is why many first-year law students spend a 

great deal of time in the law school library.  

The Impact of Competition  

Law schools rely heavily upon competition as a means for changing and 

enhancing reputation. These competitions are both internal (members of the law school 

community) and external (between law schools). Competition within the law school 

community is often centered on the following areas: first-year grades, law review, 

advocacy, on-campus interviewing, curriculum, and research (Gulati, 2001). All first-year 

law students (commonly referred to as “1Ls”) compete to receive the highest grades and 

placement in the top-ten percent. The ranking of students may affect their ability to 

receive clerkships, earn research assistantships, join the law review, and influence their 

future career placement.  

Law schools actively compete for both quality students and alumni support. A 

critical element for a healthy law school is the ability to deal effectively with alumni and 

potential donors. Law schools depend heavily on their alumni for money, career 

placements, and networking. “[A] failure to allow considerable alumni involvement or 

input in the law school can cut off a key source of support” (Read, 2001, p. 393). Often 

the law school dean and the law school’s alumni relations office are primarily responsible 

for making “linkages between the interests of faculty and the interests and activities of 

alumni and potential donors” (Miller, 2000, p. 402). The law school is constantly 
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challenged to balance the demands of members of the organized bar (all of whom are 

potential donors) with the interests of the law school.  

Law schools also compete with other law schools. Law schools place prestige in 

the number and quality of their legal journals. Law schools also heavily rely on the 

rankings among law schools. “Although law schools are quite vocal in rejecting the U.S. 

News [and World Report] rankings, a movement up in the rankings is a cause for 

celebration at any law school, and some schools openly strive to move up” (Butler, 2000, 

p. 268). Law schools also assign prestige to the moot court and mock trials they 

participate in and win (South Texas College of Law, 2001). The final, and arguably most 

important competition among law schools, is the passage rates for the yearly state bar 

exam.  

The Theoretical Framework 

The graduate and professional educational environment provides a relatively new 

context from which to examine the validity of various success, attrition, development, 

and persistence models commonly applied in higher education research. In the current 

study, the researcher attempted to apply established higher education theories related to 

student involvement, college choice decisions, and student attrition to develop 

generalizations about Hispanic student success in the law school environment. These 

theories are frequently cited and applied by both higher education policymakers and 

administrators. While it should be recognized that most of these studies use quantitative 

research methods, they are useful in identifying current predictors of success, 

achievement, and attitudes of higher education participants.  
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Undergraduate Persistence Models 

Many early studies on persistence (e.g., Edgerton & Toops, 1929; Tallman, 1927) 

focused primarily on a single variable (Cofer, 1998). Since study participants were 

usually White males from private colleges, they were less successful in explaining 

persistence behaviors of minority students and students at public universities (Spady, 

1970). Spady believed that previous persistence research (e.g., Iffert, 1958; Knoell, 1960; 

Jencks & Riesman, 1968; Marsh, 1966; Panos & Astin, 1968) lacked a solid theoretical 

framework based on empirical data. Consequently, research on college student 

persistence was yielding contradictory conclusions.  

Spady (1970) developed one of the first comprehensive student attrition models 

based on Emile Durkheim’s work (see Figure 1). Durkheim (1896/1951) had found that 

individuals who lacked adequate integration into society were more likely to commit 

suicide. Spady observed that  

the dropout process [for college students] is best explained by an interdisciplinary 
approach involving an interaction between the individual student and his 
particular environment in which his attributes (i.e., dispositions, interests, 
attitudes, and skills) are exposed to influences, expectations, and demands from a 
variety of sources (including courses, faculty members, administrators, and 
peers). (p. 77) 

 
By analyzing the impact of four key variables (family background, normative 

congruence, academic potential, and support from friends) on grade performance and 

intellectual development, Spady suggested that researchers could gain a better 

understanding of the process by which a student successfully integrates into social 

systems of the institution. Using data from a longitudinal study of first-year students at 

the University of Chicago, Spady (1971) modified his theoretical model slightly but 
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Figure 1. An empirical model of the undergraduate dropout process (Spady, 1971). 
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concluded that social integration had a direct influence on student satisfaction with the 

institution, which in turn affected institutional commitment and departure decisions.  

Using an anthropological approach, Arnold Van Gennep (1909/1960) developed a 

three-phased model to describe “rites of passage.” His model charted the process by 

which a balance in social structures is maintained and adapted for a significant event in a 

person’s life. He observed that all cultures appear mark the important phases in a person's 

life including birth, marriage, death, etc. His three stages for rites of passage included 

preliminal rites (rites of separation), liminal rites (rites of transition), and postliminal 

rites (rites of incorporation). His work has important implications for persistence 

research, because events and aspects associated with higher education result in important 

rites of passage (e.g., graduation ceremonies) as students continue the transition from 

childhood to adulthood. 

Tinto’s (1975, 1982, 1987, 1993) student attrition model, based on Spady’s and 

Van Gennep’s works, has been scrutinized, tested and ultimately regarded as the 

foundational theory for understanding student persistence (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 

The theory hypothesizes that students bring pre-entry college characteristics (family 

background, skill and ability, prior schooling) that influence initial goals and 

commitments (see Figure 2). After entering higher education, these goals and 

commitments operate together over time with institutional experiences (the formal and 

informal academic and social structures of an institution) to promote continued 

enrollment and eventual graduation. The extent to which the individual becomes 

academically and/or socially integrated into the formal/informal academic and social 

systems of an institution strongly influences whether an individual remains motivated to 
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earn a degree and to graduate from a specific institution (Tinto, 1993). Critics express 

concern about the model’s ability to predict student departure behaviors of minority, 

nontraditional, and graduate students (Donohue & Wong, 1997; Gonzalez et al., 2001; 

Hurtado & Carter, 1997).  

Astin's (1975, 1978, 1985) student involvement model theorizes that the more 

involved a student is in both the academic and social aspects of the college experience, 

the more likely the student is to be successful and persist. An “involved” student is one 

who expends considerable effort on academics, spends more time on campus, actively 

participates in student organizations and activities, and interacts both formally and 

informally with faculty (Astin, 1984). This theory assumes that the student plays an 

essential part in determining his or her own degree of involvement in the curricular, 

cocurricular, and social activities. In addition, Astin found that the quality and quantity of 

a student's involvement influenced the amount of student learning and development 

(Astin, 1984). According to Astin, his theory of involvement has an advantage over other 

theoretical approaches because it focuses on the motivation and behavior of the student. 

Some researchers have developed new persistence models based on these 

economic theories such as cost-benefit analysis and targeted subsidies in an attempt to 

explain how financial factors affect student persistence (Manski & Wise, 1983; Stampen 

& Cabrera, 1986). Prest and Turvey (1965) defined cost-benefit analysis as  

a practical way of assessing the desirability of a project, where it is important to 
take a long view (in the sense of looking at the repercussions in the further, as 
well as the nearer, future) and a wide view (in the sense of allowing for side-
effects of many kinds on many persons, industries, regions, etc.), i.e., it implies 
the enumeration and evaluation of the relevant costs and benefits. (p. 683)
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Figure 2. Theoretical model for explaining student attrition (Tinto, 1975). 
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Consequently, scholars sought to develop a modified theory of cost-benefit analysis 

specifically for education – human capital theory (Becker, 1994). “Human capital can be 

defined as the productive capacities – knowledge, understanding, talents, and 

expenditures on education, health and other activities that augment these productive 

capacities” (Paulsen, 2001, p. 56). This theory is useful for education researchers who are 

interested in calculating the investment criteria, rates-of-return, and profitability 

associated with various educational pursuits.  

When applied to higher education settings, researchers learned that individual 

investment decisions to pursue postsecondary education were based on the belief by 

students that the economic and social benefits of pursuing a college degree outweighed 

the costs and benefits associated with other activities such as entering the military or 

workforce (Cohn & Geske, 1990). Researchers also found that an individual’s degree 

attainment provided benefits to other people in addition to the student (Becker, 1964). 

Low tuition and fee costs, greater perceived or actual earning potential from attaining a 

degree, decreased foregone earnings, and adequate financial aid offers (mainly 

scholarships and grants) all positively influence educational aspirations, likelihood of re-

enrollment, and ultimately degree completion (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Paulsen, 

2001).   

Targeted subsidies developed as an effort by governments to improve the 

development of businesses that were important to the local, state, national, or 

international economy but were struggling or underrepresented. Subsidies are 

government policies providing monetary aid (e.g., partial payment of wages) or discounts 

(e.g., tax breaks) to specific actors within an industry (Fournier & Rasmussen, 1986; 
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Shoup, 1972). Applying elements of both human capital theory (Becker, 1994) and social 

justice theory (Rawls, 1971), governments have also recognized that subsidies can be 

utilized to aid the development of underrepresented groups or individuals in an industry. 

In the higher education industry, expenses are “shared: [sic] by [the] government or 

taxpayers, parents, students, and/or philanthropists” (Johnstone, 2004, p. 1). In higher 

education environments, researchers attempt to understand how targeted subsidy 

strategies (reduced tuition; grants; subsidized, unsubsidized, and private loans; and 

college work-study) affect choice, commitment, satisfaction, and persistence behaviors of 

specific groups (Bowen, 1977).  

Using data from the National Longitudinal Study (NLS) of 1972, Terkla (1985) 

tested a new model that measured the direct effects of student background characteristics, 

institutional characteristics, academic performance, and financial assistance on 

persistence. She concluded that there was a significant relationship between receipt of 

financial aid and student persistence. Voorhees (1985a, 1985b) developed a model that 

explored the relationship between fourteen variables including financial aid, ethnicity, 

housing status, residency status, gender, standardized test scores, high school rank, and 

college grade point average (GPA). He found a significant positive relationship between 

federal financial aid programs and persistence for students at two-year colleges. St. John 

(1990a, 1990b) developed a persistence model based on price response theories that 

suggested a student’s ability to persist was based primarily on ability to pay and 

perceived future value of attaining a college degree. Subsequent studies relying on 

National Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS) data have been able to examine how 

financial need, financial aid packaging, and adequacy of financial aid offered influence 
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student departure decisions (Cabrera, Nora, & Castaneda, 1992; St. John, et al., 2000; 

Somers, Hall, Cofer, & Putten, 2000).  

DesJardins, Ahlburg, and McCall (1999) developed a persistence model based on 

event history modeling. The technique applies longitudinal study methods to predict 

when events will happen for a studied phenomenon. In the case of this study, the 

researchers conducted a term-by-term analysis of almost 4,000 students pursuing a 

bachelor’s degree at The University of Minnesota (phenomenon) measuring three defined 

events – first stop-out, dropout, and graduation. The authors found that transfer students 

were more likely to stop-out during the first year compared to students with no college 

experience. They also found that loans had a significant positive correlation with stop-out 

behaviors after the first year. Nontraditional students were more likely to stop-out during 

the first and third years compared to traditional students. The researchers concluded that 

their event history modeling technique confirmed most of the generalizations found in 

previous research but provided more robust details for specific persistence events 

(DesJardins, Ahlburg, & McCall, 1999).  

Student-choice persistence models are rooted in student development, 

sociological (i.e., focus on the identification and interrelationship of factors which 

influence aspiration for college attendance), and human capital theories (i.e., college or 

noncollege choice, choice among colleges, and consumer choice). Student-choice models 

focus on “factors that influence students to make a sequence of choices that result in 

greater educational attainment” (St. John, 2001, p. 423). Hossler, Braxton, and 

Coopersmith (1989) applied these three conceptual approaches for describing the student 
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choice process to develop a multi-stage student choice-persistence model. In a situation 

where students have the freedom to choose,  

[t]hey must decide whether to go to college, which college to enroll in, what to 
major in, whom to interact with in college, which courses (and even what 
professors) to take, whether to change majors, whether to drop out of a course, 
whether to stop out of college, whether to change colleges, and whether to drop 
out of college. (St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996, p. 177) 
 

The two of the most important branches of this student choice model are decisions on 

which college to attend and whether to stay in the college (Hossler, Braxton, & 

Coopersmith, 1989; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). Proponents of the combined 

choice/persistence model argue that because so much time is spent examining college 

choice and persistence separately, higher education researchers forget that these two 

fields of inquiry are interconnected (St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996). 

 Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) developed a psychological model of reasoned action 

that linked beliefs, attitudes, intentions, and behaviors. Their theory “posits that behavior 

is the result of the intention to perform the behavior” (Bean & Eaton, 2000, p. 50). 

Attitudes towards the behavior (influenced by an individual’s beliefs about the 

consequences of a behavior) and the subjective norms associated with the behavior 

(influenced by normative beliefs about the behavior) will affect intentions and 

subsequently influence whether or not to engage in the considered behavior. Behavior in 

turn will affect future individual and normative beliefs, attitudes, and subjective norms 

associated with the behavior and similar behaviors (Bentler & Speckart, 1979). In the 

higher education context, researchers have applied this theory and found that intention to 

leave college can be one of the best predictors of actual departure (Bean, 1990; Cabrera, 

et al., 1992).  
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Previous study of human behavior has recognized the importance of examining 

both the individual and the environment (Lewin, 1936; Murray, 1938). French, Rodgers, 

and Cobb (1974) theorized that adjustment should be viewed as the “goodness of fit” 

between the characteristics of the person and the properties of the environment (p. 316). 

Lazarus, Averill, and Opton (1974) found that adjustment involves a process by which an 

individual chooses to cope with a particular situation. Adjustment is a similar process to 

Tinto’s (1993) integration found in higher education environments. “In terms of retention 

theory, academic and social integration may be construed as attitudinal outcomes of 

adaptive (coping) behaviors toward the institutional environment” (Bean & Eaton, 2000, 

p. 51). “Coping consists of efforts, both action oriented and intra psychic, to manage (i.e., 

master, tolerate, reduce, minimize) environmental and internal demands and conflicts” 

(Lazarus & Launier, 1978, p. 311).  

Bean (1980, 1982) theorized that student departure decisions were similar to 

employee’s decisions to leave their job. He proposed a new model based on the work of 

Price (1977) to explain student attrition based on background (i.e., age, gender, ethnicity, 

high school performance, and educational aspirations), academic (i.e., enrollment status, 

major, attendance behaviors, advising, and study skills), environmental (i.e., financial 

resources, hours of employment, family obligations, and sources of encouragement, and 

opportunities to transfer), and social integration variables (i.e., participation in student 

organizations, faculty contacts, family support, and peer socialization) (Bean & Meztner, 

1985, p. 491). His person-environment fit model tries to explain the interrelationships 

among these variables as well as the direct relationship between each variable on student 
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departure decisions, which has made it more suitable for minority and nontraditional 

students. 

Bean and Eaton (2000) developed a psychological model of student persistence 

based on Bentler and Speckart’s (1979) and Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) work. Bean and 

Eaton suggested that “past behaviors, beliefs, and normative beliefs affect the way a 

student interacts with the institutional environment” (p. 56). Students entering college 

bring the following entering characteristics into the institutional environment: past 

behaviors, personality, initial self-efficacy, initial attributions, normative beliefs, coping 

strategies, motivation, and skills and abilities (Bandura, 1997; Mone, Baker, & Jeffries, 

1995; Peterson, 1993; Solberg et al., 1993; Weiner, 1986). “As they interact within the 

institutional environment several psychological processes take place that, for the 

successful student, result in positive self-efficacy, reduced stress, increase efficacy, and 

internal locus of control” (Bean & Eaton, p. 58). These psychological processes are 

continuously refined and adjusted and can affect academic and social integration, 

institutional fit, and intent to persist.  

Previous research by Katz and Greenbaum (1963) found a relationship between 

racial environment and stress on African American male cognitive performance. Katz, 

Roberts, and Robinson (1965) sought to determine what additional factors might 

influence African American achievement. Using a cohort of 184 African American male 

students at Fisk University, the researchers conducted easy, medium, or hard motor skills 

tests and offered the participants one of two instructions at the beginning – research on 

psychomotor skills or research on intelligence. During the second and third trials, the 
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students took the tests under the supervisions of either an African American or White 

psychologist. The researchers found that 

when the task was described as an index of motor skill, activation with a Negro 
tester was too low for efficiency, while with a [W]hite tester it was closer it was 
closer to the optimal level; and when an increment of drive was added to both the 
racial conditions by the introduction of intelligence-test instructions, total 
activation with the [W]hite administrator became excessive, while with the Negro 
administrator it rose closer to the optimum (p. 58).  

 
In addition, across all trials those participants who had a White tester reported greater 

levels of stress than those tested by the African American psychologists. Finally, an 

analysis of the variance revealed that test difficulty, tests instructions, and race of the 

tester significantly affected speed of reaction, muscular coordination, and memory.  

 Steel and Aronson (1995) expanded on this work by examining the “social-

psychological predicament that can arise from widely-known negative stereotypes about 

one’s group” (p. 797). The researchers, who identified this concept as stereotype threat, 

explained that  

[t]he existence of a negative stereotype about a group to which one 
belongs…means that in situations where the stereotype is applicable, one is at risk 
of confirming it as a self-characterization, both to one’s self and to others who 
know the stereotype (p. 808).  

 
Using a cohort of both African American and White college students, they conducted 

three separate tests – (1) a 30-minute test containing items from the verbal section of the 

Graduate Record Examination (GRE), (2) version of the Speilberger State Anxiety 

Inventory (STAI), and (3) an intellectual diagnostic test. Participants were divided into 

subgroups for each test. For each test, they were given different reasons for participating 

from the test administrator who was either White or African American.  
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Steel and Aronson found that African American participants when exposed to 

negative stereotypes about them as a group demonstrated lower intellectual ability and 

performance on standardized tests. “Stereotype-threatened participants spent more time 

doing fewer items more inaccurately – probably as a result of alternating their attention 

between trying to answer the items and trying to assess the self-significance of their 

frustration” (p. 809). Other consequences of the African American students intentional 

exposure to negative stereotypes included self-doubt about intellectual ability; diminished 

interest, motivation, or academic achievement; increased stress and anxiety; and 

protective disassociation from the environment. Further, the findings also helped to 

explain why African American and Hispanic students realize lower levels of academic 

achievement despite having achieved similar standardized tests scores on admissions tests 

relative to Whites.  

Osborne (2007) later examined in detail a major component of Steele and 

Aronson’s stereotype threat theory – increased anxiety levels attributable in part to 

negative stereotypes create a greater performance gap for members of a minority group. 

“Increased anxiety not only decreases performance on the task at hand, but also makes 

the situation aversive to the student, leading students to seek escape from the situation – 

either physically by absenteeism or withdrawal, or psychologically via disidentification” 

(p. 136). The researcher measured various physiological responses (heart rate, blood 

pressure, skin conductance, and surface skin temperature) from a group of 43 male and 

female undergraduate students who were asked to complete mathematics achievement 

test of varying degrees of difficulty using stereotype threat manipulations identified in 

previous research. The data revealed that there was a large gap in male and female test 
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performance during high stereotype threat conditions, but there was no significant change 

in both groups when the tests were taken in low stereotype threat conditions. “Consistent 

with expectations, the results of this study show evidence of physiological reactance in 

girls under high stereotype threat conditions that are consistent with an anxiety or 

autonomic arousal reaction” (p. 149). Female participants under high stereotype threat 

conditions exhibited substantial changes in diastolic blood pressure, skin temperature, 

and skin conductance, which are primarily associated with increased anxiety. 

Gonzales, Blanton, and Williams (2002) considered how double-minority 

stereotypes that a group of individuals may encounter combine to influence test 

performance. “The term double-minority is used to describe the psychological state 

created when to devalued identities interact to influence the individual in a way that is 

greater than the sum of the independent effects of those identities” (p. 659). The 

researchers conducted an experiment using 120 male and female undergraduate students, 

half Latino and half White. The study found that both gender-based and ethnicity-based 

individually had a significant negative effect on a 50-question test adapted from the 

Wonderlic Personnel Test. However, an analysis of the combined impact of these 

stereotype threats revealed that for both Latino and Latina students were most negatively 

affected by ethnicity-based stereotype threat. 

Graduate and Professional School Persistence Models 

Using the work of Spady, Tinto, and Bean on undergraduate persistence, Girves 

and Wemmerus (1988) developed a two-stage model to explain degree progress and 

retention at the master’s and doctoral level. Their model consisted of four first-stage 

variables – departmental characteristics, student characteristics, financial support, and 
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student perceptions of their relationship with faculty. They hypothesized that these 

variables would influence the second-stage (intervening) variables – graduate grades, 

involvement in one’s program, satisfaction with the department, and alienation. The 

authors concluded that grades played the most significant role in student retention at the 

master’s level, but involvement as measured by performance on qualifying examinations 

and ability to do independent research were more important for student retention at the 

doctoral level.  

Girves and Wemmerus (1988) found that “[t]he combination of all intervening 

variables was significantly related to degree progress at both the master’s and doctoral 

levels with all of the first stage sets in the equation” (p. 177; see Figure 3). At the 

master’s level, department characteristics and student characteristics not only had an 

influence on the intervening variables but also had a substantial direct effect on degree 

progress. In addition, the influence of department characteristics and student 

characteristics on grades accounted for thirty percent of the variance in masters’ degree 

retention. The researchers found financial support and perceptions of the faculty had a 

significant impact on doctoral student involvement and satisfaction. Financial support, 

such as assistantships (teaching and research) and fellowships, was found to be crucial in 

enhancing a doctoral student’s involvement in his or her program. In addition to financial 

support, the researchers found that the faculty adviser played a critical role in guiding 

doctoral students regarding the culture of the discipline and department. 

Andrieu and St. John (1993) studied the effect of graduate education financing – 

cost of attendance and financial aid offers – on within-year persistence of a cohort of 

graduate students who originally took the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study of  
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Figure 3. Theoretical models for explaining graduate student persistence (Girves & 

Wemmerus, 1988). 
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1987 (NPSAS: 87). They adapted a model by St. John, Kirshstein, and Noell (1991) that 

“views the within-year persistence decisions made by graduate students as a function of 

social background, high school experience, college experience, current aspirations, 

expected earnings, and prices (tuition charges and student aid subsidies)” (Andrieu & St. 

John, p. 401). Andrieu and St. John found that graduate students in public colleges were 

less likely to persist with each $100 increase in tuition. They also found that graduate 

students at public universities with multiple aid sources (loans, assistantships, and 

fellowships) were more likely to persist than those who only held an assistantship. 

Graduate students enrolled at public universities in disciplines with low future earning 

potential were less likely to persist. Finally, the study revealed that graduate students 

attending private university were more likely persist because prices were less of a 

concern for students enrolled in a private institution.  

DeAngelis (1998) expanded on the work of Andrieu and St. John to develop a 

persistence model that would be applicable to students enrolled in professional schools 

using data from the National Postsecondary Student Aid Study of 1993 (NPSAS: 93). Her 

revised model viewed within-year persistence as a function of student background, 

graduate/professional school experience, academic aspirations, expected earnings, and 

financial aid. A test of the model on almost 14,000 graduate and professional students 

revealed that receipt of financial aid was a significant and positively associated variable 

with within-year persistence for graduate and professional students. In addition, her study 

confirmed that Andrieu and St. John’s finding that graduate students with multi-source 

financial aid packages were more likely to persist also applied to professional students. 

Finally, DeAngelis concluded that graduate and professional students were less likely to 
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dropout when “financial aid, tuition and fees, and net cost” increased indicating that 

“long term investment is more important in promoting persistence than sticker price” (p. 

138).  

St. John (2001) argued that “choices about graduate education follow the same 

pattern of developing aspirations, having opportunity, making program/university 

choices, and persisting” (p. 426). Millet (2003) found that previous student choice studies 

examined the effect of undergraduate student debt on graduate school aspirations and 

attainment yielded contradictory results. She tested a new graduate attendance/choice 

model describing the relationship between a student’s academic and personal background 

characteristics on the transition from completion a bachelor’s degree directly into 

graduate or first professional school using data from the Baccalaureate and Beyond 

(B&B) Longitudinal Study of 1992-93.  

The premise of the model is that undergraduate debt along with students’ personal 
background characteristics, the characteristics of their baccalaureate institution, 
their college experiences, and their immediate opportunity cost to attend graduate 
school, individually and collectively influence students’ decisions to apply to 
graduate school and, if accepted, their decision to enroll in graduate school. (p. 
394) 
 

The researchers conduct two analyses on the data – (1) application to a graduate or first 

professional school and (2) enrollment in a graduate or first professional school.   

Millet (2003) found that after controlling for all other factors, undergraduate debt 

was a significant predictor of a student’s decision to apply to graduate or first 

professional school. The greater the debt a student incurred from undergraduate 

education, the lower the chances of them applying to graduate or first professional 

school. She also found that the students with postsecondary aspirations with higher 

undergraduate GPAs were three times more likely to apply to a graduate or first 
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professional school when compared to aspirants with GPAs of less than 2.74. Finally, 

students who graduated from competitive institutions were much more likely to apply to 

graduate school than women or students from less competitive colleges.  

Millet discovered that a student’s income and quality of undergraduate institution 

had the most significant impact on graduate or first professional school enrollment. 

“Students with total ranging from $50,000 to $74,999 were 2 times less likely to enroll in 

a graduate or first professional program than their peers with family incomes of $100,000 

or higher” (Millet, p. 409). The author concluded that the likelihood of not enrolling in a 

graduate or first professional program increased as household income decreased. Finally, 

students who attended competitive colleges were also more likely to enroll in graduate or 

first professional school compared to applicants from less competitive institutions. 

Liseo (2005) developed a graduate and professional student persistence model 

based on student background, college experiences, aspirations, expected earnings, 

financial aid received, tax credit savings, and accumulated and credit card debt load. 

Utilizing the research models of previous NPSAS persistence researchers (Andrieu & St. 

John, 1993; St. John, 2001; Somers, Hall, Cofer, & Putten, 2000), the study became one 

of the first to analyze NPSAS:2000 data to explain how graduate and professional 

students for selected subgroups (African-American, Asian, Hispanic, women, and men) 

use financial aid to offset costs and manage debt load. The study was also unique for the 

addition of two critical factors associated with persistence and the graduate and 

professional school level – tax credits and debt load. Liseo found that receipt of financial 

aid significantly and positively influenced the within-year persistence of graduate and 

professional students. The study also found that high grade point averages while in 
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graduate or professional school were significantly and positively related to within-year 

persistence. 

Lovitts (1996) conducted a study that explored the causes of graduate student 

attrition, and, in the process, attempted to explain why such a high rate of attrition has 

persisted for so long. The study involved surveying completers and noncompleters who 

entered doctoral programs in 1982-1984 at two top Ph.D.-granting universities. The 

researcher utilized a survey instrument, hour-long phone interviews, and site visits with 

participants and faculty members. The study found that many of those involved in the 

participant’s graduate education, including the departing student, indicated that the 

decision to leave was the fault of the student. Unfortunately, the departing student usually 

left without expressing his or her dissatisfaction and reasons for leaving. Differences in 

departments’ attrition rates as well as between completers and noncompleters were found 

to lie in the different structures and opportunities they provided students for integration 

into the departments’ academic and social systems and how well the student had a clear 

understanding of the graduate education process. 

Factors Affecting Success, Achievement, and Satisfaction 

 A review of the literature reveals a multitude of variables contributing to student 

success or failure in college, but there are very few instances where these variables have 

been applied to legal education. In addition, theoretical models often group related 

variables together and label them as factors (e.g., background, institutional, and financial) 

to organize findings and improve analysis. However, an examination of the potential 

variables affecting student progress towards degree in the law school context must be 

completed first. This section reviews key persistence literature in the undergraduate, 
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graduate, and professional school settings to identify the appropriate variables for 

inclusion in the study. Some variables that are within the control of the student while 

others students cannot control. Variables that students lack control over include age 

(Donohue & Wong, 1997; Eppler & Harju, 1997; Syverson, 1997; Terenzini et al., 1994), 

gender (Aguilar, 1996; Austin et al., 1998; Neumann, 2000; Younes & Asay, 1998), and 

race/ethnicity (Aguilar, 1996; Hurtado, 1994; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Lustbader, 1998; 

Reynoso & Amron, 2002). However, these variables can directly or indirectly influence 

other variables associated with potential student achievement and success. Variables that 

students have control over have also been found to positively or negatively influence 

student satisfaction, persistence, and degree completion.  

Social and Psychological Development 

According to Pascarella and Terenzini (1991), research in student development 

generally recognizes at least four theories associated with college students although there 

is not always agreement on these theories. Psychosocial and identity development 

theories try to provide explanations for how students define themselves and their 

relationships with the outside world (Erikson, 1968; Chickering, 1978). Cognitive-

structural development theories include research associated with how a student develops 

critical thinking and reasoning skills (Kegan, 1982; King & Kitchener, 1994; Perry, 

1970). Typological theories differ from the previous two because they focus upon 

explaining the individual differences in how individuals perceive and relate to the world 

around them (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). They attempt to categorize students into 

groups based on these distinctive characteristics (Heath, 1968; Kolb, 1984; Myers, 1980; 

Witkins, 1962). Person-environment theories concentrate on how the environment shapes 
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human interactions and behaviors (Barker, 1978; Holland, 1985; Pervin, 1968; Moos, 

1979) and help to explain how the physical and social environments influence student 

development. While there is not a comprehensive list of developmental theories specific 

to graduate students, Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) suggest that current theories should 

not be applied solely to undergraduate students. 

Some higher education administrators assume that graduate and professional 

students are no longer in need of support or student services when they return to the 

classroom, because they are “mature, well-focused, goal oriented, and college 

graduates…” (Polson, 2003, p. 59). “Many institutions expend major resources to recruit 

new graduate students with limited emphasis devoted to assisting the students as they 

transition through the demands of graduate study” (Polson, 2003, p. 62). There is a small 

but emerging field of research that discusses the need for a examining the developmental 

and student services needs of graduate and professional students. In particular, some 

research has indicated that graduate and professional students are in the greatest need of 

programs and services geared towards their developmental needs. New information is 

revealing that “[g]raduate students (e.g., master’s, certificate, doctoral) and professional 

students (e.g., law, business, medicine) are perhaps the most overlooked and under-

served student population by student affairs on American college campuses today” 

(National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, 2004, ¶ 1; see also Jacobson, 

2001). 

Needs of Graduate and Professional Students 

With changes in the economy, immigration patterns, demographics, and 

technology, adults now are finding it easier to begin college for the first time or go back 
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to college for advanced training. “The average student no longer fits the standard 

definition for a college student…” (Rice, 2003, p. 53). The wide range of life experiences 

and current circumstances graduate and professional students bring to the institution 

creates a challenge for university service personnel. Educating the “whole graduate or 

professional student” requires an understanding of their motivations and what brings 

them to the institution (Cheng, 2004, p. 229).  

An important aspect of a graduate student’s college life, which is directly related 

to his or her sense of community, involves student “feelings of being cared about, treated 

in a caring way, valued as an individual, and accepted as a part of community contributed 

directly to their sense of belonging” (Cheng, 2004, p. 227). A second component of a 

successful campus community is the quality of social life. Graduate students, like their 

undergraduate counterparts, look for opportunities to build relationships with fellow 

students and faculty. “Students’ interactions with other students in the graduate program 

are found to relate positively to academic achievement and career development” (Boyle 

& Boice, 1998, p. 89). Another need of graduate and professional students is adequate 

communal environments such as classroom and offices. These environments should focus 

on collaboration and socialization to help graduate students feel like they are a part of the 

department or school (Tinto, 1993).  

Graduate students “regardless of gender have multiple roles to juggle and that the 

adult student population does not seem to reduce or drop other roles to become students” 

(Younes & Asay, 1998, p. 451). Such issues as parenting, full-time employment, and 

elder care affect graduate student workload. Graduate students are asked to make a 

realistic assessment of their loads – “external (involving family, work, and community 
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responsibilities) and internal (related to personal aspirations, desires, and expectations)” – 

and effectively cope with them (Polson, 2003, p. 63). Graduate students often must 

negotiate with family, friends, employers, and co-workers in establishing educational 

priorities. Unfortunately, graduate students are often challenged by these groups about 

their decision to pursue an advanced degree. Some literature suggests that “when students 

do not perceive themselves as receiving support from faculty and their institution, they 

will not function as well academically or psychologically” (Polson, 2003, p. 63).  

Successfully completing a degree does not necessarily mean that the relationship 

between the institution and the graduate student is over. Graduate and professional 

students have the added expectation that successful completion of an advanced degree 

will lead to employment opportunities and higher earning potential when compared to 

their current or most recent employment activity. Students are keenly aware of the 

forgone earnings from spending time pursuing an advanced degree. “Career concerns 

have become more intense for graduate students as a function of increased specialization 

inherent in graduate study and the frustration related to delayed gratification” (Polson, 

2003, p. 65). 

Developing Self-Authorship in Graduate Education 

Adults in contemporary America are expected to be good citizens and effectively 

manage their own affairs. Today’s undergraduate and graduate students are “lifelong 

learners in the face of constant change and increasing complexity” (Baxter-Magolda, 

1998, p. 41). Faculty members and student affairs administrators might be tempted to 

assume that graduate students, unlike their undergraduate counterparts, come to their 

institution fully developed and prepared for success. However, Marcia Baxter-Magolda 
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(1998) found that the majority of undergraduate seniors and entering graduate students 

are still developing contextual knowing.  

Baxter-Magolda (1999) hypothesized that the process of developing adult 

identities is a complex process that continues beyond graduation from college. This 

process is even more complex in today’s environment due to changes in gender roles, 

repeated challenges to previously held values and beliefs, changing family structures, and 

increasing diversity of perspectives. Operating under a constructivist paradigm, Baxter-

Magolda (1999) employed an open-ended interview technique with 101 traditional-age 

college students over a twelve-year period. Two primary development periods and two 

transition periods emerged from the data. These developmental periods and transitions 

were filled with conflicts between the external and internal voices.  

Baxter-Magolda (1999) concludes her research with a discussion about the role of 

higher education institutions in student construction of adult identities. One train of 

thought argues that development of self-authorship cannot occur in the college setting but 

must include post-college life experiences. “The curriculum and cocurriculum of 

undergraduate, graduate and professional educational settings are opportunities to assist 

in this transition” (Baxter-Magolda, 1999, p. 630). She argues that traditional college 

students are fully capable of developing internal identities if given the opportunities. 

Baxter-Magolda (1999) suggests that higher education institutions have an obligation to 

better prepare students for the demands of contemporary society. 

Choice, Preparedness, and Transition 

Persistence studies have found that student pre-matriculation and choices while in 

college can impact decisions by students to stay in school, stop-out, depart, or ultimately 

 51



 

graduate (St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996; Schleef, 2000). Studies have found that 

commercial rankings, college costs, availability of financial aid, and quality of institution 

play an important part in choice decisions (Berger, 2001; Kallio, 1995; McDonough et 

al., 1998). In addition, students’ pre-college academic preparation, family background, 

and school quality can affect transition to college or law school (Bui, 2002; Ishitani, 

2003; Pike & Saupe, 2002).  

Undergraduate Student Literature 

St. John, Paulsen, and Starkey (1996) were interested in understanding how the 

cost of financing education influenced college choice decisions and institutional 

commitment. The researchers “considered the influence of seven factors on within-year 

persistence by full-time undergraduates in four-year colleges: background, college 

choice, college experiences, aspirations, prices and price subsidies, housing costs, and 

other living costs (food and travel)” (St. John, Paulsen, & Starkey, 1996, p. 197). They 

discovered that student choice variables had direct and indirect effects on persistence 

while college costs had a direct impact on student persistence. 

McDonough, Antonio, Walpole, and Perez (1998) were interested in who utilizes 

commercial ranking guides and how much influence they have on the students. 

McDonough, et al. (1998) found that nontraditional, commuting, and first-generation 

students find national rankings unimportant in choice decisions. The authors discovered 

that “socioeconomic status effects are evident for both middle- and upper-class students, 

who are 1.2 to 1.4 times more likely to use college rankings in choosing their college” 

(McDonough, et al., 1998, p. 527). Middle- and upper-class students were more likely to 
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consult with counselors and teachers for advice, receive high grades in high school, and 

intend to get a doctoral or professional degree.  

Bui (2002) examined the background characteristics of first-generation college 

students at four-year institutions. He found that “first-generation college students were 

more likely to be ethnic minorities, to come from lower socioeconomic background, to 

speak a language other than English at home, and to score lower on the SAT than were 

the other students” (Bui, p. 6). He also found that first-generations students believed that 

improving themselves and the lives of their families were the most important reasons for 

pursuing higher education. Finally, first-generation students were far more concerned 

about academic performance, financial aid, and the social environment than other 

students.  

Ishitani (2003) examined pre-college and in-college factors of first-generation 

students at different time intervals over five academic years to determine student 

departure behaviors of first-generation students. While he recognized that first-generation 

students face unique problems and challenges while pursuing a bachelor’s degree, he 

argued that “first-generation students indeed had higher attrition rates over time” 

(Ishitani, 2003, p. 442). The results confirmed that first-generation students tend to have 

lower high school GPAs and standardized test scores, lower critical thinking abilities, less 

support from parents, and less confidence in their academic performance when compared 

to students with college-educated parents. Ishitani (2003) found that these negative 

effects were greatest during the first year but less significant by the third year. Finally, 

first-generation students whose family income was $25,000 or less were at greater risk of 

departing the institution during the first and second years. 
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A study to determine to what extent, if any, quality and effectiveness of a college 

applicant’s high school had in predicting grades during the first year of college was the 

focus of Pike and Saupe (2002). They found that more than one-third of the variance in 

first-year grades could be attributed to standardized test score, class rank, and high school 

courses taken. The variance increased to forty percent when characteristics of the sending 

high school were added. “As this research demonstrates, high school does matter, and 

institutions would be wise to incorporate information about sending high schools in their 

targeting efforts” (Pike & Saupe, 2002, p. 204). Law school admissions offices and legal 

scholars have expressed similar concerns about grade inflation trends and the quality of 

an applicant’s undergraduate institution (Weidner, 1997).  

Graduate and Professional School Studies 

Schleef (2000) conducted an investigation into the motivations of students for 

choosing to attend law and business school. Surveys of professional school students’ 

traditional choice decisions were organized into three categories: career enhancement, 

intellectual enhancement, and social justice. “This approach often excludes other 

possibilities, including ambivalence, default, parental influence, or class maintenance” 

(Schleef, p. 155). New evidence suggests that students may be making the choice to 

attend graduate or profession school “based on class maintenance and, in some cases, the 

fear of not doing as well as their parents” (Schleef, p. 156). In addition, “they stressed the 

importance of graduate education, not legal education” (Schleef, p. 158). Although 

previous literature may have found some evidence of social justice motivations for 

attending law school, “[f]or elites, a professional degree now appears to fill the place of 

the liberal arts bachelor’s degree a generation or two ago – an all-purpose degree that 
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provides high-level credentials and the opportunity (in theory) to pursue a variety of 

different careers” (Schleef, p. 170). 

The impact of the U.S. News and World Report Law School Rankings on students 

and institutions was explored by Berger (2001). His research consisted of performing a 

document analysis of the rankings and other materials provided by the ABA and LSAC. 

He asserted that law school ranking provide a valuable information source for students as 

well as force law schools to become more accountable. He argued that law schools 

should do more to provide students with a clearer, less idealized picture of the law school 

environment that includes information on “debt load upon graduation, the kinds of 

careers students tend to pursue after graduation, alumni satisfaction with the school, 

career opportunities for those not in the top quarter, mentoring and opportunities to get to 

know faculty, and so on” (Berger, 2001, p. 501). Lastly, the article pointed out that little 

research has been done to investigate choice decisions of prospective or current law 

students.  

Kallio (1995) studied the factors employed by students in selecting which 

institution to attend for their graduate education. The results indicated that older 

respondents were more likely to make choice decisions based on family or career 

considerations. They were less likely to consider a larger pool of geographically 

disbursed graduate schools or be interested in campus life and socialization activities than 

their younger counterparts. Kallio (1995) concluded that graduate students “base their 

[enrollment] decisions on at least six types of primary factors: residency status, 

characteristics of the academic environment of the institution and its programs, work-
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related concerns, spouse considerations, financial aid, and the social environment of the 

campus” (p. 119).  

Santiago and Einarson (1998) were interested in expanding upon previous 

research concerning gender and ethnic disparity in graduate education. Making use of a 

cohort of engineering and physical science students, the researchers developed a 

“questionnaire that inquired about previous education and work experience, entering 

enrollment information, expectations about their graduate programs and faculty 

interactions, anticipated outcomes, and demographic information” (Santiago & Einarson, 

p. 168). They found that undergraduate preparation, standardized test scores, and 

undergraduate GPA were the strongest predictors of academic self-confidence; but 

gender was not a significant predictor of success in graduate school. Their research 

indicated that marital status, minority status, faculty/student interactions, and previous 

graduate education were the most significant indicators of academic self-efficacy. 

Finally, the study revealed that field of study, confidence in the job market, nationality, 

and socioeconomic status were the most important factors in meeting graduate students 

career-related outcome expectations.  

Ippolito (2001) found that student academic performance in law school is a key 

factor in employment decisions, but concluded that “students’ underlying character 

attributes are perhaps a more important predictor of success” (Ippolito, 2001, p. 552). The 

researcher also argued that a law student’s motivation and willingness to commit to the 

profession were better measures of law school success. He found that undergraduate GPA 

and standardized test scores were not helpful in explaining student personality and 

commitment behaviors. However, he argued that non-academic student behavioral traits 
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eventually make their way into students’ law school GPA. For example, poor attendance 

and low class participation were strongly associated with lower academic performance 

and consequently, lower class rank. “By the time they [the students] become job 

applicants in the legal market, they have revealed much of what is important in a single 

measure, namely class rank” (Ippolito, 2001, pp. 552-553). 

Educational Costs and Financial Support 

Higher education financing and financial support have become serious topics for 

education policymakers and consumers over the past thirty years. Data indicates that 

undergraduate and professional school costs are rising well beyond the rate of inflation 

(Hu & St. John, 2001). Publicly funded higher education institutions are experiencing the 

most severe increases. Studies indicate that the amount and types of financial aid offered 

to a student can affect persistence (St. John, Andrieu, et al., 1994). Minority students are 

less receptive to use of educational loans to finance college and much more receptive to 

work-study or grant funding (Fenske, Porter, & DuBrock, 2000; Paulsen & St. John, 

2002). In particular, legal education researchers grow increasingly concerned about the 

impact of the rising cost of legal education and levels of student indebtedness on minority 

students’ decision to attend law school and complete it (Olivas, 1999; Sebert, 2002).    

Undergraduate Student Literature 

Fenske, Porter, and DuBrock (2000) conducted a longitudinal, quantitative study 

examining “the persistence patterns and student financial aid received by women, 

underrepresented minorities (American Indians, Blacks, and Hispanics) and needy 

students” (p. 70). The researchers found that “departure rates within SEM [science, 

engineering, and mathematics] were highest for underrepresented minorities and needy 
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students” (Fenske, Porter, & DuBrock, 2000, p. 75; see also Brewton & Hurst, 1984; 

Strenta et al., 1994). Fenske, Porter, and DuBrock found that “minorities, especially in 

their first year, participate in more types of aid” most likely because they come from low-

income families making them eligible for need-based financial aid programs (p. 76). The 

third major finding was that “a higher proportion of students with gift aid only packages 

persisted the following year” with this trend continuing into the second and third year 

(Fenske, Porter, & DuBrock, p. 79).  

The effect of socioeconomic status, high school experience, educational 

aspirations, college characteristics and experiences, student financial aid, and cost of 

attendance on traditional-aged undergraduate student persistence behaviors was the focus 

of St. John, Andrieu, Oescher, and Starkey (1994). They found that “tuition has a 

substantial direct influence on within-year persistence” (St. John, Andrieu, et al., p. 473). 

The implication of this finding was that increases in tuition and fees could lengthen time 

to degree or lead to increased stoppages, transfers, and other departures. Additionally, 

“the amount and type of financial aid awarded had an influence on within-year 

persistence” (St. John, Andrieu, et al., p. 473). The researchers found that loans and 

college work-study had a negative impact on persistence in some models, while grant aid 

yielded improved persistence. 

Paulsen and St. John (2002) developed a choice-persistence study designed to 

“examine and compare students from different socioeconomic backgrounds in terms of 

their perceptions and experiences of financial factors, as well as the impact of finances, 

on their enrollment behavior” (p. 193). Participants were asked to provide information on 

family income, student background, perceptions of college costs, college experience, 
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current aspirations, and actual college costs and financial aid. Paulsen and St. John (2002) 

found “[t]here were notable differences in the influence of attendance patterns, gender, 

high-school attainment, ethnicity, academic achievement and post secondary aspirations 

across the income groups” (p. 225).  

According to Paulsen and St. John (2002), the low-income group had the largest 

percentage of minority students compared to the other three groups. About sixty percent 

of low-income students indicated that college cost and availability of financial aid were 

factors in the college-choice process. In addition, a higher number of low-income 

students aspired to obtain technical or vocational training rather than a four-year or 

advanced degree despite higher grades compared to upper-middle-income and upper-

income students.  

Hu and St. John (2001) examined the role of financial aid funding at public four-

year higher education institutions on persistence rates of undergraduate, full-time resident 

African American and Hispanic students. The authors believed that the shift in higher 

education financial responsibility from the government onto the student begun in the 

1980’s would continue to have a significant impact on educational attainment for 

minority and low-income students. Previous research has found “minority students are 

more sensitive to prices and less willing to use educational loans” to finance their 

education (Hu & St. John, 2001, p. 266; Kaltenbaugh, St. John, & Starkey, 1999; St. John 

1991; St. John & Noell, 1989).  

Hu and St. John (2001) discovered that “more African American students were 

from poorer families, more White students were from relatively wealthy families, and 

Hispanics were in between” (Hu & St. John, p. 279). In addition, “a larger percentage of 
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African American students received some type of financial aid while a smaller percentage 

of Whites received financial aid. Hispanics were in between these two groups” (Hu & St. 

John, p. 279). The study also found even though “financial aid in Indiana was sufficient 

in achieving equal opportunity to persist for aid recipients and non-aid recipients within 

each group,” the persistence rates for each of the three groups still declined from 1990 to 

1997 (Hu & St. John, p. 280). The authors emphasized “the importance of improving 

student college grades and college experiences, particularly for African Americans and 

Hispanics, as a means of improving opportunity to persist among racial/ethnic groups” 

(Hu & St. John, p. 282). 

Graduate and Professional School Studies 

Olivas (1999) expressed concern about law student loan indebtedness, “especially 

when combined with undergraduate loan obligations that were postponed during 

subsequent schooling but come due after the six- or nine-month forbearance period” (p. 

334). He found that “tuition costs for legal education have increased by a factor of at least 

seven since 1975, across all sectors” (Olivas, p. 333). Aggravating these trends are the 

maximum lending limits of federal loan programs and the interest accumulation upon 

these loans. Using data from public and private law loan lenders to examine how students 

pay for law school and their ability to repay that debt, he found that  

[m]any applicants to law school and other professional schools have credit 
profiles that are not promising – what with enormous loan indebtedness, lack of 
collateral traditionally required for borrowing large sums of money, small 
earnings from part-time and summer work in low-paying jobs, and, increasingly, 
substantial credit card debt. (Olivas, p. 336) 
 

The reality has become that nearly one-third of the financial resources for law and other 

professional schools come from a student’s personal savings and resources. Olivas (1999) 
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concluded that the financial concerns associated with attending and graduating from law 

school place a great deal of stress on the students and their families.  

Sebert (2002) extracted data from national indices and questionnaires 

administered by the ABA Section on Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar to 

investigate tuition discounting practices, law school expenditures, and law student 

borrowing and debt over the past decade. In particular, he was concerned about the 

substantial rises in tuition at both private and public law schools as well as dramatic 

increases in student borrowing and graduating law student indebtedness. Average tuition 

at ABA-accredited law schools was “$61,076 for resident students at public law schools, 

$84,580 for nonresident students at public law schools, and $102, 960 for students at 

private law schools” (p. 517-518). Law schools are forced to spend more money in order 

to compete for students and improve their reputational rankings. Despite the fact that 

“financial aid expenditures at public law schools more than doubled” and increased 80 

percent at private law schools, there was also a substantial increase in student loan 

borrowing for public (180%) and private (134%) law schools during the same period 

[1993-2000] (Sebert, p. 520).  

Family Obligations and Family Background 

Family background characteristics have been found to have both indirect and 

direct effects on college student persistence. Positive, supportive family experiences 

appear to contribute to healthier transitions from childhood to adulthood as well as 

transition from high school to college (Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Larsen, & Jacobs, 1997; 

Wintre & Sugar, 2000). Graduate students, who are more likely to be married, divorced, 

and have children, must also deal with the demands of being a spouse or parent (Powles, 
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1999; Syverson, 1997). Law students, although slightly younger on average than other 

graduate students, are still influenced by their family background and obligations (Choy 

& Geis, 2002). Minority students, especially Hispanics, are often faced with family and 

community members who are confused about or disinterested in higher education 

(Aguilar, 1996). Minority graduate and professional students struggle with the demands 

of self, family, and community as they traverse through their educational experience 

(Gonzalez et al., 2001; Younes & Asay, 1998). Students who cannot successfully balance 

these competing demands are less likely to complete graduate school.  

Undergraduate Student Literature  

Building on existing literature about adult development and transition to college, 

Langhinrichsen-Rohling, Larsen, and Jacobs (1997) studied the effects of negative family 

of origin experiences (e.g., abuse, victimization, alcoholism, and traumas) on transition to 

college. Previous research has determined that “an individual’s ability to adapt to major 

life changes is established by his or her family dynamics” (Langhinrichsen-Rohling, 

Larsen, & Jacobs, 1997, p. 50; see also Harvey & Bray, 1991). The results indicated that 

family dynamics have a significant impact on how young adults transition to college. 

Specifically, students who were victimized by a family member or had witnessed family 

violence were at greater risk of experiencing depression and lower self-esteem while in 

college. The researchers concluded that students who created a social support system 

while growing up were more likely to create similar social support systems while in 

college which improved persistence.   

Wintre and Sugar (2000) argued that researchers often overlook relationships with 

parents as a possible influence on the transition to college process. The research team was 
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interested in how student personality types and parent relationships affected this 

adjustment. Previous studies have identified five major personality factors useful in 

developmental theories – “Neuroticism,” “Extraversion,” “Openness to Experience,” 

“Agreeableness,” and “Conscientiousness” (Wintre & Sugar, p. 203; see also Costa & 

McCrae, 1992). Male students reported greater psychological adjustment to college life 

and “females were higher in Neuroticism” (Wintre & Sugar, p. 206). Relationships 

between students and parents accounted for almost one-third of the variance in the 

personality factors. Authoritarian parenting styles yielded the most positive outcomes in 

the college environment except for academic adjustment perceptions among females.  

Using a cohort of first-year undergraduate students, Feenstra, Banyard, Rines, and 

Hopkins (2001) investigated how family environment, family conflict, and individual 

coping affected transition and adjustment to college. Previous studies have shown that 

some students’ transitions into college are more effective than others (Ezezek, 1994; 

Holmbeck & Wandrei, 1993). Despite previous findings to the contrary (e.g., Amato & 

Keith, 1991), Feenstra, et al. (2001) found no significant difference in transition to 

college when comparing participants whose parents were married and those whose 

parents were divorced. However, the results indicated that students who utilized active 

coping strategies were better adjusted to the college environment. Individual coping and 

college adjustment were found to be dependent on development of effective family 

coping strategies. “In particular, a higher level of conflict in the family and lower level of 

family coping were related to less positive adaptation to college” (Feenstra et al., 2001, p. 

111). 
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Graduate and Professional School Studies  

In a review of 1992-93 National Postsecondary Student Aid Survey (NPSAS) 

data, Syverson (1997) found that today’s graduate student population consisted mostly of 

“adults in their mid-30s, with careers, spouses, children, and debt” (¶ 11; see also Choy & 

Geis, 2002). Powles (1999) found that increased family obligations were a significant 

factor in graduate student attrition. Syverson (1997) argued that the increased family 

concerns and responsibilities of graduate and professional students “will challenge 

universities to provide additional services, such as extended administrative hours, dial-in 

registration, and child care” (¶ 12). These family-related factors can affect other variables 

of student success including ethnic background, peers and social integration, stress and 

anxiety, academic achievement, and motivation. 

Gender, Race, and Ethnicity  

Early persistence studies focused on traditional-aged White students at the most 

prestigious private universities (Tinto, 1993). Researchers began to suggest that the 

persistence models and conclusions might be different based on gender, race, or ethnicity 

(Kraemer, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Minority students often come from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds resulting in lesser secondary and higher educational 

opportunities (Aguilar, 1996; Reynoso & Amron, 2002). Minority applicants at both the 

undergraduate and graduate level are likely to have lower standardized test scores and 

lower high school and college GPAs when compared to White students (Cabrera et al., 

1999; McDaniel, 2001; Sampson & Boyer, 2001). Minority students respond differently 

to costs of attendance and offers of financial aid (Somers, Hall, Cofer, & Putten, 2000). 

Minority students and female students often find academic and social integration more 
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difficult once they enter college or law school (Hurtado, 1994; Hurtado et al., 1996; 

Eimers & Pike, 1997; Younes & Asay, 1998).  

Undergraduate Student Literature  

Hurtado and Carter (1997) examined whether background characteristics and 

college experiences during the first two years of college influenced social engagement 

and involvement during the third year. “Contrary to both Spady’s and Tinto’s models, the 

Latino students’ GPAs in the second and third years did not significantly affect students’ 

sense of belonging” (Hurtado & Carter, 1997, p. 339). The researchers found that 

institutions that provided Latino students with a comprehensive orientation to the 

institution upon entering experienced a more positive transition to college and felt more 

integrated. Latino students who discussed their coursework with peers, maintained family 

relationships, and participated in community-based or religious organizations had a 

greater sense of involvement and belonging during the third year (Hurtado & Carter, pp. 

338-339).  

Expressing concerns about the ability of today’s colleges and universities to 

attract and retain talented minority students, Hurtado (1994) conducted a study of high-

achieving Latina/o students’ perceptions of the campus racial climate. The majority of 

students in this survey perceived that their institution knew very little about Hispanic 

culture. Hurtado (1994) also found that  

[a]lthough these Latino students have a high potential for college success 
according to traditional measures of achievement (i.e., test scores and high school 
grades), about 29 percent reported that many Hispanic students feel like they do 
not ‘fit in’ on their campus…Approximately 43 percent report that most students 
at their institution believe that minorities are special admits. (p. 31) 
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The literature revealed that Hispanic students who experience a hostile racial climate or 

perceive racial/ethnic tension on campus are more likely to experience greater 

psychological stress, to show less commitment to the institution, and less likely to 

interact with non-minority students, faculty, and staff (Hurtado, et al., 1996, p. 152; 

Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Pascarella, Edison, et al., 1996; Munoz, 1987; Smedley, et al., 

1993). Additionally, first-generation Latino students or students who lacked confidence 

in their academic achievement were more likely to perceive a negative racial climate. 

“These findings strongly suggest that there are elements of institutional culture, perhaps 

associated with its historical legacy of exclusion, that continue to resist a Latino presence 

on campus” (Hurtado, p. 35).  

Hurtado, Carter, and Spuler (1996) explored data from a national, longitudinal 

study of Latino students “in order to understand transitional experiences of the first year, 

perceptions and behaviors in the second year, and Latino student adjustment in the 

second year of college” (p. 136). The researchers argued that “students face a variety of 

stressors in adjustment to any college, and that racial/ethnic minorities face additional 

stressors beyond those typical to all students” and that these stresses may be generated 

from both the student and the new environment they have entered (Hurtado, Carter, & 

Spuler, p. 137). College environment stressors associated with ethnic background had a 

more significant impact on Latino student transition then did typical transition challenges. 

Additionally, the study discovered that in-college factors had a greater impact on Latino 

student adjustment then did pre-matriculation factors.  

Hurtado, Inkelas, Briggs, and Rhee (1997) compared background characteristics, 

predispositions, academic abilities, and income levels of students from various 
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racial/ethnic backgrounds as they related to the three college choice stages – 

predisposition, search, and selection (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). Hurtado et al. (1997) 

found significant differences among the various racial/ethnic groups in the following 

college choice behaviors: college preparation, application process, and attendance at the 

first choice institution. The results revealed that while “ability measures remain strong 

determinants of strategically planning students’ college options, socioeconomic 

characteristics continue to influence the choices or opportunities available to students in 

higher education in terms of the development of their college choice sets” (Hurtado, et 

al., p. 65).  

Kraemer (1997) questioned whether traditional theories of social and academic 

integration were appropriate for Hispanic students at two-year institutions. Kraemer 

(1997) looked at “three factors that contribute to academic integration for Hispanic 

students: formal faculty-student interaction, informal faculty-student interaction, and 

study behavior” (p. 176). The study found that informal and formal student-faculty 

interactions were strong predictors of academic integration. The author concluded that the 

presence of community college personnel from the same ethnic group and provision of a 

culturally-specific orientation campus greatly improved Hispanic student social 

integration.  

McDaniel (2001) studied whether pre- and early-matriculation factors were useful 

in predicting retention of students enrolled at Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs). The pre- and early-matriculation variables in this study focused 

on student demographics, prior academic experiences, and college academic 

performance. By surveying a group of first-time, first-year freshman students, both White 
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and Black, McDaniel (2001) found that “pre- and early matriculation variables can be 

relatively successful in predicting which students will return to college, but are not as 

successful in identifying those students who are likely to withdraw from college after one 

year” (p. 155). The variables that had the highest connection with first-year retention 

were standardized test score, high school reputation, high school GPA, and student view 

of self.  

