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While undergoing training in professional school, students are as­
sumed to experience attitude change, internalizing the norms of their 
future profession. In law school this change is thought to be particu­
larly conservative, reflecting a business orientation and a minimal con­
cern with pro bono and social reform work. This paper examines these 
assumptions by presenting data from a panel study of students at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison Law School. Although some changes 
in attitudes are found, they are much smaller than suggested by recent 
critical literature on legal education. These findings lead to the propo­
sal of a research agenda that stresses the contribution of the job mar­
ket as well as that of education in fostering a traditional orientation 
toward the role of lawyers and the law. 

I. THE PROFESSIONAL SCHOOL AND ADULT 
SOCIALIZATION 

Throughout their life cycles individuals are confronted with 
situations in which they must assume new statuses and learn 
new roles (Brim, 1968). The entry into an occupation is a major 
shift of this type. Although occupations differ in the methods 
they customarily use for the socialization of novices (Becker, 
1970), the professions generally require an extended period of 
formal training in order to teach techniques and transmit ap­
propriate values. Value transmission is especially important for 
the professions, since part of the justification for their special 
prerogatives is a presumed commitment to "higher ideals," 
such as public service (see, e.g., Klegon, 1975). Socialization to 
professional attitudes is therefore thought to have an important 
influence on subsequent careers of practitioners. 

• This study is part of the research program in legal education of the 
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funds granted to the Institute for Research on Poverty at the University of Wis­
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Although most of the major sociological statements on the 
socialization process in professional school pertain to medical 
rather than legal education, the inquiry here speaks to the cen­
tral issue in that literature, which is attitude change during 
professional school. Our study departs from prior sociological 
work, however, in studying a different set of attitudes. This 
shift results as much from the passage of time as from differ­
ences between the professions. 

The major research on medical education was conducted in 
the late 1950s, at a time when it was assumed that change in 
student orientations would indicate the adoption of an appro­
priate "professional" stance (see Merton, et al., 1957). The con­
cern of that period was with the development of individual 
doctor-patient relationships (Bloom, 1965; Funkenstein, 1971); 
consequently, important features of medical education were 
overlooked. As Fox argued, "economic and political dimensions 
[of medical education] and their potential impact on the edu­
cational and socialization process were hardly considered" 
(1974:209).1 Today, however, both law and medicine are in what 
might be called the "community era" (Funkenstein, 1971), 
which emphasizes social responsibility and the delivery of ser­
vices to those previously underserved (Borosage, et al., 1970; 
Moo nan and Goldstein, 1972; Marks, 1972; Handler, et al., 1978; 
Geiger, 1972). Concomitantly, there has been an increase in 
both professional and sociological interest in the role of profes­
sional education in furthering the public interest. 

This paper seeks to determine the effect, if any, of the law 
school experience on student orientations to what have come to 
be termed public interest concerns-namely, broadening the 
representation of groups and individuals that have been histori­
cally underrepresented in the legal system.2 We include under 

I Although there is a substantial literature on legal education (besides 
materials already cited, see the citations in Boyer and Cramton, 1974; Stevens, 
1973; and Lasswell and McDougal, 1943), little of it is empirical, and almost all 
empirical studies are based on small samples. Except for the work of Stevens 
(1973) and Little (1968), the empirical studies have generally ignored the politi­
cal dimensions of the law school experience. Instead, they have focused on 
such matters as factors affecting success among first-year students (see, e.g., 
Loftman, 1975; Lunneborg and Lunneborg, 1966; Miller, 1967; Patton, 1969; Silver, 
1968) and the negative personality consequences of the stress assumed to be 
inherent in legal education (see the citations in Taylor, 1975). The only panel 
study reported in the literature is the work of Thielens (1969), which deals with 
socialization to ethical standards. 

2 Use of the term ''public interest law" to describe this work is controver­
sial, because of the other meanings implied. As many writers have noted, it is 
incorrect to assume that all those presently underrepresented have the same 
interest, or that their interest is identical with that of the broader public (see, 
e.g., Mayhew, 1975). Many lawyers also object to the use of the concepts "public 
interest law" or "work in the public interest," because they believe that any 
lawyer who conscientiously represents the interests of his or her client is 
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the public interest rubric both case-by-case litigation and work 
directed towards social and legal change that would affect un­
derrepresented interests more broadly. We pose two general is­
sues: is there a strong socialization effect, and what is the 
direction of any effect on student orientations to public interest 
concerns? Before presenting the methods and results of our 
inquiry, we discuss these two issues. 

II. IS THERE A STRONG SOCIALIZATION EFFECT OF 
LEGAL EDUCATION? 

Although many writers, generally following the tradition of 
Merton, have assumed that professional school is a significant 
source of socialization to professional values, there has also 
been an undercurrent in the literature suggesting that profes­
sional school (and perhaps schooling in general) has little ef­
fect (cf. Durkheim, 1951:372). For example, one might expect 
smaller changes in attitudes during professional school when 
the orientations of students and faculty agree substantially 
than when they do not (see, e.g., Funkenstein, 1971). More sig­
nificantly, Becker and his colleagues (1961) see the professional 
school as an environment isolated from future practice. They 
argue that the future medical practitioner must first learn to be 
a student; learning to be a professional follows graduation. Stu­
dents may see themselves as qualitatively different from practi­
tioners, since even at advanced stages of training they still 
must adopt strategies appropriate for getting through school, or 
for justifying participation in what may be an unattractive 
phase of becoming a "professional" practitioner. 

The distinction between the student culture and profes­
sional practice may be even greater in law school than in medi­
cal school. Except for the few students who become law 
teachers or clerk for judges, law professors are less apt than 
medical professors to offer appropriate role models (Riesman, 
1962). Therefore, law students have fewer opportunities for ob­
serving and internalizing models of future work activities 
(Bucher, et al., 1969), and the cues they receive may be incon­
sistent with what they know about practice. Lortie's study 
(1959), which found that law graduates were quite unprepared 
for practice and underwent "reality shock" after graduation, is 
consistent with this conclusion. 

operating in the public interest. (For an example of this more traditional view, 
see Auerbach, 1970; for examples of the reformist view, see Marks, 1972.) For a 
detailed discussion of the variety of meanings attached to the term ''public in­
terest" and an attempt to generate an economic definition consonant with the 
usage here, see Weisbrod, et al. (1978). 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3053241 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2307/3053241


14 13 LAW & SOCIETY I FALL 1978 

Of course, even if these conclusions were entirely correct, 
they would not necessarily deny any socialization effects of law 
school, but only suggest that they are likely to be rather limited 
in both scope and degree. This literature does remind us, how­
ever, that socialization effects cannot be taken for granted. 

