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ABSTRACT 

The legal profession is one of the least diverse in the country and reflects societies’ limits 

on access to power by certain ethnic groups. The disparate numbers of Black and Latina/o 

students in law school stems from a history of excluding these groups from legal education, in 

addition to system obstacles, including socioeconomic status, lower LSAT scores, and barriers to 

education.  

A long academic debate has asked why minority students are not successful in law 

school. The most prominent voice on this subject, Richard Sander, suggests that mismatch theory 

accounts for the lack of success on the part of Latina/o and Black students. Many scholars have 

rejected this notion, and cited that a hostile law school environment, along with stereotype threat 

and disparate treatment are the source.  

The purpose of the study was to examine the law school environment as perceived by 

Black and Latino/a students who were academically dismissed from law school. This study 

focused on the perceptions of the former students, as opposed to the institutional perspective, 

which is unique to this field of inquiry.  

This study was built upon Strange and Banning’s (2001) comprehensive ecological 

model on educational environments. Eight participants who were academically dismissed from 

law school and identified as Black or Latina/o were interviewed. Through analysis four themes 

emerged, experiences of stereotype threat, fight or flight used as a coping mechanism, isolation 

in the law school environment and culture, and perceptions of systemic betrayal and disparate 

treatment.  

Findings lead to implications for the stakeholders in legal education, including the need 

to examine unintended consequences resulting from the environment with no pedagogical 
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purpose. Finally, recommendations for students, faculty, administrators and the American Bar 

Association are discussed, including the need for additional collection of data on minority 

student academic dismissal, and improvement of teaching methods to include evidence-based 

pedagogy. The resulting themes offer insights and opportunities for individual law students and 

law schools to increase the retention of minority law students.  



 

 

1 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Since the founding of this country, lawyers have held a distinctive role in society as 

advocates, often giving a voice to those who have none. Additionally, lawyers play a unique role 

in governing with 59% of U.S. Presidents being lawyers (Gross, 2009). The lack of minority 

representation in the field limits the voices of minorities in the public arena considering the 

fundamental role lawyers play in leading, shaping change, and protecting civil rights in this 

country. Rights for voting, education, labor standards, and living standards in this country 

developed through legislatures and courts, by lawyers advocating change.  It is this distinctive 

advocate role, and involvement in change that makes diversity in the profession crucial. 

The lack of diversity in the legal profession stems from a lengthy history of exclusion. 

Like most education institutions in the United States, in the first half of the 20th century, law 

schools followed the doctrine laid out in the 1896 landmark Supreme Court decision, Plessy v. 

Ferguson, which made “separate but equal” the law of the land.  Under this doctrine, separate 

facilities for non-Whites were deemed constitutional (Plessy v. Ferguson, 1896). A few law 

schools, which are now called Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), developed 

for the education of minorities.  In 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court delivered the unanimous 

opinion in Brown v. Board of Education, overturning Plessy and the separate but equal doctrine. 

In this case, the court determined that separate education was not equal and urged that 

institutions change “with all deliberate speed.” (Brown v. Board of Education, 1955, pg. 301). 

Schools across the country were faced with required integration, and over time they made the 

commitment to increase diversity, not only to satisfy the law, but also to create a better education 

environment and to serve all communities in the United States.  
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The road to increasing diversity in schools and providing minority students with access to 

education has been a tumultuous one. Starting with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, affirmative 

action has been the primary method of reversing a history and culture of discrimination in this 

country. Since this time, schools have taken proactive steps to eliminate the effects of these 

historical practices and increase access. These proactive steps have manifested in a variety of 

policies including proactive recruiting, admissions, and retention efforts (Holzer & Neumark, 

2000). Proponents of affirmative action practices have shown that these practices are needed 

because without them, minority students have even less access to education (Antonovics & 

Backes, 2014; Card & Krueger, 2005; Hinrichs, 2010). Similarly, schools in states that have 

banned affirmative action have had to change their admissions criteria to maintain a diverse 

campus (Antonovics & Backes, 2014; Long & Tienda, 2010). Despite necessary changes to 

admissions processes, affirmative action is only one part of the solution to reversing a historical 

practice of discrimination and denying education to minorities. It is as important to look at the 

educational environment for students, and to remove barrier to their success, as it is to make sure 

that they have the opportunity to pursue education at higher levels.  

Statement of the Problem 

Over 50 years after Brown and the Civil Rights Act, Minority representation in the legal 

profession is severely lacking. A recent Washington Post article named law as the least diverse 

profession in the nation, falling behind architects, engineers, accountants and physicians (Rhode, 

2015). Of all attorneys 4.8% are Black and 3.7% are Hispanics (American Bar Association, 

2012). Similarly, the pipeline into the legal profession is equally unrepresentative, with minority 

law students, a term defined as American Indian, Alaskan Native, Blacks, Asian, Hispanic and 

those who report themselves as being two or more races, making up 26.9% of all law students 
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(American Bar Association, 2014). These statistics fall short when compared to the national 

demographics of which Blacks make up 13.1% and Hispanics 16.7% of the United States 

population (United States Census Bureau, 2010).  Table 1.1 provides ethnic demographic 

statistics for law school applicants over a ten-year period. Trends over time show that minority 

applicants are increasing, yet they are not proportional to national demographics. 

Table 1.1 

Ethnic Makeup of Law School Applicants from 2004-2013 

Year Black White Hispanic Total Minority 
Applicantsa 

Total 
Applicantsb 

2004 10670 64870 7960 27980 100600 
2005 10010 62560 7880 26590 95800 
2006 9340 58070 7400 24690 88700 
2007 9090 54180 7510 24330 84000 
2008 9430 52960 7780 25080 83400 
2009 9880 55110 7940 26010 86600 
2010 10330 54540 9160 28490 87900 
2011 10040 46180 9300 28330 78500 
2012 9390 42800 8810 26370 67900 
2013 8510 37850 8310 24210 59400 
a Includes graduates who identify as American Indian/ Alaskan Native, Asian/Pacific Islander, 
Black/African American, Caucasian/White, Hispanic/Latino, Puerto Rican 
b Final end-of-year counts of applicants to ABA-approved law schools  
(Law School Admission Council, 2013b) 
 

Despite increasing numbers of minority applicants, those who apply to law school are not 

admitted at a proportional rate. Over the past ten years, the number of Black students who have 

matriculated to law school has increased from 6.8% to 9.7% of all law students (Law School 

Admission Council, 2013c). In spite of this positive shift, these figures still fall short of 

proportional representation to national census data. Similarly, Hispanic and Latino representation 

amongst law students has increased from 5.3% in 2004 to 10% in 2013 (Law School Admission 

Council, 2013c). Although this increase in representation may be due to better practices, it 

should also be noted that the numbers of all individuals applying to law school has decreased 
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sharply. In the past year, 6.2% fewer people took the LSAT. This decrease in test takers follows 

a 13.4% drop in the 2012-2013 school year, and a 16.2% drop in 2011-2012 (Law School 

Admission Council, 2014b). The relative increase in minorities matriculating to law school may 

in part be the result of law schools attempting to reach admission goals, rather than a concerted 

effort to diversify the profession.  

Scholars point to the overuse of the Law School Admissions Test (LSAT) as part of the 

reason for the disparity in law school demographics (Haddon & Post, 2006; Jolly-Ryan, 2012; 

Lustbader, 2012; Olivas, 1999). Schools typically place heavy weight on an applicant’s LSAT 

score in the admissions process, despite its documented moderate ability to predict first year 

success in law school (Stilwell, Dalessandro, & Reese, 2011). This reliance has largely been 

propagated by U.S. News and World Report, which uses LSAT statistics to determine school 

rank (Lustbader, 2012). In law admissions even one point can have an impact on a student’s 

admissibility (Edwards, 2006; Kidder, 2001). Historically, Black and Puerto Rican test takers 

have the lowest mean LSAT scores, falling 10 and 14 points below their White counterparts 

(Law School Admission Council, 2012). Table 1.2 reports the mean LSAT scores for Black, 

Hispanic, White and Puerto Rican test takers. Puerto Ricans were not included in 

Hispanic/Latino because their scores are markedly lower.  

Table 1.2 

Mean LSAT Scores by Ethnicity 

 (Law School Admission Council, 2012) 
 

 2009 – 2010 2010 – 2011 2011 - 2012 
 Mean Score n Mean Score n Mean Score n 

White/Caucasian 152.86 79,799 152.77 69,056 152.80 56,947 
Black/African American 142.04 14,585 141.87 13,502 141.84 11,453 
Hispanic/Latino 146.43 9,264 146.25 8,157 146.32 7,213 
Puerto Rican 138.37 2,347 138.51 2,073 138.05 1,860 
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 Admission to law school does not guarantee becoming a lawyer. Despite a lack of data on 

retention and persistence of minority students in law school, according to testimony from 

Professors Richard Sander and Richard Lempert in a 2006 briefing before The United States 

Commission on Civil Rights, Black students are two and a half times more likely to not complete 

law school than their White counterparts (U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2007). Sander 

(2004), one of the few scholars to empirically research the achievement gap between minority 

students and their White counterparts in law schools, provides statistics showing that half of all 

Black law students are in the bottom ten percent of their class. Similarly, 19.3% do not finish law 

school within five years (Admission Council National Longitudinal Bar Passage Study, 1998). 

Annually, law schools are required to fill out a questionnaire about their institution and submit it 

to the American Bar Association, which accredits law schools. In the questionnaire, law schools 

must disclose admission, enrollment, retention, financial aid, and fiscal data. Although this 

annual questionnaire solicits numerical data on students who are academically dismissed, it does 

not ask for the ethnic breakdown of those who are dismissed. The lack of gathering this type of 

data has left a huge gap in understanding the retention problem for minority law students. Table 

1.3 shows this disparity for completion of law school and bar passage rates for minority students, 

according to a 2013 study, which looked at limited data from a 1998 bar passage study. 

Table 1.3 
Law School Graduation and Bar Passage by Ethnicity 
  White/Caucasian Black/African American Hispanic/Latino 

Graduation (%) 92 81 87 
       Adjusted (%) a  89 87 

Pass Bar first time (%) 92 61 75 
       Adjusted (%) a  80 80 
Pass Bar ever (%) 97 78 88 

       Adjusted (%) a  89 94 
Observations (n) 22,608 1,874 1,294 

a  Figures are adjusted for academic credentials. 
(Williams, 2013, p. 181) 
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Sander’s 2004 article on the achievement gap and affirmative action created an academic 

storm, causing scholars to publish articles about whether affirmative action was the cause of 

some of the disparate outcomes for minority students. Sander argued the achievement gap 

between Black and White law students results from what he calls mismatching.  This concept 

suggests that ethnic minority students are accepted into schools that they are not qualified to 

attend, and therefore cannot compete with their peers who are qualified (Sander, 2004). The 

implication of adopting mismatch theory into admission policy translates to fewer minority 

students admitted to law school, because White students will generally out-qualify their minority 

counterparts.  

In response to Sander’s study, several scholars published critiques of his theory and 

methods (Barnes, 2007; Harris & Kidder, 2005; Jackson, 2012; Kahlenberg, 2011; Sterling & 

Smith, 2011; Williams, Sander, Luppino, & Bolus, 2011). Scholars argued, most notably, the 

concept of hostile environment, which translates into added stress for minority students, was 

missing from Sander’s analysis. Factors that comprise hostile learning environments include, 

direct discrimination, stereotype threat, microaggressions and racial unevenness (Barnes, 2007; 

Evensen & Pratt, 2011; Feingold & Souza, 2013; K. R. Johnson & Onwuachi-Willig, 2005). 

Although the stress resulting from hostile law school environments has been a significant 

topic of discussion (Allen & Solorzano, 2001; Barnes, 2007; Deo, Allen, Panter, & Daye, 2010; 

Feingold & Souza, 2013; Johnson & Onwuachi-Willig, 2005), there is a noticeable gap in 

empirical research focusing on how the law school environment impacts retention and 

persistence of minority law students. Additionally, there is a lack of empirical research on the 

environmental factors that affect minority students who are academically dismissed. Examining 

these issues assists in understanding the experiences of minority law students in the law school 
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environment. Exploring how the law school environment affects minority students who are 

unsuccessful aids in developing solutions to these issues and benefits law school administrators 

and professors, who are striving to understand how to provide access to education, and perhaps 

more importantly work toward the goal of diversifying the legal profession.  This research 

provides valuable information for all components of legal education, including admissions, 

curriculum, programming, orientation, and strategic planning.  

Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this phenomenological case study was to explore the impact of the law 

school environment on Black or Latina/o students who were academically dismissed from law 

school. In essence, this study served as an exit interview for the participants. Most research in the 

area of minority law students has explored the perspective of the institution, the profession, and 

maintaining certain benchmarks of quality, such as grade point averages, LSAT scores, bar pass 

rates, and numbers of minority lawyers. Although these are valuable topics, this study switched 

focus from the institution of law and legal education, to the experience of the student in the legal 

education system. Shifting focus from the institution to the individual provides a valuable 

perspective.  

Research Questions 

This research was guided by the following overarching research question: 

What are the experiences of minority law students who were academically dismissed at 

the conclusion of their first year of law school?  

Sub-questions explored students’ perceptions of the factors that led to their dismissal, 

students’ views on their law school experience and eventual dismissal, and what impact the law 

school environment had on minority students who were academically dismissed.  
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Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual, or theoretical framework, provided the underlying foundation for 

studying a phenomenon (Camp, 2001). This framework provided a way of looking at the 

experiences of minority students who were academically dismissed from law school (Butin, 

2009). The conceptual framework also helped the researcher to make sense of the findings from 

this study, and to provide a scaffold around which the research was built (Smyth, 2004). “The 

framework is a research tool intended to assist a researcher to develop awareness and 

understanding of the situation under scrutiny and to communicate this” ( Smyth, 2004p. 9). The 

conceptual framework used in this study provided a foundation for exploring issues of academic 

dismissal in relation to the law school environment.  

Strange and Banning’s (2001) comprehensive ecological model on educational 

environments was used to frame this study. The model served to explain how various aspects of 

educational environments shaped students’ experiences, which ultimately lead to their success or 

failure in their educational endeavors (Strange & Banning, 2001). The model explains how the 

four components of human environment inform the three hierarchical purposes of the learning 

environment. When viewed collectively, the environment can be evaluated to determine if the 

environment is more active and positive or negative and stressful (Strange & Banning, 2001). 

The model suggests a comprehensive way of evaluating factors that may impact whether 

students reach their academic goals. Strange and Banning (2001) describe four components of 

the human environment; specifically, the physical component, the aggregate component, the 

organizational component, and the constructed component.   
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The Physical Component 

The physical dimension of human environments includes synthetic and natural feature 

components. Natural features include “geographic location, terrain, climate, and weather” and 

synthetic features include “light, density, noise, temperature, air quality and aesthetics” (Strange, 

2003, p. 299).  These physical features of the campus affect the behavior of those in the 

environment and dictate the daily lives of students. For example, a large stadium-style classroom 

with limited mobility of the furniture and space does not easily enable smaller group discussions. 

The physical characteristics of this type of classroom dictate a unidirectional form of 

communication from the teacher to the students and vice versa (Strange, 2003).  Strange and 

Banning (2001) further explain, “it is the transactional (or mutually influential) relationship 

between the human and nonhuman elements in the behavior setting that shapes behavior” (p. 19). 

In essence, the physical components of learning environments provide non-verbal 

communication to students, which affects behavior, provides a foundation for learning 

interaction on campus, and gives a feel to the school. The physical component of environment 

was examined in this study by asking participants to reflect on the nature of the physical aspects 

of their law school and the impact it had on their experience.  

The Aggregate Component  

The aggregate component refers to the role that human characteristics play in forming the 

environment. The nature of the aggregate environment is reliant on the attributes of the people in 

it and “these human characteristics influence the degree to which people are attracted to, satisfied 

within, and retained by those environments” (Strange & Banning, 2001, p. 35). The attributes of 

the people who make up the environment can be examined from a variety of perspectives and 

categorized into several groups. Strange and Banning look to Clark and Trow’s (1966) 
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development of four subcultures, including, academic, collegiate, vocational, and non-conformist 

to categorize institutional identity and characteristics of students. Similarly, Astin (1993) 

examined student’s activities to determine characteristic groupings of students, which lead to 

eight delineations including, scholars, social activists, artists, hedonists, leaders, strivers, 

uncommitted students, and no types students. Finally, another attribute characterization model 

examined by Strange and Banning was the  Myers Briggs (1995) personality typology. This 

model outlines several personality dimensions, including, extraversion or introversion, sensing or 

intuition, thinking or feeling, and judgment or perception. Environments that contain similar 

types are shown to be consistent and those that fit in the dominant groups will be most stable 

within the environment.  

Factors such as an individual’s ethnicity may play a large role in one’s experience of the 

environment. Because individuals may have different characteristics in physical features, 

experiences, culture, and worldview, they may be less stable in an environment that contains a 

different ethnic majority. Person-environment congruence refers to the fit between the 

environment and the person. This concept suggests that individuals that vary greatly from the 

dominant groups on campus are likely to follow one of three paths. They are likely to seek a new 

congruent environment, attempts to remake the environment they are in, or try to adapt their 

behavior to fit the current environment (Strange & Banning, 2001). The human aggregate 

component of the environment was examined in this study by asking participants about the 

demographics of their law school, the type of people within the environment and the impact the 

human aggregate had on their education. 
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The Organization Component  

The third component, organizational structure, refers to a system by which the 

environment operates, achieves goals, and allocates resources. Organization impacts multiple 

levels of the environment, from student groups organizing events, to syllabi guiding the 

progression of a course, or the budget by which law school resources are used. These functions 

of the environment effect behavior and process. Dynamic environments describe an 

organizational design that is flexible and encourage change. Conversely, static environments 

resist change.  

Successful educational environments are “dynamic with less stratification, centralization, 

formalization and efficiency, yet they are more complex and emphasize quality” (Strange, 2003, 

p. 303). Complexity refers to the specialization and subunits within the system and the amount of 

expertise needed in the environment. The way in which power is distributed in the system refers 

to the centralization. The more highly centralized a structure, the more the power structure is 

concentrated. Formalization speaks to the rules that govern the organization and the extent to 

which they are explicit and heavily enforced. The more explicit or enumerated, and a higher 

level of enforcement, translates into a more formalized organization. Stratification refers to the 

statuses and reward levels within the system. Strange (2003) explains “higher stratification, for 

example, might be apparent in a classroom where the distance between the students and the 

instructor is maintained by formal titles and formal academic authority” (p. 304). Typically, the 

more highly stratified a structure, the less mobility is possible for those in the environment. 

Finally, production is defined by the quantity or quality of service or products and efficiency 

reflects cost reduction of the organization’s functionality. In this study, the organizational 
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component of the participants’ law schools was examined by exploring the participants’ 

recollections and reflections on the system under which their law school operated.  

The Constructed Component  

The constructed component of human environment refers to the collective perceptions of 

the environment. Strange and Banning (2001) explain, “perceptual, or socially constructed, 

models of the environment recognize that a consensus of individuals who perceive and 

characterize their environment constitutes a measure of environmental press, [climate or 

culture]” (p. 85). These measures in turn affect behavior on campus. Environmental press is 

developed through the perception of a certain orientation of an educational environment. For 

example, if a good number of students report that students on campus spend the majority of their 

time studying in the library, there is a press towards academic achievement in this environment. 

Social climate is comprised of three dimensions including relationships, personal growth, and 

change. These aspects of social climate affect behavior and the constructed component of 

environment. Finally culture, or the assumptions, beliefs, and values of the group shape the 

environment.  

Bean and Eaton’s (2000) psychological model of student retention focuses on self-

assessment as a key attribute, which will help students to adapt to an educational environment. 

Other attributes such as coping abilities, self-efficacy, and locus of control shape how the student 

experiences the environment. The constructed component of human environment is the final key 

to understanding the dynamics within the educational environment which law students’ 

experience.  This component was explored in this study by asking participants to explain their 

perception of the environment, through their relationships, personal growth, and understanding 

of the environment.  
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Significance of the Study 

The legal profession is the least diverse White-collar profession in the United States 

(Hull, 2014). Children born in the United States today are 50.4% non-White (United States 

Census Bureau, 2012) and Whites are projected to become a minority group by the year 2042 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). Inadequacies in the education system and the pipeline to the legal 

profession play a critical role in this dilemma and this area of deficiency provides a starting point 

for addressing this problem (Evensen & Pratt, 2011). Understanding factors that lead to minority 

students failing to obtain a law degree can help in understanding the complex system 

contributing to the lack of diversity in this field.  Ultimately, improving the diversity of the legal 

profession will not only improve the profession itself by bringing new voices and perspectives to 

the practice and process of law, but it will serve to give all ethnic groups a place in the governing 

class (Wald, 2011). A more representative profession will lead to giving minority groups a 

greater voice in law, politics, and society.  

Bringing about change in diversifying the legal profession should begin with a focus on 

the education system because it is this system that constructs some of the first roadblocks. Past 

research and literature about the diversity in the legal education system has focused around 

affirmative action, LSAT scores, bar pass rates and numerical data (Evensen & Pratt, 2011). 

Those who have written on these topics often do not conduct empirical studies to explore the 

problem, rather they use descriptive data to support their claims. Several authors have written 

about the lack of timely and reputable data available in this area (Evensen & Pratt, 2011; 

Mccune, Soto, Weaver, & Hobbs, 2013; Williams, 2013). This study provides qualitative data in 

the area of retention and persistence of minority students in law school by examining the 
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experiences of minority students in the law school environment who were academically 

dismissed.  

Researcher Positionality Statement 

As I pursued my education, the number of minority students who did not finish school 

always shocked me. Later, as an administrator, I realized that academic dismissal often prompted 

these departures. Now, in considering the small numbers of minority students at the institutions I 

attended, these facts and figures disturb me even more. The effects of racism in our country has 

manifested in fewer minority students having access to higher education, which has resulted in 

fewer minorities in the higher echelons of society. This is particularly true in the legal field, 

which is my field of work. 

As a law student, I felt a new level of scrutiny and pressure due to my ethnicity as a 

biracial woman, which I had not felt at any other time in my education. I was highly aware that 

my LSAT score was below the published medians of the law school I attended, and it was 

painfully obvious that my ethnicity played a role in my admission to the school. This feeling was 

reinforced one night at a social event, when a fellow White male law student suggested that I was 

an affirmative action admit and that I did not belong in law school. Although his comments were 

an overtly hostile act, my time in law school was riddled with incidences and reminders that I 

was an outsider and did not belong.  

As I reflect back on my time in law school, I recognize the shame, secrecy, and self-

esteem diminishment that I experienced. It took years to reconcile these feelings, and it was not 

until I started working in the law school that I realized that nearly all minority students who 

attend a predominantly White institution feel this way. As an administrator and teacher, I see 

these students shrinking into the shadows as their posture deteriorates, their confidence 
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diminishes, and their spirits fizzle out. I teach a bar exam preparatory course for third-year law 

students just before they graduate. Many of the minority students who take the class have 

transformed from ambitious and outgoing students when I met them at their first-year 

orientation, to downtrodden and disgruntled students by the time they enter my class. While it is 

obvious that each of these students has the ability to be very successful, it is equally apparent that 

the system of law school has taken a huge toll on them.  

Early on in my doctoral work, I read Sanders seminal article on mismatch theory. 

Although his work is provocative, I, like many other scholars noticed his dismissal of anything 

other than incoming indicators as a reason for the poor performance of some minority students. 

After reading Sanders’ article, I sought to understand how other environmental forces could 

impact a student’s success in law school, in order to expose the incompleteness of mismatch 

theory. This study sought to understand how the law school environment impacts minority 

students; specifically, through those who were not successful in this environment. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms are key to this study and are defined below. 

ABA. The ABA is an acronym for the American Bar Association, which is the law 

school accrediting body.  

Academic dismissal. According to ABA Standards 303, law schools must have clearly 

defined standards for good standing. Typically this manifests in a grade point average 

requirement that students must achieve to be eligible to continue with school. The grade point 

average requirements vary from school to school, and usually provide students with a 

probationary period to increase their grade point average before being dismissed. Academic 
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Dismissal refers to a law student who has been dismissed from school because they failed to 

maintain the required grade point average required by the school.  

Council of Legal Education Opportunity (CLEO). CLEO was founded in 1968 

through the ABA to assist minority and low-income students in gaining legal education 

opportunities. The organization provides a variety of programming and support, including a 

summer institute to prepare minority and low-income students for law school (Schwartz, 2014). 

Critical race theory (CRT). Critical race theory examines society and culture through 

race, law, and power. This theory suggests that racism is pervasive throughout social structures 

and focuses on a social justice outcome. 

HBCU. Historically black colleges and universities (HBCU) are institutions of higher 

education that were established to educate non-White individuals when they were not allowed to 

attend White institutions. Typically, these institutions were founded before 1964 and historically 

admitted students of all races (Smith, 1999). 

LGPA. LGPA refers to a student’s law school cumulative grade point average.  

Locus of control.  Locus of control refers to the extent a person believes they can control 

events that are affecting them. Internal locus of control refers to a belief that events that affect 

them can be attributed to their own actions. External locus refers to a belief that an individual has 

no control over events affecting them (Cadinu, Maass, Frigerio, Impagliazzo, & Latinotti, 2003). 

LSAT. The LSAT is an acronym for the Law School Admission Test, which is a half-day 

standardized test given four times a year. The vast majority of law schools require an LSAT 

score before admission to law school. Points on the LSAT range from 120-180 and test takers are 

measured in the areas of reading comprehension, analytical reasoning, and logical reasoning 

(Law School Admission Council, 2014a).  
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Microaggression. Microaggression is a term used to describe small acts of intolerance. 

Sue (2012), refers to them as “the brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, and 

environmental indignities, whether intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, 

derogatory, or negative racial, gender, sexual-orientation, and religious slights and insults to the 

target person or group (p. 5). For example, a woman changing sides of the street as she is 

walking to avoid oncoming Black men would be a microaggression.  

Persistence. Persistence refers to a student’s continual pursuit of a degree program, and 

ability to navigate the academic structure and persist in the pursuit of academic goals 

(Ehrenberg, 2013).   

Pipeline. Pipeline refers to the track or pathway to the legal profession. Often literature 

refers to breaks in the pipeline, where students are not retained, or they are not persisting. An 

example of a break in the pipeline is access to funding to attend college (Johnson, 2013).  

Predominantly White institution (PWI). Predominantly White institution refers to 

institutions of higher education in which the White student population is 50% or greater.  

Racism. Racism is a nebulous term that is typically used to describe a host of practices, 

beliefs, actions, and views. For the purpose of this research, racism is the practice of perpetuating 

racial supremacy of one ethnic group by either an individual, institution or cultural practices 

(Schwing, Wong, & Fann, 2013).  

Retention. Retention refers to a law school’s rate at keeping students, and may refer to 

efforts to increase this rate. Retention looks at the issue of law students achieving academic goals 

from an institutional perspective, rather than from a student’s perspective (Hunn, 2014). 

Self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is the extent of an individual’s belief in his or her own ability 

to complete tasks and reach goals (Christensen, 2009). 
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Stereotype threat. Stereotype threat is the social-psychological impact on a person, from 

negative stereotypes, which typically manifests in heightened stress. This stress can affect a 

student’s performance (Steele & Aronson, 1995). The typical illustration of stereotype threat is 

women performing worse on math exams when faced with the stereotype that women are bad at 

math.  

UGPA. UGPA refers to a student’s undergraduate cumulative grade point average. 

Summary 

 The lack of diversity of the legal profession poses a problem for this country when 

considering the important role the legal profession plays in society. The minimal presence of 

minorities in the profession comes from a variety of sources, including the legal education 

process. Some conclude that affirmative action is a source of the problem, yet others have shown 

that without affirmative action there would be far fewer minority attorneys.  

The environment within law schools may partially explain the issues with retention and 

persistence that are seen within the legal education environment. This study examined the 

experiences of first year minority students who were academically dismissed from law school in 

order to determine whether any environmental factors played a crucial role in their dismissal. 

This phenomenological case study operated under Strange and Banning’s comprehensive 

ecological model on educational environments to explore various aspects of the law school 

education environment that may have contributed to the participant’s dismissal. Findings from 

this study will inform legal educators about the environment in which students operate, and the 

study will illuminate areas for improvement for institutions, individuals and the profession. 

Chapter one provides a foundation for examining issues of academic dismissal of 

minority law students, illustrates the problem that is being addressed, and outlines the conceptual 
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framework for the research being conducted. Chapter two reviews the literature about learning 

environments, including the presence of microaggressions and stereotype threat within the law 

school environment. Chapter three outlines the research design for this, describes the 

phenomenological case study methodology, and methods used to collect and analyze data. 

Chapter four provides an in-depth description of the participants and the research setting. 

Chapter five provides the environment description and theme findings that emerged from the 

phenomenological case study data analysis. Finally, chapter six provides answers to the research 

questions, discussion on how the findings link to relevant literature, implications and real-world 

application to the various stakeholders in legal education, and recommendations for future 

research.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter provides a literature review of topics and studies surrounding the issue of 

learning environment and the experiences of minority students. It begins with a historical 

overview of segregated education and lack of access provided to minority students and 

elaborates on the impact of Strange and Banning’s four components of environment on learning. 

Literature on stereotype threat, direct discrimination, and microaggressions are explored to 

provide a foundation for understanding the type of environment students experience within the 

legal education system. Similarly, deficiencies in the literature are highlighted in these areas to 

show where this study illuminates the problem of academic dismissal of minority law students. 

This literature review seeks to “build bridges” between related literature topics, and integrate 

prior knowledge into this body of work (Creswell, 2013b, p. 28).  

History of Access to Legal Education 

 In 1850, John Mercer Langston, the first known Black applicant to an American law 

school, was informed that he could attend a New York school, if he agreed to “pass” as a 

Frenchman or a Spaniard. He rejected this offer and instead studied as an apprentice under a 

probate judge. He was admitted to practice law in 1854, and followed in a short list of Black 

attorneys in the country (Smith, 1999). Slowly, during the Civil War reconstruction era, Black 

students were admitted on a solitary basis to various northern schools or attended Black schools 

such as Howard University School of Law, founded in 1869. Legal education followed 

segregation laws that were enacted after the civil war, including the Plessy v. Ferguson decision 

in 1896, permitting racial segregation, and Jim Crow laws.  
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In the twentieth century, the American Bar Association, from which minorities were 

excluded as members until 1943, began to increase standards for admission into law schools 

(Smith, 1999). Although the official reason for the change in standards was to create a higher 

quality profession, key members stated that the actual purpose was to rid the profession of 

anyone who would “undermine the American way of life” (Smith, 1999, p. 42). The increased 

standards served to close many Black and evening institutions and reduce the numbers of Black 

lawyers in the country (Smith, 1999). The increasing standards tactic resulted in restricted access 

to education for minorities and would impact future generations (Smith, 1999).  

Historically, economic boundaries also served to limit access to legal education. In 1873, 

when legal education was transforming from apprenticeship learning to formalized law school, 

tuition was over one hundred dollars at schools such as Cornell and Yale. Although these schools 

historically enrolled one or two minority students during reconstruction, prior to the Jim Crow 

era, the cost of legal education was far out of the financial means of Black and Latino students 

(Smith, 1999). 

  Plessy v. Fergusson effectively ended the reconstruction era and ushered in the stauncher 

Jim Crow era. The separate but equal doctrine governing the education system in this country 

resulted in a 99% White legal profession for the majority of the twentieth century (Kidder, 

2003). Despite the ruling in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954, reversing the separate but 

equal doctrine, most law schools remained almost exclusively White late into the 1960s (Kidder, 

2003). The American Bar Association only began to track the ethnicity of law students in 1969, 

thus making tracking of Black and Latina/o law students, and lawyers prior to that time, very 

difficult (Kidder, 2003). As best as records show, of the 221,605 attorneys in 1950, only .65% 

were Black (Smith, 1982). Kidder (2003) reveals that “In the fall of 1965, Boalt, Michigan, New 
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York University (NYU), and UCLA had a combined total of four Black students, out of 4843, 

which, shockingly, is one fewer than the University of Mississippi (Ole Miss), where the law 

school begrudgingly enrolled five Black students in 1965 to avoid jeopardizing a substantial 

grant from the Ford Foundation (p. 9).  Not until the Detroit riots in 1967, and the assassination 

of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968, did law schools begin to admit minority students at a 

higher rate (Guerrero, 2002). 

 In 1965, Harvard developed a summer program to introduce Black college students to the 

legal field, and during that time, half of the Black students enrolled at Harvard Law came from 

this summer program. Similarly, in 1968, the Council of Legal Education Opportunity (CLEO) 

was founded as a part of the ABA’s effort to increase opportunities for minority and low-income 

students to attend law school (Reynoso & Amron, 2002). These programs were amongst the first 

efforts to take affirmative steps to provide legal education to minorities.  

Since the late 1960s, schools have taken proactive steps to eliminate the effects of 

historical segregation practices and provide access to minority students. These proactive steps 

manifested in a variety of policies, including being proactive in recruiting, admissions, and 

retention efforts. The courts have regulated these practices by outlining which practices are 

unconstitutional in the name of affirmative action, proclaiming that promoting diversity in 

admissions is acceptable as long as there are many factors considered in admitting an applicant 

(Grutter v. Bollinger, 2003). The affirmative action picture is ever changing. The first Supreme 

Court case to consider the constitutionality of these practices denied the use of quotas in 

admission practices (California v. Bakke, 1978). The latest in a long list of case to be handed 

down upheld Michigan’s constitutional ban of affirmative action for public institution (Schuette 

v. Coalition to Defend Affirmative Action, 2014).  
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The affirmative actions taken by law schools to increase minority and female enrollment 

resulted in an application boom in the 1970s, which brought on competitiveness in law school 

admissions. Prior to this increase, only a select few schools relied extensively on the LSAT in 

making admissions decisions. Schools that did, namely Ole Miss and Tulane, primarily adopted 

LSAT policies as a way to continue denying minority applicants admission to law school 

(Kidder, 2003). Most schools, at this time, relied much more heavily on UGPA to make 

admission decisions.  

With increased interest in law, more schools shifted their admissions decisions from a 

UGPA, to a LSAT focus, and increased their admission requirements. When this shift took place, 

minority applicants had to meet more stringent standards. Kidder (2003) explains, “at the 

University of Michigan Law School, the minority students in the entering class of 1971 had 

equivalent index scores to Michigan’s White male-dominated class of 1957” (p. 19). However, 

meeting these more stringent requirements did not mean equal access for minorities, because 

their White counterparts were, and still are, admitted at a higher rate. From 1976 to 1985, 65.9% 

of Whites were admitted to law school, compared to 44.6% of Blacks and 55.4% of Chicanos 

who applied. Table 2.1 depicts the acceptance rates for law school applicants from 2010 to 2013. 

It should be noted that although acceptance rates have increased for Black and Hispanic 

applicants, the number of applicants from these ethnic groups have remained relatively constant. 

The reason for the increased acceptance rate is due to the substantial decrease in White 

applicants, and the desire for Law Schools to meet class size goals (Stetz, 2014).  
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Table 2.1  

Acceptance Rate for Law School (and Total Applicants) 
  2013 2012 2011 2010 

White 83.99% (37,850) 83.22% (42,800) 77.78% (46,180) 75.93% (54,540) 
Black 54.88% (8,510) 51.76% (9,390) 45.92% (10,040) 45.30% (10,330) 
Hispanic 71.78% (6,450) 67.24% (6,990) 62.64% (7,280) 61.44% (7,210) 

(Law School Admission Council, 2013a, Law School Admission Council, 2013b) 
 

The effects of affirmative action are debated amongst scholars and proponents and 

opponents of affirmative action practices are vocal in their views. Some who argue against 

affirmative action suggest that the benefits from these policies are not extended to all minority 

groups equally (Espenshade, Chung, & Walling, 2004), or that minority students are being 

admitted to schools they are not qualified to attend (Sander, 2004), and using affirmative action 

practices stigmatizes those who benefit from these practices (Onwuachi-Willig, Houh, & 

Campbell, 2008). Despite these voices, proponents of affirmative action have shown that these 

practices are needed, because without them minority students have even less access to education 

(Antonovics & Backes, 2014; Card & Krueger, 2005; Hinrichs, 2010). Similarly, schools in 

states that have banned affirmative action changed their admissions criteria to maintain a diverse 

campus (Antonovics & Backes, 2014; Long & Tienda, 2010). Despite this necessary step to 

providing access to education, affirmative action seems to be only one part of the solution to 

reversing a historical practice of discrimination and denying education to minorities.  

Law School Admissions  

Since 1948, some form of an admission test has been utilized in determining admissibility 

of law school applicants. Currently, the LSAT has become the primary component of the law 

school application (Edwards, 2006; Haddon & Post, 2006; Kidder, 2001; Shultz & Zedeck, 

2011). Today, a good LSAT score can excuse a poor UGPA, but a stellar UGPA is less likely to 
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excuse a poor LSAT score. Applicants who have performed poorly on the LSAT are deemed 

inadmissible because the test suggests poor analytical ability, and thus a lack of capacity to 

achieve the grades needed to stay academically viable in law school (Edwards, 2006). 

The LSAT is comprised of five sections of 35 minutes each. These sections test logical 

reasoning, reading comprehension and analytical reasoning through multiple-choice format, and 

the test concludes with a writing sample, which is not scored. Test scores range between a 120 

and 180 point boundary, with 150.42 as the national average in 2012 (Law School Admission 

Council, 2012).  

Biannually, the Law School Admission Council conducts an LSAT validity study to 

examine the ability of the LSAT to predict student’s first-year performance in law school 

through a regression model. In the 2011-2012 addition of this study, 200 out of the 204 ABA 

accredited law schools participated by providing data about their students’ performance and 

incoming LSAT and UGPA predictors. Bias on the part of the researchers is not disclosed in 

these studies, despite the research entities extreme investment in the continued use of the LSAT. 

The Law School Admission Council, who conducts the validity research, is the same entity that 

administers the LSAT, and is financially sustained by the exam fees. These shortcomings in the 

research aside, LSAC shows a median correlation coefficient of 0.37 for LSAT score and first 

year LGPA in 2011 and 0.36 for 2012. In comparison, UGPA was found to have a correlation 

coefficient of 0.27 with first-year LGPA compared to correlation coefficients of 0.27 for 2011 

and 0.26 for 2012. Combined variables of LSAT score and UGPA were the best predictors of 

first-year LGPA with a 0.47 correlation coefficient for both 2011 and 2012. A perfect correlation 

would be represented as 1.0, or inversely, a perfect inverse correlation would be represented as -

1.0 (Morgan, 2013).  
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The LSAT/UGPA combination can only moderately predict a student’s performance in 

the first year of law school, thus leaving a large grey area, in the effectiveness of using the LSAT 

as a predominant factor in the admissions cycle (Leech, Barrett, & Morgan, 2011). Anderson 

(2008) goes as far as to say it is a weak indicator of potential academic performance, and no 

indicator of success in practice. Additionally, the court in Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) described 

the test as an imperfect tool that should be relied on less.  

Despite the moderate predictive ability of the LSAT, there are other factors that are not 

accounted for when considering the score associated with the applicant. In a 2001 study 

conducted at Boalt School of Law at Berkley, researchers found that despite regulating for 

UGPA, institution attended, and major, there was still a significant 9.1 point gap between White 

students and their Black counterparts, and a 7.0 point gap between Latinos and Whites (Kidder, 

2001). Anderson (2009) notes that “although they give the illusion of being a neutral 

measurement for comparison, LSAT scores are deeply entwined with privilege in our society (p. 

1011).  Anderson (2009) further notes that students who have the means, and come from a 

culture that pushes them to take a commercial LSAT preparatory course will do better on the 

test.  

When entering law school, minority students are aware of their lower LSAT scores and 

usually unaware of the moderate correlation between the LSAT and first-year performance. 

Kidder (2001) explains that the LSAT has “virtually no value as predictors of post-law school 

accomplishments and success” (p. 2). Although the LSAT is a moderate predictor of how 

students will perform in the first year of law school, it does not define a student’s success. 

Mismatch theory scholars suggest that affirmative action has a detrimental impact on minority 

students because they are admitted to schools for which they are unqualified to go to, and thus do 
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poorly academically (Grimm, Marknian, Maddox, & Baldwin, 2009; Jackson, 2012; Sander, 

2004; Sander & Taylor Jr., 2012). However, it is the perception of this mismatch that skews the 

experience of minority students. Scholars have long argued that taking affirmative action to 

admit students from underrepresented minority groups produces a debilitating stigma (Johnson, 

2011; Levine, 2006; Onwuachi-Willig et al., 2008; Wald, 2011). The stigma minority students 

experience derives from internal and external forces, meaning that they question their abilities to 

succeed and others around them questioning their belonging (Onwuachi-Willig et al., 2008). This 

dichotomous nature of the stigma adds to the law school environment, as experienced by 

minority students.  

Law School Environment  

 Law school has long been characterized as a hostile environment, particularly for 

minority students (Cassman & Pruitt, 2005; Deo, 2013, 2014, 2014; Deo, Woodruff, & Vue, 

2010; Feingold, 2011; Feingold & Souza, 2013; Owsley, 1997; Smith, 2011).  Ideally, the 

cutthroat nature of law school depicted in fictional pieces, such as the 1973 movie the Paper 

Chase and Scott Thurow’s book, One-L, would be a thing of the past. However, the education of 

lawyers, much like the law itself, is slow to change. Law school is still a highly competitive 

environment, in which the inaccessible and fear-producing Socratic method is used to parse out 

analysis based on case law, and still, too often, feedback on student learning only comes in the 

form of a final exam.  

 Hess (2002) outlines a good learning environment as one that provides support, is 

inclusive, engages the student, provides feedback, clearly outlines expectations and is an 

environment in which the student is respected. Unfortunately, law schools fall short of that type 

of environment. Incidents where students are not supported, questions are discouraged, 
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minorities are not included, feedback is given on a limited basis, and students are humiliated, 

happen too often within the law school environment (Cassman & Pruitt, 2005; Deo, Woodruff, et 

al., 2010; Fischer, 1996; Torrey, 2004). This type of learning environment ultimately results in a 

loss of autonomy and self-efficacy (Dunlap, 2008; Floyd, Griffin, & Sneddon, 2012; Krieger, 

2002; Schwartz, 2008). Through this environment, law students experience a steep decline in 

their mental health and self-esteem, including loss of intrinsic motivation, engagement and 

enjoyment (Sheldon & Krieger, 2004). 

  In addition to law school being a hostile educational environment, several studies have 

reported that the environment is also racially hostile, meaning minority students experience 

greater levels of stigma consciousness (Feingold & Souza, 2013). Some have described the 

experience as being a “guest in another’s house” (Hunt, 1996, p. 774), meaning students feel 

they “are not actually treated as legitimate members of the law school community” (Solorzano, 

Allen, & Carroll, 2002, p. 16). Despite the effort of many institutions to eradicate hostility, 

stigma consciousness, and a feeling of not belonging persists throughout the law school 

educational environment for many minority students. Feingold and Souza (2013) found that law 

minority students felt hostility derived from: 

personal interactions, the racial composition of students, faculty and administrators, the 

degree to which people of color are included in campus activities, the institution's 

commitment to diversity and pluralism, responsiveness to the needs and concerns of 

students of color, the breadth of courses offered, the general ideological disposition of 

members of the community, and the physical space (p. 84).  

Much of the hostility experienced by minority students in law school can be attributed to 

microaggressions and stereotype threat. Feingold and Souza (2013) combine these two 
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conditions into one term, racial unevenness. They suggest, “unevenness describes the presence of 

particular burdens that uniquely tax certain individuals in a given setting; other members of the 

community do not face these burdens” (Feingold & Souza, 2013, p. 72). In the current times, 

direct, explicit racist behavior may not be as common, because it is not socially acceptable. 

However, racist behavior, or, behavior that exhibits a “belief in the inherent superiority of one 

race over all others and thereby the right to dominance” is still prevalent (King, 1995, p. 285).  

Microaggressions  

Psychologist Chester Pierce first developed the concept of racial microaggressions. This 

term describes the subtle exchanges that often come in the form of unconscious comments, 

putdowns, or insults (Sue, 2010). Microaggressions can manifest in three forms: microassaults, 

microinsults, and microinvalidations (Sue et al., 2007). Microassaults refers to derogatory words 

or actions; microinsults describes insults that demean a person’s ethnicity; microinvalidations 

minimize the victim based on their ethnicity. Of the three, microassaults are the only overt 

intentionally hurtful actions (Torres, Driscoll, & Burrow, 2010).  

Many scholars cite these daily insults and reminders of inferiority as a factor in the low 

performance of minority students in law school (Allen & Solorzano, 2001; Deo, 2012, 2014; 

Deo, Allen, et al., 2010; Solorzano et al., 2002). These daily insults can result in minority-status 

stress, a documented additional stress that minorities face due to occurrences of 

microaggressions and stereotype threat (Greer & Brown, 2011; Meyer, 2003; Reeder & Schmitt, 

2013). Living with daily microaggressions has also been termed Mundane Extreme 

Environmental Stress (MEES). Solorzano et al. (2002) describe MEES as:  

Mundane, because this stress is part of our day-to-day experience and is so common that 

we almost take it for granted; extreme, because it has an extreme impact on our psyche 
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and world view, how we see ourselves, behave, and interact; environmental, because it is 

environmentally located, induced and fostered; stress, because the ultimate impact is 

indeed stressful, detracting and energy-consuming (Solorzano et al., 2002, p. 21).  