In a study of minority and non-minority students at a large, Midwestern 

university, Eimers and Pike (1997) found that perceived quality of the institution and 

academic integration more accurately predicted minority student persistence than did pre-

matriculation characteristics. In addition, the study found that first-year academic 

performance was not a significant predictor of minority student departure. Minority 

students who perceived the institution as having a positive academic and social 

environment and who received encouragement from family and friends reported higher 

levels of satisfaction.  

Aguilar (1996) conducted a study of first-generation Mexican-American female 

college students enrolled at a small, private university in the Southwest. Using an open-

ended survey instrument, the researcher was able to identify the following barriers 

associated with retention of minority students: “the personal, the socioeconomic, the 

intracultural, and the exracultural” (Aguilar, p. 150). Personal barriers included inability 

to set goals, low self-esteem, fear, stress, and self-doubt. Socioeconomic barriers included 

poverty, discrimination, poor education, sexism, and English as a second language (ESL). 

Intracultural barriers included lack of family support, breaking from traditional gender 

roles, unavailability of peers, and family obligations. Extracultural barriers included 
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discrimination, racism, poor teacher support and mentoring, and classmates’ attitudes 

about minority students. 

Cabrera, Nora, Terenzini, Pascarella, and Hagedorn (1999) studied pre- and early-

matriculation characteristics as well as student perceptions of campus racial climate 

among African American and White undergraduate students. The study found that lower 

academic preparation among African American students did not significantly contribute 

to persistence behaviors, but “parental encouragement and support facilitated the 

transition into the academic and social realms of the institution, enhanced commitments 

to both the goal of college completion and to the institution, and increased the likelihood 

to persist in college” (Cabrera, et al., p. 152). Another interesting finding from this study 

was that both Whites and African Americans were likely to perceive prejudice or 

discrimination in the campus environment.  

Somers, Hall, Cofer, and Putten (2000) explored data collected from the NPSAS 

of 1996 to study within-year persistence of African American and White students. The 

study revealed that background variables significantly influenced student persistence for 

White students but not African American students.  

For white students, parent’s educational level (some college or above) and student 
aspirations for a degree were positively associated with persistence. For African 
American students, only the aspiration for an advanced degree was significant and 
positively associated with persistence. (Somers, et al., p. 254)  
 

While the study reconfirmed previous findings regarded the positive influence of grant 

and college work-study programs on African American student persistence, the study did 

found that African American student persistence increased as tuition increased.   

Hernandez (2000) conducted a qualitative study of ten Latina/o students attending 

a large, public mid-Atlantic research university. An analysis of the data identified several 

 69



 

themes and factors associated with Latina/o retention at higher education institutions. The 

respondents “discussed in no uncertain terms the important role that their family had on 

their retention” (Hernandez, p. 579). The family provided a needed source of 

encouragement and support but also functioned as a source of pressure on the student to 

succeed. Participants “mentioned individual faculty members, counselors, and advisors” 

as supportive figures in their educational pursuits (Hernandez, p. 580). Latina/o students 

emphasized “the benefits of getting involved, both on and off campus” (Hernandez, p. 

580). Many of the participants indicated that meeting other Latina/o students at the 

university made a positive contribution to their college experience. Latino/a student 

emphasized “how finances played a role in their retention and how it impacted their 

education” (Hernandez, p. 580). Finally, respondents indicated that people, more than the 

physical spaces, made the most positive contribution to their college experience.  

Graduate and Professional School Studies 

Sampson and Boyer (2001) expressed concern about minority student access to 

graduate education in the United States and questioned which admissions criteria were 

meaningful and accurate in predicting successful completion of graduate school. 

Although results found “GRE-verbal score, age, major, and undergraduate grade point 

averages are significantly associated with determining the first year average of minority 

students at a ‘Research I’ university,” the researchers argued that other factors “such as 

individual persistence, motivation, reasoning skills, creativity, interpersonal skills, 

writing skills, and prior achievement” are better predictors of applicant readiness for 

graduate school (Sampson & Boyer, p. 277). Additionally, the results indicated that first-

year graduate school GPA was a significant predictor of the student achievement.  
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Gonzalez, Marin, Perez, Figueroa, Moreno, and Navia (2001) recognized that 

very few Latina/o students obtain advanced degrees when compared to the rapid growth 

of the Latina/o population. The study was designed to “uncover the underlying nature of 

Latina/o doctoral student experiences as well as the context that engendered these 

experiences” (Gonzalez, et al., p. 565). Using auto-ethnographic narratives from six 

Latina/o doctoral students at different Research I institutions, they discovered seven 

struggles faced by Latina/o doctoral students.  

First, students experienced a lack of understanding from family members who 

typically had “little, if any particular experience with higher education, particularly 

graduate education” (Gonzalez, et al., p. 568). Second, doctoral students in the study 

struggled with their “inability to make sense of their new cultural world” (p. 570). Third, 

doctoral students felt isolated because “few individuals with similar backgrounds and 

experiences” were present in their program (p. 570). Fourth, the lack of peers from 

similar backgrounds made them “feel that they did not belong or were not fully accepted 

in their program” (p. 571). Fifth, the doctoral students were coming to terms with the fact 

“identity changes at the doctoral level were as notable and dramatic as those one would 

expect for students at the undergraduate level” (p. 572). Sixth, the study participants 

expressed frustration over the “lack of validation” from faculty within their program (p. 

577). Finally, “the enduring conflicts between two different worlds” (communities of 

origin versus new academic environment) persisted throughout their doctoral coursework 

and into the dissertation phase (p. 578).  

Lustbader (1998) expressed concern over the failure of law schools to use 

curriculum and teaching methods that were inclusive of diverse student perspectives and 
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experiences. The word “diverse” was considered a broadly defined term meant to 

“include not just racial diversity, but also culture, socioeconomic status, gender, sexual 

orientation, disability – in fact, any person who does not come from the White male 

middle- to upper-middle-class experience that is reflected in the legal system” (footnote 

1, p. 403). The researcher surveyed “diverse” students from nine law schools asking them 

to identify barriers they encountered within the learning environment. These students 

reported that “the institutional environment, the competitiveness, the narrow view of 

success, the psychological stress, the outside pressures from family and financial 

problems, and…their feelings of alienation” were the most frequent challenges faced 

during their legal education (Lustbader, p. 403; see also Reynoso & Amron, 2002). She 

concluded that the failure of law schools to reduce minority student feelings of alienation 

and help them develop coping skills for stress resulted in “disproportionate levels of 

clinical depression and substance abuse, as well as dissatisfaction with the profession” 

(Lustbader, pp. 408-09).  

Reynoso and Amron (2002) expressed concern about participation of minorities in 

law schools and the lack of focus from “law schools to create a learning environment in 

which diversity thrives – an environment conducive to the intellectual development of all 

law students” (p. 492). The researchers found that one of the main challenges to 

improving law school diversity involved minority students’ preparedness for legal 

education. Minority students were more likely to be from the poorer communities with 

schools that did not prepare them for higher education, subsequently causing “lower high 

school graduation rates, fewer college graduates, and dwindling numbers of qualified law 

school applicants” (Reynoso & Amron, p. 495). Minority students were further 
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disadvantaged by law school admissions processes, which define merit in terms of 

undergraduate GPA and LSAT score. Reynoso and Amron (2002) argued that the LSAT 

restricted minority access to legal education because these applicants tended to score 

lower on the test. Finally, the researchers noted that minority law school graduates were 

less likely to pass the bar exam on the first attempt or be employed in prestigious 

positions compared to the larger majority of White law graduates (Reynoso & Amron, p. 

497).  

Younes and Asay (1998) conducted a case study to explore the lives of female 

graduate students as they tried to balance multiple roles. The women in this study 

expressed a belief that obtaining a graduate degree “served as a vehicle to personal 

fulfillment, professional advancement and societal improvement” (p. 456). Additionally, 

the women identified the following roles they played each day – “wife, student, 

employee, mother, daughter, volunteer, friend, advisor/sponsor, daughter-in-law, sister, 

entrepreneur, school board member, private music teacher, Sunday school teacher, 

grandmother, and supervisor” (p. 454). Participants stressed that their family took priority 

over their education. These women also documented changes in the relationships with co-

workers and friends after entering graduate school.  

Program Characteristics 

Higher education and legal education have become the subject of intense public 

scrutiny due to access, cost, and quality issues. Weidner (1997) found that “the crises that 

affect higher education in general…are at least significant for law schools as are the 

narrower issues that are peculiar to legal education” (p. 93). Cost of attendance and 

financing have become the important public issues surrounding legal education in recent 
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decades. When the economy is hurting, law students can find themselves “deeply in debt, 

and offering them little in the way of enhanced employment opportunities” (Weidner, p. 

95). Law schools are finding it difficult to encourage entrance of students from lower 

groups because of a variety of internal and external challenges including grading 

practices, teaching methods, developing faculty-student relationships, and fulfilling 

professional requirements. Finally, perceptions that teachers are uncaring or unwilling to 

make time for students are increasing stress and isolation. 

Undergraduate Student Literature  

Umbach and Porter (2002) surveyed 1,300 bachelor’s degree holders from a 

research university to determine to effect of student and departmental characteristics on 

student satisfaction and development. There is a vast amount of research on how the 

institution affects student development and satisfaction but “most major theoretical 

models explaining the effects of college development on students overlook the impact of 

academic departments” (Umbach & Porter, p. 210). A review of departmental 

characteristics found that a department’s racial diversity had little impact on student 

outcomes. Umbach and Porter (2002) determined that gender diversity, supportive 

faculty, and research commitment had the most significant impact on student outcomes.  

Feldman, Smart, and Ethington (1999) were interested in examining the 

relationship between college major and personality types on educational outcomes and 

career aspirations. Academic departments have long been regarded as having a significant 

influence on college student development. The authors found that the combination of 

student personality and academic environment were significantly related to retention, 

satisfaction, and academic achievement. They found that “highly differentiated 
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environments and those [students] with strong identity are more successful in reinforcing 

their preferred pattern of abilities and interests than are those that are undifferentiated and 

have diffuse identity” (Feldman, Smart, & Ethington, p. 662).  

Graduate and Professional School Studies  

Gulati, Sander, and Sockloskie (2001) conducted a quantitative study of first-year 

and third-year students at an ABA-accredited law school to measure student satisfaction. 

The researchers found that law schools in their study functioned “as a sorting and 

credentialing mechanism for students” and that students selected their law school based 

upon reputational factors such as high academic standards, future job prospects, and 

commercial rankings (Gulati, Sander, & Sockloskie, 2001, p. 259; see also Ippolito, 

2001). “Once law school begins, students come to realize quickly there are two more all-

important signals for which they must compete: first-year grades and membership on the 

law review” (Gulati, Sander, & Sockloskie, p. 239; see also Wangerin, 2001). These two 

factors influenced law student prospects for summer clerkships at the end of the second 

year. In addition, participants stated they spent much of their time in law school trying to 

position themselves for the best employment offer possible. Students with the highest 

academic credentials (high GPA, law review, recipient of second-summer clerkship, 

clinic experience, etc.) by their third year reported satisfaction with their law school 

experience, but students with lower credentials experienced more stress and depression 

during their legal education.  

The bar exam is required by all states for persons interesting in becoming a 

practicing attorney as a means of ensuring minimum competency. Rooke-Ley and 

Johnson (2002), writing on behalf of the Society of American Law Teachers (SALT), 
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argued that “[b]ar examinations, as currently administered…negatively affect law school 

curricular development and the law school admissions process, and are a significant 

barrier to achieving a more diverse bench and bar” (Rooke-Ley & Johnson, p. 446). Bar 

exams affect the attitudes and behaviors of students, faculty, and staff in law schools 

across the country. Rooke-Ley and Johnson (2002) found that law school administrators 

are under tremendous pressure to ensure that admitted students pass the bar exam since 

high bar passage rates affect commercial rankings, alumni giving, ability to attract 

prestigious faculty, and increase the quality of applicant pools. Unfortunately, the 

researchers concluded that people of color continue to be underrepresented in the legal 

profession at all levels. They argued that the bar exam “disproportionately delays entry of 

people of color into, or excludes them from, the practice of law” (Rooke-Ley & Johnson, 

2002, p. 450). The study found that minority students who failed the exam the first time 

were less likely to retake it.  

Rhode (1999) highlighted the need for law and other professional schools to 

address the issue of access and equal opportunity for historically underrepresented 

populations. “Overreliance on quantifiable admission criteria, such as grades and test 

scores, has served to exclude a disproportionate number of minority candidates” (Rhode, 

p. 37). This also causes problems for higher education by reducing the potential for 

diverse candidates in tenured faculty and senior administrative positions. Unfortunately, 

once in law school, “women and minority men report higher levels of dissatisfaction and 

disengagement with the law school experience” (Rhode, p. 37). The author suggested that 

the competitive environment, lack of a diverse curriculum and faculty, and current law 
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school teaching methods discourage minority and female satisfaction with their law 

school experience.  

Watson (2001) found in a classroom survey that a majority of his students had 

nothing good to say about law school. One common criticism given was that the first-

year was a terrifying time with teachers who intentionally intimidated students and 

practiced “hiding the ball.” More than one student claimed the experience to be “the 

worst year of their lives” (Watson, p. 91). Students also complained that “[d]uring the 

semester they were given no indication of how well or how poor[ly] they were 

performing” (Watson, p. 92). By the third year, the terror was gone and students had 

learned to “play the game” so they could graduate and go on to learning how to be a “real 

lawyer.”  

A typical law school applicant today is older, moving into a second career, and 

“more likely than their fresh-out-college colleagues to have financial commitments such 

as families and mortgages, which likely require them to continue working while they 

attend law school” (Vest, 2000, p. 500). He argued that current legal education, based on 

traditions adhered to for more than fifty years, is not keeping pace with changes in 

student population and the profession. In addition, he commented that the substantive and 

procedural requirements for accreditation have made it very difficult to create new law 

schools. Finally, Vest (2000) discovered that innovations in legal education, such as night 

schools and on-line schools, which would create better access for non-traditional law 

students, are stifled by the current accreditation standards.  

Research on the impact of departmental characteristics on student completion is 

very limited. However, research has been conducted on the influence of institutional 
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characteristics, such as prestige, governance, Carnegie classification, and financial aid on 

student completion (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992). Stricker (1994) expanded upon existing 

research on doctoral studies completion by examining how departmental and institutional 

characteristics affect time-to-degree. The researcher found a strong association between 

student characteristics and departmental differences in time-to-degree. “This outcome 

parallels results of studies at the undergraduate level that found that institutional variation 

in students’ achievement and aspirations in college was largely predictable from the 

students’ preexisting characteristics, such as admissions test scores” (Stricker, p. 581).  

Oldfield and Hutchinson (1996) sought to determine whether a standardized 

admissions test (Graduate Record Examination) or first-semester GPA were more 

predictive of academic success in two required research courses in a Masters of Public 

Administration program at an urban university. “The GRE (Graduate Record 

Examination) purports to be an aptitude (versus an achievement) test that portends 

success in graduate school,” but the predictive validity of the GRE remains unclear 

(Oldfield & Hutchinson, p. 519). The study found that the “GRE is practically useless for 

predicting performance” of participants enrolled in the research classes (Oldfield & 

Hutchinson, p. 523). Additionally, first-semester GPA was successful in predicting high 

achievement in only one of the research courses.   

As the number of students seeking advanced training continues to increase, 

graduate schools face the challenge of creating a more selective admissions process to 

ensure that only students with a reasonable probability for success will be admitted. In a 

study of deans from eighty-eight graduate schools in the United States, Brink (1999) 

found that adequate preparation in the field for which they were applying, completion of 
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an undergraduate major, and personal interviews/statements were the most important 

factors in graduate admissions. Brink (1999) also argued that “neither the scholastic 

record, nor the rating of the institution, nor a combination of these provides an adequate 

basis for admitting students to graduate schools” (p. 522). The researcher suggested that 

personality characteristics, reading ability, health, and interest in teaching may be better 

variables to consider in the graduate admissions process.  

Advising and Mentoring 

Undergraduate persistence literature indicates that socializing with faculty is an 

important factor in student success (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993). Students 

who work closely with a faculty advisor through mentoring and advising opportunities 

are more likely to report positive academic integration (Campbell & Campbell, 1997; 

Nagda et al., 1998). For graduate students, faculty advising and faculty mentoring are the 

critical component for successful completion of the program and employment upon 

graduation (Kelly & Schweitzer, 1999; Luna, 1998). Research also indicates that 

students, both undergraduate and graduate, who utilize counseling and mental health 

services are more likely to report normal socialization (Turner & Berry, 2000). Minority 

students face the added challenge of finding faculty mentors who are interested in 

working with them and understanding of their backgrounds and experiences (Wright & 

Wright, 1987).  

Undergraduate Student Literature  

The University of Michigan offers student-faculty research partnership programs 

for first-year and second-year undergraduate students. Nagda, Gregerman, Jonides, von 

Hippel, and Lerner (1998) were interested in learning what effect participation in this 
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program had on student retention and attrition. When compared to nonparticipants, 

students enrolled in the program had a significant higher rates of retention. African 

American students in Undergraduate Research Opportunity Program (UROP) had a fifty 

percent higher retention rate than those in the control group. The authors concluded that 

this student-faculty research program was effective at promoting student academic and 

social integration through regular faculty contacts, collaboration on group work, peer-

advising, skill building activities, and diverse peer interactions.  

Campbell and Campbell (1997) conducted a study of the effects of faculty/student 

mentor programs on academic performance and retention as measured by grade-point 

average, credit hours earned, and enrollment in the third semester. Using data collected 

from mentor logs and student academic and admissions records, the researchers 

discovered there were significantly higher first-year grade point averages (GPAs) for 

students participating in the program when compared with a control group. The dropout 

rate for mentorship program participants was “about half that of students in the control 

group” (Campbell & Campbell, 1997, p. 734).  

In a follow-up study, Campbell and Campbell (2000) examined both mentor and 

protégé perceptions of the process. They found that “students rated the relationship 

significantly more positively than did their mentors” (Campbell & Campbell, 2000, p. 

520). Students remarked that the main benefit of the mentorship program was receiving 

information and advice followed by friendship and support. Although students perceived 

no benefits for mentors in the relationship, mentors reported that the program gave them 

an opportunity to stay in touch with students. The main problems of the mentoring 
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program from the students’ perspectives were difficulty in scheduling meeting times, 

whereas mentors complained about the lack of commitment from students.  

Graduate and Professional School Studies 

Bishop, Bauer, and Becker (1998) were interested in finding assessment tools that 

could be employed by counseling centers to identify personal and mental health needs of 

undergraduate and graduate students. The results indicated that “students at the 

University of Delaware need assistance with personal, career, academic problems and 

express significant fear about their futures” (Bishop, Bauer, & Becker, p. 208). About 

half of the respondents reported that they had a need for assistance with time 

management, career choice uncertainty, poor study habits, and test anxiety. Over one-

third of the respondents needed assistance with fear of failure, feelings of depression, 

controlling weight, dealing with relationships, and public speaking. Bishop, Bauer, and 

Becker (1998) indicated that the problems of today’s undergraduate and graduate 

students are more complex, and they need the support of faculty members and the 

department. 

Turner and Berry (2000) explored the impact of counseling and mental health 

center services on academic progress and retention, using both institutional and student-

reported information. Both graduate and undergraduate students come to university 

counseling centers with more complex and severe problems. “These increases in levels of 

student distress, and the types of problems that student are presenting with, contribute to 

the challenges that counseling centers face in assisting with student retention” (Turner & 

Berry, p. 628). More than seventy percent of the respondents indicated that the personal 

problem that they had sought help for was affecting their academic progress. The 
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researchers concluded that “the retention rates for students who sought counseling were 

superior to rates for the general student population” (Turner & Berry, p. 632).  

Poock (2002) designed a study to examine whether graduate student orientations 

were relevant, and then explained which institutional unit should be responsible for it – 

the departmental orientation or the campus-wide orientation. “Long the focus of research 

on undergraduate students, orientation programs more recently have been acknowledged 

as a crucial, but missing element in graduate education” (Poock, p. 231). The survey 

results indicated that both types of orientation programs played an important part in 

graduate students’ academic and social integration. “With attrition rates up to 70% in 

some disciplines, participation in graduate orientation programs has the value of 

increasing students’ academic persistence and retention in their programs” (Poock, p. 

232). In addition, the study found that minority students felt both departmental and 

campus-wide orientations were very important for their integration into the university 

Kelly and Schweitzer (1999) were interested in learning why graduate students 

participate in mentoring programs. Most research on mentoring is usually focused on 

youths and undergraduate students which “is not easily applied to the graduate 

population, because of differences in age, career stage, life circumstances, finances, and 

reasons for pursuing an education” (Kelly & Schweitzer, p. 130). Mentoring research at 

the graduate level indicated that mentors often pick protégés with whom they identify in 

terms of race, ethnicity, gender, social class, and research interests (Wright & Wright, 

1987). In the graduate and professional school setting, relationships between faculty and 

graduate students were pivotal to the goals of satisfaction and achievement (Kelly & 

Schweitzer, 1999, p. 130). Graduate students who had both a student and faculty mentor 
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reported a more positive academic environment. Minority students without an advisor 

were more likely to have negative perceptions of the academic environment (Kelly & 

Schweitzer, p. 147).  

Luna (1998) conducted a needs assessment of mentoring programs in graduate 

education to determine what graduate students had to say about their mentoring 

experiences. Participants reported that mentors served as role models, counselors, 

coaches, and friends (Luna, 1998; see also Kram, 1986). While a majority of survey 

respondents believed that mentoring was an important part of the graduate education 

experience, they struggled with high expectations, infrequent access, and time constraints 

(Luna, 1998, p. 327). The results confirm the significance of mentoring opportunities for 

graduate students. 

Peer and Social Integration 

Interactions with peers, both inside and outside the classroom, have an influence 

on college student persistence (Astin, 1975). Students who are involved in extracurricular 

activities and exposed to leadership opportunities are more likely to be socially integrated 

into the institution (Cress et al., 2001; McCannon, 1996). Institutional characteristics 

such as size, location, prestige, and commitment to diversity also influence a student’s 

ability to transition and succeed (Terenzini, Rendon, et al., 1994). Social integration for 

graduate students is a complex process that intertwines academic, professional, and social 

components (Austin, 2002). In the law school context, researchers have found the law 

school culture, curriculum, and teaching methods create an isolating environment for 

students, especially during the first year (Iijima, 1998; Lustbader, 1998).  
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Undergraduate Student Literature  

Terenzini, Réndon, Upcraft, Millar, Allison, Gregg and Jalomo (1994) expanded 

Astin’s (1975) student involvement theory to investigate the personal and organizational 

factors associated with students becoming involved. Making use of focus-group 

interviews, the researchers discovered that if students successfully transition from high 

school to college, “the likelihood of student change, educational growth, and persistence 

are significantly increased” (Terenzini, Réndon, et al., 1994, p. 69). First-generation, 

minority, and other nontraditional students had a more difficult time in the college 

transition than traditional students. The study also found that transition experiences were 

more difficult as the size of the institution increased.  

Cress, Astin, Zimmerman-Oster, and Burkhardt (2001) conducted a longitudinal 

examination of undergraduate students designed to assess whether leadership education 

and training had a direct effect on college students’ personal and educational 

development. The researchers noticed that   

leadership participants reported changes since college entry that were statistically 
greater than changes for nonparticipants in the development of social and personal 
values, leadership ability and skills, civic responsibility, multicultural awareness 
and community orientation, and leadership understanding and commitment. 
(Cress et al., p. 19) 
 

The study also found that leadership opportunities strongly influenced three aspects of 

student development: opportunities for service, experiential activities, and collaborative 

learning.  

 McGrath, Gutierrez, and Valadez (2000) introduced a new research tool, the 

College Student Social Support Scale (CSSS), to measure social support among college 

students. In this study, McGrath, Gutierrez, and Valadez (2000) defined social support as 
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a series of “relationships in which individuals feel that they can communicate with others, 

will be accepted and loved for who they are, and will be helped when in need of 

assistance” (p. 415). Using the CSSS on three separate sets of undergraduate students, the 

authors concluded that low levels of social support might have a negative effect on 

scholastic performance. Additionally, minority respondents reported receiving less 

support and believed that less support was available to them.  

Winston, et al. (1997) were interested in understanding undergraduate students’ 

perceptions of student organizations. Previous research had determined that “when entry 

variables such as academic aptitude, high school grades, and precollege aspirations were 

controlled, students’ extracurricular involvements were positively related to completion 

of the bachelor’s degree, entrance into graduate or professional school, and educational 

attainment through the doctorate” (Winston et al., pp. 417-418; see also Conyne, 1983; 

Miller & Jones, 1981). Extracurricular involvements can also have positive influences on 

career choice. The researchers found that students who were more personally involved in 

a student organization perceived greater rewards from the experience. The more 

frequently an organization member attended meetings, the greater his or her perception of 

a positive organizational climate.  

McCannon (1996) investigated a variety of demographic factors to determine 

reasons college student joined or did not join a student organization related to their major. 

Previous research has shown that “student organizations play an especially critical role in 

leadership development where students learn, are tested, succeed, and sometimes fail” 

(McCannon, pp. 312-313; see also Abrahamowicz, 1988). The study found that over half 

the respondents who belonged to an academic student organization joined because they 
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wanted to put their participation on a resume or were interested in meeting peers with 

similar interests.  

Using Astin’s (1975) student involvement theory and Tinto’s (1987) integration 

theory, Berger and Milem (1999) examined first-year retention among undergraduate 

students at a highly selective, private, residential university in the Southeast. The 

researchers found that the combined model “accounts for both the behavioral and 

perceptual components to describe the persistence process during the first year of 

college” (Berger & Milem, p. 656). Female students have greater involvement and 

integration than did males. High school GPA was a significant factor in early college 

involvement and perceived integration. Student involvement during the fall carried over 

into the spring and had an indirect positive effect on student integration, institutional 

commitment, and persistence (Berger & Milem, p. 658). The study also found that early 

involvement with peers had a positive effect on institutional commitment and social 

integration. The model demonstrated that “students come to make a departure decision as 

the result of an ongoing cycle whereby behaviors and perceptions continually modify 

each other” (Berger & Milem, p. 660).  

Graduate and Professional School Studies 

Teaching methods in law school, especially the Socratic method, place emphasis 

on individual performance rather than that of a group. “While the students are struggling 

with threats to a formerly dependable source of positive ego reinforcement, they are often 

turning away from other sources of support” (Iijima, 1998, p. 527). Law students often 

lose contact with family, friends, and the community networks they normally rely on for 

social and emotional support. “Because men and women students report that, at least 
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partially because of law school’s intellectual emphasis, they learn to suppress their 

feelings and come to care less about others” (Iijima, p. 529). Relationships with faculty 

are difficult due to relatively high student/faculty ratios, lack of regular feedback, 

predominance of large classes during the first year, and perception that faculty are 

distant. Building relationships with peers is also a struggle because of the intense 

competition associated with class rankings and future career prospects. 

Austin (2002) conducted a qualitative, longitudinal study to determine whether or 

not the graduate school socialization process is adequate and appropriate given the 

academic workplace these scholars will enter” (p. 95). He defined “socialization” as “a 

process through which an individual becomes part of a group, organization, or 

community” (p. 96). Van Maanen (1976) found that socialization within an organization 

begins with a person’s desire to assume the values and attitudes of the organization they 

wish to join and includes an understanding of various aspects of the organization’s 

culture (Corcoran & Clark, 1984; Staton & Darling, 1989). The literature on socialization 

within the higher education environment has found that a student's understanding of the 

academic profession begins with the graduate school experience, not with their first 

academic appointment (Bess, 1978). Austin’s study found several gaps in the current 

socialization process for graduate students including infrequent mentoring by faculty, 

inadequate teaching opportunities with emphases on development or diversity, and 

minimal opportunities for reflection of the graduate experience. 

Stress and Anxiety  

Recent studies and surveys confirm a sharp rise in the number of college students 

diagnosed with psychiatric conditions or taking psychiatric medication. The Big Ten 
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Student Suicide Study (1997) “found that the majority of suicides, for both males and 

females, occurred in the 20-24 and the 25-29 age ranges” (Silverman, p. 285). College 

health centers are also documenting increased incidents of more severe conditions such as 

bipolar disorder. “In general, students are coming to college ‘overwhelmed and more 

damaged than those of previous years’” (Kitzrow, 2003, p. 169). Graduate students, 

especially professional and doctoral students, are at increased risk for depression, drug 

and alcohol abuse, and suicide (Young, 2003, ¶ 1). “For today’s graduate students, the 

five traumas of helplessness, dangerous rivalry, fear of incorporation, examinations, and 

final separation anxiety, form a modern ordeal…” (Loewenberg, 1969, p. 619). The 

competitive nature of graduate education can lead students to feel overwhelming amounts 

of stress despite collegial relationships between faculty and students (Gregg, 1972; 

Kegan, 1994; Pearlin, 1989). 

Undergraduate Student Literature  

Using a group of traditional-aged students at an ivy-league institution, Hudd, et al. 

(2000) analyzed the impact of stress on healthy behaviors, personal habits, and 

psychological well-being. A majority of the survey respondents indicated they 

experienced high levels of stress during a semester. Students with higher stress levels 

viewed themselves as less healthy, lower in self-esteem, and more likely to practice 

unhealthy habits. Additionally, female respondents were more likely to indicate high 

levels of stress than were male respondents. The “results suggest a relationship between 

perceived levels of stress among college students, their health habits, health status and 

self-esteem” (Hudd, et al., p. 225; see also Nonis, et al., 1998).  
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Fraser and Tucker (1997) examined the relationship between student 

individuation behaviors, levels of stress, and cognitive abilities among a cohort of 

undergraduate students. Individuation “is the process by which an individual becomes 

increasingly separated or differentiated from his or her family of origin” (Fraser & 

Tucker, p. 461). Previous studies have shown that children’s family relationships can 

affect individuation (Sabatelli & Mazor, 1985; Williamson & Bray, 1988) and that 

individuation can affect cognitive ability and stress level (Nezu, 1985). Fraser and Tucker 

(1997) found that “highly individuated college and students who are good problem 

solvers may share certain characteristics” including lower stress level and better stress 

management skills (p. 465).  

Ross, Niebling, and Heckert (1999) modified the Student Stress Survey (Insel & 

Ross, 1985) to identify major sources of stress among undergraduate students at a mid-

sized Midwestern university. Previous research has identified that entering college 

students are more prone to experiences stress due to their experiences associated with the 

transition to college such as pressure to earn good grades, excessive amounts of 

homework, writing anxiety, unclear task assignments, family obligations, and 

socialization activities (Hirsch & Ellis, 1996; Kohn & Frazer, 1986; Towbes & Cohen, 

1996; Wright, 1967). In this study, the majority of stressors listed were classified as daily 

hassles (81.1%) rather than major life events. The most frequently reported stressors 

concerned sleeping patterns, vacation/breaks, eating habits, impact of additional 

responsibilities, and course workload. Respondents also frequently reported financial 

difficulties and changing social activities as sources of stress.  
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Previous research identifies two different processes individuals have for dealing 

with stressful events – problem-solving coping and emotion-focused coping (Folkman & 

Lazarus, 1985). Struthers, Perry, and Menec (2000) believed that as the level of stress 

increases the more likely a student is to utilize coping strategies. By examining measures 

of stress perceptions, coping strategies, motivation levels, and academic performance 

data, the researchers were able to “confirm the hypothesis that students’ academic stress 

is inversely related to their course grade” (p. 589). Consequently, greater amounts of 

academic stress were associated with more frequent use of problem-focused and emotion-

focused coping strategies. In turn, the increased use of coping strategies increased 

motivation and led to improved academic performance.  

Arthur (1998) investigated the relationship between stress and students’ perceived 

efforts to deal with that stress among a random sample of traditional and nontraditional 

undergraduate students. She argued “the nature of stress and coping may be relative to 

students’ ages and developmental levels” (Arthur, p. 12). Respondents, especially female 

students who experienced emotional distress were more likely to use emotion-focused 

coping strategies rather than problem-solving ones. Emotion-focused coping is 

considered less effective in improving motivation and performance (Struthers, Perry, & 

Menec, 2000). Students also reported feeling more stressed in the second semester when 

compared to the first. The results confirmed that traditional-aged college students were 

less prepared for dealing effectively with stressful situations than were nontraditional 

students. 

Jacobs and Dodd (2003) studied personality, social support, and academic 

workload as they related to undergraduate student burnout. Early research on the 
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phenomena focused workplace burnout (Maslach & Jackson, 1981), but very little 

literature exists on burnout with the general college student population. Jacobs and Dodd 

(2003) learned that  “[g]reater burnout…was associated with lower levels of social 

support from friends, lower levels of positive temperament, higher levels of negative 

temperament, and fewer hours spent in extracurricular activities” (p. 296). The results 

indicated that students with negative temperaments were predisposed to burnout. In 

addition, social support and participation in extracurricular activities were “associated 

with less emotional exhaustion, less depersonalization, and a greater sense of personal 

accomplishment” (Jacobs & Dodd, p. 299). 

Bray, Braxton, and Sullivan (1999) elaborated on Tinto’s (1982) student departure 

theory by focusing specifically on coping strategies of first-time, full-time, first-year 

students at a highly selective Research I institution. “The manner in which college 

students cope with stress constitutes another individual psychological attribute that might 

also be used to elaborate Tinto’s theory of college student departure” (Bray, Braxton, & 

Sullivan, p. 646). Students who practiced denial or behavioral disengagement when faced 

with a stressful situation were less likely to be socially integrated into the institution. The 

results confirmed that stress-coping strategies do play a role in the departure process. In 

particular, the results indicated that the greater the attempt at active coping, the lower the 

student’s degree of social integration (Bray, Braxton, & Sullivan, p. 651). 

Pritchard and Wilson (2003) examined the role of emotional and social factors on 

college student attrition. Previous literature suggested that the major causes of college 

attrition are related to psychological rather than academic factors (Brooks & DuBois, 

1995; Van Heyningen, 1997). The study found that both emotional and social health 
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factors were related to student performance and retention. In particular, “student’s 

emotional health was significantly related to GPA regardless of gender” (Pritchard & 

Wilson, p. 25). Students who regarded themselves as perfectionist were found to have 

higher GPAs, while students with higher levels of stress were found to have lower GPAs. 

Students who had thoughts of dropping out of college had lower levels of self-esteem and 

higher fatigue than did their peers.  

Graduate and Professional School Studies 

Onwuegbuzie (1998) studied the effects of writing anxiety on success of graduate 

students in the social and behavioral sciences. He found that “at the graduate level, 

writing anxiety appears to be widespread” and can negatively affect academic integration 

and achievement (Onwuegbuzie, p. 590). The results “suggest that graduate students with 

the highest levels of writing anxiety tended (a) to lack self-motivation, (b) not to be 

responsible, (c) to be peer-oriented learners, and (d) to have multiple perceptual 

preferences” (Onwuegbuzie, pp. 592-593).  

The effect of procrastination on personal and academic productivity was the focus 

of a study by Haycock, McCarthy, and Skay (1998). While a decision to procrastinate 

may create immediate or short-term gratification, procrastination creates internal 

problems (e.g., anxiety, irritation, regret, despair, and self-blame) and external problems 

(e.g., poor academic performance, lost opportunities, and strained relationships with 

others) (Burka & Yuen, 1983). Haycock, McCarthy, and Skay (1998) found that 

undergraduate and graduate students with stronger efficacy expectations – “an 

individual’s judgment of how well she or he can perform certain behaviors in specific 

situations” – were less likely to procrastinate, more likely to take on new tasks, and more 
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likely to persist (Haycock, McCarthy, & Skay, p. 318). In contrast to previous studies that 

found women and individuals with higher levels of anxiety were more likely to 

procrastinate (Bandura 1986; Solomon & Rothblum, 1984), this study could not find a 

significant relationship between demographic or anxiety variables and procrastination 

tendencies.   

Krieger (2002) reviewed recent psychological research on the collective distress 

and unhappiness found in law school and the legal profession. Previous research has 

established that law students exhibit greater levels of emotional distress than 

undergraduate or medical students (Dammeyer & Nunez, 1999). He argued that the legal 

profession is “practicing a sort of organizational denial,” and he wonders why “we are 

not openly addressing these problems among ourselves at faculty meetings and in 

committees, and with our students in the context of courses and extracurricular 

programs” (Krieger, p. 112). Faculty members continue to deflect concerns about student 

psychological distress because they believe the problem is not so bad or they feel that it is 

not their job to address the problem.   

Law students participating in Krieger’s (2002) study “shifted from strong mental 

health and life satisfaction measurements during initial orientation to distinctly elevated 

distress and depression…later in the first year and into the second year” (p. 114). One 

reason for this is that students in law school are constantly pressured to be in the top-ten 

percent of the class because only they will end up with a job. In addition, law students are 

trained by the faculty to “think like a lawyer.” Krieger (2002) believed that “[t]hinking 

‘like a lawyer’ is fundamentally negative; it is critical, pessimistic, and personalizing” (p. 

117). The focus on grades, recognition, status, money, or position can cause conflict with 
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students’ previously learned values, goals, and motives. Consequently, law students are 

prone to experiencing stress and depression because “regardless of one’s level of success 

within this paradigm, one will not experience internal satisfaction” (Krieger, p. 122). 

Iijima (1998) argues that law schools play a significant role in creating emotional 

dysfunction in their students that continues beyond graduation. Students enter law school 

full of enthusiasm and slight anxiousness at their new endeavor. “Significant numbers of 

them find law school a puzzling and isolating experience and, on being ‘ushered out,’ 

have vague fears that they may have lost something in the process” (Iijima, p. 524). Most 

students entering law school have superior academic records, but in law school, they are 

pitted against each other. Many new law students experience their first feelings of failure 

as they earn below-average grades. Previous empirical studies have found that “law 

students were considerably more dysfunctional in all categories of psychiatric distress 

than the general public” (Iijima, p. 525; see also Shanfield & Benjamin, 1985). 

Unfortunately, she found that academic support programs provided by law schools to 

address poor academic performance “fail to address and remedy and fundamental 

problem faced by law students in general: a lack of ‘balance’ essential to optimal 

academic performance and emotional health” (Iijima, p. 527).  

 Burman (1997) found that the “culture of law schools is permeated by alcohol. 

“The typical law student studies hard and then plays hard – often with alcohol” (p. 42). 

Drinking appears to be a part of the law school culture with both students and faculty 

participating in official law school events serving alcohol. Student Bar Associations 

coordinate weekly social events for first-year students that are often held at local bars. 
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Burman (1997) argues that law schools take a schizophrenic approach to the issue of 

alcohol and drug use.  

On the one hand, we permit the law school culture to include a significant amount 
of alcohol use. On the other hand, we decry the incidence of alcoholism and other 
drug dependency among law students, just as we bemoan its presence among 
lawyers and judges. (Burman, p. 43) 

 
In addition, law students may go through three years of law school without hearing a 

faculty member or administrator mention anything about the dangers of alcohol or drug 

abuse. The author also believed that most students are unaware of where to go for help in 

dealing with their psychological distress because of the isolation of the school and the 

student from the rest of the campus. 

Sogunro (1998) explored the impact of evaluation anxiety on adult learners. The 

researcher discovered that the anxieties of the surveyed graduate students were caused by 

previous negative feedback from instructor, worries about age and memory, failure to set 

realistic goals, unfriendly learning environments, tension surrounding surprise 

assessments, time constraints associated with evaluation, lack of preparation, and poor 

study habits. “According to Gall (1985), highly anxious students tend to score lower on 

tests than less anxious students, and that test anxiety is usually situation-specific…” 

(Sogunro, 1998, p. 111). Sogunro concluded that the negative effects associated with 

evaluation anxiety caused adult learners to feel distressed and humiliated, feel resentment 

towards the instructor, feel less motivated to perform tasks, and be more likely to drop 

out of their program.  

Personality Variables 

Bauer and Liang (2003) found that first-year, undergraduate students’ personality 

traits and precollege characteristics influenced quality of effort, critical thinking ability, 
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and academic performance. The study found that “students who are open to new 

experiences and are more conscientious may increase their involvement in academic and 

intellectual activities, whereas students who are more neurotic may be less likely to 

become involved in academic and intellectual pursuits” (Bauer & Liang, p. 286). The 

results revealed “students who are open to new ideas and more extroverted are likely to 

engage in personal and social activities whereas those that are higher in agreeableness 

may not” (Bauer & Liang, p. 286). Finally, the study found that students with the ability 

to remain open to new experiences are more likely to experience increases in critical 

thinking skills.  

Predicting that personality trait variables (achievement, conscientiousness, and 

resiliency) influenced first-year cumulative GPA and retention, Tross, Harper, Osher, and 

Kneidinger (2000) surveyed a group of first-year, college students enrolled in a large, 

public university. “Although this amount of variance is both statistically and practically 

significant, a large amount of GPA variance remains unclaimed” (Tross et al., p. 323; see 

also Anastasi, 1988; Wolfe & Johnson, 1995). The researchers discovered that 

“individuals who were more diligent, disciplined, careful, organized, and planning earned 

higher GPAs as a group than did those who were unreliable, imprecise, disorganized and 

impetuous” (Tross et al. p. 329). In addition, they found conscientiousness had direct and 

indirect effects on college GPA as well as attrition.  

Donohue and Wong (1997) examined the relationship between motivation and 

satisfaction with college among traditional and nontraditional students. “Due to the 

general life experiences and life differences of these students, there may be differences in 

their achievement motivation, satisfaction with the college experiences and reasons for 
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pursuing an education” (Donohue & Wong, pp. 237-238). The researchers found “support 

for the notion that traditional and nontraditional students differ in the pattern of 

correlations between satisfaction with the college experience and achievement 

motivation” (Donohue & Wong, p. 241). Nontraditional students were found to be more 

internally controlled and less anxious in the learning environment. The study also found 

that nontraditional students were more successful in cooperative environments rather than 

competitive environments.   

Allen (1999) argued that a strong component of college student outcomes must 

include a motivation to complete college especially for minority students. Many students 

enter college without considering why they have done so or what they plan to accomplish 

while they are there. “Student aspirations or motivation to achieve in college can be seen 

as a noncognitive dimension of the persistence phenomena” (Allen, p. 462). In this study, 

the researcher defined motivation as the desire to finish college. The study found that “on 

average, minorities were more likely to have lower high school rank, parents with less 

education and less emotional support, lower cumulative GPA, and lower persistence 

rates” (Allen, p. 475). Pre-college academic records, parents’ educational backgrounds, 

and student financial aid status had an influence on persistence rates. “Minority student 

persistence patterns were most affected by high school rank, academic performance in 

college, and motivation as measured by desire to complete college” (Allen, p. 480). 

Precollege academic ability had the most significant impact on college GPA and 

persistence patterns for both minority and nonminority students. 

 Rice and Dellwo (2002) explored the influence of perfectionism and narcissism 

on college adjustment. In this study, researchers categorized respondents as adaptive 
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perfectionists, maladaptive perfectionists, or nonperfectionists. Half of the respondents 

were categorized as nonperfectionists with the remainder falling into the adaptive or 

maladaptive types. Adaptive perfectionists were “distinguished by high standards and 

organization, along with moderate concerns about making mistakes, high expectations 

(but low criticism) from parents, and few doubts about their actions” (Rice & Dellwo, p. 

194). Maladaptive perfectionists “reported more parental criticism, self-doubt, and 

concerns about making mistakes” and “considerably worse emotional, academic, and 

social well-being” than did the other groups (p. 194). Both types of perfectionists were 

found to need greater amounts of positive external feedback than did nonperfectionists. 

The authors concluded that psychological problems such as depression, low self-esteem, 

and poor college integration are more likely to occur among maladaptive perfectionists 

than for any other group.  

 Eppler and Harju (1997) expressed concerns about why some college students 

faced with difficulties try harder while others quit trying. Existing literature on 

nontraditional students has found they are more achievement goal oriented than are 

traditional students, but their motivations remain unclear (Dweck, 1986; Shields, 1993; 

Werring, 1987). The traditional and nontraditional students in the study both rated 

themselves higher on learning goal orientations than on performance goal orientations 

(Eppler & Harju, p. 568). Nontraditional students were more likely to use learning goals 

than were traditional students. Those students (both traditional and nontraditional 

students) who reported higher GPAs rated learning goals the highest. Traditional and 

nontraditional students with higher learning goal orientations were less likely to feel 

helpless and reported higher academic achievement. Despite the use of learning goals, the 
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greater the amount of time a nontraditional student spends in their multiple roles the 

lower his or her academic achievement (Eppler & Harju, p. 570).  

Allen and Nora (1995) designed a study to test the validity of using student goal 

commitment as a predictor of persistence as measured by individual commitment to the 

goal of college graduation. Previous researchers have reached mixed conclusions about 

the effectiveness of measuring goal commitment because “clear construct definitions do 

not exist, there is not consensus on how to measure goal commitment, past research 

frequently cites unmeasured goal commitment effects as post hoc explanations for results, 

and there is no consensus on when to measure goal commitment” (Allen & Nora, 1995, p. 

512; see also Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Stage, 1988; Tinto, 1987). The results 

indicated that “goal commitment, certainty of purpose, and generalized goals were not 

separate constructs but, rather, components of the same phenomenon” (Allen & Nora, p. 

529). The study further found that all three dimensions were useful predictors in student’s 

intent to persist, in this case intent to reenroll in the subsequent fall.  

Eaton and Bean (1995) showed that among a sample of undergraduate 

mathematics students “approach/avoidance variables had statistically significant affects 

on academic and social integration, and these exogenous variables produced significant 

indirect effects on student attrition” (p. 636). The researchers argue that the majority of 

previous literature on retention and attrition focuses on group variables rather than 

individual variables. “We know less about the characteristics of individuals within such a 

group that increase the likelihood of their remaining in school until graduation” (Eaton & 

Bean, p. 617). The most striking finding of the study was that student’s self-reported 

intention to persist was an accurate predictor of actual persistence. Second, the study 
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found that students who struggled with academic integration often avoided these 

experiences in favor of social integration activities.  

Summary 

From the review of the literature, it is apparent that college student persistence is 

complex phenomenon involving a multitude of potential factors. Researchers have 

approached the problem of student persistence from a variety of perspectives and have 

discovered many factors that influence student success. Much of early research on 

student attrition and retention in undergraduate education made use of survey instruments 

that were subjected to various quantitative analyses. Recent persistence research is 

beginning to utilize both surveys and interviewing techniques in an attempt reexamine the 

problem with a focus on a student’s experiences. Student involvement, student departure, 

student choice, and adult identity development theories can still provide a useful 

background for studying student success in the graduate and professional education 

context. However, these theories have not always been successful in enabling scholars to 

obtain a deeper understanding of the postsecondary education experience for minority 

populations – especially those from the Hispanic community. In addition, there is 

currently not a comprehensive model for understanding students’ progress and eventual 

success in legal education. Nor does previous persistence research provide an insight into 

how Hispanics who are the first in their family to attend law school navigate the first-year 

law school experience.  

Based on the review of literature from this chapter, the study will attempt to 

identify the variables affecting success for first-year Hispanic law students (see Figure 4). 

Previous studies have shown that background characteristics including age; gender; 
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ethnicity; family background, obligations, and support; outside encouragement; 

employment; and socioeconomic status can have a significant effect on student choices 

and success (Bui, 2002; Kallio, 1995; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Tinto’s (1982, 

1993) research suggests that activities that increase academic and social integration also 

improve student success and likelihood of persisting (see also Iijima, 1998), while Steele 

and Aronson (1995) believe that stereotype threats result in negative integration and 

disidentification with the higher education environment and self-handicapping behaviors. 

Financial variables (Olivas, 1999; St. John, 1990b; St. John, 2001; Somers, Hall, Cofer, 

& Putten, 2000), institutional variables (Bean, 1980), and aspirations (Brink, 1999; 

Ippolito, 2001; Schleef, 2000) have an influence on student choices and achievement. 

Institutional characteristics (Astin, 1975; Bean, 1980), program characteristics (Reynoso 

& Amron, 2002; Stricker, 1994; Watson, 2001), and faculty interactions such as 

mentoring and advising opportunities (Kelly & Schweitzer, 1999; Luna, 1998) are 

additional variables that must be considered in a study of graduate and professional 

school persistence. Pre-matriculation academic variables such as high school GPA, 

college GPA, quality of previous institution, choice decisions during the admissions 

process, and standardized test scores, which have been found to be strong indicators of 

persistence among undergraduates, may also affect graduate and professional student 

choices and success (Oldfield & Hutchinson, 1996; Pike & Saupe, 2002; Rhode, 1999). 

Finally, academic performance especially during the first year has been found to 

influence graduate and professional decisions to depart or persist (Gulati, Sander, & 

Sockloskie, 2001; Ippolito, 2001).  

 101



 

Background 
Characteristics 

• Age 
• Gender 
• Ethnicity 
• Family background 
• Family Income 
• Parent’s education 
• Marital status 
• Family 

responsibilities  
• Family support 
• Outside 

encouragement  
• Employment 

Aspirations 
• Educational 

attainment goals 
• Professional 

aspirations 
• Post-Law school 

employment 
aspirations  

Pre-Law School 
Academic Variables 

• High school GPA 
• Undergraduate GPA 
• Undergraduate major
• Standardized test 

scores 
• Quality of institution 
• Previous graduate 

education 
 

Financial Variables 
• Educational costs 
• Student debt load 
• Financial aid 
• Expected earnings 

Institutional Variables
• Institutional 

characteristics 
• Law school 

characteristics 

 
 

 
 
 

Persistence/ 
Success 

Academic Integration  
• First-Year 

curriculum 
• Faculty interactions 
• Study skills and 

habits 
• Absenteeism  

Law School Academic 
Performance 

• First-Year GPA 
• Law review 
• Final exams 

Social Integration  
• Non-Academic 

faculty interactions 
• Peer interactions 
• Extracurricular 

involvement 
• Community 

involvement  

Figure 4. Potential variables affecting the success of first-generation Hispanic law 
students. 
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Although some previous persistence studies on undergraduates and graduate 

students have included other categories such as psychological variables (e.g., ability to 

deal with stress and anxiety, levels of stress and anxiety, and personality traits), 

curriculum (e.g., teaching methods, assessment processes, and core knowledge), and 

student development variables (e.g., identity development and cognitive development); 

they are not included in the proposed theoretical model for several reasons. The 

researcher did not believe that these additional variables were necessary for answering 

the research question. Most of the models on graduate and professional student 

persistence appear to focus on financial variables (Andrieu & St. John, 1993; DeAngelis, 

1998; Millet, 2003; Liseo, 2005), institutional and program characteristics (Girves & 

Wemmerus, 1988; Lovitts, 1996), academic and social integration (Girves & Wemmerus, 

1998), and student academic and professional aspirations (St. John, 2001). These 

foundational persistence models for graduate and professional student populations have 

confirmed that the variables included in the proposed model will be useful in explaining 

persistence in the law school environment.  

It was determined that the inclusion of other variables would take additional time 

and training for the researcher to learn the instruments and methods commonly utilized 

when collecting data on those variables (Haycock, McCarthy, & Skay, 1998; Hudd, et al., 

2000; Sogunro, 1998). In addition, the researcher did not have the background 

instructional, psychological, or counseling training that might have been needed. As has 

been indicated with previous studies (Krieger, 2002), the researcher would have most 

likely need the assistance of additional investigators (e.g., law professor, mental health 

professional, or counselor) to properly collect and interpret data associated with these 
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variables. The variables chosen in the proposed theoretical model allowed the researcher 

to interact with each student and create richer explanations to answer the research 

question. Finally, to include other variables than those in the proposed model would have 

increased the time needed to complete the research project and quite possible increased 

the contact time the researcher would have needed with each participant.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Introduction 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there are more than 37.4 million Hispanics 

in the United States comprising 13.3 percent of the total population (Ramirez & de la 

Cruz, 2003). Only eleven percent of the Hispanic population holds a bachelor’s degree, 

thus greatly decreasing their chances for higher salary, improved occupational choices, 

and opportunities to earn graduate and professional degrees. A person with a high school 

diploma can expect to earn an average annual income of $27,915 when compared to 

$18,734 for a person without a high school diploma (Bergman, 2005, p. 1). Average 

annual salary increases substantially with the completion of a postsecondary degree – 

$51,206 for a bachelor’s degree and $74,602 with an advanced degree (Bergman, p. 1). In 

addition, state legislatures and higher education leaders, especially those in the South and 

West are concerned about the impact of a rapidly increasing but largely undereducated 

Hispanic population on the state and regional economy (Texas Higher Education 

Coordinating Board, 2000). Consequently, there is a great deal of emphasis being placed 

on minority participation in higher education. 

With increasing numbers of individuals entering postsecondary education, 

students are feeling the need to obtain advanced academic credentials to be competitive 

in a globalized economy. In recent years, the graduate student population has become 

increasingly diverse. “More women, minority students, international students, and older 

re-entry student are enrolled in graduate study” (Nerad, 1997, p. xi). These students bring 
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their own identities and a strong desire for curriculum and campus programs that speak to 

their experiences and backgrounds. Nevertheless, minority participation in graduate and 

professional schools still lags behind the majority (i.e., White) students. The literature 

also suggests that graduate and professional student attrition is alarmingly high especially 

among minority students (DeAngelis, 1998; Rhode, 1999; Sampson & Boyer, 2001; 

Tinto, 1993). While a great deal of literature is being written on undergraduate Hispanic 

persistence and attrition, only a small amount of research has been completed concerning 

minority student experiences, attitudes, and behaviors while attending graduate or 

professional schools (Tinto,1993).  

One field of postgraduate study that lacks sufficient empirical research on 

persistence and attrition is legal education (C. deJourna, personal communication, March 

16, 2005). “Law student attrition is significantly higher among minority students, 

especially in the first year” (Reynoso & Amron, 2002, pp. 496-497; see also Devine, 

2002). Law school admissions offices are being criticized for their focus on standardized 

tests and undergraduate grades rather than the person, which often harms minority law 

school applicants (Reynoso & Amron, 2002). According to the Law School Admissions 

Council (2008a), “No single minority group in the United States accounts for more than 

4% of the lawyers in the United States” (¶ 1). Very little literature exists to explain the 

effect of law school on minority student satisfaction or success (DeAngelis, 1998; Iijima, 

1998; Krieger, 2002).  

Research Question 

The purpose of this study is to determine whether commonly accepted 

foundational theories on higher education retention, attrition, and student development 
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are applicable to the first-year experiences of first-generation Hispanic students enrolled 

in a typical Juris Doctorate Program at a public research institution. The following 

question and subquestions guide this study: 

1. What do Hispanic candidates of a Juris Doctorate Program, selected for this study, 

perceive as factors affecting successful completion of their first year of law 

school? 

a. What are the pre-matriculation factors that may have influenced or 

affected the progress of these first-year law students? 

b. What are the program factors that may have influenced or affected the 

progress of these first-year law students? 

c. What are the financial factors that may have influenced or affected the 

progress of these first-year law students? 

d. What are the personal factors that may have influenced or affected the 

progress of these first-year law students? 

Description of the Population 

The participants for this study were selected from first-year Hispanic students 

enrolled in a nationally ranked public law school in the Southwest. The law school 

currently offers a full-time, three-year program leading to the Doctor of Jurisprudence 

(J.D.). This school is also authorized by the ABA to confer Master of Laws degrees 

(LL.M.). According to law school records for the institution, there were 6,095 

applications for fall 2004 entrance with 1,879 minority applicants. There were 1,455 full-

time students enrolled in the J.D. program with 425 first-year students for fall of 2004. 
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Fourteen percent of the minority applicants (268) were admitted and fifty percent of those 

offered admission (135) actually enrolled. 

The population for this project consisted of first-generation Hispanic students 

admitted to the full-time J.D. program in either the fall of 2004 or fall of 2005 that 

completed their first and second semesters and reenrolled for the third semester. Part-time 

J.D. students, first-year students from other ethnic backgrounds, and first-year students 

who did not report their ethnicity were not included in this study. The selection of 

Hispanic first-generation, first-year, full-time law students who first enrolled in the fall of 

2004 or fall 2005 is based on the fact that data collected from students who have a full 

year of experiences and new to the culture would result in better information about the 

first-year experience including educational costs and debt, academic and social 

integration, and academic performance. According to the institution’s fall 2004 

enrollment records, there were 79 Hispanic first-year, full-time law students. In addition, 

these records reported 83 Hispanic first-year students who enrolled full-time in fall 2005. 

Ethnic status for inclusion in the target population was obtained from self-reported 

ethnicity information on the law school application, which was archived in their 

university record. The identification of those prospective law students who are also first-

generation was based on self-identification during the solicitation process. The age, sex, 

or marital statuses of the participants were not factors in the selection or rejection from 

participation in this study. 

Research Method 

A qualitative research design was employed in view of the assertion that 

“meaning is socially constructed by individuals in interaction with their world” (Merriam, 
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2002, p. 3). Previous studies on student development and satisfaction in the law school 

context frequently use survey instruments such as Likert-type scales for data collection 

(Inouye, 1989; Killenbeck, 2000; Rice, 1980). While these previous studies have played a 

vital role in understanding the law school context, qualitative research allows the 

participants to speak in their own words and provide lengthier narratives about their 

experiences and perceptions. The qualitative researcher is “interested in understanding 

what those interpretations are at a particular point in time and in a particular context” 

(Merriam, p. 4).  

Social science research permits investigators the flexibility to choose a framework 

for approaching their research project. In this study, the researcher chose the interpretivist 

perspective. According to Crotty (1998), the historical roots of interpretivism come from  

hermeneutics which is the science of biblical interpretation…it is a theoretical 
perspective that emerged in contradistinction to positivism in an attempt to 
understand and explain human social reality…The interpretivist approach looks 
for culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life-
world. (pp. 66-67) 
 

The interpretivist paradigm is closely associated with qualitative research because it 

“portrays a world in which reality is socially constructed, complex, and ever changing” 

(Glesne, 1999, p. 5). 