III. HOW MIGHT ORIENTATIONS TOWARD WORK IN THE 
PUBLIC INTEREST BE AFFECTED? 

Various critics have argued that both the substance and 
the form of legal education may undermine the public interest 
orientation of many entering students and encourage or rein­
force a detached, and perhaps cynical, business orientation in­
stead (see Scheingold, 1974: Ch. 10). At least until recently, and 
perhaps even now, most law school courses have had a busi­
ness orientation, and most of the required courses have per­
tained to business matters or have been taught from a business 
point of view (Griswold, 1968; Van Loon, 1970; Nader, 1970; 
Rockwell, 1971). 

Public interest concerns, it has been argued, are also sub­
verted by the case method of study and the Socratic approach 
taken by most law teachers, especially in first-year courses. Its 
opponents have asserted that this method exalts analysis over 
synthesis, criticism over imagination; that it avoids questioning 
underlying values and thus, by omission, supports the domi­
nant interests in society; that it defines its subject matter very 
narrowly; and that it emphasizes the interests of the individual 
client rather than those of the broader society (see, e.g., 
Griswold, 1968; Kennedy, 1970; Nader, 1970; Savoy, 1970; Stone, 
1971; Watson, 1965; Rockwell, 1971).3 

These criticisms of legal education share two core assump­
tions: that law schools emphasize the perspective of business 
and the interests of the specific client over those of the broader 
public; and that during the course of their education, law stu­
dents tend to relinquish more public-oriented views in favor of 
those endorsed by the law school. 

However, neither of these assumptions can be accepted 
without question. Largely in response to protest by law school 
students and pressure from younger faculty in the late 1960s, 
the curricula at many law schools have broadened considerably 
(see, e.g., Michelman, 1968; Nader, 1970; Van Loon, -1970; 

3 The Socratic approach has also been bitterly attacked for its effect on 
personal interaction (see, e.g., Kennedy, 1970; Savoy, 1970) and for the stress 
and anxiety it may generate (see, e.g., Silver, 1968; Taylor, 1975). For a sophisti­
cated response by a psychiatrist, see Stone (1971). 
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Auerbach, 1970). Many schools offer a variety of courses and 
seminars on discrimination against minorities and women, en­
vironmental protection, poverty law, welfare administration, 
and the like;4 and traditional courses, such as taxation and 
property, are increasingly taught with nontraditional materials. 
In addition, many schools have greatly reduced the number of 
required courses, so that often the student has a good deal of 
flexibility in planning a program of study. Overall, it could be 
argued that law school faculties today are no less oriented to 
public interest concerns than are students.5 

Finally, it should be noted that law students acquire their 
images of the profession from sources other than the law 
school. Both before and during school, they have contacts with 
a range of potential agents of socialization: television portray­
als, books, friends, relatives, and practicing attorneys. Even the 
content of the bar examination can provide an image of what a 
lawyer is.6 Thus, if law students are re-oriented away from the 
public interest and toward business interests, this may be due, 
at least in part, to influences external to law school. 

Summary 

Although most recent writing on the public interest aspects 
of legal education is critical and assumes substantial socializa­
tion effects, these effects have not been empirically demon­
strated. The rather extensive commentary is based either on 
impressionistic evidence or on cross-sectional data (see, espe­
cially, the comprehensive study of Stevens, 1973); and, to our 
knowledge, no panel study on this issue has been previously 
reported. Moreover, while many of the critical arguments have 
obvious merit, a competing body of information and a compet­
ing sociological perspective suggest that legal education would 
not have a strong effect on the public interest orientations of 
students. Hence, both the extent and content of attitudinal 
change during legal education must be seen as open questions. 

4 However, these changes are seen by some as basically "window dress­
ing"; despite the range of courses available, traditional courses may still be re­
garded as the most important (see, e.g., Rockwell, 1971; Van Loon, 1970). 

5 Law schools now experience little, if any, of the protest that was rela­
tively frequent in the late 1960s. Law students also seem to be much more ori­
ented to bread-and-butter (although not necessarily business) courses than to 
public interest or interdisciplinary courses. For example, students at the Uni­
versity of Wisconsin Law School seem generally unsympathetic to the hiring of 
more faculty with a social science orientation and instead favor faculty with ex­
tensive practical experience. 

6 The effect of the bar examination would not be very important at the 
school under study, since Wisconsin is one of five states with the diploma privi­
lege. 
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IV. RESEARCH DESIGN 

This paper reports a panel study of the Class of 1976 at the 
Law School of the University of Wisconsin-Madison, which has 
a substantial regional and national reputation. The study is ex­
ploratory, since this law school cannot be considered represen­
tative, and since there is no control group of nonlaw students 
or of law students in other classes. It examines only a relatively 
small number of quantified indicators of stability and change, 
and does not attempt to depict the subtle process of the devel­
opment of professional identity-a process which can signifi­
cantly influence the young lawyer's approach to clients and 
cases.7 However, two other studies, conducted at about the 
same time at law schools quite different from this one, yield 
findings remarkably similar to those reported here (Hedegard, 
forthcoming; Levine, forthcoming). 

Method 

All students accepted into the Class of 1976 who had not 
previously attended a law school were mailed a ten-page ques­
tionnaire in the early part of the summer of 1973, before they 
had had any formal instruction at the Law School. Non­
respondents were contacted by telephone or sent an additional 
letter. Of the approximately 290 students who eventually en­
rolled in the fall, 204 (about 70 percent) completed question­
naires. During the spring semester of the second year of study 
(March, 1975), all students still enrolled were mailed a new 
questionnaire, regardless of whether they had previously par­
ticipated. The questionnaire was substantially the same, but 
also asked about activities during the intervening two years, 
financing of schooling, and job market expectations. 

