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UNT Law Hangs on to Accreditation Hopes
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It's taken a huge emotional toll—stress, anxiety and uncertainty—for students at the University of
North Texas Dallas College of Law to watch their school struggle to win accreditation.

Their futures are on the line, with a possibility they might have spent tens of thousands of dollars and
three grueling years in law school with the chance to become lawyers only in Texas, and even then
without the entire range of job opportunities open to other law graduates.

Faith isn't something one would expect to find under such circumstances.

But hope is still alive, said UNT Law student Matt Bufford, who noted he was disappointed that his
school didn't win accreditation yet, but he's willing to take the risk.

"I have the highest faith in the administration, faculty and student body, and I have faith that we will all
continue to work toward our common goal," Bufford said.

In November, the American Bar Association's Section of Legal Education and Admissions to the Bar
announced it delayed a decision on UNT Law's provisional accreditation. The ABA section's
accreditation committee had recommended against provisional accreditation, citing concerns about
UNT Law's finances and its admission of students with low Law School Admission Test scores. The
education section plans to send fact-finders to the school to further investigate the admissions and
finance problems.

UNT Law strives toward a lofty mission: to admit people of diverse backgrounds and provide them
affordable legal educations, with the hope they will open law practices serving poor and middle-
income clients and help address Texas's longtime access to justice problem. It's tricky to find a
balance between that admirable mission and the realities of modern legal education. The ABA,
concerned that law schools are admitting students with questionable academic credentials just to fill
seats, has turned the screws on law schools to admit only the top students who are most likely to pass
the bar.

UNT Law students have rolled with the punches, said Dean Royal Furgeson, who noted he's felt an
enormous emotional toll from the overwhelming responsibility to win accreditation for his 387 students,
some of whom Furgeson recruited himself.

"ABA accreditation looms so large here in legal education. So if our students don't graduate from an
ABA-accredited law school, there's all sorts of jobs not going to be available to them. It will curtail a lot
of opportunity," Furgeson said. "This accreditation process has taken a real toll on all of us. Although
my students, I think, do have faith we will get there, it's caused them a lot of uncertainty and anxiety."
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Recent history shows that UNT Law's struggles are not unique. In five years, four other new law
schools struggled to win accreditation. In the end, they all won accreditation, but with a price.
Concordia University School of Law in Boise, Idaho, lost over half of its students, who transferred to
other law schools. Indiana Tech Law School in Fort Wayne, Indiana, announced it would close down in
June after losing $20 million and failing to attract enough new students to ensure its financial stability.

"I think the ABA is dealing with pressure from the Department of Education about bar pass rates in
general. All of this is really recognizing the challenges law schools face with regard to bar pass rates,"
said Gilbert Holmes, dean of the University of La Verne College of Law in Ontario, California. The ABA
denied full approval to La Verne Law in 2011, but the school made changes that increased its bar
passage rate to 74 percent. It won full approval in March 2016.

Heavy-hitters in the Texas legal community are hoping for UNT Law's eventual accreditation. On Dec.
13, the Texas Supreme Court decided that the first crop of law graduates will get to sit for the Texas
bar exam, regardless of accreditation. The good news was like a Christmas present for third-year law
students, Furgeson said.

Texas Supreme Court Chief Justice Nathan Hecht has publicly praised UNT Law's mission to lower its
tuition so that graduates, unburdened from huge debt, might choose to serve low- and middle-income
clients. One of Hecht's missions as chief justice has been closing the "justice gap" that exists when
average people can't afford to hire lawyers.

"I strongly feel they should win accreditation," Hecht said. "This is not a fly-by-night law school. This is
the University of North Texas, a distinguished, strong, secure school and there is no question that its
academic program is going to be strong. With respect to students' academics and LSAT scores, you
have to factor in the extreme commitment most of these students are making toward finishing, passing
the bar, joining the profession and making a difference by helping people who can't get legal services."

A Long Path

It took 10 years to persuade lawmakers to authorize another public law school. Finally, the Texas
Legislature in 2009 voted to approve a new public law school and provide $5 million in startup funds.

UNT Dallas in 2014 welcomed 153 students when it opened with a lofty mission: to broaden access to
a legal education by keeping tuition low and admitting students whom other law schools might pass
over. UNT Dallas wanted to create lawyers who were diverse in race and ethnicity, age, professional
experience and socioeconomic background.

Flipped: Today, 51.4 percent of UNT Law students are minorities, and 54.3 percent are women.

Seeking ABA accreditation is critical to UNT Law becoming fully established in Texas. Without
accreditation, students can't sit for the bar exam and become lawyers.

The first blow in the accreditation battle came in June 2016. The accreditation committee of the ABA's
education section recommended against granting provisional accreditation. It had questions about the
school's finances and found the school to be out of compliance with a rule requiring law schools to
maintain "sound admission policies and practices," noting that it has fallen short of the median 150
LSAT goal set out by the university regents. The school's median LSAT in 2015 was 146. The bottom
25 percent of students who entered in Fall 2015 had an LSAT score of 143.