Interpretivists argue that traditional research methods employed in the natural 

sciences are inappropriate for the social sciences. They believe that human beings do not 

simply respond to external stimuli but actively interpret the world around them. These 

sociologically significant responses are meaningful and must be interpreted by the 

researcher. This paradigm is useful because it provides a greater opportunity for 

researcher-subject interactions. In addition, approaching a research problem from an 
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interpretivist perspective can be more flexible and empathetic with study participants and 

provide a richer narrative for analysis.   

Validity and Reliability 

Qualitative researchers must take steps in “[d]etermining the accuracy of the 

account” (Creswell, 1994, p. 157) and “the extent to which findings can be applied to 

individuals and settings beyond those that we studied” (Gall, 1996, p. 473). 

Trustworthiness of a research project must be assessed both during study development 

and during data collection using acceptable verification procedures (Creswell, 1994; 

Glesne, 1999). In qualitative research, common verification techniques include 

triangulation, member checking, peer examination, involvement of participants, and 

consideration of researcher bias (Creswell, pp. 167-168; see also Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

The first procedure for establishing the validity of study findings was 

triangulation. The researcher used multiple cases or procedures to crosscheck 

information and conclusions. Researchers must make sure there are an adequate number 

of cases that “sampled randomly within the total universe of people and phenomena 

under study” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 265). In this study, the researcher conducted 

two interviews at two different times with ten purposefully sampled first-year Hispanic 

law students.  

Second, interviewing transcripts were shared with research participants to make 

sure ideas and reflections were recorded and understood accurately (Merriam, 2002; 

Miles & Huberman, 1994). This validation process, often called member checking, 

presents the transcribed interviews and interpretations based on them to the interviewees 
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in order to correct errors or to add issues not found in the transcripts or their 

interpretations.  

Third, the researcher kept a journal of his accounts during the research design and 

data collection. This exercise in self-reflexivity helps the researcher to remain aware of 

possible researcher biases and predispositions that might affect the research process and 

conclusions. This process of self-reflection is at the core tenet of qualitative research, 

which is that a researcher is not an impartial observer detached from the data (Glesne, 

1999; Merriam, 2002). 

A fourth validation technique involved peer review (Glesne, 1999). The 

researcher discussed the findings and conclusions with faculty members and graduate 

students who conduct persistence research. This process included discussions with at 

least one peer who is not directly associated with the research project. Peer review is an 

important part of confirming study findings because they can play devil’s advocate and 

challenge the researcher to adequately support conclusions and interpretations.  

Finally, the researcher used low inference descriptors, or descriptions phrased as 

close to the participants’ accounts and the researchers’ field notes as possible to improve 

validity and reliability (Glesne, 1999; Miles & Huberman, 1994). Low inference 

descriptors are useful because they report specific documented behaviors without edits or 

judgments. Complete written transcripts of each interview were created and referenced 

during data analysis.  

Another concern that emerges in interviewing human subjects is how accurately 

they can recall events, behaviors, attitudes, etc. While it is assumed that respondents did 

their best to respond as honestly, openly, and truthfully as possible, the reliability of 
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interview responses could still have been called into question as the passage of time may 

distort perceptions. However, “Hagburg (1968) found questionnaire data based on recall 

of experiences in adult education were little affected by differences in elapsed time but 

there was a general tendency toward reporting more favorable to the respondent” 

(Toombs, 1977, p. 46). Using multiple interview sessions and verification procedures 

allowed sufficient opportunities to reflect on interviewee experiences.  

In this particular study, it is also important to explain the background and 

experiences of the researcher that may have created biases in the collection, analysis, and 

conclusions. The researcher had completed a J.D. degree prior to development of this 

study. The researcher was also a member of the ethnic group being analyzed in this study. 

It is the researcher’s belief that these experiences were beneficial in the completion of 

this study, and aided in building rapport with participants. This previous knowledge and 

experience reduced the amount of time needed to understand and become acclimated to 

the study environment.     

The research question and methodology may have imposed limitations to the 

study since qualitative methods typically place the researcher in the middle of the 

research (Creswell, 1994; Glesne, 1999). The researcher proposed a persistence model 

suggesting that the following variables best explained the success of first-year Hispanic 

law students: background characteristics, academic and social integration, financial 

variables, institutional and program characteristics, student aspirations, pre-matriculation 

academic variables, and law school academic performance (see Figure 4). The researcher 

worked within a particular conceptual framework, and therefore could have overlooked 
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some data and/or themes. As a result, data analysis reflected the interests and 

perspectives of the researcher.  

Research Instrument 

  This research study consisted of two stages for data collection. The original first 

stage, the focus group, was to be comprised of one three-hour session with a group of 

between six and eight first-generation Hispanic law students enrolled in the third year of 

a J.D. program beginning fall 2005. The themes identified, clarified, and defined by focus 

group members were to become the basis for the interview protocol utilized during the 

individual interview stage. However, the researcher attempted for over five months to 

solicit participation in a focus group with no success. Consequently, the investigator, 

after consultation with faculty and peers, made the decision to implement a survey 

questionnaire to help identify the emerging themes for the interviews. In the revised first 

stage, all Hispanic law students enrolled in the J.D. program during the fall of 2006 were 

invited to submit their responses to the questionnaire. The instrument asked a specific 

question to identify respondents who were first-in-the-family to attend law school The 

second stage, the individual interviews, consisted of two one-hour interviews with a 

random sample of ten first-generation Hispanic law students who enrolled in the J.D. 

program beginning fall 2004. The data collected from these individual interviews was 

coded and provided the primary source for analysis and discussion.   

Proposed First Stage: Interviewing a Group 

 The researcher planned to conduct a focus group with individuals who were 

similar to the target population in order to develop the most appropriate and effective 

interview questions. A focus group is a form of qualitative research in which a group of 
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people is asked to share their comments regarding a product, concept, theory, or other 

phenomena relying mainly on the personal experiences of individual members. Questions 

are asked to “a group of people who share some common experience, work or live within 

some common structure, or have similar background” where members are free to talk 

with other group members (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 85). It is generally not suitable 

to select group members from different constituencies “because of differences in either 

distance from the phenomenon or power over the phenomenon” (Northcutt & McCoy, p. 

86).  

 A main concern in this study regarding the use of focus groups was the potential 

for group-speak from participants who feared revealing their weaknesses in front of other 

peers. Law students encounter a competitive, individualistic culture while in law school 

that discourages extremes, outliers, or outsiders. To counteract this effect and encourage 

a diverse set of response, the researcher intended to sample a group of first-generation 

Hispanic law students currently enrolled during the third-year of law school and offer a 

financial incentive. The researcher believed that this group had a clearer self-identity and 

lower risks associated with their legal education and future career prospects. Despite 

concerns in balancing between the individual and group, the researcher believed using a 

focus group would have helped to identify respondents’ attitudes, feelings, beliefs, and 

experiences regarding the first-year law school experience and effectively narrow the 

scope in preparation for the individual interviews. However, after four separate 

invitations to participate over the course of five months, the focus group was abandoned 

in order to avoid further delay in the research project. 
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Data Collection Procedures 

The researcher submitted an application to the Institutional Review Board at The 

University of Texas at Austin prior to making contact with prospective participants for 

the focus group. The focus group-specific cover letter (Appendix C) and consent form 

(Appendix B), pre-interview questionnaire (Appendix D), and data security procedures 

were required to be submitted as part of this review process. An application for the 

research study was submitted and has been approved by the Institutional Review Board.  

The researcher made a request to the Dean’s Office at the Law School of the 

Southwest for permission to conduct the dissertation research at this institution 

(Appendix A). A comprehensive list of all Hispanic students enrolled in the J.D. program 

who began their third year in fall 2005 was developed using available resources within 

the university. These prospective participants were found by utilizing law school 

admissions office records and registrar’s enrollment records. The researcher chose to use 

the following criteria – third-year enrollment in a J.D. program as of fall 2005, first-

generation, full-time, and Hispanic.  

The law school administration assisted the researcher by reviewing the names of 

prospective study participants and deleting the names of students who do not meet the 

criteria described above except for first-generation status. The law school does not collect 

that information from prospective or currently enrolled law students. The solicitation 

letter clearly stated the final criterion, and the investigator verified it during follow-up 

communication with the prospect. Email transmissions and mailing labels for postal 

letters were provided by the law school administration. Once the list of eligible law 
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students was compiled except for the one criterion, the investigator sent out the initial 

invitations.  

The researcher continued to solicit participation based on all of the established 

criteria for six months without sufficient student commitments to meet the protocols for a 

focus group session. The first solicitation was sent via email to 83 prospective 

participants in mid-January 2006 but yielded no interested students. A second email with 

the same language was sent at the beginning of February 2006. In March 2006, the 

researcher began attending meetings of various student organizations at the law school 

asking for volunteers. Only one student from these student organizations expressed 

interest to the researcher. The third solicitation was sent via first class mail at the very 

beginning of April 2006. The researcher delivered stamped, sealed envelopes containing 

the solicitation letter to the law school admininistration who subsequently mailed them 

out to the prospective students. Only one additional student expressed an interest in 

participating. A fourth and final solicitation, again via first class mail, was sent at the 

beginning of May 2006. The invitation period yielded only two interested prospects for 

the focus group session.   

  Students were approached for participation in this phase of the study through a 

written email or first-class mail cover letter. The cover letter (Appendix C) was designed 

to encourage student involvement in the study. The letter explained the purpose of the 

study, highlighting the potential benefits, and emphasized that participation was 

voluntary and that that there was no penalty or influence upon their grade if they chose 

not to participate in the study. The cover letter explained to participants that if they 

wished to participate in the study, they need only contact the researcher to setup an initial 
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meeting. The researcher made himself available at times and locations convenient for the 

participant to facilitate participation and build trust.  

The first meeting with the student included an opportunity to explain the study, go 

over the informed consent form, and provide them a pre-interview questionnaire. The 

informed consent form was designed to “inform each individual about what will occur 

during the research study, the information to be disclosed to the researchers, and the 

intended use of research data that are to be collected” (Gall, 1996, p. 88). In addition, the 

form explained that participation was voluntary and that the subject could withdraw from 

participation at any time. The students were assured that that there was no penalty or 

influence upon their grade if they chose not to participate in the study. Once the 

participant completed the required informed consent form, the researcher discussed the 

participant’s preferences for the date, time, and location of the focus group session. The 

pre-interview questionnaire was also designed to collect helpful background information 

about participants that could have helped to place focus group sessions in the appropriate 

context. Each participant was asked to return the pre-interview questionnaire in advance 

of the focus group.  

Revised First Stage: Survey Instrument 

 The revised first stage of the study consisted of a 47-item web-based 

questionnaire (Appendix E) developed and pilot tested by the researcher to identify the 

emerging themes associated with the first-generation Hispanic law student experience. 

Miles and Huberman (1994) commented, “We have to face the fact that numbers and 

words are both needed if we are to understand the world.” Further, Gall (1996) 

recommended the use of both questionnaires and interviews for case study research. The 
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survey questions were grouped into a logical sequence that solicited responses to the 

questions associated with demographics, academic background, law school admissions, 

law school academics, law school involvement, financial information, and program 

issues. Two additional questions were used to determine if any relatives attended law 

school and law school classification. The last question was open-ended allowing 

respondents the opportunity of providing more in-depth reactions in their responses. This 

type of instrument was designed to explore the emerging themes affecting the progress of 

Hispanic students who are the first in their family to enroll in law school. 

The demographic information section (ten questions) gathered details about birth 

year, age upon entering law school, gender, nationality, parents’ highest education level, 

marital status, and caregiver status. The academic background section (ten questions) 

asked information regarding high school, undergraduate, and other graduate education 

including grade-point-average ranges, major or discipline, name of institution, and year 

of graduation. The law school admissions section (ten questions) collected data regarding 

preferred law schools, LSAT scores, use of commercial rankings, number of law schools 

applied and admitted, and month/year of admission to the institution. The law school 

academics section (five questions) gathered information about first and second semester 

grades, number of hours undertaken each semester, and hours per week involved in 

various activities. The law school involvement section (five questions) asked about 

extracurricular involvement, personal space on campus, law review, and opinions of law 

school services. The financial information section (five questions) collected details about 

undergraduate and law school debt, annual household income, and undergraduate and law 
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school financial aid resources. The program issues section determined how thirty-six 

variables affected the first-year progress.  

Pilot Study 

 The reliability and validity of the research instrument were found to be consistent 

through the pilot testing of the questionnaire. The first pilot test of the instrument was 

conducted with a group of six Higher Education Administration doctoral students 

enrolled at the study institution. Results from the initial test enabled the investigator to 

refine the instructions, restructure questions, eliminate duplications, and combine similar 

questions. A second pilot test was implemented with a group of three law students 

enrolled at different institution and three licensed attorneys. Results from the second pilot 

study found consistency in completion times and understanding of questions being asked. 

None of the pilot test participants were included in the final survey.  

Data Collection Procedures 

The researcher submitted a modified application to the Institutional Review Board 

at The University of Texas at Austin prior to making contact with prospective 

participants for the survey questionnaire. The survey-specific cover letter (Appendix C), 

survey instrument (Appendix E), and data security procedures were required to be 

submitted as part of this review process. An application for the research study was 

submitted and has been approved by the Institutional Review Board.  

The researcher communicated with the Dean’s Office about the revised protocol 

and gained permission to conduct the survey. A comprehensive list of all Hispanic 

students enrolled in the J.D. program as of fall 2006 was developed using available 

resources within the university. These prospective participants were found by utilizing 
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law school admissions office records and registrar’s enrollment records. The researcher 

chose to use the following criteria – enrollment in a J.D. program as of fall 2006, full-

time, and Hispanic – because the survey population was projected to be small. The law 

school administration assisted the researcher by reviewing the names of prospective study 

participants and deleting the names of students who do not meet the criteria described 

above. Email transmissions were provided by the law school administration.  

An email version of the cover letter was sent to 76 first-year, 77 second-year, and 

73 third-year students who met the above criteria in mid-fall 2006. Of the 169 

participants invited to take the survey instrument, thirty-nine participants filled out the 

questionnaire and three other participants accessed the survey but chose not to 

participate. Seven days after the initial request for participation, a follow-up reminder 

was sent out yielding an additional sixteen respondents and two other participants who 

accessed the survey but chose not to participate. Twenty-one days from the initial 

invitation to participate, a second and final follow-up request was sent out. This final 

invitation resulted in eighteen additional participants who filled out and submitted the 

questionnaire. The three mailings produced the following results: 73 completed surveys; 

5 accessed the survey but chose not to participate in this project; and 148 who ignored the 

request for participation.   

  Students were approached for participation in this phase of the study through an 

email version of the cover letter. The email invitation (Appendix C) was designed to 

encourage students to complete the web-based survey. The letter explained the purpose of 

the study, highlighting the potential benefits, included a URL (Uniform Resource 

Locator), and emphasized that participation was voluntary and that that there was no 
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penalty or influence upon their grade or their status with the law school if they chose not 

to participate in the study. The cover letter explained to participants that if they wished to 

participate in the study, they just needed to access the web-link listed in the email. The 

researcher made his contact information available to anyone who might have questions 

about the instrument.  

Data Management/Analysis 

 Data collected from the survey instrument were imported into an Excel worksheet 

and then categorized into tables manually by the researcher. The forty-seven questions 

and subquestions were tabulated, converted to percentages, and put into table format. The 

open-ended responses were reported in narrative form. The responses from the 

questionnaire were organized around the main research question and four subquestions 

guiding the study:  

1. What did Hispanic candidates of a Juris Doctorate Program, selected for this 

study, perceive as factors affecting successful completion of their first year of law 

school? 

a. What were the pre-matriculation factors that may have influenced or 

affected the progress of these first-year law students? The intent of this 

subquestion was to examine the positive or negative pre-matriculation 

factors, including undergraduate grade-point-average and Law School 

Admissions Test, encountered that may have affected the students’ first 

year of law school.  

b. What were the program factors that may have influenced or affected the 

progress of these first-year law students? The purpose of this subquestion 
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was to determine trends, similarities, and issues associated with the law 

school program (academic and social), which may have influenced student 

first-year progress.  

c. What were the financial factors that may have influenced or affected the 

progress of these first-year law students? The intent of this subquestion 

was to obtain data relating to the students’ financing of their law degree 

and to discover financial factors that may have helped or hurt law student 

progress, including undergraduate debt and law school financial aid 

package.  

d. What were the personal factors that may have influenced or affected the 

progress of these first-year law students? The purpose of this subquestion 

was to identify the positive or negative influences of the personal factors, 

including family background and support, which may have affected law 

school progress.  

In summary, Table 1 shows the relationship between the research subquestions and the 47 

survey instrument questions and subquestions.  
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Table 1 

Relationship of Research Subquestions and Survey Instrument Questions  
 
Research 
subquestions 

 Survey instrument questions/items 

1.a.  11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26 (a, b, 
c, d, e), 27, 28, 29, 30 

1.b.  31, 32, 33, 34, 35 (a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, j), 36 (a, b, c, d), 37, 38 
(a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i), 39, 40, 46 (a, b, g, l, r, cc, gg, hh, ii, jj) 

1.c.  41, 42, 43, 44 (a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, j, k), 45 (a, b, c, d, e, f, g, h, i, 
j, k), 46 (f, h, k, p, s, t, z) 

1.d. 
 

 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 46 (c, d, e, i, j, m, n, o, q, u, v, w, x, y, 
aa, bb, dd, ee, ff), 47, 48 

 
Second Stage: Individual Interviews 

Individual interviews were chosen as the method for collecting information from 

each second-stage study participant. In this research project, an individual interview 

involved a face-to-face human interaction with a researcher and a respondent.  

Researchers ask questions in the context of purposes generally known fully only 
to themselves. Respondents, the possessors of information, answer questions in 
the context of dispositions (motives, values, concerns, needs) that researchers 
need to unravel in order to make sense out of words that their questions generate. 
(Glesne, 1999, p. 68) 
 

Although many conclusions regarding persistence in higher education are based on 

quantitative studies, qualitative research methods provide an additional means of 

understanding why some students succeed in graduate or professional school while others 

stop-out or depart permanently. “In studying the doctoral experience, there is no 

substitute for on-site, interview, or observation-based data collection” (Anderson & 

Swazey, 1998, p. 3). 

Individual interviews, like other qualitative research methods have disadvantages 

that must be acknowledged. Interviews typically require a great deal of time and expense 

of training and data collecting. Interviews can sometimes suffer from leading questions 
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and interviewer bias. Interviews utilize different questioning methods – structured, semi-

structured, and unstructured questions – each with their pros and cons. However, 

interviews can be a useful method in research because they permit the researcher to ask 

for information that might be difficult to obtain, result in information that is more 

accurate, increase the depth and richness of information, and allow researchers to 

document participants’ non-verbal behaviors. Interviewing can be a fruitful research 

method, but it also requires the researcher to be able to listen carefully and manage the 

researcher-respondent relationship carefully. 

 Each individual interview lasted about one hour in length. “An hour of steady talk 

is generally an appropriate length before diminishing returns set in for both parties” 

(Glesne, 1999, p. 78). After previously completing the survey questionnaire and 

expressing interest, each selected study participant was asked to complete two separate 

one-hour interviews. The first interview started by collecting demographic and 

background information on the interviewee. The majority of this interview focused on the 

following choice processes – decision to apply, admissions experience, and selection 

decision. The second interview primarily focused upon participant academic and social 

integration into the law school environment. The researcher used this opportunity to 

clarify questions or comments from the first interview. The researcher generated a list of 

prepared questions based on the findings from the survey instrument but allowed 

sufficient time for follow-up and unanticipated questions. 

Data Collection Procedures 

The researcher used the same process for gaining institutional and law school 

approval previously utilized for the first stage of the study. The consent form (Appendix 
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B), interview protocol (Appendix F), and data security procedures were required to be 

submitted as part of this review process. A comprehensive list of all interested 

respondents who were first-generation, Hispanic students who initially enrolled in the 

J.D. program in fall of 2004 or 2005 was developed using the survey instrument in the 

revised first stage. These prospective participants were identified by contact information 

voluntarily provided in the survey instrument by those interested in taking part in the 

follow-up interviews. Once the list of interested law students was compiled, the 

researcher applied purposeful sampling to select the names of students who were solicited 

for participation in this stage of the study.  

Purposeful sampling can be described as “a strategy in which particular settings, 

persons, or events are selected deliberately in order to provide important information that 

can’t be gotten as well from other choices” (Maxwell, 1996, p. 169). The researcher 

chose to purposefully sample a small homogenous group who met the following criteria – 

completion of the first year, first-time enrollment beginning fall 2004, first-generation, 

full-time, enrollment in a J.D. program, and Hispanic – because the study population was 

projected to be small. In addition, the investigator wanted to sample containing five 

second-year law (2Ls), five third-year (3Ls), five male, and five female interview 

participants. The researcher continued to solicit participation based on these criteria until 

ten eligible students had committed to participate in an individual interview.   

Students were approached for participation in this stage of the study through a 

question on the survey instrument that verified that they were a 2L or 3L and were the 

first in their family to go to law school. The statement in the questionnaire was designed 

to encourage student involvement in the second stage of the study by offering a financial 
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incentive to those who were selected as interviewees. The following solicitation 

statement briefly explained the purpose of the interviews, made it clear that only those 

selected would receive the incentive, and emphasized that participation was voluntary: 

Based on your survey responses, I am pleased to inform you that you are eligible 
to participate in the follow-up interview process with the researcher. Those 
participants selected by the researcher who complete the two required interviews 
(each last approximately one hour) will receive a $50 gift certificate. The purpose 
of the interviews is to go into greater detail about your first-year law school 
experience. If you are interested in participating, please provide your name and 
contact information so that the researcher can set-up a face-to-face meeting. 
Please remember you are under no obligation to do so, and your name and contact 
information will remain strictly confidential. 
 

The survey solicitation statement explained to participants that if they wished to 

participate in the interview-phase of the study, they needed to provide their contact 

information (name, phone number, and email address) so that the researcher could setup 

the first meeting with the selected interviewees. The researcher made himself available at 

times and locations convenient for the participant to facilitate participation and build 

trust.  

The first meeting with the student included an opportunity explain the study and 

go over the informed consent form. The informed consent form was designed to “inform 

each individual about what would occur during the research study, the information to be 

disclosed to the researchers, and the intended use of research data that are to be collected” 

(Gall, 1996, p. 88). In addition, the form explained that participation is voluntary and that 

the subject could withdraw from participation at any time. The students were assured that 

that there would be no penalty or influence upon their grade if they chose not to 

participate in the study. Once the participant completed the required informed consent 

form, an interview schedule was created. The researcher reviewed each interviewee’s 
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survey questionnaire submission to help collect helpful background information about the 

participant that could help place interview questions and responses in the appropriate 

context.  

Data collection continued until there were ten usable sets of data. Each interview 

was tape-recorded using two standard cassette recorders – one primary and one backup 

(Glesne, 1999). The researcher took notes during each interview as a means of pacing the 

interview and providing a secondary source of information. After each interview, the tape 

was transcribed for analysis. The interviewee was given the option of selecting a 

pseudonym to be utilized during the interview and the subsequent transcripts. The 

researcher selected a pseudonym for those participants who showed no preference. Each 

interviewee was given a copy of his or her transcript to review and discuss with the 

researcher.  

Data Management/Analysis 

According to Glesne (1999) and Creswell (1994), data analysis in qualitative 

research design should be done simultaneously with data collection. After each interview, 

verbatim transcripts were created to aid the researcher using the tape recordings and 

interviewer notes. The researcher also made short written accounts reflecting on each 

interview. These accounts aided the researcher in refining study goals and noticing 

emerging themes. The data from the interviews were organized around the main research 

question and four subquestions guiding the study. Processing the data gathered was 

accomplished manually. Following the inductive reasoning process employed in 

qualitative research, themes and categories emerged from the narratives. For most 
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questions, answers were typically reported in narrative form. The longer narratives were 

analyzed using coding procedures (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

A chief concern with qualitative research, especially with interviews, is that 

words become the most important source of information. Without an organizational 

scheme, the researcher can become inundated with the data and be unable to discern the 

context or multiple meanings. “Codes are tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to 

the descriptive or inferential information compiled during a study” (Miles & Huberman, 

p. 56). These codes can be drawn upon to retrieve and organize blocks of information 

around the research question.  

The first step was to create a “start list” of codes prior to the interviews (see Table 

2). Second, all of the transcripts were  read in detail to get a sense of the emerging 

picture. Third, all of transcripts and questionnaire submissions were read in detail and 

codes were assigned to statements in the questionnaires and interview transcripts. During 

this process, all of the data was looked at together, and if necessary, the researcher 

recoded to include new categories that emerged (Glesne, 1999). The data belonging to 

each code was listed together and then each list was examined. The researcher examined 

how each category related to each other. Miles and Huberman (1994) “suggested that 

coding and recoding are over when the analysis itself appears to have run its course – 

when all of the incidents can be readily classified, categories are ‘saturated,’ and 

sufficient numbers of ‘regularities’ emerge” (p. 62). 

 Only the researcher knew the names of research participants. Audiocassette tapes 

were transcribed so that no personally identifying information was visible on them and 

they were kept in a lockbox in the researcher’s home. The tapes were heard only by the 
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researcher and were erased after they were transcribed. Digital versions of the interview 

transcripts were recorded on a password-protected computer owned by the researcher. 

Upon completion of the research project, the transcripts along with all other research 

materials were recorded onto a portable electronic storage medium (CD-R) and the paper 

copies destroyed. The electronic records will remain in locked personal safe under the 

sole control of the researcher for a period of two years beyond completion of the study. 

Upon the expiration of the two-year period, all remaining research materials will be 

destroyed. 
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Table 2 

Start List for Coding Procedure  
 
VARIABLE  CODE RELATION TO 

RESEARCH QUESTION/ 
SUBQUESTION 

Factors: Background BV  
BV: Age BV-AGE 1.d 
BV: Gender BV-GEN 1.d. 
BV: Ethnicity  BV-ETH 1.d. 
BV: Family Background BV-FAMBG 1.d. 
BV: Household Income BV-INC 1.d. 
BV: Parent’s Education (incl. 
Siblings) 

BV-PARED 1.d. 

BV: Marital Status BV-MAR 1.d. 
BV: Family Responsibilities BV-FAMRESP 1.d. 
BV: Family Support and Views on 
Law School 

BV-FAMSUP 1.d. 

BV: Pre-Law School Friends and 
Mentors  

BV-OUTSUP 1.d. 

BV: Pre-Law School Work 
Experience  

BV-EMP 1.d. 

BV: Value of Education BV-VALED 1.d. 
Factor: Aspirations ASP  
ASP: Personal and Family Goals ASP-PERS 1.a., 1.d. 
ASP: Educational Attainment Goals ASP-EDUC 1.a., 1.d. 
ASP: Pre-Law School Professional 
Goals 

ASP-PREPRO 1.a., 1.d. 

ASP: During Law School 
Professional Goals 

ASP-POSTPRO 1.a., 1.d. 

Factor: Secondary Education SEC  
SEC: High School GPA SEC-HSGPA 1.a. 
SEC: Academics SEC-ACAD 1.a. 
SEC: Social and Extracurricular 
Activities 

SEC-SOC 1.a. 

SEC: Standardized Test Scores SEC-TEST 1.a. 
SEC: Institutional Characteristics SEC-INST 1.a. 
SEC: Diversity SEC-DIV 1.a. 
 

(table continues) 
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VARIABLE  CODE RELATION TO 

RESEARCH QUESTION/ 
SUBQUESTION 

Factor: Pre-Law School 
Postsecondary Education 

PS  

PS: Undergraduate GPA PS-UGPA 1.a. 
PS: Undergraduate Program and 
Major 

PS-UGMAJ 1.a. 

PS: Undergraduate Institutional 
Characteristics  

PS-UGINST 1.a. 

PS: Undergraduate Diversity Issues PS-UGDIV 1.a. 
PS: Undergraduate Social Integration PS-UGSOC 1.a. 
PS: Graduate School GPA PS-GSGPA 1.a. 
PS: Graduate Program PS-GSMAJ 1.a. 
PS: Graduate School Institutional 
Characteristics  

PS-GSINST 1.a. 

PS: Graduate School Diversity Issues PS-GSDIV 1.a. 
PS: Graduate School Social 
Integration 

PS-GSSOC 1.a. 

Factor: Admissions ADM  
ADM: Deciding to Go to Law School ADM-WHY 1.a. 
ADM: LSAC, LSDAS, and Other 
Applications Issues 

ADM-LSAC 1.a. 

ADM: LSAT ADM-LSAT 1.a. 
ADM: Choosing a Law School ADM-CHOICE 1.a. 
ADM: Reasons for Choosing UT ADM-UT 1.a. 
ADM: Reasons for Getting In ADM-GOTIN 1.a. 
ADM: Overall, Likes, Dislikes ADM-OVER 1.a. 
ADM: Suggestions for Improvement ADM-SUGG 1.a. 
ADM: Diversity Issues ADM-DIV 1.a. 
Factor: Finances FIN  
FIN: Undergraduate Debt Load FIN-UGDEBT 1.c. 
FIN: Law School Debt Load FIN-LSDEBT 1.c. 
FIN: Financing Undergraduate and 
Graduate School  

FIN-UGGS 1.c. 

FIN: Financing Law School Prior to 
Enrollment 

FIN-LSPRE 1.c. 

FIN: Financing Law School During 
the First Year 

FIN-LSPOST 1.c. 

FIN: Expected Earnings FIN-EARN 1.c. 
 

(table continues) 
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VARIABLE  CODE RELATION TO 

RESEARCH QUESTION/ 
SUBQUESTION 

Factor: Law School Culture LSC  
LSC: Summer Before First Year LSC-TRANS 1.a. 
LSC: Institutional Characteristics LSC-UNIV 1.b. 
LSC: Law School Characteristics LSC-LAW 1.b. 
LSC: Cultural Capital LSC-CC 1.b. 
LSC: First Day/Week LSC-FIRST 1.b. 
LSC: Typical Day (includes parking, 
travel, eating, etc.)  

LSC-TYPDAY 1.b. 

LSC: Society Program LSC-SP 1.b. 
LSC: Law School Diversity  LSC-DIV 1.b. 
LSC: Law School Services LSC-SERV 1.b. 
LSC: Overall, Likes, Dislikes LSC-OVER 1.b. 
LSC: Suggestions for Improvement LSC-SUGG 1.b. 
Factor: Law School Academic 
Integration 

LSAI  

LSAI: First-Year Curriculum LSAI-CURR 1.b. 
LSAI: Faculty Mentors and 
Interactions 

LSAI-FAC 1.b. 

LSAI: Peer Mentors and Interactions  LSAI-PEER 1.b. 
LSAI: Personal Study Skills and 
Habits 

LSAI-STUD 1.b. 

LSAI: Law School Orientation LSAI-LSO 1.b. 
LSA: Study Groups LSAI-SG 1.b. 
Factor: Law School Social Integration LSSI  
LSSI: Non-Academic Faculty 
Interactions 

LSSI-FAC 1.b. 

LSSI: Non-Academic Peer 
Interactions  

LSSI-PEER 1.b. 

LSSI: Peer and Friendship 
Development  

LSSI-FRIEND 1.b. 

LSSI: Club/Organization 
Involvement  

LSSI-ORG 1.b. 

LSSI: Community Involvement  LSSI-COM 1.b. 
LSSI: University (Non-Law School) 
Involvement  

LSSI-UNIV 1.b. 

 
(table continues) 
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VARIABLE  CODE RELATION TO 

RESEARCH QUESTION/ 
SUBQUESTION 

Factor: Law School Academic 
Performance 

LSAP  

LSAP: First-Year Grades LSAP-GPA 1.b. 
LSAP: Law Review LSAP-REV 1.b. 
LSAP: Class Rank LSAP-RANK 1.b. 
LSAP: Impact of Grades on Career 
Aspirations 

LSAP-CAR 1.b. 

Factor: Adult Development and 
Mental Health 

DEV  

DEV: Addressing First-Year Needs DEV-NEED 1.b. 
DEV: Alcohol Culture   DEV-DRINK 1.b. 
DEV: Personal Enrichment  DEV-FUN 1.d. 
DEV: Personality DEV-PER 1.d. 
DEV: Stress and Anxiety DEV-ANX 1.d. 
 

Summary 

This chapter has presented the methodology for the research project. It included a 

discussion of the research question, study population, researcher’s research paradigm, 

validity and reliability, pilot study stages, data collection procedures, and data analysis. 

The study took a year-and-a-half to complete which was longer than originally projected. 

This period included the approval process from the Institutional Review board, initial 

solicitation for the focus group, development and implementation of the survey 

instrument, solicitation for the questionnaire, conducting interviews with the ten 

participants, transcribing interviews and coding data, data analysis, and writing up 

results. The increased length of time needed to complete the study was in part due to the 

time spent attempting to assemble a focus group, modifying the first stage from a focus 

group to a survey instrument, and the manual transcribing and coding of all data.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS FROM THE SURVEY INSTRUMENT  
 

Chapter Overview 

This chapter discusses and interprets the results collected from the first stage of 

the study (survey instrument), the results from the survey data, and makes 

recommendations for the interview phase of the study. The main research question for 

this study focused on what Hispanic candidates of a Juris Doctorate Program perceived as 

factors affecting successful completion of their first year of law school. The qualitative 

analysis of the survey results begins with demographic data on each participant including 

marital status, parents’ educational background, gender, and age. Subsequently, the 

chapter examines the data collected on each participant’s high school and undergraduate 

experience followed by an evaluation of the admissions process and first-year academic 

and social experiences. Next, the results of questions related to financial aid and 

postsecondary educational debt are given. The final section in the chapter attempts a 

preliminary organization and analysis of thirty-six variables that may have potentially 

affected the first year of law school. These results were used to develop and refine the 

interview questionnaire administered to ten randomly selected 2L and 3L participants 

who are the first-in-the-family to attend law school (although not necessarily the first 

person in their family to complete postsecondary education).  

Comprehensive Results of the Survey 

An invitation (Appendix C) to participate and complete the on-line questionnaire 

(Appendix E) was sent to 76 first-year, 77 second-year, and 73 third-year students who 

self-identified on law school records as being Hispanic and were enrolled in the Juris 
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Doctor Program in the fall of 2006. Of the 226 participants invited to complete the survey 

instrument, 39 participants filled out the questionnaire and 3 other participants accessed 

the survey but chose not to participate. Seven days after the initial request for 

participation, a follow-up reminder was sent out yielding an additional 16 respondents 

and 2 other participants who accessed the survey but chose not to participate. Twenty-one 

days from the initial invitation to participate, a second and final follow-up request was 

sent out. This final solicitation resulted in 18 additional participants who filled out and 

submitted the questionnaire. The three mailings to 226 potential participants produced the 

following results: 73 completed surveys; 5 accessed the survey but chose not to 

participate in this project; and 148 who ignored the request for participation. Therefore, 

the sample group for data collection was 73, or 32.30% of the original 226 potential 

participants. 

Demographic Characteristics  

 Participant responses to survey questions 1 through 10 were analyzed to provide 

information on ten demographic characteristics (birth year, age when starting law school, 

gender, father’s educational background, mother’s educational background, marital status 

during application process, marital status during the first year of law school, child 

caregiver status, and adult caregiver status). In some instances, additional analyses were 

provided on various subpopulations such 1Ls, 1Ls versus 2Ls and 3Ls combined, and 

first-in-the-family to attend law school. Table 3 shows an almost an equal number of 

survey respondents from each law school class. There data indicated there were 23 

(36.5%) first-year, 20 (31.7%) second-year, and 20 (31.7%) third-year students.  
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Table 3 
 
Law school classification 
 
Classification 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
1L 0 13 (20.63%) 10 (15.87%) 23 (36.51%)
2L 5 18 (28.57%) 2 (3.17%) 20 (31.75%)
3L 5 12 (19.05%) 8 (12.70%) 20 (31.75%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
 
Birth Year and Age upon Entering Law School 

Survey question 1 asked participants to answer the question “In what year were 

you born?” The responses revealed that the age of Hispanic law students ranged from 23 

to 43. The largest group of respondents, 63.01% (n=46), was between the ages of 23 and 

26. The second largest group, 28.77% (n=21) was between 27 and 31, with the remaining 

8.22% (n=6) over the age of 31. For those who were first-in-the-family to attend law 

school, 60.47% (n=26) were between the ages of 23 and 26. Overall, the data revealed 

that 86% (n=63) of all respondents and 84% (n=36) of first-generation students were 

under the age of 30.   

Survey responses to question 2 found that the average age of survey respondents 

when they entered law schools was 24.4 and fell within the range of 20 to 41 years of age 

as shown by Table 4. The largest group of respondents, 56.16% (n=41), was between the 

ages of 20 and 23. The second largest group, 31.51% (n=23) was between the ages of 24 

and 27, with the remaining 12.33% (n=9) over the age of 27 when they started law 

school. For those who were first-in-the-family to attend law school, 60.47% (n=26) were 

between the ages of 20 and 23. Overall, the data indicated that 92% (n=67) of all 

respondents and 91% (n=39) of first-generation participants were under the age of 30. 
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Table 4  

Age upon entering law school 
 
Age 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
20 0  0 (0.00%) 1 (1.37%) 1 (1.37%)
21 1  5 (6.85%) 0 (0.00%) 5 (6.85%)
22 1  11 (15.07%) 7 (9.59%) 18 (24.66%)
23 4  10 (13.70%) 7 (9.59%) 17 (23.29%)
24 1  4 (5.48%) 4 (5.48%) 8 (10.96%)
25 1  3 (4.11%) 4 (5.48%) 7 (9.59%)
26 1  2 (2.74%) 1 (1.37%) 3 (4.11%)
27 0  1 (1.37%) 4 (5.48%) 5 (6.85%)
28 0  1 (1.37%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.37%)
29 1  2 (2.74%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (2.74%)
30 0  0 (0.00%) 1 (1.37%) 1 (1.37%)
31 0  1 (1.37%) 1 (1.37%) 2 (2.74%)
32+ 0  3 (4.11%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.11%)
Column totals 
 

10  43 (58.9%) 30 (41.1%) 73 (100%)

 
Gender and Nationality 

Table 5 shows the numbers of male and female respondents. The data showed that 

the slightly more than half of all responding students (52.1%, n=36) were male, but 

significantly more first-in-the-family students (60.5%, n=28) were male. Female 

participants encompassed 48.0% (n=35) of the sample, but females represented 56.7% 

(n=30) of 1L respondents. Less than half of all 2L participants (45.4%, n=22) and 3L 

participants (38.1%, n=21) where female.  

Survey question 4 asked participants to answer the question “What is your 

nationality?” using a single-choice, radio button menu with two possible choices – U.S. 

Citizen/Permanent Resident or Foreign Student/International Student. Responses to 

question 4 revealed that 100% (n=73) of Hispanic law students self-reported as being a 

classified as a U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident. It is important to note that the study 
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institution does not require U.S. Citizenship as a prerequisite for law school admission, 

but U.S. Citizenship is a requirement for entrance to the bar of that particular state.   

Table 5 
 
Gender 
 
Gender 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Male 5  26 (35.61%) 12 (16.44%) 38 (52.05%)
Female 5 17 (23.29%) 18 (24.66%) 35 (47.95%)
Column totals 10 43 (58.9%) 30 (41.1%) 73  (100%)
 
Parents Educational Background 

Table 6 shows the highest educational level of the participants’ parents. The 

largest group of respondents, 47.9% (n=35), had fathers/male guardians with a four-year 

degree or higher. The second largest group, 37% (n=27) had fathers/male guardians with 

a high school level education or less. For those who were first-in-the-family to attend law 

school, 39.6% (n=17) of fathers/male guardians had earned a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

Almost fifty percent (48.8%, n=21) of first-generation students had fathers/male 

guardians with a high school education or less. Overall, the data indicated that 52% 

(n=38) of all respondents and 41.9% (n=18) of first-in-the-family participants had a 

father/male guardian with a postsecondary degree (associate’s, bachelor’s, or 

graduate/professional). In addition, 13.7% (n=10) of respondents reported that their 

father/male guardian had less than a high school education.  

The largest group of respondents, 42.5% (n=31), was found to have 

mothers/female guardians with a four-year degree or higher. The second largest group, 

28.8% (n=21) was found to have mothers/female with a high school level education or 

less. For those who were first-in-the-family to attend law school, 30.2% (n=13) of 
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mothers/female guardians had earned a bachelor’s degree or higher. In addition, 20.9% 

(n=9) first-in-the-family participants had mothers/female guardians with a high school 

education or and 23.3% (n=10) had mothers/female guardians who attended some college 

but earned no degree. Overall, the data indicated that 47.9% (n=35) of all respondents 

and 37.2% (n=16) of first-generation students had a mothers/female guardian with a 

postsecondary degree (associate’s, bachelor’s, or graduate/professional). In addition, 

12.4% (n=9) of respondents reported that their mother/female guardian had less than a 

high school education. 
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Table 6  
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Marital Status and Caregiving 

Survey questions 7 and 8, as shown in Tables 7, asked participants to report their 

marital status both during the admissions process and the first year of law school. Single 

participants encompassed the largest representation of survey respondents during both the 

admissions process (84.7%, n=61) and the first year of law school (80.6%, n=58). The 

data showed comparable percentages on single status during the admissions process 

(81.4%, n=35) and the first year of law school (76.7%, n=33) for those who were first-in-

the-family to attend law school.   

Table 7 

Marital status  
 
Marital status before 
law school 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Single, never 
married 

9 35 (48.61%) 26 (36.11%) 61 (84.72%)

Married 0 6 (8.33%) 3 (4.17%) 9 (12.50%)
Separated 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Divorced 1 1 (1.39%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.39%)
Widowed 0 1 (1.39%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.39%)
Column totals 10 43 (59.7%) 29 (40.3%) 72 (100%)
Marital status during 
the first year 
 

    

Single, never 
married 

7 33 (45.83%) 25 (34.72%) 58 (80.56%)

Married 2 8 (11.11%) 4 (5.56%) 12 (16.67%)
Separated 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Divorced 1 1 (1.39%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.39%)
Widowed 0 1 (1.39%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.39%)
Column totals 10 43 (59.7%) 29 (40.3%) 72 (100%)
 

Survey questions 9 and 10, as shown in Table 8, asked participants to report 

whether or not they were the primary or secondary caregiver for children or an adult 

living in their household during the first year of law school. The data indicated that most 
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respondents were not primarily or secondarily responsible for caring for children (91.7%, 

n=66) or adults (98.6%, n=71) during the first year of law school.  

Table 8 

Caregiver status during the first year of law school 
 
Child caregiver 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Yes 0 4 (5.56%) 2 (2.78%) 6 (8.33%)
No 10 39 (54.17%) 27 (37.50%) 66 (91.67%)
Column totals 10 43 (59.7%) 29 (40.3%) 72 (100%)
Adult caregiver 
 
 

    

Yes 0 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.39%) 1 (1.39%)
No 10 43 (59.72%) 28 (38.89%) 71 (98.61%)
Column totals 10 43 (59.7%) 29 (40.3%) 72 (100%)
 

High School Education  

 Participant responses to survey questions 11 through 13 were analyzed to provide 

information on three high school characteristics (high school location, high school GPA, 

and high school graduation year). In some instances, additional analyses were provided 

on various subpopulations such 1Ls, 1Ls versus 2Ls and 3Ls combined, and first-in-the-

family to attend law school.    

Location of High School 

Survey question 11 asked participants to report whether or not the high school 

they graduated was located in the State of Texas. The results, as shown in Table 9, 

revealed that most of the respondents (89.0%, n=65) graduated from a public or private 

high school located in Texas. For those who were first-in-the-family to attend law school, 

83.7% (n=36) went to a Texas public or private high school and all but one of the out-of-

state high school graduates were from this group (9.59%, n=7).  
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Table 9 
 
High school location 
 
Texas high school 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Yes 9 36 (49.32%) 29 (39.73%) 65 (89.04%)
No 1 7 (9.59%) 1 (1.37%) 8 (10.96%)
Column totals 10  43 (58.9%) 30 (41.1%) 73 (100%)
 
High School GPA 

Survey question 12 asked participants to report the grade point average range (in 

tenth-of-a-point increments) that best matched their high school GPA (see Table 10). The 

data revealed that 36.2% (n=25) of all respondents graduated from high school with a 4.0 

or better GPA, and the median GPA range for the sample was 3.80-3.89. Further, 20.3% 

(n=14) graduated from high school with less than a 3.50 GPA.  For those who were first-

in-the-family to attend law school, 30.0% (n=12) had high school GPAs of 4.0 or higher 

and 25.0% (n=10) had less than a 3.50 GPA. The median high school GPA range for 

first-in-the-family (3.80-3.89) was less than the median GPA range for respondents who 

were not first-in-the-family to attend law school (3.90-3.99). All of the respondents who 

reported a high school GPA of less than a 3.0 were first-in-the-family.  
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Table 10  

High school grade point average (GPA) 
 
GPA Range  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
4.0+ 4  12 (17.39%) 13 (18.84%) 25 (36.23%)
3.90-3.99 0  2 (2.90%) 2 (2.90%) 4 (5.80%)
3.80-3.89 1  7 (10.14%) 2 (2.90%) 9 (13.04%)
3.70-3.79 1  5 (7.25%) 4 (5.80%) 9 (13.04%)
3.60-3.69 1  1 (1.45%) 2 (2.90%) 3 (4.35%)
3.50-3.59 0  3 (4.35%) 2 (2.90%) 5 (7.25%)
3.40-3.49 0  2 (2.90%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (2.90%)
3.30-3.39 0  2 (2.90%) 1 (1.45%) 3 (4.35%)
3.20-3.29 1  1 (1.45%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.45%)
3.10-3.19 0  0 (0.00%) 2 (2.90%) 2 (2.90%)
3.00-3.09 0  2 (2.90%) 1 (1.45%) 3 (4.35%)
< 3.0 1  3 (4.35%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.35%)
Column 
totals 

9   40 (58.0%) 29 (42.0%) 69  (100%)

 
Year of High School Graduation 

Survey question 13 asked participants to report the year they graduated high 

school. The data showed that the largest group of respondents (56.1%, n=41) graduated 

high school between 2000 and 2002 (see Table 11). For those who were first-in-the-

family to attend law school, the largest group of respondents (53.4%, n=26) also 

graduated between 2000 and 2002. Overall, the data revealed that the median graduation 

year was 2000 (n=73) and median age at graduation was 18 years (n=73). The median 

high school graduation years by law school classification were 2001 for 1Ls (n=30), 2000 

for 2Ls (n=22), and 1999 for 3Ls (n=21). 
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Table 11 
 
High school graduation year 
 
Graduation 
year 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Prior to 1992 0  3 (4.11%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.11%)
1992 0  0 (0.00%) 1 (1.37%) 1 (1.37%)
1993 0  1 (1.37%) 1 (1.37%) 2 (2.74%)
1994 1  2 (2.74%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (2.74%)
1995 0  1 (1.37%) 1 (1.37%) 2 (2.74%)
1996 2  4 (5.48%) 2 (2.74%) 6 (8.22%)
1997 0  0 (0.00%) 4 (5.48%) 4 (5.48%)
1998 2  3 (4.11%) 1 (1.37%) 4 (5.48%)
1999 1  6 (8.22%) 2 (2.74%) 8 (10.96%)
2000 2  9 (12.33%) 10 (13.70%) 19 (26.03%)
2001 1  5 (6.85%) 5 (6.85%) 10 (13.70%)
2002 1  9 (12.33%) 3 (4.11%) 12 (16.44%)
Column totals 10  43 (58.9%) 30 (41.1%) 73  (100%)
 

Undergraduate Educational Experience 

 Participant responses to survey questions 14 through 17 were analyzed to provide 

information on four characteristics related to the undergraduate educational experience 

(undergraduate institution, undergraduate major, undergraduate GPA, and graduation 

year). In some instances, additional analyses were provided on various subpopulations 

such first-year students, 1Ls versus 2Ls and 3Ls combined, and first-generation 

respondents.    

Type of Institution 

Survey question 14 asked participants to report which undergraduate institution 

they attended. Results from this free-response question were subsequently sorted into 

four categories, as shown in Table 12. The data indicated that most of the respondents 

(69.4%, n=50) graduated from a public or private college or university located in Texas. 

The other 30.6% (n=22) attended an out-of-state undergraduate institution. For those who 
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were first-in-the-family to attend law school, 73.8% (n=31) went to a Texas public or 

private undergraduate institution. Further, 26.1% (n=11) attended an out-of-state 

undergraduate institution. Overall, 69.0% (n=29) of first-in-the-family participants 

attended a public institution compared to those who were not first-in-the-family to attend 

law school where a majority chose to attend a private institution (60.0%, n=18). 

Table 12  
 
Type of undergraduate institution 
 
Undergraduate 
institution  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Texas Public 
University 

6 23 (31.94%) 11 (15.28%) 34 (47.22%)

Texas Private 
University  

2 8 (11.11%) 8 (11.11%) 16 (22.22%)

Out-of-State 
Public University  

0 6 (8.33%) 1 (1.37%) 7 (9.72%)

Out-of-State 
Private 
University 

2 5 (6.94%) 10 (13.89%) 15 (20.83%)

Column totals 10  42 (58.3%) 30 (41.7%) 72  (100%)
 
Undergraduate Major 

 Survey question 15 asked respondents to report what their major was during their 

undergraduate education. Results from this free-response question were subsequently 

sorted into ten undergraduate major categories, as shown in Table 13. The most 

frequently reported major was government/political science (34.3%, n=25) followed by 

business (17.8%, n=13) and then history (9.6%, n=7). For those participants who were 

first-in-the-family, government (20.5%, n=15) was again the most frequent undergraduate 

major. Overall, 57.5% (n=42) graduated with a liberal arts major (History; 

Government/Political Science; English; and Sociology and Psychology). Only 11% (n=8) 
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graduated with a science/engineering major (Engineering; Computer Science; Biology, 

Chemistry, and Mathematics).   

Table 13  

Undergraduate major 
 
Undergraduate major 
categories  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
History 2 4 (5.48%) 3 (4.11%) 7 (9.59%)
Government/Political 
Science  

3 15 (20.55%) 10 (13.70%) 25 (34.25%)

Business 1 8 (10.96%) 5 (6.85%) 13 (17.81%)
Communications/ 
Media Studies  

2 4 (5.48%) 0 (0.00%) 4 (5.48%)

Engineering  0 3 (4.11%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.11%)
English 2 3 (4.11%) 3 (4.11%) 6 (8.22%)
Computer Science  0 2 (2.74%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (2.74%)
Biology, Chemistry, 
and Mathematics  

0 1 (1.37%) 2 (2.74%) 3 (4.11%)

Sociology and 
Psychology 

0 2 (2.74%) 2 (2.74%) 4 (5.48%)

Other  0 1 (1.37%) 5 (6.85%) 6 (8.22%)
Column totals 10  43 (58.9%) 30 (41.1%) 73  (100%)
 
Undergraduate GPA and Graduation Year 

Survey question 16 asked participants to report the grade point average range (in 

tenth-of-a-point increments) that best matched their undergraduate GPA (see Table 14). 

The data showed that only 2.8% (n=2) of all respondents graduated from their 

undergraduate institution with a 4.0 GPA, and the median GPA range for the sample was 

3.50-3.59. Further, 45.8% (n=33) graduated their undergraduate institution with less than 

a 3.50 GPA.  For those who were first-in-the-family to attend law school, 45.2% (n=19) 

had less than a 3.50 GPA and the mean undergraduate GPA range for this group was 

3.40-3.49. The median undergraduate GPA ranges by law school classification were 

3.50-3.59 for 1Ls (n=30), 3.60-3.69 for 2Ls (n=22), and 3.40-3.49 for 3Ls (n=21). 
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Table 14  
 
Undergraduate GPA 
 
GPA Range 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
4.0 0 1 (1.39%) 1 (1.39%) 2 (2.78%)
3.90-3.99 0 4 (5.56%) 2 (2.78%) 6 (8.33%)
3.80-3.89 1 4 (5.56%) 2 (2.78%) 6 (8.33%)
3.70-3.79 2 5 (6.94%) 1 (1.39%) 6 (8.33%)
3.60-3.69 0 5 (6.94%) 5 (6.94%) 10 (13.89%)
3.50-3.59 1 4 (5.56%) 5 (6.94%) 9 (12.50%)
3.40-3.49 2 7 (9.72%) 3 (4.17%) 10 (13.89%)
3.30-3.39 0 3 (4.17%) 3 (4.17%) 6 (8.33%)
3.20-3.29 2 2 (2.78%) 4 (5.56%) 6 (8.33%)
3.10-3.19 0 3 (4.17%) 1 (1.39%) 4 (5.56%)
3.00-3.09 2 3 (4.17%) 3 (4.17%) 6 (8.33%)
< 3.0 0 1 (1.39%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.39%)
Column totals 10  (13.9%) 42 (58.3%) 30 (41.7%) 72  (100%)
 

Survey question 17 asked participants to report what year they graduated from 

their undergraduate institution using a single-choice, pop-down menu with year values 

ranging from 1950 to 2006. Table 15 indicates that the largest group of respondents 

(64.4%, n=47) graduated from an undergraduate institution between 2004 and 2006. For 

those who were first-in-the-family to attend law school, the largest group of respondents 

(65.1%, n=28) also graduated between 2004 and 2006. Overall, the data revealed that the 

median college graduation year for the survey sample was 2004 (n=73). The median 

graduation years by law school classification were 2005 for 1Ls (n=30), 2004 for 2Ls 

(n=22), and 2003 for 3Ls (n=21). 
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Table 15 
 
Undergraduate institution graduation year 
 
Graduation 
year 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Prior to 2000 1  4 (5.48%) 3 (4.11%) 7 (9.59%)
2000 2  4 (5.48%) 1 (1.37%) 5 (6.85%)
2001 1  2 (2.74%) 6 (8.22%) 8 (10.96%)
2002 0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
2003 1  5 (6.85%) 1 (1.37%) 6 (8.22%)
2004 2  10 (13.70%) 10 (13.70%) 20 (27.40%)
2005 3  9 (12.33%) 6 (8.22%) 15 (20.55%)
2006 0  9 (12.33%) 3 (4.11%) 12 (16.44%)
Column totals 10  43 (58.9%) 30 (41.1%) 73  (100%)
 

Pre-Law School Graduate Education 

Participant responses to survey questions 18 through 20 were analyzed to provide 

information on graduate education undertaken prior to starting the first year of law 

school. Survey question 18 asked the participants whether or not they had pursued a 

graduate degree before law school using a “Yes/No” question. Table 16 shows that 

13.7% (n=10) of all participants had completed some graduate education prior to 

beginning law school. Survey question 19 asked these participants to report what year 

they graduated using a single-choice, pop-down menu with year values ranging from 

1950 to 2006. The data revealed that of the nine who completed a graduate degree prior 

to entering law school, 88.8% (n=8) did so between the years 1999 and 2006. Survey 

question 20 asked those participants who had prior graduate education to indicate the 

discipline they pursued. The ten graduate disciplines reported by the participants were 

Accounting, Business Administration, Communications Theory, Computer Science, 

Creative Writing, Dance, English, Hebrew Studies, Public Administration, and Public 

Policy. 
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Table 16 
 
Prior graduate education 
 
Prior graduate 
education  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Yes 2 4 (5.48%) 6 (8.22%) 10 (13.70%)
No 8 39 (53.42%) 24 (32.88%) 63 (86.30%)
Column totals 10 43 (58.9%) 30 (41.1%) 73  (100%)
 

Law School Admissions Process 

Participant responses to survey questions 21 through 30 were analyzed to provide 

information on several characteristics related to the law school admissions process 

including LSAT score, number of schools applied, number of schools admitted, 

month/year of first application, month/year admitted to study institution, use of ranking 

guide, top three schools considered, and first choice. In some instances, additional 

analyses were provided on various subpopulations such 1Ls, 2Ls/3Ls, and first-in-the-

family to attend law school. 

Law School Admissions Test (LSAT) Scores 

 The majority of the respondent’s scores (81.42%, n= 57) fell between 153 and 

165. Overall, the data indicated that the median LSAT score (Table 17) for the survey 

sample was 160 (n=70). The highest score reported was 169 and the lowest score was 

141. For first-generation students, the median LSAT score was a 159 (n=43). The median 

LSAT scores by law school classification were 160 for 1Ls (n=30), 159 for 2Ls (n=22), 

and 161 for 3Ls (n=21). 
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Table 17  
 
LSAT scores for selected groups 
 
LSAT Median Score 
 

First 
quartile 

Second 
quartile 

 

Third 
quartile 

Fourth 
quartile 

1Ls  155 160 163 169
2Ls  157 159 161 169
3Ls  158 161 163 169
LSAT Median Score 
 
 

    

First-in-the-family  157 159 163 169
Not First-in-the-Family  156 160 162 169
All survey respondents  157 159 163 169
 
Law Schools Applications and Admissions 

 Survey question 22 asked participants to report the number of law schools to 

which they applied. Table 18 shows that 83.1% (n=59) of all respondents applied to ten 

law schools or less, and 42.3% (n=30) applied to five schools or fewer. For first-in-the-

family participants, 44.2% (n=19) applied to between six and ten law schools. Overall, 

the data revealed that the mean number of applications for first-in-the-family was greater 

(7.4, n=43) compared to those who were not first-in-the-family (6.4, n=28). Survey 

question 23 asked participants to provide the month and year when they first applied to 

law school. 50.0% (n=36) of all respondents and 53.5% (n=23) first-generation students 

applied by the study institution’s early decision deadline. When sorted by law school 

classification, 37.9% (n=30) 1Ls, 50.0% (n=22) of 2Ls (n=22), and 66.7% (n=21) of 3Ls 

applied for early admission. 
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Table 18 

Number of law schools applied 
 
Law schools 
applied 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
1 0  4 (5.63%) 2 (2.82%) 6 (8.45%)
2 0  2 (2.82%) 2 (2.82%) 4 (5.63%)
3 1  2 (2.82%) 5 (7.04%) 7 (9.86%)
4 2  5 (7.04%) 3 (4.23%) 8 (11.27%)
5 1  3 (4.23%) 2 (2.82%) 5 (7.04%)
6 0  3 (4.23%) 1 (1.41%) 4 (5.63%)
7 0  3 (4.23%) 1 (1.41%) 4 (5.63%)
8 1  3 (4.23%) 4 (5.63%) 7 (9.86%)
9 3  3 (4.23%) 1 (1.41%) 4 (5.63%)
10 1  7 (9.86%) 3 (4.23%) 10 (14.08%)
> 10 1  8 (11.27%) 4 (5.63%) 12 (16.90%)
Column totals 10  43 (60.6%) 28 (39.4%) 71  (100%)
 

Survey question 24 asked participants to report the number of law schools they 

were offered admission using a single-choice, pop-down menu ranging from 1 to 20. 