Of the approximately 260 students still enrolled, 205 re­
sponded to the second questionnaire after a series of follow-up 
procedures. Although about 10 percent of the class was non­
white, the response rate for nonwhites was very low both 
times, so the analysis here is restricted to whites. In addition, 
students who had not been continuously enrolled in the Law 
School were dropped from the analysis. The study is thus con­
fined to whites who had attended no other law school and who 
were continuously enrolled from the fall (or, in some cases the 
summer) of 1973 through the spring of 1975. Cpmplete records 
exist for 136, or about 63 percent of this group, which we 

7 Katz (1976) shows how lawyers who occupy similar positions may view 
themselves and deal with their clients and cases in very different ways (see 
also Casper, 1972). 
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believe to be a favorable response rate for a panel study. Only 
respondents with complete records are included in the analysis 
here; however, further analysis shows that this does not bias 
the findings. 

In addition to the quantitative materials, 15 students were 
individually interviewed in February, 1976, during what was for 
most their final semester of law school. These informal inter­
views were used both to gain an impressionistic estimate of 
any effects since the T 2 questionnaire and to check the validity 
of the statistical results. To insure confidentiality, material 
from these interviews was not paired with the earlier question­
naires, but each student was asked to indicate the general na­
ture of his or her previous response. 

Characteristics of Respondents 

The Law School is attended primarily by students who 
plan to practice in the state. Admission is highly competitive: of 
the students in the study, 86 percent reported an undergradu­
ate grade point average of 3.0 or better, and 51 percent reported 
3.5 or better; 18 percent reported an LSAT score over 700, 37 
percent between 651 and 700, 29 percent between 601 and 650, 
and 16 percent 600 or less. 

Law students at most accredited law schools are dispropor­
tionately drawn from families of high socioeconomic status, and 
the students in this study are no exception. One hundred and 
thirty students reported their fathers' occupation at the time 
they were in high school; 9 percent were in professions (mostly 
lawyers), another 62 percent were in white-collar jobs, 9 per­
cent were farmers, and only 20 percent were in blue-collar jobs. 
Similarly, 56 percent of 119 students estimated their family in­
come in the mid-1960s as $15,000 or more, equivalent to well 
over $20,000 today. 

Twenty-seven percent of the respondents were women (a 
slight over-representation compared to enrollment). Just over 
half the students had interrupted their -education since high 
school, but nonetheless three-fourths were under 25 when they 
entered, and almost all were under 28. About a third of the stu­
dents were married when they entered law school; an addi­
tional 6 percent married after filling out the first questionnaire, 
and 2 percent were divorced. Reflecting the character of 
Wisconsin, 41 percent of the students grew up in towns with a 
population of 35,000 or less, and an additional 13 percent grew 
up in cities of 150,000 or less. The rest were from cities larger 
than 150,000 and suburbs of such cities, but only a few students 
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were from major urban areas outside the state. A rather large 
percentage of students (38 percent) had no religious prefer­
ence, while 29 percent were Protestant, 18 percent Catholic, 8 
percent Jewish, and 6 percent other. 

A Note on the Use of Tests of Significance 

For a variety of reasons, the authors have misgivings about 
the use of tests of statistical significance in the present analy­
sis; The law school was not picked at random, and within the 
law school the population of a nonrandomly selected class was 
studied, not a sample. Most other assumptions of significance 
tests are also violated. 

Nonetheless, some readers may argue that there is a sam­
ple in some sense. For example, even if an individual's "true" 
attitudes do not change, self-reports of these attitudes will vary 
with fluctuations in mood; the T 1 and T 2 responses can then 
each be seen as samples of these responses, and the signifi­
cance test would test the null hypothesis that observed differ­
ences resulted from these random fluctuations. Other readers, 
who have come to rely on significance level as a rough measure 
of whether differences are substantively meaningful, would be 
uncomfortable if they were omitted. Significance levels are 
therefore included for reference by interested readers. Since 
most of the differences to be discussed are expressed in means, 
student's t test on difference of means (Blalock, 1972) is used. 
We caution, however, that with a sample the size of ours, rather 
small substantive differences can be statistically significant, 
and hence reliance on statistical significance will lead to an ex­
aggerated view of the amount of change from T 1 to T 2• In sum, 
then, we see statistical significance as a lenient standard of 
substantively important change. 

V. THE ATTITUDES OF LAW STUDENTS OVER TIME 

Politics and Concern with the Public Interest 

Entering law students in the Class of 1976 were decided­
ly left of center politically. Of the 122 students reporting a 
political orientation, 80 percent identified themselves as "liber­
als," "left liberals," or ''radicals" (see Table 1). This liberal ori­
entation was also reflected in the reasons students gave for 
attending law school: half stated some social service or social 
reform motivation. But we also found, as did Stevens (1973), 
that these activist motivations were generally mixed with other 
more traditional reasons, such as versatility ("I didn't know 
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what I wanted to do; law would leave me a lot of options"), 
financial security, prestige, comparison with the alternatives ("I 
didn't see much future in being a high school teacher"), or the 
subtle influence of background ("I just always thought I'd be a 
lawyer"). Overall, 50 percent gave only traditional reasons, 28 
percent gave both types, 21 percent gave only activist reasons, 
and 1 percent did not answer. 

Table 1. General Political Orientation of Students 

Time 2 

(I) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 
Con Mod Left Oth/ Total 
serv Cons Mid Lib Lib Rad NR N ~;c 

Time I 
(I) Conservative 1% 
(2) Moderate conservative 10 7% 
(3) Middle of road II 8£,!~ 

(4) Liberal 14 31 56 41% 
(5) Left-liberal 10 20 33 25% 
(6) Radical II 8% 

Other/No response 14 10% 

Total N 12 22 49 29 15 136 

%· JCi /C· gt'/ ,, JW:(. 37~:~ 21 (;~( 5(i(. 11 [;~ 100';7, 

Note. XTl 
level). 

