UIdaho Law

Digital Commons @ UIdaho Law
Articles

Faculty Works

2008

Much Has Changed: Diversity and Opportunity at the University of
Idaho College of Law
Donald L. Burnett Jr.
University of Idaho College of Law, dburnett@uidaho.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.law.uidaho.edu/faculty_scholarship
Part of the Legal Education Commons

Recommended Citation
51(2) Advocate 20 (2008)

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Faculty Works at Digital Commons @ UIdaho Law. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Articles by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons @ UIdaho Law. For
more information, please contact annablaine@uidaho.edu.

MUCH

HAS CHANGED:

UNIVERSITY

DIVERSITY

AND OPPORTUNITY

AT THE

OF IDAHO COLLEGE OF LAW

Donald Burnett
Dean, University of Idaho College of Law
In legal education, diversity and excellence go together. As noted
by Justice Sandra Day O'Connor, writing for the Supreme Court
majority in Grutter v. Bollinger(the Michigan law school case):
[C]lassroom discussion is livelier, more spirited, and simply more enlightening and interesting when the students
have the greatest possible variety of backgrounds....
[N]umerous studies show that student body diversity promotes learning outcomes, and better prepares students for
an increasingly diverse workforce and society, and better
prepares them as professionals.... These benefits are not
theoretical but real, as major American businesses have
made clear that the skills needed in today's increasingly
global marketplace can only be developed through exposure to widely diverse people, cultures, ideas, and viewpoints. '
Achieving excellence with diversity has been a challenge at the
University of Idaho, given our location and the demography of the
region. In 1999, when a panel of consultants examined strategic
directions for the College of Law, the panel noted that "[o]nly 26.4%
of the student body is female, the lowest percentage of women found
in any law school in the country, and only 4.1% of the student body
comprises racial and ethnic minorities. Four of the 13 tenured or
tenure track faculty are women but there are no minorities among the
' '2
faculty or professional staff"
Much has changed-for the better-in the years since those
words were written. The representation of women in our incoming
classes climbed to 40% by 2005, then to 49% in 2006 and 49.5% in
2007. The average for all American Bar Association-accredited law
schools was 46% in 2006, the most recently reported year.3 The representation of minority students also increased during the same period, reaching 12% in 2005, 17% in 2006, and 19.6% in 2007. The
4
average for all ABA-accredited schools was 22% in 2006.
Contrary to popular opinion in some quarters, advances in diversity do not diminish a commitment to quality; to the contrary, they
reinforce it. During our recent period of growth in diversity, the
LSAT scores for all law students have increased. The median score
rose from 153 in 1999 to 155 in 2007, the 25th percentile rose from
149 to 151, and the 75th percentile rose from 156 to 159. (These are
significant movements within the compressed spectrum of LSAT
scores.) Moreover, during this period, Idaho residents have continued
to be strongly represented among the incoming students. The percentage has remained fairly stable, usually about 60%, and actually
reached 64.5% in 2007.
What are the reasons for these advances in diversity and quality?
There are many, of course. One contributor has been an increase in
scholarship grants, making the College of Law more accessible and
attractive to all students. Due largely to our generous alumni and
friends, the total amount of grants has increased from $256,028 in fiscal year 1999 to $697,711 in fiscal year 2007. Equally important to
our progress has been the phenomenon that "success breeds success."
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An institution making advances in diversity and excellence attracts
attention from a broader array of potential students-not only from
those in underrepresented groups, but also from "majority" students
who realize, as Justice O'Connor observed, that an education
enriched by diversity will enhance their preparation for the legal profession.
Another vital factor, noted by the 1999 strategic directions panel,
is diversity among the faculty and professional staff. Since 1999, the
number of women holding tenure or tenure-track faculty positions
has increased from four to six (including a new hire who will begin
work in 2008). In addition, three of the six faculty members holding
"instructor" positions are women. Racial and ethnic diversity on the
faculty has increased from zero in 1999 to two members of the regular teaching faculty (including our new hire) plus a member of our
law library faculty. Diversity within the professional staff-zero in
1999-is now reflected in four women and one minority member
who have J.D. degrees and hold full-time professional staff positions.
Diversity and excellence are also expressed in special lectures
and programs. For example, four of our recent Bellwood lecturers
have brought diversity to this important annual event: Justice Ruth
Bader Ginsburg, national Legal Services Corporation executive
director Helaine Barnett, Justice Alan Page of the Minnesota
Supreme Court, and Equal Justice Initiative executive director Bryan
Stevenson. Recent commencement speakers have included Deborah
Leff, president of the Public Welfare Foundation and past director of
the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, as well as Chief Justice
Linda Copple Trout of the Idaho Supreme Court. In 2005 the College
of Law cosponsored the Idaho State Bar's landmark program honoring and celebrating Idaho's "first fifty" women admitted to the bar.
The College also has been blessed with talented student leaders
and active student organizations that demonstrate the value of diversity. In each of the last four years, students have elected women to
serve as presidents of the Student Bar Association - a position of
executive responsibility within the College and of important influence in the governance of the University. Organizations such as the
Women's Law Caucus and the Multicultural Law Caucus have been
joined in recent years by the Sexual Orientation Diversity Alliance
and the Support Advocates for Hispanic/Latino Support and
Awareness in contributing to a positive learning environment for all
students. They are complemented by organizations such as the
Federalist Society, the J. Reuben Clark Society, and the Public
Interest Law Group in providing a diverse array of viewpoints and
service opportunities.
Students entering the University of Idaho College of Law have
always been welcomed into a distinctively collegial community.
Today, this collegiality embraces diversity in all its forms, including
a wide-open appreciation for multiple perspectives and backgrounds.
Idahoans can be proud that their law school links excellence with
diversity, providing a complete education and genuine opportunity
for all.
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ments, primarily because recent graduates comprise a relatively
small fraction of the total membership of the bar. Membership surveys conducted by the Idaho State Bar in 1994, 1999, and 2007 show
steady growth in the representation of women: 15% in 1994, 20% in
1999, and 26% in 2007. Changes in racial and ethnic diversity have
been slower and less steady: 3% in 1994, 6% in 1999, and 5% in
2007. Further information about the membership surveys can be
obtained directly from the Idaho State Bar.

FORENSIC DOCUMENT
EXAMINER
Full service laboratory to resolve handwriting

issues,

obliterations,

alterations,

ink

comparisons, etc. The only examiner in ID and
the N/W Certified by the American Board of
Forensic Document Examiners. Government
trained.

James A. Green
(888) 485-0832
PO Box 5379- Eugene OR- 97405

Peace of Mind

NaeGeLI RePORTInG
C 0

Court Reporting National
(800) 528-3335

R P 0

R A 'r 1 0

With 24 hour expert dient servi
rcportcrs, nationwide scheduling, ci
and sccure arch ived storage, you will r q
no other court reporting firm can prow

N

Trial Presentation • Legal Videography *

Video

IPortland,OR I Seattle,
WA
I SpoaeW

(503) 227-1544

(206) 622-3376

(509) 838-6000
February 2008 - The-Advocate 21