Table 19 shows that 76.1% (n=54) of the sample were admitted to five law schools or 

less with 19.7% (n=14) admitted into only one law school. For first-in-the-family 

participants, 76.7% (n=33) were admitted to five law schools or fewer. Further, the mean 

for law school admission offers for first-in-the-family was slightly greater (4.0, n=43) 

than that of that of not first-in-the-family participants (3.6, n=28). Survey question 25 

asked respondents to indicate the month and year when they were admitted to the law 

school at the study institution. The median month for receiving an acceptance letter was 

February (n=28) for not first-in-the-family participants compared to March (n=42) for 

first-generation students. Overall, respondents who were not first-in-the-family had a 

slightly better application-to-acceptance ratio (57.3%, n=28) compared to first-in-the-

family participants (54.4%, n=43).  
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Table 19 
 
Number of law schools to which admitted 
 
Law schools 
admitted 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
1 0  8 (11.27%) 6 (8.45%) 14 (19.72%)
2 2  6 (8.45%) 6 (8.45%) 12 (16.90%)
3 2  7 (9.86%) 3 (4.23%) 10 (14.08%)
4 3  7 (9.86%) 3 (4.23%) 10 (14.08%)
5 2  5 (7.04%) 3 (4.23%) 8 (11.27%)
6 0  3 (4.23%) 3 (4.23%) 6 (8.45%)
7 0  0 (0.00%) 2 (2.82%) 2 (2.82%)
8 1  4 (5.63%) 2 (2.82%) 6 (8.45%)
9 0  1 (1.41%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.41%)
10 0  2 (2.82%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (2.82%)
> 10 0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Column totals 10  43 (60.6%) 28 (39.4%) 71  (100%)
 
Site Visits, Interviews, and Faculty/Peer Interactions 

Survey question 26 asked five subquestions about the law school admissions 

process and prospective institutions. Subquestion (a) asks participants whether or not they 

made a physical visit to law schools they were considering. Subquestion (b) asks 

respondents about interactions with admissions staff, and subquestion (c) asks whether or 

not the participants were asked to come in for an interview. Subquestions (d) and (e) ask 

about participant interactions with faculty and law students at law schools under 

consideration.  

Subquestion (a) of Table 20 indicates that 60.9% (n=42) of the sample and 67.4% 

(n=29) of first-in-the-family participants visited at least one of the law schools they were 

considering. Table 20, subquestion (b) shows that 53.6% (n=37) of all respondents and 

55.8% (n=24) of those first-in-the-family with law school admissions staff. Subsection 

(c) of Table 20 reveals that only 88.4% (n=61) of all participants and 93.0% (n=40) of 
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first-generation respondents were not asked to come in for an admissions interview. The 

data from subsection (d) of Table 20 indicates that 23.2% (n=16) of all participants and 

23.3% (n=10) of first-in-the-family students spoke with law school faculty during the 

admissions process. Finally, the results from subsection (e) of Table 20 found that 47.8% 

(n=33) of the sample and 53.5% (n=23) of those who were first-in-the-family spoke with 

students currently enrolled at a law school they were considering.  

Table 20  
 
Questions about law school admissions process 
 
(a) Did you 
visit any law 
schools you 
were 
considering?  

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 

Yes 6  29 (42.03%) 13 (18.84%) 42 (60.87%)
No 4  14 (20.29%) 13 (18.84%) 27 (39.13%)
Column totals 10   43 (62.3%) 26 (37.7%) 69  (100%)
(b) Did you 
meet with 
admissions 
staff?  

  

Yes 7  24 (34.78%) 13 (18.84%) 37 (53.62%)
No 3  19 (27.54%) 13 (18.84%) 32 (46.38%)
Column totals 10   43 (62.3%) 26 (37.7%) 69  (100%)
(c) Were you 
asked to 
complete an 
interview?  

  

Yes 1  3 (4.35%) 5 (7.25%) 8 (11.59%)
No 9  40 (57.97%) 21 (30.43%) 61 (88.41%)
Column totals 10   43 (62.3%) 26 (37.7%) 69  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
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(d) Did you 
meet with a 
faculty 
member?  

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 

Yes 1  10 (14.49%) 6 (8.70%) 16 (23.19%)
No 9  33 (47.83%) 20 (28.99%) 53 (76.81%)
Column totals 10   43 (62.3%) 26 (37.7%) 69  (100%)
(e) Did you 
meet with 
currently 
enrolled 
students?  

    

Yes 5  23 (33.33%) 10 (14.49%) 33 (47.83%)
No 5  20 (28.99%) 16 (23.19%) 36 (52.17%)
Column totals 10   43 (62.3%) 26 (37.7%) 69  (100%)
 
Law School Admissions Resources 

 Survey question 27 asked the participants whether or not they consulted the U.S. 

News and World Report law school rankings in selecting the schools they applied. The 

data revealed that 89.9% (n=62) of the respondents did indeed consult with this particular 

rankings guide (see Table 21). Almost two-thirds of these were first-in-the-family 

respondents. Further the results reveal that only seven (10.14%) of the participants did 

not rely on the U.S. News and World Report rankings during the admissions process.  

Table 21  

Use the U.S. News and World Report law school rankings  
 
Rankings guide  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Yes 9 39 (56.52%) 23 (33.33%) 62 (89.86%)
No 1 4 (5.80%) 3 (4.35%) 7 (10.14%)
Column totals 10 43 (62.3%) 26 (37.7%) 69  (100%)
 

Survey question 28 asked how the academic requirements for the first year of law 

school were communicated to the participants. The question provided a list of eight 

possible sources of this information and the respondents were permitted to select all those 
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that applied. The most frequently chosen source of information for the sample, as shown 

in Table 22, was law school website (76.8%, n=53) followed by law school orientation 

(72.5%, n=50) and information packet/folder (72.5%, n=50). For those who were first-in-

the-family to attend law school, the most frequently selected source was information 

packet/folder (81.4%, n=35) followed by law school orientation (76.7%, n=33) and law 

school website (76.7%, n=33). Respondents were also given an opportunity to write-in 

additional sources that were not included on the list. The following are some of the 

alternative sources for this information: Society Program Mentor, Small Group Advisor, 

Law School Preparation Program, I don’t recall, and Institutional Mentor.  

Table 22 
 
Communicating first-year law school academic requirements 
 
Academic 
program 
resource 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n=10 

First-in-the-
Family 
n=43 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n=26 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n=69 

Information 
packet/folder 

8 
 

35 15 50 

Law school 
professor 

2 10 3 13 

Law school 
orientation 

9 33 17 50 

Website 7 33 20 53 
Other students 7 25 9 34 
Faculty advisor 1 5 2 7 
Email 0 12 5 17 
University 
orientation 

0 3 4 7 

Other  3 5 3 8 
 
Preferred Law Schools 

 Participants were asked in survey question 29 to write-in the top three law schools 

they considered attending. After sorting the data into four categories, Table 23 reveals 

 156



 

that Texas public law schools and out-of-state private law schools were the most selected. 

In addition, the results reveal that 10.1% (n=7) selected Harvard University or Yale 

University as one of their top three law schools; 21.7% (n=15) chose only law schools in 

the State of Texas for their top three; and 4.3% (n=3) listed only one preferred law 

school. The data revealed that 71.0% (n=49) of all respondents and 69.7% (n=30) of first-

generation students reported that the law school used for this study was their first choice.   

Table 23  
 
Law school preferences 
 
Type of law school 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n=10 

First-in-the-
Family 
n=43 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n=26 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n=69 
Texas public law 
school 

12 49 30 79 

Texas private law 
school 

2 8 7 15 

Out-of-state public 
law school 

4 17 4 22 

Out-of-state private 
law school 

12 48 24 72 

UT First choice? 
 

6 30 19 49 

 
First-Year Academic Performance 

Questions 31 through 34 queried about several characteristics related to each 

participant’s academic performance during the first year of law school including first-

semester and second-semester grade point average (GPA) and number of classes enrolled 

in for each semester. With some questions, additional analyses were done comparing the 

1L against the 2Ls/3Ls students or first-generation versus not first-generation 

participants. In addition, those respondents who were classified as 1Ls had not yet 
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received their grades for the first semester at the time of completing the questionnaire. 

Therefore, they were not able to answer survey questions 32 through 34.  

First Semester Academics 

Question 31 asked about the number of classes students were enrolled in during 

the first semester of the first year of law school. The median number of first-semester 

classes taken by the sample was 4 (n=67). Survey question 32 asked 2L and 3L 

participants to indicate which one of twelve possible ranges (in twentieth-of-a-point 

increments) encompassed their first-semester law school GPA. Table 24, subsection (a) 

reveals that thirty percent (28.57%, n=12) of the respondents reported that their first-

semester law school GPA was between 3.00-3.19, and another 28.57% (n=12) reported a 

GPA that was less than 3.00. The median GPA range for all respondents (n=42) as well 

as first-in-family respondents (n=30) was 3.00-3.19. The median GPA range for 2Ls was 

3.00-3.19 (n=21) and was 3.20-3.39 for 3Ls (n=21). Finally, respondents with an LSAT 

score of 160 or greater had a higher median first-semester GPA range (3.20-3.39, n=20) 

compared to respondents with an LSAT score lower than 160 (3.00-3.19, n=21).   

Second Semester Academics 

Question 33 asked 2L and 3L respondents to indicate how many classes they were 

enrolled in during the second semester of the first year of law school. The median number 

of second-semester classes taken by the participants was 5 (n=42). Survey question 34 

then asked 2L and 3L students to select which one of twelve possible ranges (in 

twentieth-of-a-point increments) included their second-semester law school GPA. As 

shown in Table 24, subsection (b), 59.52% (n=25) of the respondents reported a second-

semester GPA between 3.00-3.39 with one-third (33.33%, n=14) falling between 3.00-
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3.19. The median GPA range for all respondents (n=42) as well as first-in-family 

respondents (n=30) was 3.00-3.19. The median GPA ranges by law school classification 

was 3.00-3.19 for 2Ls (n=21) and 3.20-3.39 for 3Ls (n=21). Finally, respondents with an 

LSAT score of 160 or greater had a higher median second-semester GPA range (3.20-

3.39, n=20) compared to respondents with an LSAT score less than 160 (3.00-3.19, 

n=21). 
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Table 24 
 
Law school GPAs by semester for 2Ls and 3Ls 
 
(a) First 
semester 
GPA 

Interview 
Participants 

N

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
4.0 0  1 (2.38%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (2.38%)
3.80-3.99 0  0 (0.00%) 1 (2.38%) 1 (2.38%)
3.60-3.79 0  2 (4.76%) 1 (2.38%) 3 (7.14%)
3.40-3.59 1  4 (9.52%) 1 (2.38%) 5 (11.90%)
3.20-3.39 3  8 (19.05%) 3 (7.14%) 11 (26.19%)
3.00-3.19 4  10 (23.81%) 4 (9.52%) 14 (33.33%)
2.80-2.99 1  2 (4.76%) 1 (2.38%) 3 (7.14%)
2.60-2.79 0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
2.40-2.59 1  2 (4.76%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (4.76%)
2.20-2.39 0  1 (2.38%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (2.38%)
< 2.20  0  0 (0.00%) 1 (2.38%) 1 (2.38%)
Column 
totals 

10  30 (71.4%) 12 (28.6%) 42  (100%)

(b) Second 
semester 
GPA 

    

4.0 0  1 (2.38%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (2.38%)
3.80-3.99 0  1 (2.38%) 1 (2.38%) 2 (4.76%)
3.60-3.79 0  3 (7.14%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (7.14%)
3.40-3.59 1  3 (7.14%) 3 (7.14%) 6 (14.29%)
3.20-3.39 2  5 (11.90%) 1 (2.38%) 6 (14.29%)
3.00-3.19 5  8 (19.05%) 4 (9.52%) 12 (28.57%)
2.80-2.99 1  4 (9.52%) 2 (4.76%) 6 (14.29%)
2.60-2.79 0  1 (2.38%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (2.38%)
2.40-2.59 1  2 (4.76%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (4.76%)
2.20-2.39 0  2 (4.76%) 1 (2.38%) 3 (7.14%)
< 2.20 0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Column 
totals 

10  30 (71.4%) 12 (28.6%) 42  (100%)

 
Academic, Social, and Personal Obligations 

Questions 35 through 40 inquired as to several characteristics related to each 

participant’s academic, social, and personal obligations during the first year of law school 

including average hours per week spent on various activities, involvement in student 

groups or organizations, evaluation of law school or university student services, 
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participation in the write-on competition and law school journals. In addition to analyzing 

the overall results, further analysis was conducted based on first-generation status and in 

some instances also law school classification. Since the law review selection process and 

write-on competition does not take place until the spring semester, 1L respondents were 

not included in the analysis of survey questions 39 through 40. 

Time Spent on Various Activities 

 Question 35 asked participants to report the average number of hours per week 

they spent on various activities during their first year of law school – (a) studying, (b) 

library research, (c) using the computer lab, (d) attending classes, (e) working, (f) 

volunteering, (g) law school social events, (h) non-law school social events, (i) family 

and personal obligations, and (j) meeting with a faculty member. Respondents were given 

a choice of six hours per week ranges and asked to select the one that best corresponded 

with their experience.  

 Table 25, subsection (a) indicates that the largest group of respondents (21.2%, 

n=14) studied between 21 and 25 hours per week. However, the data also revealed that 

25.8% (n=17) studied for ten hours or less per week. For those who were first-in-the-

family to attend law school, the largest group of students (23.8%, n=10) studied between 

16 and 20 hours per week, but 25.0% (n=11) studied for less than ten hours per week. 

Overall, the data indicated that all respondents (100.0%, n=66) studied at least one hour 

per week on average during the first year of law school.     

Table 25, subsection (b) indicates that the largest group of participants (74.6%, 

n=50) spent between 1 and 5 hours per week on library research. For those who were 

first-in-the-family to attend law school, the vast majority of respondents (76.7%, n=33) 
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spent between 1 and 5 hours per week in the library. Three of the four students who 

selected the “Not Applicable” (N/A) choice were first-in-the family to attend law school.  

Table 25, subsection (c) indicates that the largest group of respondents (57.1%, 

n=36) spent between 1 and 5 hours per week in a computer lab, and 34.9% (n=22) 

selected the “Not Applicable” (N/A) choice. For those who were first-in-the-family to 

attend law school, the largest group of students (52.5%, n=21) studied between 16 and 20 

hours per week, and the second largest group (40.0%, n=16) chose N/A.  

Table 25, subsection (d) indicates that the largest group of participants (57.6%, 

n=38) attended classes an average 11 and 15 hours per week. Another 30.3% (n=12) 

spent between 16 and 20 hours in class per week. For those who were first-in-the-family 

to attend law school, the largest group of respondents (57.1%, n=24) spent between 11 

and 15 hours per week attending classes followed by 28.6% (n=12) who attended classes 

between 16 to 20 hours per week.  

Table 25, subsection (e) indicates that 84.4% (n=54) of participants selected “Not 

Applicable” when asked how many hours per week on average they spent working. The 

American Bar Association’s Section on Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar 

Standard 304(f) (2002) requires accredited law schools to have a policy prohibiting 

students from being employed for more than 20 hours per week in any week if they are 

taking twelve or more class hours. The data indicated that the remaining 15.6% (n=10) 

who did work during the first year adhered to this requirement. For those who were first-

in-the-family to attend law school, the largest group of respondents (85.4%, n=35) also 

chose N/A for this activity. 
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Table 25, subsection (f) indicates that 33.8% (n=22) of students gave an average 

of 1 and 5 hours of volunteer service per week during the first year, however 61.5% 

(n=40) selected the “Not Applicable” (N/A) choice. For those who were first-in-the-

family to attend law school, 31.0%, n=13) spent 1 and 5 hours volunteering, and 66.7% 

(n=28) chose N/A. Overall, the data pointed out that 38.4% (n=25) of participants spent 

at least one hour per week on average on volunteer activities. 

Table 25, subsection (g) indicates that the largest group of respondents (69.2%, 

n=45) participated between 1 and 5 hours per week on law school social events. For those 

who were first-in-the-family to attend law school, the largest group of students (73.8%, 

n=31) spent between 1 and 5 hours per week on social events for law students Overall, 

the data showed that 84.6% (n=55) of respondents spent at least one hour per week on 

average engaged in law social activities. 

Table 25, subsection (h) shows that the largest group of students (69.7%, n=46) 

participated between 1 and 5 hours per week on social events outside of law school. For 

those who were first-in-the-family to attend law school, the largest group of respondents 

(71.4%, n=30) spent between 1 and 5 hours per week on non-law school social events. 

Overall, the data revealed that 87.9% (n=58) of participants spent at least one hour per 

week on average engaged in social activities outside of law school. 

Table 25, subsection (i) shows 50.7%, n=34) of the participants spent between 1 

and 5 hours per week on family and personal obligations. In addition, the data indicated 

that 20.9% (n=14) focused more than ten hours per week on family and personal 

obligations. For those who were first-in-the-family to attend law school, the largest group 

(53.5%, n=23) dedicated 1 and 5 hours per week on average to personal and family 
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obligations, and 23.2% (n=10) spent more than ten hours per week. Overall, the data 

showed that 95.5% (n=66) of respondents spent at least one hour per week on average to 

personal and family obligations. 

Table 25, subsection (j) shows that 53.1% (n=34) of the participants spent 

between 1 and 5 hours per week meeting with a faculty member. However, the data also 

pointed out that the remaining 46.9% (n=30) selected “Not Applicable” (N/A). For those 

who were first-in-the-family to attend law school, the majority (53.7%, n=22) selected 

the “Not Applicable” (N/A) choice, but the remaining students 46.3% (n=19) dedicated 1 

and 5 hours per week on average meeting with a faculty member.  

Table 25 
 
Hours per week spent on activities during the first year of law school 
 
(a) Studying  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n (%) 

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
1 to 5 1 3 (4.55%) 2 (3.03%) 5 (7.58%)
6 to 10 1 8 (12.12%) 4 (6.06%) 12 (18.18%)
11 to 15 2 6 (9.09%) 5 (7.58%) 11 (16.67%)
16 to 20 1 10 (15.15%) 2 (3.03%) 12 (18.18%)
21 to 25 2 7 (10.61%) 7 (10.61%) 14 (21.21%)
26 or more 3 8 (12.12%) 4 (6.06%) 12 (18.18%)
N/A 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Column totals 10  42 (63.6%) 24 (36.4%) 66  (100%)
(b) Library 
research  

    

1 to 5 9 33 (49.25%) 17 (25.37%) 50 (74.63%)
6 to 10 0 7 (10.45%) 5 (7.46%) 12 (17.91%)
11 to 15 0 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.49%) 1 (1.49%)
16 to 20 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
21 to 25 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
26 or more 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
N/A 1 3 (4.48%) 1 (1.49%) 4 (5.97%)
Column totals 10  43 (64.2%) 24 (35.8%) 67  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
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(c) Using the 
computer lab  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n (%) 

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
1 to 5 8 21 (33.33%) 15 (23.81%) 36 (57.14%)
6 to 10 0 3 (4.76%) 2 (3.17%) 5 (7.94%)
11 to 15 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
16 to 20 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
21 to 25 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
26 or more 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
N/A 2 16 (25.40%) 6 (9.52%) 22 (34.92%)
Column totals 10 40 (63.5%) 23 (36.5%) 63  (100%)
(d) Attending 
classes 

   

1 to 5 2 3 (4.55%) 1 (1.52%) 4 (6.06%)
6 to 10 1 2 (3.03%) 1 (1.52%) 3 (4.55%)
11 to 15 6 24 (36.36%) 14 (21.21%) 38 (57.58%)
16 to 20 1 12 (18.18%) 8 (12.12%) 20 (30.30%)
21 to 25 0 1 (1.52%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.52%)
26 or more 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
N/A 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Column totals 10 42 (63.6%) 24 (36.4%) 66  (100%)
(e) Working  
 

   

1 to 5 1 2 (3.13%) 4 (6.25%) 6 (9.38%)
6 to 10 0 2 (3.13%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.13%)
11 to 15 1 1 (1.56%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.56%)
16 to 20 0 1 (1.56%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.56%)
21 to 25 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
26 or more 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
N/A 8 35 (54.69%) 19 (29.69%) 54 (84.38%)
Column totals 10 41 (64.1%) 23 (35.9%) 64  (100%)
(f) Volunteering  
 

   

1 to 5 1 13 (20.00%) 9 (13.85%) 22 (33.85%)
6 to 10 0 1 (1.54%) 2 (3.08%) 3 (4.62%)
11 to 15 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
16 to 20 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
21 to 25 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
26 or more 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
N/A 9 28 (43.08%) 12 (18.46%) 40 (61.54%)
Column totals 10 42 (64.6%) 23 (35.4%) 65  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
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(g) Law school 
social events  

Interview 
Participants 

n (%) 

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
1 to 5 8 31 (47.69%) 14 (21.54%) 45 (69.23%)
6 to 10 1 4 (6.15%) 4 (6.15%) 8 (12.31%)
11 to 15 0 1 (1.54%) 1 (1.54%) 2 (3.08%)
16 to 20 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
21 to 25 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
26 or more 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
N/A 1 6 (9.23%) 4 (6.15%) 10 (15.38%)
Column totals 10 42 (64.6%) 23 (35.4%) 65  (100%)
(h) Non-law 
school social 
events 

   

1 to 5 8 30 (45.45%) 16 (24.24%) 46 (69.70%)
6 to 10 2 7 (10.61%) 3 (4.55%) 10 (15.15%)
11 to 15 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
16 to 20 0 1 (1.52%) 1 (1.52%) 2 (3.03%)
21 to 25 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
26 or more 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
N/A 0 4 (6.06%) 4 (6.06%) 8 (12.12%)
Column totals 10 42 (63.6%) 24 (36.4%) 66  (100%)
(i) Family and 
personal 
obligations 

   

1 to 5 6 23 (34.33%) 11 (16.42%) 34 (50.75%)
6 to 10 1 9 (13.43%) 7 (10.45%) 16 (23.88)
11 to 15 2 5 (7.46%) 2 (2.99%) 7 (10.45%)
16 to 20 0 1 (1.49%) 2 (2.99%) 3 (4.48%)
21 to 25 1 2 (2.99%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (2.99%)
26 or more 0 2 (2.99%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (2.99%)
N/A 0 1 (1.49%) 2 (2.99%) 3 (4.48%)
Column totals 10 43 (64.2%) 24 (35.8%) 67  (100%)
(j) Meeting with 
a faculty member 

   

1 to 5 2 19 (29.69%) 15 (23.44%) 34 (53.13%)
6 to 10 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
11 to 15 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
16 to 20 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
21 to 25 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
26 or more 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
N/A 8 22 (34.38%) 8 (12.50%) 30 (46.88%)
Column totals 10 41 (64.1%) 23 (35.9%) 64  (100%)
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Law School Campus Life 

Survey question 36 asked participants whether or not they participated in various 

groups or activities during their first year of law school. Table 26 shows the results of the 

following four groups/activities: (a) law school student organizations, (b) campus-wide 

student organization or activities, (c) academic peer support/study group, and (d) 

community groups or activities.  

The data showed that 67.2% (n=45) of the students participated in a law school 

student organization during their first year, but only 14.9% (n=10) joined a campus-wide 

student organizations or activities. Only 31.3% (n=21) of the respondents were in a peer 

support/study group during the first year. Finally, 75.4% (n=49) of the respondents chose 

not to become involved with community organizations or activities.   

Table 26  
 
Participation in campus and community activities  
 
(a) Law school 
student 
organization  

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Yes 6 29 (43.28%) 16 (23.88%) 45  (67.2%)
No 4 14 (20.90%) 8 (11.94%) 22  (32.8%)
Column totals 10 43 (64.2%) 24 (35.8%) 67  (100%)
(b) Campus-wide 
student 
organizations or 
activities   

    

Yes 1 7 (10.45%) 3 (4.48%) 10  (14.9%)
No 9 36 (53.73%) 21 (31.34%) 57  (85.1%)
Column totals 10 43 (64.2%) 24 (35.8%) 67  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
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(c) Academic 
peer support/ 
study group 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Yes 2 12 (17.91%) 9 (13.43%) 21  (31.3%)
No 8 31 (46.27%) 15 (22.39) 46  (68.7%)
Column totals 10 43 (64.2%) 24 (35.8%) 67  (100%)
(d) Community 
groups or 
activities  

    

Yes 2 10 (15.38%) 6 (9.23%) 16  (24.62%)
No 8 32 (49.23%) 17 (26.15%) 49  (75.38%)
Column totals 10 42 (64.6%) 23 (35.4%) 65  (100%)
 

The results of survey question 37, as shown in Table 27, disclosed that 34.3% 

(n=23) of participants had on-campus personal space during the first year of law school 

compared to 65.7% (n=44) who did not. For first-generation students, 37.2% (n=16) had 

personal space on-campus while 62.8% (n=27) of them did not.  

Table 27  

Access to dedicated personal space 
 
Dedicated space 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Yes 3  16 (23.88%) 7 (10.45%) 23 (34.33%)
No 7  27 (40.30%) 17 (25.37%) 44 (65.67%)
Column totals 10  43  (64.2%) 24  (35.8%) 67  (100%) 
 
Satisfaction with Law School Services 

 Survey question 38 asked the participants to indicate their level of satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction with nine law school or university services during their first year. 

Respondents were provided a Likert scale with five possible choices to consider in 

evaluating each service. Six of these services (Academic Advising, Financial Aid Office, 

Student Bar Association, Library, Career Counseling/Planning Office, and Law School 

Orientation) are offered exclusively by the law school to law students. The remaining 
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three services (Information Technology, University Health Services, and Recreational 

Sports Facilities) are offered to law students along with other graduate and undergraduate 

students at the institution.   

 As shown in Table 28, subsection (a), a majority of students, 53.0% (n=35), were 

satisfied or very satisfied with the academic advising they received; 24.2% (n=16) did not 

receive academic advising during their first year of law school; and 22.7% (n=15) were 

dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with their academic advising. An analysis of first-in-the-

family respondents’ perceptions about the law school’s academic advising services found 

that 55.8% (n=24) were satisfied or very satisfied; 23.3% (n=10) did not use this service; 

and 21.0% (n=9) were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied.  

 Subsection (b) of Table 28 shows that a majority of participants, 63.6% (n=42), 

were satisfied or very satisfied with the Student Bar Association; 24.2% (n=16) did not 

use the services of this organization; and 12.1% (n=8) expressed some level of 

dissatisfaction with the Student Bar Association. Further examination of the perceptions 

of first-in-the-family pertaining to the Student Bar Association indicated that 60.5% 

(n=26) were satisfied or very satisfied; 27.9% (n=12) did not use; and 11.7% (n=5) were 

dissatisfied or very dissatisfied. 

 Table 28, subsection (c) indicates that a majority of participants (53.0%, n=35) 

were satisfied or very satisfied with the financial aid office; 9.1% (n=6) did not use the 

campus’ financial aid office; and 6.0% (n=4) were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with 

the services provided by the financial aid office. An analysis of first-in-the-family 

students’ perceptions about the university’s financial aid office revealed that 86.1% 
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(n=37) were satisfied or very satisfied; 9.3% (n=4) were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied; 

and 4.7% (n=2) did not use this service. 

As shown in Table 28, subsection (d), an overwhelming majority of students 

(98.5%, n=66) were satisfied or very satisfied with the law library; and only one 

respondent (1.5%) did not utilize the library. Further examination of the perceptions of 

first-in-the-family participants pertaining to the law library indicated that nearly all 

(97.6%, n=42) were satisfied or very satisfied.  

Subsection (e) of Table 28 reflects that a majority of respondents, 64.1% (n=43), 

were satisfied or very satisfied with the career services office; 19.4% (n=13) did not 

utilize the law school’s career counseling/planning services during their first year of law 

school; and 16.4% (n=11) were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with the career counseling 

and planning services they received. An analysis of first-in-the-family students’ 

perceptions about the law school’s career services office revealed that 60.5% (n=26) were 

satisfied or very satisfied; 23.3% (n=10) did not use this service; and 16.3% (n=7) were 

dissatisfied or very dissatisfied. 

Also shown on Table 28, subsection (f), an overwhelming majority of respondents 

(95.5%, n=63) were satisfied or very satisfied with the information technology services 

offered by the university; 3.0% (n=2) were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with the 

campus’ information technology services; and only one student (1.5%) did not utilize 

these services. Further examination of the perceptions of first-in-the-family participants 

pertaining to the university’s information technology resources found that 83.0% (n=40) 

were satisfied or very satisfied; 4.7% (n=2) were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied; and 

2.3% (n=1) did not use these services. 
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Table 28, subsection (g) reveals that 56.1% (n=35) of students, were satisfied or 

very satisfied with the university’s health services; 33.3% (n=22) did not access the 

campus’ health services during their first year of law school; and 10.6% (n=7) were 

dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with the health services they received. An analysis of 

first-generation students’ perceptions about the university’s health center determined that 

62.8% (n=27) were satisfied or very satisfied; 27.9% (n=12) did not use this service; and 

9.4% (n=4) were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied. 

As shown in Table 28, subsection (h), an overwhelming majority of participants, 

68.2% (n=35), were satisfied or very satisfied with the recreational sports facilities; 

30.3% (n=20) did not utilize the university’s recreational sports facilities; and only one 

respondent (1.5%) was dissatisfied with the recreational sports facilities. Further 

examination of the perceptions of first-in-the-family students pertaining to the 

university’s recreational sports services indicated that 72.1% (n=40) were satisfied or 

very satisfied and 27.9% (n=12) did not use these services. 

Table 28, subsection (i) reveals that 83.6% (n=56) of the respondents were 

satisfied or very satisfied with the orientation provided by the law school; 13.5% (n=9) 

were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with the law school orientation; and oddly enough 

two participants (3.0%) revealed that they did not participate in the law school 

orientation. An analysis of first-generation students’ perceptions about the law school 

orientation revealed that 79.1% (n=34) were satisfied or very satisfied; 16.3% (n=7) were 

dissatisfied or very dissatisfied; and 4.7% (n=2) did not use this service. 
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Table 28  
 
Satisfaction with law school services  
 
(a) Academic 
advising  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Very satisfied 0 4 (6.06%) 1 (1.51%) 5 (7.58%)
Satisfied  3 20 (30.30%) 10 (15.15%) 30 (45.45%)
Dissatisfied  2 6 (9.09%) 5 (7.58%) 11 (16.67%)
Very dissatisfied  2 3 (4.55%) 1 (1.51%) 4 (6.06%)
Did not use 3 10 (15.15%) 6 (9.09%) 16 (24.24%)
Column totals 10 43 (65.2%) 23 (34.8%) 66  (100%)
(b) Student bar 
association 

   

Very satisfied 1 3 (4.55%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.55%)
Satisfied  3 23 (34.85%) 16 (24.24%) 39 (59.09%)
Dissatisfied  0 3 (4.55%) 3 (4.55%) 6 (9.09%)
Very dissatisfied  1 2 (3.03%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.03%)
Did not use 5 12 (18.18%) 4 (6.06%) 16 (24.24%)
Column totals 10 43 (65.2%) 23 (34.8%) 66  (100%)
(c) Financial aid 
office 

   

Very satisfied 2 14 (21.21%) 11 (16.67%) 25 (37.88%)
Satisfied  6 23 (34.85%) 8 (12.12%) 31 (46.97%)
Dissatisfied  1 3 (4.55%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.55%)
Very dissatisfied  1 1 (1.51%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.51%)
Did not use 0 2 (3.03%) 4 (6.06%) 6 (9.09%)
Column totals 10 43 (65.2%) 23 (34.8%) 66  (100%)
(d) Law library 
 

   

Very satisfied 3 17 (25.37%) 13 (19.40%) 30 (44.78%)
Satisfied  7 25 (37.31%) 11 (16.42%) 36 (53.73%)
Dissatisfied  0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Very dissatisfied  0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Did not use 0 1 (1.49%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.49%)
Column totals 10 43 (64.2%) 24 (35.8%) 67  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
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(e) Career 
counseling/planning 
office 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Very satisfied 1 6 (8.96%) 3 (4.48%) 9 (13.43%)
Satisfied  5 20 (29.85%) 14 (20.90%) 34 (50.75%)
Dissatisfied  1 2 (2.99%) 8 (11.94%) 10 (14.93%)
Very dissatisfied  0 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.49%) 1 (1.49%)
Did not use 3 1 (1.49%) 12 (17.91%) 13 (19.40%)
Column totals 10 43 (64.2%) 24 (35.8%) 67  (100%)
Very satisfied 1 6 (8.96%) 3 (4.48%) 9 (13.43%)
(f) Information 
technology services 

   

Very satisfied 4 20 (30.30%) 9 (13.64%) 29 (43.94%)
Satisfied  6 20 (30.30%) 14 (21.21%) 34 (51.52%)
Dissatisfied  0 2 (3.03%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.03%)
Very dissatisfied  0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Did not use 0 1 (1.51%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.51%)
Column totals 10 43 (65.2%) 23 (34.8%) 66  (100%)
(g) University 
health services 

   

Very satisfied 3 9 (13.64%) 4 (6.06%) 13 (19.70%)
Satisfied  3 18 (27.27%) 6 (9.09%) 24 (36.36%)
Dissatisfied  1 2 (3.03%) 2 (3.03%) 4 (6.06%)
Very dissatisfied  1 2 (3.03%) 1 (1.51%) 3 (4.55%)
Did not use 2 12 (18.18%) 10 (15.15%) 22 (33.33%)
Column totals 10 43 (65.2%) 23 (34.8%) 66  (100%)
(h) Recreational 
sports facilities 

   

Very satisfied 4 13 (19.70%) 8 (12.12%) 21 (31.82%)
Satisfied  4 18 (27.27%) 6 (9.09%) 24 (36.36%)
Dissatisfied  0 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.51%) 1 (1.51%)
Very dissatisfied  0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Did not use 2 12 (18.18%) 8 (12.12%) 20 (30.30%)
Column totals 10 43 (65.2%) 23 (34.8%) 66  (100%)
(i) Law school 
orientation 

   

Very satisfied 1 8 (11.94%) 2 (2.99%) 10 (14.93%)
Satisfied  7 26 (38.81%) 20 (29.85%) 46 (68.66%)
Dissatisfied  1 4 (5.97%) 1 (1.49%) 5 (7.46%)
Very dissatisfied  0 3 (4.48%) 1 (1.49%) 4 (5.97%)
Did not use 1 2 (2.99%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (2.99%)
Column totals 10 43 (64.2%) 24 (35.8%) 67  (100%)
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Participation in Law Journals 

 Each law school has a main law journal, run by second-year and third-year 

students, that is the most prestigious and selective. First-year students with the highest 

GPAs are invited to join this journal. Other first-year students interested in the law 

school’s main law journal or other prestigious journal may choose to compete in a writing 

competition for the remaining spaces. Participation the law schools main law journal 

enhances a student’s legal career prospects. In addition, law schools may have other law 

journals that are open, use a write-on competition, or are by invitation only. These other 

journals can also help improve a student’s career opportunities.  

Survey question 39 asked 2L and 3L students to indicate whether or not they 

participated in the law journal write-on competition. The results, as shown in Table 29, 

indicate that only 38.1% (n=16) chose to try out for the law schools main law journal 

through their write-on competition. In addition, only 33.3% (n=10) of first-in-the-family 

respondents chose to participate in the write-on competition. Question 40 asked second-

year and third-year students whether or not they were selected for any of the law journals 

at the law school used for this study. The results show that 54.8% (n=23) of all 

participants and 53.3% (n=16) of first-generation students were selected as a member of 

at least one of the twelve student-run law journals at the study institution after completing 

their first year.  
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Table 29  
 
Law journals and write-on competition 
 
Write-on 
competition  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Yes 2 10 (23.81%) 6 (14.29%) 16 (38.10%)
No 8 20 (47.62%) 6 (14.29%) 26 (61.90%)
Column totals 10 30 (71.4%) 12 (28.6%) 42  (100.0%)
Selected for law 
journal  
 

   

Yes 5 16 (38.10%) 7 (16.67%) 23 (54.76%)
No 5 14 (33.33%) 5 (11.90%) 19 (45.23%)
Column totals 10 30 (71.4%) 12 (28.6%) 42  (100.0%)
 

Financing Undergraduate Education and Law School  

Questions 41 through 45 queried students on several characteristics related to 

paying for their undergraduate education and law school including their household 

income, undergraduate debt, law school debt, undergraduate financial aid sources, and 

law school financial aid sources. In addition to analyzing the results for all respondents, 

further comparisons were done based on first-generation status and in some cases law 

school classification.  

Household Income 

 Question 41 asked the respondents to report their household income (or their 

parent’s income if they were claimed as a dependent) during the application process. The 

question provided a list of eighteen possible income ranges (in $5,000 increments) in 

which the respondents was permitted to select the one. The median household income of 

respondents prior to entering law school was $25,001-30,000 (n=65), and 20.0% (n=13) 

of the respondents reported household incomes of greater than $50,000.  
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Undergraduate Debt and Financial Aid 

Questions 42 and 44 queried respondents about the resources they used to pay for 

college and how much they owed from their undergraduate education. Table 30 shows 

the results from survey question 42 which asked the participants to select the monetary 

range (in increments of $5,000) that best corresponded with the amount of debt they 

accumulated during their undergraduate education. The data indicated that 40.9% (n=27) 

of the respondents owed nothing from completing their baccalaureate degree. For first-

generation students, 37.2% (n=16) did not owe any money from their undergraduate 

education. Overall, the data revealed that a majority of respondents, 54.5%, n=36, owe 

$5000 or less from obtaining their undergraduate degree. The median debt range for all 

respondents (n=66) and for first-in-the-family (n=43) was $1-5000. Further, the median 

debt ranges by law school classification were $10,001-15,000 for 1Ls (n=24) and $1-

5001 for both 2Ls (n=21) and 3Ls (n=21). 
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Table 30 
 
Undergraduate debt load 
 
Amount of 
undergraduate 
debt 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 

None 4 16 (24.24%) 11 (16.42%) 27 (40.91%)
$1-5,000 1 6 (9.09%) 3 (4.55%) 9 (13.64%)
$5,001-10,000 2 3 (4.55%) 1 (1.52%) 4 (6.06%)
$10,001-15,000 0 4 (6.06%) 1 (1.52%) 5 (7.58%)
$15,001-20,000 0 3 (4.55%) 3 (4.55%) 6 (9.09%)
$20,001-25,000 0 1 (1.52%) 2 (3.03%) 3 (4.55%)
$25,001-30,000 2 2 (3.03%) 1 (1.52%) 3 (4.55%)
$30,001-35,000 1 3 (4.55%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.55%)
$35,001-40,000 0 1 (1.52%) 1 (1.52%) 2 (3.03%)
$40,001-45,000 0 3 (4.55%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.55%)
$45,001-50,000 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
$50,001-55,000 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
$55,001-60,000 0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
> $60,000 0 1 (1.52%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.52%)
Column totals 10 43 (65.2%) 23 (34.8%) 66  (100%)
 

Survey question 44 asked the respondents to select all the funding sources they 

utilized in paying for their undergraduate education. The question provided a list of ten 

possible sources of financial aid and the respondents were permitted to select all those 

that they used. The most frequently chosen funding sources for the sample, as shown in 

Table 31, were scholarships (71.2%, n=47) followed by parents (62.1%, n=41) and 

educational loans (59.1%, n=39). In addition, 9.0% (n=6) of the respondents relied only 

on their parents to pay for their college degree. For those who were first-in-the-family to 

attend law school, the most frequent source of financial aid were scholarships (74.4%, 

n=32), educational loans (60.5%, n=26), and parents (58.1%, n=25). Respondents were 

also given an opportunity to write-in additional sources that were not included on the list. 
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The following are some of the alternative sources for this information: poker, boyfriend, 

spouse, and credit cards.  

Table 31  
 
Sources of funding for undergraduate studies 
 
Funding source 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n=10 

First-in-the-
Family 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n=23 

All Survey 
Respondents

n=66 n=43 
Savings, personal funds, and 
other self-financing  

3 15 9 24 

Parents 6 25 16 41 
Grant 4 21 14 35 
Scholarship  7 32 15 47 
Research assistantship  0 0 0 0 
Educational loans 5 26 13 39 
Work study 3 10 5 15 
Part-time employment 
(while in school) 

3 20 12 32 

Full-time employment 
(while in school) 

3 6 1 7 

Government funded 
(including ROTC and GI 
Bill) 

0 2 1 3 

Other  0 2 1 3 
 
Law School Debt and Financial Aid 

Questions 43 and 45 inquired about the respondent’s financial aid resources for 

law school and their current debt from their legal studies. Table 32 shows the results from 

survey question 43 which asked the participants to select the monetary range (in 

increments of $5,000) that best corresponded with the amount of debt they accumulated 

during law school only. The data indicated that only 7.7% (n=5) of the respondents have 

no debt from pursing a law degree. For first-generation students, 9.3% (n=4) did not owe 

any money from their legal education. The median debt range for all respondents (n=65) 

and first-in-family (n=43) was $30,001-35,000, but the median debt range for those 
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respondents who were not first-in-the-family to attend law school was $20,001-25,000 

(n=22). Further, the median debt ranges by law school classification were $15,001-

20,000 for 1Ls (n=24), $30,001-35,000 for 2Ls (n=21), and $55,001-60,000 for 3Ls 

(n=20).  

Table 32 
 
Current law school debt 
 
Amount of law 
school debt 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
None 1  4 (6.15%) 1 (1.54%) 5 (7.69%)
$1-5,000 0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
$5,001-10,000 0  3 (4.62%) 3 (4.62%) 6 (9.23%)
$10,001-15,000 0  1 (1.54%) 5 (7.69%) 6 (9.23%)
$15,001-20,000 0  2 (3.08%) 1 (1.54%) 3 (4.62%)
$20,001-25,000 0  2 (3.08%) 1 (1.54%) 3 (4.62%)
$25,001-30,000 0  7 (10.77%) 2 (3.08%) 9 (13.85%)
$30,001-35,000 1  3 (4.62%) 2 (3.08%) 5 (7.69%)
$35,001-40,000 2  5 (7.69%) 2 (3.08%) 7 (10.77%)
$40,001-45,000 0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
$45,001-50,000 2  4 (6.15%) 0 (0.00%) 4 (6.15%)
$50,001-55,000 2  2 (3.08%) 1 (1.54%) 3 (4.62%)
$55,001-60,000 0  3 (4.62%) 1 (1.54%) 4 (6.15%)
> $60,000 2  7 (10.77%) 3 (4.62%) 10 (15.38%)
Column totals 10  43 (66.2%) 22 (33.8%) 65  (100%)
 

Survey question 45 asked the respondents to select all the funding sources they 

utilized in paying for their legal education. The question provided a list of ten possible 

sources of financial aid and the respondents were permitted to select all those that 

applied. The most frequently chosen funding sources, as shown in Table 33, were 

educational loans (86.4%, n=57) followed by scholarships (62.1%, n=41) and grants 

(57.6%, n=41). In addition, 40.9% (n=27) of the respondents used personal funds or 

savings to pay for their law degree. Only one respondent reported relying solely on grants 

and scholarships to pay for law school. In addition, 10.6% (n=7) relied solely on loans 
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and 4.5% (n=3) relied only on parents to fund their legal education. For those who were 

first-in-the-family, the most frequently selected sources of financial aid for law school 

were educational loans (90.7%, n=39), grants (65.1%, n=28), and scholarships (60.5%, 

n=26). Respondents were also given an opportunity to write in additional sources that 

were not included on the list. The following are some of the alternative sources for this 

information: poker, spouse, and credit cards.  

Table 33 
 
Sources of funding for first year of law school 
 
Funding source 
 

Interview 
Participants 

n=10 

First-in-the-
Family 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n=23 

All Survey 
Respondents

n=66 n=43 
Savings, personal funds, and 
other self-financing  

2 16 11 27 

Parents 3 13 6 19 
Grant 6 28 10 38 
Scholarship  5 26 15 41 
Research assistantship  0 1 1 2 
Educational loans 9 39 18 57 
Work study 0 0 0 0 
Part-time employment 
(while in school) 

0 3 0 3 

Full-time employment 
(while in school) 

0 0 0 0 

Government funded 
(including ROTC and GI 
Bill) 

0 2 2 4 

Other  2 4 2 6 
 

Variables Affecting Progress of First Year of Law School  

In question 46, participants were asked to report to what extent, positively or 

negatively, a list of thirty-six variables had on their progress during the first year of law 

school. Variables were clustered together into tables corresponding as closely as possible 

to the categories of variables in Table 1 including background characteristics, 
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institutional variables, financial variables, pre-law school academic variables, aspirations, 

academic integration, law school academic performance, and social integration. In 

addition to an analysis of these variables for all participants, an additional analysis was 

conducted to determine response differences for respondents who are the first-in-the-

family to attend law school (although not necessarily the first person in their family to 

complete postsecondary education).  

Family Support and Obligations Variables  

 The survey takers were asked to what extent, positively or negatively, eight 

variables associated with family support and obligations had on their first-year law school 

success. These variables included family support, family obligations, marriage, divorce or 

separation, birth of a child, family members’ health/injury, death of a family member, 

and other obligations. As shown in Table 34, subsection (o), a majority of respondents, 

70.4% (n=45), believed family support had a positive effect on their first year of law 

school; 23.4% (n=15) felt this variable was not applicable to their progress; and 6.2% 

(n=4) perceived family support as having a negative impact. An analysis of first-

generation students revealed that 67.4% (n=29) felt family support positively influenced 

first-year progress; 23.3% (n=10) believed this was not a factor; and 9.4% (n=4) stated 

this variable negatively affected their progress.  

 Subsection (n) of Table 34 shows that a majority of respondents, 53.1% (n=34), 

believed that family obligations was not applicable to their first-year experience; 32.8% 

(n=21) felt this variable negatively affected their progress; and 14.1% (n=9) thought it 

had a positive impact on their first year. Further examination of the perceptions of first-

in-the-family pertaining to the effect of family obligations on first-year progress indicated 
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that 55.8% (n=24) felt it was not applicable; 32.6% (n=14) believed it had negative 

consequences for their first year; and 11.6% (n=5) found it to have a positive effect. 

 Table 34, subsection (u) indicates that an overwhelming majority of respondents 

(82.5%, n=52) felt that marriage was not an applicable variable; 14.3% (n=9) believed it 

had a positive impact; and only two respondents (3.2%) stated marriage had a negative 

affect on their progress. An analysis of first-in-the-family students perceptions about the 

influence of marriage on first-year progress revealed that 79.1% (n=34) found the 

variable not applicable; 16.3% (n=7) believed it positively affected their progress; and 

4.7% (n=2) felt it had a negative effect. 

As shown in Table 34, subsection (j), an overwhelming majority of respondents, 

92.2% (n=59), believed divorce/separation was not an applicable to progressing through 

the first year of law school; and 7.8% (n=5) believed divorce/separation had a negative 

impact. An analysis of first-generation students revealed that 88.4% (n=38) felt 

divorce/separation was not a factor; and 11.7% (n=5) stated this variable negatively 

influenced their progress.   

None of the respondents (n=64) felt that birth of a child was an applicable 

variable affecting their progress during the first year of law school. Again it is important 

to restate that survey question 9 found that only 8.3% (n=6) respondents were parents 

during the first year of law school.  

Also shown on Table 34, subsection (m), a majority of respondents, 82.8% 

(n=53), felt family members’ health/injury was not applicable to their first-year progress; 

15.6% (n=10) thought it had a negative affect; and 1.6% (n=1) stated the variable had a 

positive impact. An analysis of first-in-the-family participants revealed that 79.1% (n=34) 
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felt family member health/injury was not applicable to their first-year experience; 18.7% 

(n=8) believed it negatively affected their progress; and one respondent (2.3%) stated this 

variable had a negative effect on their success. 

Table 34, subsection (i) reveals that 90.6% (n=58) of respondents considered 

death of family member to not be applicable to their experience; and 9.4% (n=6) believed 

it had a negative effect. An analysis of first-in-the-family students found that 88.4% 

(n=38) felt death of a family member was not applicable to their progress; and 11.7% 

(n=5) stated the variable negatively affected their progress. 

As shown in Table 34, subsection (w), 44.4% (n=28) of the participants believed 

other obligations were not applicable to first-year progress; 42.9% (n=27) felt the 

variable had a negative impact; and 12.7% (n=8) believed it positively affected their first 

year. An analysis of first-generation respondents divulged that 46.5% (n=20) felt other 

obligations were not applicable to first-year progress; 39.6% (n=17) stated the variable 

had a negative effect; and 14.0% (n=6) believed it positively influenced their first year.   
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Table 34  
 
Family support and obligations variables 
 
(o) Family support  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-
the-Family 

n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Positively  6 21 (32.81%) 12 (18.75%) 33  (51.56%)
Somewhat 
positively  

2 8 (12.50%) 4 (6.25%) 12 (18.75%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

0 2 (3.13%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.13%)

Negatively  1 2 (3.13%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.13%)
N/A 1 10 (15.63%) 5 (7.81%) 15  (23.44%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
(n) Family 
obligations 

 

Positively  0 5 (7.81%) 4 (6.25%) 9 (14.06%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

2 7 (10.94%) 6 (9.38%) 13 (20.31%)

Negatively  3 7 (10.94%) 1 (1.56%) 8 (12.50%)
N/A 5 24 (37.50%) 10 (15.63%) 34 (53.13%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
(u) Marriage  
 

 

Positively  2 6 (9.52%) 1 (1.59%) 7 (11.11%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 1 (1.59%) 1 (1.59%) 2 (3.17%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

0 2 (3.17%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.17%)

Negatively  0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
N/A 8 34 (53.97%) 18 (28.57%) 52 (82.54%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
 

 184



 

 
(j) Divorce/ 
separation   
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Positively  0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

1  3 (4.69%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.69%)

Negatively  2  2 (3.13%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.13%)
N/A 7  38 (59.38%) 21 (32.81%) 59 (92.19%)
Column totals 10  43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100.0%)
(m) Family 
member health/ 
Injury 

  

Positively  1  1 (1.56%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.56%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

0  2 (3.13%) 1 (1.56%) 3 (4.69%)

Negatively  1  6 (9.38%) 1 (1.56%) 7 (10.94%)
N/A 8  34 (53.13%) 19 (29.69%) 53 (82.81%)
Column totals 10  43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
(i) Death of a 
family member  

  

Positively  0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Somewhat 
positively 

0  0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

0  3 (4.69%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.69%)

Negatively  1  2 (3.13%) 1 (1.56%) 3 (4.69%)
N/A 9  38 (59.38%) 20 (31.25%) 58 (90.63%)
Column totals 10  43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
(w) Other 
obligations 

    

Positively  1  4 (6.35%) 2 (3.17%) 6 (9.52%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0  2 (3.17%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.17%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

3  10 (15.87%) 7 (11.11%) 17 (26.98%)

Negatively  2  7 (11.11%) 3 (4.69%) 10 (15.87%)
N/A 4  20 (31.75%) 8 (12.70%) 28 (44.44%)
Column totals 10  43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
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Financial Variables 

The survey takers were asked to what extent, positively or negatively, seven 

financial variables had on their first-year law school progress. These variables included 

cost of law school, financial assistance, loss of financial aid, personal finances, 

employment, lost job/employment, and change of income. As shown in Table 35, 

subsection (h), a majority of respondents, 59.4% (n=38), perceived cost of law school as 

having a negative effect on their first year; 28.1% (n=18) felt this variable was not 

applicable to their progress; and 12.5% (n=8) believed it had a positive impact. An 

analysis of first-generation students revealed that 65.1% (n=28) felt cost of law school 

negatively influenced first-year progress; 25.6% (n=11) believed this was not a factor; 

and 9.3% (n=4) stated this variable positively influenced their success.  

 Subsection (p) of Table 35 shows that a majority of respondents, 56.3% (n=36), 

believed financial assistance had a positive influence on their first year of law school; 

25.0% (n=16) felt this variable was not applicable to their success; and 18.8% (n=12) 

believed it had a negative impact. Further examination of first-in-the-family participants 

found that 55.8% (n=24) felt financial assistance positively influenced first-year progress; 

25.6% (n=11) stated this variable negatively affected their progress; and 18.6% (n=8) 

believed this was not applicable. 

 Table 35, subsection (s) indicates that an overwhelming majority of respondents, 

88.9% (n=56), thought that loss of financial aid was not applicable to their progress; and 

11.1% (n=7) felt this variable had a negative effect. Further examination of first-

generation students revealed that 86.0% (n=37) felt loss of financial aid was not a factor; 

and 14.0% (n=6) stated this variable had a negative effect on their progress. 
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As shown in Table 35, subsection (z), a majority of the participants, 57.1% 

(n=36), believed personal finances had a negative influence on their first year of law 

school; 28.6% (n=18) felt this variable was not applicable to their progress; and 14.2% 

(n=9) believed it had a positive impact. An analysis of first-in-the-family students 

indicated that 60.4% (n=26) felt personal finances negatively affected first-year progress; 

27.9% (n=12) believed this was not a factor; and 11.7% (n=5) stated this variable 

positively influenced their progress.  

Subsection (k) of Table 35 reflects that an overwhelming majority, 87.5% (n=56), 

of respondents surveyed perceived that employment was not applicable to their first-year 

progress; 9.4% (n=6) felt this variable had a negative influence; and 3.1% (n=2) believed 

positively influenced their progress. Further examination of first-generation participants 

showed that 86.0% (n=37) felt employment was not an applicable variable; 11.7% (n=5) 

believed this was a negative factor; and 2.3% (n=1) stated this variable had a positive 

effect on their progress. 

Also shown on Table 35, subsection (t), an overwhelming majority of 

respondents, 91.9% (n=57), believed lost job/employment was not applicable to their 

progress; 6.4% (n=4) felt this variable had a negative influence on their first-year 

progress; and 1.6% (n=1) believed it had a positive effect. An analysis of first-generation 

students revealed that 90.7% (n=39) felt lost job/employment was not applicable to their 

success; and 9.3% (n=4) stated this was negative. 

Table 35, subsection (f) reveals that 62.5% (n=40) of the participants thought that 

change of income was not an applicable variable; 32.8% (n=21) felt it negatively affected 

their first-year progress; and 4.7% (n=3) believed the variable had a positive impact. 
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Further examination of first-generation respondents disclosed that 60.5% (n=26) felt 

change of income was not applicable to their success; 37.2% (n=16) believed it 

negatively affected their success; and one respondent (2.3%) stated this variable 

positively influenced their progress. 

Table 35  
 
Financial variables 
 
(h) Cost of law 
school  
 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Positively  0 3 (4.69%) 2 (3.13%) 5 (7.81%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 1 (1.56%) 2 (3.13%) 3 (4.69%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

3 13 (20.31%) 5 (7.81%) 18 (28.13%)

Negatively  5 15 (23.44%) 5 (7.81%) 20 (31.25%)
N/A 2 11 (17.19%) 7 (10.94%) 18 (28.13%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
(p) Financial 
assistance 

 

Positively  4 21 (32.81%) 9 (14.06%) 30 (46.88%)
Somewhat 
positively  

1 3 (4.69%) 3 (4.69%) 6 (9.38%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

2 5 (7.81%) 1 (1.56%) 6 (9.38%)

Negatively  2 6 (9.38%) 0 (0.00%) 6 (9.38%)
N/A 1 8 (12.50%) 8 (12.50%) 16 (25.00%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
s) Lost financial 
aid  

    

Positively  0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

1 2 (3.17%) 1 (1.59%) 3 (4.76%)

Negatively  2 4 (6.35%) 0 (0.00%) 4 (6.35%)
N/A 7 37 (58.73%) 19 (30.16%) 56 (88.89%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
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(z) Personal 
finances   

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Positively  1 3 (4.76%) 2 (3.17%) 5 (7.94%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 2 (3.17%) 2 (3.17%) 4 (6.35%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

5 17 (26.98%) 7 (11.11%) 24 (38.10%)

Negatively  3 9 (14.29%) 3 (4.76%) 12 (19.05%)
N/A 1 12 (19.05%) 6 (9.52%) 18 (28.57%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
(k) Employment 
 

 

Positively  0 1 (1.56%) 1 (1.56%) 2 (3.13%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

1 3 (4.69%) 1 (1.56%) 4 (6.25%)

Negatively  1 2 (3.13%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.13%)
N/A 8 37 (57.81%) 19 (29.69%) 56 (87.50%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
(t) Lost 
job/employment 

 

Positively  0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.61%) 1 (1.61%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

1 3 (4.84%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.84%)

Negatively  1 1 (1.61%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.61%)
N/A 8 39 (62.90%) 18 (29.03%) 57 (91.94%)
Column totals 10 43 (69.9%) 19 (30.1%) 62  (100%)
(f) Change of 
income 

 

Positively 1 1 (1.56%) 1 (1.56%) 2 (3.13%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.56%) 1 (1.56%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

3 12 (18.75%) 2 (3.13%) 14 (21.88%)

Negatively  0 4 (6.25%) 3 (4.69%) 7 (10.94%)
N/A 6 26 (40.63%) 14 (21.88%) 40 (62.50%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64 (100%)
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Academic Integration Variables 

The survey takers were asked to what extent, positively or negatively, six 

academic integration variables had on their first-year law school success. These variables 

included program requirements, faculty relationships, research skills, writing skills, 

academic advisement, and academic mentoring. As shown in Table 36, subsection (cc), a 

slight majority of respondents, 50.8% (n=32), believed that program requirements was 

not an applicable variable; 25.4% (n=16) stated that they had a negative effect; and 

23.8% (n=15) felt that the variable positively affected their first year of law school. An 

analysis of first-generation respondents indicated that 55.8% (n=24) felt program 

requirements did not affect their success; 27.9% (n=12) believed this was a negative 

factor; and 16.3% (n=7) stated this variable positively influenced their progress.  

