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Impact of Recent Legislation on Law Schools

Law schools across the United States are grappling with the effects of recent anti-DEI laws, which challenge the
foundations of inclusion and equity in legal education. These laws often defund DEI offices at public universities,
ban discussions on divisive concepts related to race, gender, or sexuality, and impose penalties on institutions that
do not comply.

Significant Legislative Changes

Key legislative changes include Florida's Stop WOKE Act, effective since 2022, which restricts how race and social
justice issues can be included in public school curricula, and Texas' SB 17, passed in 2023, which bans public
universities from maintaining inclusion offices and curtails scholarship related to race, gender, and sexual identity.
These laws have set a precedent, leading to sweeping changes in university policies nationwide.

Challenges to DEI Efforts

Kerii Landry-Thomas, JD, associate vice chancellor of equity, inclusion, and Title IX at Southern University Law
Center, emphasizes the hostile environment these laws create for DEI efforts. According to Landry-Thomas, such
legislation effectively ends DEI work in states like Texas and Florida and burdens efforts across the country as
more state legislators challenge DEl initiatives.
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Supreme Court's Decision and Its Implications

The U.S. Supreme Court's 2023 decision to ban race-conscious college admissions practices has heightened
concerns among law schools about maintaining racially diverse student bodies. A survey by Kaplan, involving 85
law schools, revealed significant anxiety among admissions officers about the ban's impact on diversity. The
majority expressed concerns, with only a small fraction remaining unconcerned.

Decrease in Racial Diversity

A study by law professors from Yale University, New York University, and Northwestern University found
substantial declines in racial diversity at law schools in states with race-conscious admissions bans. Minority
enrollment at these schools dropped by 10 points to 17%, with top-ranked institutions experiencing even greater
declines.

Adapting to New Admissions Frameworks

Despite these challenges, there is a silver lining. Data from the Law School Admission Council indicates that over
43% of the current national applicant pool includes people of color, the highest percentage on record. However,
maintaining this trend under the new legal framework will be challenging. Law schools are broadening personal
statement criteria and adjusting application evaluations to adhere to the Supreme Court's ruling while striving to
maintain diversity.
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Impact on Scholarships and Financial Aid

Legal challenges to DEI efforts extend to scholarships, internships, and other related programs. In Wisconsin, the
Institute for Law & Liberty sued the State Bar over its Diversity Clerkship Program, resulting in a settlement that
opened the program to all first-year law students, regardless of race.
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Statistics from the American Bar Association (ABA) reveal disparities in scholarship distribution, with White law
students receiving a disproportionately high percentage of full-ride scholarships. Conversely, students of color, who
make up nearly 32% of the student population, receive a much smaller share of these scholarships. This
contributes to higher debt levels for underrepresented students.

Teaching and Curricula Adjustments

Anti-DEI legislation significantly impacts teaching and curricula in law schools. Traditional equity initiatives aimed
at incorporating discussions on implicit bias, racism, equity, and cultural competency face severe restrictions. The
ABA had mandated law schools to educate students on these topics, but new legislative constraints curtail explicit
discussions.

Integrating Equity Work Subtly

Kerii Landry-Thomas suggests that the hostile legislative environment may push institutions to integrate equity
work more subtly and pervasively into their curricula. By focusing on substantive equity work without explicitly
using DEI language, law schools can ensure students understand crucial concepts without violating restrictive state
laws.

Moving Forward: Strategies for Resilience

Despite the challenges posed by new legislation, some experts believe it may force law schools to adopt more
substantial and effective diversity strategies. This involves diversifying faculty and administration, broadening
recruitment and admissions policies, and creating accessible environments for all students.

Embracing a New Beginning

Landry-Thomas asserts that growing hostility towards DEI necessitates a shift from programmatic to institutional
frameworks. By embedding the principles of equity and belonging into the core operations of institutions, law
schools can continue to advance diversity and inclusion in ways that comply with restrictive laws. This shift
represents not an end but a new beginning for DEI efforts in legal education.

Looking Ahead

Law schools must develop integrated and effective approaches to DEI to ensure these principles remain a vital part
of legal education. The resilience and adaptability of law schools and their commitment to diversity and inclusion
will be crucial in navigating the complex legislative landscape. Law firms and organizations hiring graduates still
expect an understanding and appreciation of DEI principles, underscoring the importance of maintaining these
efforts.
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