= 4.17; :XT2 = 3.93; difference in means = .24, (significant at .05 

The students' liberal orientation is also seen in their evalu­
ation of the importance of work for social reform, social service, 
and business interests. The students were asked to rate three 
items dealing with social service and social reform work on a 
scale ranging from strong agreement (coded as 5) through 
strong disagreement (coded as 1): "Lawyers should be trend 
setters in working toward social change"; "In non-criminal 
cases lawyers have wrongly neglected to make law more read­
ily available as an instrument of justice to common people"; 
and "Giving free or reduced-cost legal work to persons or 
groups that cannot afford to pay the regular fee is part of a law­
yer's professional obligation." The mean score on each of these 
items was between 3.8 and 4.1, indicating "agreement" with the 
items. There was wide variation in responses, and political ori­
entation explained a significant amount of the variance in an 
index combining the three items.8 

8 We also collected data on twenty other background variables but, de­
spite extensive exploratory analysis, found very few substantively or stat­
istically significant relationships. Less than 5 percent of over 800 correlations 
between background variables and the various T1 attitudes reported in this and 
the next section were significant at the .05 level. In most of these significant 
correlations, being female, having a father who was politically liberal, or being 
left-oriented oneself were associated with commitment to social service and so­
cial reform work. Respondent's political orientation was the most strongly cor­
related, explaining 16 percent of the variance in the index reported in the text, 
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Given the content of the items, and especially the impor­
tance of pro bono work to the ideology of professionalism, 
these observed scores may not seem very high; nonetheless, 
they contrast markedly with the evaluation of two items re­
garding the importance of corporate work. Using the same 
scale, the students were asked to rate two statements: "It is the 
complexities of the corporate structure that create the most im­
portant work for the lawyer"; and "One of the most important 
functions a lawyer can have is to contribute to the dev,elopment 
and refinement of the techniques of business organization and 
commerical enterprise." Again there was wide variation in re­
sponse, but the mean scores fell between 2.1 and 2.4, indicating 
"disagreement." In sum, the entering class seems to have been 
politically liberal, moderately oriented toward reform and pro 
bono work, and moderately disinclined to practice corporate 
law. 

What was the fate of these orientations during the first two 
years of school? Table 1 is a turnover table, showing political 
orientation at T1 and T2• One striking finding is that although 
almost half the students changed their self-designation, most of 
the changes were slight.9 This is characteristic of turnover ta­
bles for all T2-T1 comparisons discussed in this paper; some­
times as many as 70 percent of the students gave different 
answers at the two times.I0 However, since examination of the 

13 percent of the variance in an index made up of the business items discussed 
in the next paragraph, 15 percent in the "importance of pro bono opportunities 
in job choice," and 20 percent in "interest in a social reform type job." , 

9 Some readers may be concerned about the T2 scores of the respondents 
who were in the middle categories of this or other T1 variables analyzed. These 
respondents, it can be argued, are less subject to "floor" or "ceiling" effects (ex­
treme opinions that may be more subject to change) and will show less regres­
sion toward the mean. On most items, the net change for respondents in the 
middle categories at T1 was greater than that for all respondents together, 
sometimes markedly so. However, separate analysis of these respondents does 
not change the thrust of the findings presented in the text. In addition, if the 
law school were giving consistent cues, then the variance for the entire group 
on a given item would be lower at T2 than at Tv in fact, the variances at the two 
points are similar. 

10 An exploratory analysis was undertaken to determine sources of the 
differences between T2 and T1 scores for this attitude as well as others. The T2 
- T1 difference was the dependent variable in a regression equation, and the T1 
score was forced first in a stepwise regression. Then each background variable 
was considered, one at a time, and the increment to R2 was examined. In addi­
tion to background variables, we also analyzed the effect of law school experi­
ence (clerking for a firm, working with one of the public interest organizations 
associated with the law school, etc.) and perceptions about the job market. 
However, this extensive exploration indicated that there were only a few de­
pendent variables for which a substantial amount of change between T1 and T2 
score could be explained by any of the independent variables analyzed, or any 
group of them. The small size of the increments in R2, even where there was a 
statistically significant relationship, perhaps reflects the fact that often there 
was little change, and therefore little variance to be explained. The situation is 
similar to that which frustrated our attempt to explain the sources of T1 
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tables reveals no patterns that would significantly alter the con­
clusions drawn from the analysis of gross changes, and since 
the small amount of change may be accounted for by random 
error, only .one other turnover table will be presented. 

Almost all the change in political orientation (Table 1) was 
in a conservative direction, but overall the students remained 
decidedly left of center: three-quarters characterized them­
selves as liberals or radicals at T1, and nearly two-thirds at T2• 

Similarly, Table 2 shows remarkably little change in attitudes 
toward social reform, social service, and business interests. Al­
though the mean ·score on each of the items was the same or 
lower at T2, only one change is statistically significant, that con­
cerning the importance of pro bono work, and substantively it 
was not large. Thus, although Tables 1 and 2 do suggest some 
change over time, the extent of that change appears to be sub­
stantially less than many critics have anticipated. 

Table 2. Public Interest Orientation and Business Orientation 
of Law Students 

Mean Score 
(Range 1-5) 

Tl T2 Tl-T 2 

Lawyers should be trend 
setters in working toward 
social change. 4.22 

In noncriminal cases law­
yers have wrongly neglected 
to make law more readily 
available as an instrument 
of justice to common people 3.84 

Giving free or reduced cost 
legal work to persons or 
groups that cannot afford to 
pay the regular fee (i.e., pro 
bono work is part of a law-
yer's professional obligation. 4.18 

It is the complexities of the 
corporate structure that cre­
ate the most important work 
for the lawyer. 2.13 

One of the most important 
functions a lawyer can have 
is to contribute to the devel­
opment and refinement of 
the techniques of business 
organization and commer-
cial enterprise. 2.38 

Notes. Nonresponse negligible. 
* Indicates significant at .05 level. 