 Subsection (l) of Table 36 shows that 48.4% (n=31), believed faculty 

relationships had a positive influence on their first year of law school; 42.2% (n=27) felt 

this variable was not applicable to their progress; and 9.4% (n=6) believed it had a 

negative impact. Further examination of first-in-the-family students revealed that 46.5% 

(n=20) felt faculty relationships positively affected first-year progress; 44.2% (n=19) 

believed this was not an applicable variable; and 9.4% (n=4) stated they negatively 

influenced their success. 

 Table 36, subsection (ee) indicates that the majority of respondents, 58.7% 

(n=37), believed research skills positively affect their first-year progress; 20.6% (n=13) 

felt it was not applicable to their experience; and another 20.6% (n=13) stated that the 

variable had a negative effect on their first year of law school. An analysis of first-

generation students revealed that 55.9% (n=24) felt research skills positively influenced 
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their progress; 23.3% (n=10) believed this was a negative factor; and 20.9% (n=9) stated 

this variable was not applicable. 

As shown in Table 36, subsection (jj), the vast majority of respondents, 66.7% 

(n=42), believed writing skills positively affected their first-year progress; 22.2% (n=14) 

felt that they had a negative impact on their first year of law school; and another 11.1% 

(n=7) stated it was not an applicable variable. Further examination of first-generation 

students found that 65.1% (n=28) felt writing skills had a positive effect on first-year 

progress; 23.3% (n=10) stated this variable negatively influenced their progress; and 

11.6% (n=5) believed this was not applicable.  

Subsection (a) of Table 36 reflects that 53.2% (n=34), believed that academic 

advisement positively affected their first year of law school; 35.9% (n=23) stated that the 

variable was not applicable; and 10.9% (n=7) felt that the variable had a negative 

influence. An analysis of first-in-the-family participants revealed that 51.1% (n=22) felt 

academic advisement positively affected their first year of law school; 37.2% (n=16) 

believed that the variable was not an applicable; and 11.6% (n=5) stated that the variable 

had a negative effect. 

Also shown on Table 36, subsection (b), a majority of respondents, 59.4% (n=38), 

believed academic mentoring had a positive influence on their first year of law school; 

35.9% (n=23) felt this variable was not applicable to their progress; and 10.9% (n=4) 

believed it had a negative impact. Further examination of first-generation students 

revealed that 65.1% (n=28) felt academic mentoring positively affected first-year 

progress; 27.9% (n=12) stated this was not applicable; and 17.0% (n=3) believed this 

variable negatively influenced their success. 
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Table 36 
 
Academic integration variables 
 
(cc) Program 
requirements 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Positively  0 0 (0.00%) 4 (6.35%) 4 (6.35%)
Somewhat 
positively  

4 7 (11.11%) 4 (6.35%) 11 (17.46%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

1 8 (12.70%) 3 (4.76%) 11 (17.46%)

Negatively  1 4 (6.35%) 1 (1.59%) 5 (7.94%)
N/A 4 24 (38.10%) 8 (12.70%) 32 (50.79%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
(l) Faculty 
relationships 

    

Positively  2 12 (18.75%) 6 (9.38%) 18 (28.13%)
Somewhat 
positively  

1 8 (12.50%) 5 (7.81%) 13 (20.31%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

2 2 (3.13%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.13%)

Negatively  1 2 (3.13%) 2 (3.13%) 4 (6.25%)
N/A 4 19 (29.69%) 8 (12.50%) 27 (42.19%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
(ee) Research 
skills  
 

   

Positively  2 10 (15.87%) 6 (9.52%) 16 (25.40%)
Somewhat 
positively  

3 14 (22.22%) 7 (11.11%) 21 (33.33%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

3 8 (12.70%) 3 (4.76%) 11 (17.46%)

Negatively  1 2 (3.17%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.17%)
N/A 1 9 (14.29%) 4 (6.35%) 13 (20.63%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
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Not First-in-the-

Family 
All Survey 

Respondents 
(jj) Writing skills   Interview 

Participants 
First-in-the-

Family  
n n (%) n (%) n (%) 

Positively  4 15 (23.81%) 8 (12.70%) 23 (36.51%)
Somewhat 
positively  

2 13 (20.63%) 6 (9.52%) 19 (30.16%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

1 4 (6.35%) 4 (6.35%) 8 (12.70%)

Negatively  2 6 (9.52%) 0 (0.00%) 6 (9.52%)
N/A 1 5 (7.94%) 2 (3.17%) 7 (11.11%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
(a) Academic 
advisement 

    

 
Positively  2 13 (20.31%) 9 (14.06%) 22 (34.38%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 9 (14.06%) 3 (4.69%) 12 (18.75%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

2 4 (6.25%) 1 (1.56%) 5 (7.81%)

Negatively  0 1 (1.56%) 1 (1.56%) 2 (3.13%)
N/A 6 16 (25.00%) 7 (10.94%) 23 (35.94%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
(b) Academic 
mentoring  

    

Positively  3 21 (32.81%) 7 (10.94%) 28 (43.75%)
Somewhat 
positively  

2 7 (10.94%) 3 (4.69%) 10 (15.63%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

0 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.56%) 1 (1.56%)

Negatively  1 3 (4.69%) 0 (0.00%) 3 (4.69%)
N/A 4 12 (18.75%) 10 (15.63%) 22 (34.38%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
 
Campus and Social Integration Variables 

The survey participants were asked to what extent, positively or negatively, five 

campus and social integration variables had on their first-year law school success. These 

variables included university bureaucracy, involvement within the university, support 

groups (academic), support groups (non-academic), and commute to the university. As 

shown in Table 37, subsection (ii), a majority of respondents, 63.5% (n=40), believed 
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that the university bureaucracy was not an applicable variable; 28.6% (n=18) stated that 

these it had a negative impact; and 7.9% (n=5) felt that the variable positively affected 

their first year of law school. An analysis of first-generation students pointed out that 

69.8% (n=30) felt it was not applicable to their experience; 23.3% (n=9) believed the 

university bureaucracy was a negative; and 9.4% (n=4) stated this variable positively 

influenced their progress.  

 Subsection (r) of Table 37 shows that 61.3% (n=38), believed involvement within 

the university was not pertinent to their success during the first year; 35.5% (n=22) felt 

this variable positively affected their progress; and 3.2% (n=2) perceived that it had a 

negative impact. Further examination of first-in-the-family respondents revealed that 

64.3% (n=27) felt involvement within the university was not applicable to their success 

during the first year; 33.3% (n=14) believed the variable positively influenced their 

progress; and 2.4% (n=1) stated it had a negative effect. 

 Table 37, subsection (gg) indicates that the majority of respondents, 55.6% 

(n=35), were of the opinion that support groups (academic) were not applicable to their 

first year; 42.8% (n=27) felt they positively affected their progress; and one respondent 

(1.6%) stated that the variable had a negative impact on their first year of law school. An 

analysis of first-generation students disclosed that 58.1% (n=25) felt support groups 

(academic) were not applicable; 39.5% (n=17) believed they positively influenced their 

progress; and 2.3% (n=1) stated this variable had a negative affect. 

As shown in Table 37, subsection (hh), the majority of respondents, 63.5% 

(n=40), believed support groups (non-academic) were not applicable to their experience; 

33.3% (n=21) felt they positively influenced their first-year progress; and 3.2% (n=2) 
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stated that the variable had a negative effect on their first year of law school. Further 

analysis of those we first-in-the-family respondents revealed that 62.8% (n=27) felt 

support groups (non-academic) were not applicable; 34.9% (n=15) believed they 

positively affected their progress; and 2.3% (n=1) stated this variable had a negative 

effect.  

Subsection (g) of Table 37 reflects that 39.0% (n=25) thought that the commute to 

the university negatively affected their first year of law school; 37.5% (n=24) stated that 

the variable was not applicable; and 23.4% (n=15) felt that the variable had a positive 

effect. An analysis of first-generation students showed that 41.9% (n=18) felt that the 

commute to the university negatively affected their first year of law school; 41.9% (n=18) 

believed that the variable was not an applicable; and 16.3% (n=7) stated that the variable 

had a positive impact.  

Table 37  
 
Campus and social integration variables 
 
(ii) University 
bureaucracy 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Positively  0 2 (3.17%) 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.17%)
Somewhat 
positively  

2 2 (3.17%) 1 (1.59%) 3 (4.76%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

2 4 (6.35%) 7 (11.11%) 11 (17.46%)

Negatively  1 5 (7.94%) 2 (3.17%) 7 (11.11%)
N/A 5 30 (47.62%) 10 (15.87%) 40 (63.49%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
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(r) Involvement 
within the 
university     

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Positively  1 11 (17.74%) 5 (8.06%) 16 (25.81%)
Somewhat 
positively  

1 3 (4.84%) 3 (4.84%) 6 (9.68%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)

Negatively  0 1 (1.61%) 1 (1.61%) 2 (3.23%)
N/A 8 27 (43.55%) 11 (17.74%) 38 (61.29%)
Column totals 10 42 (67.7%) 20 (32.3%) 62  (100%)
(gg) Support 
groups 
(academic)   

 

Positively  1 8 (12.70%) 6 (9.52%) 14 (22.22%)
Somewhat 
positively  

1 9 (14.29%) 4 (6.35%) 13 (20.63%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)

Negatively  0 1 (1.59%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.59%)
N/A 8 25 (39.68%) 15 (23.81%) 40 (63.49%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
(hh) Support 
groups (non-
academic) 

   

Positively  0 9 (14.29%) 6 (9.52%) 15 (23.81%)
Somewhat 
positively  

2 6 (9.52%) 0 (0.00%) 6 (9.52%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

0 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.59%) 1 (1.59%)

Negatively  0 1 (1.59%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.59%)
N/A 8 27 (42.86%) 13 (20.63%) 40 (63.49%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
(g) Commute to 
university 

   

Positively  0 6 (9.38%) 4 (6.25%) 10 (15.63%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 1 (1.56%) 4 (6.25%) 5 (7.81%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

5 10 (15.63%) 5 (7.81%) 15 (23.44%)

Negatively  2 8 (12.50%) 2 (3.13%) 10 (15.63%)
N/A 3 18 (28.13%) 6 (9.38%) 24 (37.50%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
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Physical and Psychological Health Variables 

The survey participants were asked to what extent, positively or negatively, seven 

personal and psychological well-being variables had on their first-year law school 

success. These variables included stress, anxiety, persistence, motivation, procrastination, 

personal health/injury, and perfectionism. As shown in Table 38, subsection (d), an 

overwhelming majority of respondents, 84.4% (n=54), believed anxiety had a negative 

influence on their first year of law school; 7.8% (n=5) deemed the variable to have a 

positive impact; and 7.8% (n=5) felt this variable was not applicable to their progress. An 

analysis of first-in-the-family respondents revealed that 83.7% (n=36) felt anxiety 

negatively influenced first-year progress; 11.6% (n=5) believed it was not relevant; and 

4.7% (n=2) stated this variable positively affected their progress.  

 Subsection (ff) of Table 38 shows the vast majority of respondents, 84.1% (n=34), 

believed that stress negatively affected their progress; 7.9% (n=5) felt this variable was 

not applicable to their first-year experience; and 7.9% (n=5) thought it positively 

influenced their first year. Further examination of the perceptions of first-in-the-family 

students found that 81.4% (n=35) believed stress had a negative impact; 9.3% (n=4) felt 

it was not pertinent; and 9.3% (n=4) found the variable to have a positive effect. 

 Table 38, subsection (aa) indicates that a slight majority of respondents (52.4%, 

n=33) felt that personal health/injury was not an applicable variable; 39.7% (n=9) 

believed it had a negative impact; and 8.0% (n=5) stated it had a positive affect on their 

progress. An analysis of first-generation students perceptions about the influence of 

personal health/injury on first-year progress divulged that 55.8% (n=24) found the 
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variable not applicable; 37.2% (n=16) believed it negatively affected their progress; and 

7.0% (n=3) felt it had a positive effect. 

As shown in Table 38, subsection (bb), an overwhelming majority of respondents, 

92.2% (n=59), believed procrastination not an applicable to progressing through the first 

year of law school; and 7.8% (n=5) believed the variable had a negative impact. An 

analysis of first-in-the-family respondents indicated that 88.4% (n=38) felt 

procrastination was not relevant; and 11.7% (n=5) stated this variable negatively 

influenced their progress.   

Subsection (x) of Table 38 reflects that 42.9% (n=27) of respondents considered 

perfectionism negatively affected their first-year progress; 28.6% (n=18) felt the variable 

was not applicable to their experience; and another 28.6% (n=18) believed it had a 

positive impact. An analysis of first-generation students disclosed that 48.8% (n=21) of 

respondents believed perfectionism negatively affected their first-year progress; 30.2% 

(n=13) felt it did not influence their progress; and 21.0% (n=9) stated the variable 

positively affected their success.  

Table 38, subsection (v) reveals that a large number of respondents (63.5%, n=40) 

thought motivation positively contributed to their progress; 30.1% (n=19) believed it had 

a negative effect; and 6.3% (n=4) felt that the variable was not applicable to their 

experience. An analysis of first-in-the-family respondents revealed that 65.1% (n=28) felt 

motivation had a positive affect on their first-year experience; 32.5% (n=14) stated the 

variable negatively influenced their success; and 2.3% (n=1) thought that it was not 

applicable to their progress. 
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As shown in Table 38, subsection (y), 74.2% (n=46), believed persistence 

positively affected their first year; 16.1% (n=10) felt the variable was not applicable to 

their progress; and 9.7% (n=6) believed it had a negative impact. An analysis of first-

generation students found that 74.4% (n=32) felt persistence positively affected their first 

year; 16.3% (n=7) stated the variable was not applicable to first-year progress; and 9.3% 

(n=4) believed it had a negative impact. 

Table 38  
 
Physical and psychological variables 
 
(d) Anxiety  
 

Interview 
Participants 

N

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Positively  1 2 (3.13%) 1 (1.56%) 3 (4.69%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 0 (0.00%) 2 (3.13%) 2 (3.13%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

4 15 (23.44%) 5 (7.81%) 20 (31.25%)

Negatively  5 21 (32.81%) 13 (20.31%) 34 (53.13%)
N/A 0 5 (7.81%) 0 (0.00%) 5 (7.81%)
Column totals 10 43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)
(ff) Stress 
   

    

Positively  0 1 (1.59%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.59%)
Somewhat 
positively  

1 3 (4.76%) 1 (1.59%) 4 (6.35%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

3 13 (20.63%) 9 (14.29%) 22 (34.92%)

Negatively  6 22 (34.92%) 9 (14.29%) 31 (49.21%)
N/A 0 4 (6.35%) 1 (1.59%) 5 (7.94%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
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(aa) Personal 
health/injury  

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
Positively  0 2 (3.17%) 1 (1.59%) 3 (4.76%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 1 (1.59%) 1 (1.59%) 2 (3.17%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

3 9 (14.29%) 5 (7.94%) 14 (22.22%)

Negatively  2 7 (11.11%) 4 (6.35%) 11 (17.46%)
N/A 5 24 (38.10%) 9 (14.29%) 33 (52.38%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
(bb) 
Procrastination 

   

Positively  0 1 (1.59%) 0 (0.00%) 1 (1.59%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

4 19 (30.16%) 12 (19.05%) 31 (49.21%)

Negatively  6 19 (30.16%) 7 (11.11%) 26 (41.27%)
N/A 0 4 (6.35%) 1 (1.59%) 5 (7.94%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
(x) Perfectionism 
 

   

Positively  2 7 (11.11%) 6 (9.52%) 13 (20.63%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 2 (3.17%) 3 (4.76%) 5 (7.94%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

5 16 (25.40%) 3 (4.76%) 19 (30.16%)

Negatively  0 5 (7.94%) 3 (4.76%) 8 (12.70%)
N/A 3 13 (20.63%) 5 (7.94%) 18 (28.57%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
(v) Motivation  
 

   

Positively  5 24 (38.10%) 9 (14.29%) 33 (52.38%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0 4 (6.35%) 3 (4.76%) 7 (11.11%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

5 9 (14.29%) 3 (4.76%) 12 (19.05%)

Negatively  0 5 (7.94%) 2 (3.17%) 7 (11.11%)
N/A 0 1 (1.59%) 3 (4.76%) 4 (6.35%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
 

(table continues) 
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(y) Persistence Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%) 
 

Positively  8 27 (42.86%) 9 (14.29%) 36 (57.14%)
Somewhat 
positively  

2 5 (7.94%) 5 (7.94%) 10 (15.87%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

0 3 (4.76%) 1 (1.59%) 4 (6.35%)

Negatively  0 1 (1.59%) 1 (1.59%) 2 (3.17%)
N/A 0 7 (11.11%) 3 (4.76%) 10 (15.87%)
Column totals 10 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
 
Age, Race, and Gender 

The survey takers were asked to what extent, positively or negatively, three 

demographic variables had on their first-year law school success. These variables 

included gender, age, and race/ethnicity. As shown in Table 39, subsection (dd), 44.4% 

(n=28) of the respondents believed race/ethnicity was not applicable to their first year of 

law school; 38.0% (n=24) deemed the variable to have a negative effect; and 17.4% 

(n=11) felt this variable positively affected their progress. An analysis of first-in-the-

family respondents found that 44.2% (n=19) believed race/ethnicity was not pertinent; 

39.5% (n=17) felt it negatively influenced their first-year progress; and 16.3% (n=7) 

stated this variable positively affected their progress.  

 Subsection (q) of Table 39 shows the vast majority of respondents, 58.7% (n=37), 

thought that gender was not applicable to their first-year experience; 20.6% (n=13) felt it 

had a positive impact on their first year; and 20.6% (n=13) stated the variable negatively 

affected their progress. Further examination of the perceptions of first-in-the-family 

students pertaining to the effect of gender on first-year progress indicated that 64.3% 

(n=27) felt it was not applicable; 33.3% (n=14) found the variable positively affected 

their success; and 2.4% (n=1) believed it had a negative effect. 
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 Table 39, subsection (c) indicates that a slight majority of respondents (62.5%, 

n=40) felt that age had a positive affect on their progress; 25.0% (n=16) believed it had a 

negative effect; and 12.5% (n=8) stated it was not an applicable variable. An analysis of 

first-generation participants perceptions about the influence of age on first-year progress 

revealed that 53.5% (n=23) felt it had a positive impact; 32.5% (n=14) believed it 

negatively affected their progress; and 14.0% (n=6) found the variable not applicable. 

Table 39  
 
Demographic variables 
 
(dd) Race/ 
Ethnicity 

Interview 
Participants 

n

First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

Not First-in-the-
Family 
n (%) 

All Survey 
Respondents 

n (%)  
Positively  1  6 (9.52%) 0  6 (9.52%)
Somewhat 
positively  

0  1 (1.59%) 4 (6.35%) 5 (7.94%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

5  13 (20.63%) 7 (11.11%) 20 (31.75%)

Negatively  3  4 (6.35%) 0 (0.00%) 4 (6.35%)
N/A 1  19 (30.16%) 9 (14.29%) 28 (44.44%)
Column totals 10  43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63  (100%)
(q) Gender       
Positively  2  8 (12.70%) 1 (1.59%) 9 (14.29%)
Somewhat 
positively  

1  4 (6.35%) 0 (0.00%) 4 (6.35%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

2  3 (4.76%) 6 (9.52%) 9 (14.29%)

Negatively  0  3 (4.76%) 1 (1.59%) 4 (6.35%)
N/A 5  24 (38.10%) 13 (20.63%) 37 (58.73%)
Column totals 10  42 (66.7%) 21 (33.3%) 63  (100%)
(c) Age   
Positively  3  18 (28.13%) 12 (18.75%) 30 (46.88%)
Somewhat 
positively  

1  5 (7.81%) 5 (7.81%) 10 (15.63%)

Somewhat 
negatively  

2  9 (14.06%) 1 (1.56%) 10 (15.63%)

Negatively  1  5 (7.81%) 1 (1.56%) 6 (9.38%)
N/A 3  6 (9.38%) 2 (3.13%) 8 (12.50%)
Column totals 10  43 (67.2%) 21 (32.8%) 64  (100%)

 202



 

Emerging Themes and Categories 

 The results of the survey have provided a wealth of information 

concerning the positive and negative influences to first-year Hispanic law students’ 

success. First, the results showed that the mental health variables stress, procrastination, 

anxiety, persistence, motivation, and perfectionism strongly influenced the progress of 

the participants during first year of law school. Second, the results also indicated that 

family support and support groups outside of law school also played a significant role in 

successfully completing the first year. Third, the survey revealed that respondents’ 

previous writing and research skills, undergraduate grade-point-average, and the Law 

School Admissions Test significantly affected the first-year progress of Hispanic law 

students. Fourth, law school prestige and law school location were the most important 

considerations in choosing a law school for these students. Fifth, the cost of law school, 

personal finances of the respondent, and amount of financial aid offered by the law 

school were the most pertinent financial variables influencing the first-year experience. 

Finally, the data disclosed the strong effect of academic mentoring and academic 

advisement on the first-year of law school, but law school study/support groups and 

faculty relationships only moderately affected the first year. To enable deeper 

understanding of the personal, pre-matriculation, financial, and program factors that 

affected the first year of law school, the next chapter will discuss the findings from one-

one-one interviews with a select number of survey participants who were the first-in-

their-family to attend law school.  
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS FROM THE INTERVIEWS 
 

Chapter Overview 

 This chapter discusses and analyzes the results collected from the second stage of 

the study: interviews with law students. The main research question of this research study 

is to identify the perceived factors affecting the first-year success of Hispanic candidates 

of a Juris Doctorate Program who were also the first-in-their-family to attend a law 

school. The qualitative analysis of interview data begins with a biography of each 

interview participant including information about family background, hometown, 

secondary and college education, the number and type of law schools applied, and Law 

School Admissions Test (LSAT) scores. The next section describes the context in which 

the interviewees experienced the academic and social aspects of the first year of law 

school. The remaining sections present and discuss the four other major themes that 

emerged from the interview phase of the study including impact of family and personal 

background, the relationship between cultural identity and legal education, stress 

associated with the first year, and the difficulties associated with the cost of legal 

education.  

Overview of the Interview Findings 

In the fall 2006, 73 students at the Law School of the Southwest (LSSW) 

completed a survey instrument about their first year of law school. The law school 

administration sent out the researcher’s solicitation emails to all currently enrolled 

students who self-identified as being Hispanic. Forty survey takers were second-year or 
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third-year law students, and 31 (77.5%) were the first-in-the-family to attend law school. 

To obtain the pool for the interview phase of the study, the researcher offered the first-in-

the-family students the option of providing their contact information in return for a 

chance to be selected for a follow-up interview and receive a financial incentive. Sixteen 

(51.6%) expressed an interested in being interviewed and provided their name, email 

address, and phone number. Subsequently, ten (32.3%) were selected to complete two 

one-hour interviews with researcher in early spring 2007. 

A Description of the Interview Participants 

 Ten students enrolled at the Law School of the Southwest, five second-years 

(2Ls) and five third-years (3Ls), were interviewed by the researcher to learn more about 

their first-year law school experiences. Five of the participants were male and five were 

female and all were between the ages of 21 and 29 when they entered law school. All of 

the students identified themselves as Hispanic, and all reported that they were the first-in-

their-family to attend law school. Seven interviewees were single, two were married, and 

one was divorced during the first-year of law school. Nine of the participants graduated 

from a Texas high school and eight graduated from higher education institutions located 

in Texas. Table 1 includes additional information pertaining to key academic variables 

including standardized test scores, undergraduate and law school grade-point-averages 

(GPAs), and first-generation status. Additionally, brief biographies of each interviewee 

up to the point they entered law school are included in this section.  
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Table 1.  

Summary profile of interview participants.  
 

Name First-
generation 

College 
Student 

Undergraduate 
GPA 

 

LSAT 
Score 

First-semester 
Law School 

GPA 

Second-
semester Law 
School GPA 

Miguel Y 3.40-3.49 158 3.40-3.59 3.20-3.39 
Clair Y 3.50-3.59 154 3.00-3.19 3.00-3.19 
Illiana N 3.20-3.29 163 3.20-3.39 3.20-3.39 
Luis Y 3.70-3.79 152 3.20-3.39 3.40-3.59 
Fernando Y 3.00-3.09 161 3.00-3.19 3.00-3.19 
Jésus N 3.70-3.79 159 2.80-2.99 3.00-3.19 
Carolina N 3.00-3.09 153 2.40-2.59 2.40-2.59 
Juan Y 3.40-3.49 159 3.00-3.19 2.80-2.99 
Rita Y 3.20-3.29 157 3.00-3.19 3.00-3.19 
Denise N 3.80-3.89 158 3.00-3.19 3.20-3.39 

 
Participant One: Miguel 

 Miguel is a first-generation American who grew up in a town of about 15,000 

people located in West Texas. The racial demographics in his hometown were about 50 

percent Hispanic and 50 percent White. His mother and step-father were both born in 

Mexico, and both completed only an eighth grade education. He has two older, college-

educated step-siblings and a younger sister who is still in high school. Miguel attended 

bilingual preschool programs and was classified as an English as a Second Language 

(ESL) student in elementary school. He completed Kindergarten through Twelfth grade 

in the same town and was taking English-only classes by the third grade. Miguel 

described himself as an average student who graduated fourth out of a graduating class of 

about the ninety students at a class 3A high school. He did not participate in any 

Advanced Placement or dual-credit programs at his high school, but he was one of five 

graduates who went to Research Extensive University as an undergraduate. Although 
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Miguel’s parents wanted him to attend college somewhere nearby, he chose to attend a 

large, public university in Texas. Miguel was on a full scholarship and completed his 

degree in Communication Studies in eight semesters. He applied to three law schools, all 

located in the same state, and received a score of 158 on his Law School Admissions 

Test. After graduation, Miguel got married and moved to the city where the Law School 

of the Southwest is located in mid-July.  

Participant Two: Clair 

Clair was born in a small town of 5,000 people located in north-central Colorado 

with a population that was more than fifty-percent Hispanic. She was single both during 

the admissions process and during the first year of law school. She grew up with two 

older brothers, one entered the military and the other entered a trade school. Both her 

parents and grandparents were born in Colorado, but Clair is the first in her family to 

attend college. She completed all of her secondary education in her hometown and 

graduated with a 4.8 grade-point-average on a 5.0 scale from a class of about 170 

students. Clair graduated from a small, private liberal arts college (a Predominantly 

White Institution) located in the Rocky Mountain region of the United States with a 

degree in economics and participated in NCAA Division III athletics. She went on to 

complete a master’s degree in accounting at a Texas private university (another 

Predominantly White Institution) and then passed the Texas CPA (Certified Public 

Accountants) Exam landed a job with a Big Five accounting firm. After working for 

several years as an accountant, she decided to apply to law school and received a score of 

154 on her Law School Admissions Test. Clair applied to five law schools all located in 

Texas and ultimately chose to attend the Law School of the Southwest.  
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Participant Three: Illiana 

 Illiana grew in a middle-class family and lived in the Laredo area until she was 

six. Her family then spent four years in California before moving back to south Texas. 

All but four years of her life have been in south or central Texas. Illiana described the 

small town that she grew up in as very small and prejudiced – half the town was White 

and the other half Hispanic. Illiana’s mother is White and originally from West Virginia. 

Her father is a south Texas Hispanic. He graduated with an associate’s degree making 

him the first in the family to earn a postsecondary credential. Her mother did not 

complete a high school education, and no one from her side of the family had ever 

attended college. Illiana has two older brothers – a brother and a half-brother – and also a 

grandmother who lived with the family. Her half-brother completed two years at an out-

of-state community college before joining a law enforcement agency, and her other 

brother completed a bachelor’s degree at a public university in Texas. Illiana attended a 

class 4A high school where she competed in three different sports, completed dual-credit 

courses, and graduated in the top ten-percent of her class. She completed her 

undergraduate degree at an in-state public Research Extensive University, which was the 

only school she applied. She completed a degree in English in three-and-a-half years. 

Although she had aspirations for graduate school long before entering college, she hit a 

burnout stage during her undergraduate years and initially made a career path change to 

politics. However after spending a year-and-half working for a Texas legislator, she made 

the decision to apply to law school. Illiana applied to four law schools two of which were 

located in Texas, and she received a score of 163 on her Law School Admissions Test.   
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Participant Four: Luis 

 Luis was born in one of the largest cities in Texas and lived in the city until he 

was five and his family scraped up enough money to move to the suburbs. His parents are 

both from Mexico but both became naturalized U.S. citizens. Their highest level of 

education was a high school diploma. Luis has three siblings – an older brother, an older 

sister, and a younger brother. His older brother and sister both went to community college 

and later transferred to a public, four-year university in Texas. Luis’ sister works at a 

university and his older brother works at a bank. His younger brother also attended 

community college and was in the process of transferring to a public, four-year 

institution. Luis attended predominantly white public schools and soon learned to accept 

an Anglicized form of his first name. During high school, Luis excelled academically and 

participated in several extracurricular activities including band, choir, and theater. As a 

beneficiary of the top ten-percent law, Luis was able to a Texas public Research 

Extensive University majoring in journalism and playing in the band. Although Luis’ 

original career aspiration was to become a sportscaster, he decided that law school would 

provide a more secure occupation. Luis married his fiancé in the spring semester after 

submitting his law school applications. He applied to nine law schools, only three of 

which were in Texas, and received a score of 152 on his LSAT.  

Participant Five: Fernando 

Fernando grew up in an impoverished, single-parent household in El Paso. His 

oldest brother had to take over the father role in the family and had an influence on many 

of Fernando’s personal and educational choices. His family is deeply religious and 

several relatives on his mother’s side of the family were ministers. His birth father was 
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from Mexico and his mother was from Puerto Rico making her and her children U.S. 

citizens. She remarried when he was around thirteen, but his stepfather passed away 

during Fernando’s first year of law school. He is the youngest of five siblings all who 

would go on to complete college or graduate school. His oldest brother went college in El 

Paso and later to a prestigious private university in New York for a doctorate in English. 

His other brother completed a bachelor’s degree and works for an insurance company. 

His oldest sister attended a seminary and later married a minister. His other sister 

attended college with Fernando and later went to two prestigious public universities in 

the mid-West for her master’s and doctoral degrees in Sociology. Fernando attended very 

urban, neighborhood secondary schools in El Paso spending most of his time playing 

basketball and football. During his junior year in high school, he was sent to live with his 

oldest brother in New York. His brother got Fernando enrolled at the local community 

college and helped him to complete his GED. He later went on to complete a bachelor’s 

degree in English at a Texas private university, and a master’s degree at a Texas public 

university. Upon realizing that he did not like English enough to pursue a doctorate, he 

began looking for other educational opportunities. He applied to law schools primarily in 

Texas and California and scored a 161 on the LSAT. Although his first choice schools 

were in California, he could only afford to attend a Texas law school.  

Participant Six: Jésus 

Jésus is an only child raised in a devout Catholic family along the Mexican-side 

of the U.S.-Mexico border. Although his mother and father along with all of his extended 

family are from Mexico, Jésus is a U.S. citizen. His parents later divorced, and as a result, 

his uncle became the patriarch of the family and also ran the family’s business. Jésus then 
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had to move to another city in order to be closer to his mother’s side of family – his 

grandfather, two uncles, and two aunts. His family’s business holdings allowed everyone 

to live comfortably and also paid for all of Jésus’ undergraduate and graduate education. 

From second through eighth grade he attended a Texas Catholic school along the border. 

He later went to a public high school in Texas. Jésus struggled throughout elementary 

and middle school with the commute and trying to learn English, both of which affected 

his grades and peer interactions. However, public high school resulted in more freedoms 

and aspirations to go to college. By his senior year, he was excelling in AP classes and 

scoring the highest score among Hispanic students at his predominantly White high 

school. Although he applied to and was accepted to a prestigious private university in 

Texas, his family forced him to attend a regional college for the first year before letting 

him transfer. Jésus also participated in two summer college experience programs, one at 

Harvard University and one at Stanford University, where he learned important skills for 

succeeding in college. He double majored in political science and philosophy and spent 

the majority of his time focusing on academics. Jésus scored a 159 on the LSAT and 

applied to eight law schools including three Ivy League schools.   

Participant Seven: Carolina 

Carolina is originally from the Rio Grande Valley, but her family moved to the 

central part of the state shortly thereafter. Her father is from the Rocky Mountain region 

and mother is from the Valley, and both were born in the United States. Most of 

Carolina’s grandparents are from Mexico with the exception of her grandmother on her 

father’s side who is from the Rocky Mountain region. She has a brother and sister and a 

half-brother all of whom are younger. Her father completed his bachelor’s degree in 
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political science and her mother was only a semester away from completing her 

bachelor’s degree before dropping out. Her half-brother has a medical degree and works 

as a doctor in the Valley. The youngest brother is close to finishing his college degree 

and serves in the military. Her family moved back to the Valley while she was in the third 

grade where she remained until college. After removing back to the Valley, Carolina was 

placed in the advanced program for middle school and high school. During high school, 

she participated in several extracurricular activities but ranked in the bottom-half of her 

graduating class. After graduating from high school, she moved to Central Texas for two 

years attending a local community college in hopes of transferring to a nearby public 

university. Unfortunately, she could not afford to go and instead ended up at a public 

university in South Texas majoring in political science. Although she struggled at times 

to focus on her academics, she found time to participate in the pre-law fraternity and was 

later accepted into the Pre-Law Preparatory Program (PLPP). Carolina applied to nine 

law school within in Texas or a nearby state, and she scored a 153 on the LSAT.    

Participant Eight: Juan 

Juan grew up in one of Texas’ largest cities and was in one of the first Hispanic 

families to move into his neighborhood. His grandparents came from Mexico first, and 

then they slowly made enough money to bring everybody else here. His parents are both 

from Mexico too. They both came in the late sixties. His father didn’t finish high school, 

but his mother managed to complete her GED. Juan has an older brother who did not 

attend college and instead joined the military. Juan went to a neighborhood school up 

until the second grade, when his mother learned she could transfer him to better schools 

in the city. For the rest of elementary school and all of middle school and high school, he 
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was bused to a different school. He went on to attend a liberal arts magnet school and 

became a political activist. Juan double majored in history and sociology at a prestigious 

private university in the Midwest. While attending college, he also worked at the city’s 

radio station where he interacted with DJ’s, community activists, and other eclectic 

individuals. Because of his high academic achievement, the Sociology Department 

offered to waive the application deadline and accept him into the graduate program. With 

the assistance of a mentor, he obtained a job working in the litigation department at a 

major oil company. She convinced him that law school would be the best next step. Juan 

applied to two Texas law schools and two out-of-state law schools, and he scored a 159 

on the LSAT.  

Participant Nine: Rita 

 Rita is originally from south Texas but later moved to Laredo when her father 

moved to a new job. The family lived in a mixed neighborhood with upper-middle class, 

middle-class, and lower-class families. Rita’s grandparents and parents were all born in 

the U.S. relatives farther back are from Mexico. Most of her extended family is scattered 

around south Texas. Besides her mother and father, she has one older and two younger 

sisters. Rita’s mother completed only a high school diploma. Her dad started an 

accounting program at community college in El Paso, but he ended up getting married 

had to drop out. Rita’s younger sisters earned undergraduate degrees – one is a chemical 

engineer and the other is a biochemist. Her immediately younger sister has a master’s 

degree from a public university in New Mexico. Her older sister completed community 

college before getting married and raising a family. Rita was in the gifted and talented 

program in elementary school and also went to ballet. In high school, she performed well 
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academically and was involved in band, dance, and cheerleading. Due to financial 

constraints, a public university near home was her only option for obtaining a four-year 

degree. She majored in history in hopes of becoming a teacher and participated in a 

sorority, student government, and dance team. However in her junior year, she dropped 

out after becoming married and pregnant. She later divorced her husband and returned to 

school. Rita improved her grades and was accepted into the Pre-Law Preparatory 

Program (PLPP) at her university. Although she wanted to attend school as far away from 

her hometown, she included the Law School of the Southwest on her list. Rita applied to 

eleven law schools most of which were out-of-state and received a score of 157 on the 

LSAT.  

Participant Ten: Denise 

Denise grew up in a middle-class household in McAllen with her mother, older 

sister, and younger half-brother. Her mother and birth father were also born in McAllen. 

They divorced when she was about two-and-one-half. The family moved eleven times 

during her childhood although she only switched schools about three or four times. Her 

grandmother on her father’s side was the first to be born in the U.S. Her mother’s side of 

the family is Mexico and her father’s side is Portuguese. Denise’s mother completed her 

undergraduate degrees in counseling and psychology and ultimately received a doctoral 

degree in educational administration. She was the first in her family who ever graduated 

college. Her father graduated from high school but only completed some community 

college. Her sister graduated from the School of Fine Arts at the study institution with a 

degree in fashion design, and her younger brother is still attending public school. Denise 

attended high school in McAllen where she ran varsity track and cross country and 
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participated in a study abroad program. Denise originally planned to attend a prestigious 

private university in the Midwest, but her mother forced her to attend a public university 

in Texas. She completed her degree in political science in only three years and still found 

time to be involved in a sorority, start a pre-law fraternity, and intern for a U.S. Senator. 

During her second year, the director of the graduate program in political science at one of 

the state’s flagship institutions offered to admit her with a complete financial aid package 

after graduation. When she began considering law schools instead of earning a doctorate, 

she was primarily interested in California and Ivy League schools. Denise applied to nine 

law schools and received a 158 on her LSAT.  

Law School Academic and Social Environment 

The Law School of the Southwest utilized several programs and techniques for 

integrating incoming students academically and socially into the environment. Some of 

these tools, such as the use of casebooks and the Socratic Method and grading curves, are 

based on tradition. Interview respondents were asked several questions about what 

opportunities they had to interact with peers and faculty and what influence those 

interactions had on their progress during the first year of law school. The majority of 

interviewees found the Law School Society Program, faculty-student classroom 

interactions, and study groups the most effective means of acclimating to the 

environment and improving their success during the first year. Participants commented 

that the law school orientation and non-classroom faculty-student interactions were the 

least effective modes for addressing their first-year concerns.  
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The Law School Orientation 

 The results of the survey discussed in Chapter 4 revealed that 72.5% of those 

respondents received information about first-year, law school academic requirements 

through the law school orientation. The results also indicated that 83.6 % were satisfied 

or very satisfied with the orientation. The law school orientation is a one-and-a-half day 

event that takes place before the first day of class. Miguel explained how the first day 

started:  

On orientation morning you show up in the general law school area. We had 
breakfast and then they walked us over to the School of Public Policy. At first 
they had a general program with three or four speakers – one of whom was a 
Texas Supreme Court Justice and Law School of the Southwest graduate and the 
others were professors. Because we were all supposed to meet at the law school at 
a certain time [on the first day], there wasn’t really an opportunity to divide into 
our groups. But, I sat with two or three of my small group people whom I had met 
previously at our small group barbeque. 
 

Some interviewees, however, did not get to meet with their peer mentor group prior to 

attending orientation. Rita remembered that:  

They broke us up into our mentor groups at the very end of orientation, but right 
when you get there they have it in a big auditorium and it is like the whole class. 
You walk in and [it is as if] you don’t know anybody coming into law school. 
 

The events over the two days included such things as a tour of the law school by the peer 

mentor, lunch with the faculty advisor, and an evening BBQ on the first day. 

 One of the important components of the law school orientation was the 

presentations by different faculty and staff members. One presentation helped new 

students to understand the Society Program. Illiana described her experience: 

We went and sat [in the auditorium] and listened to the dean of the law school 
talk. His was interesting because he was talking about the new program that was 
started with my first-year, the new Society Program. 
 

 216



 

Another presentation was designed to give basic information about classes and possible 

diversity. Illiana provided this account:   

But then we listened to a few professors talk about very basic information about 
classes, and I think there was a diversity talk. I can’t remember if there was 
anything on that or not. I know that undergraduate did a much better job of having 
diversity seminars than the law school did. 
  

Other presentations included an overview of the law school honor code, a professor 

singing a song about a case, and a simulation of the Socratic Method. Interestingly, only 

Miguel could remember a professor giving a presentation on study and note-taking skills.  

 The interview participants were also asked about what, if any, information they 

received during orientation about university services and student organizations. Only 

three respondents could remember receiving information about the health center and 

recreational sports department. It is important to note that the two interviewees who had 

gone to the study institution as an undergraduate may not have paid much attention for 

this information. Illiana explained that “you could walk around to the different booths. 

They had little tables set up in the law school atrium [during orientation].” According to 

several respondents, both the Student Bar Association (SBA) and the Hispanic Law 

Students Association (HLSA) had booths at the organization fair.  

While the purpose of the orientation was to help incoming students acclimate to 

the law school environment, only three of the participants considered it an effective 

program. Denise recalled that orientation was important in getting her ready for classes:  

I just went there and listened to everything. It kind of got me ready. I took notes 
during the lectures. I kind of didn’t know what to do, but it kind of got me in the 
right frame of mind for when school started. 
  

Miguel remembered that the being in an unfamiliar setting made it difficult to determine 

what information was important:  
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A couple of professors spoke about their areas of expertise. But at the time it 
didn’t mean much to me, because I didn’t know what I was going to be doing. So, 
I kind of ignored that stuff. It was kind of a general assembly – no pressures. You 
just sit there and they talked to you and then you went home. 
 

Clair believed “the [Socratic Method] classroom simulation was good but at the same 

time it was also very intimidating.” She also revealed that she really did not pay much 

attention to information about university services and extracurricular activities, because 

“during the first year…you are constantly thinking about classes and studying [and not 

anything else].”  

 Most of the narratives revealed that the program was fairly elaborate and covered 

a variety of topics. But the number of respondents who were vocal in their criticism of 

the orientation program was troubling. Their concerns ranged from boredom to lack of 

adequate information to a general opposition to unpleasant interactions with peers. For 

example, Jésus made clear his dislike for them:  

Actually, I am not very fond of orientations. So I went there on the first day for a 
couple of hours and then I just didn’t go the second day. It was probably not the 
best thing to do, but I just think they are boring. 
  

Illiana described the program as a waste of time because it did not address her academic 

concerns:  

I just remember leaving orientation thinking “I’ve learned absolutely nothing. I 
wasted a day-and-a-half of my life that I’m never going to get back, and they 
didn’t teach us anything that was relevant.” I had hoped orientation would get me 
prepared for law school or classes. Instead it was kind of a big welcome speech 
talking about “These are the different kind of things you are going to do, and 
these are the people you are going to meet.” That’s what we got. It would have 
been a little more beneficial to have somewhat of a breakdown with things like 
what a lecture was going to be like, some information about the Socratic Method, 
note taking, and other information that actually would have helped us before we 
started, as opposed to just “Hey, you’re here. We’re happy and let’s make you 
feel good.” It was complete waste of time, and honestly we learned nothing. 
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Fernando, however, only criticized the lack of information about university services, 

extracurricular activities, or student organizations:   

No, I think they did a really bad job of that actually. For example, I didn’t know 
about on-campus interviewing until way late into the fall. As a matter of fact, 
someone just told me on the last day [of orientation] to register. I didn’t know 
anything about it.  
 

The orientation is a common indoctrination tool used in most law schools and other 

professional schools. Although the orientation aspired to prepare incoming students, the 

critical narratives above indicate not all students believed their initial concerns and needs 

were addressed.  

Law School Society Program  

The Law School Society Program (or Society Program) was instituted in 2004. 

Consequently, all of the interviewees began their first year participating in this program. 

According to the Law School of the Southwest’s website,  

Each Society has a faculty advisor and a student program coordinator who plan 
activities for their groups. The activities vary depending on the faculty adviser 
and the interests of the students, but every Society has social, 
academic/professional, and public service activities. 
  

Many of the societies were named after prominent alumni of the law school including one 

named after a Latino graduate and another named after an African American alumnus. 

Each entering class of about 500 is sorted into four large sections of about 125 

students, and then section is divided into two societies with 60 to 65 students in each one. 

Each Society is further divided into two smaller peer mentor groups with about 25 to 30 

students. Clair described how she was informed:  

When you get the acceptance packet they send you a link to a website that only 
1Ls can access which tells you about the program. The site has your course 
schedule and a message board so you can talk to people. Then it tells you which 
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Society you are in, which peer mentor group you are with, and who your mentor 
is. 
  

Each peer mentor group would take the same classes together except for one smaller, 

writing oriented course that you take with your faculty advisor.  

Society Programs and Events 

 Throughout the year, the faculty advisor and peer mentors offered a variety of 

academic and social integration programs for first-year students. Some like intramurals 

are formally structured and take place at a specific time during the school year. Other 

programs such as academic skills workshops, academic advising, and dinners were left up 

to the discretion of the advisor and mentor to coordinate. Some interviewees attended 

social events with their peer mentor and small group before orientation. Miguel recalled 

the benefit of the pre-orientation gathering attended: 

But I should mention that when I arrived was not actually my first contact with 
the law school. I don’t know if I forgot to tell you this, but my small group mentor 
contacted me over the summer and set up a meeting with everyone in our small 
section for a barbeque. It took place a week before orientation. So, when I came to 
orientation I actually knew fifteen people already which was really helpful. Our 
peer mentor also kind of gave us a general heads-up on what we would be doing 
the first week. 
  

The second major activity promoted as part of the Law School Society Program was 

softball, flag football, and basketball co-ed intramurals. All of the interviewees 

participated in football intramurals which was coordinated during the fall semester. Luis 

described how the program works:  

Football is the only one that the Office of Student Life organizes, and they try to 
encourage everyone to participate if they can. The remaining intramurals are on 
your own within your Society, but your peer mentor will help you out with 
registering your team and all. 
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Faculty advisors and peer mentors, who usually tried to attend game, were also 

instrumental in providing a third major service as part of the program – academic and 

professional development presentations. Illiana recalled a particularly beneficial series of 

presentations: 

I did attend some of the presentations that he [our Society peer mentor] gave us 
like on outlining. He didn’t participate but did kind of create a “What can you do 
if you are not going to a firm job?” panel our second semester of our first year so 
you could see your options. Since most of us weren’t going to go work for a firm, 
he had this little lecture setup with older law students, 2Ls and 3Ls, that came in. I 
thought he did a really good job of giving us an idea of what our options were in 
the first semester. He did a good job of helping us get in the mindset and prepare 
for exams the first time they came around. Like I said, that information might 
have been beneficial earlier in the semester but none of the societies did it any 
earlier.  
 

Other programs sponsored through the Society Program included community service 

projects, karaoke nights, and dinners.  

Interactions with Peer Mentor 

Society peer mentors were made up of second-year (2Ls) and third-year (3Ls) law 

students. Students applied and were selected through the Office of Student Life in the law 

school. Luis explained the selection process: 

The Office of Student Life would interview all the applicants and then they would 
select them based on how well they would do in that type of position. I didn’t 
really think the selection was based on academics much at all. I think it was 
mainly whether or not the person was outgoing and could make new students feel 
welcome and included in this new environment.  
 

The primary role of peer mentors was to serve as advisor and counselor throughout the 

first year. Nine out of ten of the interviewees spoke very highly of their peer mentors and 

their efforts. Clair summarized the role of the peer mentor: 

She [our Society peer mentor]…would try to meet with our small group at least 
once a month, but she was always available if we ever had any questions. She was 
very easy to get along with and very outgoing. If she didn’t know the answer, she 
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was going to find out the answer either from the other peer mentor in our Society 
or our faculty advisor. Like I said, I think the Society Program is a good one as 
long as they have good people in there. 
  

Carolina further explained the peer mentors role in checking in with students and 

encouraging them to get involved in social activities:  

She [my Society peer mentor] was really nice. I really liked her. If you hadn’t 
gone to a social event in awhile, she would call you up and say, “Hey I haven’t 
seen you in awhile. What’s going on?” She would organize these really fun things 
like karaoke. 
  

Juan also spoke highly of his peer mentor and how inspiring it was to have a role model 

to follow:  

My peer mentor was great. He went to a prestigious school out in the west, and 
not only was he Hispanic but he was gay. He was very smart, and he had won a 
couple of awards. I think he was sort of somebody I could look up to and say, “If 
he did it, I can do this too.”  
 

Peer mentors could also help facilitate conversations with faculty or administrators. For 

example when Rita began having panic attacks during one of her second-semester 

classes, it was her Society peer mentor who helped work out a deal with the professor.  

But even with a careful selection process, the interactions between an entering student 

and the peer mentor might not always be positive. Fernando shared this critique of the 

peer mentors in his Society: 

It was almost like they had to maintain this air of separateness and never really 
getting through to us. It may have been very clear to them since they had been 
through it, and they might have been saying the right words; but they didn’t want 
to get down to the dirt and tell you what was really important and why it was 
important. I really needed to know how to do it and how to use my time. It’s not 
like everyone here doesn’t want to bust their ass and work hard. I needed to know 
how to study not what to study. Nobody got through to me in a way that I 
understood.  
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Because the peer mentors coordinated most of the academic and social events of the 

Society Program, they had the most regular contact with students and most influence on 

whether a positive community experience was created.  

Interactions with Faculty Advisor 

 The interviewees were asked about the interactions with their faculty advisor as 

part of the Society Program. While there were a few who did not have any relationships 

with their faculty advisor or even recall who they were, others relayed poignant stories 

about their involvement in various social, academic/professional, and public service 

activities. Luis offered this following explanation of their function:   

I don’t know if the professors volunteer or are selected by the Office of Student 
Life. I had a pretty good interaction with my faculty advisor. I mean obviously 
there wasn’t a whole lot of stuff that we did with him, but there would be lunches 
with them maybe three or four times during the semester. I think for the most part 
he participated in the Society events. 
 

One of the primary duties of the faculty advisor was to teach one small class with each 

peer mentor group. Miguel explained why that was important: 

I also had Criminal Law which was also taught by an old professor who was 
intimidating. He was our Society professor and the class was our small group 
class. That one was kind of nice because it was only the twenty of us. Every small 
group has one class with the sponsoring professor of their Society. 
  

Another activity where faculty advisors and first-year law students interacted was during 

football, basketball, or softball intramurals. Juan described how his opinions about his 

faculty advisor changed during the softball championships: 

Both of these Societies in my section made it to the finals, so we ended up playing 
our classmates which was really fun. We were able to get all our professors from 
the spring semester to come and watch the game. There was rain and lightning, 
but the students and professors were encouraging everyone to keep playing. The 
game did end up getting postponed which was disappointing, but it was the first 
time I felt the camaraderie between students and faculty. 
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Other interviewees shared similar stories of how intramurals provided one of the major 

opportunities to interact with their advisor. Faculty advisors also hosted dinners at their 

homes and conducted workshops on topics such as outlining. Academic advising, which 

is typically conducted by faculty advisors in other graduate programs, was not mentioned 

by any of the interviewees as a role of their faculty advisor. It is clear from the narratives 

above that the interactions with the faculty advisor were less frequent and in some cases 

not as meaningful as the peer mentor relationships.   

Effectiveness of the Program 

One of the most important goals of the Law School Society Program was to foster 

community. It seems, for the most part, it achieved this objective. Miguel credits the 

Society Program with helping to make the first year less traumatic   

The main thing I really liked [about the first year] was my small group people that 
really made everything much less stressful. It’s basically going to class with your 
friends. You ask them questions, and you go eat with them. That was a lot 
different than what I thought it would be. 
  

Clair considered the Society Program invaluable towards making the entering class feel 

smaller and less overwhelming:  

It does give you more of a social group and doesn’t feel like you are coming into 
a group of 500 plus people. Really for me it felt like I was in school with 100 or 
125 people rather than 500. The Society Program definitely makes the school feel 
smaller, especially with me coming from two small liberal arts institutions where 
the largest class sizes were 28 people. Definitely I will say that the mentor 
program really does a lot for first-year students here at LSSW, and I am not sure 
if any other law school has such a program. 
  

Carolina claimed that the Society Program helped her to be less quiet and make the effort 

to gain new friends:  

That actually was a nice program. I liked it [the Society Program] just because I 
am not very social. Like I said, I am the girl who sits in the back of the room and 
doesn’t talk. So that was really nice because I guess you sort of felt like you had a 
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group you could be comfortable talking with. It was sort of promoted as part of 
the program for us to get to know everybody in our group. 
  

Of course respondents had to take both the good and the bad peer interactions as part of 

the program. Still, interviewees like Juan thought it was worth it:  

It was really nice to know that I would see the same people year round. Then 
again there were the people you never wanted to see ever again, but you couldn’t 
get away from them. It definitely helps create a sense of community. It definitely 
helps in establishing friendships. 
  

Based on the narratives of the interviewees, the program was an essential reason for 

many of them successfully completing the first year.  

Impact of Study Group Participation 

The results from a survey of Hispanic students at the Law School of the 

Southwest revealed 68.7% of the respondents did not participate in a study group. 

However, 42.8% of respondents who did join a study group believed it had a positive 

affect on completing the first year of law school. Miguel recalled his positive experiences 

with study groups:  

Yeah, I did form a study group and that’s probably where I made my two best 
friends in law school. They were both also married, so that was probably another 
commonality that was helpful. They are also not into doing bar crawling. They 
may enjoy going to a bar with their spouse or something like that. So, I did have a 
study group for all of my classes during the first semester and for most of my 
classes in the second semester.  
 

Rita joined a study group with other students in her peer mentor group led by “the two 

guys in our small section who ended up on law review.” Illiana explained a more 

interesting dynamic in which her entire peer mentor group worked together:   

We would pull out a book, and whoever knew better would explain it to everyone 
else. I was really grateful for that, because I know some of the other sections were 
very competitive and no one wanted to help you. They would have their little 
study group of four people and that was it; they were all you ever met with. We 
had study sessions for all twenty-five of us. Whether or not you had read, you 
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were invited to the study group. It was a really great section, which I think helped 
out a lot.  
 

Jésus argued that the ability to share and not be competitive was important in choosing 

law school friends and as study partners: 

I think this year I kind of started hanging out with this one guy, and we started 
studying a lot. I guess that was the same way with people in my study group. We 
would study, and if we were doing a practice exam and found a good point we 
would share. If I was like with other people and they thought of something, they 
would keep it to themselves and try to claim the advantage. 
  

However, two interviewees decided they didn’t want to be a part of a study group so as 

not to reveal any strengths or weaknesses to their peers. Denise articulated her conscious 

choice to avoid them:    

I was much shrewder about what I was doing to prepare. I was going to get books 
and wasn’t going to tell everyone what I was having trouble with. I was really 
starting to buckle down on what I was doing. I was studying, practice testing, 
going above and beyond and not telling everyone what I had discovered. Now I 
was studying stuff and kind of keeping it under a veil of secrecy. It didn’t work as 
well as I wanted it to, because I always want to be making A’s. 
  

Most of the interviewees formed study groups with peers during the first year, but the 

grading practices and competition created stress for all of them and the decision by a few 

not to join a study groups.  

Relationships with Faculty Members 

 The results from the survey participants indicated that 48.4% thought faculty-

student relationships positively affected their success during the first year. According to 

the interview respondents, the classroom was the primary venue where they interacted 

with faculty members. The interviewees explained that they took four courses in the fall 

and five in the spring, and they spent approximately fifteen hours per week in class. Each 

semester, they took one class with just the members of their peer mentor group – one 
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required academic courses based on the specialization of their faculty advisor and another 

course on legal research and writing.   

The primary classroom interactions between students and faculty members 

consisted of the professor asking students questions, typically using the Socratic Method. 

Miguel described these academic dialogues: 

They will usually roll with the answer they are given or skip to the next person. 
I’ve only had one or two who really harped on you if you didn’t know and 
wouldn’t move on until you gave them the answer they wanted. Those were 
probably the more negative professors. Most of my professors were pretty 
positive, but sometimes if they wanted to grill someone for like fifty minutes they 
were ready for you. 
  

The interviewees also stressed that faculty members had high expectations on their 

students during class including showing up on time and being prepared. Carolina 

elaborated on what happened when you did not meet one of these obligations:  

My Contracts professor was pretty hard. She really stressed the importance of 
being prepared and wouldn’t let you look at anything or use any resources. You 
had to know the material straight off the top of your head. One guy wasn’t 
prepared and didn’t know the answer to her question, so she called on nobody but 
him for the entire class. So that was pretty intense. 
  