The daily occurrences of microaggressions within the law school environment results in minority 

students expending a tremendous amount of psychological energy to manage these incidences 

(Allen & Solorzano, 2001).  

Microaggressions can be actions such as a woman clutching her purse more tightly when 

a Black male walks by, or commenting on how articulate a minority student is (Solorzano et al., 

2002). Other examples include:  

“When I talk about those Blacks, I really wasn't talking about you.” 

“You're not like the rest of them. You're different.” 

“If only there were more of them like you.” 

“I don't think of you as a Mexican.” 

“You speak such good English.” 

“But you speak without an accent” (p. 74).  

Students begin to disengage from school when faced with these types of insults on a daily basis. 

Deo (2012) suggests that these students are not reaching their potential, and are being sidelined 

because of the minority-status stress and MEES. Torres et al. (2010) conducted a mixed-methods 

study of African American doctoral students and found that the most common microaggressive 

experiences amongst this group were “being treated like a criminal or second-class citizen, 

having one’s personal ability underestimated or ignored, and feeling isolated” (pp. 1092–1093). 

Additionally, they found that these microaggressions had a prolonged negative effect on the 

participants’ mental health (Torres et al., 2010).  
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Stereotype Threat  

The seminal researchers in the field of stereotype threat, Clause Steele and Joshua 

Aronson, first tested their hypothesis in 1995, in which they suspected they would find 

stereotypes impacting Blacks in their academic performance (Steele & Aronson, 1995). In their 

inaugural study, they informed a group of students they were to take an IQ test, and then 

measured the outcomes of the test based on race. They found that describing a test as an IQ test 

negatively impacted Black students’ performance much more than describing the tests as a group 

of puzzles. Implying that the participants’ cognitive ability was being tested evoked the 

stereotype of Blacks having inferior intellect, and as such, these students’ scores declined.  

Steele and Aronson (1995) defined stereotype threat as a social-psychological impact on 

a person, from well-known negative stereotypes. Additionally, they describe the phenomenon as 

a self-evaluative threat to individual experiencing the phenomenon (Steele & Aronson, 1995). 

Other scholars describe stereotype threat as a performance shift, due to the articulation or 

presence of stereotype beliefs in the environment, into which the student falls (Armenta, 2010). 

When boiled down to its simplest components, stereotype threat is a stressor (Allison, 1998; 

Clark, Anderson, Clark, & Williams, 1999; Inzlicht & Kang, 2010; Pascoe & Richman, 2009), 

and a shift in performance because of the stress (Inzlicht & Kang, 2010; Major & O’Brien, 2005; 

Miller & Kaiser, 2001).  

Other scholars describe the anticipation of dealing with being treated according to ones 

stereotype as a form of stereotype threat (Nguyen & Ryan, 2008), and some include anxiety in 

the definition (Stahl, Van Laar, & Ellemers, 2012). Consciously thinking of the stereotype at the 

time of the performance decline is not necessary for the threat to take place. It can be an 

unconscious experience (Stoet & Geary, 2012). The threat stems from a fear of confirming the 
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stereotype, or being judged based on the stereotype. This distracted thinking produces impaired 

performance (Brown & Day, 2006; Désert, Préaux, & Jund, 2009; Guyll, Madon, Prieto, & 

Scherr, 2010; Steele, Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). Scholars also cite anxiety as one of the 

primary effects of stereotype threat (Good, Woodzicka, & Wingfield, 2010; J. Smith, 2004; 

Steele, 1997; Wheeler & Petty, 2001). Instead of what some have cited as biological factors or 

test content, stereotype threat points to environmental factors as a substantial cause for disparate 

academic achievement by minority students (Brown & Day, 2006; Pine, Church, Gialluca, & 

Weiss, 1979). 

Research conducted on stereotype threat has found that Latinos, Latinas, and Blacks 

perform more poorly than Whites on academic testing (Brown & Day, 2006; Gonzales, Blanton, 

& Williams, 2002; Helms, 2005; Lawrence, Marks, & Jackson, 2010; Nguyen & Ryan, 2008; 

Steele & Aronson, 1995), low socioeconomic status children perform more poorly than their 

higher socioeconomic counterparts (Croizet & Claire, 1998; McKay, Doverspike, Bowen-Hilton, 

& McKay, 2003), and finally women perform more poorly on math tests than men (Muzzatti & 

Agnoli, 2007; Nguyen & Ryan, 2008; Schmader, 2002; Spencer, Steele, & Quinn, 1999; Stoet & 

Geary, 2012; Stricker & Ward, 2004). Brown (2006), found a three-fourths standard deviation 

difference between Black students who were told they were taking an IQ test and those who were 

told it was puzzles (Brown & Day, 2006).  

Finally, a less researched, but pertinent study to the field of law school achievement, is a 

demonstrated stereotype threat for students who consider themselves beneficiaries of affirmative 

action admissions processes. Van Laar (2008) found that students who reported feeling like they 

were not qualified to attend UCLA and were only admitted for affirmative action purposes had 
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lower performance. This research suggested the stress of feeling inferior to their counterparts 

produced a stereotypic threat in their first-year performance (Van Laar, Levin, & Sinclair, 2008).   

Aggravators of stereotype threat. In addition to anyone falling into a negative 

stereotype, researchers have found internal locus of control, heightened stigma-consciousness 

and domain identity as aggravators of stereotype threat. Cadinu et al., (2003) found that 

stereotype threat impacted those with a greater internal locus of control; defined as an individual 

belief that events that affect them can be attributed to their own actions. Conversely, those with 

an external locus seemed not to be impacted by the threat. Participants with an internal locus, 

were most often over-achievers and the ones that least identified with the stereotyped group, thus 

having a greater reaction when being categorized within a stereotype (Cadinu et al., 2003). 

Additionally, Brown and Pinel (2003) tested the impact of stigma consciousness, which is 

defined as the chronic awareness or self-consciousness of a group’s status. They found that 

women with higher stigma consciousness had lower scores on the administered test than those 

with low stigma consciousness (Brown & Pinel, 2003).  

The final aggravator, domain identity, refers to individuals who place importance on the 

trait being tested, when experiencing stereotype threat (Forbes & Schmader, 2010; Guyll et al., 

2010; Keller, 2007; Lawrence et al., 2010; Woodcock, Hernandez, Estrada, & Schultz, 2012). 

Lawrence et al. (2010) studied the impact of domain identity of Black students taking sections of 

the verbal portion of the SAT. Participants responded to questions such as ‘‘How important is 

having strong verbal skills to you,’’ to gauge the students’ domain identity (Lawrence et al., 

2010, p. 106). Lawrence found that the more Black students’ verbally identified with this 

domain, the worse they performed on the SAT verbal test in an ability-diagnostic setting. They 

reasoned that students who do not care about academic performance, and did not see it as an 
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essential part of their identity, have low academic domain. They are in general, probably less 

motivated and spend less time developing academic skills, so are less likely to perform well in 

any academic setting (Lawrence et al., 2010). Those who have higher academic domain, 

experience more stress about trying to disconfirm the negative stereotype they are facing (Forbes 

& Schmader, 2010; Guyll et al., 2010; Jamieson & Harkins, 2007; Schmader, Johns, & Forbes, 

2008).  

The hostile law school environment, including daily incidents of microaggressions and 

stereotype threat can be seen in each of the Strange and Banning’s (2001) four components of the 

education environment. It is the pervasiveness of the hostility within the components of the 

learning environment that negatively impact minority students. Many scholars point to the 

environment as a critical component of academic gap between minority students and their White 

counterparts in law school (Barnes, 2007; Clydesdale, 2004; Evensen & Pratt, 2011; Feingold & 

Souza, 2013; Lustbader, 2012). 

Physical Environment  

All learning takes place in a physical environment, whether in a lecture hall, common 

areas or sitting on a park bench on campus (Graetz, 2006). The way in which the physical 

environment is structured dictates the behaviors of those who are in the environment. Strange 

and Banning (2001) suggest, “although features of the physical environment lend themselves 

theoretically to all possibilities, the layout, location, and arrangement of space and facilities 

render some behaviors much more likely, and thus more probable, than others” (p. 15). The 

physical layout of the learning environment conveys non-verbal messages of the institutions’ 

value system, which can be welcoming or hostile towards the students (Bennett, 2007; Chism, 

2006; Strange & Banning, 2001). Space can also influence student learning and success through 
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lighting, temperature and density of seating (Graetz & Goliber, 2003). Finally, learning spaces 

affect how one feels about inclusion, belonging, ability to learn, and knowledge creation (Scott-

Webber, 2004).  

 Spaces have the ability to include and exclude, both in terms of curriculum and people. 

The physical aspect of the environment dictates what ought to be learned through the ability to 

communicate in certain manners and not others. Similarly, the physical spaces of the learning 

environment serve to include the majority by providing a manner of learning that caters to them. 

This in turn creates an exclusionary environment for those who are not in the majority (Edwards 

& Usher, 2003; Fugazzotto, 2009; Strange & Banning, 2001). Specifically, the physical 

environment can disadvantage certain ways of learning. A 2005 study on the effects of university 

buildings conducted by the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment found that 

50% of students perceived an improvement in their performance after their learning spaces were 

renovated (Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment, 2005).  The learning space 

affects the way class is lead, students learn, and whether they feel included. This section explores 

the law school physical environment and how it impacts the student experience.   

Exclusion  

The nature of the physical environment dictates who the environment is meant for. Often 

classrooms are built for the young and abled, and exclude those who do not fit in the majority 

demographic (Chism, 2006). Similarly, aspects of the law school physical environment excludes 

students that do not fit in the majority. Clydesdale (2004) describes the typical law student as:  

a White male in his early twenties, who speaks English as his first language, attends law 

school full time, expresses high self-confidence, possesses no physical or learning 

disabilities, is neither married nor has children, plans 0–9 weekly hours of paid 
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employment during the first year, and comes from an above-average socioeconomic 

background (p. 725).  

The law school physical environment reflects the typical student and promotes their inclusion. 

Several scholars have pointed to the display of portraits of prominent alumnae and faculty as a 

physical attribute that serves to include the White male student and exclude any that do not fall 

into that category (Deo, 2014; Johnson & Onwuachi-Willig, 2005; Krusemark, 2010; Wildman 

& Armstrong, 2008). Many law schools line their walls with oil portraits of notables, which 

results in a slideshow of larger than life pictures of older White men. Prominently displaying 

these portraits demonstrates not only those who the school deems as successful, but also alludes 

to the values of the institution (Fugazzotto, 2009; Krusemark, 2010).  Walking along the halls 

and in the classrooms of the law school, minority students may question their belonging, if all 

they see are White faces memorialized.  

Harris (2007) stresses that physical spaces are manifestations of social systems and 

racism. She further explains that the dominant racial group has power and control over the 

institution and therefore will dictate the buildings and physical environments (Harris, 2007). The 

physical attributes of campus in turn become physical embodiments of the dominant groups’ 

values and beliefs (Krusemark, 2010, p. 27). Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solorzano (2009) suggest:  

Students’ physical world also elicits cultural alienation, featuring campus sculptures, 

buildings, flyers, and office postings that do not reflect [minority] histories or 

experiences. The cars and clothes of the predominately White student body further 

evidence the physical reproduction of White middle-class culture (p. 672).  

These physical artifacts of the learning environment and the people in them portray the values of 

the institution and send messages as to who belongs in them.  
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Classroom 

The classroom is a principal physical component of the learning-environment. Scholars 

have found that large lecture style classrooms affect cognitive load (Choi, van Merrienboer, & 

Paas, 2014),  and they often disengage students (Twetten, 2006), by providing unidirectional 

flow of information (Pollard, 2014). Law school classrooms are primarily large auditorium 

seating, where students are not engaged unless they are the one being called on (Boyle, 2004; 

Mertz, 2007; Torrey, 2004; Wildman & Armstrong, 2008). This setup provides the foundation 

for the power system dynamic and distribution in the law school (Fugazzotto, 2009; Harris, 

2007; Wildman & Davis, 1995). The classroom environment elevates the person in the front, the 

professor, and makes their voice the most dominate (Schuwerk, 2004). Teaching in this type of 

physical environment asserts the teacher’s authority over knowledge and creates stratification 

throughout the learning environment. In this authoritarian environment, the student acts as an 

empty receptacle that is filled with the knowledge from the expert on the area. Despite the series 

of questions that a student is asked by the professor in the Socratic method style, the professor 

holds the information, and the student struggles to demonstrate that they had some understanding 

of the reading assigned. Schuwerk (2004) has described the relationship between law professor 

and law student as one of intense hierarchy, if not oppressive bullying (p. 758). This style of 

teaching in this type of physical environment serves as more of a test to make sure the student 

has completed the homework assignment rather than a co-construction of knowledge, which is a 

more inclusive mode of learning (Bennett, 2007). In the physical environment of the law school, 

authority is valued more than inclusion, as demonstrated by the classroom setting, and the way in 

which knowledge is passed.  
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By placing more value in professor authority over information and student passively 

receiving information, this style of physical layout eliminates possibilities of other types of 

learning. Acker and Miller (2005) found that when students were taught in their preferred 

learning style, such as lecture, small group discussion, or independent on-line learning, students 

grades increased by .5 standard deviation and dropouts decreased from 20% to 12% (Acker & 

Miller, 2005).  Similarly, Schuwerk (2004) found that the ability to divide his large law school 

class into small “law firm” groups at the beginning of the semester greatly influenced the class 

dynamic. He would call upon the law firms to answer questions as opposed to individual 

students, which greatly improved discussion and created a more peaceful classroom dynamic 

(Schuwerk, 2004, p. 793). This type of team-based learning reduced the tension involved in class 

discussions, and introduced mutual support into the learning process, because students worked 

together to answer the questions posed to them in class. Teaching in this method requires a 

physical setup that allows small groups of students to collaborate throughout the class period, 

which typically is not possible in the type of law school classroom space without causing too 

much disruption and wasting time. These findings suggest that the physical environment dictates 

the type of knowledge transfer and consensus building possible in the educational setting, and 

that students will perform better in an environment that plays to their strengths.  

Community 

Learning is a 24 hour-a-day, seven day-a-week process that occurs in places other than 

the classroom (Acker & Miller, 2005). Other spaces within the law school equally contribute to a 

student’s learning and sense of belonging. Areas outside the classroom portray the values of the 

institution and maintain the authoritarian nature of law school (Harris, 2007). On the way to the 

classroom, law students are greeted with corridors where students pass from class to class, 
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insinuating that learning should only happen within the classroom (Chism, 2006). Similarly, the 

library provides solitary carrels for students to independently learn in silence.  

Emphasis on individual work is perpetuated throughout the school and collaboration is 

not valued. One student explained “[t]he whole atmosphere of law school is so competitive and 

so uncooperative and really a win-lose situation in addressing problems. I was used to working 

more toward a cooperative solution ... and I felt really alienated” (Hess, 2002, p. 82). This 

alienation is compounded by a lack of gathering spots that are not dedicated to building 

community (Acker & Miller, 2005). Additionally, faculty offices are often placed in non-central 

locations thus exacerbating the hierarchy valued within the law school. Upon entering the 

faculty’s offices students encounter books piled high without an inviting place for students to sit. 

These physical components again point to the authoritarian nature of the environment (Chism, 

2006). Finally, lounge or common areas in the law school, although intended for socializing or 

discussing ideas, are primarily used for silent studying which further promotes the lack of 

community. Nearly all physical aspects of the law school environment promote values of 

hierarchy, authority, isolation, and negate community, collaboration, and discussion.  

Sheldon and Krieger (2007) note that replacement of a student’s personal value system 

with one of being an underling in an authoritarian system “undermine[s] students’ sense of 

identity and self-confidence, and create[s] cynicism” (p. 883). This type of environment 

perpetuated by the physical dynamic denies a student’s self-agency and they find their intrinsic 

motivations for studying the law to be undermined (Ames, 2005; Schuwerk, 2004; Sheehy & 

Horan, 2004).  

Human Aggregate 

 The people who comprise education environments shape them. Strange and Banning 
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(2001) describe this component of the environment as the human aggregate, an interactionalist 

theoretical perspective that suggests that human characteristics influence the nature of the 

environment. Rankin and Reason (2005) further suggest that race and ethnicity play a role in 

how the environment is experienced and shaped, through the dominant and non-dominant 

population. In an educational environment the human aggregate is made up of students, faculty, 

staff and all manner of people who interact and are a part of the social sphere of the institution. 

People in these different roles all contribute to the feeling of the environment and how those who 

are not in the majority function within that environment. The human aggregate or culture that 

makes up the environment foster patterns that can affect achievement and persistence (Schuetz, 

2005). Scholars suggests that ability of a student to fit into an educational environment plays a 

part in predicting the student’s persistence in the environment and stability (Harms, 2006; 

O’keeffe, 2013; Schuetz, 2005; Seidman, 2005). The person-environment congruence described 

by Strange and Banning (2001) allows for the student to be safe, get involved and be a part of the 

educational community, which in turn improves persistence and retention. 

Law Student Attributes 

Law students significantly contribute to the human aggregate component of the law 

school environment. The dominant law school demographic contributes to the person-

environment fit for those who are in the non-dominant group. Young White males makeup the 

majority of law students (American Bar Association, 2013a). This group is unmarried, do not 

have children, fall into middle to upper-class social groups, and do not have physical or mental 

disabilities (Clydesdale, 2004; Ritter, 2011). Law students are high achievers and have high 

expectations for their careers and performance in law school. Zimmerman (2011a) found that 

students have expectations for achieving higher grades than are typically given in law school. 
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Once students received lower grades, they shift their priorities, and grades seemed to be less of a 

motivator. However, this study does not negate the extreme competition in the law school 

environment.  

 Newton (2013) describes the law school environment as “cut-throat,” and cites factors 

such as economic pressure, pedagogy, isolation and lack of assessment as the cause (p. 55). The 

average private law school graduate in 2011 had $124,950 in law school loans, while the average 

public law school graduate had $75,728 in loans (American Bar Association, 2013b). The same 

demographic had a median starting salary of $60,000 (National Association for Law Placement, 

2011). The financial strain of taking on debt and concerns about securing a job exacerbates the 

already stressful law school environment. Although the recent economic downturn in the United 

States has made the financial future of law graduates more uncertain, law school was, and has 

always been, a stressful environment due to the privileges granted to those at the top of the law 

school class, such as offers to be on law review, research positions for law professors, or access 

to exclusive internships and jobs (Newton, 2013).  

 Those drawn to law school have similar personality characteristics. Early research about 

law school retention and persistence revealed that law students have common personality traits.   

Miller (1966) asked entering law students to take the Myer-Briggs Type Indicator survey and 

found that of 900 law students, 72% were “Thinking” types when developing conclusions, as 

opposed to 54% of liberal arts undergraduates (p. 465). Thinking as opposed to Feeling types in 

the Myers-Briggs analysis describes a process of coming to conclusions based on objective facts 

as opposed to value-laden perceptions (Soonpaa, 2004). An earlier study found that male law 

students outwardly portrayed themselves as successful and self-confident; internally the students 

were insecure, defensive, distant and immature (Reich, 1976). Reich (1976) suggests: 
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 [l]aw students ... wear a social mask and attempt to make a strong and definite 

impression on others; they act and react in great measure on the basis of the social role 

which they have adopted and which they feel is expected of them by society” (p. 873).  

This incongruence in self may contribute to the stress of law students. Scholars have also found 

that law school breeds personality traits in students, such as defensiveness and pessimism 

(Daicoff, 1997; Peterson & Peterson, 2013; Satterfield, Monahan, & Seligman, 1997; Seligman, 

2004). All of these personality and character traits significantly contribute to the human 

aggregate component of the law school educational environment.  

Although the average law school student is in their early twenties, Ritter (2011) suggests 

that many law students have not achieved the level of identity development and self-actualization 

that indicates adulthood. The stressful environment of law school takes a toll on students without 

fully formed identities. Studies have shown that high levels of stress often cause students to 

retreat to earlier developmental stages, which makes it harder to achieve self-actualization 

(Apter, 2002; Arnett, 2001).  In addition to stunting the maturing process, the stressful 

environment takes a toll on law students’ psychological well-being. Benjamin, Kaszniak, Sales, 

and Shanfield (1986) studied a group of students throughout law school, and found that anxiety, 

depression, phobia, and hostility significantly increased in the first few months of law school and 

that the symptoms worsened as students continued through the third year. Krieger (2002) 

administered the Subjective Well-Being Index and found that, upon entering, law school students 

in the study exceeded the control population, however, after the course of law school, the same 

students’ well-being plummeted, irrespective of their law school performance. Many scholars 

have studied the well-documented psychological deterioration in well-being that law students’ 

experience (Felder, 2014; Krieger, 2002; Peterson & Peterson, 2013; Schultz, 2012; Sheldon & 
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Krieger, 2007), and some have reported that anywhere from 20 to 40% of law students suffer 

from clinical depression during law school (Schwartz Temple, 2012). Krieger (2007) points to 

the dehumanizing nature of law school as a significant reason for the lack of well-being amongst 

law students.  

Law Student Attitudes  

In addition to the physical and character attributes, law students’ attitudes and views also 

shape the human aggregate component of the law school environment. Minority students have 

endured racist treatment from their White student counterparts, in both overt and covert manner 

(Allen & Solorzano, 2001; Feingold & Souza, 2013; Onwuachi-Willig et al., 2008; Owsley, 

1997; Solorzano et al., 2002; Wildman & Davis, 1995).  The topic of affirmative action brings 

out the most outspoken harmful attitudes towards minority students. Owsley (1997) documented 

his experience as an African American male in an Ivy League law school. He noted, “Despite our 

credentials and academic records, some students still viewed us as thieves stealing a more 

qualified and talented White student's rightful place. These views became apparent through 

passing comments and classroom discussions” (Owsley, 1997, p. 501). Onwuachi-Willig et al. 

(2008) studied law students’ perceptions of affirmative action and found the same level of stigma 

about affirmative action, regardless of whether the institution used affirmative admission 

practices. One student participant commented, “[My university] apparently does not use 

affirmative action in its admissions policies, however, the stigma is still here . . . which is ironic, 

because I'm usually the only Black student in my classes” (Onwuachi-Willig et al., 2008, p. 

1299).   

Majority law students demonstrate their belief that unfair and unwarranted benefits are 

extended to minority students in instances other than admissions. Wildman and Davis (1995) 
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point to a situation where students were asked to form groups and write an article on tort reform. 

The local legal newspaper published the best article and published the authors’ pictures. One of 

the groups to get published consisted entirely of minority women. When the professor 

congratulated one of the students, the woman said, “People are saying that our piece was chosen 

because we've done so badly in law school that you were just trying to help us out. You know, 

because you're sympathetic to minorities in law school” (Wildman & Davis, 1995, pp. 901–902). 

This incident demonstrates the prevailing belief that minority students receive advantages that 

they do not deserve. It also demonstrates the prevalence of White privilege as students in this 

school were not recognizing the benefits that their majority status afforded them throughout their 

life (Deo, 2013; Grover, 2009; Trousdale, 2010; Wildman & Armstrong, 2008).  

In 2014, UCLA law students gathered to address issues of stigmatization and alienation 

of minority students within the law school. They sought to bring awareness about the lack of 

minority students at the school and the emotional toll these students experienced. As a part of 

their awareness campaign, the students created a video to discuss their law school experiences, 

and titled it 33, for the 33 Black students out of the 1100 students enrolled at UCLA law. The 

video opens with a Black law student saying “I am so tired of being on this campus every day 

and having to plead my humanity essentially to other students. I feel like an outsider constantly, 

and I don’t feel like at my own school I can solely focus on being a student” (33, 2014). The 

same student later in the video describes her fellow students’ attitudes, “I feel my classmates 

eyes on me, particularly if we are discussing something that brings race” (33, 2014). The 

students in the video discuss not only their classmates’ views of them, but also the confluence of 

the human aggregate, physical, organizational and constructed component of the law school 

environment at UCLA.  
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The video has received 74,555 views, and almost 450 comments. The comments on the 

video are a shocking representation of racism and privilege, including one of the most popular 

comments, which said: 

The reason Blacks are only 3% is because the vast majority of Blacks do not get the 

required scores and marks to get into the school in the first place, and the 3% of Blacks 

already there are only there because of the schools 'diversity' policies. The average Black 

IQ in America is 80, hence the reason they are such a small % in law schools where you 

need to be intelligent to gain entry” (33, 2014).  

Although the identity of this commenter is unknown because it was posted anonymously, it 

represents the general sentiment of those who left comments on this video, and therefore the 

reception these students received to their video.  

Law Professor Attributes 

The demographic make-up of law professors equally contributes to the human aggregate 

component of the law school education environment. According to the American Association of 

Law Schools out of 10,965 law professors 1,632 are minority professors (Association of 

American Law Schools, 2009). Women make up 37.3% of all faculty, and 7% of all law faculty 

are minority women.  In addition to being a predominantly White profession, 89.7% of law 

professors are 40 years old, or older, with a concentration of professions in the 55-65 age range 

(Association of American Law Schools, 2009).  Professor Kingsfield, the iconic fictional law 

professor from the movie The Paper Chase, still accurately depicts the majority law professors, 

with his cold demeanor, tweed coats and upper middle class social status (González, 2014). 

Minority faculty face many of the same barriers that minority students face, including being 

presumed incompetent, or products of affirmative action. This type of environment is one factor 
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in the lack of minority faculty (Gutierrez y Muhs, Niemann, Gonzalez, & Harris, 2012). Easton 

(2012) described her teaching experience as “[E]verything I said was questioned, scrutinized, 

and cross-examined... Only I was forced to pull up statistics, photos, theories, graphs, and charts 

constantly as evidence that what I was saying was true” (p. 153). Other factors such as isolation, 

being expected to take on extra work for diversity issues and incidents, a lack of mentoring, and 

overcoming biases and stereotypes, all of which affect both the number of minority faculty and 

their eventual grants of tenure (Diggs, Garrison-Wade, Estrada, & Galindo, 2009; Johnson, 2011; 

Levin, Walker, Haberler, & Jackson-Boothby, 2013; Turner, González, & Wood, 2008).  

Law Professor Attitudes  

In some circumstances a law professor’s attitude, mood, and actions can have more affect 

on the environment than other personality traits present in the law school. Lerman (2006) 

suggests:  

Suppose a professor calls on several students, each of whom confesses that he or she is 

unprepared. The professor, exasperated with his students' lack of diligence, has a temper 

tantrum in class, throws down his book, and storms out of the classroom. This tantrum 

may reverberate among the students for months or longer. If asked, the professor might 

defend his conduct as justified by the students' lack of preparation and assert that he was 

“making a point” about his expectations. Nevertheless, expressions of anger, toward 

students whether uncontrolled or merely feigned, may be harmful to many students and 

cannot be pedagogically justified (p. 86). 

This hypothetical scenario illustrated by Lerman was drawn from real life stories from students 

who recounted times when law faculty humiliated them because they had not read the material 

well enough, were late to class, or were hesitant in their answers. In one scenario, where  



 

 

47 

students recorded a professor’s outburst and went to the dean with the footage, the dean 

responded “Well, I have heard judges [who are] worse than that” (Lerman, 2006, p. 86).  

 Students recognize this mistreatment and note how it adds to hostile environment. Gulati, 

Sander, and Sockloskie (2001) studied third-year law students and found that only 55.2% of the 

1100 participants believed that law faculty treated students with respect. According to Stuckey 

(2007), some law faculty have expressed that embarrassing or humiliating students prepares 

them for the practice of law, and that students expect law school to be like it is portrayed in the 

media. However, in the same analysis of best practices, students report that “fear of humiliation 

interferes with their ability to concentrate” (Stuckey, 2007, p. 161). These observations of faculty 

practices and attitudes are supported by data collected by Cassman and Pruitt in a 2005 study on 

student perceptions. One first-year participant stated “[P]rofessors are intimidating and 

sometimes appear like they don't like students,” and another third-year student said “some like to 

humiliate. A little old-school character building” (Cassman & Pruitt, 2005, p. 1264).  These 

types of attitudes and practices of law faculty result in hostility in the environment and can be 

psychologically harmful to students (Lerman, 2006).  

 Additionally, some professors exhibit disparate treatment toward minority students, 

women and other minority groups, when they fail to call on these individuals, ask individuals to 

speak for their ethnic group, interrupt them, or make disparaging comments (Lerman, 2004, 

2006; Mccune et al., 2013; Moran, 2010). Wildman and Davis (1995) document a situation 

where twice in one day a Latino student was called by the wrong name, and in one of those 

incidents the student’s criminal law professor called the student the name of the defendant in the 

case assigned for reading. Although this microaggression may not have been intentional on the 
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part of the professor, it still affected the educational environment. Similarly, a student in the 

UCLA awareness video 33 states: 

Law school was unique for me because you know you’re taking certain classes like 

criminal law or con law and issues come up, and I’ve never felt the burden before to have 

to represent my community until I came to law school, and it’s not a good feeling to 

have” (33, 2014).  

These types of experiences shape the environment, not only for minority students, but for the 

entire educational community, as it makes it common for students to have to endure slight 

aggressions to their identity and being.   

 Some faculty views and actions are overtly prejudice. Allen and Solorzano (2001) studied 

undergraduate and law students at the University of Michigan and collected several stories of 

overt prejudice acts of faculty. One student explained: 

“I was doing really well in the class. Like math is one of my strong suits. . . . We took a 

first quiz . . . and I got like a 95 . . . he was like, ‘Come into my office hours. We need to 

talk.” And I was like, ‘Okay.’ I just really knew I was gonna be [told,] ‘Great job.’ But he 

was, ‘We think you've cheated. . . . Well, we just don't know, so we think we're gonna 

make you [take the exam] again.” And this time, I took it with just the GSI [graduate 

student instructor] in the room, and just myself. And I got a 98 on the exam” (Allen & 

Solorzano, 2001, p. 254). 

These types of interactions happen not only in the confines of a faculty member’s office, but also 

in the classroom, in the hallways, and elsewhere on campus (Deo, 2013). Fox-Davis (2010) 

shares how similar her and her father’s law school experiences were, despite the 39-year gap 

between the two. Her father attended the University of Iowa School of Law in 1967, and was 
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admitted through a controversial special-admit program. One day her father was called on in 

class, and despite his answer being on par with his fellow White students, the professor 

responded by saying “You see, class?” he said, “this is one of the concerns we had admitting 

minority students who didn't meet our standards” (Fox-Davis, 2010, p. 98).  

Fast-forward to 2006, Fox-Davis attended the UCLA School of Law and was admitted 

through the Critical Race Studies Program. In the admissions packet, the school included a Los 

Angeles Times editorial written by Professor Richard Sander stating that the Critical Race 

Studies Program was a “back-door’ affirmative action program that admitted unqualified 

students of color to the law school” (Fox-Davis, 2010, p. 99). Upon arriving on campus, Fox-

Davis found out that Professor Sander was conducting research on African American law student 

performance in furtherance of his anti-affirmative action mismatch theory.  

Fox-Davis was enrolled in Professor Sander’s property course, where he handed out 

drafts of his research, which stated, “African American students were intellectually unprepared 

for the academic rigor at top law schools and would be better off without affirmative action, and 

at second tier institutions” (Fox-Davis, 2010, p. 99). Although professor Sander’s message was 

not a spoken proclamation in class, it was a microaggression in the form of a written 

proclamation, which made Fox-Davis feel that she that her “race was on trial” (Fox-Davis, 2010, 

p. 99). Faculty actions, which single out minority students, or convey beliefs of their inferiority 

or not belonging, significantly contribute to the human aggregate environment and the hostility 

of law school for minority students.  

Organizational Component 

 The organized law school system affects the educational environment. Strange and 

Banning (2001) describe the organizational component as the functioning system under which 
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law schools operate, which influences rules for functioning by determining resource allocation, 

authority, process and requirements. Law schools as an organization should be understood as 

“multi-faceted social phenomena rather than being viewed from a singular perspective” (Berger, 

2000, p. 179). The facets included in the organizational component encompass all aspects of the 

educational environment, which contribute to the formalization, centralization, and stratification 

of the law school. These facets are executed by a host of different members of the community, 

including, teachers, administrators and students (Strange, 2003). The nature of organizational 

culture can have an impact on student retention and graduation, and thus makes it an important 

component of the educational environment to study (Gansemer-Topf & Schuh, 2006). Unlike 

other components of the educational environment, the organizational aspect widely affects all 

that are a part of the law school, and thus makes it one of the most far-reaching components of 

the environment (Berger, 2002).  

Formalization 

The importance of implicit and explicit rules and regulations within an organization 

determine the extent of formalization within the environment.  Highly formalized education 

environments are typically inflexible and rigid (Strange & Banning, 2001), and are not 

hospitable to varying cultures (Cuyjet, 2012). Legal education is highly formalized through 

explicit rules and customs. The manner in which these rules are enforced, and their specificity, 

heighten the degree of formalization within the environment (Strange, 2003). The honor code in 

law schools strikes fear into the heart of every law student. Typically explained during the first 

days of orientation, students are informed that conduct that breaks the honor code could result in 

severe punishment such as not being certified by the school to take the bar exam, or expulsion 

from law school (Christensen, 2009; Spanbauer, 2013).  
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The rules established within the law school are rigid, and breed competition and 

exclusion. The collaboration clause, which is typical in most law school codes, exemplifies this 

strictness by deeming collaboration on assignments as cheating. In some instances, simply asking 

a fellow student for clarification on an assignment is considered collaborating. Law students 

faced with these types of rigid rules and restrictions and this type of atmosphere are apprehensive 

in discussing class, topics and notes, which greatly stifles the exchange of knowledge and the 

building of community (Willauer, 2005). As a result of this type of isolating environment, 

students do not work together, and thus the highly competitive environment expands (Herndon, 

2010). Fostering collaboration would allow for students from different ethnic backgrounds to 

work together, get to know each other, and create a more inclusive community (Willauer, 2005). 

 Law school environments are legacies of the mindset we do things the way they have 

always been done. Several scholars have commented on the traditions of the law school learning 

environment and experience, and how they have not changed in more than a century (Barnhizer, 

2010; Coursin, 2010; Herndon, 2010; Kowalski, 2010). The Socratic method or case dialogue, 

which was first introduced at Harvard in 1870, is still largely being used today (Coursin, 2010). 

In 1996, more than 120 years after the introduction of the Socratic method, 97% of law 

professors reported using the Socratic method in first-year courses, and 93% in upper-level 

courses (Friedland, 1996). In this method students are involuntarily called upon to discuss 

various aspects of assigned cases, or relate the cases to other facts or previously discussed 

material. This pedagogical method of teaching has been deemed by many to be ineffective 

(Bennett, 2011; Dolin, 2008; Krieger, 2002; Newton, 2013; Stuckey, 2007), yet the method of 

teaching, particularly in the first-year of law school, remains. These archaic methods bring about 
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implicit rules that govern how the law student is to behave and the power dynamic within the 

environment.  

Centralization   

The way in which power is distributed within the law school impacts the educational 

environment. Strange and Banning (2001) describe an organizational structure as highly 

centralized when a few have the decision making power for many. With a centralized 

distribution of power, those in the majority will likely make decisions for those in the minority, 

and thus minority community members’ voices are not represented in the decision making 

process (Cuyjet, 2012). Legal education is highly centralized, with students making very few 

decisions, and holding little power within the learning environment. Law school faculty have 

enormous power, not only over pedagogical practices, but also over the direction and operation 

of the law school, through faculty meetings and committee membership (Liemer, 2005; 

Rapoport, 2007). Students, in contrast, have little power, particularly in their first year. Their 

classes, time, and focus is determined for them, and even when class discussion allows for 

student input, the professor controls the dialogue in the classroom (Herndon, 2010).  

 The Socratic pedagogy is used to teach students to teach the law to themselves while the 

professor’s primary role is to train the mind to “think like a lawyer” (Dye, 2010). In the iconic 

portrayal of the Socratic method in the movie The Paper Chase, Professor Kingsfield takes “a 

skull full of mush,” and transforms the students to “think… like a lawyer” (Bridges, 1973). 

Despite leaving the students to teach themselves, which appears to be decentralized power, 

during class time, students are expected to have a certain level of knowledge about the case and 

the ability to apply the case to new fact patterns given in class. The process of being questioned, 

quizzed, and interrogated about the assigned cases centralizes all power to the professor. Newton 
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(2013) suggests that this method of teaching allows professors to feel powerful and students to 

feel intimidated. The power dynamic of the Socratic classroom is illustrated by this dialogue 

between two professors: 

Peggy: I confess that sometimes I enjoy testing students by coming up with a counter 

argument for their every argument. But those are cheap shots; I’ve been thinking about 

my fields for nearly thirty years. 

Liz: Maybe students would feel better if they knew the rules of the game – knew that you 

refute their arguments not because they are wrong, but to push them to develop their 

skills in the realm beyond recitation where open and genuine questions are debated 

(Stuckey, 2007, p. 159). 

This exchange between two professors demonstrates that despite the responsibility of learning 

being placed on the student, the professor controls the learning environment and holds the power.  

 The lack of autonomy and the anxiety produced by this type of classroom environment 

has been cited as one of the reasons for the poor health of law students (Dolin, 2008; Sheldon & 

Krieger, 2004; Stuckey, 2007). The nature of being called on in front of their peers, and having 

to demonstrate their knowledge of the case law, contributes not only to the competitive nature of 

the classroom, but also makes the student feel less secure, competent and creates a hostile 

environment (Stuckey, 2007). Torrey (2004) explains the original Socratic method, in which 

Socrates would hold a small group discussion, where the student would realize through 

questioning that he did not know what he thought he knew, and thereby construct new 

understanding. In the modern day law school classroom, the student quickly comes to the 

realization that they did not know what they thought they knew, but the forum is a large stadium 

seating lecture hall, and the questioning is by a person who will eventually grade them. Torrey 
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(2007) describes this process as humiliating and painful, but notes that prior legal scholars have 

said “learning, in fact, is pain” (Allen, 1977, p. 460). 

 In 2007, the Carnegie Foundation published a report on the state of the legal education 

system. In this report the Foundation suggests that the case-dialogue method has valuable 

strengths but does not focus enough on professional training (Sullivan, Colby, Wegner, Bond, & 

Shulman, 2007). This report ignores the disparate treatment of non-majority students that occurs 

during the back-and-forth of the Socratic case-dialogue method. Scholars have found that women 

and minority students have been overlooked and cutoff while speaking when volunteering to 

answer questions in class (Batlan, Hradsky, Jeschke, Meyer, & Roberts, 2009; Clydesdale, 2004; 

Garner, 2000; Trousdale, 2010). When minority students or women are called upon during the 

case dialogue method, their answers may be discounted or disparaged more rigorously than their 

White male counterparts (Deo, 2012, 2013; Solorzano et al., 2002). Similarly, the objectivity of 

legal analysis that is expected during this pedagogical method normalizes Whiteness (Wald & 

Pearce, 2011). Crenshaw (1994) suggests: “to assume the air of perspectivelessness that is 

expected in the classroom, minority students must participate in the discussion as though they 

were not African-American or Latino, but colorless legal analysts” (p. 33). The disparate impact 

of the case dialogue method in legal education impacts the organizational component of the 

environment at law schools.   

Stratification  

The way status, position, and favor are distributed throughout the environment 

determines the level of stratification within the educational environment (Strange & Banning, 

2001). Highly stratified systems have many different statuses, to which different rewards are 

given.  The law school environment is highly stratified, in a multitude of ways. Within their law 
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school, students experience certain statuses based on their class rank and law school grades, 

which opens up opportunities for positions on law review, and highly sought after clerkships, 

internships, and job recommendations (Cassman & Pruitt, 2005; Herndon, 2010; Hess, 2002; 

Lucille A. Jewel, 2008; Jolly-Ryan, 2010).  Hess (2002) explains:  

Further, competition for good grades and high class rank is intense because students 

perceive the stakes to be so high. Grades and class rank are significant gatekeepers to the 

reward system during and after law school—law review membership, research or 

teaching-assistant positions, internships, and jobs (p. 78). 

The favor awarded to those who achieve certain grades and class rank, are disproportionately 

distributed. Those who have more social capital, such as wealth, majority status, access to family 

support, and received high quality education prior to law school, will typically benefit from the 

stratification system. Jewel (2008) explains “persons who do not possess much cultural or 

economic capital are more likely to end up at low-status schools, have a low-class rank, or fail 

the bar exam, thereby receiving less economic value for their law degree”(pp. 1173–1174). 

 Scholars criticize legal education because such great rewards are given based on a single 

exam at the end of the semester, with little feedback throughout the semester regarding how well 

the student understands the material.  The final exam is the principal, or exclusive, manner for 

determining a student’s grade (Newton, 2013). The three or four hour written exam asks students 

to apply memorized law to new scenarios, and at the conclusion of the final, the only feedback a 

student receives is a letter grade (Lasso, 2010). The Carnegie report identifies assessment 

practices in legal education as a point of weakness. Currently, law schools solely rely on 

summative assessment, which is used to filter and reward. The Carnegie report and other 

scholars have pointed to the need for formative assessment in order to allow students to 
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understand their comprehension and improve their learning (Fisher, 2011; Lasso, 2010; Newton, 

2013; Sullivan et al., 2007; Zimmerman, 2011b). The emphasis of summative assessment with 

next to no feedback results in little ability for students to reflect and improve on their learning 

and understanding of the topic. This lack of feedback further allows those with cultural capital to 

thrive as they are the ones with the resources to do well.  

Constructed Environments 

 The constructed component of the law school environment encompasses the views and 

experiences of the students within the environment (Strange & Banning, 2001). This component 

operates under the assumption that the individual’s perceptions are the reality for them, and thus 

the true nature of the environment for that person (Cuyjet, 2012). Strange and Banning (2001) 

explain “examining collective personal perspectives of an environment (from inside participants 

as well as from outside observers) is critical for understanding how people are likely to react to 

those environments” (p. 86). Through the examination of the collective perceptions of the 

environment, it is critical to remember those who are not in the majority. Cuyjet (2012) 

expresses the need to examine the community through the lens of all those involved in the 

environment and not just those in the majority.  

 Strange and Banning (2001) suggest the constructed environment can be derived from 

four sources of information, including environmental press, campus culture, perspectives, and 

social climate. Environmental press comes from the observed or self-reported activities of those 

in the environment; such as a perception that many students spend time in the library, therefore, 

the environment is studious one. Strange and Banning (2001) describe campus culture as the 

history, tradition and values that shape the environment, such as celebrating early admittance of 

women and minorities or prominently displaying the Confederate flag. Perspectives refer to the 
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rules and norms that dictate the acceptable behavior. An inclusive example might be on-campus 

social programming at a rural university because minority students do not feel comfortable 

venturing out into town for social activities (Cuyjet, 2012). This literature review examines the 

final source of constructed environment, the social climate. Social climate is the effect of 

personalities and beliefs of those in the environment on the individual. Strange and Banning 

(2001) separate this idea into different dimensions, including relationship and personal growth. 

Relationships  

The relationship dimension of the constructed component of environment reflects the 

personalities in the environment.  Factors such as student involvement, affiliation, and teacher 

support can all be attributed to the relationships a student has within the law school environment 

(Strange, 2003). Professors and fellow students provide the main sources of relationship within 

the legal education environment. For minority students in a predominantly White law school, it is 

crucial to understand their relationships as a part of the constructed environment, despite Strange 

and Banning’s focus on collective experiences (Cuyjet, 2012). Minority students experience 

roadblocks when it comes to relationships within the academic setting. Allen and Solorzano 

(2001) suggest “for many Black and Latino students… challenges stem from limited social 

support received on campus from faculty and academic peers (p. 241). The student’s perceptions 

of these relationships shape the environment for the student. Minority students who attend 

predominantly White institutions (PWI) experience unique stressors. These stressors emanate 

from tokenism, or having to represent their entire race (Feingold, 2011; Feingold & Souza, 2013; 

Goodman, 2008; Haskins et al., 2013), isolation (Daniel, 2007; Henfield, Woo, & Washington, 

2013; Johnson-Bailey, Valentine, Cervero, & Bowles, 2009), and disparate treatment from 
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faculty and students. Additionally, minority students at a PWI may feel additional pressure to 

show loyalty to their ethnic group (Greer & Brown, 2011).  

 Student relationships. Student relationships in law school are a result of the highly 

competitive environment and can result in bullying situations for all students (Flanagan, 2007). 

However, the impact of this type of environment has deleterious impact … on the academic 

achievement, self-esteem, and confidence” of these students (Flanagan, 2007, p. 454). In certain 

circumstances this type impact stems from overtly derogatory incidences, where minority 

students have to endure overt racism from their peers, however the harmful impact primarily 

stems from covert microaggressions and displays of White privilege. Another student in the 

video produced by UCLA law students comments on her fellow students’ reaction towards her. 

She explains: 

At one point in the semester I really felt that people stopped listening to me, because I 

kind of got written off as a little too aggressive, a little too mouthy, I really felt like the 

fact that I was a Black women really… played a lot into why people stopped listening to 

me (33, 2014). 

