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LSAT-Takers Trending Up Following 5-Year
Plunge. Why?
The trend upward is seen as welcome news for law schools—and the profession—since a bigger pool gives schools
better odds for admitting more qualified applicants.
By Angela Morris | November 10, 2017
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A continuing surge in the number of people taking the Law School Admission Test this year provides another glimmer
of hope to law schools that a drought in the applicant pool might be ending.
LSAT numbers have seen modest single-digit gains in the last two testing years, following a five-year decline in which
the number of LSAT test-takers dropped by nearly 41 percent.
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The trend upward is seen as welcome news for law schools—and the profession—since a bigger pool gives schools
better odds for admitting more qualified applicants.
In September, 37,100 people took the LSAT, a 10.7 percent increase over September 2016. And in June, 27,600
people took the LSAT, a 19.8 jump compared with June 2016.
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The number of people registering for the December LSAT is also up nearly 20 percent compared with last year, said
Kellye Testy, president and CEO of the Law School Admission Council Inc., which develops the LSAT.
Law school enrollment has followed the same path as the LSAT numbers, with steady declines for years that have
recently stabilized and seen a minor uptick, noted Paul Caron, dean of Pepperdine University School of Law in
California and author of the TaxProf Blog. And with the increase comes more selectivity from law schools.
“If the total numbers go up, there will be more of those higher-performing students in the applicant pool, so that’s what
law schools are hoping to reach,” Caron said. “I would suspect a smaller increase in enrollments than there are in testtakers. Law schools will return to being more selective.”
June was the first administration of the test since the admission council lifted a cap on the number of times someone
can take the LSAT. Previously, test-takers couldn’t sit for the test more than three times during a two-year period. Now
it’s unlimited.
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Both Caron and Lars Smith, interim dean of the University of Louisville Louis D. Brandeis School of Law, said that they
and other law deans have wondered if this year’s increasing LSAT numbers reflect more people re-taking the LSAT,
rather than first-time test-takers.
“I’d love for the answer to be that there are more people interested in law schools,” Smith said. “The deans at all the
law schools are hopeful the bottom has been reached and the applicant pool is increasing.”
Testy said that the increases are roughly equal between new test-takers and repeaters.
LSAT data shows there’s a very slight upward trend in the number of repeaters since the rule change went into effect.
During this June’s test, 25.5 percent of the test-takers were repeaters, compared to the June 2016 test’s 24.2 percent
of repeaters. That’s only a 1.3-point year-over-year increase in the number of June repeaters.
But the shift seemed to grow for the September test, when 31.4 percent of test-takers were repeaters, compared with
27.6 percent of repeaters on the September 2016 LSAT. That’s a 3.8-point year-over-year increase in the number of
September repeaters, and a 5.9-point increase in repeaters when comparing June to September.
Josiah Evans, assistant director of social science research at the admission council, wrote in an email he doesn’t yet
have enough data to spot a trend rather than normal variations in repeater numbers. He said it’s normal to see more
repeaters later in the testing year.
“This is something we will be looking into, but it is important to note that the numbers of repeaters alone will not tell the
entire story. The rule change you refer to might also have the effect of persuading some first-time test-takers to take
the test earlier than they would have planned,” he said.
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Even if the upward trend in the total number of people taking the LSAT continues through the last two LSATs this
testing year in December and February, it’s not likely to make up for the drastic drop during the five-year slump.
Looking back 10 years, 142,300 took the test in 2007 and the number rose by 20.5 percent to a peak of 171,500 in
2009. But then it declined each year for five years, dropping by 40.7 percent total and hitting a low of 101,700 in 2014.
The number increased by 4 percent in 2015 and again by 3 percent last year, to land at 109,400. That’s 23 percent
fewer test-takers than 10 years ago, and a whopping 36 percent less than the peak in 2009.
It also remains to be seen if LSAT numbers will ever climb to past levels again, given that more law schools are
accepting the Graduate Record Examinations as an alternative to the LSAT. So far, nine schools—including Harvard
Law School, Columbia Law School, Northwestern University Pritzker School of Law and Georgetown University Law
Center—have decided to accept the GRE. Northwestern announced last month that it would accelerate its acceptance
of the GRE for admission in fall 2018.
Testy said the admissions council often tries to assess trends in the numbers, but it’s sort of like reading a crystal ball.
“I think there’s a bit of renewed spirit in the United States of young people wanting to work for justice, and law school
providing that pathway,” she said.
Some people have called it a Trump bump—young people inspired by lawyers who stood up for democracy, justice
and the “little guy” after President Donald Trump early this year issued a travel ban that restricted travel from majorityMuslim countries, Testy said.
“This current environment in the United States in government I think has put law in the forefront in a way it hasn’t been
for a while in the media,” she said.
There’s support (https://www.law.com/sites/almstaff/2017/08/31/lsat-takers-cite-trump-presidency-as-reason-tobecome-a-lawyer/) for Testy’s theory.
In a survey in August by Blueprint LSAT Preparation, more than 24 percent of 550 prospective law students cited
Trump and politics as their most important reason for wanting to become a lawyer.
Caron has one more guess for the increases in LSAT test-takers.
“Those five years of declines—I think that was exacerbated by the very negative press that law schools were getting
from The New York Times on down. They were doing negative story after negative story on law schools,” Caron said.
“Those stories have petered out now.”

Angela Morris is a freelance reporter. Follow her on Twitter: @AMorrisReports
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