Many of the interview participants found their first-year seminar course provided better 

peer and faculty interactions than their large group courses with 120 other students. 

Illiana remarked about her small group course:  

Now my Criminal Law class with my small group was absolutely amazing. I had 
a great professor, because like I said he was more socially aware. He taught very 
little of the Texas Penal Code. His class was my first exposure to Lawrence v. 
Texas; it was really big for him. He was really good, because it wasn’t just about 
the Penal Code. It was “What do you think about this?” and “What did his race 
have to do with his sentence?” 
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But not everyone’s interactions with faculty members were pleasant. Two interviewees 

commented that the teaching and communication styles of their professors stressed them 

out to the point of having panic attacks.  

 The interviewees were divided as to the benefit of interacting with faculty 

members outside of the classroom. The majority of the participants were satisfied with 

their non-classroom interactions with members of the faculty. Miguel commented: 

Everybody was super nice; the professors were easily accessible if you wanted 
them to be. I really didn’t make use of that as much as some other people, but it 
was pretty clear that if you wanted to go speak to them you could. 
 

Carolina expressed surprise that her contacts with the law school faculty were productive 

during the first year:  

Surprisingly, I thought that the entire faculty was really nice. You hear these 
horrors stories about how law professors are really mean and that they are going 
to scare you. But actually a lot of them are really nice and are willing to interact 
with you.  
 

In contrast, three of the interview participants recounted negative experiences with 

faculty members outside of the classroom. Their main complaint about the faculty was 

that they seemed distant or unfriendly. Luis, who did speak with faculty outside of class, 

summed up their faculty interactions:  

The faculty [members] that I spoke to all seemed very distant to me. I never really 
had a faculty member that I felt was like a friend or that I could really talk to like 
I could with my English professors [in graduate school]. I never felt like I had that 
relationship with any of them except for one. She was really great, and she was a 
standup person. But with the other faculty, I guess there is so much stress on 
producing around here and getting articles or books published, that they spend a 
lot of time engrossed in their own scholarly or outside legal practice. They just 
don’t have the time for students, and they could give a rat’s ass to tell you the 
truth. 
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Those who believed their relationships with faculty negatively affected their first year 

complained that faculty members were too cerebral, too old, and too much into their own 

worlds.  

 One of the specific non-classroom faculty interactions the participants were asked 

about was whether or not they met a faculty member during office hours. All of the 

respondents admitted that faculty members did hold office hours. However, very few 

interview respondents took advantage of these. Denise is explains that one reason for this 

that they were perceived as unapproachable:   

I didn’t go to [faculty] office hours during my first year. I don’t think I went to 
any during my second semester. I felt like they weren’t the warm, collegial 
professors like at my undergraduate institution. It was just a different type of 
open-door policy in undergrad, and I worked there so I was always there in the 
same office with the faculty. I would see the faculty walking around, and there 
was just more interaction with them. Here it just seems like a ghost town when 
trying to locate faculty. 
  

A second major reason for not going to office hours was the belief that faculty members 

would not be able to help them. Illiana elaborated:   

I have never visited with any – high school, undergrad, or law school. I don’t 
know why but the idea of going to a teacher bothers me. I think it’s more a sense 
of independence or the feeling that they are not going to give me anything that I 
can’t give myself. I really don’t see any point in going. I mean they are not going 
to tell you the questions and they are not going to tell you the answer. I feel like I 
can talk through it myself or through classmates just as well as I can with a 
professor. If I am having a really big problem, I have never felt that I couldn’t go 
to any of my professors, but at the same time I think it is just an independence 
factor. 
  

Half of the interviewees exhibited so much self-reliance when it came to their law school 

academics that they consciously chose not to seek out a faculty member even when they 

may have needed assistance. 
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The Alcohol Culture of Law School 

Although many of the respondents admitted not having enough time for too many 

extracurricular activities and social events during the first year, every one of them pointed 

out one aspect that appears to permeate the first-year of law school – alcohol. When 

asked whether or not the law school had an alcohol culture, Juan had this to say:  

That is a very good question. I think it was on Thursday nights. It was definitely 
this sort of mentality of “Hey, let’s go to Bar Review.” I can’t say that was the 
mentality overall, but on Thursday nights there was definitely a desire for people 
to go and get wasted. 
  

All of the respondents shared similar descriptions of Bar Reviews, and all but one 

admitted that they had attended at least one law school social event during the first year 

where alcohol was served.  

Student organizations, law firms, and even the law school itself hosted one or 

more events with alcohol during the first year. An interesting finding was what the 

interviewees thought about the Student Bar Association (SBA). When asked about the 

function of this organization, everyone recognized it primarily for hosting weekly happy 

hours called “Bar Reviews.” Illiana contended that the  

SBA is just a big social thing…they were primarily party planners. They have Bar 
Review every week, which I have never once gone to. I don’t believe in starting 
my night at ten o’clock when I have school the next day. 
  

Respondents explained other student organizations and their small groups also offered 

happy hour events. Illiana also pointed out that “[m]ost of the social events were 

sponsored by firms.” Luis further explained that once the 1L On-Campus Interview 

(OCI) Program started, law firms began hosting a series of cocktail parties.  
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Most of the other interviewees defended the alcohol culture of law school but also 

were clear they did not really participate in these events regularly. Clair discussed one 

benefit of law school happy hours:  

I can see that if I was looking for people to socialize with that Bar Review might 
be a good thing, but I had such a tight group friends along with my boyfriend and 
my sister who I would go out and socialize with. 
  

Several of the respondents also explained how happy hours would often be a way for 

students to relieve stress and that their Society mentors would encourage them to attend.  

However, several interviewees revealed that going out and drinking with 

members of their small groups or academic classes did not necessarily build real 

friendships. Fernando, for example, explained that “[e]ven when we were out drinking I 

felt like we were just classmates.” Clair felt that these happy hours served as “just a way 

to go out to bars and drink.” In addition, a few interviewees argued that they were more 

likely to see a peer acting stupid or getting too drunk to be left alone than find good 

conversation and friendships. Rita, in discussing her disdain for Bar Reviews, said:  

I think I went to my first Bar Review and ended up babysitting one of the girls 
who was drunk. I kept thinking that I didn’t really come to law school to do that. I 
had done enough of that in undergrad babysitting my sorority sisters. 
 

The most disconcerting revelation was that none of the interviewees could recall a 

Society peer or faculty mentor or someone from the law school administration who 

discussed the potential dangers associated with excessive drinking such as driving while 

intoxicated, date rape, or sexual assault.  

The married and older interviewees appeared less interested in many of the law 

school events where alcohol was served. These venues were not really enjoyable for 

married couples and didn’t foster much of a connection with their peers. Manny stated 
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I’m not really involved in a whole lot of extracurricular activities from the law 
school you know as far as like going to parties and things like that. It’s mainly 
like just me hanging out with my wife and our mutual friends. So I am really not 
into bar crawling with the small group or things like that. 
  

And Clair who is the oldest of the interviewees explained, “I didn’t really want to be 

going out at ten o’clock and getting back in at two in the morning. I’ve done that before, 

and I really just don’t feel like doing that anymore.” In addition, others interviewees like 

Rita and Denise who were in long-term relationships also found law school happy hours 

unpleasant. 

Commuting to Campus and Parking  

 The survey findings discussed in Chapter 4 revealed that 41.9% of the 

respondents contended that the commute to law school had a negative affect on their first 

year of law school. Each of the participants were asked about to describe during their 

interview what a typical day of law school was like including how they made it to and 

from the campus each day. Seven of the interviewees took advantage of public 

transportation and three used their own car to commute. Seven of the ten interview 

participants confirmed that their law school commute had a negative impact on their first-

year progress. They spent too much time dealing with traffic, were less motivated to 

attend class, and had to pay higher costs for parking.   

 The primary transportation method used by the majority of the participants was 

through shuttle buses offered by the university or commuter buses operated by the city. 

Miguel described the travel arrangement he had to make because the city buses were 

confusing and unreliable: 

Well like I had said, I tried out the city’s metro system, and I thought it wasn’t 
very good or reliable. So I came up with the alternative solution of having my 
wife drop me off at a university shuttle stop on her way to work in the mornings. I 
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was usually here at school by like 7:50 in the morning even though class didn’t 
start until 8:40, so I had a lot of down time. But in any case, she would drop me 
off at the shuttle at 7:15 and the shuttle would get there pretty soon afterwards and 
drop me off just fine I would go into the room wait until classes would start and 
probably browse the internet. I would get out of class about midday, which after 
having been working for a year was really nice…I would get out of class midday, 
probably spend a couple of hours reading in the library, and then head for the 
university shuttle at like 3:00. It would drop me off where I needed to be at 
around 3:30, and my wife would pick me up at 3:45. 
  

Another reason many of the participants relied on shuttle or commuter buses was because 

on-campus parking was too expensive. Here is what Illiana said:   

I lived very far north, practically out by the county line, and I would drive two 
miles to a Park-and-Ride and take a commuter bus. It dropped right off on the 
drag. I am a very punctual person, and there is no way that I would walk into class 
five minutes late, especially a law school class. Because my classes were so 
earlier, around nine thirty, I had to be on campus by nine so I took the 8:15 
bus…Yeah that was how I did my first year, because parking was a nightmare. I 
mean there was a parking garage near the law school, but you had to put a lot of 
money and effort into it. 
 

Finally, because none of the respondents chose to live in apartments that were 

immediately surrounding the law school, they found it difficult to bike or walk. Luis 

commented as to why they lived far away:  

Yeah my wife and I moved to a duplex in the north part of town. The space was 
bigger and the rent wasn’t as much because it wasn’t right near the school. We 
still live there in the same place. 
  

Monthly rent was the one factor mentioned by every interviewee when asked about 

where they chose to live during the first year. Interestingly, none of the interview 

participants lived in the subsidized, university-owned apartments either because they 

were unaware of it or they were unable to get off the wait list.  

The decision of many of the interview participants to use public transportation 

created several negative consequences or forced changes in their daily routines. One of 

the challenges of using buses was the decreased flexibility to stay on-campus to access 
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the law library or other law school services. Illiana remarked that she tried to head home 

early rather than study in the library:  

I went straight home instead of going to the library, because I wanted to get home 
before traffic hit and not spend forty-five minutes to an hour stuck. The only time 
I had to go to the library during my first year was for the legal research and 
writing assignments. They force you to go into the library for that, but that was it. 
I would try to get those done during the day. I spent very little time in the library 
my first year. 
  

Another obstacle interviewees encountered because of relying on buses was being forced 

to arrive or leave early to beat traffic. Denise shared how the city traffic influenced her 

daily routine:  

I would wake up at 5:30 for my hair and makeup. I always spend way too much 
time getting ready in the morning, so the week after finals I finally chopped it [my 
hair] all off. I was like “Forget 5:30!” I had long hair, and I decided to cut it really 
short because I was tired of getting up at 5:30 to do my hair. I went to class. In 
between, I would run across the street to the only place you could get food around 
here…I think it was a 3:15 p.m. class that ended like at 4:20 p.m. It was 
Con[stitutional] Law. Then I would hit traffic going home everyday after that 
class.  
 

A third serious consequence that two of the respondents faced was decreased motivation 

to attend classes. Jésus indicated why he began missing class:  

I commuted. I lived in the eastern part of the city so I just took the bus. That is 
another big waste. It would take like forty minutes to get to campus, and that just 
led me to start skipping classes. Of course that wasn’t good either. Also I lived 
with an undergrad and hung out with undergrad friends, so we would play XBOX 
until pretty late and stuff…my first year was pretty chaotic. 
  

It should be noted that there were two positive outcomes from using the city’s public 

transportation system. First some interviewees were able to spend the long commute time 

studying for classes. Second, shuttle and commuter bus services were free to students 

enrolled at the Law School of the Southwest, which freed up funds for other expenses.  
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 The Law School of the Southwest offers a limited number of surface parking 

spots and seven parking garages for a fee. Unfortunately, the students explained that there 

were no surface parking spots directly surrounding the law school quad. Still, three 

interviewees chose to drive their own cars and park near the law school. Similar to the 

respondents who used public transportation was the concern about being late for class in 

the morning. Juan explained how important it was to show up on-time:  

So I would wake up for my 8:30 class at 7:30 or 7:45 to drive to class. I wasn’t 
used to the traffic here at all. The professor made it very clear that if you were one 
minute past 8:30 you could not come into the room. I was scared I would be told 
to leave. So yeah, I would wake up early to go to my 8:30 class and sometimes I 
would have my Legal Research and Writing class at 9:30. 
 

A second issue that the interviewees who drove to school mentioned was parking costs. 

Clair remarked: 

I paid for parking during my first year. I bought a $600 permit for the garage near 
the law school, because I just thought it was worth it for me not to have to hassle 
with it. I bought one for this year too. It takes my about thirty minutes to get to 
campus with traffic. I live in the west area of the city. The shuttle buses do go in 
that area but they stop on the opposite side of the freeway…I know a lot of law 
students who come in on the shuttle, which I guess gives them extra time to study, 
but I would rather have the freedom of coming and going when I wanted to. I 
haven’t moved locations since my first year because it is still very convenient. My 
apartment is a little more expensive probably than the typical places in west 
Austin, and it is probably my own fault for getting more in debt. 
  

While driving their personal vehicle to campus gave them more freedom and flexibility to 

come and go as they pleased, they still had contend with showing up on time and paying 

the higher transportation costs including fuel and on-campus parking.  

Impact of Personal and Family Background  

The survey results in Chapter 4 revealed that 70.4% of the respondents felt that 

family support helped them to succeed during the first year of law school. Among the ten 

participants in this study, 80% believed that family support positively affected their first-
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year progress. Their narratives revealed that family played an integral role in supporting 

the respondents. Family members frequently reinforced messages about the value of 

education. They offered the participants motivational, emotional, financial, and other 

assistance. However, for most of the interviewees, neither they nor their family members 

had the necessary understanding of the law school culture to understand the admissions 

process or the first-year environment when compared to their law school peers. The one 

exception involved the two respondents who completed a Pre-Law Preparatory Program 

(PLPP) at their undergraduate institution. While the program did not necessarily put them 

on equal footing with their peers, it did give them some advantages over other 

interviewees in this study including exposure to the LSAT, admissions process, and law 

school exam format.  

Family Views on Education 

 As noted previously, family support was essential in surviving the first year of 

law school. But questions remained as to how much influence parents, siblings, or other 

relatives had on the decision to go to college and eventually law school. Each participant 

was asked a specific question about the message received regarding education when they 

were growing up. The students confirmed that there was a consistent message that 

education was important for their future. Family members played an important part in 

motivating interviewees to finish high school and in most cases go to college. Yet none of 

the respondents complained that their parents pressured them to go to law school.  

 Six of the interview respondents had one or both parents who had a high school 

education or less. Below are their detailed responses pertaining to the value of education: 
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Miguel’s Story 

It was pretty important, I think, in an abstract sense. It wasn’t like an important deal like 
everyday or like we didn’t have any questions like, “Have you done your homework for 
today?” or anything like that. It wasn’t like, “Sit down and show me your homework for 
today.” It was more in the sense like, “You are going to be going to college you know 
when you graduate high school so be prepared for that.” I mean I think it was pretty clear 
that they came here [to the U.S.] for those kinds of reasons for us to have the 
opportunities that they never had.  
 
Clair’s Story 

They always worked really hard and pushed us because they really wanted us to get an 
education. I mean my grades were pretty good and I guess I always enjoyed school. My 
parents always supported me in what I wanted to do. I never felt pressured to go to 
school, but I kind of always had that thought in the back of my mind. My mom tells me 
that education was pretty important to my grandmother. I mean she raised my mom and 
her three brothers by herself because my grandfather died when they were really young. 
She just really wanted them to go to school. My dad never really said anything about 
education, but he was always a hard worker. That is one thing I had gotten from the both 
of them. Whatever it is you are doing it is important to be a hard worker.  
 
Juan’s Story 

…my mom…really understood that better schools are better but she really didn’t know 
where [to send me] or what [to look for]. She really didn’t go through the task of finding 
a specialized school for me. She just knew of a school that was better than this one so she 
sent me there. It’s weird because she was very supportive, but there was never a clear 
message of…“knowledge is power.” It was never like that; it was always get through 
school and do your best. My parents were extremely proud of me for going to high 
school. I think in all honesty that it was such a new turf for them that they really weren’t 
familiar with how to encourage me to do better things. Where they came from it wasn’t 
even an option. I mean they didn’t even know it was an option, and I guess that’s how far 
removed they are from it.  
 
Rita’s Story 

My parents thought it was important for us to get an education at least through high 
school, but they are very much of the mindset that you don’t need to go college to 
succeed in life and have a good family. My mom finished high school but didn’t go to 
college at all. My dad started accounting at community college in El Paso, but he ended 
up getting married and having my older sister. So since he couldn’t afford to feed a 
family and go to school at the same time, he kind of dropped out. They were very 
supportive in getting through high school; and if we wanted to go to college that was 
great, but they were not going to pay for it. They basically saw it as our dream, and if we 
wanted it we were going to have to deal with it.  
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Fernando’s Story 

I don’t remember my grandmother very well, but I know she was one of the biggest 
motivators for my brother. He tells this story about her. She had gone through the Great 
Depression and survived as a migrant worker. This was my father’s mother…She had 
known what hard times were and what it was like to have to really work hard. She was 
working cleaning houses up until three days before she died of bone cancer. She got up 
early, worked all damn day, and did it with no complaints. My brother says she took him 
out one day and they saw an old man trying to grow something in the fields. He was 
obviously struggling and sweating really hard. She told him that if he didn’t work hard 
and go to college he was going to end up working in the fields all his life. She left him 
her house so he would have money for college tuition. My brother always says that event 
was what inspired him to get an education…he tried to instill that message in me.   
 
Luis’ Story 

You know my parents always pushed education. I think they knew that was the one thing 
that was going to help better our lives. I mean me and my brothers and sisters never really 
knew what poor was but my parents definitely did. They came from lives where they 
didn’t have things that we would consider basic needs. They didn’t have those all the 
time when they were growing up, so they knew that it was important. They knew that 
education was what was going to set us apart. I guess they emphasized it as much as 
possible. I mean they didn’t put us in private schools or take us to summer math camps or 
anything, but they pushed us as much as possible. They always knew that I kind of liked 
learning, and so they really kind of pushed me. It was always really important.  

 
 Four of the interviewees had one or both parents who completed a college degree, 

and two of them had at least one parent who completed a graduate degree. Below are 

comprehensive narratives for those participants:  

Illiana’s Story  

It was incredibly important. I wouldn’t say that anyone in my family ever pushed me into 
anything; it was just a very supportive. But it was kind of an unspoken rule in the house 
that you were expected to excel or at least do your best. Both of my brothers are very 
intelligent. Apparently I started showing some interesting abilities from the age of three 
in school work. So it was just kind of expected and bred into us that education was the 
most important thing, and school was the most important thing. We were never expected 
to work while going to school. I chose to but my parents didn’t want me to. School was 
an ongoing priority. You can do the extracurricular activities, those were also very 
encouraged to keep us well rounded; but education was probably the most important 
thing.  
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Carolina’s Story 

Obviously it was very important. My parents both really stressed it, my mother 
especially. She would tell me stories about how my grandfather would take her by the 
fields. We have a bunch of fields in the Valley and people would be out there. My 
grandfather told her, “You don’t want to end up out there. Finish high school.” But she 
always regretted she never finished college. She went to a public university in Texas. 
Yeah her first husband encouraged her to go but then she married my father. He didn’t 
object to her continue on with college but then she had us and she thought it was too hard 
to continue on. Yeah she just didn’t finish. And then my dad went all the way through. 
He was a big stressor of higher education. He always said that if you want to do anything 
no matter what you want to do the trick is go as far as you possibly can in school. He is 
thrilled that I am here. He actually wanted to go to law school and he applied to the Law 
School of the Southwest. But it was the only school he applied to when he graduated and 
he didn’t get in. Then he started working and just never came back.  
 
Jésus’ Story  

The message was very different among family members. My family has kind of a 
hierarchy with my grandfather at the top then my two uncles and then the women. The 
men were at the top. One of my uncles really felt that school was a waste of time. He 
doesn’t value education. He thinks that it’s all about the real world and street smarts. My 
other uncle was really big on studying. He believed that no matter how much street 
smarts you had an education would improve your career prospects. That is what I felt was 
the right message. I feel pretty ambitious; I’m not going to lie about that. I felt that 
getting an education was going to be a better route, but my other uncle wanted me to stay 
in Mexico. So those were the two big different opinions – my two uncles. My mother was 
all about “Keep going. Go, go, go!” She supported me a lot. I guess she was really the 
one saying, “You have to go no matter what.”  
 
Denise’s Story 

For my mom, it was a very big deal. She was really on us about it in elementary and 
middle school, but I think she got busier as we got into high school. It was at that point 
[that] the “big iron fist” kind of stopped because she didn’t really know about some of the 
new admissions requirements. She pretty much left it up to us at that point. Before then 
she was really pushing hard, but after that her guidance was really only good up until a 
certain point.  

 
Most of the interviewees’ extended families, especially those with a high school 

education or less, only understood higher education in the abstract sense. They all shared 

a common belief though – a college education was essential and would lead to a better 

future. However when it came to the decision to go to law school, most parents were very 
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excited and proud of their son or daughter but lacked the experience and knowledge to 

guide them further. 

Lack of Understanding of the Law School Culture 

 The interviewees, who are first-in-the-family to attend law school, did indeed find 

themselves at a disadvantage during the admissions process and first year with few 

exceptions. Their cultural and socioeconomic background put them at a disadvantage to 

more privilege peers and negatively affected their first year progress. Eight of the 

respondents lacked the foreknowledge of the law school environment that their more 

privileged peers had attained. Luis summarized this general feeling of being under-

prepared: 

I wish I would have known more. I think I disliked that part of it the most. I am 
sure that other people felt the same way but if one of your parents or other relative 
was a lawyer you might know more about the first year. You would know about 
how important the first semester grades. You would know that you have to have 
your resumes out to prospective employers by December 1st if you want to get a 
summer job after your first year. You would know that only appellate courts write 
opinions. As ridiculous as that sounds, I had no idea what was in a casebook. I 
didn’t know about the different court systems or jurisdictions, and I had taken 
eight government classes as an undergrad. So just the fact of not knowing how 
everything worked and getting thrown into law school made it a little frustrating. 
And the thing was that I didn’t even know until afterwards that I had missed out 
and not known that stuff.  
 
In contrast, two participants had the benefit of enrolling in a Pre-Law Preparatory 

Program (PLPP) at their respective undergraduate institutions. This program offered 

important information about the admissions process, standardized test preparation, and 

law school instructional methods and study techniques. The other interviewees asserted 

that they were unfamiliar with the “rules of the game” as one participant described it.  

Another misconception interviewees dealt with was what a lawyer is and does. 

All the respondents perceived legal education as a means to a better life primarily through 
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working as an attorney. However, many of them did not have first-hand or even second-

hand of what a lawyer does. Fernando reflected on his career aspirations prior to starting 

law school:  

I thought that it could be possible [to be a lawyer], and I could have a really good 
career in law doing X, Y, and Z. Of course, I didn’t know what the hell law was. 
There were no lawyers in my family. I had no idea what becoming a lawyer really 
meant. At the time, I just thought: “It is supposed to be this great thing, and you 
are supposed to be on the side of justice. You can figure it out as you go along, 
and I am sure I will get some say on what clients to take on, what cases to do, and 
what area of law I get to do.” So I was thinking that I could situate myself in that 
in such a way that I can do good things. But when you actually get into the damn 
thing [law school], you figure out that you are really at the mercy of the market. 
You kind of, just like everything else, get shaped by your professors, fellow 
students, and the culture of the school. 
  

Even those few interview participants who had worked in government offices or law 

firms only grasp the surface or what it meant to become a lawyer. Juan lamented his 

quixotic notions of law school:  

In retrospect, I know I had no idea what law school was about. As much as I had 
been around people who had gone to law school or talked to me about law school, 
I just knew that it was a tool to change the world. This is how blind and idealistic 
I was up until a couple of days into my first semester. I really didn’t know what 
the law was about. I had never read anything in legal opinions. I had never read 
any legal anything. I just knew that it was a good degree and I knew what you 
could do with it. I mean I knew the versatility of it. I knew that you could be more 
than a lawyer. So I knew what I was getting myself into, but I didn’t know the 
nature of the beast. I am not sure what I expected. I really had no idea, because I 
was blown out of the water once I got here. 
 

Several interviewees, when asked about why they wanted to become a lawyer, 

specifically mentioned media images of lawyers as one of their motivations. The reality 

was quite different from the fiction.  

For Hispanic students who learned Spanish as their first language and went to 

schools where English was the preferred language, everything from communications to 

test taking could sometimes a struggle. Jésus remembered the challenges he faced:  
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There is a big distinction between people you call “Mexicans” or “Mexican 
American” and people who have last names that are Hispanic but English is their 
first language. I don’t feel like those guys are at the same disadvantage as people 
like me are in terms of language, first of all, and the culture you are in. I feel like 
if your dad’s a lawyer, English is your first language, and you speak a little bit of 
Spanish; it’s not such a big cultural shock. You’ve got like this whole background 
of infrastructure supporting you. I don’t think I was on equal footing with a lot of 
the students at LSSW. 
  

Other interview participants argued that the American legal education system was still 

isolated and based on White privilege and this didn’t change just by them being there. 

The respondents remember on how diverse their undergraduate institution was and how it 

had services and support for students from diverse socioeconomic or cultural 

backgrounds, but when they came to the Law School of the Southwest these type of 

services and support networks were ineffective or unavailable.  

Unknowns about the Admissions Process 

 One series of questions asked of the participants during the first interview was 

about the admissions process. Each respondent was asked to describe the components of 

the process and how he or she felt about it. Several interview participants expressed their 

frustration and confusion as they began the process of applying to law school. The only 

frame-of-reference most of the respondents had been from the undergraduate admissions.  

 For the eight respondents who were not participants in the Pre-Law Preparatory 

Program (PLPP), the initial step in the admissions process was to figure out how to get in. 

Denise related how her lack of knowledge affected her:  

I had no idea what to do. My mom didn’t know. Her knowledge of higher 
education and motivation to push us really stopped mid-way through high school. 
When I was applying, I had to rely on one of my college professors or friends 
who had already applied. I kept finding that I didn’t have any of the steps done 
yet. So I went on LSAC.org and it had like deadlines on there. I found that you 
could do your applications on-line, which is what really made it easier for me 
because I didn’t understand what needed to go into the applications and my 
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handwriting is terrible. I wish I had definitely known more about working on a 
personal statement more in advance or should have done this. 
  

All of the interviewees confirmed that the main source of information about the 

admissions process was through Law School Admissions Council. Some participants, 

who had good friendships or rapport with a faculty member, could seek out initial advice 

from them. 

 However, those non-PLPP interviewees who did not have the benefit of an 

advisor, family member, or experienced mentor to answer questions continued to be 

disadvantaged. Clair shared her difficulties: 

I remember looking at the admissions process and thinking this is going to take 
me a really long time. It was harder for me trying to figure out exactly what I 
needed to do to apply considering I didn’t have the benefit of a pre-law society or 
advisor. 
 
Fernando expressed similar frustration with how under-prepared he was for the 

admissions process compared to other peers who had a clear advantage:  

I guess that for people who were better situated or who had gone to better colleges 
or who had a family member who had gone to law school were in a better position 
to have access to resources for the [admissions] process. However, I sure as hell 
didn’t. 
  

The lack of guidance from experienced persons created challenges for many of the 

respondents when it came to filling out applications, preparing for and taking the Law 

School Admissions Test (LSAT), and writing a personal statement.  

 One of the other major steps in the admissions process was to study for and take 

the Law School Admissions Test. The test, as administered for the interviewees in this 

study, consisted of five sections and a writing sample. All of the participants bought a 

LSAT test prep booklet, but only two paid for a commercial test preparation course. Clair 

described how she studied:  
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Actually I took one of those books that had one of the CD’s with it…that was how 
I studied for the CPA exam too. I am better with a computer. I can’t really sit 
down and read. I did consider the Kaplan review course…I was working full-
time, traveling, and the cost, it was not feasible. 
  

One of the major reasons for not taking a LSAT preparatory course, such as the Kaplan 

or Princeton, is that they are cost prohibitive. Most interviewees could only afford to pay 

for their application fees and Law School Data Admissions Service (LSDAS) reports. 

One of the sections of the LSAT that proved the most troublesome for the 

interviewees, even those who were in the PLPP program, was the logic games. It was the 

one section that affected their final scores the most. Fernando conveyed his frustrations:  

The LSAT seemed very easy to me, except for the logic games. Those things 
killed me. I just didn’t have the mind for them. I probably did a thousand of them. 
I spent days and days doing them, and still when I got my LSAT scores I had 
missed more on those than any other part of the test. Those missed questions are 
what kept me from getting a really good score. Whenever a question got into four 
or more variable parts, I would have no idea how to set them up. I never ever 
really got a feel for them. That was what I did to prepare for the test. After 
reviewing the books, I knew that the games were going to be the only thing that 
would be tough. So I bought a clock, found a random room, and ran through 
questions all day or night long. I just kept taking test after test after test but never 
really got good at them. 
 

The unfamiliarity with the logic games section combined with available LSAT study 

methods for most interviewees proved to be a disadvantage. Only two of the interviewee 

scored above a 160 on the LSAT, and they were also the only two whose undergraduate 

major was English. 

All but one of the respondents read the rankings and information from U.S. News 

and World Report America’s Best Graduate Schools publications and all bought 

preparatory booklets for taking the LSAT. However, some respondents were not aware 

that there were other publications that could have provided insights into the first year of 

law school. Juan admitted not learning about these resources until he arrived:  

 244



 

I know there are all these books that can help you prepare like Planet Law School, 
but I didn’t look at any of that. As a matter of fact, I didn’t even know about them 
until I got here and heard other students mentioning that they had read them. 
Eventually I did read them just so I could understand what the hell these law 
school people were talking about. Yeah, I did very little before I started law 
school.  
 

Still other respondents had heard of publications describing the first year but did not read 

them either because chose not to or they forgot. Denise reflected: 

The [admissions] process was just on such a different level, and I wasn’t ready for 
it. In a sense, there are those how to books out there on law school exams and 
classes but I just didn’t read them. I didn’t think about it. I didn’t read One L. I 
didn’t read Paperchase. I didn’t read any of those. 
 

One interview participant clarified that he chose not to access these resources because 

they didn’t represent his experience. Another respondent rationalized that the admissions 

process as just another rite of passage that she had to overcome on her own.  

Unknowns about Law School Academic Skills 

 The first year of law school results in the exposure to many new concepts 

including news ways of thinking, studying, researching, and writing. The faculty must 

deliver the core law school curriculum in just two semesters with very little time to stop 

for those who need to catch up. Illiana articulated the following problems about her first 

year:  

Having to relearn how you think with very little direction in doing so. You are 
given this case law and all this new information, and being told to learn it and 
process it with very little guidance right from the start. There was always this 
feeling that if you didn’t do two hundred times more than what your professor 
wanted you to, you weren’t going to succeed. You didn’t just have to read for 
class, you had to read things three times. You had to read the Horn Book; you had 
to read the treatises; and all these extra things in order to succeed. It was so time 
consuming just to get through your first year and get through what you have to. 
Learning how to read cases is not easy. It takes a long time to get into the swing 
of it. So it’s really time consuming just to read these things, and they don’t tell 
you but expect you to already know all these things. If you don’t, you can be 
screwed in some classes. 
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The interview participants were unaware of how to succeed in law school. Some relied on 

assumptions for how to succeed based on what they did in college. Others tried to mimic 

the observations of their peers.  

Even more of a challenge was that most of the interviewees were uninformed 

about the consequences of their academic performance during the first year. Miguel 

commented on the importance of grades:  

Most of that stuff I learned was informally just through conversations with my 
classmates after I was already in law school. You know halfway into the first 
semester some people were in the library 24/7, because they realized that it’s not 
going to be like that all three years. It was like they understood that the first 
semester grades are probably the most important, but I didn’t. Aside from your 
final GPA if you’re still looking for a job, the first semester grades are probably 
the most important in law school. Yeah, your first semester grades are the most 
important. Not only do they affect Law Review, but they also affect the big firm 
jobs. 
  

None of the interviewees, even the PLPP participants, recalled understanding how 

important the first-year grades were on their academic and professional futures. 

Unfortunately, seven respondents including both PLPP students reported semester grade-

point-averages that were below a 3.20, which placed them below the B minus curve 

established by the law school for first-year grading. In the second semester, six of the 

interviewees including both PLPP participants had GPAs that were below the curve. 

Reading cases, briefing, and outlining. 

 Reading, note-taking, and outlining are among the most critical skills a first-year 

law student must learn. But as interviewees like Miguel pointed out you don’t figure that 

out until after you start classes. Eight of the interviewees spent more than ten hours per 

week on average studying, and five spent more than twenty hours per week on learning 

the subject matter. However, since many respondents were unable to master one or more 
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of these skills, they experienced increased difficulty studying course content and being 

prepared for final examinations. 

The primary textbook used in American law schools is the casebook. Most 

undergraduate courses do not make use of this type of publication. The casebook would 

then be combined with the professor’s instructional style, usually the Socratic Method. 

Many of the interviewees were unsure how to read the casebook. Denise described her 

struggles with casebooks:  

I don’t think I knew what to look for from the readings. I definitely wasn’t 
prepared to know anything besides my sponge-learned materials like soaking up 
facts and spitting them back out as opposed to having the bigger picture where 
you read the case, but then step back and really understand what’s going on here. 
I didn’t know how to do that, and I didn’t know that was what you were supposed 
to do. That was the epitome of me that first semester, and then I got my grades 
back and realized I didn’t know what I was doing. 
  
The volumes of material interview participants were expected to read for each 

class also compounded this situation. It required a new technique for organizing the text 

in a way that would prepare a student for class. Briefing, a method usually unfamiliar to 

someone who has not attended law school (or did not have a relative who attended), can 

become very time consuming and exasperating if not done correctly. Juan elaborated on 

his understanding of briefing:  

I remember trying to brief something, and I would spend too much time on the 
fact pattern. I genuinely did not know what I was doing.  Pretty much I would 
stare at the book and struggle to get through the reading, because I didn’t know 
what I was supposed to be reading. I would pretty much just stare at the book, and 
I got these outlines from these guys. I knew they were supposed to help me, but I 
wasn’t used to taking law school tests. I really didn’t know how to prepare for the 
test so looking at the outlines didn’t do me any good. I just sort of had this very 
vague idea of how to take law school notes and how to approach reading in 
preparation for the test. At the time, I believed that everything you read was 
important for the test. 
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Another critical skill that must be learned during the first year of law school is how to 

convert briefs and daily lecture notes into a comprehensive outline of the course. The 

outline then becomes a crucial tool in studying for the end-of-semester examinations. 

Fernando reflected on his inability to figure out the outlining process:  

Yeah, I would outline the hell out of all of the cases I was reading or what I 
thought was an outline. It was really just a summary, a long ass summary of the 
case. I would make them much longer than they needed to be and included much 
more than they needed to. So that is how I would prepare. I would make these 
enormous outlines of all these cases and try to memorize them as best as I could. 
That was just such the wrong way to study. They weren’t going to ask about any 
of these other things; they are going to ask about something obscure.  
 

Almost all of the interview participants complained that they did not understand how to 

outline. It was contrary to the mode they used to review course content for their 

undergraduate courses. Some interviewees who participated in an outlining workshop 

with their peer mentor complained it was too short or left them even more confused. 

Others did not remember the workshop being offered; and a few chose not to attend 

because they thought it was optional and not important.  

Legal writing. 

All first-year law students take at least one separate course on legal research and 

writing. Naturally students start law school with the research and writing skills that they 

learned as an undergraduate student. Yet legal writing is technical in nature because of 

the high degree of competency required to sift through source materials in order to 

present an analysis of legal rights and duties based on past case precedents, specialized 

language, and citation to authority. Six of the interviewees reported that legal writing was 

one of the most difficult skills to master because they had never been exposed to it 
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previously. Fernando, who held an undergraduate degree in English, offered his 

reflections on legal writing:  

Oh my God. The first writing paper I had to do for torts, I had no idea what to do. 
I had no idea what the format was supposed to be. Then my professors said very 
casually that we didn’t have to worry about the format because we would learn 
that later. Of course everybody else knew exactly what they were supposed to 
look like, and I didn’t. I was doing a factual analysis on something that was 
supposed to be a substantive legal issue. It was totally wrong, and I was using a 
lot of creative English type arguing. Of course he took the red pen to that one. He 
reamed it, just reamed it. It was so bad. I felt that I was a very strong writer, and 
he tore it to bits. It was a real shock. I realized I had been a big fish in a small 
pond but I was nothing out here in the ocean. 
  

Another complaint that respondents made was that there was too much emphasis on 

research and not enough on writing. Jésus shared his criticism:  

There was no emphasis on how to write. All the emphasis seemed to be on how to 
do the legal research. I am not a good writer just by taking Legal Research and 
Writing. I know how to do a certain analysis, but they didn’t help at all with the 
writing part. So I guess whatever writing skills you come into law school with are 
the ones you will use throughout the first year unless you develop some during the 
semester which is pretty hard with all the other work you have to do. 

 
Those interviewees who struggled with their writing also stated that they received a low 

grade in their first-year legal writing course. Juan, who graduate with a history degree, 

believed that he was just “not used to the kind of concise, methodical style of legal 

writing.” 

Law journals and write-on competition. 

 The Law School of the Southwest has several law journals, but legal employers 

only view a selective few as noteworthy. There are also only two ways a student can gain 

membership for the law school’s selective law journal. The first method is through 

invitation for those students who are in the top ten-percent of their first-year class. None 

of the interviewees met this criterion. The second way is to participate in the write-on 
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competition held at the end of the spring semester. Selection under this method is based 

primarily on legal writing and citation skills.  All of the interviewees were eligible to 

compete, but none of them took part in the process. Fernando again reflected on what he 

did not know: 

It was the same things with the journals. I didn’t know when the journal write-on 
submissions were due. I didn’t know anything about these things, and the law 
school didn’t really make any of it really clear. It really is a disadvantage for those 
students who have never been exposed to the culture and expectations of law 
school. I didn’t know until afterwards that employers were going to be looking to 
see what journal you go into and what student organizations you had been in, or 
that you could get help with your resume and potential jobs to apply for. I mean I 
did later, but you really need to get this information early in your first year. 
  

Fernando’s narrative represented the view of the majority of the interview respondents. 

The timing of the write-on competition, after final exams in the spring semester, was 

another significant impediment to taking part in the competition. Luis described how he 

felt after finals:  

I was so burned out [after finals]; and I really didn’t understand at the time, to the 
extent that I do now, of how important that write-on process was. If I knew that 
having Law School of the Southwest Review or any law review on my resume 
would be a good thing, I would have maybe looked at it closer. 
  

Serving as an editor or member of a selective law school journal does have a positive 

impact on a student’s career prospects. Yet none of the participants submitted a writing 

sample for the competition either because they did not know about the competition, did 

not realize its importance, or were too tired after finals to consider doing it. 

Understanding the Law School Culture through the PLPP Program 

 Through the course of the interviews, it was learned that two interviewees were 

recruited and participated in a Pre-Law Preparatory Program, or PLPP, offered at their 

undergraduate universities. One of the main purposes of the program was to identify and 
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recruit underrepresented students to attend the Law School of the Southwest or one of the 

other eight law schools across the state. The program is an extension of the Law School 

of the Southwest and relies on law faculty and admissions staff to teach participants about 

legal reasoning, LSAT preparation, legal writing, and the law school admissions process.  

 The recruitment process for the program begins in the spring semester. According 

to Rita, PLPP “sends out letters to students who have like a good GPA who are in majors 

like history and political science who might be interested in participating in the program 

and maybe going to law school.” The program typically requires students to participate 

over two summers. Rita detailed the major components of the program:  

The first summer is one month long, and you are not allowed to work during the 
summer. They pay you a stipend of $1,000 for the month. The first summer 
focuses on logical thinking, and you do a lot of theory on logic and some LSAT 
prep. You don’t take your practice LSAT yet. In the second part of the program, 
you take a class with a law professor and do more in-depth LSAT preparation. 
They cover everything – techniques and practice LSATs. You take a practice test 
once a week from the beginning of July up until the time you take the test in 
October. They also go through the admissions process [with you]. 
  

Both Rita and Carolina gave the program high marks and believed that it helped them 

both during the admissions process and during the first year. Carolina summarized how 

PLPP helped her:  

They really get everything ready for you. Like I said if it hadn’t have been for this 
program, I wouldn’t have known a single thing about how to get into law school, 
what to write in a personal statement, what LSAC [was] or how to register, how 
to submit your applications on-line, or any of the other things. I would have had 
no clue and been completely lost, because nobody in my family had ever done 
anything like this or even thought about doing anything like this. 
  

The interview participants also commented on how PLPP helped make the admissions 

process less stressful, although not necessarily stress free.   
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 Another distinct feature of the PLPP program is that one course each summer is 

taught by a law school professor using the real law school casebook. Although the 

Socratic Method is not used throughout the course, participants in the program are 

introduced to reading cases and briefing them. Rita added: 

They made us take an exam [during the PLPP program], and it was exactly like a 
real law school exam with this ridiculous fact patterns and doing the issuing 
spotting. They taught us “IRAC” – issue, rule, analysis, and conclusion – which is 
a way to go through cases. So I really think I was prepared for what was looking 
for in the cases because I had read a lot of cases already for that Torts class and 
my work in the center helped prepare me too.  
 

Both PLPP interviewees felt better prepared for what to expect during the first year, but 

again they both emphasized that the actual experience of law school was still a major 

adjustment.  

Family Support during the First Year 

 Since all of the interviewees were the first-in-the-family to go to law school, it 

was theorized that how family members felt about them going to law school would affect 

the first year of law school. Consequently, each interview participant was asked what 

their family thought of their decision to go to law school. Many of the interviewees 

affirmed that their families supported their decision but really did not understand what 

law school was all about. Here is what Luis had to say: 

To tell you the truth I am not sure exactly how my parents feel about me being in 
law school. They are proud of me because I went to LSSW and graduated in four 
years…my parents are very smart but they’re just not smart in the way that you 
get from going to college. This is all so new to them and it’s new to me also. They 
don’t really know what to say or think when I told them that I was going to go to 
law school. 
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Two respondents, Luis and Miguel, appreciated their parents support but were more 

independent in their decision-making since getting they were married. Miguel provided 

his thoughts:    

I mean they were happy for me going to law school generally. Their only real 
concern about that was me going somewhere nearby. They wanted me to go to 
Southern Law Center…but I wanted to come here. So, I came here. But they were 
happy for me. I was getting married also before I came here, so it kind of 
separated me from my parents even more. At that point, I think – when you’re 
getting married – you definitely become your own person if you weren’t already 
so. 
 

Two other interviewees, Illiana and Jésus, enjoyed the support of their parents but had to 

deal with the opposing viewpoints of extended family members. Illiana expressed her 

frustration with her relatives:  

When I told them [my parents] a year and a half after graduating that I wanted to 
go back and get my law degree, they were extremely supportive. I think they were 
glad I did take the time off, because I had pushed myself so hard so long that 
taking the time off was fine. I completed my undergrad in three and a half years. 
My dad’s extended family was not very supportive, which is one thing that has 
always kind of bothered me…They were of the mind set, “You’re twenty-two or 
twenty-three. You should be married and having kids not going back to school. 
Get on with your life.” And on my mom’s side of the family, some were for it and 
some kind of thought I should move on with my life and keep working. 
  

The responses from the respondents confirmed that almost all respondents had parents 

who were supportive and that support continued during the first year. However, a few 

interviewees encountered family members who tried to be supportive but would have 

preferred them to move back home, start a family, or enter the workforce.  

 The second issue to explore was whether family support affected the first-year 

progress of the interview participants. Each respondent was asked what role their parents 

played during the 1L year. Fernando shared this narrative about the emotional support he 

received: 
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But during my first year, I probably talked to at least one family member 
everyday. Everyday I was on the phone with my mom or one of my brothers or 
sisters. Of course, they would have their two cents about everything – about my 
relationship with her [my girlfriend], about school, about my time, and about my 
priorities. I didn’t keep a lot of friends from back there. I think there is also the 
religious aspect of it too. I mean my mom would stress it in a certain way, but she 
mostly focused on my relationship with God.  
 

Illiana commented on how important her family was in helping her stay motivated during 

the first year:   

I would say just the great luck I had with a support system. My place of work and 
my family were all supporting me, so they were helpful in staying on top of 
things. They’d make sure that I got everything in when I needed to. I am a 
procrastinator at heart, and getting an application in for early admissions is not 
easy for a procrastinator. So luckily I had such a great support system that made 
sure I did those things. It was actually really helpful. I would say that my family 
has a lot to do with it, because I knew the way my parents felt and my dad’s 
extended family. I think if I had had a different set of parents, it could have made 
the entire process completely different. 
  

Miguel noted how fortunate he was to have the financial and emotional support from his 

parents and spouse: 

Well I think maybe I should be clear about that; I mean it [the family support] was 
always there. If I needed help especially monetarily – financially, I could always 
go to my mom and my dad and they would definitely help me out. With my wife, 
it’s total support. I mean as far as emotionally and financially at this point, she is 
completely supportive of it [me being in law school]. So, the support was there. I 
should make clear that I don’t often make a habit of asking people for help if I 
don’t necessarily need it. So it’s always kind of like unspoken; it wasn’t ever like 
they actively helped me. It was just kind of like I knew it was there and that’s all I 
needed. 
 

Only three of the interview respondents commented that they did not contact their parents 

or a sibling at least once a week. The reasons offered included finding it difficult to 

communicate long distance, wanting to be more independent, and not having the time to 

communicate regularly. Rita explained how her family communicated: 

Even now, I don’t really call them [my parents] that frequently. We are close 
when we are right on top of one another, but as soon as one of us takes off 
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somewhere like when my sister went off to Corpus we lose touch. I mean I 
haven’t talk to her in forever. My mom doesn’t really like to talk on the phone, so 
she doesn’t really call us unless she has a specific question to ask. I think that she 
thinks that she would be bothering me if she called on the phone for something 
that wasn’t important. Usually I would talk to her every other weekend, and she 
would either call or I would call her. 
  

Based on participants’ accounts, parents provided positive emotional, financial, and 

motivational support. However, parents and siblings, even those with college degrees, 

were unable to identify with or help with academic struggles participants were facing in 

law school. This would sometimes be frustrating for interviewees, especially when 

parents would give advice such as “just keep trying” or “work hard and stick with it.” 

Cultural Identity and Education 

In the survey of Hispanic students at the Law School of the Southwest described 

in Chapter 4, 38.0% of the survey respondents indicated their race negatively or 

somewhat negatively affected their progress during the first year of law school. Eight of 

the interview participants reported that their race had a negative impact on first-year law 

school success. Interviewees were asked how they perceived themselves in terms of race 

or ethnicity and whether or not being Hispanic affected their progress during the first year 

including peer interactions and faculty-student relationships. The narratives confirmed 

that their ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and culture made it difficult to sometimes form 

relationships with peers and faculty members, including Hispanic students. The law 

school environment for the participants was dominated by White faculty members and 

peers and many of their peers where from higher socioeconomic backgrounds. The 

repeated external and the internal pressures to not fulfill these negative stereotypes 

caused interviewees to become more isolated and less academically integrated. 
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Personal and Family Cultural Background 

 Many of the interviewees described their families, behaviors, and experiences in 

the context of their Hispanic heritage. Nine of the interviewees had parents who were 

both Hispanic, and one (Illiana) identified herself as Hispanic but her mother was White 

and father was Hispanic. Illiana was kept in the study group because she made it clear 

that her primary cultural identity was Hispanic. Even before the interviewees began their 

first year of law school, they articulated instances of how their Hispanic upbringing 

affected the way in which they communicated with others, made friends and interacted 

with peers, performed academically, and participated in activities and organizations. 

Cultural Self-Identity 

 Each interviewee had previously self-identified as Hispanic in law school 

admissions documents. Further, their results from the survey instrument discussed in 

Chapter 4 indicated that they were the first person in their family to go to law school. 

However, the interviews yielded some insightful comments why specifically the 

participants identified themselves as such. Luis had this to say:  

I think I would say I consider myself Hispanic or Mexican-American. Either of 
those two [terms] would define me. Latino is also a term but I am not really as 
comfortable with that term. I think it came into more regular usage recently so I 
always thought of myself has Hispanic or Mexican-American. I don’t really 
consider myself Mexican although all of my family is from there, especially my 
aunts and uncles. You know they were all born over there [in Mexico]. I don’t 
know…I don’t feel think I have that culture or that many roots there.  
 

Although both his parents were born in Mexico along with several other relatives, Luis 

clearly articulated an American component to his Hispanic identity.  

 Rita was born in the U.S. but still articulated a strong identity as a Hispanic. She 

said:  
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…I really do [consider myself Hispanic]. Even though I don’t have any family 
living in Mexico that I am aware of, I still define myself as Hispanic. It is my 
heritage, and my family tried to instill that in us. They tried to make sure we 
learned the language and traditions and stuff, but when you’re young you don’t 
always realize how important those things are. So we kind of pushed it aside and 
try and catch-up now, because we realize how important that is. 

  
Rita indicated that claiming a Hispanic heritage meant more than just where she or her 

family came from. It meant continuing to learn and practice those aspects of Hispanic 

traditions, language, and culture.  

A few of the interviewees described their ethnic identity primarily associated with 

a geographic region. They avoided longer descriptions like Rita’s that focused on culture 

and traditions. Denise stated:  

I know we are part Portuguese. My grandmother says we are Portuguese, but she 
says we are from right on the border with Spain. I like to say Spanish and she 
corrects me. My mom’s side of the family is from Mexico. Yeah, I definitely 
think I am Hispanic. I don’t go into the “I am Latino” thing. Like if someone asks 
me “Are you Mexican?” I correct them and say, “No, I’m Hispanic.” 
 

Carolina had a similar description when asked about her ethnic identity:  

My family is from the [Rio Grande] Valley. My parents are from the Valley. My 
dad was born in Colorado. My mother was born in the Valley. My mother’s side 
is from Mexico. I am not exactly sure where my dad’s side is from but he is 
Hispanic. 
 

These narratives evoke a concise, matter-of-fact tone that was indeed confidently 

delivered during the exchange with the researcher.  

 One respondent struggled as he tried to fit in among his peers and try to ignore 

subtle negative ethnic stereotypes. Juan, who grew up in a large urban city in Texas, 

described how being Hispanic affected him:   

It’s weird, but I always get picked on everywhere I have gone actually, especially 
since I was in high school. I always get picked on as a White guy. One of my best 
friends, he calls me “El Blanco Mexicano” which is great. I think it is fine. I sort 
of understand the implicit messages in that name, and I think I don’t try to take 
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things too seriously. I think that is one of the things I sort of pride myself on. I am 
not so much into conflict. So I understand what is implicit in that message, and I 
am not racist but it’s a little impolite. I still roll with it. It’s kind of funny and I 
understand he is not being mean-spirited, but in high school even they didn’t 
really seem to notice [that] I came from a Hispanic background. One high school 
friend even asked our group who was Whiter – him or me. So I sort of dealt with 
that for awhile. In college it wasn’t such a big deal. I think one of the other things 
I get is that some people think I am Middle Eastern. I don’t know. Maybe I don’t 
really have a place anywhere. 
 

Juan’s account is particular of interest (and concern) because of the lack of description 

throughout his interview about what is it that makes him identify as Hispanic. There is 

also angst in his final words as if he is confused at that very moment in the interview 

about his ethnic identity.  

 Another respondent described a struggle with ethnic identity that was negatively 

influenced by external forces or pressures. Her narrative reveals an upbringing where she 

struggles with two worlds – one White and one Hispanic. Illiana shared the following 

about her background:  

Well, I guess I’m actually only half-Hispanic; my mom is White and my dad is 
Hispanic. I was raised primarily in South Texas – birth to six – and then moved to 
California for a few years and then back to South Texas…I grew up in a very 
small town, very prejudiced; it was really a hateful small town to be honest. It was 
not a very fun place to grow up regardless of which side you were on [Hispanic or 
White]. It’s was just a very hostile environment…In my home town there are two 
races – you know you’re white or you’re Hispanic. Or you’re stuck like me in a 
bi-racial situation where you have no friends. 
 

Illiana would go on to describe instances in which only her immediate family was 

supportive of her decisions regarding such things as education and career path.  

Overall, the interviewees positively identified with the ethnic term Hispanic but 

did not always encounter environments or individuals that accepted that identity. A few 

interviewees who were from specific regions were also willing to accept terms such as 
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Portuguese or Mexican-American. However, the term Latino garnered a more critical and 

negative response.  

Impact of Cultural Identity on Upbringing 

 The interviewees described how their cultural upbringing could create both 

positive and negative influences on their views on education, personality traits, and 

communal relations. Miguel offered the following viewpoint about Hispanics and 

education: 

I think a day-to-day thing is where sometimes the mistakes happen. I think in the 
Hispanic community there’s a lot more support for education overall long term, 
but there may not be the day-to-day involvement to ensure that the kids get to 
their long-term goals. 
 

While education in the Hispanic community is seen as important and valuable, it is 

understood generally as an abstract concept with no clear understanding of what steps are 

needed to achieve it. Almost all of the respondents were left to their own to figure out 

how. Juan gave an interesting half-laughing, half-lamenting remark about another closely 

linked cultural trend:   

I hate it, but yeah self-reliance is a cultural thing. For example, my car broke 
down in October and I just haven’t got around to fixing it. So I don’t have a car 
today. I just hate going to other people for help. It has really come into focus right 
now, because I am so reliant on everybody to pick me up and take me there. Of 
course if I had to do it for somebody else, I wouldn’t mind, but I hate having to 
rely on somebody else. I wish I would have been able to accept the help being 
given during my first year. 
  

Another important consequence of their Hispanic identities was an overwhelming desire 

for warm, caring communities and environments after spending time in the postsecondary 

educational environments that could be cold and uncaring and more focused on 

individual rather than the group performance. 
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Several interviewees talked about how speaking Spanish and/or English affected 

them growing up and in school. Although not all the interviewees learned Spanish first 

(three admitted they did not), language did influence socialization, education, and 

ethnic/cultural identity. Illiana grew up speaking English in the home but trying to 

connect with it through school. Unfortunately, she described how frustrated she became 

with both with her father and her high school: 

I learned Spanish in school instead of at home. My mom didn’t speak Spanish and 
she encouraged my dad to teach me, but it just never got through. So when I did 
learn, the teacher talks so slow that it’s really to understand but trying 
conversational [Spanish] was much harder. I can read and write Spanish very 
well. I can even speak decently well, but I cannot carry on a conversation because 
I cannot understand what the other person is saying. Most conversational Spanish 
in Texas is not Castilian. My dad and I used to get into fights about the meaning 
of the words.  
  

Illiana’s bi-ethnic language education experience stands in contrast with Fernando who 

grew up speaking Spanish. He described the encouragement he received through church:   

Yeah my mom speaks kind of a mixture of English and Spanish. Her explanation 
was that she wanted to teach us both. So she would always try to mix the two of 
them up. Her family is from Puerto Rico so we never really went to Mexico and 
didn’t have relatives coming to the house all the time. Of course Puerto Rican 
Spanish is very different from Mexican Spanish. My brother spoke only Spanish 
when he was a kid, and my parents had to deal with that. Of course back then, 
they would spank you if you spoke Spanish in school. I guess the school broke 
him of that habit pretty quickly. The church that we went to was all Spanish, so it 
was kind of hard not to pick up the language. 
  

Finally, there is the story of Jesus who grew up speaking Spanish. His narrative reflected 

an even stronger and prouder affinity with language and its affect on friends, hobbies, and 

community.  

I do think about that a little bit, especially since I speak Spanish all the time. My 
girlfriend’s Mexican, and my best friend who goes here, I speak Spanish with all 
the time. I don’t watch ESPN; I watch Mexican soccer. That’s what I like pretty 
much. I also feel that being at this super-competitive level of trying to get into the 
top law schools, every time that I am speaking Spanish it’s not hurting me in 
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terms of language but it means I am not practicing English like the rest of the 
people are. 
  

Not every interviewee felt comfortable talking about whether or not English was his or 

her first language. The reasons for this discomfort was never directly revealed to the 

researcher, however, Jesus offered his perspective:  

That is another thing about people from my country, there is a big distinction 
between people you call “Mexicans” and people who have last names that are 
Hispanic but English is their first language. I don’t feel like those guys are at the 
same disadvantage as people like me are in terms of language, first of all, and the 
culture you are in. I feel like if your dad’s a lawyer, English is your first language, 
and you speak a little bit of Spanish; it’s not such a big cultural shock. You’ve got 
like this whole background of infrastructure supporting you. 
  

It seemed that in some respects the Spanish language is seen by some as part of the core 

Hispanic identity. While Jesus’ text was the most overt on this point, there were other 

interviewees who grew up speaking English who deeply regretted not being able to speak 

Spanish.  

Law School Impact on Cultural Identity 

The law school environment was found to play an integral part in the first-year 

progress of the interview participants. The participants revealed that the Law School of 

the Southwest lacked diverse faculty and none of them could recall a Hispanic faculty 

member teaching one of their first-year courses. Some described the environment as 

racist or segregated, and a few mentioned instances of faculty members or peers openly 

criticizing the law school’s affirmative action admission’s policy. Several interviewees 

were forced to deal with the elitist attitudes and higher socioeconomic status of their 

peers in the classroom and as part of the Law School Society Program. Culturally-based 

organizations, however, served as an important resource for the majority of respondents 

who joined one.  
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Diversity Issues Associated with the Classroom 

Each participant was specifically asked to recall the race, ethnicity, and gender of 

the faculty members that they had during the first year of law school. None of the 

respondents could recall taking a course with a tenured Hispanic faculty member during 

the first year. Only two interviewees remembered having a diverse faculty member 

including one female professor, one gay professor, and one African American professor. 