Another student commented, “A lot of the White students believe that affirmative action needs to 

go away. It's going to make me feel not wanted if my peers feel that I'm not worthy of being 

here” (Allen & Solorzano, 2001, pp. 246–247). These students’ comments demonstrate 

perceptions of not belonging and isolation, and are exacerbated because they are one of a few 

minority students. These type of subtle perceptions can make the environment feel unwelcome 

and difficult to focus on studying.  

 Minority students often feel that they must educate others about their ethnic group, 

because their fellow White students either do not have experience with minorities, or because 
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they believe in negative stereotypes about their ethnic group. As one student explained, “I think 

we have two missions when we come to a university that is predominantly White. One is to learn 

and one is to educate” (Allen & Solorzano, 2001, p. 237). This student perceives a need to show 

the realities of her ethnicity to others. Similarly, a student at UCLA law said: 

It feels like a lot of pressure, for one, being the one person from my neighborhood, which 

is a predominantly Black neighborhood, that went to college and let alone law school, 

and it’s like I have to prove myself for the whole Black community as well as represent 

the whole Black community for the rest of the majority of the school who isn’t Black. It’s 

just a constant burden of pressure and constantly policing myself just being aware of 

what I say and how it can be interpreted because I essentially am the representation of the 

Black community. (33, 2014) 

These two examples demonstrate an additional burden placed on minority students, based on 

their collective perceptions. These perceptions translate into the constructed environment for 

them, despite their White counterparts not recognizing their experiences as hostile or harmful. 

Minority students often seek refuge from these burdens through social support to cope with the 

predominantly White environment, which can take the form of involvement in minority student 

groups, or mentorship relationships with faculty members or other entities.  A study conducted at 

the University of Michigan Law School found that 97% of Black students and 89% of Hispanic 

students participated in an ethnic-specific student organization that matched their own ethnicity 

(Deo, 2013). These types of groups serve as coping a mechanism of the constructed hostile 

environment. 

 Faculty relationship. As previously discussed, faculty can exhibit harmful behavior 

towards minority students by treating them differently in the classroom, advising, and mentoring 
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settings. Disparate treatment by the faculty can have an enormous effect on students’ perceptions 

of the environment, whether it is overt or covert conduct (Lerman, 2004). Subtle actions can 

have an impact on the constructed environment. Faculty can portray messages of unimportance, 

exclusion and devaluation when they call on students more frequently and give more tolerance to 

White students (Museus, 2008). Dowd, Nunn, and Pendergast (2003) found that 66% of Black 

students think that Whites get called upon more frequently in class, 73% of Black students felt 

that White students get more attention in class, and finally, 70% of Black students reported 

feeling that White students receive more tolerance in class. White students reported that they saw 

no difference in how they were treated when compared to minority students (Dowd et al., 2003).  

While explaining her perceptions of class, one UCLA law students explains, “It’s so far from 

being a safe space, it almost feels like staying at home would be better for my mental health for 

myself than being in class” (33, 2014). When faculty members belittle answers given in class, or 

seem to be annoyed when students come to their office with questions, these actions cause 

students to perceive the environment as hostile and they marginalized (Museus, 2008).    

 The perception of devaluation displayed by faculty can result in disengagement. The 

pursuit of higher education may be seen as out of their reach by minority students, because it is 

not a part of their collective identity (Deo, 2012). When faced with experiences that suggest they 

are inferior, students tend to shut down. Lerman (2006) explains “I have seen many intelligent 

people come in so confident and proud to be there, and unfortunately I have seen many of them 

leave beaten and reduced to nothing” (p. 86).  Another professor describes students as “the 

walking wounded” (Rosen, 2011, p. 319). These findings suggest that unless a student is highly 

motivated and can deal with the greater stress that minority students experience, their academic 
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performance may suffer (Reeder & Schmitt, 2013). One UCLA law student describes the extra 

stress by explaining: 

I feel being a student of color on campus; I feel a great deal of responsibility. Whether it's 

seeking support systems that other people don't have to seek out, whether it’s being 

extremely involved in order to feel invested at a school that I go to. It's a lot of energy 

that I expend, that I feel like the average classmate doesn't have to, because they don't 

have to create space for themselves on campus, or create space for future Black students. 

So that's a big burden that I carry that so many of my peers don't have to worry about 

because they are not here to make space for future generations. They are here to get an 

education; they are here to make money and the future. They are here for their own 

personal gain. When I'm here constantly thinking about everyone else that I want to be 

able to occupy this space (33, 2014). 

This student’s reflections on her experience as a law student in a PWI reveals the additional 

burdens of having to prove herself and represent her community. Her surroundings, including her 

relationships with fellow students and faculty help to construct her perceptions of the 

environment she is in, and reveals the isolation and tokenism she feels. The impact of 

relationships within the learning environment not only impacts student perceptions of the 

environment, but also on engagement and confidence and efficacy.  

Hierarchy of Learning Environment Purposes 

Strange and Banning’s (2001) model on hierarchy of learning environment purposes 

mirrors Maslow’s  hierarchy of needs, in the sense that it delineates needs in an environment that 

are required to be met before higher more complex needs are reached, thus allowing a law 

student to achieve their academic goals and purpose. In Strange and Banning’s model, safety and 
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inclusion must be met before involvement and community. An environment that meets all three 

delineations provides the necessary components for a student to be successful. Figure 1.1 depicts 

the hierarchy of learning environment purposes.  

 

 
Figure 2.1 A Hierarchy of Learning Environment Purposes 

Safety and Inclusion  

Safety and inclusion are lowest on the hierarchy but needs to be addressed first. Strange 

(2003) suggests, “without first addressing basic sense of belonging and safety, which means a 

campus community free from threat, fear, and anxiety, attempts at other learning goals will likely 

fail” (p. 310). A lack of safety and inclusion results in a hostile environment where people cannot 

survive. Each component of the human environment must provide safety and inclusion. Physical 

safety includes appropriate placement of buildings, lighting, and security, while inclusion 

includes providing spaces free of discrimination, or symbols that exclude. Aggregate safety and 

inclusion include identifying issues for non-majority groups on campus, all while celebrating 

individual differences. From an organizational standpoint, the larger the campus, the more likely 

violence and exclusion will thrive, because of the impersonalness of the environment. Finally, 

the environment will be affected from the student’s perception of any safety and inclusion issues 

on campus. Psychological safety and inclusion can be translated into mattering. Students who 
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matter feel noticed, important enough to be cared about, empathy from others in the 

environment, needed and appreciated (Strange & Banning, 2001).    

Involvement 

Students can both quantitatively and qualitatively be involved, through time, or nature of 

participation. Typically, students manifest their involvement by joining, participating, 

committing, engaging, immersing and volunteering within the environment (Strange & Banning, 

2001). Involvement does not simply refer to student activities; it also encompasses the 

involvement of academic activities such as class participation, or reviewing material for an 

exam. Physical components may help or hinder involvement, depending on the design, 

accessibility and location. Similarly, spaces that encourage interaction and socializing amongst 

members of those in the environment foster involvement. Humans are attracted to those who 

share their interests and activities, and likely to be involved with these types of groups. This 

aggregate component shows the importance of campus offices, clubs or groups that celebrate and 

support minority students. The “multicultural student center”, for example, can become a base 

for students to become involved with the larger environment (Strange, 2003, p. 311). 

Organizational centralization and complexity can determine the level of involvement. Strange 

and Banning (2001) note in these types of environments, “a few people do everything leaving 

little room or reason for others to participate” (p. 150).  Finally, from a constructed dimension, 

environments that emphasize relationship dimensions are most successful at inclusion. These 

dimensions evoke a sense of attachment and provide a positive influence on satisfaction and 

morale.  
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Community 

Community is not simply a condition it is also a process. A successful community allows 

its members to participate fully and freely, share leadership, take risks and try out new behaviors 

(Strange & Banning, 2001). Community oriented environments support members and the 

members matter to the community. Strange and Banning (2001) explain, “community contains 

all the essential features associated with effective educational environments, as unifying 

purposes and values, traditions and symbols of belonging and involvement, and mutuality of 

care, support… to create a positive human learning environment” (p. 160). Physically, 

communities need space to function, where members can interact, and artifacts of the community 

can be kept. As community culture emerges, diversity in aggregates can flourish, although 

initially homogeneous aggregates help to provide unity. Organizationally, the community must 

be structured to offer stability yet be flexible enough to change, in order to survive. Finally, the 

socially constructed nature of community and its member’s perceptions of the nature of the 

community are what make it a community.  

 Campus environment matrix. Viewed as a whole, the four components of human 

environment paired with the three hierarchical purposes of learning environments serve to 

explain law school learning environments, and can be evaluated in terms of impact. When 

considering these aspects of environment, there is a continuum of possible impact on achieving 

academic goals. Figure 1.2 provides a visual depiction of the relationship between the 

components, purposes and impacts.   
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Figure 2.2 Campus Design Matrix 

Each of the aspects of an environment can be evaluated in terms of their tendency towards 

making an active and positive environment or negative and stressful environment. Figure 1.3 

depicts the sliding scale of conceptions of impact. 

 

 
Figure 2.3 Conceptions of Environmental Impact Spectrum 
 
Any attribute of environment can be evaluated on this scale. For example, administrators 

examining how small orientation groups impact safety and inclusion (Strange & Banning, 2001).  

In this scenario, the physical component of dividing students into smaller groups allows them to 

meet others on a more meaningful dimension, thus allowing them to discover their common 

aggregate components.  

Summary 

 The law school educational environment impacts the students within the environment. 

Although law school is difficult for all students, minority students experience additional burdens 

within this environment. Specifically, a history of being excluded from law schools, and 
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affirmative action, impacts the nature law schools and how minority students experience their 

legal education. Daily experiences of microaggressions and stereotype threat impact minority 

students, and result in disengagement and isolation. The lack of safety and hostility, as explained 

in Strange and Banning’s four components of the educational environment, interferes with 

learning in law schools. This lack of safety impedes inclusion and community, which are vital to 

creating a successful educational environment. The environment within the law school has been 

documented as a factor in the low achievement of minority students within the legal education 

system.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter provides an overview of the methods used in this study to explore the 

experiences of minority students who were dismissed from law school through an environmental 

lens. A justification of the use of a qualitative research method and its fit to this study is given, as 

well as the underlying philosophical assumptions that guide this inquiry. The phenomenological 

case study methodological approach is outlined and an explanation of how these methods are 

used in this study is explained. The participants, sampling methods, data collection and analysis 

procedures are described, so the details of the process of study can be understood. Finally, issues 

of quality are addressed, and limitations and delimitations are disclosed. 

The Qualitative Approach to Research 

 Although the qualitative approach is now a known and respected method of inquiry, it is 

still important to justify why this method was the most appropriate for this study (Creswell, 

2013b). Bogdan and Biklen (2006) define qualitative research as “an umbrella term to refer to 

several research strategies that share certain characteristics” (p. 2). Typically a qualitative inquiry 

is characterized by richly describing people and their experiences. These descriptions are filled 

with meaning that has transferability components (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002). This 

study lends itself to the qualitative method because of the focus on the student’s perspective and 

the meaning they made out of their experiences (Creswell, 2013a). This perspective, as opposed 

to the perspective of the law school or the legal profession, was crucial to understanding how the 

environment impacted the participants. Similarly, statistical and numerical data would not tell the 

story of how the academically dismissed student perceived their environments. The thoughts, 

feelings, and descriptions that were collected and analyzed would not be accurately represented 
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through quantitative methods, and therefore qualitative inquiry was the most appropriate 

approach.  

The qualitative method is an inductive process, in which themes and patterns emerge 

from the data. Merriam (2009) describes the inductive method as “ researchers building toward 

theory from observations and intuitive understandings gleaned from being in the field” (p. 15). 

The limited research on minority students who were academically dismissed from law school 

requires this study to be conducted by an inductive process. Had prior empirical research been 

conducted, a sound hypothesis could have been developed and tested, however, at this juncture, 

the forces at work on law students who are dismissed are largely unknown. Similarly, the 

element of ethnicity has not been examined within the law school environment. This study was a 

first of a kind, and required an inductive process so that categories could be formed, and themes 

could be determined.  

The nature of this type of inquiry was emergent, meaning that the manner of conducting 

the research was not “tightly prescribed” (Creswell, 2013b, p. 186). Merriam (2009) 

characterizes this aspect of qualitative inquiry as flexible and evolving, due to the type of data 

being collected. In this study, students’ perceptions were recorded and analyzed. Unlike more 

finite data, perceptions are fluid and can be subject to change, or they may be conjured by 

varying types of questions in an interview. The nature of the circumstances surrounding the 

participants made the emergent nature of the inquiry necessary. The participants had to discuss 

their experience of being in law school and then academically dismissed, which required 

flexibility on the part of the methods used for research.  

Finally, the reflexivity required for the qualitative approach was an important component 

for this study. Reflexivity requires the researcher to reflect on her role in the research, and what 
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assumptions she carries with her. Watt (2007) suggests, “Since the researcher is the primary 

‘instrument’ of data collection and analysis, reflexivity is deemed essential” (p. 82).  Creswell 

(2013b) also explains, “this aspect of the methods is more than merely advancing biases and 

values in the study, but how the background of the researchers actually may shape the direction 

of the study” (p. 186). For this study, reflexivity of the researcher was an important component, 

due to the close ties with the participants. The researcher is an ethnic minority, and she attended 

law school. She presently is a law school administrator, and although she was not academically 

dismissed from law school, her experiences shaped the nature of the research, analysis, and 

discussion. A close examination of her role in research was necessary to ensure credibility of the 

research.  

This study was a natural fit for qualitative methods of inquiry. The rich descriptions of 

the participants and their perceptions fit the goals of this research to explore experiences of 

minority students who were academically dismissed. The inductive process and emergent inquiry 

allowed the study to take shape organically, which was required for this study, due to the 

pioneering nature of the topic. Finally, the reflexivity component of qualitative study helped to 

examine the researcher’s close ties to the topic.  

Philosophical Assumptions and Research Design 

This study operated under certain philosophical assumptions that shaped the nature of the 

methods and findings of this inquiry. Explaining these philosophical underpinnings created a 

well-rounded qualitative study, by disclosing the worldview of the researcher (Creswell, 2013a). 

This study functioned under the constructivist epistemology and a critical race theory theoretical 

perspective. The nature of these two philosophical foundations guided every aspect of exploring 
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the experiences of minority law students who were academically dismissed and their perceptions 

of the law school environment.  

Epistemology: Constructivism  

Creswell (2013a) defines epistemology in the most basic sense, “what counts as 

knowledge” (p. 21). It can also be understood as the way in which knowledge was constructed 

through this study. Due to the central topics of this research, perception of the environment, and 

experience of being a racial minority in law school, constructivism was the appropriate 

epistemological framework. This study prescribed to the constructivists views that meaning is 

not inherently present, but that it takes human thought to construct meaning (Crotty, 1998). This 

view, as opposed to one that posits a universal truth being present regardless of human thought, 

was most appropriate because this study relied on the foundation that race is understood as a 

social creation. Ozmon (2011) suggests, “truth is made (or constructed), not discovered or 

uncovered” (p. 205). When translated into terms of race, for purposes of this study an assumption 

was made that concepts of differences in terms of race are created by humans and not genetically 

viable. In an article about the lack of genetic differences between races, Goodman (2000) states 

“Race is real. Rather than being based on biology, it is a social and political process that provides 

insights into how we read deeper meaning into phenotypes” (Goodman, 2000, p. 1701). 

 The participants’ race and ethnicity discussed in this study also lent itself to social 

construction. Crotty (1998) suggests, “our culture brings things into view for us and endows 

them with meaning” (p. 53). The meaning assigned to race must be examined through a 

historical and social perspective, because it is the social nature of the construct of race that gives 

it significance. Individuals live through social norms that have been created through history and 

societal structures (Creswell, 2013a).  In understanding social construction, one can more 
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thoroughly understand the experiences of individuals in relationship to their race.  Similarly, how 

the law schools interact with minority students was impacted by the social construction nature of 

the environment. Historical legal education practices, social beliefs about minorities, and cultural 

norms in regards to treatment of minorities all played a role in this inquiry, and understanding 

these aspects through their social creation helped to understand the experience of the 

participants.  

 This study sought to collect the perceptions of the participants. Perceptions in and of 

themselves are constructions, meaning that they are human-created and do not exist without 

human thought. The individual’s understanding of the environment around them and their 

position as a minority can only be created by them, through their experiences. Their perceptions 

may be completely different than others in the same situation, which makes their understanding 

constructed and unique. The individual participant’s views on their experience was an intrinsic 

experience, however it had a societally influenced component. Societal understanding shapes 

meaning of the knowledge created out of the participant’s thoughts. Many of the participants’ 

perceptions of not being wanted, being isolated, or being seen as inferior, stem from collective 

meaning. Society supports these feelings by the acceptance of microaggressions and other 

disparate treatment. Acknowledging that the participants’ views on the law school environment 

were created, not only in the mind of humans, but also in the norms of society, helped to 

understand how they brought meaning to their experiences.  

 The purpose of this study was reached through constructing knowledge about the topic of 

minority student who were academically dismissed from law school. Although this study could 

have focused on statistical data such as GPAs, LSAT scores and other units of measurement, and 

sought to prove a hypothesis, it would not have told the stories of the participants, and it would 
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not have allowed for multiple perspectives (Creswell, 2013b). Instead, this study sought 

understanding through the participants, and the meanings they assigned to their experiences.  

Theoretical perspective: Critical Race Theory. In addition to operating under the 

constructivist epistemological stance, this study was guided by the critical race theory (CRT) 

theoretical perspective. A theoretical perspective is the “philosophical stance informing the 

methodology and thus providing a context for the process and grounding its logic and criteria” 

(Crotty, 1998, p. 3). This stance helps to shape the methodology, the nature of inquiry and the 

questions being asked and answered by the study. The foundations of social research include 

epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology and methods. The constructivist 

epistemology informs the theoretical perspective, which in turn informs the methodology and 

methods. It is a series of building blocks that supports the study (Crotty, 1998).  

The CRT framework is a theory through which social structures are viewed and 

challenged. Specifically, the theory suggests that racism is endemic in the United States and 

plays a role in every aspect of society. First developed by Derrick Bell, Allan Freemen, and other 

scholars, as a response to Critical Legal Studies, CRT emphasized that in order to understand the 

oppression, the stories, experiences, and history of the oppressed must be examined. This 

examination revealed institutionalized racism (Yosso, 2005). In the early days of CRT scholars 

focused on the shortcomings and slow pace of civil rights legislation, and thus the rhetoric 

coming from this field focused on issues of racism between Blacks and Whites. To expand the 

dialogue on oppression for other minority groups, Latino critical race, Tribal critical theory and 

Asian critical theory formed to extend the conversation (Yosso, 2005). Although the overarching 

CRT was the main theoretical perspective in this study, these other derivatives were also a source 

of foundation for the methodology and analysis.  



 

 

73 

 CRT focuses on the pervasiveness of racism throughout all aspects of life. Specifically,  

Litowitz (1997) suggests, “Racism is ‘normal’ in our society. Racist assumptions about 

minorities pervade our mind—set and are reinforced in the media and popular culture. Race is 

encoded not merely in our laws, but in our cultural symbols” (p. 506). This study operated under 

the same assumption that racism is systemic. This includes systemic racism in the admission 

process and all facets of the law school functionality. Systemic racism can be seen in the topics 

and content of study, the behaviors and views of those inhabiting the environment, and the 

structure of the social systems. When students share study resources, form study groups, or help 

each other, race was at play, and minority students typically are not offered privileges that their 

White counterparts are afforded. In other words, “we are all racists” (Litowitz, 1997, p. 506).  

 CRT recognizes storytelling as a principal way to combat the dialogue of the majority. 

Delgado and Stefancic (1993) explain, “Many Critical Race theorists consider that a principal 

obstacle to racial reform is majoritarian mindset—the bundle of presuppositions, received 

wisdoms, and shared cultural understandings persons in the dominant group bring to discussions 

of race (p. 462). Often the story of minorities is told through the lens of the majority. To combat 

this, storytelling and counter storytelling, or “naming one’s own reality” is a way to combat the 

majority-dominated dialogue (Delgado & Stefancic, 1993, p. 462). Similarly, storytelling can 

serve as a vehicle for healing, by realizing the manner and method of oppression (Ladson-

Billings & Tate, 2014). In this study, the stories of the individuals were collected to counteract 

the story that the legal education institution is telling. For minority students who were 

academically dismissed, simply looking at their GPAs was not enough to tell the story of their 

experience. Grades, ranks, and numeric indicators are an example of the majority—dialogue 
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about the participants. This study sought to tell a different counter story to the numeric indicators 

placed on the students by the institution.   

 Critical race theory subscribes to the theory of interest convergence, in which successes 

of minorities are tolerated when it serves the interests of the dominant group. Milner (2008) 

suggests, “interest convergence stresses that racial equality and equity for people of color will be 

pursued and advanced when they converge with the interests, needs, expectations, and ideologies 

of Whites” (p. 333). The Court’s reliance on the concept of diversity in the classroom as a 

compelling state interest as a means of upholding affirmative action practices is a primary 

example of convergence (California v. Bakke, 1978, Grutter v. Bollinger, 2003). The interest of 

minorities to have access to education, aligns with the interest of Whites to be in a diverse 

learning environment, and thus is accepted. Similarly, minority students being admitted at a 

higher rate during the law school admissions crisis serves the purpose of reaching enrollment 

goals, and maintaining budgets. This study operated under the theoretical perspective that the 

participants experienced an environment in which interests of minority students were allowed 

when they also served the interests of the majority.  

 Finally, CRT focuses on a social justice outcome, by eliminating racism and oppression. 

Malagon, Huber, and Velez (2009) explain, “Within the research process, the goal of CRT is to 

identify, analyze, and transform the structural aspects of education that maintain subordinate and 

racial positions in and out of the classroom” (p. 257). This study sought to transform the legal 

education environment through identifying issues within the structure of law school. This came 

about through analysis of the stories and counter stories of the students for which the system did 

not work. With the understanding that racism is widespread within culture, and that the interests 
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of minorities are allowed when they converge with the interests of the majority, the environment 

of the law school, as seen by those in the minority can be explored.  

Methodological Approach 

 The phenomenological case study approach best fit the purpose of this study in exploring 

the impact of the law school environment on minority students who were academically dismissed 

from law school. This study combined the approaches of phenomenology and case study to more 

fully analyze the research question and to explore the environment in relation to the participant’s 

experiences. Yin (2014) suggests that the various qualitative methods are not mutually exclusive, 

and can be used in union with one another, because multiple methods can be used to accomplish 

the research goals.  

 Case study and phenomenology have similar components that allow them to be used in 

combination. Both case study and phenomenology surround contemporary phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2013a; Yin, 2014).  Phenomenology seeks to find the essence of an experience, 

through collecting the lived experiences of the study participants, who all underwent a common 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2013a). Similarly, case studies illuminate a phenomenon through data, 

which is collected from those who experienced it (Yin, 2014). Unlike other methods of study that 

focus on historical happenings, both case study and phenomenology rely on “interviews of 

participants involved in the events (Yin, 2014, p. 12). In this study, data was collected from 

participants who directly experienced the phenomenon of the law school environment.  

 In both methods, the researcher has little or no control over manipulating components of 

the study. Unlike research conducted in a laboratory with control groups, the phenomenology 

and case study methodological approaches both prescribe research in which the phenomenon 

already happened, and therefore the researcher has no ability to manipulate, or create the 
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phenomenon experienced (Yin, 2014). Both of these disciplines seek to bring meaning and 

explanation out of a case or a phenomenon after the fact. Similarly, in this study, the participants 

already experienced the law school environment and were already academically dismissed from 

law school. The data in this research were collected to understand these experiences and to 

answer questions of how the law school environment impacted those students. 

 In some ways case study and phenomenology are different, however the differences 

complement each other within this study. Yin (2014) suggests that case studies “focus on a ‘case’ 

and retain a holistic and real-world perspective such as in studying individual life cycles, small 

group behavior, organizational and managerial process, neighborhood change, school 

performance, international relations, and the maturation of industries” (p. 4). The first step in the 

case study process is defining the unit of analysis or bounding the case. In this study, the case 

was the law school environment.  

Bounding the case goes beyond stating the phenomenon to be studied. Wells, Hirshberg, 

Lipton and Oakes (1995) explained, “We have learned from our experience … that defining and 

bounding cases is the catalyst that brings together theory, methodology, and analysis” (p. 18). 

The conceptual framework theory for this study was the manner in which the case was defined. 

The environment phenomenon studied was limited to the physical, human aggregate, 

organizational and constructed components of law school. 

 For the phenomenological component of this study, the law school environment was the 

common phenomenon experienced by all of the participants. Phenomenology focuses on 

constructing a common meaning out of the lived experiences, through subjective and objective 

viewpoints (Moustakas, 1994). The participants’ subjective experience were their perceptions of 

the phenomenon and the meaning they constructed. The objective experience of the participants 
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were their commonalities (Creswell, 2013a). These experiences combined to create an essence of 

the experience within the bounded phenomenon.  

 The phenomenological case study served to not only “expand and generalize theories” 

(Yin, 2014, p. 21), but it described the commonalities of the participants through their 

perceptions (Creswell, 2013a). The study took the form of an explanatory case study, in which it 

sought to explain the connection between environment and academic dismissal. Yin (2014) 

suggests that the purpose of this type of case study is to “explain the presumed causal links in 

real world interventions (p. 19). Similarly, it serves as a hermeneutical phenomenology, in which 

an interpretive process takes place in analyzing the lived experiences (Creswell, 2013a).  Van 

Manen (1990) suggests, “Pedagogy requires a hermeneutic ability to make interpretive sense of 

the phenomenon of the life world in order to see the pedagogic significance of situations and 

relations” (p. 2). The two methodologies work together in this instance to interpret and explain. 

This study accomplished the explanatory and hermeneutic components of the two disciplines by 

seeking to understand the law school environment phenomenon through the experiences of the 

participating minority students who were academically dismissed.  

Participants and Sampling 

 Participants with direct experience and knowledge of the phenomenon are critical sources 

of data in both phenomenology and case study (Creswell, 2013a). This study sought participants 

who identify as Latino/a or Black and were academically dismissed from an ABA accredited law 

school. The participant must have attended at least one full semester of their first year. Similarly, 

the participants were within a maximum of five years removed from their law school experience, 

so knowledge, memory, and thoughts were still relatively recent.  
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 Case studies reveal an in-depth understanding of the case, through exploring multiple 

facets of the case (Yin, 2014). Creswell (2013a) describes conducting a purposeful “maximal 

sampling” in order to demonstrate diverse perspectives of the case (p. 156). Phenomenological 

studies require that participants have original experience (Van Manen, 1990). The sampling 

technique in this study came from both fields, and although all the participants had original 

experience with the law school environment, and had gone through the process of being 

academically dismissed, there was great diversity within their experience.  Access to the 

participants was discovered through trial and error, through several “gatekeepers,” or the person 

who held access to participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 2006, pg. 85). 

 A purposeful sampling strategy was used to find participants in this study. Creswell 

(2013a) defines three major components of purposeful sampling, including, defining the 

participants in the sample, the types of sampling to be used, and the sample size necessary for 

data saturation. The participants within the sample for this study met all the criteria as mentioned 

previously; therefore part of the sampling process employed the criterion technique. This 

technique is known for quality assurance and is often used in phenomenology studies because it 

ensures that all participants have experienced the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013a). An 

opportunistic and snowball sampling technique was also utilized. Opportunistic describes finding 

participants through following leads, while snowball describes identifying participants through 

people who know people who might be “information-rich” (Creswell, 2013a, p. 158). Finally, 

Polkinghorne (1989) suggests between five and 25 participants for a quality phenomenological 

study. This study used eight participants, in order to reach a point in which an additional 

participant would not bring new knowledge or understanding to the study (Creswell, 2013a, p. 

325).  
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 In order to find the participants that met the criteria of this study several avenues were 

taken. An email was sent to a network of law school academic success professionals, Black and 

Hispanic law student associations, and Associate Deans (see appendix A), asking for them to 

forward the researcher’s contact information along with an explanation of the study to any 

former students who meet the criteria. Additionally, flyers were handed out and announcements 

were made at a Law School Diversity Retention Conference. Finally, the researcher posted 

information about the study on blogs and online forums dedicated to students who were 

academically dismissed from law school.  

In each of these methods of obtaining participants, the potential participants were given 

the researcher’s information or directed to the research website and asked to contact the 

researcher if they were interested in participating (see Appendix B and C). The gatekeepers did 

not supply information about the potential participants to the researcher, in order to follow 

Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) guidelines.  For purposes of eliminating 

bias and issues of power dynamics, former students from the researcher’s institution were not be 

used (Seidman, 2006).  

Data Collection Procedures 

  Data collection includes a variety of activities, including locating participants, 

establishing rapport, sampling, collecting, recording and storing data (Creswell, 2013a). Data 

collection in case studies are not as routinized as other methods, due to the variety of 

phenomenon studied under case studies (Yin, 2014). As a result, this study primarily used 

phenomenological methods, but case study methods were also considered and utilized.  
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Interviews  

Data were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews in an adapted approach 

prescribed by Seidman (2006). Interviewing in the qualitative realm typically lands on the 

continuum of structured format, between structured and unstructured. Structured interviews are 

guided by defined questions, to ensure all topics pertinent to the research are covered. 

Unstructured interviews encourages the participant to talk on the topic, and then the researcher 

probes with further guidance (Bogdan & Biklen, 2006). Bogdan and Biklen (2006) explain that 

the semi-structured interview allows for the researcher to gather comparable data across 

participants, but inhibits the ability of the participant to show how they structure the topic. 

Keeping the limitations of the structured-interview in mind, unstructured components of the 

interaction between the researcher and the participant were encouraged in this study.  

For this study, a semi-structured format was used, in which the researcher asked some 

guiding questions and prompts, however there was room for exploration of the topic by the 

participant. The interview topics and question addressed in this study can be found in Appendix 

E and F. These questions were used in a pilot interview, with a volunteer who met the criteria for 

participating in this study. This volunteer provided feedback at the conclusion of the pilot 

interview and helped to validate the questions.  

 Seidman (2006) describes best practices for interviewing techniques for 

phenomenological inquiry. Although this study prescribed to both the phenomenological and 

case study methods, the phenomenological method of interviewing was used, because of the lack 

of prescribed procedures for case study. Seidman (2006) suggests that each participant be 

interviewed with three topics in mind: life history, contemporary experience, and reflection on 
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meaning. The goals for each of these three topics were different. Seidman (2006) describes the 

three interviews:   

1) Life history: the interviewer's task was to put the participant's experience in context, by 

asking him or her to tell as much as possible about him or herself, in light of the topic up 

to the present time.  

2) Contemporary experience:  The purpose of the second interview was to concentrate on 

the concrete details of the participants' present lived experience in the topic area of the 

study. We ask them to reconstruct these details.  

3) Reflection on meaning: In the third interview, we ask participants to reflect on the 

meaning of their experience. The question of "meaning" was not one of satisfaction or 

reward, although such issues may play a part in the participants' thinking (pp. 17–18).  

In this study the interviews followed the topic guidelines as outlined by Seidman (2006) in order 

to fully understand the experiences of the participants as well as understand the impact of the law 

school environment on them. 

 The two-fold approach to this study required that the participants not only identified and 

described their experiences, but also illustrated their law school environment in relationship to 

their experience. To gather these two types of data, two types of interview styles were utilized. 

The first part of the  interview, the life history and contemporary experiences, as Seidman (2006) 

describes them, was conducted in the phenomenological style. Van Manen (2014) describes the 

goal for this type of interviewing as gathering experiences. He further explains that this style of 

interviewing “serves the very specific purpose of exploring and gathering experiential narrative 

material, stories, or anecdotes that may serve as a resource for phenomenological reflection and 

thus develop a richer and deeper understanding of a human phenomenon” (Van Manen, 2014, p. 
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317). The last part of the interview surrounded the reflection on meaning was conducted in the 

hermeneutic style. Van Manen (2014) suggests the goal of this type of interview was for the 

participant to provide an interpretation of their lived experience. This two-method format of 

interviewing was utilized in order to gather types of data that help to answer the research 

question.  

 Initially, a series of interviews were to be conducted with each participants, however the 

logistics of finding the participants, and the preference of each participant in continuing through 

each of the three topics in one sitting, lent itself to single continuous interview. However, there 

were at least three points of contract with each participant, including explanation of the research 

study, the interview, and follow-up. All of the interviews were conducted by phone or Skype, 

depending on the participant’s comfort level with technology. This allowed for the flexibility of 

scheduling and convenience for the interviewee. It also allowed for a widened pool of 

participants to be involved in the study, not just participants close to the researcher.  

Rapport  

Developing a relationship and gaining the trust of participants was crucial within a 

phenomenological case study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2006; Creswell, 2013a; Seidman, 2006; Van 

Manen, 2014; Yin, 2014). Issues of rapport were crucial in order to create a comfortable 

environment for the participant to honestly share their experiences and perceptions; yet, the 

interview environment was not so relaxed that it got in the way of accurate data collection. 

Seidman (2006) suggests, “The rapport an interviewer must build in an interviewing relationship 

needs to be controlled. Too much or too little rapport can lead to distortion of what the 

participant reconstructs in the interview” (p. 97). One way of establishing rapport was to use 

multiple points of contact, which allowed for the participant to become comfortable with the 
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researcher. Other ways that rapport was established included starting the interview with 

introductory get-to-know you questions, and making sure the interviewees knew that if they were 

uncomfortable, they could stop at any time.  

Recording and Storing Data 

 Data collection was digitally recorded during the interview process. Depending on the 

method of the interview, the interview was video (e.g., Skype) or audio recorded. According to 

Creswell's (2013b) recommendations, field notes were also taken during the interview and points 

of contact the impressions while the interview was taking place could be recorded. The 

researcher transcribed the digital recordings so that they could be analyzed. In addition to the 

transcribed interview transcripts and the field notes created by the researcher during the 

interview process, the researcher also kept a reflective journal for the purposes of bracketing or 

epoché, defined by Van Manen (2014) as “Phenomenologically, [the researcher]  need[s] to open 

[herself] (the epoché) and try to bracket [her] presumptions, common understandings and 

scientific explanations” (p. 216). The data collected through these methods were stored in a 

password protected computer, to which only the researcher had access.  

Document Analysis, Audiovisual Materials, and Observation  

In order to triangulate data collected from the participants through interviews, other 

sources of data were collected and analyzed. In this study, document analysis of public 

documents about the participants’ institutions were utilized. The information about the 

institution, such as published material about the nature of the school was analyzed and included 

in the study. Additionally, audiovisual materials were analyzed, including websites and social 

media sites associated with the institution in order to provide a rich and thick description 

(Creswell, 2013a) of the law school environment.  
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Ethical Considerations 

 The unique position of a researcher requires that the highest ethical standards be 

maintained throughout the research process. Scholars agree that ethical guidelines must be 

considered in all parts of the research (Bogdan & Biklen, 2006; Creswell, 2013a; Seidman, 2006; 

Wells et al., 1995). Bogdan and Biklen (2006) suggests that the main ethical issues facing 

researchers studying human subjects are “informed consent and the protection of informants 

from harm” (p. 48). This study has taken significant and appropriate measures to ensure the 

consent and protection of the participants, due to the intrusive nature of asking participants to 

share their experience with a difficult time in their life. 

Institutional Review Board  

This study was submitted for approval through Drake University’s Institutional Review 

Board to insure proper informed consent measures were taken, and safety measures for 

participants were conducted. The researcher completed the online training course through the 

National Institute of Health, Protecting Human Research Participants, in January of 2013, and 

an online training course entitled Conducting Human-Subjects Research through the 

Collaborative Institution Training Initiative in November of 2014. These trainings provided the 

researcher with the background needed to understand the guiding rules and regulations on human 

subjects research. Additionally, the institutional review board recommendations were 

implemented to ensure that the study was operating under the highest ethical principles, and data 

collection was only be implemented once approval was given. 

Informed Consent  

All participants were asked to sign an informed consent document so that they fully 

understood the nature of the study and their rights. As Creswell (2013a) explains, the informed 
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consent document used in this study outlined: 

1) The right of participants to voluntarily withdraw from the study at any time; 

2) The central purpose of the study and the procedures to be used in data collection; 

3) The protection of the confidentiality of the respondents; 

4) The known risks associated with participation in the study; 

5) The expected benefits to accrue to the participants in the study; and 

6) The signature of the participant as well as the researcher (Creswell, 2013a, p. 153).  

The informed consent documents for this study are located in Appendix D.   

Confidentiality  

In addition to transcripts being recorded and kept in a password-protected computer 

owned by the researcher, there were several other steps taken to ensure confidentiality. 

Pseudonyms were used in the place of participants’ name and for the schools they attended. The 

location of each school was described by a region so as to not provide enough information that 

the school could be identified. No other identifying information was used within the research so 

that the identity of the participant could be ascertained. A master list of pseudonym assignments 

was kept by the researcher and was saved on a password protected computer. No paper copies of 

the pseudonym assignments were made and all raw data will be destroyed when it is deemed no 

longer useful for research purposes.  

Power Dynamic 

In all research, there is a power dynamic between the researcher and the participants 

(Seidman, 2006). This study sought sensitive information about an experience that was likely 

painful for the participants. It was important to take steps to ensure that power in the research 

setting was minimized, so as not to exploit the participants. Creswell (2013a) suggests to reduce 
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the power dynamic the researcher should “avoid leading questions; withhold sharing personal 

impressions; avoid disclosing sensitive information” (p. 58). It was crucial that these steps be 

taken in this study, due to the position the researcher holds within a law school environment. For 

participants, the researcher could have been seen as an insider and holding more power because 

she works for the administration of a law school. To attempt to shift the power structure away 

from the researcher in this study, bracketing or epoché was conducted, and the researcher 

attempted to maintain a neutral position.  

Reporting of Findings 

In order to report the findings of the study in an ethical and complete manner, strict 

analytical procedures were used. Bogdan and Biklen (2006) explain, “for ideological reasons you 

may not like the conclusions you reach …the most important trademark of a researcher should be 

... devotion to reporting what the data reveal” (p. 50). To avoid these types of ethical dilemmas, 

this study prescribed to established phenomenological and case study methods and data analysis 

procedures. Steps to ensure quality were taken to show the ethical standards used within this 

study.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

 In qualitative research, the process of analyzing the data primarily consists of making 

sense out of the texts collected. This involved manipulating the data by taking it apart and 

putting it back together.  Creswell (2013b) suggests the process is like, “peeling back the layers 

of an onion” (p. 195). In this study, the data analysis process was conducted concurrently with 

the data collection process. Once the first interview was conducted, the reading and analyzing 

process began and continued throughout the writing of the findings of this study. Not all of the 

data collected was used in the analysis, due to the voluminous amount. Guest, MacQueen, and 
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Namey (2012) describe this process as winnowing. They suggest, “Just because something is 

noticeable does not mean it is noteworthy. There are always ideas, phrases, or expressions that 

catch a coder’s attention on an initial reading of the text that turn out to be oddities and 

distractions” (Guest et al., pp. 67–68). This study analyzed the relevant data while keeping in 

mind the ethical requirement to accurately portray the findings.  

 The qualitative methods consist of two levels of data analysis. Creswell (2013b) defines 

these two levels as “(a) the first is the more general procedure in analyzing the data, and (b) the 

second would be the analysis steps embedded within specific qualitative design” (p. 196). The 

general procedure consisted of first organizing and preparing the data. This included transcribing 

the data, typing up field notes, and organizing it into workable documents. Next, the data was 

read in its entirety to get a sense of the overall tone and meaning. During the initial reading 

phase, notes were taken that record the general thoughts about the data. Coding the data was the 

final activity in the general procedure phase. Creswell (2013b) defines coding as “organizing the 

data by bracketing chunks and writing a word representing the category” (p. 198). In this study, 

the researcher followed the coding process as outlined by Tesch (1990): 

1. Get a sense of the whole by reading through the transcripts of the interviews 

carefully. 

2. Go through one interview transcript and ascertain the underlying meaning of the text.  

3. Continue this process through enough interviews where topics can begin to emerge. 

Categorize these topics by type: major, unique, and leftover. 

4. Abbreviate the topics as codes and while rereading the transcripts identify the 

sections that represent a code. If new codes emerge, develop an abbreviation and 

continue to identify sections of the text that represent the codes.  
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5. Develop descriptive wording for your topics (codes) and turn them into categories. 

Reduce the list of categories by grouping topics that relate to each other.  

6. Collect the data belonging to each category in one document. 

7. Recode the existing data with the finalized topics.  

Codes used in this study emerged from the data collected, and developed into categories and 

themes appropriate for the data. This study utilized a computer analysis program to assist he 

organization of the codes. The NVivo™ program was used to help sort and code the data. All 

transcripts from the interviews, as well as field notes, and notes from the coding process were 

included in the analysis.  

Phenomenological Case Study Analysis  

The second part of analysis, after a general coding of the data, requires the method 

specific analysis of the data. Phenomenology studies analyze significant statements to create 

meaning and ultimately an essence of the description (Moustakas, 1994).  Case studies typically 

analyze the data for themes or issues (Yin, 2014). This study utilized both techniques in order to 

make significant meaning of the data.  

 Case study.  A variety of strategies and techniques can be used in the analysis and 

interpretation of case study data. As a strategy, this study relied on the four components of 

environment as underlined by Strange and Banning (2001) as a foundation for analysis. It helped 

to determine analytic priorities and helps to organize the codes and themes developed from the 

general analytical process. The explanation-building technique was utilized to understand the 

data and its meaning in relation to the four components of the environment. Yin (2014) suggests, 

“To explain a phenomenon is to stipulate a presumed set of causal links about it, or how or why 



 

 

89 

something happened” (p. 147). The process as outlined by Yin (2014) was used in order to 

explain the connections that explain the phenomenon of the law school environment:  

1. Making an initial theoretical statement or initial explanatory proposition 

2. Comparing the findings of an initial case against such a statement or proposition 

3. Revising the proposition 

4. Comparing other details of the case against the revision  

5. Comparing the revision to the findings from a second, third, or more cases 

6. Repeating this process as many times as needed (p. 149).   

These analytical steps were taken after the initial coding process and resulted in implications for 

the case.   

 Phenomenology. The first step in this phenomenological analysis was the highlighting of 

significant statements. This process, sometimes referred to as horizonalization, provided insight 

into the participants’ experiences. Next, the statements were clustered into groups that had 

common meaning. Finally, the significant statements and meaning clusters were combined into a 

textural description of the experience, or the essence of the phenomenon. Throughout this 

process, the bracketing of the researcher’s own experiences, biases, and thoughts were taken into 

account. Van Manen (2014) suggests, “The method of heuristic reduction consists of the epoché 

of bracketing (disturbing, shattering) the attitude of taken-for-grantedness” (p. 217). This process 

allowed the researcher to experience the data and the data collection with new eyes, and bracket 

her experiences with the topic. 

Phenomenological Case Study  

Yin (2014) recommends that when conducting a multiple approach study, such as this 

study, the phenomenological study encompass the case study. Yin (2014) suggests, “the larger 
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study will contain your completed case study but also should report separately the findings about 

the data from the other methods” (p. 193). The analysis of the data in both the phenomenological 

and case study method produced both an explanation of the law school environment and a rich 

description of the participants experiences of being in law school and being dismissed. The 

discussion portion of this study drew from these two products to add to the body of knowledge 

about the phenomenon.  

Design Issues 

 To judge the quality of research, several methodological and design elements were put in 

place to ensure that the study is valuable. Different scholars within the qualitative field have 

examined issues of quality in different ways, but most differences are semantic in nature. The 

components of quality in this study subscribed to Lincoln and Guba's (1985) naturalistic axioms: 

credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability, to illustrate measures of 

trustworthiness. These concepts are parallel to quantitative concepts of quality: internal validity, 

external validity, reliability, and objectivity (LeCompte & Goetz,1982). Generally, the various 

concepts of quality stemmed from central notions of ensuring the data matches the findings, the 

findings were supported by multiple sources of data so that conclusions were not a result of an 

outlier, the researchers bias was accounted for and was not overly influencing the data and 

findings, and finally, the data was an accurate reflection of the participants and their experiences.  

Confirmability 

Confirmability describes a stance of neutrality on the part of the researcher to achieve 

findings that stem from the participants and not from the researcher’s bias or preconceived 

notions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). One way this study ensured that findings were from objective 

and not subjective judgments was to develop an operational set of measures. Creswell (2013a) 



 

 

91 

suggests triangulation, member-checking and providing rich, thick descriptions combats 

subjective judgments. Creswell (2011) defines triangulation as, “the process of corroborating 

evidence from different individuals, types of data, or methods of data collection.... This ensures 

that the study will be accurate because the information is not drawn from a single source, 

individual, or process of data collection” (p. 280). In this study, the number of participants 

provided triangulation. The experiences and perception of each of the eight participants 

corroborated the essence of their experience developed through the analytic process, as well as 

an explanation of the law school environment. Similarly, document analysis and observations 

helped to verify data collected from the participants. Member-checks, or having “key informants 

review drafts of the case study report” also assisted in achieving neutrality (Yin, 2014, p. 45). In 

this study, the typed transcripts from the interviews were provided to the participants at the 

conclusion of transcription, and a copy of the findings and discussion were provided to the 

participants at the conclusion of drafting the two chapters. Any feedback from the participants 

was considered and, if appropriate, incorporated into this study. 