But UNT Law officials made their case to the ABA education section's council in October, and the
council in November sent the matter back to the accreditation committee for further study. The council
noted that a fact-finder must visit the school, verify new evidence and review the school's plan to
address the problems with admissions and finances. The additional fact finding might happen early in
the spring 2017 semester.
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ABA spokesman Bill Choyke declined to comment about UNT Dallas' accreditation journey.

Change Coming

Furgeson reflected on the reasons his school "stumbled out of the starting blocks" in its quest for
accreditation. He said when it began the process, the ABA was changing how it assesses law schools.
It wasn't clear the organization would put so much emphasis on admissions and LSAT scores. UNT
Law was paying attention and emulating other trends emerging from the ABA—a standard for law
school classes to have multiple assessments, a goal to make tuition and costs more affordable and an
idea that LSAT scores shouldn't be the only factor in admissions, explained Furgeson. He said the
school used different criteria in admissions and wasn't as prepared as it should have been for the
ABA's emphasis on LSAT scores.

The national law school applicant pool has declined in size and quality, and the ABA has grown
concerned that law schools are admitting weak students to keep enrollment up. The organization in
summer 2016 also faced criticism from an advisory committee of the U.S. Department of Education for
lax oversight of law schools and scant enforcement of its rules.

"I'm trying to read the tea leaves, and I think the tea leaves are: The ABA is very worried about bar
passage," Furgeson said. "We're just going to have to work harder at the admissions process and
really put a great deal more focus on it."

Furgeson said the school has created a matrix of 11 factors to give an extraordinary review to people
who score in the low 140s on the LSAT or applicants who have been disqualified from another law
school. The school will still consider them, if they had rigorous undergraduate studies, significant work
experience, faced adversity or hardship, served in the military and other factors. Their admission will
now require a super-majority vote of the UNT Law admissions committee, Furgeson noted.

Regarding the ABA committee's concern about UNT Law's finances, Furgeson said the school
purposely set tuition low, with the plan to raise it by 4 percent per year until it tops out at $17,000.
That's going to stay the same. The school always exceeded its goal to enroll 120 new students per
year.

"What we're going to do now is change the goal down to 102 students, keep the same tuition and try
to deal with expense issues," he said. Over time, the school will build up its admissions again. "We
feel this region will still provide a strong pipeline into our law school because of our affordability. We're
being conservative with our financial projections to show the ABA we're being very conservative."

History Speaks

North Texas is hardly the only new law school that faced a hurdle in obtaining ABA accreditation. In
the past five years, four other schools saw their initial accreditation bids denied, but each earned
accreditation eventually.

Similar to UNT Law, the Concordia University School of Law in Boise, Idaho, had to welcome
additional fact-finders in August 2014 before finally winning provisional accreditation in June 2015.
The Idaho Supreme Court denied the request to allow graduates to take the bar exam in the
meantime.

The uncertainty cost the school a lot. Nearly half of the third-year law students took leaves of absence,
and many eventually transferred to the only other law school in Idaho. By the time the ABA granted
provisional accreditation in 2015, only nine students were graduating and eligible to take the bar
exam, according to an article in the Idaho Statesman newspaper. Cathy Silak, who was Concordia law
dean at the time, didn't return a call seeking comment.
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The news was more dire at Indiana Tech Law School in Fort Wayne, Indiana. The ABA denied
provisional accreditation in June 2015 due to concerns over the school's curriculum, academic support
and bar preparation for students. The school reapplied. Afraid of losing students, Indiana Tech Law
made its $29,500 annual tuition free. Finally, in March 2016, the ABA section granted provisional
accreditation for Indiana Tech Law. But then only three of 12 students who sat for the bar passed. The
school struggled to recruit new students. This fall, the school announced to its 71 current students that
it would shut down in June 2017. Indiana Tech Law lost $20 million during its years in operation.
Indiana Tech law dean Charles Cercone didn't respond to an email seeking comment.

Lincoln Memorial University Duncan School of Law in Knoxville, Tennessee, also went through a battle
for provisional accreditation because of concerns with the school's strategic planning, academic
standards and achievement and the academic credentials of  incoming students. The Tennessee
Board of Law Examiners allowed students to take the bar exam. Finally, in December 2014, the ABA
section granted provisional accreditation to LMU Duncan Law. Former LMU Duncan law dean Sydney
Beckman didn't respond to an email seeking comment.

When asked to predict what might happen with UNT Law's accreditation, Furgeson noted that ABA
rules prohibit him from making a prediction.

Even though they are anxious, UNT Law students aren't new to dire consequences.

Some come from challenging backgrounds where they faced many setbacks, Furgeson explained.

"These students embrace the American dream. They say, 'This law school is here; it's going to give us
a shot. We have faith the law school will get through this, because we have faith in ourselves—we will
get through it.' It's been probably the most amazing part of this experience for me, how much the
students believe in the American dream and how much faith they have that, if their law school is
willing to work as hard as they are willing to work, then their law school will get accredited," Furgeson
said.
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