4.11 -.11 

3.84 .00 

3.95 -.23* 

2.04 -.09 

2.33 -.05 

Standard 
Deviation 

T1 T2 

.95 .89 

1.08 1.22 

.93 1.17 

1.05 1.03 

1.20 1.09 

attitudes. The lack of systematic findings from the exploratory analysis has led 
us to forego a discussion of influences on change. 
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The Expertise of Various Law Jobs 

A more subtle way in which law school might serve as a 
conservative influence on students is by defining the kinds of 
tasks that engage the special skills of lawyers. An important 
part of the socialization of novices into any occupation is the 
transmission of cues about the types of work that are central to 
the occupation and the types that are peripheral. This is espe­
cially true for professional occupations, which claim to possess 
skills not accessible to the lay person. We thus expected to find 
that during law school the students would come to develop 
more narrow and clear definitions of those tasks which involve 
the particular expertise of lawyers. 

Entering students may be expected to identify legal work 
as primarily that of the publicly visible lawyer, and thus to 
place a particularly high value on litigation. As Riesman has 
noted: 

(M)ost lawyers today recognize that their most important work is done 
in the office, not in the courtroom; the elaborate masked ritual of the 
courtroom holds attraction only for the neophyte and the layman. 
(1951:122) 

Alternatively, entering students may see legal work as "any­
thing a lawyer does," whether it receives public attention or 
not. However, as the student proceeds through law school, he 
or she learns that law roles vary greatly and that some are gen­
erally understood to require more expertise than others. 

In the present inquiry we were especially concerned with 
the extent to which perceptions of the degree of lawyerly ex­
pertise involved in a task would vary, not just with the particu­
lar skill utilized (e.g., litigation, drafting of documents), but 
also with the type of client or interest served. For example, we 
were interested in ascertaining whether complex litigation for 
prestigious traditional clients would be considered to require 
more expertise than complex litigation for less prestigious cli­
ents or for social reform interests. If this were the case, then 
the law students would, in effect, have been socialized to define 
social reform as a less appropriate activity for lawyers. 

Students in the study were asked to rate twenty-four law 
jobs on a nine-point scale measuring the extent to which they 
thought the job utilized "the special skills of a lawyer." There­
sults are presented in Table 3, which shows for each job the 
mean score at T 1, the change in mean score, the rank of the 
mean score, and the standard deviation of the mean at T 1 and 
T2. 
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Table 3. Ratings of Jobs on the Extent to Which They Utilize 
"The Special Skills of a Lawyer" (N=136) 

Standard 
Item Rank Mean Change Deviation 

(Range 1-9) Tl T2 Tl T2-Tl Tl T2 

Criminal defense in 
big cases, such as 
done by Edward Ben-
nett Williams. 1 6 7.89 -.46* 1.17 1.47 

Handling major civil 
liberties suits for the 
ACLU. 2 3 7.81 -.17 1.15 1.24 

Chief litigating lawyer 
in a very large firm. 3 7.63 +.27* 1.21 1.21 

Handling major· envi-
ronmental impact 
suits for the plaintiff. 4 2 7.61 +.06 1.15 1.23 

Handling major deseg-
regation suits for the 
NAACP. 5 5 7.51 +.05 1.26 1.08 

Handling major class 
actions seeking bene-
fits for the poor. 6 4 7.45 +.16 1.24 1.07 

Solo practitioner in 
general practice, pri-
marily dealing with 
poor clients. 7 12 7.24 -.39* 1.49 1.65 

Negotiating complicat-
ed business deals for 
very large corpora-
tions. 8 12 7.13 -.28* 1.75 1.61 

Solo practitioner, han-
dling mostly criminal 
defense and personal 
injury suits. 9 9 7.09 +.01 1.31 1.41 

Attorney on the staff 
of the District Attor-
ney's Office. 10 16 7.07 -.44* 1.25 1.50 

Attorney on the staff 
of the Public Defend-
er's Office. 11 14 7.02 -.23* 1.38 1.50 

Representing profes-
sionals, such as doc-
tors, in criminal negli-
gence cases. 12 10 6.98 +.05 1.37 1.40 

Solo practitioner in 
general practice, usu-
ally dealing with the 
affairs of middle in-
come clients. 13 11 6.96 -.03 1.33 1.55 

Doing Ralph Nader-
type investigations of 
government agencies 
to determine their ful-
ftllment of legal obli-
gations. 14 20 6.87 -.67* 2.00 1.75 
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Handling popularized 
political cases, such as 
W. Kunstler. 15 

Specializing in tax 
matters in a very large 
firtn. 16 

Member of the legal 
staff of a federal gov­
ernment regulatory 
agency. 17 

Handling litigation 
and drafting contracts 
for a large labor 
union. 18 

Self-employed lawyer 
specializing in the af­
fairs of small in­
dependent business-
es. 19 

Estate planning for 
very large estates. 20 

Member of a firTn that 
handles primarily the 
affairs of small corpo­
rations and partner-
ships. 21 

Member of the legal 
staff for a medium 
sized local or regional 
company. 22 

Working on the legal 
staff of a charitable 
foundation. 23 

Negotiating leases for 
major office buildings 
in downtown area of 
major city. 24 

21 

7 

19 

15 

17 

8 

17 

21 

·21 

24 

6.86 

6.72 

6.68 

6.64 

6.50 

6.38 

6.22 

6.13 

5.92 

4.90 

Notes. On each item, missing data are omitted. 
* Indicates significant at .05 level. 

-.82* 1.71 2.21 

+.63* 1.81 1.54 

-.34* 1.53 1.43 

+.04 1.46 1.58 

+.07 1.43 1.25 

+.77* 1.59 1.44 

+.34* 1.51 1.18 

-.10 1.52 1.38 

-.13 1.54 1.38 

+.44* 1.97 1.82 

A list such as this is very difficult to analyze. Factor analy­
sis is technically not appropriate,11 and, at any rate, exploratory 
work using both orthogonal and oblique techniques (Rummel, 
1970) did not yield a set of substantively meaningful factors. 
Despite these difficulties, some inferences can be made from a 
visual inspection of the table. First, there is no evidence that 
judgments about the degree of expertise involved in various 

11 Technically, factor analysis is a technique for grouping "objects" across 
''raters." In the analysis here, we are concerned with the relationship between 
"objects" and certain a priori "variables" such as public vs. private practice, 
criminal vs. corporate law, etc. (On the relationship between raters, objects, 
and variables, see Cattell, 1966.) In addition, factor analysis is a technique for 
situations in which people systematically differ in their ratings of different ob­
jects. In the empirical situation here, there is substantial agreement on law­
yerly expertise, and all items load relatively high on the first factor. 
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law jobs coalesce during the first two years of law school. The 
mean percentage of nonresponses drops only slightly, from be­
tween 8 and 9 percent to just over 7 percent, an inconsequential 
difference. More important for the tasks as a group, the mean of 
the 24 standard deviations fails to show the marked reduction 
that we had anticipated (1.46 at T1 versus 1.45 at T2 ). 