Credibility 

Credibility translates to ensuring that the findings in the study were not caused by a factor 

not explored by the study. Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest credibility demonstrates the truth in 

the findings. Another component of this measure of trustworthiness was illustrating that the 

researcher was making sound inferences from the data. Questions that should be addressed 

include, “Is the inference correct? Have all the rival explanations and possibilities been 

considered? Is the evidence convergent? Does it appear to be airtight? (Yin, 2014, p. 47). Anfara 

et al. (2002) suggests that triangulation, member checking and prolonged engagement in the field 

combat issues of credibility, which this study addressed. Additionally, following Yin’s 
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explanation-building procedures and addressing rival explanations assisted in establishing this 

construct of trustworthiness. Using this iterative process of developing explanations, and clearly 

showing the evidence to support inferences safeguarded internal validity. This study also devoted 

part of the discussion to alternative explanations, including the possibility of non-environmental 

factors that led to the participant’s academic dismissal. The peer-editing process of using a 

dissertation committee assisted in helping the researcher to identify alternate reasons for 

findings.  

Transferability 

The ability for the findings of the research to be generalized beyond the study suggests 

transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). There is a debate as to whether qualitative research 

should be conducted with the goal to relate it other scenarios (Gibbs, 2008). Creswell (2013b) 

suggests “the value of qualitative research lies in the particular description and themes developed 

in context of a specific site” and not necessarily in its relationship to the exterior (pp. 203–204). 

Keeping in mind the contained nature of qualitative studies, one way transferability was ensured 

was use of theory. Yin (2014) described this as analytic generalization and suggests it can be 

based on “corroborating, modifying, rejecting, or otherwise advancing theoretical concepts that 

you referenced in designing your case study” (p. 48). This research drew upon Strange and 

Banning’s four components of educational environment. In analysis of the data collected, the 

findings were related to the theory and further added to the body of knowledge about this 

construct. Another factor of transferability was using thick descriptions within the findings 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Thick description, which revealed significance allowed for the findings 

to be placed into context in the greater body of knowledge, thus showing relations to other 

similarly situated phenomenon (Jacobson, 1991). This type of description, along with theory was 
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utilized to help to relate the findings to other circumstances because it placed the findings in a 

larger context.  

Dependability 

The final trustworthiness of measure outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985) was 

dependability, or the ability to reproduce the study. This measure ensures that if a later 

researcher follows the same procedures as described by the study, the later researcher should 

arrive at similar findings and conclusions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Triangulation, peer 

examination and an iterative coding strategy all lead to dependability (Anfara et al., 2002). 

Similarly, creating an “audit trail,” or documenting the procedures of the study, lead to the ability 

to recreate the study in future circumstances (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 323). Through the 

methodology section, this study documented each step taken in this study. Careful notes were 

taken throughout the process, not only for reflexivity purposes, but also for procedure purposes. 

The notes were kept in the researcher’s journal, which were used to update the methods section 

of this study. Peer review, also assisted with ensuring the reliability of the study, by providing an 

external auditor process. The outside perspective of fellow researchers gave insight into how the 

study procedurally followed best methodological practices in order to assure that the study can 

be recreated in the future. For inter-rater reliability, a colleague coded one-quarter of all of the 

interview transcripts.  Her codes were examined for similarity to the researcher’s coding and her 

analysis was incorporated into the analysis.  

Delimitations 

The scope of this study was delimited to Black or Latina/o individuals who were 

academically dismissed from an ABA accredited law school. This study focused on their 

experience at law school and their perceptions of the law school environment. Factors external to 
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the law school environment were not explored, although they came up during the interview 

process.  

Limitations 

The individuals who participated in the study limited the nature of this inquiry. Creswell 

(2013b) explains “not all people are equally articulate and perceptive” (p. 191). The ability for 

the participants to remember, understand and reflect on their experiences in the law school 

dictated the nature of the study. Similarly, the experiences of the participants varied because the 

schools they attended varied greatly. Finally, the researcher’s bias, although the procedures of 

epoché were conducted, still influenced the study. In qualitative research, the researcher is the 

instrument through which data are collected and analyzed, thus the researchers views shaped the 

study. 

Summary 

 This study used the qualitative methods of inquiry to most appropriately examine the data 

in relation to the research questions. Due to the qualitative nature, a constructivist 

epistemological understanding guided this inquiry, as well as a critical race theory theoretical 

perspective. Data were collected through a semi-structured in-depth interview of each 

participant, and were analyzed through the phenomenological case study approach. The 

interview data were corroborated with document analysis and limited observation of the 

environments. An essence of the experience was constructed through significant and meaning 

making statements. Additionally, an explanation of the law school environment in relationship to 

the participant’s academic dismissal was produced through the data collected. Institutional 

Review Board approval was received and all participants signed an informed consent document 

to ensure the study followed ethical standards prescribed by qualitative methods. Finally, to 
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ensure a trustworthy study was produced, issues of credibility, transferability, dependability and 

conformability were addressed.   
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CHAPTER 4 

DESCRIPTION OF PARTICIPANTS AND RESEARCH SETTINGS 

This chapter provides an in-depth description of the participants and the law schools they 

attended. The participants’ path to law school, experience in school and life after dismissal are 

described in rich, thick detail using the data collected during the in-depth interviews. 

Characteristics for each participant’s law school environment are described, including 

geographic location, institutional demographics, and dismissal information. The law schools’ 

websites, detailed description from the participants, and their published rules and regulations 

were used to develop the research setting descriptions. Additionally, the participants in the study 

were all assigned pseudonyms to protect their identity. Law schools were assigned an identifying 

letter, and some of the data and their location was generalized to further protect the 

confidentiality of the participants.  

Research Settings 

The eight institutions that the participants attended serve as the research setting for this 

study and their environments were examined through public information published on each 

school’s website or from the ABA mandatory disclosure report.  Table 4.1 provides descriptive 

information about each institution that helps to understand the nature of each law school. 

  



 

 

97 

Table 4.1 

Descriptive Information for Participant’s Institutions 

Institutiona Type 
Law School 
Enrollmentb Region  

Median 
LSAT of 
entering 
classb 

%Hispanic/
% Black 
Students 

Student to 
Faculty 
Ratio 

Minority 
Faculty 

US News 
Ranking 

A PWI 500-700 East 150-155 <10%/<5% 10:1 <15% Top 100 
B PWI 500-700 Central 158-163 <15%/<7% 11:1 <15% Top 25 
C HBCU 500-700 East 145-150 <10%/50% 17:1 60-70% 2nd Tier 
D HBCU 400-600 South 142-147 35%/45% 17:1 75-80% 2nd Tier 
E PWI 900-1100 West 150-152 <15%/<7% 25:1 <25% 2nd Tier 
F PWI 500-700 South 158-163 <8%/<8% 12:1 <10% Top 50 
G HBCU 200-300 East 150-152 <35%/30% 15:1 50-55% 2nd Tier 
H PWI 400-600 West 150-152 <15%/<3% 16:1 <15% 2nd Tier 

aNote: All data in the table are based on the year of the participants’ attendance  

bNote: Ranges are used to help protect the participants’ identity  

 
Policies for Academic Grading and Dismissal 

 The institutions of the participants in this study had varying grading, dismissal and 

readmission policies. This section provides an overview of the rules and regulations that 

governed the law schools the participants attended.  

Institution A  

Institution A has the most stringent academic probation and dismissal rules and 

procedures of all the eight institutions examined in this study. To be in good standing at 

Institution A, a student must maintain a 2.2 GPA. At the conclusion of any spring semester, if the 

student maintains a GPA below the 2.2 threshold they are academically dismissed. Additionally, 

students below a 2.0 may not petition for readmission. Students who have at least a 2.0 GPA and 

can demonstrate that their academic performance was the result of hardship or compelling 

circumstances, and that they have the ability to achieve a 2.2 GPA, will be considered for 

readmission. Institution A has a mandated grading curve for first-year classes, which requires 5% 

of grades assigned to be A, 10% to be an A-, 5% to be a C-, 5% to be a D, and 2% to be in either 
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the D- or F range. In the mandatory curve, the average grade must be a B. When Sabrina 

attended Institution A, over 20 first-year students were academically dismissed. 

Institution B 

Institution B has a graduated probationary standard, which requires first-year students to 

achieve a 1.5 GPA in the first semester and a 1.75 GPA in the second semester. In the second 

and third year, students must maintain a 2.0 GPA. Students falling below these standards are 

placed on academic probation and will be academically dismissed if they have two consecutive 

probationary semesters or three nonconsecutive probationary semesters. A student can apply for 

readmission after a year and has to demonstrate extraordinary circumstances that will not 

reoccur. Naomi was the one of four students academically dismissed in the last four years at 

Institution B.  

Institution B has a required grading curve for both first-year and upper-level classes. In 

the first year 8-14% of grades must be an A, 15-25% of grades must be an A-, 25-35% of grades 

must be a B+, 25-35% of grades must be a B, 7-13% of grades must be a B- and 0-10% of grades 

must be a C+ or lower, with the mean being a B+. The upper-level courses are graded on a 

similar mandatory curve with more grades falling in the A, B+ and B range.  

Institution C  

Institution C requires that first-year students maintain a 2.0 GPA at the end of the spring 

semester, and those who fall below this threshold are academically dismissed. The law school 

does not have a published mandatory curve or grade distribution for first-year or upper-level 

courses. Any student below a 1.8 GPA at the conclusion of their second semester may not 

petition for readmission, and Institution C’s rules state that a person may only petition once. To 

petition, the dismissed student must demonstrate that she experienced extraordinary 
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circumstances that caused her academic performance. In 2012, when Eve entered Institution C, 

approximately 20 first-year students were dismissed, and in the past academic year 

approximately 50 first-year students were academically dismissed.  

Institution D 

At the conclusion of the first year, Institution D students must maintain 2.0 or above to 

remain academically eligible. After two years, the academically dismissed student may reapply 

for admission to the school, and must demonstrate to the committee that they do not lack the 

capacity to complete law school. The admissions committee will also take into consideration the 

activities the student has engaged in during his time away from law school. Institution D requires 

that in first-year courses 9% of grades awarded are in the A range, 33% are in the B range, 52% 

are in the C range, 5% in the D range and 1% are a grade of F. Institution D dismissed 

approximately 25 students in the year Jonathan was academically dismissed.  

Institution E  

Institution E places students on academic probation if they drop below a 2.0 GPA. 

Students will be academically dismissed if at the conclusion of their first semester if they earn 

below a 1.3 GPA at the conclusion of their first semester if they are a full-time student, or second 

semester if they are a part-time student. Additionally, students will be academically dismissed if 

their GPA is below a 2.0 at the conclusion of their second semester if they are a full-time student 

and their third semester if they are a part-time student. Institution E has a 0 to 4.3 grading scale, 

and their first-year curve requires that 4% of grades be between 3.9-4.3, 8% be between 3.6-3.8, 

8% be between 3.3-3.5, 8% be between 2.9-3.2, 12% be between 2.6-2.8, 20% be between 2.3-

2.5, 12% be between 1.9-2.2, 8% be between 1.6-1.8, 12% be between 1.2-1.5, and 8% be at a 
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1.1 and below. In the year that Nadia started, Institution E academically dismissed more than 30 

first-year students, and in the current year more than 20 first-year students were dismissed.  

Institution F  

Institution F requires that students maintain a 2.0 GPA at the conclusion of their first year 

in law school to stay academically eligible. A student will also be academically dismissed if they 

receive more than three grades below C- in their first year. Students can petition for readmission 

in writing and can include factors that contributed to their performance. A student who received 

below a 1.8 can only be readmitted if they demonstrate extraordinary circumstances. Institution F 

mandates a grade distribution that requires 60-65% of grades be a B or above, and that no more 

than 75% of grades be a B- or above. In the year Keith attended law school, Institution F 

academically dismissed two students.   

Institution G  

Institution G requires that students who receive a GPA below a 1.85 take a leave of 

absence and enroll in a summer program; this option is also open to those below a 2.0 GPA but is 

not required. If the student does not take a leave of absence, they will be academically dismissed 

if they are below a 2.0 GPA for two consecutive semesters. To petition for readmission a 

committee must determine that it is probable that the student will graduate, that there was a 

compelling circumstance for the student’s performance, that the student has the capacity for law 

school, and that the student has improved their skills to be successful. Additionally, Institution G 

has no published required grade distribution. In Adrienne’s year, Institution G academically 

dismissed approximately five students.  
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Institution H  

Institution H requires that students maintain a 2.15 GPA at the conclusion of each spring 

semester to be in good academic standing, anything below results in dismissal. If a student earns 

a GPA lower than 1.5 they are automatically dismissed with no right for petition. Students 

between 2.15 and 2.65 GPA are placed on academic supervision and are required to undergo a 

number of measures to improve their grades. Students below a 2.0 GPA must wait a year to 

petition to be readmitted, and students between a 2.00 and 2.15 GPA can petition immediately. 

First year courses must be graded on a scale that requires that 5% to 20% of grades be an A- and 

above, 45% to 70% be a B- and above, 10% to 20% be a C- and below and 0-5% be a D and 

below. Institution H academically dismissed approximately 30 students the year that Renaldo 

attended.  

Participant Profiles 

  The participants for this study attended and were dismissed from ABA accredited 

institutions across the country. Profiles for each of the eight participants illustrate the person’s 

background, path to law school, experience in law school, and eventual dismissal. Table 4.1 

provides the demographic data for each participant along with the corresponding institution from 

which they were dismissed. Pseudonyms were chosen for each participant to protect their 

identity.  
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Table 4.2  

Participant Demographics  

Name 
Law School 

Attended 
Institution 

Type Sex Ethnicity Age 
Semester of 
Dismissal 

Sabrina Institution A PWI F Black Mid Twenties Second 
Naomi Institution B PWI F Black Late Forties Fourth 
Eve Institution C HBCU F Black Early Twenties Second 
Jonathan Institution D HBCU M Black Late Twenties Second 
Nadia Institution E PWI F Latina Early Thirties First 
Keith Institution F PWI M Black Late Twenties Second 
Adrienne Institution G HBCU F Black Late Twenties Second 
Renaldo Institution H PWI M Latino Late Twenties Second 
 

The following narratives provide an understanding of the lens through which the 

participant viewed their experience and begins to illustrate the factors that each participant cited 

as reasons for their dismissal.  

Sabrina 

Sabrina is from a large city in the eastern region of the United States. She will be the first 

lawyer in her family. Both of her parents are highly educated professionals and her brother 

recently graduated from college. She attended a large public university for her undergraduate 

degree a couple hours away from her hometown and enrolled in Institution A for law school 

immediately after graduating with her 4-year degree.  

Sabrina always liked school and attended a private Catholic middle school, and an all-

girls preparatory high school, where she took a few advanced placement classes. Sabrina’s 

undergraduate education was at a large public PWI institution, but because it was so large it felt 

like a diverse campus. A number of women from her high school attended her same 

undergraduate institution, so she felt she had a built-in network there. Her biggest challenge in 

college was switching majors. She started as an economics major, but struggled with the 

concepts and the classes, so she switched to be a foreign affairs and African American studies 
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double major. She graduated with a cumulative GPA over a 3.0, and with a 3.7 and 3.5 in her 

two majors, respectively. She was also on the Dean’s list a few times throughout her time at the 

University. Sabrina was also extremely active in student life during her time in college. 

Sabrina always knew she wanted to be a lawyer, and recalls doing oral competitions in middle 

school and being on mock trial in high school. She also interned for a judge while in high school. 

Navigating the law school application process was difficult because she primarily undertook it 

on her own, with little help from her undergraduate institution or other resources. She took a 

Kaplan LSAT preparatory course the summer before her last year of college, and she took the 

LSAT in the middle of the semester while still juggling all of her schoolwork. Taking the LSAT 

was nerve-racking for Sabrina because of the high stakes, and she remembers being jittery while 

taking it because she wanted to do well. To prepare for law school, Sabrina attended a six-week 

CLEO summer institute in the summer that prepared her for law school. She mainly applied to 

schools near her hometown, but also applied to a few schools further away. Institution A was the 

highest ranked law school she was accepted to, which was a significant deciding factor in her 

law school decision process. Institution A was the furthest away from home she had ever 

attended school, and she noted that as a factor in her negative experience at the law school. 

Sabrina expected law school to be difficult, but she was excited about the challenge. When she 

arrived on campus the lack of diversity and the isolated environment surprised her. She was not 

able to visit campus before attending orientation, so her transition and mental preparation for the 

environment and school was rushed. Sabrina commented that the building was standoffish, the 

lecture halls were configured to be very intimidating, and that she could not relate to most of the 

students at Institution A. While in law school, she experienced fellow students making hostile 

comments based on ethnicity, her classmates being vocally unhappy about learning about civil 
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rights cases, and she could not find a study group that would let her join. She mentioned that 

most of her friends were outside of the law school, through on-campus ministries.  

     Sabrina also experienced hostile treatment with professors in the school when the 

Trayvon Martin case was discussed in criminal law, and when her legal writing professor 

reported her to the Dean for missing a class for an appellate competition. She felt this treatment 

was based on her ethnicity and resulted in her having to move writing classes because of the 

situation. The first semester of law school, she recalled getting around a 2.7 GPA, and by the 

second semester her GPA had fallen to below the standards for continuing in law school.  

In addition to feeling very isolated in the law school, and experiencing disparate treatment by 

some of the professors, Sabrina had outside stressors that impacted her time at Institution A. She 

lived in graduate student housing, but at the end of the first semester an undergraduate student 

moved into the apartment. The undergraduate roommate held frequent parties at the apartment 

and was hostile to Sabrina, shutting off the lights on her, or yelling at her. Finally, Sabrina’s 

mother became very ill during her year at Institution A, which increased the stress of her 

situation.  

Sabrina found out she was academically dismissed a month into a summer internship 

with a district court judge back in her hometown. She immediately enrolled in a master’s 

program at Institution A and contacted one of the deans of the law school to see if the waiting 

period for reapplication could be waived for her. The dean denied her request, saying that there 

was nothing he could do, despite his awareness of the struggles she had endured with some of the 

faculty. After receiving her masters, Sabrina retook the LSAT and was accepted to a large public 

law school near her hometown and currently successfully finished her first year of law school 
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there. When looking back on her experience Sabrina said that her time at Institution A was one 

of the most depressing and isolating times of her life.  

Naomi  

Naomi lives in a large city in the eastern portion of the country. She first became 

interested in law school because of classes she took during college, as well as knowing people 

who went to law school. She attended college at an Ivy League institution in the eastern region of 

the United States and she received her bachelors in sociology. When she first took the LSAT she 

scored in the 93rd percentile, but did not enroll in law school until much later after a career as a 

librarian. She retook the LSAT several years later and ranked in the 73rd percentile and was 

accepted at Institution B. She was in her mid-forties when she went to law school, and the age 

difference between her and her fellow students marked her experience at Institution B. 

Naomi’s experience at Institution B was shaped by her many interactions with student 

services, in that she needed accommodations for her disabilities. Just a few days before moving 

to campus she sustained an injury that aggravated her carpal tunnel syndrome, and affected her 

ability to take notes and write exams. It took over a year for her to receive accommodations from 

the institution because she did not have up-to-date documentation of her disabilities, and the on-

campus health services were not helpful in providing documentation. Her previous work 

accommodated her without paperwork, so when she arrived at school all she had were outdated 

doctor’s notes.  

When she worked with the director of student services at Institution B she was met with 

skepticism because she was told students in the school had a reputation of falsely trying to get 

accommodations. When she started receiving class recordings and notes from the class, she 

found that the notes were often incomplete, or the recordings were indecipherable. Additionally, 
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she would sometimes have to wait for up to two months to get the notes and recordings. Naomi 

overheard students who were hired as note takers say that they would only take notes on the first 

45 minutes of class, or they would only transfer half their notes to student services. Naomi 

experienced issues with disability accommodations throughout her time at Institution B, and she 

cited it as a major factor in her academic performance.  

She also found that her fellow students were extremely competitive and hostile towards 

her. Although she tried to get involved in the Black Law Student Association (BLSA), she found 

that the Black students on campus were very cliquey and that because she was older, and less 

accepting of the immaturity of younger law students, she was shunned from that group. She had 

an incident, in which BLSA members pushed and bumped into her purposefully during a BLSA 

event, and the leaders of BLSA were hostile to her for not attending parties that they hosted. She 

also had a difficult time joining a study group, and her assigned mentor through BLSA would not 

share old notes, books, and outlines for courses, like other mentors in the school.   

In addition to a hostile environment in the law school, she also had a difficult experience 

with her roommates. In July, before Naomi entered law school, she was diagnosed with sleep 

apnea, and so she easily woke because she rarely achieved deep sleep. Her roommates began 

coming home late and waking her up especially around finals. In her last semester at Institution 

B, Naomi had another roommate who she had an incident with the night before her last final. The 

roommate intentionally scared her, and Naomi reported having so much adrenaline running 

through her body that she was shaking into the next day. This roommate also had frequent guests 

come over to the apartment and would be up at late hours.  

In the classroom, Naomi struggled because she physically had a difficult time getting 

around; the 10-minute passing periods were not enough time for her to ask her professors 
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questions after class. She also felt that sometimes her professors would ignore her hand being 

raised because they felt that she couldn’t answer the question, or that she had nothing to 

contribute to the conversation.  

Naomi did not find out until the middle of her fourth semester that she was at risk for 

academic dismissal, due to Institution B’s nonconsecutive probation rule. In June, she discovered 

that she was academically dismissed because she had applied for a regional law conference, and 

she called the school about her status, and they explained she could not participate because she 

was academically dismissed. She had not received any official notice at that time so she called 

the Dean, and then finally she received an email about her dismissal from the Director of Student 

Services. She then requested to reapply after the waiting period, and received an unprofessional 

email that made it evident to her that Institution B did not want her back. For this study, she 

provided the email exchange; it was included in the data collected and analyzed for this study. 

Although Naomi enjoyed the subject matter she studied, she felt very isolated during her time at 

Institution B and gained nearly 60 pounds in her two years there. She is currently thinking about 

retaking the LSAT, and reapplying to law schools in the central region of the United States. 

Eve  

  Eve is from a mid-size city, which is about an hour away from Institution C, in the 

eastern region of the United States. She attended Institution C for both her undergraduate 

education and law school and has recently been readmitted to the law school at the institution. 

She always knew she wanted to be a lawyer, go to Institution C, be an honor student, and be a 

cheerleader. Until her experience at the law school, she had accomplished all of these goals. She 

graduated from the top of her class in high school and graduated from college with a criminal 

justice degree with a concentration in juvenile justice. School had been easy for her, and she was 
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very involved in lots of extracurricular activities. She graduated from college with around a 3.4 

GPA. 

  Eve was involved in BLSA in college, so she already had ties to the law school. She took 

the LSAT twice because the proctor did not give enough time on one of the sections during Eve's 

first attempt. She admitted to not taking the LSAT as seriously as she should have, and cited that 

as the reason she did not score as high as she wanted. Going into law school, she knew that it 

would be a challenging experience, but what she had not prepared for was the difficulties that 

she would experience outside of the law school environment.   

  Eve found out right before finals of her first semester in law school that she was 

pregnant. She had been dating her boyfriend for a while, but the pregnancy was unexpected, so 

she attributed the physical symptoms to the stress of law school. Her boyfriend stopped taking or 

returning her phone calls when she told him she was pregnant, and their relationship deteriorated 

quickly. There were instances of violence and abuse in the relationship and at one point her 

boyfriend broke into her apartment. Eve had a miscarriage at the end of her first semester, and 

her grandmother also died during this time period. During this time Eve struggled with feeling 

extremely sad. She went to a psychologist on campus and received counseling and medication, 

but she was not able to focus and get back into studying until approximately a month before her 

spring finals. Her grades in her final semester had improved substantially, but it was not enough 

to bring her over the 2.0 threshold required to be academically eligible at Institution C. 

  Eve had a “hold” on her account the summer after her first-year, so she could not see her 

grades as they were posted. She asked her cheerleading coach from college to check her grades 

for her, and Eve noticed that the grades being posted were the same as the previous semester. 

She contacted the law school, and it was discovered that the wrong grades were posted, but when 
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the correct grades were posted it was not enough for her to continue at the law school.   

  Her GPA at the end of the spring semester was high enough that she was able to petition 

for readmission, but her petition was denied. She recalls being grilled by faculty about why she 

stayed in an abusive relationship for so long, and when exactly she found out that she was 

pregnant. She felt that other students who were petitioning for re-admission had weaker or false 

stories as to why they did not perform well, but for some reason they were readmitted and she 

was not. During her time at Institution C, she felt very isolated and that the school was not as 

supportive as they claimed to be when she was making her admissions decision.   

  Although she got along with most students and felt that she fit into the community at the 

law school, Eve did not reach out to her fellow classmates for support or help, mostly because 

she felt that they would not understand her situation. She felt that students were judging her for 

her situation and throughout her year there she was incredibly embarrassed. After being 

dismissed Eve enrolled in an MBA program at Institution C and completed that degree this past 

semester. At the time she was interviewed for this study, Eve was contemplating retaking the 

LSAT and applying for other law schools, but she found out that she was readmitted to 

Institution C and will start in the fall.   

Jonathan 

  Jonathan is from the same large city in the Southern region of the United States where 

Institution D is located. He grew up and went to undergraduate school there as well. He comes 

from a family of lawyers, which is one of the reasons he decided to go to law school. Jonathan 

attended a large state university and recalls his undergraduate institution being very diverse, with 

students coming from various stages in their life. He was an English major, and one of his 

notable accomplishments in college was having a paper published in a history journal. Jonathan 
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was active in college bowl, the state historical association, and other on-campus activities during 

his undergraduate education. College was the first time he found himself around mature people 

who he could identify with, so he enjoyed his educational experience there much more than high 

school and middle school.   

  After college Jonathan worked for a car dealership for three years. He knew he wanted to 

go back to school, but he was not sure what area he wanted to pursue. When it was apparent that 

there were not opportunities for advancement at the dealership, he decided to apply for law 

school. He did not prepare much for the LSAT because it was late in the application cycle, but he 

was pleased with his score and it was well within the range to be accepted at Institution D. He 

only applied for Institution D's law school despite being aware of the school's somewhat negative 

reputation because that is where his father, brother, and sister attended law school, and he wanted 

to stay in his hometown.    

  Jonathan anticipated law school to be a lot of reading and a lot of work. He knew that he 

would not have much of a life outside of his studies and at the suggestion of friends he watched 

the movie Paper Chase, which intimidated him. Jonathan expected to do well, particularly with 

having help from his family members who were lawyers. During his time at school, he lived at 

home with his parents just a couple of miles away from school. 

  While in law school he would study in the library primarily, but he was careful with his 

laptop and books because there were a lot of thefts on campus by either people from the 

community or fellow students. He ended up purchasing a lock for his possessions to keep them 

safe. Jonathan commented that this was one of the negative reputations of the school. Jonathan 

got along with the students at his law school and his friends were similar to him but came from 

around the country. There was one particular professor that Jonathan admired, and it was this 
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professor who gave him a pep talk when he was academically dismissed. However, Jonathan had 

negative experiences with his legal writing professor and he felt that his memos were graded 

unfairly, particularly since his family members gave him positive feedback when they read his 

memos. He also had issues with some of the upper-class tutors being very condescending and 

hostile. The law school required students to attend these tutoring sessions. 

  In general, Jonathan did not perform as well as he wanted to in his fall exams, but in 

speaking with a professor he was reassured that everything would balance out in the spring with 

finals and comprehensive exams. In the spring, Jonathan told his family he did not know if he 

was understanding the material, and that he felt like he was falling behind. It seemed that there 

was too much material for such a short amount of time, and that had there been more time, it 

might have been a different outcome. Jonathan also felt that the mandatory grading curve had a 

lot to do with his dismissal. He thought that his raw scores on his exams were passing, but once 

the grading curve was applied they were failing grades. He mentioned that there were rumors 

that his classmates cheated on the exams, and that the entire grade and exam process was 

suspicious. 

  Jonathan remembered waiting a long time to find out his grades, and that a lot of his 

friends were anxious to find out their academic status. He remembers feeling bad when everyone 

was posting on Facebook that they made it through the first year, and he knew that he would not 

be returning. After being dismissed, he met with his favorite faculty member and decided not to 

apply for readmission. He was accepted in the MPA program at Institution D and is currently 

pursuing a concentration in urban planning. He has no intention of replying for law school, but 

did promise his favorite professor that he would come back to talk to any student who was 

academically dismissed to help them through the process. 
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Nadia  

  Nadia has lived in the same western region city as Institution E for most of her life. She 

was born in Mexico and moved to the United States when she was three years old. She was the 

first in her family to go to college, and she gained interest in the law after an internship at legal 

aid when she was a junior in college. Nadia did well in primary school and high school, although 

her schools were not focused on getting students to college. She felt the focus was on “getting 

you to be on good behavior and not causing any problems.” Even though advanced placement 

classes were not readily available Nadia was able to get through the screening process to enroll 

in them. Nadia thought that her experience was a lot different than her peers in high school 

because of her involvement with AP and honors classes.  

  Nadia went to a large state university for undergraduate that was part of the state's 

university system. This was her first time being away from her family and her home, and it was 

very challenging. She felt prepared in going to college because she received excellent grades in 

high school, but when she arrived on campus she realized that her writing abilities were far 

behind her peers. She spent at least one year in remedial classes, and she felt that she had to work 

a lot harder than her fellow students to get passing grades. While in college, she was not 

involved in many extracurricular activities apart from a retention program. She sought a legal aid 

internship opportunity to gain some tangible skills in her junior year. Nadia does not qualify for 

federal student loans so her mother paid for her undergraduate education.  

  Nadia wanted to enroll in law school immediately after college, but it took her a few 

years to gain acceptance. She retook the LSAT several times during that period and she recalls 

the test being “scary” because of the pressure and her desire to do well. She attended a one-day 

seminar on the law school admissions process through the organization For People of Color. 
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This seminar helped Nadia to improve her application and to understand the admissions process. 

She was eventually accepted to Institution E, in her hometown.  

  Through the For People of Color seminars, Nadia knew that she was going to have to 

work hard in law school, but academically she did not know what to expect. Due to her inability 

to take out student loans, Nadia enrolled in Institution E's part-time program, and she worked 

fulltime as a paralegal at a solo practitioner's law office in order to pay for school. Nadia noticed 

right away that although the part-time program was supposed to be for working professionals, 

she seemed to be one of the only people working while going to law school. Her job was 

rigorous and if she took off anytime her work would pile up.   

  Nadia was very isolated from the rest of her classmates, and she did not make friends 

with any of them. Her fellow students formed study groups that would meet during the day, so 

she was not able to participate in those types of activities. She also noticed that some of her 

professors were not available at night to assist her, despite the fact that they taught at night. 

Nadia also noticed that the institution seemed more helpful when going through the application 

process, but once admitted it was more difficult for her to receive help. Her legal writing 

professor seemed to treat her differently than other students and was very dismissive of Nadia 

when she asked for help. Additionally, she had intimidating experiences with being called on in 

class.   

  Nadia found support with the academic success professor on campus and was able to 

meet with her to get assistance in the evenings. Nadia failed all three of her midterms and at that 

point she knew she was in serious trouble. She turned in her memo several days late because she 

wanted to make sure it was perfect, but after points had been taken off for her lateness, she failed 

that class too. Although she worked for a law office, she did not want to ask her supervising 
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attorney for help because she did not want to be seen as incapable and the attorney seemed to 

think that law school was easy.   

  Nadia learned a month after finals that she was on probation, but the letter seemed to 

insinuate that she was also dismissed or should leave school. Nadia walked away at that point 

and never contacted the school. She commented that she was frightened by the whole experience 

and she wanted to avoid the application process at all costs. She felt one of the biggest factors 

was working at a job that was not flexible and not supportive of her being in law school. She also 

felt that some of her grades were enough for her to stay, but once the grading curve was applied 

she had no chance. Now Nadia is working at a new job in the insurance industry, where her work 

schedule is more flexible. However, she still has not taken any action to be readmitted and has 

not made up her mind on trying to return to law school.   

Keith  

  Keith's dad was in the military and he moved often when he was young. He lived in the 

Central, Eastern, and Western regions of the country until his family settled in a Western city of 

500,000 that is a part of a larger metropolitan area. Keith went to high school in that area and 

still lives there today with his parents. He attended a highly selective private research university 

in the Eastern region of the United States and originally wanted to do the pre-med track, but after 

struggling in classes he changed his major to psychology and minored in philosophy. Keith was 

involved in the martial arts club for his entire time in college, lived in a substance free dorm his 

first year, and joined the consulting club his senior year. 

 Keith’s roommate went through the law school application process in his senior year of 

college, so Keith was familiar with the process, but watching his roommate scared him from 

applying for law school at that time. A few years after college, when Keith had been pursuing a 
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business and marketing career, a man at a car shop confused him for a law student. Keith did not 

feel fulfilled in his line of work, so he decided to apply. Keith applied to law school in three 

consecutive years making his way down the list of top law schools until he got into a prestigious 

school.  He was waitlisted at other higher ranked schools, but Institution F was the first to offer 

him admission.   

Before attending, Keith knew that law school would be a lot of reading and that they 

would change the way he thought, but he also thought it would be similar to his previous school 

experiences. He was aware of the Socratic method and was excited for that type of challenge. 

When he got to law school, he joined campus-wide activities like the Quidditch team and an 

intermural soccer team, which were sources of community and friendship for him. Keith was 

also friends with his roommate who was in his law school class. Apart from those connections 

Keith was not involved with the law school community. He did not join study groups, and 

although he got along with other students, he commented that everyone seemed isolated in 

studying on their own and stressed. This isolation and stress did not match Keith's laidback and 

easygoing style. He thought other students probably thought he was strange, because sometimes 

he would bring his broom to class from Quidditch, and he dressed in a tuxedo on the last day of 

class. Sometimes they would make fun of him for his eccentric behavior.   

Keith enjoyed his professors, but had painful experiences with the Socratic method. 

There was one incident in particular where the professor called on him, and he was not prepared; 

the professor called on him two days later and he still was not prepared. At that point, the 

professor laid into him. Keith said he had a hard time getting motivated to do the reading, 

possibly because law school was not what he expected, but he was still searching for reasons he 
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was not successful at the institution. He also said he had a hard time knowing what he should be 

writing on the exams.   

Institution F provided a tutoring service that Keith utilized both semesters while in law 

school. In his second semester, he had two tutors assigned to him, one to help him work on 

concepts and outlines, and another to help him with practice exams. He felt that some of this 

programming was helpful, yet he still did not go into his finals in the second semester 

understanding the level to which he was supposed to be writing. When he took his exams, he 

thought he performed well, but he received poor grades.  

 Keith learned he was academically dismissed in the summer, while working at a 

nonprofit legal services organization and at the district attorney’s office. At his readmissions 

hearing, the professors on the admissions committee grilled him. Keith felt that the threshold was 

too high, and at some point in the hearing the faculty seemed to close their file and stop paying 

attention to him. After he was dismissed, he went back home to live with his parents and is 

thinking about applying for a different graduate school program.  

Adrienne 

Adrienne grew up not far from Institution G in a predominantly black area. Neither her 

mother nor father went to college and they were determined to change the situation for their 

children. She is one of five children and her three older brothers all went to college, which was a 

source of pride for her family. Adrienne attended Institution C for college where she did well 

academically, but did not engage in the life and culture of the institution. While in college, she 

worked 40 to 60 hours a week at two jobs and was very independent. She moved off of campus 

her first year and other than participating in a mentor program for middle school students she did 

not engage in student life in college. She graduated from college with honors.  
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Adrienne knew early on that she wanted to go to law school. At 16, she worked with an 

attorney who also served as a mentor. He suggested she major in English in college so she would 

be prepared for the reading and writing required in law school. Adrienne always knew she 

wanted to do something important with her life, so law school seemed like the best path for her.   

Adrienne spent a year in-between college and law school waiting tables and retaking the 

LSAT. She remembers the LSAT being “awful,” but she was able to substantially raise her score 

during this time. When she started at Institution G, she was surprised at the level of diversity in 

her class and that there was a much higher percentage of white students than minority students. 

She felt comfortable around her classmates and she was involved with BLSA. Through BLSA 

she was paired with a mentor who gave her outlines, but it was the first year for the mentorship 

program so Adrienne thought it was poorly run. Looking back, Adrienne thought that part of her 

struggle might have been her maturity level, but she also felt that she was a strong enough 

student that she should have survived.   

 After her first semester of not performing well, Adrienne was put in a remedial class that 

reminded her of dentition hall. The way Institution G is structured, all incoming students are in 

the same classes and typically in the same classroom. Adrienne described this as similar to 

kindergarten. The remedial class met right after one of the first-year courses, so all of the 

students at the bottom of the class had to stay in the room, while the rest of the first-years got up 

and left. Adrienne described this experience as humiliating and as a result she started to shut 

down.  

 Adrienne also had negative experiences with faculty and administration. One of her 

professors seemed to treat her and others differently and made a student cry in class. Adrienne 

responded by going to the administration to complain and the administrator she spoke with 
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berated her. Throughout her time at Institution G Adrienne reported feeling extremely anxious 

and scared. She had many negative physical and psychological responses to the environment at 

Institution G.  

Adrienne was well into summer classes when she learned she was academically 

dismissed, which frustrated her further because of the tuition she paid. When she was dismissed, 

she spoke with the administration and her favorite professor and they encouraged her to petition 

for readmission. As a result, she felt that she would most likely be readmitted. She corresponded 

with the designated administrator to work on her appeal, but the administrator was in hospice at 

the time and died during Adrienne’s readmission process. In the interim year before reapplying, 

Adrienne interned with a local judge and applied for the CLEO summer institute at the 

suggestion of her favorite professor. A few days before going to the summer institute she found 

out her petition had been denied. She was devastated but proceeded to participate in CLEO. The 

CLEO program helped her get admitted to a different law school in the Eastern region of the 

United States and she just graduated from law school this year. 

Adrienne cited several possible factors for her experience at Institution G. She felt that 

her maturity level possibly contributed to her academic performance, but she also felt the 

atmosphere and the administration contributed to her lack of success.   

Renaldo 

Renaldo was born in Brazil and moved to a small town in the Eastern region of the 

country when he was eight years old. His mother was of native decent and his father was 

Portuguese decent, so he never considered himself Hispanic or Latino until immigrating to the 

United States when that label was given to him. He graduated from the top of his high school 

class and was accepted to an Ivy League undergraduate institution, but because of his 
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immigration status he was not able to attend. He worked a lot of odd jobs supporting his family 

during that time. In 2009, Renaldo was able to go to one of the state’s public universities, where 

he studied education and gender studies and graduated in 2.5 years. He was accepted to Teach 

for America after college and was placed in a large urban city in the Eastern region of the 

country to teach at a second chance school. This was a big culture shock for him because it was 

“a completely different world” than what he previously experienced. While in Teach for 

America, Renaldo went back to get his teaching license at a large state school. 

He became impassioned about the students he was working with and wanted to be an 

activist, particularly for immigration issues. He would often help students fill out forms and 

navigate the immigration system for their parents who did not speak English. Experiencing these 

hardships made him see how valuable a law degree could be to becoming an activist.   

Renaldo took the LSAT once, after preparing through self-study, and did well enough 

that he decided to apply immediately. He was accepted to a few schools in the area but chose 

Institution H because he was awarded a substantial scholarship. Although the admissions process 

went relatively smoothly, he felt that the LSAT was an arcane way to determine who would be 

suited to be a lawyer.   

Renaldo expected law school to be a wonderful community of intellectuals who would 

help him pursue his passions and desires to change the world. He thought that he would be 

supported and grow through learning the law. He said that he was probably the most naive 

person there and had no idea that law school was more about competition and making money 

than helping people. He noticed the competition in every aspect of the school, from how the 

students interacted with each other, to how the teachers taught the class. He commented that by 

the time he was done with his first semester they had destroyed all of his passion.  
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 Institution H had a week-long preparatory program in which Renaldo participated. He 

thought it was a good introduction, but also an untruthful representation of what law school was 

truly like in regards to the competition and the grading structure. He made many friends within 

the orientation program, but when school started he was placed in a different section than most 

of the friends he made so he felt very isolated. 

Renaldo thought the class structure was not conducive to learning and not what 

Institution H promised. It was mostly lecture and when professors engaged students it was in the 

form of the unhelpful Socratic method. Some of his classmates made racially insensitive 

comments and he found that the professors did not know how to manage the classroom. Renaldo 

knew he was in academic trouble after his midterms when he did poorly, but he was shocked 

when his professor informed him of the mandatory grading curve, that meant that some students 

had to receive poor grades.  

 One of his teachers seemed to treat him differently because of his ethnicity and made 

many comments about his English skills. He sought out help with his writing assignments, even 

though it was against the rules, and he still received the lowest grade in the class. He thought that 

the teacher was grading him poorly specifically because of his ethnicity.  

  During the second semester, Renaldo was placed in a remedial course with all 

international students that he found to be unhelpful and confusing. He said that the teacher was 

often not prepared and simply asked the students what they wanted to do that day. Classmates 

not enrolled in the class would sometimes pretend to be lost and come into the classroom to see 

who was in the remedial class, so they would know which students were ranked at the bottom of 

the class. Renaldo said this was typical behavior of his classmates.   
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Renaldo was able to improve his grades considerably in the second semester and received 

an A- in his property course, but he was .01 away from being able to continue law school. He 

contacted all of his professors to talk about his grades, but they were not receptive and not 

willing to review his exams. At that point, he decided not to reapply. Renaldo felt that the law 

school was a very unsafe place for him and while there he ended up gaining a substantial amount 

of weight. Other students who confided in him also went through a very difficult time 

emotionally while there, and some confided in him that they were contemplating suicide. Now 

Renaldo is teaching kindergarten and is thinking about going to seminary school. 

Summary 

 The eight participants in this study came from varied backgrounds and were all 

academically dismissed because of their cumulative grade point averages while attending ABA 

accredited law schools. Three participants attended historically black institutions and five 

participants attended predominantly white institutions. Each institution has slightly different 

regulations for academic dismissal and readmission. Additionally, six of the institutions have 

published mandatory grade distributions for first-year courses. Two of the institutions did not 

have grade distribution requirements published, but it is likely that they have a policy. The next 

chapter presents the study’s findings that emerged from the data analysis of the in-depth 

interviews with participants. These findings are based on the student’s perceptions and the 

examination of the education environment in which they studied.  
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the law school environment as experienced by 

Black or Latina/o students who were academically dismissed from law school. The findings for 

this study were devised through the phenomenological and case study methods to develop the 

essence of their experience of being in law school and being academically dismissed.  Strange 

and Banning's four components of the educational environment: Physical, Human Aggregate, 

Organizational, and Constructed were used as a conceptual framework to guide data collection 

and analysis.  The phenomenological data analysis resulted from an iterative coding process, 

which produced four themes. As a result, the four themes emerged to answer the overarching 

research question: What are the experiences of minority law students who were academically 

dismissed from law school at the conclusion of their first year of law school?  

 The themes and subthemes serve to provide a framework for understanding the 

experience of minority law students who were dismissed. Table 5.1 provides a summary list of 

the four thematic findings for this study. 

Table 5.1 

Themes & Sub-Themes 
Theme #1: Participant Experiences of Stereotype Threat 

o Stereotypes Experienced by the Participant 
o Unique Stereotypes Present for Participants Attending HBCU Institutions  
o Percieved Personal Weaknesses  
o Manifestations of Stress 

Theme #2: Fight or Flight as a Coping Mechanism  
o A Percieved Hostile Environment 
o Taking Action as a Response to the Environment 
o Disengagement as a Response to the Environment 

Theme #3: Isolation in the Law School Environment & Culture 
o Cultural, Academic and Social Isolation  
o Isolation Due to Lack of Support from the Law School 
o Outside Stressors that Contributed to Isolation 
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Table 5.1 (continued) 
 
Themes & sub-Themes 

o Finding Friendship and Support from Outsiders 
Theme #4: Perceptions of Systemic Betrayal and Disparate Treatment 

o Trying to Meet Expectations and Standards 
o Enduring Perceived Unjust Standards 
o Feelings of Systemic Betrayal  
o Experiences of Disparate Treatment 

 

Theme #1: Participant Experiences of Stereotype Threat 

 Stereotypes were present in the experiences of all eight participants. These stereotypes 

either manifested as external cues of negative generalizations about their ethnic groups, quality 

of school or themselves, or they were carried with the participant from previous experiences. 

Some stereotypes were preexisting perceived weaknesses that lead the participants to believe that 

they may not have the ability to be successful in the law school environment. These perceptions 

included: not having the academic ability, not having a high enough LSAT score, or not being 

able to keep up with the rigor of law school. Additionally, all of the participants experienced 

stress and described physical and psychological symptoms of the strain that they were under. The 

participants experienced all components of stereotype threat, including, the stereotype, stress and 

anxiety, and poor performance (Steele & Aronson, 1995). The subthemes in theme one stemmed 

from all four of the components of the environment: physical, human aggregate, organizational 

and constructed. 

