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The California Justice Gap Study has multiple parts 
• Survey of 3,885 adult Californians – to understand the gap 

• Incorporates information from Intake Census of direct 
legal service providers funded by the State Bar 

• Law Student Survey – to understand how law school debt 
impacts career choice and access to justice 
• Follow-up focus groups 

• Recruitment and Retention Report on Legal Aid Organizations 
in California 

• Literature review and analysis of cost of law school in 
California 
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Law Student Survey The Justice Gap 

The California Justice Gap Study explores the gap between civil legal needs and the resources 
available to meet those needs.  



Law Student Survey July 2019:  
Soft launch to 150 
law students 
through LAAC 
affiliates 

Sept 2019:  
Formal launch to 
students registered 
with the State Bar 
of California and 
through law school 
dean distribution  

Dec 2019:  
Final Report written 

Survey Timeline 



Survey Population 

1L 
27% 

2L 
32% 

3L 
34% 

4L+ 
7% 

Law School Year 

ABA 
58% 

CALS 
17% 

Register
ed 

20% 

Out of 
State 
5% 

       Law School Type 

73.94 
87.39 

51.15 51.44 

88.79 

26.06 
12.61 

48.85 48.56 

11.21 

Total ABA CALS Registered Out of State

Full Time vs. Part Time 

% Full Time % Part Time
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N = 2,476 
Direct Distribution = 2,018 
Dean Distribution = 458 



38% 36% 34% 
47% 

59% 61% 63% 50% 

3% 3% 3% 3% 

Total ABA CALS Registered

Gender 

Male Female Gender Variant/Non-conforming/Non-binary

82% 80% 86% 86% 

12% 15% 6% 7% 
6% 5% 7% 7% 

Total ABA CALS Registered

Sexual Orientation 

Heterosexual LGBTQIA+ PreferNoAnswer

10% 12% 7% 10% 

8% 5% 
9% 

19% 

16% 
14% 

27% 
11% 

46% 
48% 

39% 
42% 

9% 11% 7% 6% 

6% 6% 5% 6% 

5% 5% 5% 7% 

Total ABA CALS Registered

Race / Ethnicity 

Asian Black
Latinx White
More Than One Other 6 

Survey Demographics 



54% 44% 
71% 73% 

33% 41% 
20% 19% 

13% 16% 9% 9% 

Total ABA CALS Registered

Do you anticipate having to support other(s) 
besides yourself when you graduate from law 

school? 

Yes No Not Sure

12% 10% 11% 18% 

88% 90% 89% 82% 

Total ABA CALS Registered

Do you self-identify as a person with a 
disability? 

Yes No

8% 5% 8% 17% 

92% 95% 92% 83% 

Total ABA CALS Registered

Have you ever served in the military? 

Yes No

40% 31% 
59% 51% 

59% 68% 
39% 47% 

1% 1% 2% 2% 

Total ABA CALS Registered

Parent's Education Level 

Not Sure

One or both parents who raised me holds a Bachelor's degree

Neither parents hold a Bachelor's degree
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All debt figures 
are in increments 

of 1,000. 
  

The indication of 
“No 0s” means 
that students 
with no debt 

were left out of 
the calculation. 8 

 $89  

 $120  
 $100  

 $131  
 $120  

 $130  
 $141  

 $151  

 $75  
 $85   $90  

 $101  

 $10   $10  

 $75  
 $90  

Median Law School Debt Median Law School Debt
(No 0s)

Median Total Debt Median Total Debt (No 0s)

Total ABA CALS Registered

25% 

63% 

20% 
29% 

10% 
17% 

77% 

18% 
31% 

10% 
24% 

48% 
36% 

29% 

13% 

49% 

34% 

13% 
21% 

9% 

No Debt Law School Debt (Federal) Law School Debt (Private) Other Educational Debt
(Federal)

Other Educational Debt
(Private)

Debt Type by School Type 

Total ABA CALS Registered



• Non-binary and women report higher median debt levels than male students. 
($98k, $90k vs. $77k) 

 

• Black and Latinx students report median total educational debt loads over $20k 
higher than the median of the total population ($120k, $121k vs. $100k).   

 

• LGBTQIA+ students report higher levels of law school debt than the median of the 
total population ($101k vs. $89k). 

 

• Disabled students report slightly lower median law school debt than the 
population median ($80k vs. $89k), however these differences disappear when 
students with no debt are excluded from analysis. 
 

• Veteran students report lower median debt loads than the total student 
population median ($50k vs. $89k). 
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Debt Characteristics 



    
        

   
    

  

       
      

       
      

       

Current Area of Interest 

Private Sector Government Public Interest Other Not Sure Total 

Area of 
Interest at the 

Start of Law 
School 

Private Sector 880 73 25 20 46 1,044 

Government 139 270 15 13 30 467 

Public Interest 152 27 280 12 39 510 

Other 66 22 12 119 18 237 
Not Sure 11 4 8 7 185 215 

Total 1,248 396 340 171 318 2,473 

     

        

     
    

       

      

       

      

       

                                                 
                                                    
                                                                              
                                                  
                                                                
                                                                              
                                                  
                                                             
                                                                              
                                                  
                                                             
                                                                              
                                                 
                                                               
                                                                              
                                
                                 

Drift Rate: 

45% 
Of students who started 

out as interested in 
public interest decided to 

change 

Adjusted Drift Rate: 

The population of law 
students interested in 

public interest declines 
by 

 33% 
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Public Interest Drift 



Law school and educational debt is a leading cause of drift. 