Turning to analysis of the ratings of the individual jobs, the 
clearest finding is that these students entered law school with 
the idea that jobs involving litigation make the most use of a 
lawyer's expertise. Of the 12 jobs that rank highest at T1, only 
two do not mention litigation (negotiating complicated busi­
ness deals, and solo practitioner with poor clients); while of the 
second 12, only two do mention or imply litigation (handling 
popularized political cases and working for a large labor 
union). At T2 litigation jobs are not quite as dominant, but the 
general pattern remains. The very highest ratings still go to 
jobs involving trial work, as do eight of the top ten ranks. In ad­
dition, this high regard for litigation is independent of client 
served. Although there is some upgrading of the "chief litigat­
ing lawyer in a very large firm," who would be handling prima­
rily corporate matters, and some downgrading of the elite 
practice of criminal law, both elite criminal practice and com­
plex litigation for liberal social reform maintain high ratings. 

We must be cautious in analyzing jobs showing sharp in­
creases or decreases in ratings: large changes at the extremes 
of the distribution could be artifacts of regression toward the 
mean; and since jobs that show large changes generally include 
more than one dimension (e.g., type of client, type of work set­
ting, type of substantive law), we must be attentive to other 
jobs whose ratings did not change, although they also possess 
some of these characteristics. Nonetheless, if we keep these ca­
veats in mind, there are some tendencies worthy of note. Most 
striking is that jobs showing the largest increases in ratings are 
oriented to business and wealthy individuals.12 This may be the 
result of the emphasis on these matters in the law school cur­
riculum. The two jobs whose ratings increased the most involve 
complicated tax matters and complicated estate planning, a va­
riation of tax work. Although students generally enter law 

. school with the belief that tax law is dry and unexciting, our in­
formal interviews indicate that they leave with the view that it 
is dry, boring, and critically important. They see tax questions 
as basic to all civil transactions, and tax as one of the few 

12 See note 10. 
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specialties complex enough to require training beyond the J.D. 
Although the tax course is not required, the cues are so strong 
that students feel it would be a mistake to leave law school 
without taking it. 

The two jobs with the largest drop in mean evaluation of 
expertise relate to the use of law to challenge existing institu­
tional arrangements by going outside the bounds of traditional 
litigation. The largest decrease comes in the evaluation of work 
by lawyers like William Kunstler, who attempt to use criminal 
litigation for political ends. The other major decline was in "do­
ing Nader-type investigations of government agencies to deter­

. mine their fulfillment of legal obligations.'1 There seems to be 
agreement among the law students interviewed that most of 
the Law School faculty, although somewhat sympathetic to the 
eauses represented by Kunstler and quite sympathetic to the 
issues raised by Nader, do not see either as engaged in careful 
legal analysis. In the informal interviews students also reported 
that Nader failed to fit the image of a lawyer advanced by the 
law school or depicted in their clinical experiences. He "doesn't 
have a client" and symbolically violates the profession's canons 
of ethics because he seeks out problems instead of waiting for 
aggrieved parties to come to him (see Tapp and Levine, 1974; 
Casper, 1972). In addition, Nader generally does not use the 
courts, but tries to influence legislation and to educate the pub­
lic. As several students put it, although Nader himself may be­
lieve that he is fulfilling a lawyerly role, "he doesn't need a law 
degree to do what he's doing," or "he got a law degree but de­
cided not to practice.'' Thus for Nader, and probably for 
Kunstler too, the decrease in the ratings of the lawyerly exper­
tise involved in their work seems to be more a judgment of the 
type, amount, or quality of legal skills they use, than of the po­
litical interests they represent. The dominant image that stu­
dents hold seems to be that lawyers are knowledgeable about 
complex areas of law and frequently engage in litigation. But 
although there was some evidence that students conceived of 
legal forums in traditional terms, their conception of the tasks 
that use the skills of a lawyer tended to remain variable and 
rather broad. Contrary to our expectations, roles involving less 
prestigious clients and social reform interests were not system­
atically downgraded. 

Career Expectations 

In an earlier section we examined changes in the students' 
attitudes during the first two years of law school toward the 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3053241 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.2307/3053241


ERLANGER, KLEGON 27 

importance of public interest work. In this section we shift fo­
cus to examine the students' expectations of actually doing 
such work. We first consider two items dealing with pro bono 
work; we then look at the types of jobs the students expect to 
hold. 

Students were asked what percentage of their working 
time they personally wanted to spend doing pro bono work and 
how important the opportunity to do such work would be in 
their job choices. The latter question was of special interest be­
cause of the widespread belief that students in the late 1960s 
and early 1970s were demanding pro bono opportunities as a 
condition· of employment.l3 For example, in Marks' study of 
public interest activity by major firms, "most respondents cited 
the students as the single or final factor which led their firms to 
formally address the problem of public interest response" 
( 1972:204-05). 

Entering students in the Class of 1976 seemed to have a rel­
atively strong commitment to actually doing pro bono work. At 
T 1' only 2!t percent of the students said that opportunity to do 
such work would definitely not be an important consideration 
in their choice of job (see Table 4). True, only 26 percent 
thought it would definitely be very important; but this figure is 
not as telling, because traditionally the oppor:tunity to do pro 
bono work has not been a factor in the job decision at all. The 
entering students also intended to devote a fairly large fraction 
of their time to pro bono work. Given that the average for 
lawyers in private practice is about 6 percent (Handler, et al., 
1975), the figures for T1 in Table 5 are striking. Over 50 percent 
of the students (and over 85 percent of those stating a specific 
percentage) planned to spend at least 10 percent of their time 
on pro bono work. 