Stereotypes Experienced by the Participant 

All participants discussed experiencing stereotypes while in their environments. The 

negative and oversimplified ideas they faced while attending their institutions were harmful to 

their self-image and their self-efficacy. Participants endured stereotypes about themselves, which 

included ideas that they were not capable, that they were untruthful, and that they did not belong 
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in the environment. Participants who attended historically Black institutions uniquely faced 

stereotypes about the quality of their institution. These stereotypes placed an additional stress on 

the participants, and often their response was to either try to prove others wrong or withdraw. 

The stereotypes experienced by the participants resulted from the human aggregate and 

organizational component of the environment, and were perpetuated through the characteristics 

of the people who made up the community and the cultural norms of the law schools.  

Six of the eight participants shared stories of enduring negative stereotypes through the 

implicit and explicit messages they encountered. These stereotypes surrounded their personal 

attributes and focused on the participants’ untruthfulness and lack of trustworthiness, sensitivity, 

ability to manage, socioeconomic status, and their intellectual ability.  

 Naomi and Sabrina faced accusations of lying, through which they experienced 

stereotypes about their ethnic group. Both Sabrina and Naomi had to combat these accusations 

while trying to be successful in their law school endeavors. Naomi needed accommodations 

because of her disabilities, and she was met with great skepticism of her injuries and her ability 

to take notes and keep up with the writing. She explained:  

So then like two weeks after I was there, so I went to this Director of Student Services 

and I said look I have carpel tunnel, and I fell right before I came here… but I don’t think 

he believed me. 

Naomi was met with disbelief about her disabilities not only by the Director of Student Services, 

but also from the campus health center. She perceived a reluctance to provide her with the 

documentation she needed to receive accommodations. Faced with the attitude that she was lying 

about her physical abilities and disabilities, Naomi worked with the director of student services 

and the health center for a year in order to receive accommodations. She further reflected, “So 
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apparently a lot of people had been trying to get those services but really weren’t qualified for 

them. I think he thought I was one of those people.” Naomi’s experience of her disabilities not 

being taken seriously, and the Director’s perception that students were untruthful in pursuing 

accommodations, evoked stereotypes about truthfulness for Naomi. She recalled these incidents 

several times throughout her interview.  

 Sabrina also experienced the stereotype that people from her ethnicity lie. She had to 

miss a legal writing class for an appellate competition that she was participating in, and the 

professor confronted her because he thought she was lying. She recalled:  

He said “I do not believe where you were, there are no 1Ls that can qualify for appellate 

competition while they are in law school and if you can please prove your whereabouts 

during this time let me know” and he cc’d the Dean of the law school in that email. Even 

though that week it had been widely publicized within the law school that my teammate 

and I had made it to the sweet sixteen round. 

Sabrina was attending the competition with the permission of the BLSA advisor, after trying out 

for the position. This accusation of lying had a very harmful impact on her experience and she 

ended switching to another professor’s writing class. She thought that the professor was singling 

her out because of her ethnicity. She reflected:  

He didn’t possibly believe that the Black law student association would be doing 

something like this. And the fact that he reported to the Dean… like he could have just 

asked the moderator for BLSA. But instead of doing that he reported me straight to the 

Dean of the law school. Which says it's a little more serious to me for reporting a student 

for apparently lying to him. 
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The stereotype of lying that Sabrina and Naomi faced not only caused additional stress for them, 

but it took their focus off of school work, and redirected it to combating the stereotype and 

seeking support. These stereotypes resulted from the characteristics of the student director and 

the professor, in addition to the culture within the law school. The human aggregate and 

organizational components of the environment fueled these stereotypes.  

Adrienne and Eve experienced stereotypes about trustworthiness. She was reminded of 

the stereotype that Black people cannot be trusted, not only through the lower positions that 

Black people held within the school, but also the conversations she had with professors. She 

explained: 

At Institution G, there are a lot of Black people who work there. There are a lot of 

Black people who work in the offices that do like clerical work. Other than the law 

school, the majority of the students in the actual undergrad are Black. But in the law 

school a lot of the students are White… You feel a little singled out…Even though it 

was a Black school, there were far more Black people than were at my current law 

school. There was a sense of you’re Black get it right, or you’re Black, we’re watching 

you. Nobody said anything, you just feel it.  

For Adrienne, the concentration of ethnic minorities in clerical jobs reaffirmed the idea of the 

level of work people of her ethnicity could attain. She also felt the presence of an unspoken 

institutional attitude that Black people must be watched because they cannot be trusted. She 

spoke about this further when she described an interaction with a professor who seemed to treat 

her differently because she was Black. The professor, who was also Black, portrayed the 

message that she was keeping an extra eye on Adrienne. Adrienne remembered: 
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She had pulled me aside and talked to me about that (handing in a paper late). So I took it 

for a grain of salt, and I said okay, I won't hand in any more papers late. I don't know if 

every student got that treatment. It was just certain things that made me feel like okay 

you're Black you better shape up.  

These subtle messages perpetuated by the institution through staff and faculty reminded 

Adrienne of being watched because of the stereotype of lack of trustworthiness. Adrienne shared 

that these subtle reminders always made her feel paranoid and uncomfortable. The organizational 

structures and human aggregate makeup of Adrienne’s law school created the conditions for her 

to experience the stereotypes of lack of trustworthiness.   

Eve was reminded of the stereotype of untrustworthiness through a fellow student. Eve 

was dismissed after a tumultuous year of dealing with an unplanned pregnancy, miscarriage, and 

abuse from her boyfriend. She was met with skepticism when she petitioned for readmission and 

was ultimately denied readmission. Her friend, Brittany, who was also academically dismissed 

confided in Eve that she did not have a reason to provide to the readmission committee to 

explain her poor performance. Eve explained, “Brittany like had to make up a reason… I know 

she made up a reason." Brittany was granted readmission and Eve was not. Through these 

actions, Eve experienced the stereotype of untrustworthiness in several ways. Brittany, who lied 

to be readmitted, was demonstrating behavior that confirmed stereotypes, and it suggested to Eve 

that to be readmitted she would have had to do the same. Eve’s experience with the stereotypes 

of lack of trustworthiness stemmed from the human aggregate characteristics of her classmate 

Brittany.  

 Sabrina experienced stereotypes about sensitivity. Sabrina met with the Dean as a result 

of the professor's accusations of lying about missing class for an appellate competition, which 
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resulted in Sabrina changing legal writing professors. The Dean confronted Sabrina with the 

stereotype that she was difficult and unnecessarily sensitive. She explained: 

The Dean actually wanted me to… he suggested that I stay in the class. He asked me 

where I would feel most comfortable. That was the phrase he used. I'm not sure if he 

addressed the faculty member. 

Through the Dean’s reaction, Sabrina experienced the stereotype of people of her ethnicity being 

sensitive about disparate treatment based on race. Sabrina's lack of knowledge of whether the 

faculty member was addressed reinforced the idea that this was Sabrina's issue and not one for 

the faculty member. This stereotype resulted from the characteristics of the Dean she was 

working with, in addition to the organizational power structures within the environment. Even if 

the professor was reprimanded for the situation, the power structures in the law school did not 

allow for that type of information to be shared with Sabrina, thus leaving her to think that the 

school did not see validity in her concern.  

When Eve faced academic dismissal, it was suggested to her that she enroll in the MBA 

program while she waited for the requisite period required before she could petition for 

readmission. The rhetoric used to suggest this alternative course of action for Eve reaffirmed to 

her the idea that she was not able to manage her life. Eve remembered, “And they were like 

yeah, you know, after you get your life together you can do the dual program. I will be finishing 

the MBA in May.” This message of getting her life together, coupled with some of the language 

used by the professors in her readmission hearing, suggested to her that she was not capable of 

managing her life. She also remembered feeling that classmates and others were “judging” her 

because she reaffirmed stereotypes about unplanned pregnancies and domestic violence. She 

reflected, “I felt like people were judging me… it might have just been my conscience because I 
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shouldn’t have been in that situation… and I felt like people were judging me. Like it was 

embarrassing.” Eve’s feelings of judgment and her reflection that she should not have been in the 

situation, suggested that she took the message to heart that she was not capable of managing her 

life. Her experience with the stereotype of being unable to manage her own life resulted from the 

human aggregate characteristics of the professor that she was working with in her readmissions 

process.  

 Renaldo experienced stereotypes concerning his socioeconomic status. This stereotype 

came about within the classroom when a fellow classmate made racially insensitive remarks 

about Brazilian people. Renaldo was determined to prove his classmates and professor wrong by 

getting a good grade in the class after he experienced this incident. Renaldo remembered: 

But one of the kids made this comment, and that’s when I realized where I was. He was 

like… we were talking about the Favelas in Brazil, the slums, and he raises his hand… 

not to be cocky or funny or anything, he goes, ‘isn’t that where like zombies come from, 

or like poor people, and like crazy people… they come from like favelas, and places in 

like Brazil, South America.’ The whole class starts laughing, like hysterically, the teacher 

starts laughing hysterically… A friend of mine, who knows me, she goes, ‘I am so 

sorry… like I am really sorry that you are experiencing this right now.’ I wanted to raise 

my hand and say, ‘How old are you? How did you get into law school?’ What an 

offensive comment to my culture, to my people. As a teacher, I would have said, can you 

please step out of my classroom, period. 

Renaldo experienced multiple stereotypes about his ethnic group and origin through the 

comments about poverty. He became determined to disprove these stereotypes, which resulted in 

him getting his best grade in that class. He was also very disturbed by the lack of response by the 
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professor to what he perceived as an attack, which essentially served to reinforce that the 

institution supported these types of comments. These stereotypes resulted from the human 

aggregate characteristics of the students and the professor in the environment.  

Naomi encountered stereotypes surrounding her intellectual ability. She felt reduced to 

the stereotype of not being capable during class when she was not called on, or her answers were 

dismissed. She explained:  

I don’t know like in class…I was on call once, and the teacher had told us before every 

day someone would be on call, and I was notified before, and I was ready, but the teacher 

never called on me. And I don’t know if that was because maybe I wasn’t prepared, but I 

don’t know if it was ‘oh this Black girl can’t do it,’ or what. I remember I had tried to 

answer questions… and anytime I said anything he would be like, ‘no.’ And I don’t think 

I was totally wrong, it might not have been a full complex answer… I don’t know what 

was going on with that professor, but he kind of had me in like in this ‘oh she can’t do 

this’ kind of box. Whereas other students weren’t any more proficient in their answer 

than I was, but he would call on them more. That was business associations. We were all 

there learning, no one was… no one had like financial backgrounds or anything that 

would make them an expert in the subject matter. That was like the one place I felt it.  

Naomi believed that her professor’s implied message was that no part of what she said was 

correct, or that she was not capable of contributing to the class discussion. These messages 

conjured the stereotype of her inability to be successful in the environment or to be on the same 

level as her classmates. Sabrina also experienced being categorized in similar ways. She 

commented: 

Definitely, I think one of the things not being inside groups, because I think people didn’t 
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think I was as smart as they were, or that I would be able to contribute in a positive or 

fruitful way to further the discussion. 

Sabrina experienced this stereotype in her inability to join a study group, and her inability to 

form friendships within the law school environment. She reflected, "People just out rightly just 

don't like me because I'm Black and by virtue that they just didn't think that I could do as good as 

them in class." Sabrina and Naomi discussed the additional burden they carried to not confirm 

those stereotypes and the burden of seeing themselves in those categories. Sabrina remembered it 

made her want to prove them wrong. These stereotypes resulted from the human aggregate 

characteristics of the faculty and students who made-up the law school environment.  

Unique Stereotypes Present for Participants Attending HBCU Institutions. All three 

of the participants who attended historically Black institutions shared reflections about negative 

stereotypes that they experienced regarding their institution. These negative generalizations 

about the school circled around the quality of the school, safety, and dysfunction. Jonathan 

characterized the stereotypes as a reputation his school had, which in some instances were 

confirmed by actions of the school. He explained, “The school had had some reputation, but 

everyone told me that it wasn’t the school, it was the student." Whether it was the institution or 

the students, Jonathan was faced with a generalization that suggested that he was surrounded by 

dysfunction and a lower quality school.  

Jonathan went on to suggest: 

They like to say that they (HBCUs) aren’t organized…the staff is much to be desired in 

terms of professionalism. The bar passing rate is actually lower than the other schools in 

the state. Sometimes it's the lowest. I just saw that the February bar passing rate was 

actually not the lowest but it was actually higher than another school in the area. 
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Jonathan was faced with stereotypes about the quality of the institution he attended and the types 

of students that went there. Even after being dismissed, he still monitored the success of the 

school by checking their bar passage rates.  

Adrienne had the unique experience of attending an HBCU (Institution G) and then 

attending a PWI. While at Institution G, she faced the stereotype of a lower quality. She reflected 

about her experience in this way:   

I had more friends at Institution G and friends aren't everything, but they are important in 

getting through law school…. But the academic support just wasn’t the same. It wasn’t 

half as strong as it is here (PWI). I had good professors… but it was just different.  

Adrienne’s perception of the lack of support aligned with the stereotype of a lower quality 

institution. This perception, coupled with her experiences in her subsequent institution 

demonstrated the generalization that her HBCU institution was lower quality. 

 The lower quality stereotype also manifested in the institutions’ unreliability and 

unorganized nature. When Eve received her second semester grades, she realized her first 

semester grades were mistakenly re-entered as her second semester grades. Through this event 

she experienced the stereotype of carelessness and disorganization. She explained:  

But my grades were posted wrong… so it ended up being a 1.6 again… so when they 

changed it, it went up to a 1.8. So I had felt like that was kind of careless too because by 

you posting my wrong grades, I wouldn’t be able to appeal to even try to come back. So 

that’s one of my examples of carelessness. It was like ‘oops my bad.’ 

Eve’s experience confirmed negative oversimplifications about HBCU institutions being 

careless. The incident with the incorrect grades being posted made her question the quality of the 

institution she was attending and added stress to her experience.  



 

 

133 

Adrienne was faced with the stereotype of unreliability during her second reapplication to 

the institution after dismissal. She called to see if her application had been processed and she 

found out that it had not. She was not sure if it was because Institution G received notice that she 

had been accepted somewhere else, or it was unreliable. She recalled: 

At the same time, I had been calling up to Institution G, and I said, I had an application, I 

submitted it, has anyone checked it? Come to find out, they had received my application, 

that it was put on someone’s desk, but that they heard through CLEO that I had been 

accepted to another law school. Mind you that I didn’t have an acceptance yet. So I 

hadn’t been accepted. 

Adrienne experienced the stereotypes of attending a disorganized law school through the 

institution not processing her application. This message evoked the stereotype that her HBCU 

institution was disorganized and, therefore, a lower quality institution.  

 Adrienne also experienced stereotypes through her first reapplication attempt. She 

shadowed and worked for a judge in her year off as a way to demonstrate her continued interest 

and commitment to the law. The judge served as a mentor to Adrienne and offered to write her a 

letter of recommendation for her readmission. When Adrienne asked one of the committee 

members why she was not readmitted, the woman said that it was suspicious that she did not 

receive a letter of recommendation from the judge she was working for. Adrienne explained:  

[The committee member] said, “Another reason that we decided to deny your application 

is because you only had a letter of recommendation from a law clerk.” I said, "Yeah she's 

a clerk for the Judge that I worked for during my timeout." And she said, "But you didn't 

get a letter of recommendation from the judge himself." I said, but I requested a letter of 

recommendation from the judge, and he said he sent it. I had before that conversation 
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went down to the mailroom of the institution to check with the people of that department, 

and they had no record of the letter of recommendation from him.  

Adrienne was sure that the judge had provided a letter of recommendation. She believed that the 

Institution had misplaced the letter either accidently or intentionally. This reaffirmed the 

stereotypes that Adrienne experienced about her institution.  

Jonathan was faced with stereotypes about whether the students attending his institution 

were being honest, in addition to the institution’s ability to maintain a fair and secure exam 

operation. Jonathan recalled that after his dismissal, there were rumors going around about 

prevalent cheating within the first-year class. He suggested: 

I had some friends in the school who told me… well they knew what happened… one 

person told me, who had also been dismissed… that there had been some cheating going 

on there. That people had been scoring so high, that they had skewed the curve in such a 

way, that the people at the bottom of the curve were disproportionately curved out. There 

were person or persons who had done some cheating on exams; they had been accused of 

having copies of prior exams, and using those prior exams to study and I don’t know 

those questions and answers were the exact same, but there were accusations of cheating. 

Jonathan experienced stereotypes through the rumors and it caused him to question his 

performance and doubt that he deserved to be dismissed. He thought about bringing a complaint 

or trying to investigate the prevalence of cheating as a way to combat his dismissal, but he 

ultimately decided against it. 

 Jonathan discussed the safety of his Institution and shared stories of things getting stolen. 

He explained:  
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The law school had a reputation of getting things stolen, I’ve always been of the opinion 

that things can happen anywhere… just because it’s located somewhere… it doesn’t 

mean that this can’t happen there. I think for the most part I was always cautious of my 

surroundings. 

Jonathan experienced stereotypes about crime and being in a physically unsafe environment. 

Jonathan took additional steps to make sure that his possessions were safe by buying locks and 

being mindful of where he was. He said that the reputation of things getting stolen was unique to 

the law school he attended. He explained: 

That was just one of the things… I know the school had a reputation… and that was one 

of the things that they had a reputation for. It's funny because I'm now at the public 

affairs school, which is right across the parking lot from the law school, and they don’t 

have that problem, with having things stolen… but the law school does. I found that to be 

interesting.  

Jonathan’s experience with the safety of the law school conjured stereotypes about criminal acts 

being committed by his fellow students, and the ability of the school to address this situation. 

The problem existing in the law school, and not in other parts of the university's campus, 

directed the stereotypes towards his law school classmates, and the law school's ability to address 

the problem.  

 The stereotypes surrounding the quality and safety of the institution resulted from the 

organization, human aggregate and physical law school environment. These components led the 

participants to feel the stereotypes that they were attending lower quality institutions, which 

reflected on their ethnicity. The stereotypes produced stress and anxiety about whether their 
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institutions were teaching them well, they were being treated fairly, and feeling that institutions 

with a higher concentration of minorities were lesser quality.  

Perceived Personal Weaknesses to being Successful in Law School 

 In addition to facing stereotypes, the participants in this study perceived personal 

weaknesses that they feared would make them unsuccessful in law school. These weaknesses fell 

into four categories, including LSAT scores, previous education experiences, lack of legal 

connections, and lack of academic abilities. Some of these weaknesses caused anxiety and worry 

and were an extension of the stereotypes they were facing. Sometimes these perceived 

weaknesses were self-inflicted; other times participants were responding to external stimuli. 

These perceptions added stress, in the sense that the participants viewed them as obstacles that 

they had to overcome to be successful.  The human aggregate, organizational and constructed 

components of the law school environment contributed to the participants’ perceived 

weaknesses.  

Nadia, Adrienne, Eve, and Sabrina’s expressed concerns about their LSAT score as a 

weakness. They viewed the LSAT score as an indicator that they were coming into law school at 

a disadvantage. Sabrina talked about how her LSAT experience was difficult and that she felt 

extreme nervousness in taking the test. She remembered, “It was nerve racking… I think other 

than the LSAT, I’ve always done well on standardized testing.” As she shared more about the 

LSAT it became clear that this was a source of frustration for her, she reflected: 

But because a lot more was at stake it made me a lot more jittery than normal, and that 

bled over into law school exams too, because you have to do well if you want a certain 

rank and all of that. 



 

 

137 

Adrienne also felt that her LSAT score was a weakness for her. She spent a year trying to 

increase her score. She explained: 

I tried to prepare myself, and I took the review course the last summer of college. That 

would have been my junior year going into my senior year. I did it while taking an 

internship. I took it and got a 141, took the course and got a 146. 

Adrienne, who seemed disappointed with her score and perceived it as a source of weakness, was 

in direct contrast to Jonathan who scored in the same range as her and viewed his score as 

“good.” Nadia, who also was frustrated with her LSAT score, and perceived it as a weakness, 

suggested, "I don't think it was my application packet… I think it was mainly my LSAT score 

that kept not making me a competitive candidate.” Nadia took the LSAT several times before 

being admitted to law school, and her comment was, “You know I felt a sense of 

accomplishment just being there,” which suggested she perceived her struggle to be admitted to 

law school as an indication that she might not have belonged there. The participants’ perceived 

weakness stemmed from their constructed perceptions of needing a certain LSAT score to be 

successful in law school. Additionally, these perceived weaknesses resulted from the 

organizational culture of law schools to place tremendous emphasis on the LSAT. 

Keith and Nadia’s discussed their previous educational experiences as a perceived 

weakness. Keith did not join a study group because he did not want to disappoint others. When 

discussing study groups, he suggested that he did not join one because of his past experiences. 

He explained, “Mostly from past experiences, and it helped not to be held accountable… I guess 

I didn’t want to let anyone down, except for myself, so I just stuck with myself.” He also had 

adverse experiences in high school that made him wary of his ability to function in an academic 

setting. He described: 
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Up through high school I didn't have to put in any effort… My AP classes were kind of 

… I put in more work than necessary, and I would put in eight hours of reading and I 

would try to close read too much.  

Keith’s perception of his strategies and abilities to navigate academic settings suggested that he 

thought he had weaknesses in these areas.  

  Nadia discussed her experience in her undergraduate degree program as stereotype 

confirming. She had been an honors student in her high school, but the school she attended was 

not geared to preparing students for college. When she arrived at college, she realized that she 

was behind in her skills. She explained:   

Given that I had been in the Advanced Placement courses, I had been a great student. I 

never really got any bad grades… I mean I thought I was ready for college. And then my 

first couple weeks as a freshman, it was a complete shocker. Just to realize that I was not 

at that college level…well with writing mainly. That definitely took me a year or so to be 

in remedial classes and work one-on-one with professors and faculty type of programs 

just to make sure that I was writing at that college level, and to be ready for my advanced 

classes. So that was a definitely shocking, but that was something I had to overcome.  

Nadia’s experience in college deflated her self-perception as a good student and that she was 

capable of doing well. She went from receiving good grades in high school to struggling in 

college. She remembered: 

Yeah, it was pretty difficult. I definitely felt like I had to work a lot more than most 

students, and by working a lot… it wasn't like oh I'm getting straight A's… I had to work 

a lot harder to just get a decent passing C or low B. 
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Nadia’s prior education experience demonstrated to her that she was behind, and she internalized 

this perceived weakness when commenting that it was just an accomplishment to be admitted to 

law school. The perceived weaknesses surrounding previous education stemmed from the 

constructed component of the environment due to Nadia and Keith’s perceptions of the type of 

prior educational experiences needed to be successful in law school. Similarly, the law school 

culture stemming from both the human aggregate and organizational components of the 

environment reinforced these concepts.  

Renaldo’s view that he was at a disadvantage because of his background as a teacher and 

his lack of connection with the legal community. Not knowing how the law school system 

worked, or having family members that could help him through the legal education process were 

perceived detriments. He explained:  

I don’t think there was one person that I met, of all the friends that I made that did not 

have prior experience in the field of law. I was like … you know I just felt like I was 

coming out of nowhere. So I felt like I was the only one, you know that didn’t have a 

concept. Then when I understood the concept of the curve, I was like oh they have a 

competitive advantage over me, that’s exactly how I felt. They had some prior knowledge 

of this system how it works, and I don’t. 

Renaldo feared that his lack of connectedness put him at a disadvantage for being successful in 

law school. This perceived weakness stemmed from his constructed view of the law school 

environment and caused him additional stress about his ability to navigate the system. 

Adrienne and Sabrina had concerns about their academic abilities to keep up with the 

requirements. Sabrina suggested, “I knew it was going to be challenging. The reading load was 

the thing that I was worried about the most… I’m a slow reader…” This perception of poor 
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academic habits served to make Sabrina anxious about her abilities to be successful in what she 

thought was going to be an intense environment. Adrienne also demonstrated concern about 

being successful because of some of her academic habits that she attributed to the lack of rigid 

rules at her HBCU undergraduate. She remembered:  

In the transition from an HBCU (undergraduate) to law school meant that I was still 

acting… I still had bad habits. I was an honors student in my HBCU (undergraduate), but 

I could still hand in a paper and be 5 minutes late and the teacher might still take it. That 

doesn’t go over well in law school. 

For Adrienne and others, these perceived weaknesses were realizations of confirming 

stereotypes. The participants did not enter law school feeling confident in their abilities to be 

successful, and this additional stress and anxiousness about not being able to succeed stemmed 

from the stereotype that they did not have the acumen to graduate from law school. Sabrina 

reflected that at points of her time at Institution A, she felt like maybe the stereotypes about her 

were correct. She reflected, “I’m pretty sure at one point, I felt like I think you might be right, 

especially after first semester.” Sabrina and Adrienne’s perceived weakness about their abilities 

to succeed stemmed from their constructed view of the environment, and their assumptions that 

they had inferior abilities when compared to their classmates.  

Manifestations of Stress 

 All participants discussed exhibiting physical and psychological symptoms of stress, 

depression, anxiety and other responses to their respective law school environments. Some 

participants felt these were directly caused by the anxiety of the stereotypes they were facing or 

the perceived weakness of not being capable of success in the law school environment. Although 

all law students experience stress during their legal education, participants’ discussed their stress 
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in terms of suicidal ideation, anxiety, weight gain, feeling down, lack of energy, and depression. 

These manifestations of stress resulted from a combination of the participants constructed 

perceptions, the culture, and the human aggregate components of the law school environment.  

Renaldo discussed how hopeless he felt while he was going through law school, and 

suggested that had it not been for his strong faith, he would have attempted suicide. He reflected: 

I think if I didn't have God, where I am in my life, I probably would have taken my life 

after the first year of law school, because it destroyed my relationship with my family, 

with my ex. If I didn't have my faith to boost me, I probably would have done something 

stupid. Because I invested so much, I never studied so hard in my life, for anything, like I 

did for these classes. To get those grades… 

Renaldo’s stress stemmed from his constructed perceptions of his law school experience, 

but also from the law school culture itself. Sabrina discussed how down she felt during her time 

in law school. The isolation and her experiences left her feeling sad. She reflected:  

It really was one of the most depressing times I think I’ve ever had in school, like at all. 

Between not being able to make friends, not really fitting in, and then just the stress from 

school… it just was not a good combination.  

Her experiences with her legal writing professor, and dealing with her classmates made it 

difficult for her to be in the environment. She described the situation as “one of the darkest times 

I think I’ve ever had education-wise.” Her description of the environment demonstrates the 

feelings she was experiencing while in law school through the human aggregate characteristics 

of the people who made up the environment.  

Adrienne discussed feeling anxious her entire time at Institution G. She felt out of control 

and helpless in school, even before finding out that she was in academic peril. She described:  
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I was extremely intimidated all of the time. I think I had anxiety the entire time I was in 

law school. I know everybody says that they do, but I was literally like endlessly shaking. 

She reflected that no matter what she did, her physical manifestations of being in the 

environment would not go away. Additionally, she felt demoralized and extremely stressed. She 

commented:  

I did all of that work, and I came to school and I felt anxiety every day, my heart was 

racing every day. I can't even describe how I did feel. Honestly, a lot of people don't feel 

smart anymore when they go to law school, but I can't explain it, I felt… I felt like you 

have a dream, but you can't…it was hard. 

For Adrienne, who was an honors student in college and used to being extremely independent 

and self-sufficient, this was a very difficult experience. She did not recognize that she was 

having medical symptoms because when she petitioned to be readmitted, all that she disclosed to 

the panel was that law school was difficult to her. She remembered being asked if she had any 

medical conditions that would justify her poor performance and she did not recognize that she 

had any. Adrienne’s experience with anxiety was exacerbated by the organizational and human 

aggregate culture of the law school, but it also resulted from her constructed perceptions of the 

environment.  

 Naomi and Renaldo both shared that they gained a significant amount of weight while in 

law school. Naomi explained, “When I went I weighed 220 pounds, by the time I left I was 280. 

I gained a lot of weight.” Renaldo also remembered: 

I gained 50 pounds when I was in law school… I just lost all these 50 pounds now, and it 

affected me physically, emotionally, spiritually.... Physically, I gained weight 

tremendously… I was buying new clothes because I wasn’t fitting into anything. I just 
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finally lost these 50 pounds, and people were just like, ‘how did you do that?’ I’m like, 

‘I’m no longer in law school’. 

Both Naomi and Renaldo attributed their significant weight gain to the stress they were under 

while in law school. This was stress that was present even before knowing they were struggling 

academically and resulted from the strain they felt while in law school. This manifestation 

resulted from the organizational culture and Naomi and Renaldo’s constructed perceptions of the 

law school.  

 Jonathan, although not very expressive about how he felt in law school, suggested that he 

felt down when he got the news of not being able to return. He recalled social media contributing 

to these feelings: 

I was obviously down when I got the news because they just sent out a letter that you 

know ‘we just wanted to inform you that you have been academically dismissed. We 

wish you all the best’… you know in so many words. I was obviously pretty dejected and 

down when I got that because at the same time my friends were posting on Facebook that 

I made it through my first year, and I'm going back. It was obviously like oh, all my 

friends are going back, and I'm not.   

This sense of disappointment and feeling down was prevalent in the shared experiences of all 

eight participants and resulted from a combination of the constructed, human aggregate and 

organizational components of the law school.  

Keith, another non-expressive participant, described not being able to find the energy to 

engage in his legal education. He explained, “I couldn’t get the enthusiasm to really put my 

effort and energy into this. It just didn’t feel right for me. I couldn’t work up the energy for it.” 

Nadia also expressed extreme exhaustion during that time period. She remembered, “I was 
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tired…I don’t think I’ve ever drank so much coffee as I did during that time.” Both Keith and 

Nadia’s energy levels demonstrated a physical manifestation of the stress they were under.  

 Eve was under the physical strain of being pregnant and then going through a miscarriage 

during her time at law school; however, what was striking about her experience was her initial 

thoughts that her physical symptoms were just the experience of being in law school. She also 

described feeling embarrassed and stressed about her unplanned pregnancy during this time.  

Eve experienced stress from the many factors she was facing while in law school, but the stress 

of trying to persevere exacerbated her conditions. She was trying to cope with her symptoms by 

using stimulants to be able to keep up with the rigor of her law school education. Additionally, 

her constructed perception of the unfriendly environment compounded her stress.  

Summary of Theme #1 

The participants in this study were faced with stereotypes about themselves, their ethnic 

groups and the institutions they attended. These stereotypes revolved around attending low-

quality institutions, not being capable of being successful in law school and being deceitful. 

Some of these stereotypes were internalized through perceived weaknesses. Additionally, 

students carried with them prior experiences of fulfilling stereotypes or educational setbacks that 

suggested to them that they did not have what it takes to make it through law school. Every 

participant in the study exhibited feelings and symptoms of stress and anxiety, which is the 

manifestation of stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995). Although causation cannot be 

demonstrated, correlation exists between the participants' being faced with confirming external 

or internalized stereotypes, stress and anxiety, and poor performance.   
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Theme #2: Fight or Flight as a Coping Mechanism  

 Theme two explores the ways in which the participants percieved the environment they 

were in and how they reacted to those perceptions. All eight  participants shared stories of 

experiencing hostility and aggression from those around them in law school. Similarly, all eight 

participants responded to the un-safe environment in one of two ways; some reacted by fighting 

the system and trying to bring about change, and others responded by trying to flee the 

environment by removing themselves physically or emotionally. These responses ultimately 

caused additional stress and removed focus from the academic endeavor they were undertaking. 

The subthemes in theme two stemmed from all four of the components of the environment: 

physical, human aggregate, organizational and constructed. The coping mechanism of fight or 

flight resulted from all four of the components of the environment: physical, human aggregate, 

organizational and constructed.  

A Perceived Hostile Environment  

All participants shared stories of hostility and feeling unsafe in their law school 

environments. The aggressiveness that formed the hostile environment was pervasive throughout 

student, professor, and administrator interactions and left the participants feeling defensive. The 

participants described shutting down, feeling pain, and being scared because of the aggressive 

attitudes and behaviors they faced. This type of hostility made it difficult for the participants to 

engage in the learning process or ask for help from others because they feared ridicule and 

backlash. It was not an environment in which they felt emotionally, spiritually, or physically 

safe. The participants described seven types of hostility, including, intimidation, humiliation, 

lack of safety, shame, physical violence, judgment, and rudeness. The perceived hostile 
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environment stemmed from the physical, human aggregate, and organizational components of 

the environment.  

 Sabrina experienced intimidation while in her law school environment. The summer 

before she enrolled at Institution A, she participated in a CLEO law school preparatory institute, 

which made her feel prepared to be successful in law school. However, starting day one of 

orientation, Sabrina encountered a different environment than she had ever experienced before. 

She explained: 

So from the beginning of my experience at Institution A, one of the things that stood out 

to me at orientation was that one of the Deans said that we should look to our left and 

look to our right because the person who was there might not be there when you 

graduate. 

Sabrina remembered feeling intimidated by this comment because it was such an aggressive way 

to begin her law school experience. The statement also established the institution’s expectation 

that some students were not meant to be there. For Sabrina, the declaration that a significant 

number of students would not remain in law school put her on edge. The intimidation Sabrina 

felt stemmed from the Dean’s characteristics, in addition to the culture norms of her law school. 

This component of the perceived hostile environment derived from the human aggregate and the 

organizational components of the environment.  

 Keith experienced humiliation in the classroom with the Socratic method. He was called 

on in class one day when he was not prepared to discuss the assigned case. The professor then 

called on him a few days later, and Keith was still not prepared, so the professor made an 

example of him. Keith explained: 

So that's when he really laid into me. Even when he was doing that I was trying to read 
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the case… I was like okay this isn't working [and gave up], I'm just going to have to sit 

here and look at him. He would ask the facts of the case to someone else, and then he 

would say Mr. Smith can you add something…When he called my name and said "Mr. 

Smith, do you know anything"… I was just looking at him… there was really nothing I 

could do about this, but I put the serious face on, "no I know nothing else." 

When Keith revealed that he had not read the case, the professor continually called on him 

throughout the class period, saying, "Do you know anything," to reiterate over and over that 

Keith was not prepared. Afterward, the professor told Keith that his intent was not to be 

malicious, however, the professor’s actions demonstrated to Keith that if a student was not 

prepared in his class he would humiliate them. This aggressive response to Keith's 

unpreparedness served to scare him into being prepared in the future. When Keith shared this 

story, his body language suggested it was a very painful memory for him to talk about, despite 

trying to put on a brave face during the interview. When talking about the Socratic method he 

described it as “painful.” Keith’s humiliation stemmed from the power structures of the 

classroom in addition the personality of the professor. His experience of the hostile environment 

stemmed from the human aggregate and organizational components of the law school 

environment.  

 Nadia discussed her lack of safety through her experience with the Socratic method. She 

recalled trying to ask the professor a question in a one-on-one conversation about an aspect of 

the assigned reading she was confused about. Instead of clarifying or directing her to resources 

that would clear up the confusion, the professor called on her in class, asking her the same 

question she asked him in private. She recalled: 

Well the one time I got called on, I was definitely not… well, I don't want to say I wasn't 
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ready, I just wasn't ready to answer the hypothetical. Because I had just saw that 

professor in the elevator before going to class, and I had just asked him a question before 

going to class. Sure enough when we got to that class, he asked a hypothetical about my 

question… so… it was a little intimidating. 

The professor’s response to Nadia made her feel unsafe to ask him questions, without the risk of 

her confusion being displayed to the rest of the class. Nadia spoke about not wanting to appear 

behind, and this action on the part of the professor resulted in her fears being confirmed. Nadia’s 

perception of the hostile environment resulted from the professor’s personality and his manner of 

teaching the class. The human aggregate and the organizational components created the situation 

in which Nadia felt a lack of safety.  

 Sabrina and Adrienne experienced hostility in the form of shame. She had difficulties 

with her legal writing professor when he reported her to the Dean for missing a class for an 

appellate competition. The experience resulted in Sabrina moving to a different professor’s 

section of legal writing. After she transferred legal writing classes, the hostile behavior on the 

part of the professor continued. She remembered:  

Throughout the semester, the original professor that I had, he would continue calling my 

name apparently on the role, and he knew I was moved into another class. He had people 

coming up to me in the hallway asking me where I was, and saying that if I didn’t come 

to class I would fail out of the class. This wasn’t a great experience and it didn’t help that 

he was the head of the department at that school, and I think it impacted my relationship 

with a couple of the other professors that I had that semester, that I thought I had 

developed good relationships and a good rapport. 

The professor’s sharing Sabrina’s class status and potential failing grade with other students was 
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likely a violation of federal rules, but it also served to demean Sabrina. Additionally, the 

professor using her classmates to continue to contact her after she had moved classes was an 

aggressive move, reminding her that not only was the professor not supporting her, but neither 

were her classmates. Sabrina’s experience stemmed from the professor’s human aggregate 

characteristics and the nature of the organizational component of the environment.  

Adrienne also experienced classmates knowing how she was doing academically. At her 

institution, the entire 1L section had class together, typically in the same room. Second semester, 

when she was on academic probation, she was placed in a class specifically for students who 

were struggling. This class met immediately after contracts class, so those who were not in 

academic trouble got up and left the classroom, and those in academic trouble stayed. She 

explained:   

I was put into that remedial class, but there was such a shame in it for me… So when the 

second semester rolled around, and it came time for that class, people knew what it was. 

And when it was time for that first day of class, we had to stay in our seats, and everyone 

else left. So everyone knew what your GPA was. That deflated me more than the class 

itself.  

Her fellow students knowing how she was doing in law school left Adrienne feeling powerless 

and demoralized. After being dismissed from Institution G, she went to another law school. 

Adrienne explained that the second law school’s system was much better, because they have a 

class for those struggling academically, but it met at a separate time and in a separate room from 

the rest of the first-year students. This allowed the students in the class to retain some anonymity. 

Adrienne’s shame stemmed from the physical component of the environment. The physical 

placement of the remedial class resulted in her feeling shame and thus a hostile learning 
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environment.  

 Eve faced hostility through judgment in the readmission process when she met with the 

panel of professors who would decide if she would be allowed to continue law school. She 

shared with the group the outside stressors she had gone through in the previous year with being 

pregnant, miscarrying and being in an abusive relationship with her boyfriend. When she shared 

these private and painful experiences with the panel, she was met with skepticism and 

aggressiveness. She remembered:  

They were just asking like… one of the professors… ‘So you stayed in a domestic 

violence situation for that long… like why would you stay in that situation.’ And to me 

that’s not a question you ask people that is in the situation because you don't know a 

person's situation. So those were just the questions that were like… it was just the man, 

he was the one who was asking those questions. They were trying to ask specific 

questions like when did you find out… what day did you find out that you were pregnant 

and how did it make you feel? It was a sensitive subject, and I don't remember every 

single detail… and you know I actually tried to forget.  

The questioning of her experience, on top of not being readmitted to the institution despite the 

significant hardship she endured in the year, was an extremely hurtful experience for Eve. It left 

her feeling judged and a lack of caring on the part of the institution. The professors’ human 

aggregate characteristics led to their questioning of Eve. It was this component of the 

environment that resulted in Eve’s perception of the environment as hostile.  

 Naomi experienced physical violence from her classmates at a BLSA event, which came 

after numerous difficult interactions with the members of BLSA. Although she was not hurt by 

the students’ aggressive behavior, she remembered feeling shocked by their behavior. Naomi 
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recalled the incident happening because the BLSA president was rude and aggressive while 

trying to direct the members at a fundraising event where they were selling concessions. Naomi 

decided to confront the president about her tone and words. She described: 

So I'm 40, and she is 20 something and I have a certain amount of perspective; the way 

she was talking to people who were there to volunteer was impolite. So I was telling her 

this, and she didn't like that…and she took offense…And right there in that concession 

stand she gathered some people behind me, and they started running into me. And at that 

point, I was like 280 pounds, so people running into me is not necessarily going to knock 

me over… it was kind of like the football practice you see people running at a dummy… 

they were doing that kind of like at a run/walk, and it was four or five of them, and she 

was the leader…she had played basketball, so she knew how to book people. So it kind of 

looped me, these people doing this... and then they went in front of me, and they stopped 

and walked back around and then they did it again. They did it like four or five times. 

After the fifth time, I looked back, and I saw them lining up again to take a run at me, but 

I refused to move.  

This incident limited Naomi's involvement and served to limit her interaction with BLSA. At one 

point, she tried to talk to the group about what happened, but they did not see it as an issue. 

Naomi said she thought it was assault and was shocked that they did not see their behavior as 

aggressive or inappropriate. 

 Renaldo gave many examples where he experienced the hostility of his institution. He 

described much of the hostility as a result of professors’ classroom management styles, which 

allowed students to make racially insensitive comments or behave in aggressive ways. He also 

discussed one particular professor who aggressively shut students down when they said 
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something wrong. Renaldo explained:  

When you raised your hand and got it wrong, he would point a gun at you (with his 

fingers) and go POW. There was a girl in my class who was shot when she was younger, 

and when he pointed at her and did that she got up from the class crying. I was like, 

‘What's wrong.’ I ran after her and asked, ‘What's wrong, why are you crying?’ She said, 

‘because I was shot at when I was younger, and when he did that it triggered all of this 

stuff.’ 

The professor’s actions within the classroom to inform students of their incorrect answers served 

to not only silence them, but remind them of physical violence. Renaldo discussed how this 

professor’s behavior was not just upsetting to the student who experienced being shot, but it was 

aggressive behavior that made the entire class feel on edge when they participated. Both Naomi 

and Renaldo’s experience with the hostile environment stemmed from the physical and human 

aggregate components. A blend between physical actions and human characteristic led to the 

physical violence experienced by the participants.  

 Jonathan experienced hostility through rudeness. He had experiences with classmates 

being aggressive. His institution had mandatory tutoring sessions led by upper-class-students. He 

described being talked down to by one of the tutors: 

We also had upperclassmen who were to help us. We were required to attend those for 

the most part, and I had to attend one of the tutoring session, but I didn’t like the attitude 

of the tutor… it seemed like he was trying to talk down to you, as opposed to helping you 

out.  

Jonathan’s experience with the tutor resulted in him going outside the law school for help with 

his academic difficulties. He also expressed that the talk-down behavior also happened in his 
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legal writing class, but he reflected that he just tried to keep his head down and get through the 

experience. Jonathan’s experience stemmed from the human aggregate characteristics of the 

environment.  

Taking Action as a Response to the Environment 

The way participants dealt with the perceived hostile environment differed, but one 

common response was to take action either to stand up for themselves or others in the 

environment. This action rarely was met with positivity on the part of the institution, but for 

some participants it was important that they were pushing back. Often this response of taking 

action against the hostile environment resulted in a shifting of focus from the student’s endeavor 

to be academically successful, to making a change in the school. The participants demonstrated 

two types of taking action, seeking help, or speaking out. Of the eight participants, five shared 

insight into how they took action against what was going on around them. All of the attempts at 

taking action stemmed from the constructed views of the participants and their human aggregate 

characteristics.  

 Jonathan and Renaldo both sought help as a form of taking action. Jonathan utilized his 

family members as a resource for improving his legal writing as a way to combat the 

environment he was in. Every time he encountered a hostile situation at school, he consulted his 

siblings and father for advice. When faced with a hostile upper-class tutor, he took action to 

verify with his family that what he was learning was correct. When he was faced with a legal 

writing professor that assigned his work poor grades, he took action by receiving reassurance 

that his work was acceptable and well written. He remembered, “You know I had lawyers at my 

disposal to look over my work before I turned it in, you know just to give me some feedback.” 

His response to the school environment by seeking outside help took Jonathan’s focus away from 
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the professor’s feedback, be it helpful or not, and directed his focus on writing in the manner that 

his family members thought was appropriate.  

 Renaldo also took action when faced with his legal writing professor who routinely gave 

him the poorest grade in his class. He knew this because she would provide the grade range to 

the class. Although his response was against the institution’s anti-collaboration rules, he felt 

compelled to seek help to edit his papers. Despite the editing help he received, he still received 

poor grades, reaffirming his belief that his professor was grading him in a certain way because of 

his ethnicity. He explained:  

I asked one of my friends who is the top in the writing class to help me edit my paper, 

and she did. I was like I'm going to do academic penalty or failure or whatever because I 

want to know what grade am I going to get if I submit this well-written work.  

Renaldo expended additional energy to combat what he perceived as hostile behavior on the part 

of his writing professor. Not only did he seek help in editing his paper, he also approached the 

Dean about trying to switch writing classes, which was not permitted. All of Renaldo’s efforts to 

affirmatively act to correct the situation served to take his attention and efforts away from 

learning the material he needed to learn for his courses. The instances of seeking help resulted 

from a constructed perception of hostility and the human aggregate characteristics of Jonathan 

and Renaldo.  

Most participants spoke out as a means of taking action. Their acts of speaking out 

stemmed from their constructed perception of a hostile learning environment and their 

personalities. Adrienne responded by taking action against hostile treatment in class. A professor 

had used sharp words, body language, and tone to address a student. Adrienne responded by 

going to the administration to complain. She explained, “The teacher had made a student cry that 



 

 

155 

day in class. I got up in the middle of class and went to the Dean of students, and I was just 

like… wow, what do you do after that?” Adrienne's focus, on addressing the situation and taking 

action, served to remove her attention away from the content of the class. It no longer was an 

environment in which she could learn. Instead, it became an environment that she needed to fix. 

Adrienne was met with a hostile response to her complaint, and so she resolved, after that point, 

not to take action again. 