67.8% 

37.0% 

29.6% 

26.1% 

25.2% 

Need to make more money than public interest jobs pay because of
my educational debt

Am not confident that Federal Loan Forgiveness Program will
continue

Plan to pursue public interest job after paying off my educational debt

Plan to pursue public interest job after working in the private sector

Want or have to make more money than public interest jobs pay, but
not because of educational debt

Reasons Cited for Public Interest Drift 

 $89  

 $120  
 $100  

 $131  

 $90  

 $120   $112  
 $133  

 $121  

 $150   $147  
 $160  

Median Law School Debt Median Law School Debt (No 0s) Median Total Debt Median Total Debt (No 0s)

Total Non-Drift Public Interest Drift
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Other Factors that Correlate Highly with Drift:
F2 = Ability to work directly with clients  (2) (negative)
F3 =  Potential for advancement  (3) 
F4 = Availability of job training  (4) 
F7 = Better Salary and Benefits
F8 = Availability of a loan repayment assistance program (LRAP)  (8)  (negative)
F10 =  Passion for the substantive legal area  (10) (negative)
F11 =  Opportunity to help others  (11) (negative)
F16 = Family friendly policies  (16) 
F19 = Ability to work from home/remotely  (19) 




3.4 
2.8 3.0 2.8 

3.2 

2.2 

2.9 
2.3 

I understand how the
program functions

I am confident that I will
receive funds from / have

debt forgiven by the program

The program influenced my
career plans after law school

I feel more financially secure
because of the program

Loan Forgiveness/Repayment Program Ratings 

LRAP PSLF 
 

Most Common Comments: 
• “Your salary has to be VERY low to receive loan repayment.” 
• “Loan repayment programs often have very specific terms you have to meet, and even then, it is 

hard to get the money.” 
• “You're still going to be struggling financially, and you are unable to get married if your partner 

makes any amount of money because they take into account a spouse's full income.” 
• “Because it is grossly inadequate...” 

 
 
 
  
 

LRAP refers to the respondent’s school’s Loan Repayment Assistance program.  
PSLF refers to the Federal Public Service Loan Forgiveness program. 

1 2 3 4 5 
Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree Neutral 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The amount you make affects if they will assist you and so think the rate is too low for Los Angeles	
They are given to a handful of selected students	
Only applies to salaries under $60,000 and many public interest careers in the LA area start at or around $60,000.	
Something will go wrong. Something always goes wrong.
My understanding is that loan repayment is rare and requires lawyers to work at a fairly low wage for an extended period of time.	
My spouse's income will disqualify me.
My school's LRAP only applies to students who have at least $80,000 in debt. I will have just under that amount of student loan debt, so I will not qualify not LRAP, which is a shame because a lot of the LRAP money is just sitting there because not enough people qualify for the assistance.	
More specific details of how the approval/rejection decisions are made, clear criteria and examples and how the law school forgives debt that was never carried on their books	
Loan repayment programs often have very specific terms you have to meet, and even then, it is hard to get the money.	
Just like the government repayment program, there is no guarantee that that the program won't change retroactively. The cost to fight a retroactive change would never be worth the risk.
I receive a pension from prior employment and feel my income will be too high to qualify.	
Although I have got to information sessions and read up on the loan repayment program, I just hear so many horror stories about people's loan repayment plans falling through and this makes me feel less than confident about my success.
I spoke with a financial counselor at my law school before taking out loans who told me that I would likely qualify for LRAP but that she couldn't guarantee it. I also worry that the federal public service loan forgiveness program will be in jeopardy. Even if I do qualify for LRAP and PSLF, I will still have massive 
amounts of loans + growing interest hanging over my head for at least 10 years, which doesn't enable me to feel financially secure
Because it is grossly inadequate. That, and the disproportionate amount of money folks make in the public sector e.g. as a future public defender, opposed to chasing the $$ and making exorbitant amounts on the civil side.	
To my understanding, the program offers a few hundred dollars and I am hundreds of thousands in debt.	
You're still going to be struggling financially, and you are unable to get married if your partner makes any amount of money because they take into account a spouse's full income.	
It is helpful but only helps repay a percentage depending on what you’re making so there is a chance that within a couple years of working I will surpass the salary that they will pay much for yet still have extreme debt that I don’t make enough doing public interest work to pay off at a reasonable rate	




Public Interest Pipeline 

If you have applied or would 
like to apply for a post-law 
school job in public interest 
law, where did/would you 

look for jobs? (Select all that 
apply) 

How would you rate your law school’s 
provision of information and resources 

about a [selected career]?  

 
 

 
 
 
  
 

     

     

3.3 

3.5 

3.0 

3.2 

3.3 

3.0 

Total Private
Sector

Government Public
Interest

Other Not Sure

58% 

54% 

48% 

45% 

41% 

Organization’s website 

Know someone who works or worked
in an organization I was/am…

Public Interest/Public Sector Career
Day

Career Services

Law school’s public interest office 

1 2 3 4 5 
Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree Neutral 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
 Know someone who works or worked in an organization I was/am interested in  (10) 




Discussion 

• Survey Representativeness 
 
• Effective Strategies to Facilitate Legal Aid and 

Public Interest Careers 
 

• Next Steps  
 
• Questions 
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Thank you 

 
 

Follow up communications can be directed to: 
JusticeGapStudy@Calbar.ca.gov 
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