Illiana expressed her concerns over law school faculty diversity:   

When I was looking at different universities [during the admissions process], that 
was one of the things that turned me off about LSSW. It wasn’t a kill factor for 
me, obviously, since I decided to go to LSSW; but I was really disappointed in 
their faculty makeup. I think it’s overwhelmingly male and overwhelmingly 
White. To me, in this state, that is unacceptable. I know there has got to be great, 
intelligent legal minds out there who are women or Hispanic or Black. To me, it 
doesn’t seem like the law school here goes out and tries to get them. 
  

She later went on to point out an additional consequence of having a predominantly 

White, male law school faculty composition:   

If you are sitting there and are not seeing anybody who looks like you or looks 
like any other minority teaching these things, you have to wonder what your role 
is in that Society, or profession, if nobody teaching you is like you. What are my 
chances of actually going out and practicing law successfully if it doesn’t seem 
that Hispanics or Black people are actually the intelligent legal minds out there? It 
actually did bother me. 
  

Of course the faculty played a critical role in everything from setting the curriculum to 

grading final exams, and many of the interviewees were already intimidated by their 

intelligence and expertise. The lack of diversity further exacerbated the perception that 

professors were unapproachable or viewed minority students as academically inferior 

individuals fulfilling a quota.  

Another influence that faculty had during the first year was how they interacted 

with students in their classes. During the first year, students were sorted into classes 
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based on their Society and peer group, but none of the respondents knew how this was 

done.  Regrettably, interviewees did sometimes run into prejudice from faculty members. 

Clair provided her account:  

Maybe there where one or two [faculty members] who didn’t relate well to 
minority students, but for the most part everybody was kind of equal and 
respectful of all students. I never really felt that were picking on me when I was 
on call. There was one professor in particular who did talk about the fact that 
some people are let into this school with lower GPA or LSAT scores, and then I 
started think, “Well if that is what you are thinking then how does that effect 
me?” 
 

Unfortunately, according to Illiana “during the first year you don’t have any options 

about what your classes are, so you don’t get to opt into more diverse classes.”  

Diversity Issues Associated with Peers 

A noticeable challenge that some respondents had was adjusting to the different 

backgrounds of their fellow students. Rita explained that “law school is kind of elitist” so 

“you get a lot of people who come from money especially here.” Seven of the 

respondents reported difficulties relating to their White peers; and three said that they had 

challenges with Hispanic peers, especially those from higher socioeconomic strata. Luis 

described the sometimes uneasiness he felt towards his classmates 

There were times when I didn’t feel all that comfortable. Sometimes I felt a little 
out of my element. I don’t know how much of that had to do with being Hispanic. 
I guess it goes hand in hand with my situation. I felt like so many people there 
thought law school was no big deal. It was as if they were expected to go to law 
school, because their parents were lawyers, doctors, professionals, or had graduate 
degrees. They probably came from wealthier families.  
 

Carolina expressed similar feelings of discomfort and awe upon hearing the stories of her 

peers about their previous accomplishments:  

You know they talk about that going in that you might be intimidating by other 
people. Going in I didn’t think I was going to be intimidated and I wasn’t too 
much, but every now and then you meet these people who have done insane 
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things. Like they want to go into labor law and have moved to Los Angeles 
already and worked with labor unions for years. There was one guy in my peer 
group who was in Washington D.C. working for a newspaper as a journalist for a 
number of years. I look at him and kept thinking “Wow!” I have nothing like that 
kind of experience. And then you have your Yale and Harvard people. You feel 
very intimidated around them especially since you know you are going to be 
graded against them. 
  

Of course, there were also instances where study participants couldn’t relate to their 

Hispanic peers. Rita discussed her frustration with some of these interactions:  

They [my peers] really couldn’t get it. They just couldn’t understand where I was 
coming from.  And like I said, it wasn’t just the White kids. It was my Hispanic 
brothers and sisters, and it was even more odd because the Hispanics who are well 
off are more likely to be saying “I am Hispanic” and trying to put themselves out 
there as “I really am Hispanic.” But if you look at their economic status and all 
this other stuff, they are on the same level as all the White kids. To me being a 
minority means there is something that is holding you back. It might not be the 
color of your skin. It might just be your economic situation. 
 

Many of the interviewees recognized that because they did not have the same 

opportunities as many of their peers, it was difficult to connect with them. Consequently, 

participants like Denise would often find the need to return to family and friends:  

I felt like I needed that to return to my roots. I made some great friends down 
there at the university in El Paso, and I was right there on the border. It was really 
great. I felt like it was what I really needed to get back into it and make it through 
this next semester. After a year of not going back [to my roots], I felt like I 
needed to be reenergized and injected with that warm, embracing culture. 
  

The socioeconomic and cultural divides definitely made it difficult at times for 

interviewees to interact comfortably with their peers.  

 Another discovery, through the interview process, was that although diversity 

existed within the student body, there was little interaction. Carolina argued that the law 

school community was fragmented and isolated: 

I remember that there was this one guy who had this blog that posted comments 
on how the law school was very segregated. I think that his comments were really 
accurate especially since we have HLSA and other Hispanic organizations as well 
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as black organizations. Everybody really is sort of segregated off and most of the 
people that I talk to on a regular basis are Hispanic. 
  

Denise, in a more strongly worded statement, claimed, “I never experienced racism until I 

got here.” Unfortunately, at the time of these interviews, a group of first-year law 

students at the Law School of the Southwest had recently hosted a party at an off-campus 

residence where students dressed in offensive costumes and then posted pictures on-line. 

Although the law school administration did intervene, most of the interviewees, when 

asked about the incident, complained about racist elements within the student community 

and the lackluster administrative response.   

Diversity Issues Associated with the Law School Society Program 

 According to the Law School of the Southwest, “the Society Program was 

initiated…to build a sense of community within the Law School and to allow students to 

better interact with faculty in small groups.” Nine of the interviewees stated that the 

faculty advisor for their Society was White and all but one of them was male. There was 

much more diversity among peer mentors for the small groups. Three interviewees had 

White female peer mentors, and three had peer mentors who were White males. Two 

more participants had peer mentors who were Hispanic males, another had an African 

American female peer mentor, and the final respondent’s peer mentor was an Asian 

American female.  

The interview respondents were asked to share any instances where diversity was 

integrated into the activities they participated in as part of the program. Clair explained 

that the purpose of the program was not about raising cultural awareness:  

The activities of our societies weren’t geared towards raising our awareness of 
specific cultures or anything. I mean mine was named after the first African-
American to graduate from the Law School of the Southwest. In fact, this year our 
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faculty advisor sent out an email saying that the law school had found out some 
new information about her. I think they are planning to get her to come and speak 
about something. But last year all we knew was her name and the painting of her. 
I guess it would be nice to have culturally-specific societies, but then again I don’t 
know then if it would make you feel more isolated. 
  

Illiana also suggested that the name and purpose of each Society needed to be more 

meaningful: 

Before we started school, they sent us information on what Society we were and 
brief information like “so-and-so was the first African American person to 
graduate” and stuff like that, but that was about all you got. We never really did 
get a good sense of who they were. The names for the societies could have been 
randomly chosen out of hat for all we cared, because they didn’t mean anything to 
us at all. And I think it would have been better if they had; or, and I know this 
might be racial profiling, trying to put you into a Society that actually meant 
something to you. I mean if you are going to name it after a famous Hispanic 
legal person, then maybe there should be students placed in that Society that 
would be interested in that person. 
  

As one can see from the above narratives, for many of the participants the Society 

Program did not provide any meaningful dialogues or activities about diversity issues. 

While the program was meaningful to the interviewees in other ways, the most significant 

recollection about the issue of diversity coming up involved the namesake of each 

Society.   

Diversity Issues Associated with Student Organizations 

 Six of the ten participants reported in their survey responses that they joined a 

student organization during the first year. The interviewees were asked about their 

participation in any law student organizations including the Hispanic Law Students 

Association. Clair explained the community-building benefits of HLSA:  

They [HLSA] have happy hours and parties specifically for HLSA members, and 
they probably help people to get adjusted. I guess I probably that is something I 
wish I had done more of last year, but I was definitely being more social with 
people I knew from Corpus Christi. 
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Luis talked about the academic benefits of joining HLSA including test-preparation 

materials and career services:   

I think they had some good stuff that I missed early on that semester about 
outlining and briefing. They had an attorney from here in the city come and talk 
about what firms look for in resumes. I think I got some things from an outline 
banks which were helpful. They were always posting interview notices for certain 
jobs or scholarships. 
 

Rita, who strongly supported the role and activities HLSA, shared some of the 

socioeconomic challenges she faced with other members: 

In going to meetings and events, I noticed that it wasn’t just the White kids who 
were coming from this completely different place. A lot of the Hispanic students 
that I interacted with my first year that weren’t really from the Valley or some 
place like that. The people who said, “I’m Hispanic. I’m Chicano. I’m Latino;” 
were coming from big cities in the state. They were coming from some of the 
larger cities, and even some of the kids that come from the Valley are really well 
off. Their families were really well off. They grew up privileged. Their parents 
were all educated and some parents were doctors or lawyers. They were able to 
really assimilate into the law school culture. 
  

Four interviewees chose to participate in HLSA during the first year, and the organization 

provided vital social and academic opportunities. But at least one participant expressed 

concerns about the socioeconomic status of fellow members, a concern previously 

identified during other peer interactions.   

 Three of the respondents who participated in student organizations were opposed 

to getting involved in culturally-based student organizations like HLSA. Interestingly, all 

three of these interviewees grew up in middle-class or upper-class families. Denise 

summarized the conflicting viewpoint:  

Overall, I don’t want to be pigeonholed. I don’t see myself as trying to become a 
member of an organization just because I am Hispanic. I want to be a member of 
something because I am interested in it. I don’t want my race or ethnicity to be an 
identifying factor for me. I want other things like my ideals to define me. I think 
now it hurts more now knowing that I got in because I went to a school in South 
Texas and because I was Hispanic as opposed to getting in on my own [merits]. 
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Illiana is even more critical of HLSA and the affirmative action policies the 

organization’s student leaders endorsed: 

HLSA was the biggest disappointment to me my first year. I have very interesting 
views, I guess, on affirmative action. While it is beneficial to some people and I 
think the idea behind it is noble, the method in which it is used is not. I was very 
disappointed to get to law school and have other Hispanic students reinforce it 
[affirmative action]. I went to two HLSA meetings and quit, because at the second 
meeting the President stood up and said, “Don’t worry about your grades, because 
you’re Hispanic. You are going to get a job no matter what. They don’t expect 
your grades to be as high.”  
 

These three respondents were strongly opposed to joining HLSA. Their primary 

argument was that society and law school should be color blind and each individual 

accepted because of his or her own merits. 

Stress and Anxiety 

The results of a survey administered by the researcher revealed that 84.1% of 

respondents reported that “Stress” negatively influenced their success during the first 

year of law school. In addition, 84.4% believed that “Anxiety” negatively affected their 

first-year progress. Specific questions about stress and anxiety were not presented to the 

ten interview participants in an effort to avoid bias, but the researcher did include a start 

code for this variable. Juan summarized his first year of law school as follows: 

Having gone through that and managing to dig myself out of it, I would probably 
say that the first year was probably the closest thing to hell. It was my own 
personal hell. It was one constructed by my environment, but also one that I very 
much constructed on my own. 
 

Further analysis of the narratives confirmed clear indications of unhealthy stress and 

anxiety among the interviewees during the first year of law school associated areas such 

as the admissions process, law school orientation, law school classes, final exams, grades, 

and figuring out how to pay for school mainly caused by the environment and the student. 
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Stress Associated with the Admissions Process 

 Many respondents, especially those who scored less than a 160 on the Law School 

Admissions Test, were concerned they did not meet the required admissions standards. 

Illiana detailed her anxieties:   

Those [admissions] numbers really did count for the Law School of the 
Southwest, because in general LSSW scared the crap out of me. I didn’t feel that 
fear for any other schools even for Columbia which is technically a better law 
school, but for some reason LSSW just scared the living daylights out of me. I 
probably scrutinized just about every number that the Law School of the 
Southwest had.  
 

Another source of stress during the admissions process was the perceived importance of 

the LSAT in getting selected. Luis shared the following concerns:  

I really think there was this pressure that your chances of getting into law school 
come down to this one test. I really think that when you call up [law] schools 
asking about your chances of getting admitted they are going to ask for those two 
things – your LSAT score and undergraduate GPA. I was scared about it when I 
got my score, because I wasn’t sure if it meant that I might not do well in law 
school or keep up with the people who got 165s. 
 

Third, interviewees stressed out about the uncertainty and complexity of the admissions 

process. Here is what Fernando expressed about his feelings of uncertainty:  

I never really knew if I was doing it correctly. I spent a lot of time trying to figure 
out what a law school application is supposed to look like…Again, I think having 
that stress awakened a side of me that might not have otherwise come out, but I 
wonder if I should have had to. I know other people who came here had 
knowledge about this process, but I didn’t have those resources. 
  

Then there is the problem of the potential cultural bias associated with standardized tests. 

Jésus, along with a few other respondents, elaborated on frustrations with this perceived 

unfairness:   

I am always going to feel that the LSAT and other standardized tests are very 
exclusive. I don’t think the tests are catered very well for people who English is 
their second language. I just wonder what it would be like for someone from the 
United States was sent to Mexico – even if he was a Yale grad – and forced to 
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speak Spanish and then take a standardized exam with the super smart kids where 
their first language is Spanish. 
 

Finally, several interviewees placed pressure on themselves as they tried to write the 

perfect personal statement or score high enough on the LSAT. Juan stated 

I put a lot of pressure on myself. I had high expectations, especially because 
everybody at my undergraduate institution was encouraging and telling me about 
my potential. Not to mention my surrogate mother who was telling that she 
believed in me. So then I put a lot of pressure on writing my personal statement, 
and I bought a book that sort of told me how to overcome the admissions formula. 
So I put a lot of pressure on myself, and it took me about a month to write this 
personal statement.  
 

The two participants who completed the Pre-Law Preparatory Program (PLPP) at their 

undergraduate institutions experienced the least stress and anxiety during the admissions 

process. This is most likely do the intensive support provided as part of the program 

during the admissions process.  

Stress Associated with the Law School Orientation 

 A few days before the first day of classes, entering students participate in a two-

day law school orientation. All of the respondents, except those who had completed the 

PLPP program, experienced stress during this program. First, the orientation caused the 

interviewees to begin comparing themselves to the rest of their peers. Miguel described 

law school orientation as an overwhelming experience where a group of overachieving 

strangers are thrown together. Fernando described his peers as follows:  

There were a lot of White people, and I noticed that immediately. There were at 
least 500 people in that entering class, and I think I saw only five or six other 
people who looked like me and maybe the same amount of Black people. I mean I 
guess you are supposed to be loosely correlated, but because you are minority you 
have very different cultures. I mean a lot of people seemed to know each other, 
but I didn’t know anybody who was there. A lot of people went to the same high 
schools and same colleges and stuff, but I didn’t know anybody. They gave you 
the speech and made you really excited about being there and about being 
selected. I certainly felt that, but I also felt very scared. 
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Juan also found that “[o]verall just socially, the orientation was just a nightmare” and 

“felt like all these people [attending orientation] were a bunch of tools.” The other source 

stress and anxiety for the participants was the introduction to legal terminology and law 

school instructional methods by the faculty. Fernando elaborated on orientation 

experience:   

I think it was Dean Powers who gave a speech about his first day of law school. 
He used just a little bit of legal jargon and I immediately sat up in my chair. I 
thought I don’t know what the hell he just said. I am going to have to work so 
incredibly hard to make it. 
  

Unfortunately, none of the interviewees could remember receiving information during the 

orientation on the warning signs of stress or how to deal with it. In fact one student, 

Miguel, specifically remembers a professor telling everyone that “no one was going to 

fail so stop worrying about that [failure].”  

Stress Associated with Law School Classes 

 The classroom component of the law school experience proved to be one of the 

environments that produced the most stress for the interviewees. The sources of stress 

included not interacting with peers who looked and thought like they did, trying to 

complete the readings, preparing for questions from professors, adjusting to the Socratic 

Method, struggling with note-taking and outlining, and fear of the unknown. Several 

respondents explained that they were specifically told by law school administrators not to 

study during the summer but instead to relax. Those who listened to this advice did not 

spend time acquiring the necessary writing, research, and study skills to be successful 

during the first year, which would have benefited them considering their first-in-the-

family to attend law school status.  
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Once orientation was completed, students began classes and unlike in 

undergraduate classes found themselves being called on and responsible for materials 

from day one. Each interview was asked what the first day of law school was like, and 

the majority used the words fear, terror, stress, and anxiety to describe it. Below are 

extended narratives of seven interviewees regarding their first day of law school: 

Miguel’s First Day 

It was stressful, but I don’t think it was anything that the law school did. I think it mainly 
because of my own worries and expectations of what the first day…would mean. I picked 
up my reading assignment on that Monday when orientation began, because they post all 
that stuff on the bulletin board. It was fairly short and I’m kept thinking “Is this it for this 
day?” It was pretty easy, but I was worried about what going to class meant and how 
much they would brow beat us over the stuff we were supposed to know already…I think 
the first couple of weeks I was really stressed out about getting called on to answer a lot 
of things like that.  
 
Clair’s First Day  

Definitely I felt intimidated…because the Socratic Method was not something I was used 
to. Even though I came from schools where the classes were smaller, you obviously had 
to know your stuff and be prepared when you were called on. I don’t know. It was kind of 
nerve racking. It isn’t necessarily scary but it is that same kind of feeling. I guess it was 
more a feeling of being overwhelmed because you get into it right away. I think also not 
having been in school for awhile and just coming from working full-time, it was an 
adjustment to the homework and reading load. 
 
Illiana’s First Day 

It [the first day of law school] was terrifying. When you start, you have no idea what 
you’ve just read. It took you hours to read twenty pages, and you don’t know what you 
are looking for because you don’t know what kind of questions are going to be asked. 
What I soon learned about that first day was that every teacher was looking for something 
different, so you had to learn what to look for with each individual class which 
sucked…Then there was the Socratic Method; it was absolutely terrifying knowing that 
you could go into class on your very first day and have no idea what you are talking 
about and be forced to speak in front of one hundred and twenty people.  
 
Luis’ First Day 

I tried to read the cases that were due for the first day, but you go in you don’t know what 
to expect. My first professor who teaches Property has been there the longest and just 
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starts talking about the cases. Right when he starts talking about the cases, it is 
unmistakable you hear all this clicking. Everyone starts typing on their laptops. I never 
liked typing anything in undergrad but I started typing, too. Unfortunately, I really didn’t 
know what I needed to write down. I kept wondering whether I should write down 
everything he [was] saying or listen as well as try to write stuff down that was important. 
Of course at the time, I didn’t know what was important.  
 
Fernando’s First Day 

The first day was intimidating in a big way, because they all talked about the Socratic 
Method and how and when they were going to pick out students. Some people assigned 
you a day and some told you it would be like the “second coming” where you could be 
called on at random. People had a different sense of humor than I did and some pretended 
to be dumb when you knew they were not. I was kind of intimidated and really 
everything was just incredibly foreign to me. It’s that feeling that you get when you are in 
a brand new place and doing a brand new thing with your life. It felt sort of like stepping 
into a new country on the first day.   
 
Carolina’s First Day 

I have a picture of my first day of law school. The first day I was very scared. I didn’t 
know what to expect. In undergrad, you usually get that first day adjustment thing when 
you begin a new class where you don’t really have to know anything and they spend time 
going over the syllabus. But this one wasn’t. First day right off the bat boom the 
professors are calling on you.  
 
Juan’s First Day 

So anyway, the first day of school I went in [to my first class] and we were talking about 
something, and the professor gave good hypothetical [example] and sort of worked 
through the problem going through the very basics of civil procedure…I had remembered 
what she was talking about from the readings, so I offered an answer about posting in the 
newspaper…she just laughed in my face and said something funny, and yet I could have 
sworn my answer was straight from the reading. So on the first day of school, I felt 
comfortable enough to raise my hand which was very rare. I had the balls to do it, and I 
got shot down. It was not very pleasant. It just contributed even more to my social 
anxiety and overwhelming feeling of not being prepared for this.  
 
Denise’s First Day 

It was early. It was nerve-wracking. I think my first class was like eight thirty in the 
morning. I didn’t even know that you could have a class that early in the morning. I sat 
there thinking that the first day was going to be a blow off and it wasn’t. It was kind of 
hardcore lecture. I don’t think I knew what to look for from the readings. I definitely 
wasn’t prepared to know anything besides my sponge-learned materials like soaking up 
facts and spitting them back out as opposed to having the bigger picture where you read 
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the case, but then step back and really understand what’s going on here. I didn’t know 
how to do that, and I didn’t know that was what you were supposed to do. 

  
The classroom experience would remain a constant source of stress and anxiety as the 

semester progressed for several of these respondents due to fears about the Socratic 

Method and pressures of trying to keep up with the readings and understand what 

concepts were important to remember.  

 In addition to the apprehension associated with the first day, several interviewees 

struggled throughout the semester trying to figure out how to read the cases, take proper 

notes, and prepare for the end-of-semester exams. For some interviewees, they would go 

the entire first year feeling they never mastered the necessary academic skills because of 

low grades on final exams. Fernando recounted his struggles:  

I had never seen a law school test in my life. I had never read an opinion in my 
life. So to me when I was taking notes everything looked important. I was writing 
out the heading and memorizing as well as all the procedural issues, but we were 
talking about only one substantive issue and I didn’t realize it yet. So I was trying 
to remember all everything, and there was so damn much information I didn’t 
really get at what I was supposed to be getting at until much later in the year.  
 

Juan articulated a similar feeling of being lost and anxious as he struggled to prepare for 

classes and semester exams:  

I genuinely did not know what I was doing.  Pretty much I would stare at the book 
and struggle to get through the reading, because I didn’t know what I was 
supposed to be reading. I would pretty much just stare at the book, and I got these 
outlines from these guys. I knew they were supposed to help me, but I wasn’t 
used to taking law school tests. I really didn’t know how to prepare for the test so 
looking at the outlines didn’t do me any good. I just sort of had this very vague 
idea of how to take law school notes and how to approach reading in preparation 
for the test. At the time, I believed that everything you read was important for the 
test. But you never know what’s going to happen because you don’t get any 
grades until the end, and you get a lot of rope to hang yourself with. You don’t get 
a mid-terms or in-class graded assignments so it can be easy to fall behind if you 
don’t keep up with it. 
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As we will see later, the stress associated with trying to figure out how to study would 

affect exams and first-year grades. The narratives also revealed that interviewees who 

struggled with reading, writing, and study skills during the first semester found little or 

no support systems available during the second semester to reverse this trend.  

Still others continued to struggle with the Socratic Method, since most did not 

know whether or not they would be called on by the professor to answer questions. In 

some classes, this process was aligned with the seating chart providing some certainty, 

but for many classes a professor could call any student at random. Luis explained that  

Professors would pick on people enough to get the point across that you needed to 
be prepared for class but not to humiliate anyone. Then again on those few 
occasions when someone seemed completely unprepared the professor might stay 
with them the entire class. 
  

Carolina, who typically did not like to speak during class, vividly recalled an experience 

with one professor: 

One day, my Constitutional Law professor saw that I was nervous but he knew 
that I knew the answers so he wouldn’t let up. He grilled me for forty minutes 
straight that day and the only reason I got saved is because we ran out of time. 
That was pretty bad. It was the only time that I felt really bad after that class. I 
remember I went home and crawled into bed.  
 

Juan recalled how the first time he was called on during the semester nearly resulted in a 

panic attack:  

I got called on in Criminal Law within the first month. I was not prepared. Even 
though I had read the readings, I hadn’t read it as much as I needed to so I had to 
excuse myself. I tried to do it and got as far as the fact pattern and couldn’t 
remember anything else. I remember turning so red. I almost had a full-on panic 
attack, because everybody thinks I am this stupid Hispanic person who doesn’t 
belong here. 
 

Rita recalled how her stress and fear was so profound that she had to seek special 

accommodations from her Constitutional Law professor:  
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I would sit there in class and wouldn’t be able to concentrate on what he was 
saying. I would sit there and start freaking out. The whole class I would be there 
having a frickin’ panic attack thinking he was going to call on me when he never 
called on me…So she [my Society mentor] really helped me talk to the professor, 
explain to him what was going on, and helped broker a deal where he would 
signal to me when he was going to call on me. Towards the end of the semester, it 
was still not working…What ended up happening with the professor [was] that he 
took me off of all lists and charts that he had for the class.  
 

The Socratic Method produced varying degrees of stress for the participants ranging from 

a general lost feeling to sheer terror resulting in panic attacks. This stress was further 

compounded by interviewees’ fears that peers were always doing better than they were or 

that they were only admitted to the law school because of affirmative action.  

Stress Associated with Law School Exams 

 Another significant source of stress during the first year of law school involved 

the studying for and taking of final exams. Many of the interviewees, except those who 

had participated in the PLPP program, had no idea what a law school exam looked like 

much less how to prepare. Miguel summarized some of his frustration about his fears 

regarding the format 

What I didn’t enjoy and probably what they could work on for the first year is that 
finals are important, but they shouldn’t be something that is so mysterious. I wish 
they would have done a better job of inoculating us by explaining the process and 
what to expect. They may have tried, but maybe my own fear was blocking out 
their attempts. I wish they would make it clearer that finals are just a process that 
everyone goes through and it’s not this horrible thing or the end of world at the 
end of the semester. 
 

What would make this already stressful situation even more difficult was that there was 

only one end-of-the semester test for each course. Clair described how having one end-

of-semester exam affected her  

It is kind of difficult for me to look at my GPA especially coming from undergrad 
and grad school where my GPA was really quite good. That is something kind of 
intimidating too because [in law school] you are going to classes and don’t have 
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exams all the time, but you can’t slack off. I mean no one is forcing you to study, 
but the threat is not until the end of the semester with one exam which is your 
entire grade. 
  

Illiana, who made attempts to prepare, spoke of a similar dissatisfaction with the format 

and mysteries surrounding finals: 

That was also terrifying, because very little during the first year had anything to 
do with participation. It was that one day, that one test, and that was it. I also 
wasn’t the kind of person who could sit there and read a ten page sample answer 
to see what the professor was looking for, and that of course was on the rare 
occasion that they offered that. Most teachers don’t like to put their tests online; 
they don’t want people to know. 
 

The final exam process also culminated an already known part of the first-year 

experience. A student’s grade would be based on the performance of everyone else in the 

class. Luis reflected on how competition influenced the exam period  

It was pretty scary especially around finals time. I think finals were the worst part 
because you never really know what to expect. There are so many smart people at 
this school, and it was the first time in my life that your entire academic 
performance is based on this one exam…I don’t really think I realized how 
important those first semester grades and first year grades were. If I had known I 
think I would have been even more concerned and worried. But just the fact that it 
was so much information to study and you are being graded on a comparison with 
other students in the class made it tough. 
  

The final exam period generated unhealthy levels of stress for many of the participants as 

a result of the peer competition, the mysteries surrounding the process, and the format of 

the exam.  

Stress Associated with Law School Grades 

 Once final exams were completed, the respondents would be left waiting and 

worrying about what grades they would receive. Illiana, who had the third highest grades 

among the respondents, provided this description of grading process: 

From the very beginning, you have this sense of arbitrariness in the grading that 
kind of feels like defeat before you’ve even started. It’s a crap shoot. You have no 

 277



 

idea what your grade is going to be, because of it being based on what test and 
being based on a strict curve. You just don’t feel like you have a say in what your 
grade is going to be. 
  

All of the respondents described similar frustrations the competitive pressures they faced, 

especially against those peers who were not first-in-the-family to go to law school.   

Some interviewees accepted this period of uncertainty, while others struggled to 

cope. The two participants who had the highest grades during the first year described the 

process of receiving their grades as an up and down experience filled with stress. Miguel, 

one of two interviewees with the highest grade-point-averages for the first year, had this 

to say:  

There was a lot of stress involved with grades – pressure of tests – and I really 
didn’t know how things would work out. I was afraid of flunking out of law 
school, but I was pretty happy overall with my first semester of grades. 
 

Luis, the other respondent who had the highest first-year grades, tended to blame himself 

for those classes he received low grades:   

It was up and down. I was really pleased with one of my grades; I got an “A” in 
one class. I mean I really thought I failed the exam. A couple of grades were 
average and then there was my stupid Legal Research and Writing Class. I didn’t 
prepare for it and blew it off, so I didn’t do well in there. It kind of pissed me off, 
because I know I could have done better. It’s just that I didn’t put the time [in]. 
Overall, that one “A” really picked me up for the next semester and then for the 
rest of the law school because I felt like “I can do this now.” Even though I didn’t 
get all “A’s,” I figured if I can get this one grade then I can hang with all these 
people. 
  

Carolina, who had the lowest GPA among the interview participants, recalled her feelings 

about her grades 

It was definitely really deflating to get those grades, because I wasn’t sure how I 
was going to do. I thought I had done better in some classes than I did. So after 
the first semester, I kind of figured that I had been out of school for awhile and 
just needed to get back good study habits. It’s just hard. I mean after being so 
successful at other schools and high school, I began to think in the back of my 
mind that maybe I really shouldn’t be here.  
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Juan who had the second lowest GPA in the group revealed similar negative feelings 

about his grades:  

I don’t know where I am exactly in my class now, but it is just horrible. It creates 
this very hard inferiority complex. It is hard when you see law school as your job 
to accept the fact that you are not good. It is just the worst. It was the first time I 
had ever felt that way. I had been good at every grade I had ever gotten before 
coming to law school.  
  

 In summary, all of the interviewees were left stressing, at least to some degree, about 

how they measured up and whether or not they should even be in law school.  

Stress Associated with the Cost of Law School 

All but one of the respondents has had to borrow money from private lenders or 

the federal government to pay for school, and only half of the respondents received a 

scholarship. In addition, the state legislature deregulated tuition at public university that 

permitted professional schools to charge double or even triple tuition and fees. The 

average law school debt range for participants, at the time of their interviews, was 

$40,001 to 45,000. Fernando lamented that the amount of debt he accumulated forced 

him to stay and complete the first year: 

If you want to get past all the other bullshit, I had no alternative. During that first 
year, I already had 20,000 dollars of debt, and I kept thinking you have two more 
years of this so you had better push it and get it done. I was still going to have to 
pay it all back, and I was sure as hell not going to be able to do it on $30,000 as 
an English teacher at a high school. That was the reality I lived with everyday. I 
didn’t have a choice. Your study is on Chicano law students so you should 
recognize that a good majority of them are from socioeconomically different 
categories than their classmates. I think that is a huge factor in having to deal with 
the stresses in the same way that a lot of our people have to deal with the stresses 
of going out and digging ditches all day because they don’t have a choice. We 
might be in a different position considering right now we are in this big, tall, nice 
building, but we are still under the same gun. It is do or die for us, because there 
is nothing to fall back on. 
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Carolina, who seriously thought about dropping out before the spring semester, described 

how the first-year debt pushed her beyond the stress and fatigue:  

So going into the spring semester I was really beat and seriously thought about 
taking a semester off. But my dad was telling me no because he was worried I 
might not go back and finish. I even went through a process of thinking I wanted 
to switch majors, but then I realized that I had already invested a year into this 
program and had acquired this big debt. 
  

Jésus, who received a partial scholarship and relied on support from his family to pay for 

school, also seemed to be aware that borrowing and debt served as both a motivator and 

source of stress for other Hispanic students:   

I think I got like a $4,000 scholarship for each year, which is about one fourth of 
my total costs. I will say having the scholarship and my family pay my tuition 
didn’t give me the same incentive to perform academically as someone who had 
to take out a lot of loans. They really need the high grades so they can get the job 
that will help them repay their debts. 
  

Still a few others, like Juan, tried not to think too much about how much law school was 

costing him during the first year: 

Again, I just feel like it is an investment. I sort have been putting it off, and 
thinking that it will just be something I will have to deal with in the future. It may 
be a bad way of looking at things, but I just don’t want to depress myself. If 
anything, thinking about my finances would just put more pressure on me. 
  

Whether they felt trapped into staying in law school or tried hard not to think about it, 

almost all of the interviewees felt that financing law school was an incredible source of 

stress and motivation.  

About half of the respondents had worked either part-time or full-time before 

attending law school. While some respondents did work during the summer before law 

school, others spent visiting family or relocating and getting familiar with the city. 

Fernando explained his first-year financial situation:  
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For the financial stuff, there was nothing for me to do. I didn’t have any money. 
There was no money to be made. I guess I could have gotten a job [during the 
summer before law school] instead of studying for my master’s degree exams. 
Looking back, it would have been the smarter choice, but I was focused on trying 
to finish that exam. By the time I actually arrived here and figured out I couldn’t 
do that during the first year, it was too late. It probably would have been nice to 
have gotten some money saved up, but I just didn’t do it. It wasn’t so bad my first 
year financially, but it did catch up to me.  
 

Many of the interviewees who worked their way through their undergraduate education 

were willing to work while attending the first year; however university rules prohibited 

them from doing so. 

The Costs of Obtaining a Law Degree 

The results from the survey detailed in Chapter 4 found that 59.4% of the 

respondents perceived the cost of law school as having a negative impact on their first-

year law school progress. Specific questions were asked of the interview participants 

about their undergraduate and law school financial aid and debt. In addition, interviewees 

were asked about the influence of law school costs during the admissions process and the 

first year. The narratives substantiate the survey findings that the high and increasing cost 

of legal education, unclear or absence of information about paying for law school, 

overemphasis on merit-based financial aid, and large amount of educational loan debt 

resulted in detrimental consequences for the interviewees. 

Impact of Undergraduate Financial Aid and Debt 

The results from a survey of Hispanic students enrolled at the law used for this 

research project showed that 54.5% of the respondents owed $5,000 or less from their 

undergraduate education. Among the interview participants, half owed less than $5,000 

and only three owed more than $25,000. The survey also revealed that scholarships, 

educational loans, and parental support were the primary sources to pay for a bachelor’s 
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degree. Scholarships, loans, and personal and family funds were the most frequently 

mentioned financial aid sources by the interviewees. 

 Seven of the interview respondents received either a partial or a full scholarship 

and one additional interviewee received some form of grant aid to pay for their undergrad 

studies. Five of them attended a public college or university. Miguel acknowledged, “I 

was on scholarship and that was a pretty generous scholarship actually so it allowed me 

not to have to deal with things like that [having to work]. It was good times.” Clair also 

expressed her relief in not going into too much debt considering she attended a private 

university: 

I didn’t get a full scholarship but it was pretty good considering that I had a 
$100,000 piece of paper [my degree] and only $15,000 in loans. The financial aid 
included college work-study and a special Women’s Educational Society 
scholarship. That was definitely a great experience because I got this education 
that many other people pay way more for and already paid off those loans by the 
time I entered law school. 
 

Her situation was even more unique because she would later go on to work her way 

through graduate school, repay all of her outstanding loans, and save additional money 

for the first year of law school. Other interviewees who borrowed money still had that 

debt to account for when they started their legal education. 

Half of the interview participants took out educational loans to pay for college, 

three of whom attended private schools. A sixth interviewee, who attended a public 

university, relied on credit cards to complete his degree. Rita justified why she borrowed 

money for school:  

From the time I got out of high school, it was pretty much on me. My younger 
sisters have pretty much done it on their own with student loans, scholarships, and 
working. I worked the whole time I was in undergrad. I have been working in law 
school too to make ends meet. I mean they [my parents] are very supportive and 
encouraging, but they are really not able to financially assist us in our education. 
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For a few participants undergraduate debt also put some pressure to go straight into the 

workforce rather than attend law school. Luis added the following:  

I was able to fund most of my [undergraduate] education on my own which they 
were really happy about. When I told them that I was going to be going to school 
for another three years, my parents kept wondering why I didn’t just want to go 
and work. They knew that education was important, but they were like okay now 
you have education that you paid for so go work. 
  

The primary reason these students took out loans to pay for their undergraduate education 

was because their families could not afford to assist them. In addition, the family’s 

financial situation did not change when it came time to pay for law school.  

Six of the interviewees had to rely on their parents to pay for some of the college 

education. Three used their personal savings to pay for school. Five used either part-time 

or full-time employment as a means of paying for their undergraduate degree. Parents of 

the interviewees tried as best they could to assist their children whether it was a few 

dollars towards living expenses or paying tuition, and in most cases the participant truly 

appreciated that support: Juan discussed his family’s involvement: 

They [my undergraduate institution] gave me a decent amount of money so I 
didn’t have to ask my parents for too much. But going back to their role, they 
were just very encouraging. Money was not a concern so long as they could do it. 
You know if they were going to have to stretch a little bit, they would do it. 
  

One respondent was able to rely solely on his family in order to pay for his undergraduate 

education. Jesus shared his experience:  

But from my family’s business in Mexico, they paid pretty much all of my tuition 
for law school. Because they are paying my tuition, I guess they have a lot of 
leverage. I am pretty sure they have paid over $100,000 in tuition easily, maybe 
even $150 grand for law school. Yeah it’s a lot. They helped pay for my 
undergrad as well. They paid all my tuition and living expenses, so I guess I can’t 
just throw my uncle out.  
 

 283



 

Another interview participant stopped relying on her mother for financial support after 

the first year. Denise made it clear, “I took summer classes, and I worked. I was paying 

for it. After the first year-and-a-half, I started paying for it. I worked for two different 

professors being a TA and stuff.” Her falling out with mother over which college she 

could attend was a catalyst in making her more self-reliant and independent. 

The Admissions Process: Abstract Financial Planning 

The admissions process represented the first time, potentially, that interview 

participants had to deal with the reality of costs. Unlike the pre-college years where as a 

high school student they could access several aid sources, finding similar financial aid 

opportunities for law school proved very difficult for many of them. Each interviewee 

was asked to recall what they remembered about how they were going to pay for law 

school during the admissions process. Their narratives revealed a process that was not 

that clear for many of them and revealed fewer financial aid options that did not involve 

repayment.  

Only five of the interviewees received a scholarship, and all but one of the 

respondents had to take out federal or private educational loans. Carolina commented on 

her options: 

I knew that I would have to get loans. I filled out the FAFSA form. Like I said, I 
borrowed money for undergrad so I was pretty familiar with the federal loan 
process. I got a $3,000 scholarship for my first year. But the one piece of advice 
that they gave us in PLPP was to get your finances in order. They said that if you 
had bad credit try and clear it up, and if was good try not to mess it up. They said 
that bad credit was a really big factor in funding law school.  
 

She explained that that bad credit made almost impossible to obtain a private loan or 

federal loan, which she knew she would need. The one student who did not take out loans 

was able to rely on his family to pay all of his expenses during the first year. 
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The scholarship and grant aid received by the interview participants all originated 

from the law school. None of them received scholarship or grant funding from the state 

bar association or from a non-profit or for-profit organization. Denise remarked that the 

partial scholarship appeared to be a good deal during the admissions process:  

I knew I was going to have to take out loans. I was hoping for scholarships. I 
really was, but I didn’t really get anything. I think I got like a $2,000 scholarship, 
and I didn’t realize how little that was until after I got my first tuition bill here. I 
thought, “Wow, this is steep.” The two thousand dollars didn’t go very far, but in 
undergrad two thousand dollars would have wiped the cost of tuition for a 
semester. At the time, I kept thinking that two thousand dollars was pretty good, 
but I didn’t realize it wasn’t. 
  

It is interesting to none that none of the interviewees who did receive a scholarship 

received one that fully-funded their first year of law school. One of the reasons that 

scholarships may no longer have been sufficient to cover all first-year expenses was due 

to a major rise in tuition and fees. Rita shared why she chose to attend:  

The Law School of the Southwest and [the University of] Wisconsin looked pretty 
much the same financial wise, but then LSSW is a higher ranked school and more 
nationally known. It is in Texas so I’ve got prep for the Texas Bar because I want 
to go back to Laredo anyway. So for those reasons, it seemed like LSSW would 
have been better. But now looking back on it, it probably would have been better 
and cheaper to go Wisconsin tuition wise because of tuition deregulation. We 
really didn’t know during the admissions process what tuition deregulation was 
going to do to our costs, but tuition here is probably about twice as much as 
Wisconsin for a semester. So just in tuition costs alone I would have saved a lot of 
money by going to Wisconsin. If I had know what the tuition costs were going to 
be at LSSW with tuition deregulation, I would have gone to Wisconsin even over 
the protest of my [PLPP] advisor.  
 

Every one of the participants mentioned three main reasons, although not necessarily in 

the same order, they chose to the Law School of the Southwest – quality of the 

institution, cost of attendance, and location. During the admissions process, for many of 

them, the Law School of the Southwest was the best value for legal education. 
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Unfortunately, they made that decision without the forehand knowledge of how public 

higher education is financed.  

Lack of Clear Information  

 One of the problems that contributed to cost of law school having a negative 

affect on first-year progress was due to the lack of adequate information during the 

admissions process. Illiana explained why she thought the information provided about 

funding law school was unclear:  

I would say outside of actually doing it myself, you know doing the FAFSA, I 
would have to say no it was not [clear]. I was pretty unclear even as to the two 
types of loans – federal ones and then there are private ones. No, I don’t think 
they try to explain it very well, because they [law schools] didn’t want me to 
know that these private loans were going to cost me up the wazoo if I took any of 
them. I think a lot of places, since they were trying to target me, explained more 
about admissions due dates and scholarship application due dates. I mean there 
was a lot of push to apply for scholarships with absolutely no assurances of 
getting one and you didn’t even know if you were getting in. 
  

Clair, who like many of the interviewees did not have to look far for money for 

undergraduate work, struggled to learn how to find aid for law school: 

I guess I really didn’t have to look for anything coming out of high school 
because I already had something from The Rocky Mountain College. Obviously 
you can get grants as an undergraduate that you can’t get as a graduate student or 
a law student. But still it really was much easier to find funding from websites and 
national databases for my master’s in accounting. It was definitely harder to find 
financial aid for law school, and I really didn’t have as much time because I was 
working.  
  

She expressed how easy it was as a high school senior to find money for college but did 

not realize the process would not be the same when applying for law school. However, 

several respondents did believe the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) 

process was easy to understand. Fernando elaborated on his experience:  

No, I didn’t [get clear information about financing law school]. I got none. I don’t 
know if there are any good sources. I mean I submitted my FAFSA, and they got 

 286



 

back to me and told me what the package was going to be. I applied for every 
scholarship I could think of. Nobody really gave me a clue about that, except the 
Law School of the Southwest did send a letter from the alumni association about 
that scholarship. I don’t think I would have applied for it otherwise.  
 

The interviewees confirmed that they lack of awareness about how to look for funding 

and the absence of clear information from law school admissions offices during the 

admissions process fostered only an abstract understanding of how to pay for it. 

Law School Financial Aid and Debt 

The survey described in Chapter 4 found scholarships was the main financial aid 

source during undergraduate education. However, in law school, educational loans were 

the primary source of financial aid. As a result of this information, interview participants 

were asked how the actual financial aid they received during the first year affected them. 

Juan summarized why borrowing was just a reality he had to deal with:  

I just keep thinking that if I want to play the game, I have to pay the price. Yeah, 
it’s an investment. I am just getting the loans and the scholarship, and my parents 
aren’t paying for anything. They help me out here and there, and my aunts will 
slip me a twenty. I can’t wait to be in a position to slip them a hundred now and 
then. I live a very cheap lifestyle. Pretty much all of my money goes to drinks and 
coffee. 
 

In general, all of the respondents recognized that completing their first-year of law school 

was going to improve their career opportunity and potential earnings. However, many of 

the interviewees struggled with other effects of the high cost and high debt associated 

with legal education.  

 One of the major concerns that interviewees expressed about the cost of law 

school was how much debt they would amass. Nine of the participants had to take out 

educational loans to pay for their legal education, and all nine of them owe more than 

$35,000. Clair recalled what kept going through her mind:  
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I took out some loans during the first year, and I definitely used savings. I knew 
for a whole year in advance that I would be going to law school so I saved money. 
I had paid off my car and previous loans so I could save. Yeah, last year I took 
less in private loans but this year everything was funded through private loans 
because I had used up all my savings. And that affects me too even know because 
I keep wondering how much money am I going to owe. 
   

Another challenge concerned the influence of the respondents’ self-sufficient behaviors 

when it came to paying for higher education on the first-year experience. Illiana 

described how that trait affected her first year: 

My tuition was pretty much paid almost completely between scholarships and 
grants during my first year which was great. All I had was my living expenses, so 
I took out federal loans. I only had to take out the subsidized loan that first year. 
My parents gave me a few hundred dollars a month to help with my rent and 
everything. The first year wasn’t too bad. It was difficult though, going from full-
time employee to no job whatsoever. I’ve been self-sufficient since high school, 
and then you get to this first year of law school where you are not allowed to 
work and you can’t be self-sufficient. It was hard, and I had no intention of 
maxing out my loans.  
  

Another significant impact of the cost of legal education was how it forced interviewees 

to live on a tight budget. Illiana, like many of her peers, commented on the importance of 

cheap or free food:   

It is hard. The school doesn’t give you enough help, and with doubling tuition so 
quickly it made it even worse. Tuition went up eighty percent [since I enrolled]. It 
is hard, and I kind of feel like the starving artist without the art. If someone is 
offering free food, we are there because we don’t eat that well. Some do because 
they take out tons of money in loans to finance their steaks. I didn’t choose to do 
that so I had a lot of hot dogs and Raman noodles as a law student. 
   

Those interviewees who were married had somewhat of an advantage over their peers 

because of the additional support from their spouse. Luis shared how being married 

affected his financial situation: 

She is pretty much bringing home the bacon. But you know even though she does 
pretty well, I did have to take out loans because it just wasn’t enough to cover 
everything as far tuition and fees. It is obviously a blessing that my wife works so 
that I didn’t have to take out a loan for everything. It helps out a lot. 
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Finally, the cost of legal education had an effect on career aspirations. Several 

interviewees explained that since the Law School of the Southwest focused primarily on 

training corporate lawyers, the law school was less worried about the issue of debt. 

Fernando elaborated his struggles to become a public interest lawyer considering the 

financial obligation he was amassing: 

It [the financial aid package] was enough my first year. I mishandled my finances, 
and I didn’t have the foresight to think about the summer after my first year where 
you are going to have to keep your apartment and pay your bills. There was not 
any financial aid coming in, because they don’t pay for summers unless you are 
taking classes. That summer set my finances so far back…that it started a domino 
effect where everything got screwed up. It turned out very badly for me. I ended 
up with a lot of loans, and that is tough especially if you want to do public interest 
[work]. 
  

Most of the interviewees expressed the belief that there was not enough free money for 

low-income students. They also felt that the law school, including alumni and law firms, 

focused too much on providing merit-based aid, which many of the recipients did not 

need because of their socioeconomic status. 

Summary 

A majority of respondents reported that faculty relationships, law school 

study/support groups, academic mentoring, and academic advising positively influenced 

progress during the first year. However, some interviewees struggled to deal with lack of 

diversity, cold uncaring or cerebral personalities, and high expectations from professors. 

The Society program and academic study groups helped the respondents adjust to the 

social and academic environments through intramural sports, advising, peer mentoring, 

and social events. Yet some interviewees felt the program lacked a diverse group of 

faculty advisors and that it was difficult to relate to socioeconomically advantaged peers. 
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Finally, almost all of the participants were disappointed with the law school orientation. 

They complained that it was too short or too boring and did not address the numerous 

questions they had about the law school culture. 

The cost of law school, lack of income or personal finances, and poor information 

or access to financial assistance all negatively affected the progress of Hispanic law 

students who were first-in-the-family to go to law school. The low amount of 

undergraduate education debt had a positive impact for many of the interviewees as they 

went into the first year. Interview participants explained how during the admissions 

process there was excitement about getting admitted into law school but no clear 

information about what specifically would be required to pay for it. Further, the 

respondents struggled with the lack of need-based financial aid, higher tuition costs for 

professional schools, tuition deregulation, and increased use of educational loans and 

accumulation of debt.  

The narratives from this chapter confirmed that stress, anxiety, and commute to 

law school negatively affected the first-year progress of Hispanic law students who are 

first-in-the-family to attend law school. Specifically, stress and anxiety permeated first-

year experiences including law school orientation, law school classes, final exams, 

grades, and figuring out how to pay for school mainly caused by the environment and the 

student. Interviewees used words like “my own personal hell,” “terrifying,” “stressful,” 

and “scared the crap out of me” to describe various aspects of the first year of law school. 

Respondents also found that the daily commute, either using public transportation or their 

own car, negatively affected their ability to access law school programs and forced them 

to arrive or leave early to avoid city traffic.  
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The interview respondents all believed that family support and family messages 

about the value of education positively influenced their first-year law school progress. All 

of the interviewees’ families shared a consistent message with their children that 

education was important and created opportunities. Parents, siblings, and extended family 

members provided emotional and financial support to interview respondents. Further, the 

participants relied on personal and family-provided motivation to get them through the 

first year of law school. However, the respondents were the first-in-the-family to go to 

law school and therefore at a disadvantage over their peers when it came to understanding 

important law school admissions and academic issues including test-taking, casebooks, 

studying, instructional methods, and the importance of grades and law review. 

The majority of the first-in-the-family survey respondents perceived that their 

race or ethnicity did not affect their first-year progress; however the narratives revealed 

that cultural identity and race did have a negative impact on the interviewees’ law school 

success. While everyone was proud of their cultural identity, a majority of the interview 

participants struggled with a law school culture that was dominated by White, male 

faculty, focused on individual rather than group performance, and unfairly benefiting 

higher socioeconomic status White (and Hispanic) students. Repeated exposure to 

ethnicity-based stereotype threats negatively impacted such things as faculty interactions 

in the classroom, peer interactions in environments such as student organizations and the 

Law School Society Program, and academic performance during the semester and final 

exams.  

Despite a majority of survey respondents who believed that writing skills and 

research skills positively affected their first-year law school progress, the interview 
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narratives conveyed a different perspective. Although most of the interview participants 

felt that their undergraduate writing and research skills were helpful during the first year, 

the majority of them scored lower in their legal research and writing class. A major 

reason for this is they had not been previously exposed to the technical nature of legal 

research and writing. Additionally, a majority of the respondents found that their lack of 

experience with this form of writing impacted their law school exams, especially during 

the first semester.  

Although the survey results indicated that procrastination negatively impacted the 

first year, only two of the interviewees described this behavior with regard to their 

answers to the questions. Further analysis found that instances of procrastinating were 

primarily associated with feeling defeated about not knowing how to study, lack of 

knowledge about the environment, and feelings of being overwhelmed. Second, a 

majority of survey respondents believed their age had a positive affect on their first year. 

Yet during the course of the interview again only two of the respondents mentioned 

instances of how their age contributed to their first-year success. Both of these 

interviewees, the youngest and the oldest, believed that their age positively affected their 

maturity level and professionalism but sometimes negatively impacted their interactions 

with peers outside of the classroom.   
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Chapter Overview 

This chapter presents a summary of the findings, discussion of the results, and 

recommendations for further study. The first section reviews the purpose of the study, 

restates the research question and subquestions, and summarizes the major findings. It 

contains a review of the methods used and discusses the findings in light of the related 

literature. The final part of the chapter provides recommendations for further research 

and courses of action that higher education and law school administrators can take to 

improve the first-year experience for first-generation Hispanic law students. 

Conclusions  

The purpose of this study was to determine whether variables identified from 

previous studies on higher education retention, attrition, and student development at the 

undergraduate and graduate school level are applicable to the first-year experiences of 

first-generation, Hispanic students enrolled in a typical Juris Doctorate Program at a 

public institution. The main research question was to determine which factors first-

generation Hispanic law students, selected for this study, perceived as affecting 

successful completion of their first year of law school. The study also sought to answer 

the following subquestions:  

1. What are the pre-matriculation factors that may have influenced or affected the 

progress of these first-year law students?  
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2. What are the program factors that may have influenced or affected the progress of 

these first-year law students? 

3. What are the financial factors that may have influenced or affected the progress of 

these first-year law students? 

4. What are the personal factors that may have influenced or affected the progress of 

these first-year law students? 

The factors affecting successful completion of the first year of law school were 

determined by analyzing student responses from face-to-face interviews, pertaining to 

their experiences in the Juris Doctorate program. The results below indicate that program 

factors, personal factors, and financial factors had the most affect on first-generation 

Hispanic law student success. Very few pre-matriculation variables, except for 

background writing and research skills, impacted first-year progress. Further, an 

unexpected finding was that the interviewees did not believe that their undergraduate 

GPA and LSAT score directly affected their progress during the first year.  

Summary Results: Program Factors 

Fifty-eight percent of first-generation Hispanic respondents believed that program 

requirements were not applicable to the succeeding during the first year of law school. 

However, almost all of the interview respondents complained the law school orientation 

negatively impacted their first-year progress. Further, some interviewees argued that the 

lack of diversity among faculty and peers, cold uncaring or cerebral faculty personalities, 

and high expectations from professors negatively influenced their success. A majority of 

the interviewees also agreed that commuting and parking issues negatively affected their 

first year. 
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The perceived program variables that at least 50% of the first-generation survey 

respondents positively influenced the first-year progress of first-generation Hispanic law 

students included academic mentoring (65.1%) and academic advisement (51.1%). The 

majority of the interview participants found that faculty relationships, law school 

study/support groups, academic mentoring, academic advising, and the Law School 

Society Program positively impacted progress during the first year. Nevertheless, some 

interviewees felt the law school lacked diversity among faculty advisors and that it was 

difficult to relate to socioeconomically advantaged peers. 

Summary Results: Financial Factors 

Cost of law school (65.1%) and personal finances (60.4%) were reported by at 

least fifty percent of the first-generation Hispanic survey takers as negatively affecting 

their first year of law school. The interviewees confirmed that cost of law school and lack 

of income or personal finances had negative influences in the first year. Further, the 

interview respondents stated that they struggled with the poor information about 

financing law school, lack of need-based financial aid, higher tuition costs, tuition 

deregulation, and increased use of educational loans and accumulation of debt.  

Forty-five percent of the survey respondents who were first-generation indicated 

that financial assistance positively affected their first year. Further, the low amount of 

undergraduate education debt had a positive impact for many interviewees as they went 

into the first year. Those interviewees who were married had less difficulties with the 

costs of law school; and one participant, who relied on his family’s business to pay his 

tuition and fees, had no stress associated with paying for law school. 
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Summary Results: Personal Factors 

At least 50% of the survey participants denoted that procrastination (88.4%), 

stress (84.1%), and anxiety (83.7%) had a negative influence on first-year progress 

among Hispanic law students who are first in their family. While the researcher originally 

did not anticipate these findings, stress and anxiety and their negative affects were 

interrelated to many aspects of the interviewees’ first year, including orientation, 

classroom interactions, final exams, academic performance, and paying tuition and fees. 

Only two of the interviewees admitted that they experienced procrastination, which was 

caused primarily by discouragement they felt because they lacked an understanding of the 

first-year environment.  

Since most of the interviewees were first generation, they were disadvantaged 

compared to their peers when it came to understanding important law school cultural 

issues including test-taking, casebooks, studying, instructional methods, and the 

importance of grades. While everyone was proud of their Hispanic identity and sought it 

out whenever possible, a majority of the interview participants struggled with a law 

school culture that was dominated by White, male faculty; competitiveness; 

overemphasis on individual performance; systems that provided unfair benefit to 

socioeconomically advantaged students; and other stereotype threats that negatively 

affected academic and social integration.  

Persistence (74.4%), family support (67.4%), motivation (65.1%), and age 

(53.5%) positively affected the success of first-generation Hispanic law students. The 

interviewees received extremely positive messages about the value of education and 

believed that family members provided crucial emotional, motivational, and financial 
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support. Two of the interview respondents mentioned instances of how their age 

positively affected their maturity level and professionalism but sometimes negatively 

impacted their interactions with peers outside of the classroom. 

Summary Results: Pre-matriculation Factors 

 The two pre-matriculation variables that were found to positively impact first-year 

progress of Hispanic law students who are first in their family to attend law school 

reported by at least 50% of the survey respondents included writing skills (65.1%) and 

research skills (55.9%). The interviewees, however, conveyed a different story. All of 

those respondents believed that they had gained excellent writing and research skills from 

their undergraduate education. Yet upon starting law school they struggled with the legal 

research and writing course as well as their law school exams. Again, a primary reason 

for this was because all but two had no previous knowledge of the proper legal writing 

and research techniques.  

Discussion  

Hispanic law school applicants have significantly lower LSAT scores and 

undergraduate GPAs compared to White applicants (Wilder, 2003). In addition, there 

continues to be concern about the ability of minority law students to complete the first 

year, graduate, pass the bar exam, and ultimately obtain legal employment. Although the 

national first-year law school attrition rate has hovered between ten to eleven percent 

over the past five years (American Bar Association Section on Legal Education and 

Admissions to the Bar, 2008), “[f]ewer applicants, lower admission and matriculation 

rates into law school, higher attrition rates during law school, and lower bar passage rates 

constrict the pipeline into the legal profession for students of color” (Hynes & Armstead, 
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2006, ¶ 11). The Law School Admissions Council (2008a) also noted that “[n]o single 

minority group in the United States accounts for more than 4% of the lawyers in the 

United States” (¶ 1). 