The hostile environment prompted Renaldo to act to change the way things were. He 

recalled his interactions with the Dean in response to his writing professor who consistently 

criticized him for his English writing abilities:   

I had met with her school Dean, with her boss, with student services, saying can you 

please move me to a different writing professor. Because of what was happening there. I 

was the only Latino, Hispanic person in that classroom, which was all White and Asian. 

Despite all of Renaldo’s efforts to seek help with his legal writing, nothing was changed or 

resolved with his performance or treatment in that class. Throughout his time at his institution, 

Renaldo fought to make change for himself and others.  

Sabrina acted to speak for her ethnic group when she felt that conversations about race 

and ethnicity lacked the voice of ethnic minorities. While she was a first-year law student, the 

death of Trayvon Martin occurred, which was discussed in Sabrina’s criminal law class. She 

explained:  

I was literally the only Black person in my section in Crim law, I think it was made up of 

maybe two or three sections combined, but I was the only Black student in the class. I sat 

front row, and I kind of like became the voice for African Americans everywhere. 
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This additional effort expended by Sabrina, to be the voice of ethnic minorities, resulted in 

additional energy used to bring a different perspective to the class, as opposed to focusing on 

learning the material. This extra burden, of taking action to share her perspective, placed her in a 

vulnerable position. She went on to describe other interactions in that class: 

And before that incident took place, there were cases that we studied with minorities 

involved and I would voice my opinion, because of course it’s influenced by a number of 

factors…I see things from a different light than what a lot of students there seemed to.  

Sabrina felt it necessary to speak up; but in her effort, she often felt that her criminal law 

professor did not appreciate her contributions to the class. Her effort, to take action to address 

what she saw as a one-sided conversation, consumed her energy. 

 Naomi perceived the students that were running for the executive board of BLSA as 

hostile, particularly after the incident in which she was pushed. She felt the need to take action to 

address BLSA, and the potential election of the woman who initiated the physical altercation. 

Naomi explained:  

And when she was in line to become president, the incident had already happened, so I 

said something to the BLSA people, like I didn't think she should be president. Well then 

after that probably all bets were off. I think I had this bad interaction with this woman in 

the beginning, and people told me, ‘You know you have to be careful with her because 

she goes after people, she’s vengeful.’ 

Naomi’s response to the hostility of her fellow Black law students took additional effort on her 

part, which took her away from her studies. However, Naomi expressed feeling the need to speak 

up and say something about the woman who had been so hostile to her and others.  
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 Keith primarily remained passive in his law school experience, and much of his behavior 

resembled withdrawal or flight, instead of fight. However, when petitioning to return to 

Institution F, Keith felt the need to take a stand, to what he perceived was a hostile interaction 

with the readmission panel of professors. He recalled: 

I could see that the clinic professor, he seemed to come down on me a little bit harder, 

because I hadn’t read a part about GPA thresholds, and the likelihood of me being let 

back in. That’s when I started pushing back a little bit. Just to let him know, ‘I’m sorry I 

didn’t read that part but I am still looking to readmit.’ 

For Keith, who said he typically smiled and joked his way through the pain, his last chance at 

law school pushed him to stand up and voice his opinion. By responding to the professor's tough 

response, he demonstrated a need to stand up for himself and address the aggressive situation. 

Renaldo tried to address the needs of the students within the law school environment by 

trying to bring about change and getting the library to open earlier. This attempt to take action to 

make things easier for students, took additional time, energy and focus away from his studies, 

but Renaldo felt it was necessary to make the environment more hospitable. He explained: 

We had people commuting an hour to two hours to the school, and I am one of these 

people, and I had to deal with this traffic and like carry all these heavy books, that if I 

could come early to the library, it would make a huge difference. I had this petition, 

student support, I engaged the law student body and then never heard back again (from 

the administration). I was like so much for Renaldo’s passion and energy, they just killed 

it, you know. 

 Renaldo also sought to fight the system by meeting with the Dean about his contracts 

professor who routinely received horrible reviews. When meeting with the Dean he suggested: 
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Go attend the class of hers for all six months, and you tell me that this is not really 

happening. And go record her. I had permission to get recordings, so I would show all of 

them, and they would listen to this too. But they were like Renaldo, what do you want us 

to do… this is law school, this is law school, this is competitive, we are here to kill each 

other. It’s survival of the fittest… that’s what I felt. It became such a disappointment, 

disappointment, disappointment. 

Finally, Renaldo sought to voice his opinion about his views of the unjust grading system. He 

had an experience where the professor was reassuring the students that they would do well, and 

not to worry. Renaldo could not help but speak out against the grading curve. He recalled: 

The last day of school, the teacher said you are all going to do phenomenal on the test. I 

said, ‘That is a lie, we are all going to have A’s but you are going to have to fail us, we 

are not all going to do phenomenal… you are bullshit lying in our face.’ That hurt. I 

thought this is not where I want to be, this is not the career that I thought that I wanted to 

do. There is nothing here that is changing society, it’s about me, it’s all about me.  

Renaldo and other participants' reactions to the hostile environment that they found themselves 

in resulted in taking action, or in other words, fighting, as a coping mechanism. They perceived 

the environment as treating people inappropriately, so they took steps to correct it. These 

perception resulted from their constructed perception. As a result, the participants’ efforts went 

into trying to change the environment as opposed to succeed in the environment.  

Disengagement as a Response to the Environment 

The participants displayed flight as another type of response to the hostile environment. 

The acts of flight stemmed from the participants’ constructed perceptions of the hostile 

environment. Five of the participants shared that they disconnected from the law school 
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environment as they were faced with more difficulty. This disengagement further isolated them, 

and took them further from their goals of achieving academic success, and remaining eligible to 

continue law school. Flight manifested in four categories, including failure to seek help, truancy, 

detached attitude, and distraction. Some participants exhibited both fight and flight behaviors 

throughout their time in law school, landing on different ends of the spectrum depending on the 

situation. The participant's energy levels, influence of external stressors, or the end of the 

semester drawing near, all triggered stress that caused avoidance techniques. Similar to the fight 

coping mechanisms, those who disengaged through flight also expended additional energy into 

avoiding law school, as opposed to attempting to gain the knowledge that they needed to be 

successful. Their actions of disengagement resulted from their constructed perceptions of the 

environment.  

Adrienne disengaged by failing to seek help. She discussed withdrawing and disengaging 

from the environment when she was placed in a remedial class in her second semester at 

Institution G. Her frame of mind was such that she could not get anything of value out of the 

class. When asked if she shut down when being put in that class, she responded, “Yes, I do. And 

I think it was shameful.” Adrienne also discussed knowing what she should have been doing to 

be successful, but not being able to engage. She stated: 

Yeah at some point I knew that practice exams were good, I knew that talking to my 

professors was good, but I was still self-studying. There was a couple of people I studied 

with for different subjects, but I didn't have a study group where we all went and knocked 

on the professor's door together. 

Adrienne knew that to be successful she would have to engage with professors and seek help, but 

instead she isolated herself further and disengaged from the environment. Adrienne engaged in 
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flight because of her constructed perception of the environment. 

Keith, Nadia and Renaldo exhibited their flight in truancy. Keith exhibited the most 

disengagement from law school. It was difficult for him to recall many aspects of attending law 

school, most likely because he spent his time elsewhere. He could recall the painful experiences 

he endured, but he could not recall what the professors were like, or what his classmates were 

like. Through his lack of participation and not attending class, Keith showed a strong aversion to 

law school. His disengagement was one of the most surprising responses because it took him at 

least three years to gain admission to law school, so it was a goal that he pursued for a lengthy 

period. He explained that once he got to law school and realized what it was, he could not get 

excited about it. Keith reflected:   

It was the subject and the realization I would be doing this same thing over and over 

again for the next few years. I couldn’t get the enthusiasm to really put my effort and 

energy into this. It just didn’t feel right for me. I couldn’t work up the energy for it. 

As a result of not having the energy for law school, Keith resorted to not participating. He did 

not do the reading, and he admitted to skipping class quite a bit. He suggested: 

I like the Socratic method… I just, if I had just read the case, I would love to have 

someone grill me for however long and to push me that way. It's a new way of learning 

that I hadn't experienced before. If I had read the case, it would have been a lot better. 

He went on to reiterate, “I just wish I had done the reading when I did get called on.” When 

asked why he did not do the readings, he could not really explain. Keith also disengaged 

physically from the class, by not attending. This was even after being warned that he was in 

danger of being dismissed. He explained, “When I did attend class and listened, it seemed like 

they were interesting subjects. I don't want to say I skipped class all the time, but I did skip 
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probably more than most.”  

Nadia also disengaged by not attending class. It was difficult for her to balance work and 

school, and as a result, school suffered. Nadia needed to work to pay for school because she was 

not eligible for student loans. She commented, "I was barely going to classes…I mean I was 

going to classes, but it was just really hard." When she did attend class, she felt like she stood out 

because she was not devoting the time to the law school environment. She explained, “A lot of 

times I was coming straight out of work to school, so there was times I definitely came in late to 

class.” This type of disengagement was harmful because Nadia was not getting the class 

instruction she needed to keep up with the workload and receive clarity on the topics they were 

covering. This type of disengagement took her focus off of school.  

 Renaldo disengaged as a coping mechanism to learning the material. He went to the 

extreme and found that being in the classroom was so harmful, that he decided to completely 

withdraw and learn the material on his own. He recalled: 

I had made an improvement. You want to know how? I stopped attending classes. I 

signed in, and I would leave. I wouldn't stay. I began studying by myself, and I began 

asking 2Ls and 3Ls to help me. I did something absolutely crazy, I went to my doctor and 

I go, ‘I need you to give me sick notes, because I'm going to miss classes, I'm going to 

miss more classes than the ABA actually approves.’ He gave me that. He gave me sick 

notes whenever I wanted like freebees, so I could go home and study. I improved my 

grades by myself, with no support. 

Renaldo at first was fully engaged with the law school environment, and even sought to change 

the environment. As he became more accustomed to his surroundings, he decided fleeing the 

situation served him better. He explained: 
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I took advantage of the student services, I saw the psychologist, there after school 

training. I joined CLSA and La Raza… all of these organizations so I could have every 

type of support that I could. But actually I wish I never would have done any of those… I 

wish I would have just gone home, studied, and go in and take the test. I felt I learned a 

lot more myself that way. 

Renaldo's response to the environment was to fight it initially, but he soon turned to flight, as a 

means of dealing with the law school. Being in the environment distracted him because he had 

the desire to change so many things about it. Keith, Nadia, and Renaldo’s disengagements 

stemmed from their constructed perceptions of the environment.  

Eve’s disengagement resulted from the outside events that were taking place while she 

was a first-year student. These events took her attention away from her studies and being 

engaged in law school, but they resulted in the same type of disengaged outcome as the other 

participants. She remembered, "But I didn't finally get back to like focusing on law school until 

like the end of March. That's when I finally started studying and doing stuff right." Her 

distraction served as disengagement because she was so focused on her fear and her sadness 

from the prior events that she could not really get involved in her academic life in the law school. 

The participants who engaged in flight through truancy were reacting to their constructed 

perceptions of the environment.  

 Keith exhibited withdrawal in more ways than failing to prepare and not attending class. 

He demonstrated disengagement by acting as the class clown and displaying a nonchalance 

attitude about law school. He remembered, "There were times I felt the need to… well the last 

day of class for the year I put on a tux. I had a tux I wanted to wear it… I figured it was a cause 

for celebration." He also demonstrated disengagement by walking out of a final after 20 to 30 
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minutes of writing, after which a fellow classmate commented on his briefness. Keith's 

disengagement came in the form of physically not being around but also displaying a lack of 

interest in the law school experience. His behavior was his response to his constructed view of 

the environment and being involved in a field in which he did not feel connected.  

Summary of Theme #2 

 All eight participants shared examples of hostility present within their law school 

environment. Some hostility stemmed from the classroom or professor behavior, and some 

stemmed from student behavior. The hostile environment stemmed from the physical, human 

aggregate and organizational components of the law schools. The participants’ response to the 

environment was to fall somewhere on the spectrum of fight or flight, with several of the 

participants engaging in both types of behavior. The participants who took action fought to 

change their constructed perception of the environment they were in, either for themselves or 

others. This  action served to direct their attention to places other than learning the concepts they 

needed to master to be successful in law school. Participants who engaged in flight, or 

disengaged, spent equal amounts of energy avoiding the law school experience, or demonstrating 

the attitude that they just did not care. These additional expenditures of energy and effort to fight 

or flee ultimately resulted in little change of the law school environment, and ultimately ended 

up hurting the participant. The use of fight or flight as a coping mechnism to a hostile 

enviornment stemmed from all four components of the enviornment.  

Theme #3: Isolation in the Law School Environment and Culture 

 Isolation was a common theme that resulted from the participants’ interviews. This 

removal, or feelings of not belonging, resulted in not fitting into the social culture of the law 

school, but also in the lack of access to academic resources. The isolation for the participants was 
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pervasive throughout their entire law school experience from interactions with professors to 

seeking friends outside of the law school environment. The remoteness that the participants felt 

served to direct their attention and efforts to situations outside of the law school, thus not 

allowing for as much attention to be directed to their academic endeavors. The subthemes 

stemmed from all four of the components of the environment: physical, human aggregate, 

organizational and constructed. 

Cultural, Academic and Social Isolation  

Isolation was an experience that seven of the eight participants discussed when describing 

their experience in law school. They recalled experiences of being isolated from the law school 

social and academic environment, as well as isolated from their families and support groups. The 

experiences of isolation fell into three categories, culture, academic, and social. The participants 

depicted this isolation as not feeling like they were integrated into the law school environment, 

so they looked in on the environment as an outsider. Some of the isolation was self-perpetuating, 

and some was externally created. For the participants who shared experiences of isolation, these 

feelings of loneliness, or exclusion served to inhibit their success in the environment. As Sabrina 

described, her isolation was a dark and lonely time. All of the factors that led to participant 

isolation stemmed from the human aggregate and the organizational component of the law 

school environment. Through the characteristics of the people in the law schools and the cultural 

norms shaping the environment, the participants became isolated.  

 Part of the isolation experience was due to the common law school culture of students 

keeping to themselves. Grading practices and classroom discussions often put students in direct 

competition with each other, thus students were not always friendly unless it was perceived that 

they could gain something from one another. Keith originally did not think the environment was 
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overly competitive, but when he started to discuss the isolated nature of students, he discovered 

that the competition may have been driving isolation. He explained, “Otherwise people were 

pretty much off by themselves, especially when they were studying…So other than a few close 

acquaintances, it wasn’t necessarily let’s all go together and do better… it was okay, answer the 

question (referring to the Socratic method).” 

Sabrina also recognized the culture of keeping to oneself as a contributing factor to her 

isolation. Her perception of the culture was that students kept to their ethnic group, and were not 

interested in getting to know, or hanging out with those who were different. She explained, 

“Because you always have [students] sitting with their people in the lunchroom and not really 

wanting to socialize with diverse people.” Both Keith and Sabrina’s perception of the 

environment contributed to their isolation both because of competition and because of ethnic 

differences. This type of isolation stemmed from the people who made up the environment and 

the culture of the environment, thus falling in both the human aggregate and organizational 

components of their law schools.  

 The participants’ isolation extended to the practice of joining and forming study groups, 

which is a common practice of law students. Both Nadia and Sabrina’s experiences fell into this 

second category of isolation. They wanted to join a study group in their first year, and both 

discussed how joining one would have helped them participate in the life of the law school, in 

addition to learning and reviewing concepts. Nadia reflected: 

I think that's what made me feel a little bit outsiderish, where I couldn’t connect with my 

classmates… you know like “what’s a study group like?” I couldn’t really connect with 

them on what they were doing in the daytime, and a lot of times I was coming straight out 

of work to school. 
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Nadia’s reasons for isolation from everyday law student practices, such as study groups, 

stemmed from her need to work to pay for law school. She was not able to meet with her 

classmates to study or go over concepts because of her outside commitments, but she also 

commented that even when she was present on campus she was not connecting with students. 

When she was asked if she knew of any other students who could potentially participate in this 

study, she commented “I didn’t befriend anyone so…” which suggested that Nadia’s isolation 

stemmed from more than just her need to work during the hours in which her classmates were 

meeting.  

 Sabrina also discussed her inability to join a study group as a symptom of her isolation 

from the law school community. She explained, “My biggest issue, when I was there, was that I 

could not join a study group because no one wanted me to be in their study group." Although 

Sabrina actively sought out fellow students to study with, she struggled to find a group that 

would accept her. She perceived this rejection as stemming from her ethnicity, and her fellow 

students thinking that she was not smart. She went on to explain: 

It made me feel pretty bad because it was already lonely being up there in Institution A 

and being far away from home. And it seems like you kind of developed your friends and 

friendships in law school through your study groups, and I didn’t have one.  

 When reflecting on his time at Institution F, Keith shared that some students were 

forming study groups, but he chose not to join one. He explained, “Yeah I guess there were a few 

study groups formed…from the people I knew they seemed to form groups and study together.” 

When asked if he joined a study group, he responded no, and suggested that the reason was that 

he did not want to let anyone down. In this case, Keith chose to self-isolate in terms of academic 

involvement within the law school. Although he participated in the tutoring program at 
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Institution F, he did not choose to work with his classmates to learn and retain concepts.  The 

participants experienced isolation through the characteristics of the students within the 

environment, because of their competitiveness and unwilling to include them in various aspects 

of the academic culture. This isolation stemmed from the human aggregate and the cultural 

norms of the environment.  

 Participants discussed being removed from the social aspects of law school, which 

contributed to their isolation. Adrienne, Eve, and Naomi talked about not being involved in the 

social aspects of the school, and being encouraged to only study. Naomi reflected that law school 

should be about studying, but not being involved in some of the social activities contributed to 

feelings of loneliness and separateness, which in turn had a negative effect on motivation and 

studying. Naomi remembers the message being focus on studying and not socializing. She 

explained, “Of course, like going in, everyone is like focus on your work, and the Black Student 

Association was like, don’t go to the fall ball, just do your work.” Adrienne also received similar 

messages from her school. She recalled her neighbor joking with her, but also being concerned. 

Adrienne reflected: 

I went home every night, I remember the lady across the hall from me, we had become 

friends, in the apartment that I lived. She would always joke that I never got to go out and 

do anything. I was always reading, always reading, up late at night… and I really was.  

In Adrienne's focus on studying, she found herself in isolation. For Eve, this was the first time 

she had not been involved in extracurricular activities while in school. She remembered: 

It was the first time not being involved in anything… when I went to law school. I was in 

BLSA, but that was only because I was in BLSA in undergrad… But I wasn’t really 

active. I didn’t really do anything. 
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This was a struggle for Eve because she had been very involved in college and her other 

education experiences. Involvement was tied to her student identity, and without that 

involvement, it added to her isolation. Instead of being involved, she decided to focus solely on 

her studies. 

Naomi also found that in addition to the message of focusing on studying, her classmates 

also excluded her from activities, which contributed to her isolation. She recalled: 

Yeah, so it was kind of weird… I don't know, I don't know… it was just like I was not 

connected the way I should have been. Like they would have parties, and I wouldn't be 

invited. So…yeah my socialization, in general, was not good there. 

Naomi struggled with how to respond to the social culture at her institution. She found 

that the way students socialized was through partying, and often she was not invited, partially 

because she did not get along with the other Black students. When asked if there was a 

prevalence of infighting within BLSA, Naomi recalled that only she was isolated from the group. 

She explained “Well it was me specifically, but I know, they had their friends they were collegial 

with, but for some reason I didn’t gel.”  Naomi, also struggled to make friends and find a social 

group to spend time with, with the White students. She explained:  

So it wasn’t necessarily good there either. Some people said hi to me but… I was invited 

to another party that I didn’t go to, of a White friend, and she also took offense… the 

White girl. Maybe I should have gone to parties, but I felt like my first year should be 

studying and not partying… 

Both Naomi and Adrienne struggled with the balance between socializing and studying. Both 

received the message that their sole focus should be studying, but when faced with socializing 

opportunities, Naomi chose not to go, which contributed to the isolation she was experiencing.  
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 Renaldo had a different experience where he was able to immediately make friends 

through an orientation program his institution held. After orientation, when divided into separate 

class sections, he was separated from the friends he made, and the multicultural students he was 

comfortable around. He explained: 

Unfortunately out of 30 of us I believe [students who attended the orientation program]… 

I want to say it was 220 kids who got accepted into law school that year. So they broke 

up into two rooms, part A group and part B group. So it was L1A and L1B, so they broke 

it up into two different classrooms. They had separate teachers, and they don’t tell us how 

they broke it up, if they broke it up based on LSAT scores, or GPAs, we had no clue. But 

in my specific classroom, it was predominantly half Asian, half White. I was the only 

Latino Hispanic person there, to them, or Brazilian. That was it. There were no Black, 

African American students in my classroom at all. The other classroom, there was more 

of a mixture of multicultural kids, L1B. And I was like, ‘man I want to be in this 

classroom,’ and they had an African American teacher, an Asian teacher, like a mixture 

of ethnic teachers… I wanted to be in the multicultural environment. 

Renaldo had made friends in the orientation program designed to retain minority students, but 

then, when he was placed in his section, he was separated from those students, thus lessening the 

support from his friends. Although they were still in the same law school, now that they had 

different teachers, and different schedules, it was harder to connect. This separation contributed 

to Renaldo’s feelings of isolation.  

 The isolation felt by seven of the participants in this study contributed to added stress in 

the law school environment. Naomi reflected, “Because I just didn’t really have friends I could 

confide in or talk to, or who understood.” Isolation left students without an outlet for the stress 
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they were feeling, or with people to help them reflect and encourage perseverance. As Sabrina 

mentioned, it left the participants feeling "shut out of a lot of things." This feeling of isolation 

continued not only because of their classmates' actions, but sometimes because of the actions of 

the participant. The social isolation largely stemmed from the demographics of those who made 

up the human aggregate within the law school environment; however, some components were 

constructed perceptions of the participants. Additionally, the culture of the law school shaped the 

isolative nature of the environment.  

Isolation due to Lack of Support from the Law School 

Isolation resulted from more than a feeling of being removed from student activities. For 

the participants, it also perpetuated from the lack of support by administrators and faculty within 

the institutions. Five of the participants discussed lack of support from their schools as a 

contributing factor to their isolation. This lack of support came from the student not being able to 

reach faculty and staff, sometimes because the person stopped working for the institution, illness, 

or avoidance. The participants’ experiences formed four types of lack of support, abandonment, 

unavailability, negative feedback, and lack of resources. Their experiences stemmed from the 

human aggregate and organizational components of the law school environment.  

Adrienne and Eve experienced a lack of support through abandonment. For Eve, making 

the decision to go to a psychologist was a difficult one. It came after a semester of going through 

a series of distressing events in her life, on top of the stress of being in law school. When she 

reflected on her time at the school, she recalled that it seemed like the institution lacked caring 

for her and her situation. She perceived a lack of support when her psychologist left, and there 

was no follow-up or transition of her care. Eve explained her frustration and feelings of isolation 

by reflecting: 
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The caring thing. Because you know I thought this school was known for caring about the 

students. The doctor I ended seeing at school, she ended up leaving, and I never heard 

from her. The person I was talking to, you know telling all my problems to kind of just 

disappeared.   

This feeling of abandonment stemming from the institution's psychologist stayed with Eve 

because it was so difficult for her to initially seek this type of help. 

 Adrienne also experienced feelings of lack of support through abandonment, which 

ultimately made her feel alone in the petition process. At the direction of the institution, 

Adrienne began to correspond with the designated Dean, who worked with students through the 

readmission process. Adrienne did not realize at the time how sick this Dean was. She explained: 

I did email her, and she seemed very receptive to trying to start the petition process. But 

then her emails kind of tapered off, and eventually we get the email that she died because 

she was in hospice. I think that may have made a difference for me. 

 This lack of support, although unavoidable due to the health of the person assisting Adrienne, 

mirrored Eve’s experience of a disappearing resource that lead to feelings of isolation and going 

through the law school experience alone.  The participants’ feelings of abandonment stemmed 

from the organizational component of the environment. The complexity of the law school 

system, along with centralized power structures left Eve and Adrienne feeling abandoned, which 

led to isolation.  

 Others experienced a lack of support because institution faculty and staff were 

unavailable. Nadia tried to reach out for support from her legal professor and found that the 

professor was not able to meet with her at night when she attended school. She explained: 
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Our legal writing professor, she definitely had a nice professor personality classroom-

wise. But my one on one interactions with her… I don’t want to say it wasn’t 

welcoming… but it was just odd. Like everyone else was willing… she would teach the 

evening section… so whenever we had to do meetings with her she would tell me, you 

know I need to meet with you at 11:00 am. I would try to see if she had any afternoon 

appointments available, but her schedule was kind of limited. So I found that kind of odd 

knowing that she knew she was an evening professor, and she wasn’t really into 

accommodating students. 

This type of lack of support exacerbated Nadia's isolation because she was not participating in 

study groups with her fellow students, and so her ability to receive academic assistance was 

limited. She discussed being able to meet with the academic success professor, but those 

resources were mostly limited to test taking, and not legal writing. Nadia expressed frustration in 

being able to get assistance in her legal writing class and feeling alone in having to figure out 

what was necessary to do well in that class. 

 Naomi reported receiving a lack of support from the director of student services in getting 

the notes that she received through her disability accommodations. The director was notoriously 

late, and when she would inquire about when she could receive recorded lectures and notes, she 

was met with his response that he was busy and “swamped.” Naomi remembered:  

And you know it was just one thing after another, I would get notes a month later, to two 

months later. I remember the last semester, the fourth semester I was there, I didn't get 

my notes until the week before the final, like a month's worth of notes like a week before 

the final, deliberately late. 
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Naomi explained that the lack of support from the Student Services Director really put her at a 

disadvantage of being prepared academically. She also expressed concerns that it made her feel 

like the institution did not care about her situation or her ability to succeed. Nadia and Naomi’s 

experience with faculty and staff’s unavailability stemmed from both the human aggregate and 

organizational component of the law school environment. Some of the unavailability resulted 

from the faculty or staff’s personality and personal characteristics, however some part of the 

organizational structure contributed to the participants’ feelings of abandonment.  

Renaldo experienced lack of support through negative feedback. He received a verbal 

lack of support from the professor teaching the remedial class he was placed in because of his 

poor performance. Each student was required to meet with her on an individual basis, and his 

meeting with her did not go well. Renaldo recalled:  

We had to have one on one meetings with her, when she saw some of my grades, she was 

like, ‘I really don’t believe you’re going to get your grades up enough for you to continue 

after the second year.’ 

This verbal lack of support, or disbelief in his ability to be successful, not only made Renaldo 

feel alone in his endeavors at the law school, but it came at an inopportune time for him to take 

action. Her comments, that he could not get his grades up high enough, came when the semester 

had already started, after the point when he could have withdrawn if it was evident that he would 

not be able to meet the requirements to stay. Renaldo perceived this comment not only as a lack 

of support but as hostile and aggressive, which left him alone to achieve the grades that he 

needed. He remembered that this comment was one of the driving forces in him focusing so hard 

on getting his grades up. He wanted to prove her wrong. Renaldo’s isolation stemmed from the 

human aggregate characteristics of the professor. 
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 Naomi discussed instances when a lack of academic support stemmed from a lack of 

resources from her classmates. She discussed the common practice of sharing outlines at 

Institution B. She explained, the school organized mentorship program was one method in which 

students would share outlines for classes. Her mentors would not provide her with outlines or 

resources. She explained: 

I remember my 3L mentor, like from the law school-wide mentor [program]. He would 

not give me his outlines either, and I don’t know if it was because I was Black or, if he 

was just competitive. But he said that his mentor did not give him any outlines either, so 

he wasn’t going to do it. It could have been because I was Black, it could have been 

because he was a competitive asshole. But most people were giving their 1Ls outlines. I 

had two mentors, and neither one could give me outlines. 

Although the school likely did not sanction the sharing of outlines or notes from classes, this is a 

common practice amongst law students, and Naomi experienced a lack of support because she 

could not access these types of resources that were available to her peers. Coupled with not being 

able to get notes from the Director of Student Services promptly, Naomi felt alone in academic 

endeavors. Naomi’s experience with lack of resources stemmed from her mentors characteristics 

in addition to the culture of the law school. These incidents that left Naomi feeling isolated 

through lack of support stemmed from both the human aggregate and the organizational 

component of the law school environment.  

Outside Stressors that Contribute to Isolation 

Feelings of loneliness and isolation in some circumstances stemmed from not fitting into 

the social dynamics of the law school environment or a lack of support. However, five of the 

participants shared stories in which outside stressors or unexpected events contributed to their 
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experience. Sometimes these experiences caused them to miss classes, not be able to relate to 

their classmates, or not meet expectations of the institution. These outside stressors took their 

focus off of law school, and forced the participants to direct effort or attention elsewhere. For all 

these participants, the outside stressors pulled them away from being a part of the law school 

environment and engaged in the academic components of their education. The participants’ 

outside stressors manifested in five types: living situations, injury, family emergencies, personal 

crisis, and outside obligations. The outside stressors that exacerbated the isolation felt by the 

participants stemmed from all four components of the educational environment: physical, human 

aggregate, organizational, and constructed.  

 For Naomi and Sabrina, outside stressors came from their living situations. Both of these 

participants struggled with being in living situations that they did not feel comfortable in, and 

roommate situations that were volatile. The stress of dealing with a difficult living situations 

made it difficult for both Naomi and Sabrina to focus on their studies, and in certain instances, 

the roommates directly got in the way of studying. When asked, both Sabrina and Naomi talked 

about difficulties with studying outside of their apartments, because of disabilities, or the safety 

of being at the library. Sabrina explained: 

I was living with three other girls in an apartment not too far away. It was graduate 

student housing. At the end of the first semester, one of the roommates moved out, who 

was a CPA in my law school class, and she kind of kept everything together in the 

apartment. She was older and kept everyone calm. Second semester, when she moved 

out, another young lady moved in who was in undergrad and dating a basketball player 

from Institution A. So by definition it meant that our apartment, there was partying all the 

time, even though it was supposed to be graduate student housing. That made it really, 
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really hard to study. She kind of commanded and controlled the whole apartment, so 

much so, that I didn't feel comfortable in my own apartment… leaving food there. She 

would shut off the lights. I remember one time I did my hair in the kitchen, and she shut 

off the lights on me, and she said “I said good night.” It was the most interesting 

experience I’ve had with another young lady of a different ethnic background. 

Naomi had a difficult and volatile experience with her living situation. She lived with different 

roommates throughout her time at Institution B. Her roommate from her second year was very 

social and did not understand the level of focus and study that Naomi needed to do. Naomi 

described a situation where her roommate intentionally scared her. She explained: 

The next year, my second year, my roommate was from China, and she got upset because 

I wasn't speaking to her… I had a final the next day…. She came up behind me and 

scared the living daylights out of me… I was literally shaking. I was so stressed out that I 

just couldn't get rid of that… like the adrenaline. I was literally shaking. I went to bed, I 

felt okay at that point, then I got up, went to the exam and I literally started shaking 

again. I was nervous enough, but the cold feeling from the previous night came back. I 

powered through it, but I didn't do well on that exam. And I probably needed to study 

more, like that night before, but I couldn’t because she had scared me. 

Both Naomi and Sabrina faced living situations that became additional stressors to their law 

school experience. The lack of an environment where they could comfortably live and study 

drew their attention away from their experience of law school. These experiences stemmed from 

the Naomi and Sabrina’s perceptions of the environment, in addition to the human aggregate 

characteristics of their roommates.  

 Naomi also experienced an injury that exacerbated her disabilities, which took her 
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attention away from law school. Her attention was directed towards obtaining notes because her 

wrist was injured. She explained: 

I also tripped and fell out of the bathtub my fourth semester, and reinjured my wrist… 

That happened right around Easter, and I didn't get notes from that point on until a week 

before my finals, I had been asking for them, I really need them… At that point, they 

were just giving me the videos, and they were distorted with the static and the metallic 

noise. So I said I'm going to need notes, because after I fell. When I fell, I was getting 

ready for six o'clock class, but I went to class. I think my body wasn't totally in tune with 

it because I should have skipped class…but I guess my thought process was, it was after 

hours for the health lab, and to get to the health lab I'm going to have to walk across 

campus. Of course, it was painful to write. I contacted them the next day or two, and I 

said, ‘Look I slipped and fell, I hit my shin across the bathtub rim and, of course, my 

hands hit across the door, and I landed facedown.’ I was a mental mess… and this man he 

didn't get me notes… I mean he did… but way late, and they were totally incomplete, and 

it was just like he had it out for me. That had been from first semester onward, and I 

didn't have that support I felt like. If you fall, you don't do that to somebody, but he did. I 

mean it wasn't a disability, chronic long-term, but still like a year later I had bruises on 

my shins.  

Naomi's injury created additional stress on her ability to keep up with classes and work and 

exacerbated her already strained relationship with the Director of Student services. The outside 

stress from her injury got in the way of being a part of the law school community, which led to 

further isolation from her peers and professors. She mentioned that at one point, when she 

needed a letter of recommendation, she was unable to find a professor willing to give her one, 
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causing further feelings of being alone in the law school environment. Naomi’s injury 

highlighted deficiencies in the physical component of the environment. Her injury was isolating 

because the physical environment was not accommodating to disabilities, and made it hard for 

her to travel on campus. Additionally, the organizational component of the environment added to 

Naomi’s feelings of isolation through the inability to receive support following her injury.  

Three of the participants discussed having deaths in their family or family medical 

emergencies during their time in law school. These events not only caused great stress, but they 

resulted in time away from school. Renaldo's grandmother died during that year, and he 

discussed how close of a relative she was to him. He explained, "My grandma had died that year, 

she was like my mom. So I took two weeks off of school… because I had to go to Brazil." This 

death occurred in the middle of second semester when he needed to increase his GPA to remain 

academically eligible. Additionally, Sabrina discussed her mother getting ill, and enduring 

additional stress, not only from her mother's health, but not being able to be close enough to see 

her and care for her. Sabrina reflected, "So along with that, my mom got sick that semester, so it 

was difficult to deal with, with being that far away from home and not being able to be there for 

my mom." Her mother's illness took her attention away from her school work and added to her 

isolation from the law school environment. Finally, Eve’s grandmother died during the beginning 

of her second semester, and for her it was another event in a long line of outside stressors. She 

explained, “So when I went back to school, I was trying to start off fresh in January, so as soon 

as I had come back to school, my grandmother had died. So it had made me like really sad." 

These family sicknesses and deaths added stress and took attention away from these participants’ 

focus on law school and engagement in the culture.  The family emergencies added to the 

isolation of the participants because of the rules and structures of the law schools, which were 
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not flexible in accommodating these types of emergencies. The inflexibility stemmed from the 

organizational component of the environment.   

Eve had several personal crises during her time in law school that took her focus away 

from studying, and being a part of the community. Shortly before finals she discovered she was 

pregnant. In addition to her pregnancy, she was experiencing a lot of physical symptoms. "I had 

found out that I was pregnant. I was in pain, and I was really really tired leading up to finals." 

When she discussed her pregnancy with her long-term boyfriend, he responded with anger and 

stopped returning her calls. She went on further to explain what happened next, “I was trying to 

keep up… and so I had started miscarrying… and so that’s what happened then.” The pregnancy 

and miscarriage all happened during the fall finals time-period, and her grades reflected these 

stressors and events. In the next semester, she endured a violent experience with her boyfriend. 

She described a night when she had gone out with law school friends and upon return, she found 

her property damaged. Eve explained: 

So I went out, and I came back and he had kicked my door in, and they…were there 

when they dropped me off, and they could see that my door was kicked in. So that was 

really embarrassing. 

These outside stressors preoccupied Eve and made it very difficult for her to focus on her 

studies. These experiences also added to her isolation, because she expressed not feeling able to 

share what was going on with her classmates for fear of judgment or ridicule. Eve’s situation 

highlighted deficiencies in the human aggregate and organizational component of the 

environment. Eve had a difficult time in finding support within the law school environment both 

because of the characteristics of the people in the environment and the social structures and 

support systems that were not able to help her cope with her personal crisis.  
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For Nadia, her outside stressors came from obligations with her job as a legal assistant. 

The environment she worked in was not very accommodating to her law school pursuits, and the 

solo practitioner she worked for did not always support the time she needed to dedicate to law 

school. Nadia talked about the lack of time she had to dedicate to school, because of the demands 

of her job. She explained: 

During law school, I was probably working 20 minutes away from the campus. I was 

working as a legal assistant… I think the major factor was that I was definitely not 

putting a lot of effort into trying to study… I think that the major factor was being in law 

school and working fulltime I think it just came down to time.  

Although her boss voiced acceptance of her taking time off, there was no mechanism for her to 

do so. Nadia described the situation in this way: 

I was in charge of one office. He was okay with me taking time off to study, or using my 

vacation time. The only setback to that is that my work would be piling up, so I had no 

source of backup. Essentially when I was a law student… I hardly took any time off from 

work. If anything, I probably just took hours off from work. Essentially I felt I was 

having to do my eight-hour shift in less time. There was just a lot of pressure of who is 

going to do the work, so that was really hard.   

The lack of time to dedicate to school work that Nadia described added a large amount of stress 

and took away her attention from being successful in law school. This outside factor contributed 

to her inability to get involved in the law school environment and added to her isolation. Nadia’s 

isolation due to outside obligations stemmed from the law school’s organizational structures.  
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Finding Friendship and Support from Outsiders  

Isolation from the law school led several of the participants to seek support and 

friendship from people outside. In certain circumstances this led to further removal from the law 

school environment. Having support from those within the law school provides students with an 

understanding of how to be successful in that environment. When utilizing friendship and 

support outside the law school, sometimes the participant was not functioning in a way that 

helped them meet the standard and norms of the law school culture and expectations. The human 

aggregate component of the law school environment led to participants finding friendship and 

support from outsiders.   

 Keith was the prime example of seeking friendship outside the law school. He 

participated in the undergraduate institution’s intermural teams, and this was a source of 

friendship for him. Surrounded by those outside of law school meant that Keith was not 

receiving the subtle insights and tips that law students share with one another on a daily basis. 

When asked who his core group of friends were while in law school, Keith paused for quite a 

while and responded, “So I was on the Quidditch team in law school. That was a big peer group 

for me. That was the stronger peer group.” This team was open to any student within the 

University, and was largely comprised of undergraduate students.  

Sabrina also recalled finding support in friendship from those outside the law school 

environment. She could not relate, and did not feel received, by those in the law school, so she 

turned to her faith as a source of finding friends. She recalled:  

I went to church, and I became friends, really close friends with a lot of students who 

went to the church that I went to… that was an on-campus ministry. Other than that, that 

was pretty much it. My life was just church, school, home. 
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This source of friendship provided Sabrina with the support she needed to get through what she 

described as the most difficult education endeavor she ever experienced, but it served to remove 

her even further from the law school culture and environment.  

 Renaldo talked about sharing his frustration with the law school with his family and not 

being able to trust the students around him because of their lack of maturity. He remembered 

calling his brother when he was really down about his grades. He explained, “I talked to my 

brother, like my life is over.” Additionally, Eve reached out to her family for support throughout 

her difficult experiences throughout her time in law school. She did not feel comfortable with 

sharing her struggles with those around her within the law school. She recalled, “I told my best 

friend from home and my sister… They were the only people that knew that I was pregnant, that 

I was miscarrying.” Both Renaldo and Eve found support in their family and those outside the 

law school environment as a way to endure the situations they were dealing with.  

 Finally, Adrienne remembered reaching out to a judge for support when she found out 

that she was academically dismissed. This was one of the most helpful outside sources of 

strength that she found. She explained:  

I went to talk to my judge, and I told him my whole situation, and he gave me this great 

motivational speech. He was like sure you can stay on. That was one of the greatest 

things. He actually went on to write me a letter of recommendation for CLEO. 

The judge Adrienne worked for helped her to put into perspective the situation she was in, which 

in her case provided the support she needed to continue pursuing her goals of achieving a law 

degree. Finding support from outsiders to combat isolation and lack of support within the law 

school highlights the human aggregate characteristics of the education environment.  
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Summary of Theme # 3 

 Several of the participants in the study described feeling isolated while in law school. 

The experience of being removed from the law school environment was sometimes self-inflicted, 

but for others it was not being able to participate in the social and academic activities because of 

exclusion. Participants also found a lack of academic support that added to their isolation and 

their feelings of having to tackle law school on their own. These experiences of isolation and 

lack of support were intensified by outside events and stressors that often drew the participants’ 

focus away from their legal education, and removed the participant even further from the law 

school environment. Several of the participants who reported isolation, or feelings of not 

belonging, were able to find support from outsiders, which for some was the help they needed, 

and for others resulted in further isolation from law school. The various sub-themes in theme five 

stemmed from all four components of the law school education environment.  

Theme #4: Perceptions of Systemic Betrayal and Disparate Treatment 

 The academically dismissed students who participated in this study experienced trying to 

meet the standards of the institution that they attended. Despite their efforts, the participants were 

subjected to unjust standards, feelings of betrayal, and disparate treatment. This theme explores 

participants’ experiences with trying to meet the law schools’ standards, and the experiences 

with unjustness and disparate treatment that ultimately resulted in a sense of betrayal. The 

subthemes fell into the human aggregate, organizational and constructed components of the 

educational environment. The physical environment was not represented in this theme.  

Trying to Meet Expectations and Standards 

 All participants gave examples and shared how they tried to meet the standards of the 

institution. When the students understood they were in academic distress, they took measures to 
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improve their performance, or utilize resources to perform at a higher level on their assignments 

and tests. These attempts manifested in four strategies, including utilizing academic success 

resources, self-study, focusing on strengths, and class participation. Some participants found 

success in their strategies, and others were not successful. The participants’ initiatives to meet 

expectations fell into the human aggregate component of the environment, because they were 

trying to assimilate into the characteristics of a successful student. Additionally, some of the 

participants’ strategies to meet expectations resulted from a perceived ineffective organizational 

structure, which could not assist them in accomplishing their academic goals. 

Keith utilized his institution’s academic tutoring program in both his semesters at 

Institution F, when he knew he was struggling with the material. He explained: 

So I signed up for academic help… tutoring… that first semester, because I knew 

something wasn’t clicking…It was kind of just answer this question, and they will give 

you feedback on it. It kind of helped, but at the same time I didn't realize how much I had 

to write, and that I really had to parse my thoughts out.  

Once Keith received his first-semester grades and was notified that he was on academic 

probation and at risk for academic dismissal, he once again utilized academic success resources 

that his institution provided. He described his second-semester tutoring as more rigorous. 

Then second semester I signed up for the academic tutoring as soon as they offered it. 

This one was more in-depth, in that I spoke with the tutor continually over the semester. 

It was for two classes, con law, and my obligations. So I met with them over the course 

of the year. One tutor was more let’s get the concepts down, let’s work on the outlines, 

make sure you know the information; the other was let’s write, let’s practice, let’s keep 

practicing writing questions, writing essays. 
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Keith, Nadia, Adrienne, and Jonathan all discussed utilizing the academic support resources as 

their strategy for meeting the standards set by the institution. These strategies for success were 

the participants’ attempt to match the typical human aggregate of the institutions they attended.  

Renaldo discussed improving his grades after finding out that he was on academic 

probation. He attempted to improve his grades through isolating himself and removing himself 

from all activities. He felt that the classroom setting was so confusing and hostile that he resorted 

to teaching himself the relevant concepts for his courses. Renaldo explained, “My spring grades 

were a lot better, I ended up with a B-, A-, C+ and a B+… I made an improvement. You want to 

know how? I stopped attending classes.” Prior to this strategy for meeting the standards at his 

institution, Renaldo had started attending classes in both sections to try to get more clarity on the 

content he was learning. He found that the best strategy for him was to focus on learning on his 

own. The strategy of self-study as a means of accomplishing the required grades demonstrates 

Renaldo’s attempt to gain the characteristics of a good student, but it also displayed Renaldo’s 

perception of an ineffective organizational component of the law school.  

Nadia discussed focusing on an aspect of her school that she felt she had the most control 

over her as a strategy for meeting the institution’s standards. She reasoned that she would not do 

as well in the classes that had a final exam. Instead she focused on her legal writing class, which 

she hoped would provide her with the grades she needed to stay academically eligible. She 

explained: 

I felt that I knew that I wasn’t going to perform as strong in my other classes… I felt that 

performing better [on] what I could at the time, on my legal memo, [that] would 

somehow kind of save me from failing. So that’s pretty much why I spent a whole lot of 

time on my legal memo. Because in my mind I thought okay if I get C’s from my other 
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classes or low C’s at least, I will have my memo to not completely throw me in that 

academic probation.  

Nadia’s attempt to focus her efforts on an aspect of the curriculum where she felt she had more 

control over her performance was her attempt to assimilate to the human aggregate.  

 Naomi discussed attempting to participate in class as a way of meeting standards and 

expectations, but her participation was met with disdain from the professor.  

I remember I had tried to answer questions…and anytime I said anything, he would be 

like, ‘no.’ And I don’t think I was totally wrong, it might not have been a full complex 

answer. 