Table 4. How Important Will the Opportunity to Do 
Pro Bono Work Be in Your Job Choices? 

Tl Tz 

(1) Definitely not important 28 56 
(2) Neither (1) nor (3) 46 28 
(3) Definitely very important 26 16 

100% 100% 
(N) (131) (132) 

Notes: XTl = .98, XT2 = .60; difference in means = .37 (significant at .05 
level). 
Nonrespondents omitted from table. 

13 Some might question whether this is a good indicator of commitment to 
public interest work, since historically lawyers have done pro bono work on 
their own time (see, e.g., Auerbach, 1970). The student response would proba­
bly be that the critical issue is that of having sufficient time available to do pro 
bono work, rather than that of who pays for it. Unfortunately, the question­
naire items do not make this distinction. 
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Table 5. What Percentage of Your Working Time Do You 
Personally Want to Spend Doing "Pro Bono" Legal Work? 

Tl . Tz 

(1) None 1 5 
(2) 1-9% 7 12 
(3) 10-19% 18 30 
(4) 20-29% 21 15 
(5) 30-39% 5 3 
(6) 40% or more 10 4 

Don't know or uncertain 17 10 
Other answer (non- A ..1L 
percentage) 

99% 100% 
(N) (130) (134) 

Notes: For respondents stating a percent (rows 1-6), X:Tl = 3;81, XT2 = 
3.15; difference in means = .66 (significant at .05 leve1). 
Nonrespondents omitted from table. 

As the students ended their second year qf study, their ex­
pectations were rather different. At T2, over half reported that 
the opportunity to do pro bono work would be irrelevant to 
their choice (Table 4). The percentage of time they expected to 
devote also decreased (Table 5), but it was still substantially 
higher than the actual pro bono time of the practicing bar. It is 
quite possible, of course, that these expectations will p.ot be ful­
filled once they go into practice. 

What types of jobs do the students expect to have? Table 6 
summarizes their open-ended responses at T1 and T2 to several 
questions dealing with "the job you would like to have five 
years after graduating from law school."14 At T1, about half the 
students (49 percent) mentioned a job or field of law with an 
explicit social reform content, such as poverty law, consumer 
protection, environmental protection, or affirmative action. But, 
as shown in the table, such jobs were most often mentioned 
along with other, more traditional possibilities. Between T 1 and 
T2, 43 percent of the students changed their plans sufficiently to 
be coded in a different category, the large majority shifting 
away from social reform or activist jobs. Nonetheless, more 

14 The items included: What are the most important things to you about 
the job you would like to have five years from now? What types of law would 
you like to be practicing? What type would you not like to be practicing? How 
important would type of clients be, and what types would you like (not) to 
have? What do you expect your income to be in this job? 

The coding was done conservatively, so as to understate the number of re­
form-oriented jobs. For example, criminal law, which some writers see as re­
form-oriented, was coded "traditional" unless the student also mentioned a 
reform or activist component, such as "working to help indigent people get ade­
quate representation in criminal matters." Similarly, a general reference to gov­
ernment service was considered traditional. Because of the ambiguities 
involved in coding these open-ended responses, primary emphasis was placed 
on reliability; extensive cross checks were made to insure that similar re­
sponses were coded alike. 
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than a third (36 percent) maintained some interest in reform-
type jobs. 

Table 6. Type of Job Desired Five Years After Graduation 

Time 2 
(0) (1) (2) (3) Total 

Trad Trad/Ref Ref/Trad Reform N % 

Time 1 
(0) Traditional 55 5 5 4 69 51% 
(1) Traditional, 

maybe social 
reform 10 4 0 15 11% 

(2) Social 
reform, maybe 
traditional 17 3 4 2 26 19% 

(3) Social 
reform 6 0 6 14 26 19% 

Total N 88 12 16 20 136 
% 64% 9% 12% 15% 100% 

Notes: XTl= 1.07, XT2= 0.75; difference in means = 0.31 (significant at .05 
level). 
Nonresponse negligible. 

In addition to the open-ended questions, students were 
asked whether each of a variety of work settings would be de­
sirable, acceptable, or unacceptable to them five years after 
graduating (see Table 7). These data indicate that the students 
entered law school with relatively modest ambitions. They 
looked forward to practice in a fairly intimate setting-a realis­
tic expectation, since most planned to remain in the state, 
which has few large firms. By the end of their second year 
these tendencies were even more pronounced. Employment in 
a very la~qe firm, which would generally entail a substantial in­
volvement with the legal affairs of major business enterprises, 
was the least acceptable work setting at T1, and its mean score 
is even lower at T2• The dominant preferences at T1 and T2 

were the small firm or partnership. Thus there is no evidence 
that law school encourages an orientation towards complex cor­
porate law. However, these data must be interpreted with cau­
tion, since there is no evidence that law school discourages 
entry into corporate practice either. The decrease in interest in 
major firms may simply reflect academic performance and job 
market expectations.15 

15 In fact, one of the few significant findings to emerge from our analysis 
of T2-T1 scores was the relationship between job preferences and making the 
Dean's list. Students who frequently made the Dean's list became less inter­
ested in solo practice, a small partnership, or a small firm (R2 = .04, .03, .03 re­
spectively), and much more interested than others in their class in a job with a 
large firm (R2 = .08). Controlling for T1 preference, the mean score on interest 
in a job with a large firm dropped .24 for students who did not make the Dean's 
list during the first two years at the law school, but increased .34 for students 
who made the list three or four times. These are substantial changes from the 
T1 mean of .65. 
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Table 7. Acceptability of Various Job Settings 

Solo practice 
Small partnership 
Small firm 
Medium firm (10-~ members) 
Large firm (over 40 members) 
Staff of public defender's office 
Staff of district attorney's office 
Direct employee of business firm 
Lawyer for municipal agency 
Lawyer for state agency 
Lawyer for federal agency 
Teaching 
Job in which you do not primarily 

Rank 
Tt 

8 
2 
1 
6 

13 
3 
9 

12 
10 
6 
5 
4 

Mean 
Tt 

1.12 
1.53 
1.55 
1.14 
0.65 
1.25 
1.03 
0.71 
1.02 
1.14 
1.18 
1.20 

practice law 11 0.77 

Notes: Desirable = 2, Acceptable = 1, Unacceptable = 0. 
* Indicates significant at .05 level. 