Researchers have suggested a range of variables that contribute to the success or 

failure of undergraduate or graduate students towards program completion including age, 

gender, ethnicity, family background, family income, parent’s education, marital status, 

family responsibilities, family support, outside encouragement, employment, educational 

costs, student debt load, financial aid, and expected earnings, high school GPA, 

undergraduate GPA, undergraduate major, standardized test scores, quality of institution, 

previous graduate education, program curriculum, faculty interactions, study skills, 

absenteeism, educational attainment goals, professional aspirations, employment 

aspirations, non-academic faculty interactions, peer interactions, extracurricular 

involvement, and community involvement (Bean, 1980; Brink, 1999; Bui, 2002; Iijima, 

1998; Kallio, 1995; Oldfield & Hutchinson, 1996; Olivas, 1999; Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1991; Pike & Saupe, 2002; Rhode, 1999; St. John, 1990b; St. John, 2001; Schleef, 2000; 

Somers, Hall, Cofer, & Vander Putten, 2000; Tinto, 1982, 1993). Institutional 

characteristics (Astin, 1975; Bean, 1980), program characteristics (Reynoso & Amron, 

2002; Stricker, 1994; Watson, 2001), and availability and types of mentoring and 

advising opportunities (Kelly & Schweitzer, 1999; Luna, 1998) are additional variables 

that must be considered in a study of graduate and professional school persistence. 

Finally, researcher have previously identified additional variables affecting law school 

success including first-year grades, final exams, and selection onto law review (Gulati, 

Sander, & Sockloskie, 2001; Ippolito, 2001). 

 298



 

 Previous persistence studies on undergraduates and graduate students also 

included other categories such as psychological variables (e.g., ability to deal with stress 

and anxiety, levels of stress and anxiety, and personality traits), stereotype threats, 

curriculum (e.g., teaching methods, assessment processes, and core knowledge), and 

student development variables (e.g., identity development and cognitive development). 

They were originally excluded from the list of potential variables affecting first-year law 

school progress for the study population. Most previous models of graduate and 

professional student persistence determined that financial variables were the most 

important (Andrieu & St. John, 1993; DeAngelis, 1998; Girves & Wemmerus, 1988; 

Millet, 2003; Liseo, 2005; Lovitts, 1996; St. John, 2001). However, through the course of 

conducting the pilot study for the survey, these variables were repeatedly mentioned by 

respondents. Although originally unexpected, the choice to include them in both the 

survey instrument and interview questions proved extremely helpful in reconstructing the 

first-year experience of first-generation Hispanic law students. 

The first stage of the research study implemented a web-based questionnaire. 

Questions were grouped into a logical sequence that solicited responses to the questions 

associated with demographics, academic background, law school admissions, law school 

academics, law school involvement, financial information, and program issues. An email 

invitation was extended to 169 Hispanic, full-time students enrolled at the study 

institution during the fall of 2006. Three email solicitations over a six-week period during 

the fall of 2006 yielded 73 completed surveys. The forty-seven questions and 

subquestions were tabulated, converted to percentages, and put into table format. The 
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analysis of the survey data helped to identify emerging themes to be further investigated 

during the one-on-one interviews with the researcher.  

The second stage of the study consisted of individual interviews with ten 

purposefully sampled individuals classified as first-generation, Hispanic second-year or 

third-year law student during the spring of 2007. Each interview participant was asked to 

complete two one-hour interviews with the researcher regarding demographic and 

background information, pre-law school academic and work experiences, the admissions 

process, and academic and social integration into the law school environment. After each 

interview, verbatim transcripts were created to aid the researcher using the tape 

recordings and interviewer notes. The data from each interviewee’s survey submission 

and interview transcript were organized around the main research question and four 

subquestions guiding the study. 

 This study found that the interviewees struggled with the format of the single, 

end-of-course final examination and the grading curve. In fact, the average first- and 

second-semester GPAs of both the survey and interview participants were below the 

study institution’s established curve. This exam format conflicted with the respondents’ 

cultural need for warm, communal environments that were focused on people rather than 

numbers or structures (Hernandez, 2000). It also creates unwanted stress and anxiety due 

to the lack of knowledge about format and the competition associated with the grading 

curve. ABA-accredited law schools should consider administering a mid-term and a final 

examination for all first-year courses. First, this method would help first-generation 

Hispanic students to understand the exam format and how to answer the questions. 
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Second, implementing a mid-term and a final will reduce the pressure and shock 

especially since many entering students come straight from an undergraduate program.  

The interviewees also indicated that they did not possess the various academic 

skills needed for success during the first year including reading and briefing cases, 

outlining and studying for final exams, and proper legal research and writing when they 

entered. These findings similar the conclusions reached by Reynoso and Amron (2002) 

and Hurtado and Carter (1997) regarding the struggles first-generation Hispanics had 

acclimating to college or law school. The results from this study also consistent with 

previous research associated with stereotype threats that determined that Hispanic 

students may score comparable to White peers on standardized tests but then 

underachieve academically during the first year (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Interviewees 

also complained that the law school orientation did not meet many of these needs and that 

peer mentor groups covered these topics too late into the semester. Law schools should 

provide a programs to help ensure that every incoming student, including first-generation 

Hispanics, have an equal playing field.  

One developmental program that law schools should offer to first-generation 

students is mandatory or optional discussion sections, or supplemental instruction, similar 

to those used for undergraduate courses. According to Tinto (1998), discussion sections 

can offer better opportunities to interact and develop effective learning strategies that 

improve academic performance. Discussion sections, taught by peer mentors or teaching 

assistants, can help first-generation Hispanic law students acquire the proper academic 

skills including class preparation, studying, note taking, and outlining as well as the 

ability to perform legal analysis that many of their White or socioeconomically 
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advantaged peers already come prepared with upon entry. Another benefit is that 

discussion sections can be included in the course schedule with each first-year course. 

Entering students participating in the program would register for their classes and sign up 

for a discussion section associated with each course.  

A second preparation program that law schools should consider offering is a 

summer pre-law school experience program to newly admitted first-generation Hispanic 

and other disadvantaged students. Research has found that residential pre-college summer 

bridge or transition programs are an effective tool in improving first-year college success 

of incoming high school students (Ackermann, 1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 

Eligible students would enroll in a series of for-credit classes during the summer before 

the fall semester designed to help them get accustomed to the law school culture and 

prepare them to succeed in their remaining first-year courses. Topics should include 

introduction to the U.S. legal system, logical reasoning, technical writing, and a 

traditional academic course associated with the first year. Offering this program during 

the summer allows a more extended period to aid these students’ development and reduce 

the pressure of trying to learn new academic skills at the same time of taking a full, long 

semester course load. Law schools, if possible, should make sure the program is free and 

offer summer housing to academically at-risk, low income, and first-generation students.  

This study found that academic advising and academic mentoring, for the most 

part, positively influence first-generation Hispanic law student progress during the first 

year. Previous studies on both undergraduate and graduate student point out that advising 

and mentoring are essential services in creating effective academic and social integration 

(Campbell & Campbell, 1997; Kelly & Schweitzer, 1999). One concern the interviewee 
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participants expressed was not encountering a diverse faculty. Law schools need to make 

sure they are recruiting and supporting faculty members who have similar experiences 

and backgrounds to the students they teach. They should also make sure diverse faculty 

are frequently teaching first-year courses and offered incentives to provide mentorship 

and academic advising to students of color, especially first-generation students. Contact 

between faculty advisors and law students could be further enhanced by regular meetings 

on a schedule agreed upon by the mentor and the mentee.   

 Survey and interview participants in this study overwhelmingly reported that 

stress and anxiety negatively affected their first-year law school progress. Coping with 

stress and anxiety during the first year of law school can be extremely difficult. Many 

first-generation Hispanic students, are entering undergraduate and graduate schools, 

completely foreign environments, and soon become uncomfortable or overwhelmed 

(Pritchard & Wilson, 2003; Sogunro, 1998). As was the case with some interview 

respondents, they developed an inferiority complex, felt that they didn’t belong, and 

ultimately suffered academically and socially.  

Unchecked stress and anxiety can be detrimental to a first-generation Hispanic 

law student’s physical and mental health in addition to their academic success, as was the 

case with three of the interviewees. It is important that the law school provide 

information about the warning signals for stress and where students can go if they are 

feeling stressed or anxious. All faculty members and administrative staff should be 

trained to watch for warning signs and serve as a non-judgmental resource and advocate 

for students throughout the first year of law school. In addition, “if students try strategies 

for coping and still experience the negative aspects of stress, then faculty should 
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encourage students to seek professional counseling or therapy” (Whitman, Spendlove, & 

Clark, 1986, p. 2).  

This study also found that faculty interactions, primarily through the Society 

Program and the in small group classes, positively affected the first-generation Hispanic 

law student participant’s progress during the first year. Some research suggests that 

classroom size directly impacts faculty-student interactions, peer-to-peer interactions, and 

academic performance especially during the first year (Bolander, 1973; Feldman, 1984). 

In addition, previous research has confirmed that Hispanic students prefer educational 

environments that focus more on group rather than individual performance and allow 

collaboration within the classroom community (Losey, 1995). Law schools should 

consider reducing the size of all first-year law school courses. This could be achieved by 

requiring law professors to offer two sections of the same first-year course instead of just 

one large section. In addition to techniques for reducing class sizes, law school faculty 

need to put greater emphasis on collaborative educational techniques to help make the 

first-year experience for Hispanic students more personal and less competitive. Creating 

more manageable classroom sizes and developing coursework that encourages group 

effort can help to reduce stereotype threats inherent in the law school curriculum and 

minimize perceptions and faculty are too cerebral or cold.   

 Cost of law school, law school debt, inadequate financial aid opportunities, and 

lack of clear information during the admissions process about paying for law school 

negatively affected the study participants. First-generation Hispanic law students need to 

be provided clearer information about paying for law school including implications of 

borrowing, effect of bad credit, and available financial aid. All law school applicants 
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should be required to complete a workshop or on-line training session such as the 

“Financing a Legal Education: Investing in Your Future” video (Law School Admissions 

Council, 2008b) tracked either by each law school applied or centrally through the 

LSDAS.  

Further, law schools should provide greater levels of need-based financial aid 

including scholarships and fellowships to reduce a first-generation Hispanic law reliance 

on educational loans and help alleviate stress. Increased need-based aid has been found to 

improve the retention and persistence of minority students who are less receptive to 

taking out loans (DeAngelis, 1998; Paulsen & St. John, 2002). State and national bar 

associations and advocacy groups should create a comprehensive, publicly searchable 

database of public and private sector funding opportunities for law school. Finally, many 

of the interviewees explained that they were planning a career in public service, so the 

assumption that they would later earn enough to pay the back the loans and not be overly 

burdened financially was a myth. Law school should also offer loan repayment programs 

for first-generation law students who either choose or are forced to take a public interest 

attorney position after graduation.  

Another recommendation for public law schools is to create and support pre-law 

school preparation programs for underrepresented ethnic groups at feeder public 

undergraduate institutions within the state. The interview findings demonstrated that the 

two students who participated in a Pre-Law Preparatory Program (PLPP) at their 

undergraduate institution had greater advantage during the admissions process and 

increased familiarity with the law school environment. The effectiveness of this program 

is due primarily to the use of actually law school faculty members to teach the academic 
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classes and staff trained as law school admissions officers to teach the remaining aspects 

of the program. Another important component of the program is providing a stipend that 

allows students, especially first-generation and low income Hispanic participants, to 

remain focused on the program and not have to worry about getting a summer job.   

 The results from the survey showed there were some distinctions in the issues 

affecting the first year progress of non-first generation Hispanic law students and those 

who were first-generation. Law school administrators should track the retention and 

attrition rates of first-generation Hispanic law students as well as first-generation students 

from other ethnic groups. This information can be essential for law schools, state and 

national bar associations, and state and federal governments in understanding the pipeline 

into legal education. In addition, law schools should consider entrance and exit interviews 

with all law students, but especially first-generation students, to gather valuable feedback 

for improving the first-year experience. It is important for law school and university 

administrators to understand the specific factors affecting first-year progress. Further, law 

schools in coordination with state bar associations should track the bar passage rates of 

first-generation Hispanic law students.   

Suggestions for Further Research and Action 

 The following are recommended areas of research that can increase the 

understanding of the first-generation Hispanic law student and improve the factors that 

contribute positively to success during the first year.  

1. An investigation should be conducted to determine the value of preparatory 

programs, such as the Pre-Law Preparatory Program, on the retention and success 

of first-generation Hispanic law students. 
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2. It is recommended that a study examining faculty and peer mentoring programs 

be conducted at multiple public ABA-accredited law schools to determine their 

effectiveness in improving first-generation Hispanic law student first-year 

progress.  

3. It is recommended that more funding opportunities, such as need-based 

scholarships, grants, and loan repayment programs, are made available to all first-

generation Hispanic law students 

4. All ABA-accredited law schools should be required to track first-generation 

college student and first-generation law student status through administrative 

records.  

5. It is recommended that a study be conducted to specifically examine the 

connection between the stereotype threats and individual stress, anxiety, and other 

psychosocial responses encountered by first-generation Hispanic students 

specifically within the law school context.   

6. All admitted, first-generation Hispanic law students should be offered a bridge 

program during the summer before entering the first year. In addition to receiving 

information about the law school environment, the program should provide every 

incoming student with information on legal reasoning and writing, proper study 

techniques, reading and analyzing cases, and law school exams.  

7. It is recommended that all ABA-accredited law schools, state and national bar 

associations, and the Law School Admissions Council create web-based 

clearinghouses containing comprehensive lists of available funding opportunities 

from public and private sources.  
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8. All law school applicants should be required to complete an information session 

approved by the Law School Admissions Council explaining how to pay for law 

school and where to look for financial aid before being permitted to submit 

LSDAS reports.  

9. An investigation should be conducted to ascertain the effectiveness of law school 

orientations programs at multiple ABA-accredited law schools in improving the 

success of first-generation Hispanic law students.  

10. It is recommended that all ABA-accredited law schools, state bar associations, 

and the ABA’s Section on Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar collect 

separate data containing the bar passage rates of first-generation law students.  

Summary 

The Census Bureau estimates that there are more than 37 million Hispanics living 

in United States. Hispanics have a significant frequency of dropping out of high school, 

and only 11 percent complete high school and go on to attain a bachelor’s degree. Yet 

research has consistently shown that higher levels of formal education can significantly 

improve earnings, occupational choices, and quality of life (Pascarella & Terenzini, 

1991). The outcomes are not lost on state legislatures, education leaders, and scholars 

who spend a great deal of time trying to find ways to recruit, retain, and graduate 

Hispanic students from higher education. Additionally, the increasing emphasis on higher 

education participation is forcing students to seek advanced degrees to stay competitive 

in the workforce. 

Nevertheless, minority participation in graduate and professional schools still lags 

behind the majority (i.e., White) students (Wilder, 2003). In addition, the high attrition 

 308



 

rate among minority law students combined with a smaller pipeline of qualified 

applicants frustrates the efforts of law schools and the legal profession to improve 

diversity. While extensive research has been conducted on undergraduate Hispanic 

persistence and attrition, there have only been a few studies that explain the persistence 

behaviors of Hispanic students in American public law schools. The study of minority 

persistence in the law school setting is particularly important given the significantly 

higher salaries for law school graduates.  

This study added to the body of literature on law student persistence by 

complimenting previous quantitative studies with results from detailed interview 

narratives. While some findings may be limited to the study institution, the results 

provided a compelling understanding of first-generation Hispanic law student persistence 

based on accepted theories of higher education retention and attrition. Particular attention 

should continue to be paid to identifying and reducing ethnic stereotype threats specific 

to the law school environment and legal profession caused by a resistance to make 

fundamental changes to these systems. The conclusions and recommendations will help 

students, faculty members, and university administrators improve the first-year 

experience and develop best practices for successful degree completion and state bar 

passage.  
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Address line 1 
Address line 2 

City, State/Province Postal Code 
Email address.com 

 
Date 
 
Dr. Lisa Leiden, Ph.D. 
Director, Office of Research Support and Compliance  
P.O. Box 7426   Campus Mail  
Austin, TX 78713 
Lisa.leiden@mail.utexas.edu  
 
Dear Dr. Leiden: 
 
The purpose of this letter is to grant [insert name], a 
[graduate/undergraduate/student/researcher/professor] at the University of Texas at 
Austin permission to conduct research at [name of organization].  The project, “[name of 
project]” entails [describe research activities to be done at site for which you seek 
permission – describe who, what, where, when, how, # of subjects to be included and 
purpose of research].  [name of organization] was selected because [insert reason].  
[describe your relationship to organization].  [if results are to be shared with this 
organization – please state when and how this will occur].  I, [insert directors name] do 
hereby grant permission for [insert your name] to conduct [insert title] at [insert 
organizations name]. 
 
Sincerely, 
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Human Subjects Research Consent Form 
 
Title: Factors Affecting Success of First-Year Hispanic Students Enrolled in a Public 
Law School 
IRB Protocol: #2005-01-0022 
Conducted By: Erik D. Malmberg of University of Texas at Austin, (512) 587-2131 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. This form provides you with information 
about the study. The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and 
answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask questions about anything 
you do not understand before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely 
voluntary and you can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled. You can refuse to answer an interview question or stop your participation at any 
time by simply telling the researcher. 
 
The purpose of this study to determine whether commonly accepted foundational theories on 
higher education retention, attrition, and student development are applicable to the first-year 
experiences of Hispanic students enrolled in a typical Juris Doctorate Program at a public 
institution. 
  
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 
• Complete a pre-interview questionnaire and return it prior to the first interview 
• Meet with the investigator and six to seven additional third-year law students for an interactive 

group interviewing session (focus group)  
• Provide sensitive information about yourself including GPA and LSAT scores 
• Permit the focus group session to be recorded using standard audio cassettes.  
 
Total estimated time to participate in study is 30 minutes to complete the pre-interview 
questionnaire and 180 minutes for the focus group session.  
 
Risks and Benefits of being in the study 
• There is the risk of possible loss of confidentiality of participant responses, but procedures 

commonly used in qualitative research will be implemented to minimize this risk.  
• The findings from this study will aid in our understanding of law student characteristics, 

achievement, and success.  
• These findings have important implications for existing student development models and their 

role in defining graduate student development theories.  
• These findings will have implications for development of educational policies in the graduate 

and professional education context. 
• The study will also help in understanding of the impact of the legal education environment on 

the student. 
 
Compensation: Due to limited resources of the investigator and concerns about validity, no 
compensation will be provided as part of your participation in this study. However, the investigator 
at no cost will provide refreshments to you during each interview.  
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Confidentiality: The records of this study will be stored securely and kept private. 
Authorized persons from The University of Texas at Austin, members of the Institutional 
Review Board, and (study sponsors, if any) have the legal right to review your research 
records and will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law. 
All publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to identify you as 
a subject. Since this project will involve the use of audio recordings, please be aware 
that:  

(a) interviews or sessions will be audiotaped;  
(b) tapes will be coded so that no personally identifying information is 

visible on them;  
(c) tapes will be kept in a secure place;  
(d) tapes will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the 

investigator;  
(e) tapes will be erased after they are transcribed or coded.  

 
Contacts and Questions: 

If you have any questions about the study please ask now. If you have questions later or 
want additional information, call the researchers conducting the study. Their names, phone 
numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this page. 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact 
Clarke A. Burnham, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review 
Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, (512) 232-4383. 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study. I consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:___________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
___________________________________________________ Date: ___________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
Signature of Investigator:_______________________________ Date: __________________ 
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Human Subjects Research Consent Form 
 
Title: Factors Affecting Success of First-Year Hispanic Students Enrolled in a Public 
Law School 
IRB Protocol: #2005-01-0022 
Conducted By: Erik D. Malmberg of University of Texas at Austin, (512) 587-2131 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. This form provides you with information 
about the study. The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and 
answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask questions about anything 
you do not understand before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely 
voluntary and you can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are 
otherwise entitled. You can refuse to answer an interview question or stop your participation at any 
time by simply telling the researcher. 
 
The purpose of this study to determine whether commonly accepted foundational theories on 
higher education retention, attrition, and student development are applicable to the first-year 
experiences of Hispanic students enrolled in a typical Juris Doctorate Program at a public 
institution. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 
• Meet with the investigator on two separate occasions for interviews 
• Meet with the investigator on a third occasion to review the interview transcripts and provide 

feedback 
• Provide sensitive information about yourself including GPA and LSAT scores 
• Permit the interviews to be recorded using standard audio cassettes 
 
Total estimated time to participate in study is 120 minutes for the interviews and about another 
60 minutes to read and reflect on interview transcripts.  
 
Risks and Benefits of being in the study 
• There is the risk of possible loss of confidentiality of participant responses, but procedures 

commonly used in qualitative research will be implemented to minimize this risk.  
• The findings from this study will aid in our understanding of law student characteristics, 

achievement, and success.  
• These findings have important implications for existing student development models and their 

role in defining graduate student development theories.  
• These findings will have implications for development of educational policies in the graduate 

and professional education context. 
• The study will also help in understanding of the impact of the legal education environment on 

the student. 
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Compensation: Due to limited resources of the investigator and concerns about validity, no 
compensation will be provided as part of your participation in this study. However, the investigator 
at no cost will provide refreshments to you during each interview.  
 
Confidentiality: The records of this study will be stored securely and kept private. 
Authorized persons from The University of Texas at Austin, members of the Institutional 
Review Board, and (study sponsors, if any) have the legal right to review your research 
records and will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law. 
All publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to identify you as 
a subject. Since this project will involve the use of audio recordings, please be aware 
that:  

(f) interviews or sessions will be audiotaped;  
(g) tapes will be coded so that no personally identifying information is 

visible on them;  
(h) tapes will be kept in a secure place;  
(i) tapes will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the 

investigator;  
(j) tapes will be erased after they are transcribed or coded.  

 
Contacts and Questions: 

If you have any questions about the study please ask now. If you have questions later or 
want additional information, call the researchers conducting the study. Their names, phone 
numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this page. 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact 
Clarke A. Burnham, Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review 
Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, (512) 232-4383. 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study. I consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:___________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
___________________________________________________ Date: ___________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
Signature of Investigator:_______________________________ Date: __________________ 
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Focus Group Letter of Purpose 
 
Erik D. Malmberg 
1636 West 6th Street, Apartment A 
Austin, Texas 78703 
Date 
 
Dear Colleague: 
 
I am a doctoral candidate in the Higher Education program of the Department of 
Educational Administration at The University of Texas at Austin (UT Austin). The 
purpose of my research is to examine factors affecting the success of first-year law 
students nationally ranked ABA-approved law school who enrolled in fall 2004. This 
research study has been reviewed and approved by the Office of Research Support and 
Compliance and by the Department of Educational Administration at The University of 
Texas at Austin. 
 
This study consists of obtaining responses to questions concerning factors that affected 
student success and achievement in the Juris Doctorate (J.D.) program. To be eligible for 
participation in this study you must be a third-year law student in the J.D. program at the 
Law School of the Southwest as of fall 2005 and are the first in your family to pursue a 
postgraduate degree. If you meet these prerequisites, I would like invite you to participate 
in this study.  
 
The information gathered from responses to these questions may help to identify key 
factors affecting law degree progress at the Law School of the Southwest. Your frank and 
honest opinions in response to questions will be very helpful in gaining a better 
understanding of your experiences as a law student. You will be asked to complete a pre-
interview questionnaire and participate in one three-hour focus group session with the 
researcher along with seven other third-year students to learn more about your law school 
experience. The focus group session will be conducted during the month of [insert 
month] 2006. You will be asked to provide your input on setting the time, date, and 
location for the focus group. In addition, the results of this study will be sent to you if 
requested. 
 
The researcher will make every effort to maintain confidentiality of participants through 
accepting research practices; however it can never be guaranteed (e.g. theft or loss of 
computer files or audiocassettes). Only the researcher will know your identity, and the 
researcher will not release identifiable information regarding you or any other 
participants at any time. Names of research participants will be known only to the 
researcher. During the focus group session and transcriptions, the real names of 
participants will be referred to by pseudonyms chosen by the participant. Audiocassette 
tapes will be heard only by the researcher and will be erased after they are transcribed. 
Digital versions of the interview transcripts will be recorded on a password protected 
computer owned by the researcher. Upon completion of the research project, the 
transcripts along with all other research materials will be recorded onto a portable 
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electronic storage medium (CD-R). The electronic records will remain in the sole 
possession of the researcher for a period of two years beyond completion of the study. 
 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact me via phone or email 
(see below) to set-up a short meeting to discuss your participation and review the Human 
Subjects Research Consent Form. Questions and concerns about this research or its 
conduct should be addressed to me (or my faculty supervisor): 
 

Erik D. Malmberg Dr. Patricia Somers 
1636 West 6th Street, Apartment A 1 University Station Stop D5400 

Austin, TX 78712 Austin, Texas 78703 
(512) 587-2131 (512) 471-7551 
emalmberg@mail.utexas.edu psomers@mail.utexas.edu 

 
Thank you for your kind attention to this request. I hope you will give serious 
consideration to participating. Your opinions and experiences are essential to the 
completion of this study. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Erik D. Malmberg 
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Interview Letter of Purpose 
 
Erik D. Malmberg 
1636 West 6th Street, Apartment A 
Austin, Texas 78703 
Date 
 
Dear Colleague: 
 
I am a doctoral candidate in the Higher Education program of the Department of 
Educational Administration at The University of Texas at Austin (UT Austin). The 
purpose of my research is to examine factors affecting the success of first-year law 
students at a nationally ranked ABA-approved law school. This research study has been 
reviewed and approved by the Office of Research Support and Compliance and by the 
Department of Educational Administration at The University of Texas at Austin. 
 
This study consists of obtaining responses to questions concerning factors that affected 
student success and achievement in the Juris Doctorate (J.D.) program. Recently, you 
completed the First-Year Law School Experience Survey and expressed an interest in 
participating in the follow-up interview process. Your responses indicate that you are 
eligible, and I would like invite you to take part in this process. To be eligible for the 
follow-up interviews, you had to be a full-time law student who started in the J.D. 
program at the Law School of the Southwest in fall 2004 or 2005 and were the first in 
your family to pursue a law degree.  
 
The information gathered from responses to the interview questions may help to identify 
key factors affecting law degree progress at the Law School of the Southwest. Your frank 
and honest opinions in response to questions will be very helpful in gaining a better 
understanding of your experiences as a law student. You will be asked to participate in 
two one-hour interviews with the researcher to learn more about your law school 
experience. You will have the freedom to set the time, date, and location for the 
interviews. In addition, the results of this study will be sent to you if requested. 
 
The researcher will make every effort to maintain confidentiality of participants through 
accepting research practices; however it can never be guaranteed (e.g. theft or loss of 
computer files or audiocassettes). Only the researcher will know your identity, and the 
researcher will not release identifiable information regarding you or any other 
participants at any time. Names of research participants will be known only to the 
researcher. During interviews and transcriptions, the real names of participants will be 
referred to by pseudonyms chosen by the participant. Audiocassette tapes will be heard 
only by the researcher and will be erased after they are transcribed. Digital versions of the 
interview transcripts will be recorded on a password protected computer owned by the 
researcher. Upon completion of the research project, the transcripts along with all other 
research materials will be recorded onto a portable electronic storage medium (CD-R). 
The electronic records will remain in the sole possession of the researcher for a period of 
two years beyond completion of the study. 
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If you are still interested in participating in the follow-up interviews, please contact me 
via phone or email (see below) to set-up a short meeting to discuss your participation and 
review the Human Subjects Research Consent Form. Questions and concerns about this 
research or its conduct should be addressed to me (or my faculty supervisor): 
 

Erik D. Malmberg Dr. Patricia Somers 
1636 West 6th Street, Apartment A 1 University Station Stop D5400 

Austin, TX 78712 Austin, Texas 78703 
(512) 587-2131 (512) 471-7551 
emalmberg@mail.utexas.edu psomers@mail.utexas.edu 

 
Thank you for your kind attention to this request. I hope you will give serious 
consideration to participating. Your opinions and experiences are essential to the 
completion of this study. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Erik D. Malmberg 
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Survey Email Letter of Purpose 
 
Erik D. Malmberg 
1636 West 6th Street, Apartment A 
Austin, Texas 78703 
Date 
 
Dear Law School of the Southwest Student:  
 
I am a doctoral candidate in the Higher Education program of the Department of 
Educational Administration at The University of Texas at Austin (UT Austin). I am 
conducting a research study as part of my dissertation designed to identify factors 
affecting the success of first-year law students enrolled in public law schools.  
 
In an effort to help faculty, administrators, and higher education leaders better understand 
the law school experience, I am seeking your input regarding the first-year law school 
experience by completing this survey: [insert URL].  
 
In addition, eligible participants (determined by your responses to survey questions) who 
are selected to complete the follow-up interview process will receive a $50 GIFT 
CERTIFICATE. 
 
This survey will take approximately 15-20 minutes to complete. Every effort will be 
made to keep the information confidential, and I will not release identifiable information 
regarding you or any other participants at any time to anyone. This research study has 
been reviewed and approved by the Office of Research Support and Compliance and by 
the Department of Educational Administration at The University of Texas at Austin (IRB 
Protocol: #2005-01-0022).  
 
If you have questions regarding the study or this survey, please contact me at (512) 587-
2131 or by e-mail: emalmberg@mail.utexas.edu. Thank you very much for your 
participation.  
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Erik D. Malmberg 
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Pre-Interview Questionnaire  
 
Directions: Please read and then respond to the following 24 questions (this should take 
about 30 minutes to complete). The answers you do provide will aid in the interviewing 
process. Some questions may ask you to fill in the blanks, place an (X) or (N) in blank 
spaces or boxes provided, or circle the best answer. In other cases, you will be asked to 
provide short answers or free responses to questions. Please select or write the response 
that best fits your situation and recollection about the first-year law school experience.  
You may skip any question that you do not wish to answer.  
 
1. What was your age when starting the first-year of law school? _____ 
 
2. How would you describe your marital status during the application process to law 

school?  
 

___Single, never married   ___Married   ___Separated   ___Divorced   ___Widowed 
 

How would you describe your marital status during the first year of law school?  
 

___Single, never married   ___Married   ___Separated   ___Divorced   ___Widowed 
 
3. Has anyone else in your family gone to college? ___Yes   ___No 
 
4. What was your annual household income before entering law school (or you parents’ 

if you care claimed as a dependent)? $__________ 
 

What was your annual household income during the first year of law school (or you 
parents’ if you care claimed as a dependent)? $__________ 

 
5. What was your high school grade point average grade (GPA)?  
 

___4.0+   ___3.90-3.99   ___ 3.80-3.89   ___3.70-3.79   ___3.60-3.69   ___3.50-3.59 
___3.40-3.49   ___3.30-3.39   ___3.20-3.29   ___3.10-3.19   ___3.00-3.09   ___< 3.0 

 
What undergraduate institution did you attend? ______________________________ 

 
What was your undergraduate major? ___________________________ 
 
What was your grade point average grade (GPA) for your undergraduate degree?  
 
___4.0   ___3.90-3.99   ___ 3.80-3.89   ___3.70-3.79   ___3.60-3.69   ___3.50-3.59 
___3.40-3.49   ___3.30-3.39   ___3.20-3.29   ___3.10-3.19   ___3.00-3.09   ___< 3.0 

 
When did you graduate from your undergraduate institution? _______ 

 
6. How much money do you currently owe from previous higher education pursuits 

(including undergraduate and graduate)? $__________ 
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7. Did you have prior graduate education before beginning law school? ___Yes   ___No 
 

What discipline did you study? ___________________________  
 
How long did it take you to complete your program? ___years ___months 

 
8. Was there a gap from completing your undergraduate degree and attending law 

school? ___Yes   ___No 
 
9. How did you finance your undergraduate education? (Check all that apply)  
 

___Savings, Personal Funds, and other Self-Financing 
___Grant 
___Scholarship 
___Research Assistantship 
___Educational Loans 
___Work Study 
___Part-time Employment (while in school) 
___Full-time Employment (while in school) 
___Government Funded (including ROTC and GI Bill) 
Other (please specify) _______________________ 

 
10. What score (0-180) did you receive on the LSAT (Law School Admissions Test)?  
 

___180   ___176-179   ___ 173-175   ___170-172   ___166-169   ___163-165 
___160-162   ___156-159   ___153-155 ___150-152   ___ < 150 

  
11. How many law schools did you apply for admission? ____  
 

When did you apply to law school (approximate month and year)? _________ 
 

How many law schools were you admitted? ____ 
 

When did you find out you were admitted to this law school (approximate month and 
year)? _________  

 
12. Did you visit any of the law schools you were considering? ___Yes   ___No 
 

Did you meet with admissions staff? ___Yes   ___No 
 

Were you asked to complete an interview? ___Yes   ___No 
 
Did you meet with a faculty member? ___Yes   ___No 
 
Did you meet with currently enrolled students? ___Yes   ___No 
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13. Were you admitted to your first choice law school? ___Yes   ___No 
 
14. How were first year law school academic requirements communicated to you? 

(Check all that apply) 
 

___Information Packet/Folder 
___Law School Professor 
___Law School Orientation 
___Website 
___Other Students 
___Faculty Advisor 
___Email 
___University Orientation 
___Other (please specify) ___________________ 

 
15. Which financial options were used to fund your first year of law school? (Check all 

that apply) 
 

___Grant(s) 
___Federal Financial Aid(s) 
___Gift(s) 
___Personal Loan(s) 
___Savings 
___Scholarship(s) 
Other (please specify) ___________________ 

 
16. How many classes did you take during your first semester? ____ 
 

What were the titles of your classes? 
a. ______________________________ 
b. ______________________________ 
c. ______________________________ 
d. ______________________________ 
e. ______________________________ 

 
17. How many classes did you take during the second semester? ____ 
 

What were the titles of your classes? 
a. ______________________________ 
b. ______________________________ 
c. ______________________________ 
d. ______________________________ 
e. ______________________________ 

 
18. On average, how many hours per week did you spend preparing for class? ________ 
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On average, how many hours per week did you spend in the library? _________ 

 
On average, how many hours per week did you spend in the computer lab? ________ 
 
On average, how many hours per week did you spend in the class? __________ 

 
19. Do you have a dedicated space on campus to go to when not in class? ___Yes   

___No 
 
20. Did you participate in an academic peer support group during your first year of law 

school? ___Yes   ___No 
 
21. What was your GPA for the first semester of law school?  
 

___4.0   ___3.80-3.99   ___ 3.60-3.79   ___3.40-3.59   ___3.20-3.39   ___3.00-3.19 
___2.80-2.99   ___2.60-2.79   ___2.40-2.59   ___2.20-2.39   ___2.00-2.19   ___< 2.0 

 
What was your GPA for the second semester of law school?  

 
___4.0   ___3.80-3.99   ___ 3.60-3.79   ___3.40-3.59   ___3.20-3.39   ___3.00-3.19 
___2.80-2.99   ___2.60-2.79   ___2.40-2.59   ___2.20-2.39   ___2.00-2.19   ___< 2.0 

 
22. Did you ever visit other parts of the campus? ___Yes   ___No 
 

Did you participate in any campus-wide activities? ___Yes   ___No 
 
23. Do you participate in any community groups or activities? ___Yes   ___No 
 

What types of community activities were you involved? 
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 

 
24. How did each of the following factors influence your progress during the first year of 

law school? 
 

Positively   Negatively  N/A  
     Academic Advisement 
     Academic Mentoring 
     Age 
     Anxiety 
     Birth of Child 
     Change of Income  
     Commute to University  
     Cost of Law School 
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Positively   Negatively  N/A  
     Death of Family Member 
     Divorce/Separation  
     Employment 
     Faculty Relationships 
     Family Member Health/Injury 
     Family Obligations  
     Family Support 
     Financial Assistance  
     Gender   
     Involvement within the University  
     Lost Financial Aid 
     Lost Job/Employment 
     Marriage  
     Motivation 
     Other Obligations  
     Perfectionism 
     Persistence  
     Personal Finances 
     Personal Health/Injury  
     Procrastination 
     Program Requirements   
     Race 
     Research Skills 
     Stress  
     Support Groups (in academia) 
     Support Groups (outside academia) 
     University Bureaucracy 
     Writing Skills 
     Other (please specify)  

 
THANK YOU FOR PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY. PLEASE TRY TO MAIL 

THE COMPLETE QUESTIONNAIRE BEFORE YOUR INTERVIEW 
 

Erik D. Malmberg 
1636 West 6th Street, Apartment A 

Austin, TX 78703 
(512) 587-2131 
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Web-based Survey Instrument 
 
Introduction:  
 
Please tell us about your experiences during the first year of law school. The information 
from this survey will aid faculty, law school administrators, and higher education leaders 
in understanding and improving the first-year experiences of students enrolled in Juris 
Doctorate (JD) programs at public institutions. 
 
You will be asked questions about your first year of law school including the admissions 
process, classroom experiences, and extracurricular activities. Filling out the 
questionnaire takes about 15 minutes. In addition, eligible participants (determined by 
your responses to the questions) selected by the researcher to complete the follow-up 
interview process will receive a $50 GIFT CERTIFICATE for the University Co-Op. 
 
Your participation is entirely voluntary and you can refuse to participate without penalty 
or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled by clicking the “Decline” button on 
the next page. You can stop your participation during the survey at any time by clicking 
on the “Exit this survey” button in the upper-right corner. 
 
Privacy Statement: 
 
This research study is being conducted as part of a doctoral dissertation. It has been 
reviewed and approved by the Office of Research Support and Compliance and by the 
Department of Educational Administration at The University of Texas at Austin (see 
below). 
 
The researcher will make every effort to maintain confidentiality of participants through 
accepting research practices; however it can never be guaranteed (e.g. theft or loss of 
computer files or audiocassettes). The researcher will not release identifiable information 
regarding you or any other participants at any time. 
 
If you have any questions about the survey or if you have a disability that prevents you 
from completing the survey in this format, please contact Erik Malmberg at 
emalmberg@mail.utexas.edu. If you have questions about your rights as a research 
participant, complaints, concerns, or questions about the research please contact Lisa 
Leiden, Ph.D., Chair of The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for 
the Protection of Human Subjects, (512) 471-8871 or email: orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 
 
IRB Protocol: #2005-01-0022 
Conducted By: Erik D. Malmberg; 1636 West 6th Street, Apartment A; Austin, Texas 
78703 (512) 587-2131 
Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Patricia Somers; 1 University Station Stop D5400; Austin, TX 
78712 (512) 471-7551 
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*I have read the above information and consent to 
participate in the study. 

  
Accept 

  
Decline 

 
Directions: Please read each question carefully and select the applicable response. Some 
questions may require more than one answer. This survey also takes advantage of skip 
logic which tailors follow-up questions based on responses to a previous question. Please 
be aware that questions with an asterisk (*) will require an answer in order to activate the 
skip logic feature and better customize the survey based on your experience. 
 
1. In what year were you born?   
 
2. What was your age when starting the first year of law school?   
 
3. What is your gender? 
  
 Male 
 Female 
 Transgender 
 
4. What is your nationality? 
  
 U.S. Citizen/Permanent Resident 
 Foreign Student/International Student 
 
5. What is your father’s (or male legal guardian’s) highest level of formal education? 
  
 No high school 
 Some high school 
 High school diploma or GED 
 Some College, No Degree 
 Associate's Degree 
 Bachelor’s Degree 
 Graduate/Professional Degree 
 
6. What is your mother’s (or female legal guardian’s) highest level of formal education? 
  
 No high school 
 Some high school 
 High school diploma or GED 
 Some College, No Degree 
 Associate's Degree 
 Bachelor’s Degree 
 Graduate/Professional Degree 
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7. How would you describe your marital status during the application process to law 
school? 
  
 Single, never married 
 Married 
 Separated 
 Divorced 
 Widowed 
 
8. How would you describe your marital status during the first year of law school? 
  
 Single, never married 
 Married 
 Separated 
 Divorced 
 Widowed 
 
9. Were you a primary or secondary caregiver for a child or children in your household 
during the first year of law school? 
  
 Yes 
 No 
 
10. Were you a primary or secondary caregiver for another adult(s) in your household 
during the first year of law school? 
  
 Yes 
 No 
 
11. Did you graduate from a public or private high school located in the State of Texas? 
  
 Yes 
 No 
 
12. What was your high school grade point average grade (GPA)? 
      
 4.0+  3.40-3.49   
 3.90-3.99  3.30-3.39   
 3.80-3.89  3.20-3.29   
 3.70-3.79  3.10-3.19   
 3.60-3.69  3.00-3.09   
 3.50-3.59  < 3.0   
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13. When did you graduate from high school?   
 
14. Which undergraduate institution did you attend?  
 
15. What was your undergraduate major?  
 
16. What was your cumulative grade point average grade (GPA) for your undergraduate 
education? 
      
 4.0  3.40-3.49   
 3.90-3.99  3.30-3.39   
 3.80-3.89  3.20-3.29   
 3.70-3.79  3.10-3.19   
 3.60-3.69  3.00-3.09   
 3.50-3.59  < 3.0   
 
17. In what year did you graduate from your undergraduate institution?  
 
*18. Did you have prior graduate education before beginning law school? 
  
 Yes 
 No 
 
19. In what year did you complete your graduate degree?   
 
20. What was the discipline of your graduate degree?  
 
21. What score (120-180) did you receive on the LSAT?   
 
22. How many law schools did you apply for admission?   
 
23. When did you first apply to law school? 
      
Date of First Application  Month  Year 
 
24. How many law schools were you admitted?   
 
25. When did you find out you were admitted to the UT School of Law? 
      
Date of First Application  Month  Year 
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26. Please answer the following questions "Yes" or "No": 
     
a. Did you visit any of the law schools you were considering?   Yes  No 
b. Did you meet with admissions staff?  Yes  No 
c. Were you asked to complete an interview?  Yes  No 
d. Did you meet with a faculty member?  Yes  No 
e. Did you meet with currently enrolled students?  Yes  No 
 
27. Did you use the U.S. News and World Report law school rankings in considering 
which schools you applied? 
  
 Yes 
 No 
 
28. How were first year law school academic requirements communicated to you? 
(Check all that apply) 
  
 Information Packet/Folder 
 Law School Professor 
 Law School Orientation 
 Website 
 Other Students 
 Faculty Advisor 
 Email 
 University Orientation 
 Other (please specify)  
 
28. How were first year law school academic requirements communicated to you? 
(Check all that apply) 
  
School 1  
School 2  
School 3  
 
30. Was UT School of Law your first choice? 
  
 Yes 
 No 
 
31. How many classes did you take during your first semester of law school?  
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32. What was your GPA for the first semester of law school? 
      
 4.0  2.80-2.99   
 3.80-3.99  2.60-2.79   
 3.60-3.79  2.40-2.59   
 3.40-3.59  2.20-2.39   
 3.20-3.39  2.00-2.19   
 3.00-3.19  < 2.0   
 
33. How many classes did you take during the second semester of law school?  
 
 
34. What was your GPA for the second semester of law school? 
      
 4.0  2.80-2.99   
 3.80-3.99  2.60-2.79   
 3.60-3.79  2.40-2.59   
 3.40-3.59  2.20-2.39   
 3.20-3.39  2.00-2.19   
 3.00-3.19  < 2.0   
 
35. How many hours per week on average did you spend on the following activities 
during your first year of law school? 
 
 

 
1-5 

 
6-10 

  
16-20 

 
21-25 

 
26+ 

 
N/A 11-15 

Studying  
 

       

Library Research 
 

       

Using the Computer Lab 
 

       

Attending Classes 
 

       

Working  
 

       

Volunteering 
 

       

Law School Social Events 
 

       

Non-Law School Social 
Events 

       

Family and Personal 
Obligations 

       

Meeting with a Faculty 
Member 
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36. Did you participate in any of the following during your first year of law school? 
     
a. Law School Student Organization  Yes  No 
b. Campus-Wide Student Organizations or Activities  Yes  No 
c. Academic Peer Support/Study Group  Yes  No 
d. Community Groups or Activities  Yes  No 
 
37. Did you have any dedicated personal space on campus to go to when not in class 
during your first year of law school? 
  
 Yes 
 No 
 
38. How satisfied or dissatisfied were you with each of the following services during 
your first year of law school? 
 
 Very 

Satisfied 
Satisfied Dissatisfied Very 

Dissatisfied 
Did Not 

Use 
Academic Advising 
 

     

Student Bar 
Association 

     

Financial Aid Office 
 

     

Law Library 
 

     

Career Services 
Office 

     

Information 
Technology  

     

University Health 
Services 

     

Recreational Sports 
Facilities 

     

Law School 
Orientation 

     

 
39. Did you participate in the Texas Law Review write-on competition? 
  
 Yes 
 No 
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40. Were you selected as a member of any of the UT law journals following your first 
year of law school? 
  
 Yes 
 No 
 
41. What was your estimated annual household income (or your parent's if you are 
claimed as a dependent) before entering law school? 
      
 $0  $40,001-45,000   
 < $5,000  $45,001-50,000   
 $5,000-10,000  $50,001-55,000   
 $10,001-15,000  $55,001-60,000   
 $15,001-20,000  $60,001-65,000   
 $20,001-25,000  $65,001-70,000   
 $25,001-30,000  $70,001-75,000   
 $30,001-35,000  $75,001-80,000   
 $35,001-40,000  > $80,000   
 
42. How much money do you currently owe from your undergraduate education? 
      
 $0  $30,001-35,000   
 $1-$5,000  $35,001-40,000   
 $5,001-10,000  $40,001-45,000   
 $10,001-15,000  $45,001-50,000   
 $15,001-20,000  $50,001-55,000   
 $20,001-25,000  $55,001-60,000   
 $25,001-30,000  > $60,000   
 
43. How much money do you currently owe from your law school studies (exclude all 
debt from undergraduate and other graduate education)? 
      
 $0  $30,001-35,000   
 $1-$5,000  $35,001-40,000   
 $5,001-10,000  $40,001-45,000   
 $10,001-15,000  $45,001-50,000   
 $15,001-20,000  $50,001-55,000   
 $20,001-25,000  $55,001-60,000   
 $25,001-30,000  > $60,000   
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44. How did you finance your undergraduate studies? (Please check all that apply) 
  
 Savings, Personal Funds, and other Self-Financing 
 Parents 
 Grant 
 Scholarship 
 Research Assistantship 
 Educational Loans 
 Work Study 
 Part-time Employment (while in school) 
 Full-time Employment  
 Government Funded  
 Other (please specify)  
 
45. How did you finance your first year of law school? (Please check all that apply) 
  
 Savings, Personal Funds, and other Self-Financing 
 Parents 
 Grant 
 Scholarship 
 Research Assistantship 
 Educational Loans 
 Work Study 
 Part-time Employment (while in school) 
 Full-time Employment  
 Government Funded  
 Other (please specify)  
 
46. To what extent did the following factors positively or negatively affected your 
progress during the first year of law school 
 
 Positively Somewhat 

Positively 
Somewhat 
Negatively 

Negatively N/A 

Academic 
Advisement 

     

Academic 
Mentoring 

     

Age 
 

     

Anxiety 
 

     

Birth of Child 
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 Positively Somewhat 

Positively 
Somewhat 
Negatively 

Negatively N/A 

Change of Income  
 

     

Commute to 
University  

     

Cost of Law School 
 

     

Death of Family 
Member 

     

Divorce/Separation  
 

     

Employment 
 

     

Faculty 
Relationships 

     

Family Member 
Health/Injury 

     

Family Obligations 
  

     

Family Support 
 

     

Financial Assistance 
  

     

Gender  
 

     

Involvement within 
the University  

     

Lost Financial Aid 
 

     

Lost 
Job/Employment 

     

Marriage  
 

     

Motivation 
 

     

Other Obligations  
 

     

Perfectionism 
 

     

Persistence  
 

     

Personal Finances 
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 Positively Somewhat 

Positively 
Somewhat 
Negatively 

Negatively N/A 

Personal 
Health/Injury  

     

Procrastination 
 

     

Program 
Requirements  

     

Race/Ethnicity 
 

     

Research Skills 
 

     

Stress 
 

     

Support Groups 
(academic) 

     

Support Groups 
(non academic) 

     

University 
Bureaucracy 

     

Writing Skills 
 

     

 
*47. Did any of the following family member's attend law school (whether or not they 
graduated)? 
     
Mother  Yes  No 
Father  Yes  No 
Brother  Yes  No 
Sister  Yes  No 
Aunt  Yes  No 
Uncle  Yes  No 
Grandmother  Yes  No 
Grandfather  Yes  No 
 
*48. What is your current law school classification? 
  
 1L 
 2L 
 3L 
 

 340



 

Follow-Up (Interview Invitation): 
 
Based on your survey responses, I am pleased to inform you that you are eligible to 
participate in the follow-up interview process with the researcher. Those participants 
selected by the researcher who complete the two required interviews (each last 
approximately one hour) will receive a $50 gift certificate. The purpose of the interviews 
is to go into greater detail about your first-year law school experience. 
 
If you are interested in participating, please provide your name and contact information 
so that the researcher can set-up a face-to-face meeting. Please remember you are under 
no obligation to do so, and your name and contact information will remain strictly 
confidential. 
 
Name:  
Email Address:  
Phone Number:  
 
Conclusion: 
 
Thank for taking the time to respond to this survey. I hope to use the information 
collected to improve legal education for future students at The University of Texas 
School of Law and other public law schools. 
 
IRB Protocol: #2005-01-0022 
Conducted By: Erik D. Malmberg; 1636 West 6th Street, Apartment A; Austin, Texas  
78703 (512) 587-2131 
Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Patricia Somers; 1 University Station Stop D5400; Austin, TX 
78712 (512) 471-7551 
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INTERVIEW PROTOCOL AND QUESTIONS 
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Interview Protocol One 
 
 
Name________________________________ 
 
 
Research Question: 
 
What do candidates of a Juris Doctorate Program, selected for this study, perceive as 
factors affecting successful completion of their first year of law school? 
 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank you for agreeing to participate in my study. 
As I mentioned per our previous conversations, I am conducting research for my 
dissertation on law school and law students. Your input is invaluable in determining 
which factors affect successful completion of the first year of law degree. What I would 
like to do today is learn more about your background, undergraduate experience, and the 
law school admissions process. 
 
At any time during the interview, please let me know if you need more information or 
clarity about a question, or if you do not wish to answer a question. As you can see, I will 
be recording this interview, and I will also be taking notes that may also prompt 
additional follow up questions. I also plan to write up a transcript of our conversation, 
but your name will not be recorded or written with any of your answers. I will use a 
pseudonym in place of your name, and you may even choose what that name will be. 
Again, I will be the only person who is privy to our discussion.  
 
With that said, do you have any questions before we get started? 
 
 
First, I would like to ask you some questions about you and your background.  
 
1. Can you tell me a little bit about your family and your youth? When did you or 

your family come to the United States? Where did you go to school and what was 
it like?  

 
2. How important was education in your family? How did your family (parents, 

spouse, children, siblings, etc.) feel about you going to law school? Was your 
family supportive or unsupportive during your first law school? 

 
3. Did you have children or another adult(s) that you have to take care of? If so, how 

long have you been a parent or provider? Has this responsibility affected your 
first year in law school? 

 
4. How would you describe your undergraduate institution and experiences? Why 

did you choose to go there? What extracurricular and community activities were 
you involved in while you were in college? 

 343



 

 
Next, I would like to you think back to your decision to apply to law school.  
 
5. Why did you choose to apply to law school? 
 
6. Did anyone encourage you to pursue a law degree? What was their relationship to 

you? 
 
7. Did you read any literature about law school and law school admissions? How 

valuable were these texts? 
 
8. At the time you chose to go to law school, what were your expectations about the 

law school experience? 
 
Let’s move on to the law school admissions process.  
 
9. Can you describe to me the admissions process? How did you feel about it? 
 
10. What do you remember about taking the LSAT? How did you prepare yourself 

for the LSAT? 
 
11. How did you choose which law schools to apply? 
 
Tell me about the law school selection process.  
 
12. What factors do you think most influence the admissions committees’ decision to 

admit you? 
 
13. Why did you choose to pursue law school at this institution?  
 
14. During the admissions process to this law school what information did the law 

school provide you about the school and the program? If not mentioned, did they 
give you information about:  

 
Average Time to Degree  
Placement Rates Upon Graduation 
Completion Rate 
Financial Assistance Resources 
Research Opportunities  
Student Organizations 
Career Placement Resources 
 
University Health Center 
Counseling and Mental Health Center 
Recreational Sports Facilities 
Student Union 
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Student Bar Association 
Athletic Events 
Arts and Entertainment 
Law School Administrative Offices 
Student Financial Aid Office 

 
Finally, I would like to ask you some questions about your overall experience and some 
factors you think may have affected you during the admissions process. 
 
15. Overall, how do you feel about the law school admissions process? What things 

did you like the most? What things did you dislike the most?  
 
16. What would have made the admissions process a better one?  
 
17. What other factors (positive or negative) affected you during the admissions 

process? 
 
18. What are your educational, personal, and occupational plans after the completion 

of law school?  
 
It looks as if our time is about up for today. Is there anything that you would like to 
discuss either that you feel we did not cover in the interview or something you would like 
to add? Again I would like to remind you that all of your information will be treated 
confidentially, your transcript will be coded under the pseudonym we discuss and a 
transcript will be provided for your review if you so choose.  
 
As per our discussion earlier, I would like to meet with you a second time to discuss 
additional material regarding your first year of law school. I will be in touch soon to 
arrange a meeting that works with your schedule. If you need a copy of the transcript, I 
would be happy to provide you with one. I think you provided some great information. 
Thank you and I look forward to our next meeting.  
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Interview Protocol Two 
 
 
Name________________________________ 
 
 
Research Question: 
 
What do candidates of a Juris Doctorate Program, selected for this study, perceive as 
factors affecting successful completion of their first year of law school? 
 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank you for agreeing to participate in my study. 
As I mentioned per our previous conversations, I am conducting research for my 
dissertation on law school and law students. Your input is invaluable in determining 
which factors affect successful completion of the first year of law degree. What I would 
like to do today is learn more about your law school experiences once you arrived here. 
 
At any time during the interview, please let me know if you need more information or 
clarity about a question, or if you do not wish to answer a question. As you can see, I will 
be recording this interview, and I will also be taking notes that may also prompt 
additional follow up questions. I also plan to write up a transcript of our conversation, 
but your name will not be recorded or written with any of your answers. I will use a 
pseudonym in place of your name, and you may even choose what that name will be. 
Again, I will be the only person who is privy to our discussion.  
 
With that said, do you have any questions before we get started? 
 
 
First, I would like you to think back to the first few days and weeks of law school and 
reflect on your experience. 
 
1. Were you required to attend an orientation program or event prior to beginning law 

school? If so, what topics and information where covered during the 1L Orientation? 
If not mentioned, did they give you information about:  

 
Average Time to Degree  
Placement Rates Upon Graduation 
Completion Rate 
Financial Assistance Resources 
Research Opportunities  
Student Organizations  
Professional Associations 
Career Placement Resources 

 
University Health Center 
Counseling and Mental Health Center 
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Recreational Sports Facilities 
Student Union 
Student Bar Association 
Athletic Events 
Arts and Entertainment 
Law School Administrative Offices 
Student Financial Aid Office 

 
2. What was the first day of law school like? first week? 
 
3. Can you describe for me a typical day at law school?  
 
Next, I would like to ask you some questions about the curriculum and academic 
environment.  
 
4. What is a typical law class like? What classes did you take? What was it like in your 

legal research and writing class? 
 
5. What are some things you did to prepare for class? How did you study for finals?  
 
6. Do you have a faculty advisor? How was this person selected? How would you 

describe your relationship with your faculty advisor? What was your advisor’s 
ethnicity? How often did you meet with your faculty advisor? 

 
7. How did you feel about your grades? What impact do you think they will have on the 

rest of your legal education? What was the law review selection process like?  
 
Now, let us talk about your extracurricular and social activities.  
 
8. To what extent have you been involved with the institutional environment (i.e., 

student organizations, activities, and social events) during your first year of law 
school? 

 
9. Were you encouraged to join a student organization? Who encouraged you? 
 
10. What social events did the law school offer during your first year? Who sponsored 

these programs? 
 
11. Have been able during this first year to spend time on activities for your own personal 

enrichment? What activities did you choose? How much time were you able to devote 
to these activities?  

 
12. Do you have a peer mentor? How was this person selected? How would you describe 

your relationship with your peer mentor? What was your mentor’s ethnicity? How 
often did you meet with your peer mentor? 
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13. Did you make friends with you classmates? How would you describe your 
relationship with your peers? What types of activities do you all do together? 

 
Okay, I would now like to ask you some questions about paying for law school and 
financial aid. 
 
14. What information about paying for law school do you remember receiving during the 

admissions process? Who provided that information to you? 
  
15. How much financial aid did you receive during the first year? What affect did 

borrowing money have on you?  
 
Finally, I would like to ask you some questions about your overall experience and some 
factors you think may have affected your success. 
 
16. Overall, how do you feel about your first year in law school? What things did you 

like the most? What things did you dislike the most? 
 
17. What would have made your first law school experience a better one? 
 
18. What other factors (positive or negative) affected your progress towards completing 

the first year of law school? 
 
It looks as if our hour is about up. Is there anything that you would like to discuss either 
that you feel we did not cover in the interview or something you would like to add? Again 
I would like to remind you that all of your information will be treated confidentially, your 
transcript will be coded under the pseudonym we discuss and a transcript will be 
provided for your review if you so choose.  
 
As per our discussion earlier, I would like to meet with you to review the transcripts. I 
will be in touch soon to arrange a meeting that works with your schedule. If you need a 
copy of the transcript, I would be happy to provide you with one. I think you provided 
some great information. Thank you and I look forward to our next meeting. 
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