Additionally Naomi needed accommodation for her disabilities, and when the notes that she 

received were late or insufficient, she also made attempts to record notes during the lectures. She 

explained, "Of course I still tried to take notes, so I could see where there were discrepancies, 

and then I had the director of special services giving me his old notes from classes." In both of 

these instances, Naomi took steps to meet expectations of being an engaged student and keeping 

up with the material that was covered in class. Additionally, all of the participants shared their 

strategies for meeting the expectations of the institution in regards to grades, participation and 

being successful. Although these attempts were not always successful, they were attempts that 

the participant thought would help. Despite trying to meet the standards through molding to the 

human aggregate, the participants experienced being held to what they perceived as unjust 

standards and a dysfunctional organizational component of the law school environment.  

Enduring Perceived Unjust Standards 

All of the participants cited incidents where they were subjected to standards that they 

viewed as unjust. To the participants, these standards and rules seemed harsh in their 
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punishment, and as some participants conveyed, it seemed that the odds were stacked against 

them. These rules included the overall standards of what was expected in the exams, as well as 

the standard method of curved grading. While these standards, in the most part, seemed equally 

applied to all students, the underlying principles of the rule or standard itself seemed structured 

so that the participant could not meet them. Additionally, the participants felt that the standards 

and rules that they perceived were unjust and not necessary to maintain the quality of education 

or the quality of graduates produced by the institution. The unjust standards included manner of 

notification, grading practices, academic eligibility, and academic probation. All of the 

perceptions of unjust standards stemmed from the organizational component of the law school. 

Through the organizational structure and system of the law school, the participants felt the 

system worked against them.  

 Adrienne pointed to the overall unjustness of the legal education system. She reasoned 

that although she made mistakes in her approach to the academic aspects of law school, she was 

the type of person who should have made it through, and that she should have become a lawyer. 

“I was a conscientious enough of a student, where I think I should have survived. I'm very smart, 

and I didn't survive. I still wonder why I didn't. I know I should have.” Her insight into her 

dismissal suggests that the school’s standards dismissed her despite having the ability and the 

intellect to make it through legal education and on to practicing law. Eve felt the same general 

lack of justice in her institution’s rules and procedures. She contemplated reapplying, but she 

was unsure whether she wanted to pursue that path because of her views of the institution. Eve 

commented: 
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I filled out my application, I haven’t turned it in yet, because it’s like some days I still get 

mad, it’s like I don’t really know the reason why I didn’t get back in and so it makes me 

mad. That’s just where I am now. 

These perceptions of a flawed system points to issues with the law school organizational 

structure. Eve and Adrienne felt they loss their autonomy through the centralized nature of the 

organizational system, and thus they were powerless to understand why they were dismissed, or 

to remedy the situation.  

 Adrienne suggested the manner in which she was notified about her dismissal was unfair. 

She did not find out that she was academically dismissed until July when she was already 

enrolled in summer classes. This resulted in her having to pay additional summer tuition for 

these classes, which she was ineligible to take. She felt taken advantage of because of the rules 

and standards that did not notify her in a timely manner for her to withdraw from the classes, so 

as not to be charged tuition. She commented, "I didn’t get my grades until July, that’s when I 

found out, because I enrolled in summer school. I really hate them for that, because they got me 

for another $10 to $15,000.” Other participants mentioned the delayed notification of dismissal 

as a source of unjustness. When discussing the long wait to find out grades and that he was 

dismissed, Renaldo suggested, “So my life was on hold, I could have went and applied for a 

job.” The delayed notification illustrates the organizational component of the law school 

environment. The complexity of the law school organizational structure did not allow for timely 

notification.  

 The grading procedures and rules served as another perception of unjustness for the 

participants. Of the eight institutions the students attended, six had published mandatory grade 

curves for first-year or all students. Some of the institutions required that a certain percentage of 
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students receive a C- or lower, which is lower than what is needed to remain academically 

eligible at most of the institutions. Additionally, several participants thought that their exam or 

work-product, when evaluated on its own, would receive an acceptable grade, however when 

evaluated in relation to their peers’ performance, they became failing exams or memos. Jonathan 

explained: 

Technically, I made a passing grade on the grade point scale, but the way that Institution 

D is, their law school … they claim that their ABA accreditation [would be lost], if they 

didn’t curve out these students, and keep their overall GPA high enough. I remember 

before I was dismissed, before I went to law school, there was a lawsuit… two students 

who had been dismissed had brought it against the school… they ended up losing of 

course, but they claimed that due process…I don’t have the specific case on hand… but 

they have a reputation of curving out students more so than other schools. I think it was 

all because… as I mentioned before the bar passing rate wasn’t all that high for schools. 

At one point… I think this was years ago, I think the bar passing rate was only in the 

thirties… so the school had this reputation and were trying to put on this front saying you 

know we… we have these standards… so that we are not seen as this school that just 

passes out grades… because I think they were accused of that at one point.  

Nadia discussed the quality of the memo she turned in for legal research. She also felt that when 

graded by itself, the memo was passing. She suggested, “You know after I was penalized after 

turning in my memo [late], and the grading curve was applied… it turned out to be a failing 

paper." Renaldo had the experience of one of his professor’s telling the class that all of the 

midterm grades in the class were of A quality, but that there were grading curve rules that 

required a certain percentage of grades to fall within certain benchmarks. Renaldo expressed that 



 

 

190 

these arbitrary rules made it hard for him to succeed in this type of environment. He suggested:  

So then I already thought that I was already set for failure, because how am I going to be 

[successful] when the teacher was like, ‘All of you would have A’s if it was on a scale of 

4.0… these are the best exams ever,’ but I have to pick a card, just randomly, like a 

lottery, and whoever gets that, that’s the B, that’s the C (said in a sarcastic tone)… 

because I can only give certain portions of that much. 

Sabrina also felt that her performance was quality enough to not be dismissed, but when the 

grading rules were applied, she did not have a chance. She explained, "It was the curve, and that 

was just how things panned out." The perceptions of an unjust grading system that required a 

curving of the grade, demonstrated the centralized power structure of the organizational 

component of the law school environment. They system left the participants feeling that 

achieving a sufficient grade to remain academically eligible was outside of their control.  

 The threshold for remaining academically eligible or being readmitted was also perceived 

as an unjust standard. Renaldo discussed how much he improved his grades from his first 

semester to second semester and cited that he got an A- in his property class in his second 

semester. He thought that this demonstrated his capacity to be successful in completing law 

school and graduating. After the great strides he made to improve his performance in his second 

semester, he still fell short of the GPA threshold. Ronald commented, “I was dismissed because 

of .01. I needed a .01 to qualify for me to go on to the second year.” Similarly, Eve explained 

that she had improved, but it was not enough to bring her over the threshold. 

Well, I had gotten over a 2.0 in the second semester, but first semester I had done so 

horrible. It’s so weird because midterms of the first semester, I did really good. I got like 

B’s. Then finals came around my GPA ended up being a 1.6 after first-semester finals.  
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These students both pointed to their improvement in their second semester as evidence that they 

should have been able to stay and continue their legal education. In Renaldo's situation, he was 

able to come very close to the GPA standard for his institution. In Eve's situation, she was still 

under the GPA standard, but she showed improvement. The participants perceived these 

standards as too rigid, in the sense that the law school did not take into consideration their vast 

improvement after their first semester of law school. 

 Participants also perceived the threshold for being readmitted as unjust. At Keith's 

institution, he was required to show the most extraordinary of circumstances to be readmitted 

after dismissal. He petitioned his Institution on the basis that in his past academic setting he was 

able to vastly improve his performance. When he went in front of the panel of faculty members, 

he saw that his reasoning for being readmitted was not enough to meet their standards, despite 

his feelings that he could be successful in graduating if given the chance. Keith commented, 

“The threshold was too much.” He also noted that at some point the committee seemed to put 

down his file and dismiss his plea for readmission. Additionally, Adrienne discussed the standard 

for readmission at her institution. She commented: 

I talked to the people who were actually on that board, and she told me that my petition 

didn’t follow the handbook’s outline and the requirements. I told her ‘yes, I’ve read 

those, those requirements, albeit a little bit vague, the instructions were fairly vague, I 

answered them to the best of my abilities.’ I said, ‘I spoke to someone when I left a year 

ago, they told me just to keep working in the law, etc. etc. I've done that for the last year, 

and you know, well you know’… what I was getting from her was that in order to be let 

back in there needed to be some extraordinary circumstance, and she hinted at some 

medical circumstance, or family circumstance. She said quote ‘It can't be that law school 



 

 

192 

was just hard. Well did you get diagnosed with anything, do you have any paperwork, do 

you have anything?’ And that was that, that’s all I had gotten. 

Adrienne had been shadowing and working for a judge for a year while she waited to reapply to 

her institution. This was at the advice of professors and administrators. However, when she 

reapplied the deciding body denied her application because she had not cited any extraordinary 

circumstance. After Adrienne was dismissed and denied reacceptance to Institution G, she was 

accepted at another institution and has since graduated from law school. The threshold for 

academic eligibility appeared to be a symptom of an unjust organizational structure. The strict 

cultural norms and rules utilized by the law schools appeared to eliminate students who 

perceived that they were capable of being successful in the practice of law.  

 Finally, Naomi cited the probation rules as being unjust at her Institution. She explained: 

At Institution B academic probation is retroactive to the first semester you got below the 

GPA. So in my fourth semester I found out I was on academic probation. I didn’t find out 

until I was in my fourth semester that I was already on academic probation. 

Adrienne said that had she received more notice of her academic status, before her final semester 

at Institution B, she could have taken more corrective measures to improve her performance and 

she could have possibly been successful. She discussed how it was hard to find out after the 

semester had already begun that she would need to improve her cumulative GPA to remain in 

law school. Naomi’s perceptions suggest a flawed organizational structure in her law school.  

Feelings of Systemic Betrayal  

Participants expressed feelings of betrayal in their experiences with their institution. 

Some of these experiences were instances where their law school promised the student 

something that they did not deliver. The participants experienced betrayal through promises in 
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recruitment, academic reassurances, vagueness, withheld resources, failure to address 

discrimination, and readmission practices. The perceived betrayals sometimes contributed to 

their lack of academic success, or in some circumstances led the participants to believe that the 

institutions did not have their best interest in mind. These instances or feelings of betrayal were 

present in all eight participants in this study and fell into the human aggregate and organizational 

component of the law school environment.  

Renaldo, Eve, and Sabrina discussed the promises made during the admissions process of 

a caring, collaborative, and diverse environment, but once they were enrolled, they found that the 

institution was not meeting their expectations in regards to these promises. Renaldo explained: 

It was supposed to be a sustainable approach to the classroom, and I was like, ‘this is 

what I want to do.’ And this is why I want to be in this school, because it’s not just one 

person speaking… but it was none of that. 

Sabrina noted that based on the university’s marketing materials that she used to make 

her admissions decision, she thought there would be a substantial amount of diversity. She 

remembered:  

When I went to orientation for 1Ls, it wasn't anything like I expected, at all…when I 

looked at the pamphlets for Institution A like all I saw was diversity… like I see Black 

students, I see Latino students, I see Indian, Asians… and when I got there my class 

didn't look like that.   

Sabrina was not able to visit campus before arriving for orientation at her institution, and so she 

was not able to evaluate the level of diversity at the campus. She also commented on the lack of 

other types of diversity, including diversity of thought and outlook. These promises made in 

recruitment that translated into perceived betrayals stemmed from the characteristics of people in 
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the environment, and the disingenuous portrayal of the human aggregate within the recruitment 

process. Similarly, the complexity of the organizational environment with multiple components 

to the structure allowed for promises to be made that were not fulfilled through the perceptions 

of the participants.  

Both Jonathan and Adrienne talked about reassurances that they would improve their 

grades enough to remain eligible. Jonathan had the experience of a professor reassuring him that 

it was common for students to improve their grades in the spring semester. He explained: 

I don’t think I did as well as I wanted to do, but the professors said, ‘oh well this is just 

the first final of yours… you have another final and a comprehensive exam that is going 

to balance things out, so you’ve still got time and room for improvement.’  

Adrienne also had the experience of both professors and students telling her that she would 

survive and be able to stay in law school. This was a source of frustration for her because she felt 

that she was struggling, but it seemed difficult to access the resources and help that would enable 

her to perform at the level she needed to.   

People told me, ‘Oh it will be fine, blah, blah, blah’ and I was like, ‘no really I don’t 

think I’m going to be in law school anymore.’ I think you needed a 1.6 to stay. I found 

out in July that I had a 1.4. 

Adrienne and Jonathan found that the reassurances that they would achieve the grades they 

needed to be successful invoked feelings of betrayal, not only because they were ultimately 

dismissed, but also because it was not the type of assistance they needed at the time. These 

academic reassurances stemmed from the complexity of the organizational environment. The 

participants found themselves dealing with inefficiency because of the number of moving parts 

involved in the institutions' student services. These inefficiencies lead to receiving conflicting 
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messages which led to feelings of betrayal.  

 Nadia discussed a sense of betrayal that came from not understanding concepts in the 

classroom, and that the professor was not a source of clarification. She mentioned several times 

that the academic success personnel were helpful in giving her practice tests and strategies for 

taking the exams, but when it came to the professors, some were vague and not able to help her 

understand specific concepts that she needed to be successful. She explained: 

I was also taking a property class, and [the professor] was approachable, but he definitely 

left a lot of vague things out, that I think that was part of his plan. He wanted us to feel 

like… not that we were being tricked… be he wasn’t as clear as he could be. I felt like 

that was a part of him trying to connect all the different dots of what he wanted you to 

pick up. 

This vagueness and sense of betrayal harmed Nadia, because although she had the resources to 

take practice tests before the final exams, her understanding of the concepts was not as solidified 

as needed to be successful. Renaldo also spoke about professors “hiding the ball” in many 

instances when it came to their style of teaching. He said that he specifically chose his institution 

because they claimed that it would be interactive and collaborative, but in reality, when he 

experienced the classroom, he found that the professors often lectured in a way that was 

inaccessible for him. The vagueness experienced by the participants resulted from the human 

aggregate characteristics of the professors that were teaching their classes, but also the 

organizational cultural norms of law school. The style of teaching that Nadia and Renaldo 

experienced equally stemmed from the type of professor and the classroom culture of law 

schools.  

 Naomi discussed experiences of betrayal through withheld resources, in the sense that she 
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did not receive the accommodations she needed for her physical disabilities. Naomi suffered 

from carpel tunnel syndrome among other disabilities, so it made it very difficult for her to take 

notes during class, and type on the exams. She struggled in receiving the appropriate 

accommodations to begin with, but once the accommodations were granted, she did not receive 

them in a timely manner. Naomi initially had outdated documentation of her disabilities and she 

did not have the monetary resources to get renewed documentation. The on-campus health 

services did not want to provide disability documentation for her, but after several months she 

was able to obtain documentation through their office. Once she had proper documentation 

Naomi received typed notes for her classes, and she commented, “Coupled with that, with the 

late notes it was just… I wasn’t getting all the information I needed in a timely fashion, so 

second year it was much harder.” She spoke about not receiving her notes for months and then 

when she received notes, they were incomplete, or they were notes that the Director of Student 

Services took when he was in law school more than a decade prior. This perceived betrayal was a 

source of added stress for Naomi, in addition to an inhibitor to her success. The resources 

withheld from Naomi likely stemmed from a complex organizational system, which resulted 

from the overwork of the Director of Student Services, but it may have also stemmed from the 

characteristics of the director. From Naomi’s perception, the Director did not provide her with 

the resources she needed because he did not believe that she was as disabled as she claimed. Her 

feelings of betrayal stemmed from the human aggregate and organizational components of the 

law school environment.  

 Sabrina discussed her feelings of being betrayed because of her situation, by the 

institution not adequately addressing a professor who reported her to the Dean for missing a class 

for an appellate competition. Sabrina perceived this as racially motivated mistreatment and felt 
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that the institution did not fully address the situation. When faced with reapplying for admission, 

she was reminded of the feeling of betrayal, and questioned whether she wanted to attempt to go 

back to Institution A. She explained: 

So I contacted the Dean, and I asked him, because he knew the whole situation with the 

professor, and I said…he's a minority as well… and so I asked him, ‘In the situation that I 

went through, given that, why would I feel comfortable enough, especially since he's the 

head of the department, why would I feel comfortable enough reapplying for admittance 

for your law school in a year. Is there anything that you could do to create an exception 

for me because you have essentially taken away my option to go back to law school 

within a year because your faculty member doesn’t know how to accept diversity in the 

classroom or to conduct himself?’ He told me that my situation was not egregious 

enough. In fact, he told me that there was nothing that he could do for me.  

Sabrina perceived this as a betrayal from the institution because she was asked to transfer 

sections to correct the problem, as opposed to the professor having to address the situation. This 

perception of betrayal followed Sabrina throughout her time at Institution A, and into the 

readmission process. Her betrayal stemmed from the both the human aggregate and 

organizational component of the law school environment. The organizational structure extended 

more power to the professor than the student, resulting in Sabrina having to transfer classes. 

Similarly, the human aggregate characteristics of the Dean and the professor’s skepticism of 

Sabrina led to her feelings of betrayal.  

 Both Adrienne and Eve faced perceived betrayals in the readmission process. Adrienne 

spoke about doing her due diligence in drafting her petition for readmission, and she sought the 

guidance of many to make sure that she had a strong application. At the direction of her 
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professors, she also shadowed and worked for a judge to demonstrate her continued dedication to 

the law. She explained her feelings of betrayal through the following passage:  

Anyway, fast forward a year, I also waited tables for money at that time. I didn’t apply to 

any other law school… I didn’t know I could. I thought that I could only go back to 

Institution G… I petition, I get some people to read over my petition, I look at the 

handbook, I looked at all the instructions, I followed all the rules. I asked people to proof 

read it and give suggestions, I submitted it. I get a letter in the mail from the school, 

which is just two sentences. I don't remember the first sentence, but it was something to 

the effect of ‘we have read your petition, and we have denied your application for 

readmission. Best of luck in your future endeavors.’ I thought that that was a slap in the 

face.   

Adrienne's feelings of betrayal stem from the time and effort she put into being readmitted to the 

school. She waited the requisite year to reapply and took several steps to work on her petition. 

Through her perception, Adrienne had an unspoken contract with the institution that if she did 

the things the school suggested she would be readmitted.  

Eve experienced similar feelings of betrayal through the readmission process, because 

she had experienced extraordinary circumstances through her year at Institution C. Yet despite 

what she had gone through, and her improvement in the second semester, she was still denied 

readmission. She explained:  

Like my friend, she got back in, and she didn’t have a reason. She like had to make up a 

reason… I know she made up a reason. So it just made me feel like some type of way, 

like even to this day, I still don’t know why I didn’t get back in and it made me want to 

like change all of my career goals because I felt like God trying to lead down a different 
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path. 

Eve’s perception of disparately applied rules resulted in feelings of betrayal because she was not 

given an explanation as to why she did not qualify for readmission. Both Adrienne and Eve 

discussed how hard it was to move on from this experience and go through a healing process 

because they felt betrayed. Adrienne suggested that when people ask her about her dismissal, she 

does not know how to talk about it, because she has not fully been able to process what 

happened. Adrienne mentioned that this comes up more now, as she is graduating from law 

school and interviewing for positions. Eve also experienced a lack of closure because of the 

betrayal. She struggled with what to do post-dismissal, because of her feelings of being betrayed, 

as she does not know why she was not readmitted, while others were. These feelings of betrayal 

in the readmissions process stemmed from the organizational component of the law school 

environment. The highly centralized power structure and complexity left the participants without 

an understanding of why they were dismissed while it appeared that others were readmitted. 

Experiences of Disparate Treatment  

Six of the eight participants gave examples of how they were treated differently in their 

law school education experience. The disparate treatment stemmed from two groups within the 

law school environment, the students and faculty or administrators. These experiences 

contributed to the participants’ feelings of betrayal, and experiences of enduring unjust standards 

despite the participants’ efforts to meet the school’s expectations. Some of the participants 

perceived that this disparate treatment was due to their ethnicity, others cited other factors, and 

some students did not know why they were being treated differently. The two participants who 

did not share any instances of disparate treatment, also did not perceive that their ethnicity 

played any role in their experience within their law schools. The experiences of disparate 
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treatment primarily stemmed from the human aggregate, organizational, and constructed 

component of the law school environment.  

  Sabrina transferred legal writing sections after an incident with her professor for the 

class. She missed a class due to an appellate competition and she could not recall if she had 

informed him prior to the competition that she would not be in attendance that day. She was 

confident that many other students had missed classes without prior permission or discussing the 

matter with the professor. When asked if she felt that her ethnicity played a role in the situation 

with her professor she responded: 

There were other students of other nationalities… other backgrounds… and I think I was 

the only Black student in my section. Other White students had missed two classes 

already, hadn’t said a word to him about why they were just skipping class. 

Sabrina noticed that other students were missing class, and she did not hear any reports of them 

being disciplined or receiving any warning for their absence. 

 Nadia spoke of one specific professor who seemed to not be as accommodating or 

receptive to her, although she could not distinguish the reason for the different treatment. When 

asked if she felt that everyone received the same type of cold treatment, Nadia responded: 

She didn’t… I think… it was kind of weird, because a lot of my classmates had 

wonderful experiences with her, and she was more than willing to accommodate them, 

but then you know I ran into other students who had like similar experiences like me.  

Adrienne had a similar experience with one of her professors treating certain students better than 

others. This professor had been harsh with students in the past when she did not like how they 

contributed to class. When Adrienne was asked if the professor treated all students the same, 

Adrienne commented:  
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I don't think so. There were certain students in there that I could tell… you know how 

you can just look at somebody, and you can just tell that they are comfortable, and they 

got this in the bag. 

Adrienne thought that the disparate treatment that she and other students received from that 

professor had to do with her ethnicity. She specifically mentioned that the professor was Black, 

and so there was an unspoken attitude of Black students better shape up.  

Renaldo was very hesitant before he told the story of his writing professor because he 

said he wanted to make sure his feelings would be taken seriously. He commented, "When I 

speak with you I'm very careful with my word choice, because I don't want it to come off as ‘he's 

just really upset, or he's biased in any way’."  He then told the story of how he felt that his 

professor treated him differently specifically because of his ethnic background. 

I'm an excellent writer, always have been all of my life… But writing law is a completely 

different thing for me… It's hard to say this, this is where I’m trying to be selective in my 

words and bias. But I generally believe that I had a racist teacher. She was a White 

American teacher, who was very well known and reputable in the school. She was the 

Dean of the writing department of the school. But this was a person that I tried many 

ways to get help and support from, and the way she worded things, she was like you need 

to learn how to write, your English is not that good when it comes to law writing. I was 

like… get a little better selection with your words. I think I still have her emails saved. 

The month before school was over, she basically sent me a reminder, sending my grade 

back, and she said ‘No matter what you learn and where you go, you should learn to write 

in English well.’ 

Renaldo experienced a lot of frustration from what he perceived as differential treatment from 
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this teacher, and he became very demoralized from his interactions with her. He discussed the 

multiple strategies he used in his writing to meet her expectations, but no matter what he did, he 

always received the lowest grade in the class. From his perspective no one else received this type 

of treatment from the teacher, and this could have been because he was the only Latino student in 

the class. 

Eve experienced disparate treatment in the reapplication process. Through conversations, 

she knew of other students who were academically dismissed at her school, and she knew that 

they did not have a reason for their poor performance, which would meet the standard required 

for readmission. She discussed feeling angry because she was not readmitted when they were. 

She explained:  

I think we found out like a week later or two weeks later... that my appeal didn’t go 

through, and that really made me feel some type of way because I had really went 

through like a lot like my first year. Especially at 21 years old, well I just had turned 22, I 

felt like that was a lot that I had went through and it just made me feel like my situation 

wasn’t that important or they just didn’t care. Other people had got back in and it was like 

they didn’t have a reason. 

Eve went on to explain that her friend was struggling to provide a reason to the readmission 

committee. She remembered, “Because I remember when we first found out that we weren’t 

coming back, she said ‘I don’t know what I’m going to say’ because at first she was asking me 

well maybe you can just mention my name when you appeal.”  This friend was readmitted to the 

law school, yet Eve was not. Although Eve could not explain a reason behind the difference in 

outcomes, she thought it demonstrated the school’s lack of caring. These experiences of 

disparate treatment from the faculty stemmed from the characteristics of the faculty themselves 
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through the human aggregate component of the environment and through the collective 

perceptions of the participants through the constructed component of the environment.  

  Finally, Naomi pointed to instances where her classmates treated her differently in the 

sharing of resources and notes. She recalls:  

I remember there was like one guy who was taking a course that I was taking, and I asked 

him if I could borrow his outline and he was like yeah sure I get it to you later… he kept 

on stringing me along, and then finally the kid made it clear that he did not want to share 

his work with me. He was from [the east coast], and I don’t know if it was a Black/White 

thing or we were just competitive. I know he was friendly with other people in my class, 

so I don’t know. 

Naomi felt that this student, and many students, treated her differently not only because of her 

ethnicity but also her age. She commented that the she did not seem to fit in with the students the 

way that she should have. These disparate treatment not only resulted from the human aggregate 

characteristics of the students, but also Naomi’s perception of the environment.  

Summary of Theme #4 

All of the participants made efforts to meet the standards and expectations of the schools 

they attended. Despite their efforts to achieve academic stability and the ability to stay in school, 

they were met with standards that they felt were unjust, such as mandatory grading curves, or 

their inability to stay in law school despite significant academic improvement. They also 

experienced feelings of betrayal when they tried to take the remedial measures suggested to 

them, or they undertook tasks to make themselves eligible for readmission, but were denied. Six 

of the eight participants in this study also experienced disparate treatment from the law school or 

from their classmates. These experiences added to the feelings of betrayal and perceptions of 
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unjustness. The participant’s attempts to meet expectations stemmed from their attempt to 

conform to the human aggregate present within the law school environment. The perceptions of 

unjust standards, betrayal and disparate treatment stemmed from the human aggregate, 

organizational and constructed components of the environment.  
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter provides a summary of the study and demonstrates how the findings in 

Chapter 5 addressed the research questions. Additionally, the themes are discussed and linked to 

relevant literature in the field. Finally, implications and recommendations for students, faculty, 

administrators, and the legal education field are examined, and potential future research is 

explored. The chapter concludes with the researcher’s final reflection.  

Summary of the Study 

  The lack of diversity in the legal profession translates into continued barriers for 

minorities, including access to representation, having a voice in important legislation, and 

promotion of social justice issues. The disparate numbers of Black and Latina/o students in law 

school stems from a history of excluding these groups from legal education, in addition to 

systemic obstacles. Within the legal education system, these obstacles include socioeconomic 

differences in society, as well as lower LSAT scores and barriers to education.  

Recent events in the U.S., including a focus on issues of misuse of force against Black 

men and racially motivated hate crimes, such as the massacre of Black parishioners at a church 

in July 2015, have brought these systemic issues to the forefront of the country’s dialog. This 

conversation should extend to educational barriers to the higher echelons of society because one 

source of combating systemic injustices is education (Sidhu, 2013). For some Black and 

Latina/o’s a barrier exists in graduating from law school.  

A long academic debate has continued about why minority students are not successful in 

law school. The most prominent voice on this subject, Richard Sander, opines that mismatch 

theory accounts for the lack of success on the part of Latina/o and Black students. This theory 
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posits that due to affirmative action, minority students are admitted to institutions they are not 

qualified to attend, thus they are not able to keep pace with the academic rigor (Sander, 2004). 

Many scholars have rejected this notion and cited that a hostile law school environment, along 

with stereotype threat and disparate treatment are the source (Barnes, 2007; Harris & Kidder, 

2005; Jackson, 2012; Kahlenberg, 2011; Sterling & Smith, 2011; Williams, Sander, Luppino, & 

Bolus, 2011). These theories have not been empirically researched.  

The purpose of this phenomenological case study was to examine the law school 

environment, as perceived by Black and Latino/a students who were academically dismissed 

from law school. These demographics were chosen because national statistics demonstrate that 

these groups are the least represented in the legal profession, and previous literature 

demonstrated that these two ethnic groups struggle with persistence and retention in law school. 

This study focused on the perceptions of the former students, as opposed to the institutional 

perspective, which is unique to this field of inquiry.  

This study was built upon Strange and Banning’s (2001) comprehensive ecological 

model on educational environments. Their model examines four components of the education 

environment that impact the experiences of students and ultimately lead to their success or 

failure within the system. These components include physical, human aggregate, organizational, 

and constructed aspects of the environment. These aspects of the environment shape how the 

student functions within the environment, either successfully or unsuccessfully. Additionally, 

Strange and Banning developed a three-level hierarchy of learning purposes, which are necessary 

for students to reach academic goals. The top of the hierarchy includes the student’s full 

membership into the community, which is necessary for success. Prior to this level, however, 

students must feel a sense of safety in belonging and engagement within their academic 
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environment. Strange and Banning’s model was utilized not only in the foundational structure in 

which the study was built, but it was also utilized in data collection, determining boundaries for 

the study and analysis of the data. All aspects of this study were viewed through the components 

of Strange and Banning’s four components of the environment and the three hierarchical 

purposes.  

 Eight participants, who were academically dismissed from law school and identified as 

Black or Latina/o, were interviewed for this phenomenological case study. Their experiences 

resulted in four themes that provided insight into their perceptions and experiences. These results 

served to answer the overarching research questions for this study.   

Summary Answer to Research Questions 

The overarching research question for this study was: What are the experiences of 

minority law students who were academically dismissed from law school? Sub-questions were 

developed to explore the participants’ perceptions of factors that impacted their dismissal and 

how the law school environment affected their academic performance. The four themes emerged 

from the data analysis, which provides insight into how the data addressed the research 

questions. 

Four themes developed through the coding and analysis of the data. These themes shared 

insight into the perceived experiences of the participants, and the factors that impacted their 

academic performance. The following summaries explain how the four themes answered the 

research questions for this study. 

1. Participant Experiences of Stereotype Threat: The participants experienced all the 

 components of stereotype threat, including negative stereotypes, increased stress and anxiety 

due to the experienced stereotypes, manifestation of stress, and poor performance. Although 
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causation between these components could not be determined in a qualitative study, the elements 

of stereotype were present through the shared perceptions of the participants. The stereotypes 

experienced came from their interactions within the law school environment, such as being 

labeled untruthful, lack of intellectual ability, and for HBCU participants’ stereotypes about the 

quality of the institution they were attending. Additionally, stereotypes came from prior 

experiences, which manifested in the participants’ perceived weaknesses which were ultimately 

reinforced in the law school environment. Experiencing these stereotypes resulted in increased 

stress and anxiety that manifested in both physical and psychological symptoms. All participants 

shared experiencing negativestereotypes that increased their stress. 

2. Fight or Flight as a Coping Mechanism: Every participant in this study perceived  

the law school environment as hostile. The participant reactions to this environment resulted in 

two types of coping mechanisms, fight or flight. Fight included taking action to try to change the 

law school environment for themselves or others, by speaking out, or seeking help. Flight 

included withdrawing from the environment by not attending classes, exhibting an attitude of not 

caring, and by not seeking help within the law school environment. Both of these coping 

mechanisms resulted in the participants expending time, resources, and focus on coping rather 

than participating in their legal education. As a result of the perceived hostile environment, the 

participants experienced distraction by attempting to cope through fight or flight.  

3. Isolation in the Law School Environment and Culture: Participants expressed a  

sense of isolation from all aspects of the law school culture and environment. This included, 

exclusion from formal and informal social get-to-gethers and study groups, but it also resulted 

from the culture of isolation at the institutions. Isolation also stemmed from the lack of support 

from the institution itself, through not being able to access faculty and staff. All reported 
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receiving messages that they were not capable of success in the institution. Finally, outside 

events and obligations resulted in further removal from the law school environment. Because the 

participants were isolated from the student culture, and were not receiving support from the 

institution, they often sought support from outsiders, which served to further remove them from 

the law school environment.  

4. Perceptions of Systemic Betrayal and Disparate Treatment: The participants shared  

their attempts to meet the expectations of the law school through a variety of strategies with 

varying rates of success. Despite attempts to meet these standards, the participants were met with 

perceived unjust standards, such as the required grading curve practices, and the process for 

notification of their dismissals. Additionally, participants perceived disparate treatment from 

faculty and students. All of these unjust factors lead to the participants experiencing what they 

felt as betrayal on the part of the institution.  

The four themes demonstrate the experiences of Black and Latina/o students who were 

academically dismissed. The findings also shed light onto factors that impacted their academic 

performance.  

Discussion of Findings 

Theme #1: Participant Experiences of Stereotype Threat 

Participants shared instances of experiencing stereotypes, anxiety and distress because of 

stereotypes, and poor performance. These experiences mirror the phenomenon of stereotype 

threat that was first tested by Steele and Aronson (1995). Stereotype threat in the initial studies 

manifested in increased anxiety when experiencing negative stereotypes about the participants’ 

social identity (Armenta, 2010). For the participants, experiencing stereotypes about their 

truthfulness, intellectual ability, or the quality of the institution they attended caused them 
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anxiety and stress. These common stereotypes about minorities have been documented through 

research on stereotype threat and Black student experiences (Fries-Britt, 2004; Fries-Britt & 

Griffin, 2007; Solorzano et al., 2002; Steele et al., 2002). Fries-Britt (2004) explains, “Blacks are 

often portrayed and stereotyped as criminals, gang members, athletes, and entertainers, but rarely 

as academics. To some "gifted Black" is an oxymoron” (p. 511). Similarly, Fries-Britt and 

Griffin (2007) found “Many of the students attending the HBCU confronted stereotypes about 

the quality of their educational experience…there was a pervasive stereotype that HBCUs were 

considered less rigorous” (p. 165). The presence of stereotypes in both the PWI and HBCU 

environments reflects the endemic nature of racism that critical race theory purports (Milner, 

2008). Even the participants who attended diverse institutions with a higher number of minority 

students felt the impact of stereotypes, which suggests that simply increasing the number of 

minority students will not eliminate the problem. The nature of stigma and stereotypes within the 

law school environment is pervasive.  

The additional burden on the participants in this study impacted their daily academic 

lives and their ability to focus on successfully navigating their legal education. Not surprisingly, 

the stress the participants experienced manifested in depression, anxiety, fatigue and weight gain. 

Their symptoms were consistent with and sometimes exceeded the well-documented experience 

of stress reported by many law students (Felder, 2014; Krieger, 2002; Peterson & Peterson, 

2013; Schultz, 2012; Sheldon & Krieger, 2007). However, for these participants the additional 

stressors of experiencing stereotype threat, further diminished their self-efficacy and created 

additional pressures of navigating the law school environment subsequently impacting their time 

and focus on studying.  
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The stereotypes or negative generalizations about the ability of their social identity 

groups came from a lifetime of experiencing stereotypes. Although some stereotypes were 

evoked through interactions in law school, several participants discussed a self-perception of 

weakness that led them to believe they might not be successful in law school. For example, 

Nadia discussed having to take remedial classes in college to be able to perform as expected. 

Through this experience, she carried anxiety about fulfilling the stereotypes associated with the 

type of pre-collegiate education she received, and therefore not being successful in law school. 

The perceived weaknesses aligns with stigma, “[An] attribute or characteristic that conveys a 

social identity that is devalued in a particular social context” (Crocker, Major, & Steele, 1998, p. 

505).  

One of the mechanisms of stigma is the automatic activation of negative in-group 

stereotypes, meaning that whether discriminatory behavior is present, the stigmatized person can 

experience the stereotype (Major & O’Brien, 2005). These stereotypes can be chronically 

accessible for stigmatized individuals (Shih, Ambady, Richeson, Fujita, & Gray, 2002). For the 

participants in this study, those who felt stigma about their LSAT performance or academic 

abilities experienced anxiety about confirming the stereotypes that were associated with the 

negative characteristic of lack of intelligence for their group. Although specific stimuli did not 

always evoke these stereotypes, the participants’ stigma resulted in a continuing threat of 

reaffirming the stereotype of weak intellectual inability.  

The incidents that evoked stereotypes for the participants while in law school stemmed 

from the faculty, staff, and students’ lifetime experiences with societal cues, aligning with 

critical race theory concepts. Their bias, which manifested in perceived accusations of lack of 

intelligence or truthfulness, stemmed from a generalization about social groups, through implicit 
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bias and implicit stereotypes (Banaji & Greenwald, 2013; Greenwald & Krieger, 2006). These 

unconscious understandings, actions, and beliefs are pervasive and cause people to act in a 

discriminating way of which they are not aware (Blair, 2002; Rudman, 2004). Through the 

learned biases and stereotypes, the faculty, staff, and students in the law school seemed to 

associate the participants with negative attributes, which resulted in the participant feeling the 

impact of these beliefs. These actions were a result of well-learned stereotypes that are pervasive 

throughout society and reinforced by the law school culture (Rudman, 2004).   

The threat from the stereotypes that the participants experienced was powerful because of 

the high stakes environment of law school, in addition to the importance of academic 

achievement to the participants, and for their legal careers. Stereotypes about the participants’ 

academic ability, intelligence, or quality of institution were highly relevant to the environment. 

Domain identity, or the level of importance the individual places in the trait being tested, impacts 

the effect of stereotype threat (Forbes & Schmader, 2010; Guyll et al., 2010; Keller, 2007; 

Lawrence et al., 2010; Woodcock et al., 2012). For the participants in this study, their ability to 

succeed in law school was of great importance. Additionally, the stereotypes that they 

experienced, whether they truly experienced them or they perceived them, greatly impacted the 

participants’ chances of being successful. Accordingly, the anxiety and stress around confirming 

stereotypes about intellect and ability were even more impactful, because of the competitive and 

intense environment.  

Summary and Alternative Analysis. For the participants in the study, there appeared to 

be an association between experiencing stereotypes, stress and anxiety, and poor performance. 

Despite every component of stereotype threat being present in the experiences of the participants, 

causation between the elements could not necessarily be established given the nature of 
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qualitative inquiry. Through this analysis, assumptions were made that at least some part of the 

stress that the participants exhibited was due to the perceived stigma and stereotypes that the 

participants experienced during law school. Despite the assumed link, each component of 

stereotype threat that the participants shared seemed to distract them from the task of 

successfully navigating law school. Stereotype threat arises when a person experiences stress or 

anxiety when faced with confirming or being characterized by stereotypes (Inzlicht & Kang, 

2010; Major & O’Brien, 2005; Miller & Kaiser, 2001). This threat results in decreased 

performance. Experiencing stereotypes, perceived weaknesses, and their physical and 

psychological manifestations of stress all served to distract the participants, which aligns with the 

functionality of stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995).  

Theme #2: Fight or Flight as a Coping Mechanism 

 The participants in the study perceived the law school environment as hostile, this left 

them feeling they were unsafe in the environment. Strange and Banning (2001) define hostility 

within the learning environment as a safety and inclusion issue, which serves as the threshold 

requirement for students to be successful in their educational experience. The more unsafe 

students feel, the less they will be focused on learning. For the study participants, the lack of 

safety was pervasive and present in interactions with all groups in their institution: students, 

faculty, and staff. The hostility and lack of safety for minority law students is demonstrated in a 

host of literature about the law school environment and it is not a new concept amongst scholars 

(Allen & Solorzano, 2001; Barnes, 2007; Deo, Allen, et al., 2010; Feingold & Souza, 2013; K. 

R. Johnson & Onwuachi-Willig, 2005). Additionally, all students within the law school 

environment experienced some form of hostility, ranging from treatment when called on in class, 

or lack of support when seeking individual help. However, what seemed to differentiate the 
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participants’ experiences from other law students was their fight or flight response to the 

environment. 

The participants demonstrated a lack of assimilation to the culture of law school and 

instead focused their efforts on coping. Scholars have examined acculturative stress, also known 

as culture shock, in those who immigrate to a foreign country, and it appears a similar 

phenomenon may have occurred for the participants in this study. Acculturative stress describes 

the stress related to the acculturation process, and has been found to promote depression in 

minority students (Alamilla, Kim, & Lam, 2010; Castillo et al., 2015; Phinney, 2003; Walker, 

Wingate, Obasi, & Joiner, 2008). For the participants in this study, the process of existing in, and 

trying to adopt the law school culture, resulted in stress, and caused the students to either react in 

a fight or flight response.  

 The participants, when faced with having to adopt the perceived hostile culture within the 

law school, appeared to respond within a two-pronged coping mechanism: fight or flight. This 

type of physiological response to threat was first articulated by Walter Cannon in the early 

twentieth century (Cannon, 1915). Cannon demonstrated that when aroused, adrenaline causes 

the emergency fight or flight response in animals, including humans. When a threat occurs, the 

type of response depends upon the person’s perceived ability to overcome the threat (Taylor et 

al., 2000). Additionally, the more internal locus of control and self-efficacy students perceive in 

themselves, the less likely they are to participate in fight or flight behavior (Kunimatsu & 

Marsee, 2012; Weems & Silverman, 2006). The study participants appeared to reflect upon how 

powerless the hostile environment made them feel. Adrienne talked about how it seemed that no 

one would help her. The external locus of control perceptions of the participants increased their 

psychological responses to threat. Fight can manifest in physical and verbal retaliation and non-
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compliance; flight can manifest in self-imposed exclusion or by concealing or denying one's 

heritage in an environment predominantly ethnically different from the student (Derrington, 

2007). Adrienne and Renaldo demonstrated fight by complaining to the administration, or 

rallying around causes for students. Flight was demonstrated by Keith and Nadia when they 

stopped attending class. All of the students’ manner in coping with the environment fell 

somewhere on the spectrum of fight or flight, and several exhibited both types of behaviors.  

 Strange and Banning (2001) discuss person-environment congruence, how students 

respond when they perceive that they do not fit into the environment. They reason that the degree 

of congruence between the person and environment determines how stable the student will be 

within the environment. If there is a lack of person-environment congruence, three outcomes are 

likely: 1. The student will adapt “by seeking a new and congruent environment; 2. Remaking the 

present environment; or 3. Adapting the behavior to the dominant characteristics of the present 

environment (Strange & Banning, 2001, p. 53). Throughout the participants’ narratives, there 

was evidence of attempts to remake the environment (fight), or withdraw and seek a new 

environment (flight). These responses redirected the focus of the student away from assimilating 

to the environment.  

 Summary and Alternative Analysis. In order to cope with the perceived hostile law 

school environment, the participants resorted to fight or flight mechanisms which ultimate drew 

their attention and energy away from being successful within the environment. Although the 

fight/flight responses could be a result of the students’ awareness of their poor academic 

performance and potential dismissal, it seemed that some component of the person-environment 

congruence played a role in the participants’ coping mechanism response. The participants’ 

inability to perform at a satisfactory level, as determined by the institution, is a result of the 
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organizational component of the environment. Accordingly, if the participants’ responses were in 

reaction to treatment by faculty, staff, and students, or a response to their academic struggles, 

both are reactions to the law school environment.  

Theme #3: Isolation in the Law School Environment and Culture 

For the participants, isolation resulted from not fitting into the predominantly White male 

culture of the law school. Every participant was a minority in more ways than their ethnicity. 

They were outsiders because of the culture, their academic performance, and the norms in their 

institutions. Additionally, the participants experienced outside stressors, which intensified their 

isolation, due to the inflexible organizational structure of the law school. The lack of fit into the 

human aggregate component of the law school environment resulted in the participants finding 

support groups outside of the law school that further removed them from the law school 

community. As Sabrina mentioned, most of her classmates enjoyed drinking, partying and 

gossiping, which were all things that did not interest her. 

The acculturative nature of law school extended beyond the rules and pedagogy of the 

Socratic method. Sabrina’s experience with segregated study groups and white students not 

wanting to socialize with “diverse people” suggested that the students within the environment 

equally contributed to the isolation experience.  They supported and rewarded those who were 

assimilating to the predominant law school culture and excluded those who were not. This was 

evident in Renaldo’s reflection about how, after first semester grades were released, his friends 

who were at the top of the class stopped “hanging out” with him, and began to distance 

themselves from him. Flanagan (2007) discusses a myriad of reasons law students perpetuate the 

acculturative nature of law schools. She suggests the dehumanizing and deindividualizing nature 

of the law school environment placed students in a survival of the fittest mode, which makes 
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them distrustful of their peers, and dismissive of those who do not share the same “feelings, 

thoughts, values and purposes in life” (Zimbardo, 2008, p. 222). The students’ hostile and 

exclusionary behavior extends from the law school human aggregate component of the 

environment. Flanagan points to the “‘dismissive [remarks and sarcastic exchange[s]’ modeled 

by the professor and imitated between peers” (p. 461-462) as a source for the behavior exhibited 

by law students.  

The participants’ experiences were not limited to isolation from peers, it extended to the 

isolative nature of the entire culture of law school. The students experienced a lack of support 

from the faculty and staff at their institutions, and experienced outside factors that exacerbated 

their isolation. Strange and Banning (2001), in their hierarchy of learning purposes, discuss the 

importance of safety and inclusion. In their model, this is the threshold need that must be met in 

order for a student to be successful. Strange (2003) explains, “An educational institution must 

present first an inclusive and safe environment for students. Without a basic sense of belonging 

to the institution, free from threat, fear, and anxiety, attempts at more advanced learning goals 

will likely fail” (p. 310). For these participants, their isolation was a symptom of not belonging 

and feeling unsafe. Their inability to find acceptance and community within their law schools 

extracted much of their energy, which for most law students distracted from their studying. 