-.09 
+.06 
+.05 
-.08 
-.20* 
-.32* 
-.19* 
-.14 
-.15 
-.07 

.00 
-.40* 

+.11 

The other statistically significant changes are also de­
creases: interest in a job with a public defender, a district attor­
ney, or in teaching, all declined. Taken together, these shifts do 
not lead to an obvious conclusion about changes in public inter­
est orientation. 

VI. CONCLUSION 

Comparison of the attitudes held in 1973 and 1975 by stu­
dents in the University of Wisconsin Law School Class of 1976 
shows a number of changes; by and large, they are in the direc­
tion of a more conventional, though not necessarily more 
business-oriented, perspective. Law School appears to reinforce 
predispositions toward seeing litigation as requiring the high­
est legal skills and toward emphasizing traditional legal fo­
rums, both at the expense of other, less traditional modes of 
practice. There is an increase in interest in small firms, where 
the bulk of everyday legal work is done, and a decline in inter­
est in pro bono or social reform work. Perhaps the most funda­
mental change affects modes of thinking. All of the students 
interviewed felt that the biggest change they had undergone 
was in learning to "think like a lawyer," i.e., to distinguish a le­
gal from a nonlegal issue, to see the various sides of a problem, 
to reason formally and logically, and to express themselves 
clearly, concisely, and unemotionally. When measured quan­
titatively, these changes are statistically significant; although 
(as we have noted) fewer seem substantively significant, and 
the changes are smaller than recent critical literature on .legal 
education would lead one to expect. Moreover, in several areas 
of our inquiry we found contrary evidence. Substantive change 
in political attitudes is slight, there is no evidence that 
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attitudes coalesce, and representation of less prestigious cli­
ents or social reform interests is not systematically down­
graded. 

In the absence of decisive patterns, these data permit a va­
riety of interpretations, and readers may reach conclusions dif­
ferent from ours. In assessing the findings it is well to keep in 
mind those charaderistics of our study that may accentuate or 
attenuate the observed changes and their apparent relationship 
to the process of professional socialization. Observed changes 
may be attenuated because we distributed the second ques­
tionnaire in the second year, rather than in the third, or be­
cause the student body in this law school contains a sizable 
subgroup with a steadfast commitment to public interest con­
cerns. But it is generally agreed that the socialization experi­
ence is most intense in the first year; and, as noted earlier, 
similar exploratory studies at other law schools whose student 
bodies are more conservative have yielded much the same re­
sults as those reported here. 

We think it more likely that the present analysis may 
exaggerate the true influence of legal education on orientation 
to public interest concerns. Since the study lacks a control 
group, we cannot determine the extent to which the apparently 
conservative influence of legal education is actually the product 
of a changed political climate, of a tendency of people to be­
come less radical as they assume more responsibility, or of a 
tendency for people with deep-seated public interest commit­
ments to avoid law schooi.l6 And most important, we cannot di­
rectly determine the extent to which information about the job 
market, rather than cues from the educational process, acts to 
shape student orientations. 

Because this is an· exploratory study, we raise as many 
questions as we answer. It seems to us that two of these are 
particularly important. The first relates to the precise nature of 
whatever changes occur during law school. Given the absence 
of dramatic rites of passage, and the diffuse nature of the law 
school experience, any attitude change is apt to occur gradu­
ally. If the changes we document represent the upper boundary 
of those that take place, then our study appears to support the 
view of Becker, et al. ( 1961) that students are insulated from 
the socialization process in professional education. But to the 
extent that we have underestimated actual change, then our 

16 Even if legal education has no socialization effects, the nature of the 
law school program could be critical in determining which undergraduates ap­
ply for admission, and thus could profoundly, if indirectly, influence the public 
interest orientations of practicing lawyers. 
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findings may be the imperfectly measured evidence of more ba­
sic change. Thus the research question centers on whether stu­
dents are undergoing superficial changes in orientation or 
whether more profound changes of ideology and values are tak­
ing place, but have escaped measurement. 

The second critical issue for future research concerns the 
relative importance of the job market and legal education in ex­
plaining the changes that do occur. It is not until students enter 
the job market that they need to adjust to the realities of legal 
practice.17 Although our study does not follow the respondents 
beyond graduation, it is reasonable to conclude that the largest 
change such a follow-up would detect would be from job expec­
tations in 1975 to job actually held a few years after graduation. 
Whether or not legal education by itself produces a traditional 
orientation toward the law, such an orientation may make 
sense to the students in light of the jobs and clients available in 
the market for legal services. Students increasingly seem to 
sense this, both as they get closer to graduation and as the 
market tightens. The predominant concern of all students inter­
viewed, even those with outstanding records, was getting a job. 
One student, who was academically strong and professed a so­
cial reform orientation, put it this way: "I've told you what I'd 
like to do; the fact is, I'll take whatever job I can get!" The in­
terviews also suggest that the change in the amount of time 
students plan to spend doing pro bono work results, to a great 
extent, from the stories of recent graduates about long working 
hours, and the feeling that pro bono work will require too 
much additional time. More generally, the largest quantitative 
changes in our study concern expectations of job behavior as a 
lawyer, the area of inquiry most subject to job market influ­
ences. 

All in all, contrary to the stated interests of students, it is 
extremely unlikely that more than between 5 and 15 percent of 
the class will be in public interest jobs five years after gradua­
tion. In other words, the attitudes with which students leave 
law school are not apt to be good predictors of their subsequent 
behavior, especially when compared to the structure of the 
work situation. Assuming this is correct, the research question 
posed is to what extent the inconsistency between student atti­
tudes and subsequent behavior is a function of the availability 
of public interest jobs (Erlanger, 1978). A detailed study that 

17 For a similar argument concerning the ethical values and behavior of 
lawyers, see Carlin ( 1966). 
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devotes equal attention to events outside and inside the law 
school is necessary to answer this question. 
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