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Playing the Law School

Admissions Game

Timothy R. Verhoff

Want to know the secret of getting into
law school? It's simple: get a 4.0, ace
your LSAT, and join every worthy cause
and activity that you can. True, it's not
that difficult, but it is close. As more peo-
ple apply to Law School and their qualifi-
cations become better, the competition at
major law schools around the nation has
drastically increased. Having a parent
who is an alumnus of a particular law
school no longer spells probable accep-
tance to that school.

As times have changed, so have admis-
sion procedures. According to Mary
Duckwitz, a Law School Admissions staff
member, "In the early 60's and before,
admission procedure was much different.
If an applicant had a 'C’ average in col-
lege and was interested in the Law
School, he was admitted.’ Today, things
are much more complicated.

Admission decisions are now made
by the Admissions Committee, composed
of professors Gordon Baldwin, John
Kidwell, Walter Raushenbush and June
Weisberger. There are also two student
members who participate in policy deci-
sions but do not review applicant files.

Applications have a deadline of Febru-
ary 1, about seven months prior to the
desired enrollment date. According to
Gordon Baldwin, ""We start looking at the
applications as soon as they are com-
plete. It is useful to apply early because
at later times there is a deluge of applica-
tions that come in!"

As applications arrive, they are placed
into files containing the application form,
a record of residence, copies of college
transcripts, and a report of the appli-
cant's LSAT score. The completed files
are then turned over to the Admissions
Committee that makes an initial decision
to accept, reject or hold the applicant.

"When we get a file, we first look at
the cover, which has the applicant's
name and college. Then we use a formula
to predict the applicant’s first year law
school grades. In-state applicants whose
numbers yield a prediction that have an

84 or better are immediately accepted.
Non-residents whose numbers say they
will receive an 85 or better are accepted
immediately. Most of our applicants have
a projection of 83 and are placed on
hold,” said Baldwin.

There is a good reason so many appli-
cations are put on hold: today's competi-
tion is hard fought. In 1968 the Law
School processed 1047 applications. By
1990 that number almost doubled to 2700
applications. For the past two decades,
an average 658 applicants were admitted
and 984 applicants were rejected annu-
ally. The number of applicants rejected
reached an all-time high of 1957 last year.

Academic qualifications of the average
applicant have also increased in the past
few decades. The median college grade
point average of an incoming first-year-
student was 2.87 in 1969. Today, the
median G.P.A. has skyrocketed to 3.40.
Of those applicants accepted each year,
approximately half are residents and half
are non-residents. Traditionally, however,
only 20 to 30 percent of the students who
enroll each year are non-residents.

After a file is initially placed on hold,
it is redistributed to another member of
the Admissions Committee, and appli-
cants are notified of their status. As soon
as all applications have received an initial
review, the Admissions Committee mem-
bers sort through the applications placed
on hold. Each member is responsible for
reviewing a specific number of these
applications. And there is seldom any dis-
cussion of the applications between the
committee members.

""Bach member has a quota,’ said
Baldwin. "They fill that quota with a
great deal of discretion. Sometimes there
is a small amount of discussion between
one or two members of the committee.
These are usually hallway discussions or
they distribute files between each other
through the mailboxes. We just don't
have the time [to have formal meetings]
with 2700 applications to process.”

Files placed on hold are reviewed for

Prof. Gordon Baldwin

both academic and non-academic factors.
Several venues of an applicant’s career
are considered: grades, grade trends, let-
ters of recommendation, graduate study,
quality of the undergraduate institution,
writing samples, community service,
extra curricular activities, minority back-
grounds, parents who are alumni, and
other pertinent data.

""Extra activity is important, but it's
the quality of the activity that we look
for. We look at community activity, var-
sity athletic programs, professional expe-
rience and other non-quantifiable fac-
tors,"” said Baldwin.

Baldwin also noted that committee
members read every letter of recommen-
dation sent. But some letters have more
influence than others. "It depends on the
kind of letter. There are some letters
which show that the recommendor has a
pretty good grip on the applicant’s abil-
ity/’ he said.

Although the Law School does not
conduct personal interviews with appli-
cants, it does require each person to sub-
mit a personal statement on their applica-
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tion form. Two types stand out in
Baldwin's mind. The unusual and the
poorly written statements. "'Personal
statements that are ungrammatical and
have serious spelling or proofreading
mistakes can hurt a candidate,’ he said.
"I suppose the mistake that amuses me
the most is the letter that concludes, ' . .
and therefore I hope very much that The

University of Chicago will accept me for
Law School.! We get a lot of those,” Bald-
win added.

For applicants who think that having
a parent who graduated from of the Law
School guarantees their admission, think
again. Although it does carry some
weight, it is only one of many factors
considered. ""There is no question that it
is a relevant factor. We always consider if
the applicant has a Wisconsin connec-
tion. It makes you look twice or three
times before turning someone down, but
again it's one of the non-quantifiable
aspects.”

Having connections to the Law School
is particularly important for out-of-state
applicants. "Most of the non-residents
are applying to 5-6 other law schools. It's
useful to have something in a file indicat-

ing a serious interest in Wisconsin,’ Bald-
win admitted.

Even alumni who contribute heavily
to the Law School may find that their
children are not accepted. "When I look
at an application, I am blind. Sometimes
I don't know if the applicant is male or
female. Besides, I don't know who con-
tributes a lot of money. That information
is not available to me. You can't buy your
way in,’ Baldwin commented.

Another trend is the number of minor-
ity and women that are applying and
being admitted. This is largely a result of
the Legal Education Opportunities pro-
gram that gives special admission consid-
eration to those applicants who come
from traditionally disadvantaged back-
grounds. These applications are pro-
cessed first by the Legal Education
Opportunities Committee and then by
the Admissions Committee.

The number of L.E.O. applicants has
grown from 24 in 1968 to 189 in 1990.
The number of students accepted has
also grown from 20 in 1969 to 60 this
year. In the fall of 1990, 46 percent of the
accepted applicants enrolled. Female
enrollment is also on the rise. The num-
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ber of women at the law school has
grown from 22 in 1969 to 137 this year.
""The next class will be about 50 percent
men and 50 percent women,’ said
Baldwin.

Baldwin acknowledges that the
although the admission procedure is effi-
cient, it isn't perfect. "We need more
staff members,” he said. "We are pro-
cessing twice as many applicants as there
were three years ago. But we do have
Mary Duckwitz and Marilyn Johnson,
and they are as competent as any staff in
the country.”’

Baldwin has simple advice for people
who want to secure admission to the Law
School. "Get good grades in college and
do well on your tests. This is a hard
school to get into. We disappoint more
people than we please,’ Baldwin com-
mented.

Don't despair. It's not impossible to
get into law school in this competitive
day and age. "If you have the money, you
can go somewhere. Some Law School
will take you, but not a school as good or
as selective as Wisconsin!" Baldwin said.



