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any law school administrators
have begun the new year anxious about the future. Since
the financial crisis of 2008, the number
of law-school applications and LSAT takers has plummeted, while tuition costs
have continued to rise. Faced with the
probability of heavy student-loan debt,
a saturated legal market and stagnant
starting salaries for attorneys, some aspiring attorneys have decided that law
school is simply too risky an investment
and are looking elsewhere to begin
their careers.
The decrease in applications for admission and the low matriculation rates have
hit lower-ranked law schools particularly
hard. These schools have struggled to
compete for applicants and have decreased the size of their classes to maintain competitive admissions data. Even
Ivy League schools have been forced to
find creative solutions to contracting enrollment. Harvard Law School, for instance, has accepted more transfer
students–whose entering LSAT scores do
not have to be reported to publications
that rank law schools–presumably to
make up for shrinking tuition revenues.
Law schools face a dual threat: the
American Bar Association (ABA) and the
Department of Education (DOE). The
DOE is cracking down on law schools for
allegedly deceptive enrollment practices
just years after a string of lawsuits across
the country claimed that certain law
schools misrepresented employment
statistics for their recent graduates.
Last year, the DOE recommended that
the ABA lose its accreditation powers for
one year. Under pressure from the DOE,
the ABA has grown more aggressive, demanding that law schools come into
compliance with ABA admission standards or suffer potential reprimands,
sanctions, probation or worse. The ABA
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imposed a remedial plan on Ave Maria
School of Law to improve the school’s
admissions practices and bar-passage
rates. Then, in November 2016, the ABA
publically censured Valparaiso
University School of Law and placed
Charlotte School of Law on probation.
Despite the fact that Charlotte School
of Law remains accredited by the ABA,
the DOE announced in December 2016
that it was terminating that school’s access to federal student aid. In response,
students there have filed a federal classaction lawsuit alleging, among other
things, that the school and InfiLaw–its
parent company–misled them and misrepresented the scope and degree of
the school’s problems.
The blogosphere abounds with rumors about law-school closings. Indiana
Tech Law School is, in fact, shutting
down this June, and in 2015 the William
Mitchell College of Law merged with
Hamline University School of Law to offset costs and avoid shutting their doors.
In light of the foregoing, law schools
should be transparent about the condition they are in and the difficulties they
face, lest they find themselves the target
of lawsuits like the one filed against
Charlotte School of Law. The future of
law schools and the legal profession remains uncertain. We are in a transitional–and perhaps unprecedented–
moment. How legal administrators deal
with it may test not only their patience,
courage and leadership, but also the
long-term viability of legal education as
we know it today.
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