Faced with isolation from their law school, the participants sought inclusion elsewhere, which 

further removed them from the law school experience. As Strange and Banning (2001) point out, 

the connection between a lack of inclusion and safety can translate to poor academic 

performance, and ultimately dismissal from law school. 

Five of the participants experienced outside stressors that contributed to their isolation. 

These emergencies, injuries, and deaths in the family drew their attention away from the law 
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school environment and served to detract their attention from their academic pursuits. Law 

school is primarily a sink-or-swim environment, with little flexibility for those who do not easily 

fit into the environment. Eve experienced the rigidity of law school through her crisis with her 

boyfriend and miscarrying a child. Although Eve had professors who were aware of her situation 

and the Dean occasionally encouraged her to miss class when she was upset, there seemed to be 

little flexibility in the course load or rigor of her assignments to accommodate her crisis 

situation. Similarly, Renaldo needed to travel to Brazil for a death in his family, but little 

accommodation was available to him. Through the participants’ reflections, it appeared that in 

order to accomplish the culture transformation required of legal education, outside lives are not 

allowed to take priority in law school. The participants’ inability to place law school as a priority 

over outside commitments or issues appeared to impact their assimilation and success in the 

environment. The law school expectation of complete student devotion to the experience is 

echoed by literature with a minimum 60 to 80 hours per week devoted to class and study time 

(Flanagan, 2007; Grover, 2009; Jolly-Ryan, 2010, 2012). When unexpected outside stressors and 

events happen, there is little time for a student’s attention to be directed to anything but law 

school. For the participants, these crises and outside events and the lack of concern or 

accommodations from their respective law schools further isolated them from the law school 

experience and added to their feelings of lack of safety and exclusion.  

Summary and Alternative Analysis. Isolation was a universal experience for all of the 

participants in this study, which resulted from being an outsider in the law school setting 

Because of their experiences with faculty, staff, and peers, prior education experiences, outside 

stressors, inability to acculturate to the environment. They did not fit into the culture and thus 

failed at assimilating, one of the primary goals of legal education. This lack of assimilation 
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meant that they were isolated not only through the organizational actions of the law schools, but 

also because of the human aggregate behaviors of their fellow students. The students who were 

successful at adapting and becoming a part of the law school culture would not associate or 

support the participants, because it meant that their status would fall within the environment. 

Additionally, law school is constructed as a sink or swim environment, so when students 

experienced outside difficulties they were further isolated. This analysis assumes that given the 

option, the participants would have dedicated their lives to law school, if outside circumstances 

allowed. Even if their actions were a product of choice rather than necessity the outcome would 

have been the same: isolation, which led to safety and inclusion issues, and ultimately served as a 

barrier to achieving academic goals.  

Theme #4: Perceptions of Systemic Betrayal and Disparate Treatment 

 The participants expressed a sense of betrayal in their law school experience despite their 

attempts to meet expectations. This betrayal took shape in the form of being held to what they 

perceived as unjust or arbitrary standards, and being exposed to disparate treatment. The 

perception of betrayal seemed to greatly impact the participants, because they had tried taking 

steps to assimilate to the law school culture and to meet expectations. Nadia attempted to 

assimilate through meeting expectations by trying to ensure that her citations on her memo 

assignment were to the standard that the professor wanted. To attempt to meet these 

expectations, Nadia decided to take extra time to make sure that the citations were as perfect as 

they could be. Although Nadia attempted to fit into the culture of attention to detail and meeting 

an objective measure of citation form, she failed at the culture of meeting deadlines, which were 

also expectations. Timeliness and punctuality are viewed differently across cultures and seen as 

less important for some (Lewis, 2005).  Nadia’s actions are an example of Strange and Banning’s 
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(2001) concept of Person Environment Congruence, in which she attempted to adapt to the 

dominant environment. Although her adaptation was not successful, her attempt made her 

perception of being held to inconsistent standards more painful because her tradeoff of accuracy 

over time was not recognized or rewarded.  

 Through the participants’ experiences, it appears that the law school system works the 

way it is intended, to acculturate. Those that assimilate to the law school environment are 

rewarded, and those who are not able to assimilate are penalized. Nadia’s decision to turn in her 

memo late resulted in a failing grade. This experience demonstrated that students who 

assimilated to the timing element were rewarded to a greater extent than those who prioritized 

accuracy. Nadia’s example and others, such as Naomi trying to participate in class, or Renaldo 

isolating himself to focus on studies, were all examples of attempts to assimilate to the values 

espoused by the institution. However, each participant was met with a system in which those 

who fully adapt to the culture are successful and those who do not complete adapt, are not 

successful. Sturm and Guinier (2007) discuss how power is bestowed upon those who are 

“getting it” or assimilating to the way in which law students need to think and act (p. 521). The 

law school culture is meant to weed those out who are not assimilating.  

 The sense of betrayal expressed by the participants seemed to stem from a lack of 

awareness of the standards they were being held to and a lack of recognition that these standards 

were necessary for success in a legal career. They perceived their abilities as sufficient to finish 

law school and practice law, so the rules and regulations they encountered seemed to be 

unnecessary to ensure a quality legal profession. As Adrienne mentioned, she felt like she had 

the academic skills necessary to complete law school, and after she was dismissed from her 

original law school, she went on to graduate from a different law school. Aligning with critical 
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race theory principles, the standards that the participants experienced seemed to reinforce those 

who already had privilege within the system, by rewarding those who naturally fit into the 

culture of law school. It appeared that the law school culture reflected United States culture, and 

that outside systemic racism issues spilled into the law school environment, to reward those who 

had the resources and privilege to assimilate. Jewel (2008) suggests law school, like the rest of 

society, “operate in a way that privileges the advantaged” (p. 1213). For the participants, the 

standards they were faced with and the disparate treatment they perceived seemed, in part, to 

extend from the stratified system they were operating within, which led to feelings of betrayal. 

Additionally, feelings of betrayal stemmed from the promises of a diverse, inclusive and 

supportive environment. Renaldo was disappointed when he found his law school to be more 

cutthroat than portrayed through the admissions process. Similarly, both Sabrina and Renaldo 

were disappointed with the lack of diversity at their school, despite contrary advertising in the 

admissions process. Pippert, Essenburg, and Matchett (2013) found that the institutions of higher 

education grossly misrepresent the diversity of their institutions through their marketing 

materials, which produces a false image of the campus. The distorted image portrayed to 

prospective students causes a host of issues when heavily relied on for enrollment decisions.  

 Summary and Alternative Analysis. The attempts to meet expectations through 

assimilation, being met with rules that seemed to favor the in-group and false promises through 

the admissions process, resulted in feelings of betrayal for the participants. It was inevitable that 

the participants would feel a sense of betrayal because of their position of spending significant 

amounts of time and money towards their academic pursuits, and ultimately being dismissed. 

Through this analysis, assumptions are being made about the participants’ feelings resulting as a 

symptom of systemic issues, as opposed to just anger for not being able to perform as required. 
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Additionally, it is difficult to determine whether the law schools are enforcing standards that are 

required to ensure a quality profession. The legal profession currently uses benchmarks of law 

school grades and passing the bar exam to ensure quality, but it is difficult to conclude that those 

are the best indicators of competent practicing lawyers. Despite not knowing if the standards 

used by institutions are necessary, it should be noted that all participants in this study expressed 

feelings that they were capable of finishing law school and practicing law, as evidenced by the 

majority of them petitioning for readmission, and some being readmitted and graduating. 	  

Implications 

 The themes resulting from the participants’ perceptions, provide implications that take 

the form of questions that legal educators and the legal profession need to explore. The findings 

describe the law school experiences of those who are not successful in the education 

environment, but who were admitted with the expectation that they could succeed. The study 

served as an opportunity to evaluate the student’s experiences, similar to an exit interview. Legal 

educators need to examine how these participants interfaced with the law school environment 

and explore whether there are any unintended consequences to the law school processes. This 

reflection is crucial to evaluating and improving the legal profession and addressing the lack of 

diversity among American lawyers. Without these reflections, simply recruiting more minority 

students may not necessarily result in an increase in minority lawyers, because the findings from 

this study suggest that there may be internal and external barriers to academic success for 

minority students that extend beyond inherent ability.  

 The law school environment as analyzed in this study presents several questions about 

the implications of the environment the participants faced. The findings of stereotype threat, 

coping with a hostile environment, isolation, betrayal and disparate treatment, requires 
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exploration of whether these aspects are required to develop legal skills. For example, are the 

stress and intimidation resulting from the Socratic method necessary to produce quality lawyers? 

Additionally, legal educators should explore whether surviving that type of environment is 

necessary to graduate from law school?  

The questions presented by the physical component analysis lend themselves to the 

human aggregate implications. The participants’ description of the human aggregate requires a 

necessary evaluation of the barriers that are present in gaining a more diverse law student body. 

Although there are many outside systemic issues that prevent minority students from attending 

law school, the standards and necessary credentials needed to matriculate need to be evaluated. 

For example, are the LSAT and the bar exam necessary hurdles in legal education and the 

practice of law, and if not, what other alternatives can be used that might be more inclusive? 

Additionally, legal education institutions need to evaluate the competitive nature of law school 

and ask whether the pervasive competition from everything to grades, class ranks, class 

discussion, and jobs is necessary to produce a quality profession.  

The organizational component as described by the participants reveals a highly inflexible 

system of rules and regulations that benefits those who assimilate, and penalizes those who do 

not. Ultimately, legal educators need to evaluate what is being lost when those who do not 

assimilate to the law school culture are penalized. Ridding the environment of those who are not 

adapting to the culture, by making it difficult for them to navigate the system, makes changing 

the environment difficult.  

Finally, the constructed component reveals an environment that made it difficult for the 

participants to be successful. This raises questions about the culture that law schools are 

perpetuating, and whether it is necessary to produce good lawyers. For example, is it necessary 
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that being quick on your feet to answer questions in class is necessary, when most lawyers do not 

spend a significant amount of their time in court or trial? Each of the components presents a view 

of the law school environment that needs to be examined as to their implications for students, 

and whether they function in a way that is helpful to producing lawyers and the legally educated.  

 The four themes present additional questions that need to be evaluated by the legal 

education field. Experiences of stereotype threat, exhibiting fight or flight as a coping 

mechanism, isolation, and perceptions of betrayal and disparate treatment, all grow out of a lack 

of assimilation to the law school culture. Although stereotypes, hostility, isolation, and unjust 

treatment might be experienced by all law students, the participants experienced these 

components at a level that impacted their success. Had they been able to assimilate, or if the law 

school culture had been more inclusive, they may have experienced the stereotypes, hostility, 

isolation and unjust treatment to a lesser degree, which evokes two important questions that the 

legal education field needs to address. First, is it necessary to obtain the culture and skills 

(assimilation) promoted by law schools in order to practice law or be legally educated? Second, 

what is lost when those who are not included in, and are not able to assimilate to the culture are 

eliminated from the field? The obvious answer is loss of racial diversity, but the impact seems to 

be greater than lack of representation of different ethnic groups. It is likely that when those who 

cannot, or do not assimilate are removed from law school, social justice causes are overlooked, 

and social mobility is prevented for historically downtrodden groups. These systemic 

implications align with critical race theory’s premise that structures within our society benefit the 

White majority (Milner, 2008).  Accordingly, the systemic barriers within law schools need to be 

examined by the legal education field.    
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Recommendations for Students, Faculty and Administrators, and the ABA 

 There are a number of practical recommendations that can be drawn from this study for 

the various stakeholders in legal education. The findings suggest tangible actions that can be 

taken by students, faculty, administrators, staff and the American Bar Association, in order to 

combat some of the systemic issues within the law school environment that may impact minority 

students who are at risk of academic dismissal. These practical measures take the form of 

awareness, training, data collection, and examination of rules and policies.  

Students  

The practical measures students can take involve: 

1. Adopting greater awareness and self-efficacy. Often schools place students on 

probation after a substandard performance in the first semester. This is an opportunity for 

students to evaluate their strategy for success in the second semester when improving grades is 

of the utmost importance. Students need to become aware early on in their law school education, 

that self-efficacy and internal locus of control are prominent indicators for success. Developing 

strategies for maintaining belief in their control and ability is crucial to success. Although these 

mental states are difficult to change overnight, associating with the right mentors and supporters 

can help achieve the necessary mental state to succeed and limit self-sabotage.  

2. Students need to be vocal in identifying their needs as they are struggling 

academically. Sometimes staying in law school is a matter of dropping down in course load. 

Another avenue is taking a leave of absence if financially able, in order to survive a personal 

crises, until a physical or psychological illness is under control, or until better assimilation to the 

law school environment can be achieved. Students should not try endure extreme hardship while 

in law school, just because everyone around them seems to be adapting. 
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Faculty 

1. Faculty need to be aware of stereotype threat, stigma and the impact of systemic 

issues on minority students. Despite great gains of racial equality in recent years, faculty should 

be aware that minority students have often overcome many psychological attacks to be in law 

school. Awareness of some of the prevalent stereotypes within the law school environment is 

important so that when comments are made, faculty can address them amongst students and 

other faculty members. Faculty awareness, that minority students may be facing stereotypes of 

academic ability, belonging, and honesty on a daily basis in law school, is crucial in mentoring 

them through the law school process. Additionally, faculty need to be aware of the symptoms of 

distress explained in the next section.  

2. Faculty need to be prepared to address stereotypes, microaggressions and racism 

within the classroom.  In addition to examining classroom management, course content, and 

being aware how out-of-class relationships impacts students, faculty need to be prepared and 

trained to respond to prejudice and racism within the classroom. It is inevitable that in every 

class, comments, views, or attitudes will be shared that perpetuate stereotypes and prejudice. 

This is inevitable because of the nature of law, and the way in which law intersects with society. 

Every faculty member must have a plan on how to address stereotypes and prejudice behavior as 

it is happening in the classroom and afterwards. Not being prepared to address these types of 

incidents portrays a message that the faculty member endorses the behavior or is ignorant to the 

behavior. For faculty who are uncomfortable with addressing prejudice and stereotypes within 

the classroom, know that this type of verbal violence can be as harmful as more overt acts of 

racism.  

Administrators and Staff 
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1. Through orientation programming, the institution should work to demystify the 

acculturation process that takes place in law school.  Much of law school is an acculturative 

process which seeks to transform students to think and act like a lawyer. Explaining and 

demystifying the cultural norms that students will take part in should help to reduce the impact of 

stereotype threat. Explaining the mediocre predictive ability of the LSAT, the purpose of the 

Socratic method, and the reasoning for the sequencing of the semester will provide context for 

new students in assimilating to the environment. Similar to preparing to study abroad, students 

should be provided with the tools to navigate the foreign cultural norms present within law 

school environment. This will allow them put into context the various traditions of law school 

and understand the learning purposes behind the norms.  

2. Faculty, staff, and administrators, need to be aware of psychological and physical 

symptoms of distress.  As rule-enforcers, mentors, and advocates for students, staff and 

administrators need to be able to help students in crises and should have a well-thought-out plan 

for assisting students when they appear to be overwhelmed. The participants in this study all 

exhibited signs of crisis including extreme weight gain, withdrawal, suicidal thoughts and other 

symptoms of distress. When students appear to be struggling, a plan of action needs to be 

implemented to provide medical help; administrators must be empowered to offer relief from 

some of the burden of law school. Knowing when a student is in distress often requires that the 

faculty or staff member have an ongoing relationship with the student, because unless physical 

symptoms can be observed, personnel may not be able to tell the student is distressed. In addition 

to knowing symptoms of distress, faculty, staff and administrators must develop relationships so 

they can know when a student is struggling.  
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3. Once a distressed student is identified, a plan of action should be implemented to 

reduce the student’s course load, take a leave of absence, or seek treatment, if possible. This 

requires that dedicated faculty or staff routinely check in with the student to make sure that the 

student is improving. Students should not be dismissed from law school because they are 

enduring medical or personal problems. Although some may argue that the petition process is a 

method for those who had outside factors to re-enter law school, this process is not preventative 

and uses a lot of time and monetary resources. By the time the student has been dismissed and 

readmitted, the resulting psychological and financial harm is irreversible in some instances.  

4. Faculty and staff burnout needs to be addressed by institutions. The stories of staff 

denying resources and not helping students appear to be in part because of burnout. With 

tightening budgets, layoffs, and declining enrollments, institutions are attempting to accomplish 

more with fewer employees. This type of burnout leads to a lack of support for students and adds 

to the hostile nature of the law school environment. Addressing duties, expectations, and 

workload needs to be a priority for the law school administration to ensure that students are 

receiving quality assistance in navigating law school.  

5. Marketing materials should accurately represent the institution. It is important 

that institutions accurately represent the diversity of the institution as well as the nature of the 

environment within law school. In order for students to prepare for the rigorous experience that 

they will undertake while in law school, it is important that they have a clear understanding of 

the environment before they attend. Misrepresenting the amount of diversity can lead to further 

isolation of students. Additionally, exaggerating the amount of academic success help is also 

harmful. The participants in this study spent time adjusting to the realities of the environment 
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both in amount of diversity and amount of support because they the image portrayed in the 

admissions process was different than what they experienced when arriving on campus.  

6. Law school faculty, staff and administrators need to provide significant support 

to affinity groups. Student organizations can be an important support mechanism for minority 

students, however, proper resources need to be provided to sustain and promote affinity groups. 

The participants’ experiences with the Black Law Student Association demonstrated that 

sometimes student organizations can be a source of stress and strain instead of support and relief. 

To create successfully supportive groups the law school faculty and administration must provide 

significant support to these groups to ensure that minority students are not overly burdened and 

that the affinity group remains a positive aspect of students’ experiences while in law school.  

When there are a few number of minority students, implementing a robust affinity group can be a 

huge undertaking and can detract their attention away from their studies. Additionally, when the 

student leaders do not have the skills to provide a supportive group, administrative and faculty 

assistance needs to overshadow any individual students’ negative contributions to the running of 

the group.  

The American Bar Association and the Legal Education Field 

1. Additional data on academic dismissal should be collected. Each year the American 

Bar Association requires law schools to disclose a variety of statistics on their programs, 

including attrition rates for law students. Currently, the ABA does not track the ethnicity of the 

students who are dismissed, resulting in a lack of understanding of the gravity of the retention 

issue for minority students. In discussing this study with colleagues, some expressed concern that 

collecting this type of data would serve as ammunition for opponents of affirmative action. 

Knowing the percentages and numbers of minority students who are academically dismissed may 
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encourage some to insinuate that minority students are not qualified to attend the law schools 

they were admitted to, but looking at the issue on an individual micro-scale, as opposed to a 

macro-scale problem, does not address the overall issue of lack of representation in the legal 

field. The institutions that the participants attended in this study ranged from highly ranked 

prestigious law schools, to lower ranked schools, suggesting minority student attrition is a 

universal problem. There will always be opponents of actions taken to increase diversity and 

representation, but until the breadth of the problem is known, it is difficult for legal educators to 

take steps to correct systemic and environmental issues. In addition to the ABA requiring 

reporting of the ethnicity of academically dismissed students, schools themselves should analyze 

their attrition trends and evaluate their policies on assimilation, awareness and retention.  

2. Provide guidelines and best practice suggestions on use of grading curves. Six of 

the participants attended institutions that required mandatory first-year grading curves. These 

practices need to be evaluated as to their necessity in producing legally educated individuals and 

whether they are necessary for licensing exams. Currently the ABA is silent on the use of 

mandatory curves, and the only guidelines in place for law schools is that they shall admit those 

who are “capable of satisfactorily completing its program of legal education and being admitted 

to the bar” (ABA Standards, 2014, p. 31). Law schools may utilize grading curves for the 

purposes of eliminating those who may not be successful on the bar exam on the first attempt, 

because the ABA requires a minimum of a 75% bar passage rate for those who graduated in the 

last five years or three calendar years under Standard 316. These guidelines fuel law schools’ 

policies on grading on a curve, even when the curve places a significant percentage of students in 

danger of academic dismissal. The ABA and legal educators need to reflect on how these 
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benchmarks decrease diversity within the legal profession and how quality legal education can 

be maintained without purposefully failing out students because of bar passage rates.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 1. Repeat the current study using different participants. This study examined a 

snapshot of a small group of academically dismissed students who identified as Black and 

Latina/o and their perceptions of their law school experience and the environment. This narrowly 

focused study leaves a host of other angles through which issues for academically dismissed 

students and minority students should be examined. This study solely focused on the 

perspectives of eight participants from around the country through the lens of Strange and 

Banning’s educational environment model. The findings for this study were dependent on the 

individuals who participated, their perceptions, and the researcher’s lens through which the data 

was analyzed. Repeating the study with different participants and a different researcher could 

result in different findings. 

 2. Quantitative study exploring the impact of stereotype threat on minority law 

students. The participants in this study experienced all of the components of stereotype threat, 

including, evoked stereotypes, stress and anxiety, and decreased or poor performance. These 

components were pervasive through the experiences of the participants, but causation between 

the components were not necessarily established. Conducting a quantitative study that explores 

the amount of stereotype exposure and the connection with exam performance would illustrate 

the strength of connection between the experiences that the participants in this study 

demonstrated.  

 3. Explore the locus of control in academically dismissed minority students. In 

connection with stereotype threat, researchers have found that locus of control has an impact on 
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the effect that stereotypes have on stigmatized individuals. Conducting either a qualitative or 

quantitative study on examining locus of control tendencies amongst academically dismissed 

students would help explain what impact stereotype threat and the environment have on 

individuals at risk. Additionally, understanding the role that locus of control plays in the success 

of minority students would help legal educators to formulate practical interventions that could 

assist in retaining students.  

 4. Explore the experience of academically dismissed students. This study specifically 

examined participants who came from ethnic groups that are underrepresented in the legal 

profession. Understanding the experiences of all students who are academically dismissed would 

help to understand what experiences are unique for different ethnic groups and would be helpful 

in preventing dismissals. Conducting a qualitative study to understand internal and external 

factors that contribute to a lack of success would illuminate universal and distinct problems for 

different groups who perform poorly in law school.  

5. Explore the differences in experiences between successful and unsuccessful 

minority law students. Previous research has examined the unique characteristics of minority 

students who successfully navigate law school. Exploring the differences between the 

experiences of minority students who were academically dismissed, and similarly situated 

minority students who successfully graduated from law school would provide insight into the 

unique experiences of each group. This type of phenomenology should explore the experiences 

of each group within the law school to examine differences in perceptions.  

6. Explore the differences in learning experiences amongst various graduate schools. 

This study solely focused on the law school environment, however, other professional schools 

have different educational environments that should be explored. Examining the retention rates 
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and educational environments of medical, engineering, business, and other graduate programs 

would provide insight into the unique challenges for legal education. Additionally, comparing 

the experiences of students who were academically dismissed in these fields would provide 

contrast to systemic issues within the legal education field.  

7. Conduct quantitative research on the correlation between LSAT, GPA and 

academic dismissal. This study focused solely on the participants’ experiences with the 

environment and how that shaped their experiences in law school and factors that led to their 

dismissals. Information about the participants’ prior schooling experiences or preparation for law 

school was not examined. Exploring a student’s prior education, academic indicators, and 

preparation for law school, in relation to being academically dismissed, would shed light on 

which students are more likely to be successful. Understanding the relationships between the 

LSAT, undergraduate GPA and factors relating to dismissal would better help legal educators 

admit students, and assist those already in law school.  

 Summary. Expanding the scope in which the experiences of minority students and 

academically dismissed law students experience law school would help to improve the law 

school setting. Repeating this study, in addition to examining all students who were academically 

dismissed would provide information on what aspects of law school contribute to poor academic 

performance. Additionally, specific quantitative evaluation on stereotype threat, and focusing on 

students’ locus of control would help law school educators ameliorate effects of acculturation 

influenced by prejudice, privilege, and disparate treatment for law students. Comparing the 

experiences of successful minority law students to those who were academically dismissed, and 

exploring different educational environment across professions would provide insight into the 

unique issues facing the legal education. Finally, exploring correlations between admission 
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indicators and dismissal would help law school to better predict and assist those who are likely to 

struggle with law school. These recommendations for future research would all further the 

conversation on issues affecting law students and diversifying the legal profession.  

Final Reflection 

Conducting this research has had a profound impact on my understanding of the legal 

education field and the value of empirical research. Examining the eight participants’ paths 

through law school and the dismissal process has given me a unique view into how some 

perceive law school, and where we as legal educators need to improve. From my work on this 

research, it has become apparent that those who govern law schools and shape legal education 

have a one-sided perspective of the process. Interviewing and analyzing the perceptions of the 

participants has confirmed some of my beliefs about legal education, but it has also widened my 

horizons. As we work to educate law students year-in and year-out, it is easy to start seeing 

students as objects that must be dealt with. As often happens in any industry, we forget the 

humanity of the people that we work with, and this study has reminded me that each law student 

is an individual that is capable of miraculous accomplishments.  

Inevitably this research will resonate with some and be divisive to others. My hope is that 

the voices shared through this research will prompt legal educators to reexamine the processes 

through which we educate lawyers, and examine barriers that are in place for an ethnically 

representative profession. Whether the reader agrees with the perceptions of the participants and 

the way in which I organized and analyzed the data, it is important to remember that one 

person’s experience can be drastically different from others. We must pay special attention to 

those who have different perceptions, because the system is not built for them, it is built for the 

majority. It is my fervent belief that the system has a responsibility to be fair and equitable for 
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every student and gaining an understanding of students’ experiences can improve the delivery of 

legal education and strengthen the legal profession.  
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APPENDIX A 

SAMPLE EMAIL FOR SOLICITING PARTICIPANTS THROUGH THIRD PARTIES 

 
Dear _____________, 
 
I am conducting a dissertation study on the law school environment as experienced by 
academically dismissed Black and Latina/o law students. This study seeks to explore the 
experiences of Black or Latina/o minority law students who were academically dismissed from 
law school in their first year, and their view on the law school environment. Due to FERPA 
issues, I am emailing this group to ask for my contact information and the attached letter to be 
sent to potential participants. Please do not send me names of potential participants.  
 
Criterion for the participants include: 

1. The former student was dismissed no more than five years ago. 
2. The former student was dismissed in their first year of law school (either at the 

conclusion of their first or second semester). 
3. The former student was enrolled in a full-time law school program. 
4. The former student identifies as Black or Latina/o. 
5. The former student attended an ABA accredited law school. 

 
Thank you for considering this request. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Erin Lain 
Assistant Dean for Academic Services 
Drake Law School 
515-271-2040 
erin.lain@drake.edu 
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APPENDIX B 

RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

Dear potential participant, 
  
My name is Erin Lain. I am a doctoral student in Educational Leadership at Drake University, 
and I run the academic success program at Drake Law School. My study is entitled: A 
phenomenological case study: The law school environment as experienced by academically 
dismissed Black and Latina/o law students.  
 
This study seeks to explore the experiences of Black or Latina/o law students who were 
academically dismissed from law school in their first year, and their view on the law school 
environment. While many journal articles have discussed the law school environment, there is 
little empirical research on the law school environment in relation to the experience of students 
who were academically dismissed.  
 
In collecting data for the study, I am seeking Black and Latina/o students who were academically 
dismissed in their first year of law school (either after their first or second semester). If you fall 
in this category and are interested in participating please contact me using the information below.  
 
Your participation would last approximately three weeks and will consist of three interviews: 
The first interview will last for approximately 60 minutes, the second 120 minutes, and the third 
30 minutes. Interviews will be conducted by phone, Skype or in person, depending on your 
location.  
 
My experience as minority law student, and now as a law school academic success teacher 
makes this topic particularly relevant and interesting to me. I would greatly appreciate your 
participation in this study. While participating will require your valuable time, the information 
you provide will be critical for law school educators in assisting students and shaping the law 
school environment.  
 
Please know that your participation in this study is voluntary, and you may withdraw at any time. 
Additionally, if any questions make you uncomfortable or you wish not to answer, you will not 
be required to do so.  
 
If you are interested in participating, please contact me via email at erin.lain@drake.edu or by 
phone at 515-271-2040. Thank you for your time and consideration. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Erin Lain 
Drake University  
515-271-2040 
erin.lain@drake.edu   
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APPENDIX C 
EMAIL TO PARTICIPANTS WITH INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 

 
Dear Name,  
 
Thank you for taking the time to talk with me earlier. As discussed, this email will provide more 
detail on my research study on the law school environment as experienced by academically 
dismissed Black and Latina/o law students. I have also attached the informed consent document. 
 
I will be interviewing at least eight former law students who were academically dismissed from 
an ABA accredited law school. I am seeking Black and Latina/o students who were academically 
dismissed in their first year of law school (either after their first or second semester). Your 
participation will help me explore the experiences of Black or Latina/o minority law students 
who were academically dismissed from law school in their first year, and their view on the law 
school environment. 
 
I will be using a phenomenological case study approach in this research, which involves several 
points of contact detailed here:  
 

1) Initial contact/introduction of the project and informed consent document (attached for 
your review and consideration);  

2) A 60-minute semi-structured life history interview;  
3) A 120-minute semi-structured law school environment interview; 
4) A 30-minute open-ended reflection interview; 
5) I will email a transcript of your interviews, which you will be able to check for accuracy 

and clarity; 
6) I will email you a copy of the findings and the discussion, which you will be able to 

check for accuracy and clarity.  
 
This email will serve as the initial contact should you be available to continue with the study.  
I will not be asking anyone to travel to me; we will use telecommunications to correspond and 
conduct our interview, unless you are live in the central Iowa area, in which case I will come to a 
place that is convenient for you.  
 
Thank you for your consideration. I hope that you will be able to participate in the study and 
look forward to hearing from you. If you have questions, please let me know—my contact 
information is below.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Erin Lain 
Drake University  
515-271-2040 
erin.lain@drake.edu   
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APPENDIX D 
INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 

 
Title of Study: A phenomenological case study: The law school environment as experienced by 
academically dismissed Black and Latina/o law students.  
 
Investigator: Erin Lain  
 
This is a phenomenological case study. Please take your time in deciding if you would like to 
participate. Please feel free to ask questions at any time.  
 
INTRODUCTION  
 
This study is for a dissertation at Drake University, in partial completion of my doctoral program 
in education leadership. The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of Black or 
Latina/o minority law students who were academically dismissed from law school in their first 
year and their view on the law school environment. You are being invited to participate in this 
study because you identify as Black or Latina/o, and you were academically dismissed from an 
ABA accredited law school in the past five years.  
 
DESCRIPTION OF PROCEDURES  
 
If you agree to participate, there will be three interviews that are employed as a part of collecting 
the data appropriate for a phenomenological case study:  
 

1) A semi-structured life history interview that will explore your educational history, your 
process of deciding to go to law school, and getting into law school.  

a. This interview will happen either by phone, Skype or in person, depending on 
your location. It will last for approximately 60-minutes.  

2) A semi-structured contemporary experience interview that will explore your perceptions 
of the law school environment and your experience while in law school and through your 
academic dismissal.   

a. This interview will happen either by phone, Skype or in person, depending on the 
participant’s location. It will last for approximately 120-minutes.  

3) An open-ended reflection on meaning interview will be a conversational style that will 
rely on a natural exchange of ideas regarding the previous two interviews. You will be 
asked to reflect on the meaning you make of your experiences.  

a. This interview will happen either by phone, Skype or in person, depending on the 
participant’s location. It will last for approximately 30-minutes.  

 
Your participation will last for three weeks and will include at least five points of contact:  
 

1) Initial contact/introduction of the project and informed consent document (attached for 
your review and consideration);  

2) The first 60-minute semi-structured life history interview (by phone, skype or in person; 
whichever is most convenient);  
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3) The 120-minute semi-structured law school environment interview (by phone, skype or in 
person; whichever is most convenient); 

4) The 30-minute open-ended reflection interview (by phone, skype or in person; whichever 
is most convenient); 

5) I will email a transcript of your interviews, which you will be able to check for accuracy 
and clarity. 

6) I will email you a copy of the findings and the discussion, which you will be able to 
check for accuracy and clarity.  

 
RISKS  
While participating in this study, it is highly unlikely that you will encounter physical, or legal 
risks of any kind. Due to the nature of discussing what was likely a big disappointment in your 
life, you could experience psychological and emotional distress. As with any study regarding a 
personal narrative interview, there is a possibility of emotional risk or ethical dilemma associated 
with disclosing personal sentiment about law school and your academic dismissal. Every 
precaution will be taken to ensure minimal risk, and it should be noted that you can refuse to 
answer questions, or leave the study at any time.  
 
BENEFITS  
If you decide to participate in this study, there may be no direct benefit to you. It is hoped that 
the information gained in this study will provide greater insight into the law school environment 
and the experiences of students who are academically dismissed. This study could be useful in 
helping law schools identify ways to improve their environment and assist students who are at 
risk for failing out.  
 
COSTS AND COMPENSATION  
You will not have any costs from participating in this study. You will not be compensated for 
participating in this study.   
 
PARTICIPANT RIGHTS  
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary, and you may refuse to participate or 
leave the study at any time. If you decide to not participate in the study or leave the study early, 
it will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You can 
skip any questions that you do not wish to answer. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY  
Records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by applicable 
laws and regulations and will not be made publicly available. However, federal government 
regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Drake University, and the Institutional Review 
Board (a committee that reviews and approves human subject research studies) may inspect 
and/or copy your records for quality assurance and data analysis. These records may contain 
private information. 
 
To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be taken: 
your identity will be kept confidential and any identifiers (such as your name, any names noted 
during the interview and the law school you attended) will be replaced with pseudonyms in the 
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interview transcripts. All documentation of the interview will remain in the private password 
protected computer files of the researcher. Parties likely to view the data include Dr. Robyn 
Cooper my Drake University dissertation committee chair and other members of my dissertation 
committee. The data collected will be retained until it is no longer useful for research purposes. 
If the results are published, your identity will remain confidential.  
 
QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS  
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study.  

• For further information about the study, contact  
 
Erin Lain (Researcher)   Dr. Robyn Cooper (Advisor) 
(515) 708-1187 (cell)     (515) 271-4535 
(515) 271-2040 (work)    robyn.cooper@drake.edu    
erin.lain@drake.edu  
 

• If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research-related injury, 
please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 271-3472, IRB@drake.edu, Drake 
University, Des Moines, Iowa 50311.  

 
PARTICIPANT SIGNATURE  
Your signature indicates that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study, that the study has 
been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and that your 
questions have been satisfactorily answered. You will receive a copy of the written informed 
consent prior to your participation in the study. Participant’s Name (printed) 
 
Participant’s Name (Printed) ______________________________________________________ 
 
_______________________________________________               _______________________ 
(Participant’s Signature)      (Date) 
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APPENDIX E 
DATA COLLECTION PROTOCOLS  

 
Title of Study: A phenomenological case study: The law school environment as experienced by 
academically dismissed Black and Latina/o law students.  
 
Investigator: Erin Lain  
 
Interview Protocols  
 
There will be three interviews employed as a part of collecting the data:  
 

1) A semi-structured life history interview that will explore the educational history of the 
participants, the process of deciding to go to law school, and getting into law school.  

a. This interview will happen either by phone, Skype or in person, depending on the 
participant’s location. It will last for approximately 60 minutes.  

2) A semi-structured contemporary experience interview that will explore the participant’s 
perceptions of the law school environment and their experience while in law school and 
through their academic dismissal.   

a. This interview will happen either by phone, Skype or in person, depending on the 
participant’s location. It will last for approximately 120 minutes.  

3) An open-ended reflection on meaning interview will be a conversational style that will 
rely on a natural exchange of ideas regarding the previous two interviews. The 
participants will be asked to reflect on the meaning they make of their experiences.  

a. This interview will happen either by phone, Skype or in person, depending on the 
participant’s location. It will last for approximately 30 minutes.  
 

Participation will last for approximately three weeks and will include at least five points of 
contact: 

1) Initial contact/introduction of the project and informed consent;  
2) The first 60 minute semi-structured life history interview;  
3) The second 120 minute semi-structured contemporary experience interview;  
4) The final 30 minute open-ended reflection on meaning interview;  

a. a member check review of the transcripts;  
5) A member check review of the findings and discussion.   

 
The researcher will contact third parties, who may know of potential participants who fit the 
criteria of the study. Once the participants contacts the researcher, an email will be sent to them 
which will provide more information on the project and include the informed consent form for 
participant review.  
 
The researcher will either call the participants on the phone or via Skype, or visit them in person 
at a location convenient for them if they are in a location within the central Iowa area.  
 
At the start of each interview, the primary researcher will turn on the digital audio-recorder 
before commencing with the interview. 
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Document Review, Audiovisual Materials and Observation Protocols 
At the conclusion of the interviews, the researcher will conduct document reviews of relevant 
public documents and information about the participants’ institutions. This analysis will include 
looking at demographic, location and environmental information about the institution. 
Additionally, an analysis of the institutions’ websites and social media sites will be utilized in 
order to understand the environment. Similarly, observations will be conducted of the 
participants’ institutions. The researcher will conduct a nonparticipant observation of the schools 
by not engaging the people within the institutions. This will include touring the law schools, 
attending classes, and viewing the social spaces, in order to corroborate the perceptions of the 
participants.   
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APPENDIX F 
INTERVIEWER SCRIPTS AND QUESTIONS 

 
Semi-Structured Life History Interview 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study and speaking to me today. The purpose of this 
fist interview is for me to get to know you and for us to discuss your path to law school. This 
study is about understanding the law school environment through the experience of students who 
were academically dismissed. I want to understand your perspectives and your experiences in 
law school in relation to the law school environment. This interview will last approximately 60 
minutes. Please remember that you can withdraw from the study at any point or refuse to answer 
any question. Do you have any questions before we begin?  
 
A Semi-Structured Contemporary Experience Interview 
It’s nice to speak with (see) you again. Do you have any questions before we begin? Please 
remember that you can refuse to answer any question at any point in this interview. This 
interview will last approximately 120 minutes.  
 
An Open-Ended Reflection on Meaning Interview 
Thank you for agreeing to meet with me a final time. I want to review a few things you said in 
our last interview to see if you had any more thoughts on the topic, and I want to see what 
meaning you made of your experiences in law school. Please remember that you can refuse to 
answer any question at any point in this interview. Do you have any questions before we begin? 
This interview will last approximately 30 minutes.  
 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
Semi-Structured Life History Interview 

1) Tell me about yourself:  
a. Describe yourself and your childhood. 
b. Tell me about your family. 
c. Tell me about where you grew up. 
d. Tell me about your family. 

i. What was important to your family? 
ii. What was your family environment like? 

iii. What was/is your relationship with your family like? 
e. Where do you live?  
f. What do you do for work?  

 
2) Tell me about your experience in school from kindergarten to high school:  

a. Describe your grade school experience. 
b. Describe your middle school and high school experience. 
c. What were your grade school, middle school, and high school like?  
d. What was your favorite subject?  
e. What was easy about school when you were a kid?  
f. What was difficult about school when you were a kid? 
g. What were your friends like in school?  
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h. Did you like school? 
i. How active was your family in your education? 

3) Tell me about your experience in school in college:  
a. Tell me about college. 
b. What college did you attend? 
c. Why did you choose that college? 
d. How did you decide to go to college? 
e. What did you study in college?  
f. How did you decide on what to study in college? 
g. How do you characterize the college you went to?  
h. What did you like about college, and what did you dislike about college? 
i. What was your cumulative GPA in college? 

4) Law school admissions: 
a. Describe your law school admissions experience. 
b. When did you start thinking about going to law school? 
c. How did you decide to go to law school? 
d. What was your motivation behind going to law school? 
e. Did you know any attorneys before you went? 
f. What about the legal profession appealed to you? 
g. Describe you LSAT experience. 
h. How many times did you take it? 
i. What was your score(s)? 
j. How did you decide on which schools to apply to? 
k. How did you decide on the law school you attended? 
l. Do you remember being admitted to law school? What was your feeling about it? 
m. What were your perceptions of law school before you got in? 

5) Going to law school: 
a. What did you want to do with your law degree? 
b. Why did you choose law school over other types of higher education? 
c. What were your expectations for law school before you began? 
d. What were your expectations of the amount of work in law school before you 

began? 
e. What were your expectations of your day-to-day life in law school before you 

began? 
f. What did you expect your classmates to be like in in law school before you 

began? 
g. What did you expect your social life to be like in law school before you began? 
h. What were you expecting to be your biggest pressures or difficulties on you in 

law school? 
i. Going into to law school, what did you think your law school experience would 

be like? 
j. How confident were you about law school before you got there? 

 
 
Semi-Structured Contemporary Experience Interview 

2) Describe your law school: 
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a. Describe the law school’s location and the city/town surrounding it. 
b. How big was it? 
c. What classes did you take your first year? 
d. Which classes did you like/dislike? 

3) Generally describe the law school environment 
 

Physical component. 
 

4) What was the physical environment like? 
a. Describe the classrooms 
b. Describe the artwork 
c. Describe the meeting spaces 
d. Describe the social spaces 
e. Where did you study? Describe it.  
f. Where did you hang out? 
g. What did the law school look like? 
h. Describe a physical attribute of the (classroom, study spaces, meeting spaces, and 

social spaces) that invoked a feeling. What was that feeling? 
i. If you could compare the law school physically to another environment what 

would it be? 
 

Human aggregate component. 
 

5) Describe the makeup of the law school 
a. What type of students went to your law school 

i. Describe the ethnic makeup of the law students at your school.  
ii. Describe the socioeconomic background of the law students at your 

school. 
iii. Where did most students come from (Geographic location)? 
iv. What was the average type of law student in your school? 

b. What kinds of beliefs did most students have? 
i. What was their focus on? 

ii. Were most students’ beliefs different from yours? 
iii. When and on which topics did you feel like your fellow student’s beliefs 

were different than yours? 
iv. When and on which topics did you feel like your fellow student’s beliefs 

were similar to yours?  
v. When students got together outside the classroom, what was the main 

topic of conversation? 
vi. What did most students at your school do on their free time? 

vii. What were the “good” students like? 
viii. What were the “bad” students (students who weren’t taking law school 

seriously) like? 
ix. Describe your friends in law school.  
x. Describe the people you did not get along with in law school.  

c. What type of professors taught at the law school 
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i. Describe the ethnic makeup of the professors at your law school.  
ii. Describe the socioeconomic background of the professors at your school. 

iii. Where did most professors come from (Geographic location)? 
iv. What was the average type of professor in your law school? 

d. What kinds of beliefs did most of your professors have? 
i. What did they focus on in class? Outside of class? 

ii. Describe your professor’s demeanor. 
iii. Describe your professor’s teaching style. 
iv. When you went to your professors’ offices, what did they talk to you 

about? 
v. How did your professors make you feel? 

vi. Did you feel like you had similar views to your professors? 
vii. Describe your favorite professor. 

viii. Describe your least favorite professor 
ix. Were more professors like your favorite or least favorite professor? How? 

 
Organizational component. 

 
6) Describe the organizational structure, rules, and norms like in your school? 

a. What was the normal classroom setting? (Structure, process, time spent) 
b. How would you describe your law school classes? 
c. What teaching style did most professors use? 
d. Describe the Socratic Method.  
e. What was the relationship between the students and the professors? 
f. Describe your role in the law school.  
g. If something was not going well could you have a say in it? 
h. Did you feel respected within the law school by your teachers, classmates, and 

administrators? 
i. Do you remember hearing about the honor code, or the student handbook?  
j. What thoughts did you have about the rules of the law school? 
k. How did the law school rules, structure and norms differ from other schools you 

attended? 
l. What was your status within the law school, as far as rules, norms and structure 

goes? 
m. What was the administration like within the law school environment? 
n. Were there avenues for you to get help? 

i. How easy/hard were they to access? 
 

Constructed component. 
 

7) What were your perceptions of the law school? 
a. How did you feel when you were in law school? 
b. Describe what it was like getting called on in class? 
c. Describe what your relationship was like with other students? 
d. Did you get along with most other students?  
e. Did you hang out with a lot of other law students?  
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f. Did you get along with the faculty? 
g. Did you go and talk to the faculty on a one-on-one basis? Why, why not? 

 
Hierarchy of learning purposes. 

 
8) Did you feel safe in the law school environment (physically, emotionally, spiritually) 
9) Did you feel included in the law school environment? 
10) How involved were you in law school: academically, extracurricular, socially 
11) Were you a part of the law school community? 

 
Microaggressions/Stereotype threat. 
12) When were you aware of stereotypes in law school? 

a. Did you think about these stereotypes a lot? 
b. How often did you think about your ethnicity in law school? 
c. Describe times within the law school that you were aware of your ethnicity. 
d. Did others act in a way that made you think of your ethnicity or your 

differentness? 
e. Did you act in a way that made you think of your ethnicity or your differentness? 
f. How do you think that impacted you? 

13) What was the best part of law school, what was the worst part of law school? 
 

Perceptions and experience of being academically dismissed. 
14) Describe your academic dismissal  

a. Describe the time leading up to it. 
15) What do you think lead to your academic dismissal (internal and external, factors) 
16) Describe what it was like when you found out you were dismissed 
17) Describe your thoughts and feelings about it now. 
 

 
Open-Ended Reflection on Meaning Interview 

1) After our last interview, what other thoughts and memories of law school came up? 
2) For you what do the following things mean? 

a. Law school 
b. Being academically dismissed 
c. Stereotypes 
d. Testing in law school 
e. Socratic method 
f. The law school environment 

Other probing questions will be asked based on the previous two interviews. A member check 
process will take place during this session.   
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