


Report and Recommendations of the Presidential Task Force on the Future Role and 

Mission of Legal Education at Valparaiso University1 

To: Mark Heckler, Ph.D., President of Valparaiso University 

The Task Force on the Future Role and Mission of Legal Education at Valparaiso University is 
pleased to submit its report and recommendations for your consideration. We hope that it is 
useful and look forward to further discussion of the issues. 

Introduction, Background and Charge: 

Founded in 1879, the Valparaiso University School of Law (VULS or Law School) is among the 
nation's oldest law schools. It received initial ABA accreditation in 1929 and has been 
continuously accredited since then. Its alumni include distinguished judges; elected officials in 
national, state and local government; public servants; business executives; scholars; private 
practitioners in all fields of law; and community leaders. It is noted for its excellence in 
teaching, its outstanding practice-based cuniculum, and the purpose-driven mission of training 
students who are called to the law. The Law School benefitted from and echoed the heritage and 
ethos of Lutheran values held by the University, particularly those of maintaining the highest 
ethical standards and devotion to service. 

For many years, VULS was financially self-sustaining and, indeed, even in recent years 
generated surpluses.2 VULS's history and values have not insulated it from recent systemic and 
cyclical challenges facing American legal education and the profession, however. Nationally, 
the number of law school applicants has declined by approximately 40% from the peak in 2010, 
largely in response to a surplus oflaw graduates in the later years of the Great Recession and 
other changes in the legal employment market. In fiscal year 2016, the Law School went from 
having a surplus to a small financial loss. Increasing losses are projected for the next several 
years. 

The declining applicant pool has been a particular challenge to "unranked" law schools as higher 
ranked law schools have lowered their admission standards and increased tuition discounts to fill 
their classrooms. 3 This may be the easiest time in decades to get into law school. VULS and 
other unranked (and lower ranked) law schools are competing for a smaller number of qualified 
students, many of whom are being admitted to higher ranked schools and getting substantial 
financial aid. At the same time, the demand for and means of delivering legal services are 
changing due to advances in technology, communication, and other factors. Although there 
remain vast unmet legal needs, the number of paying legal jobs has not expanded to meet the 
increasing number of lawyers entering the profession. Changes in the way legal services are 
delivered appear to be having some impact on the number of jobs in traditional law practices and 
in the types of positions in which graduates (and legally trained non-JD holders) are being 
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Task Force members and their affiliations are attached at tab A, at the end of this report. 
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The surpluses were set aside by the University in a "rainy day fund" for the benefit of the Law School. That fund 

has been exhausted by the Law School in connection with recent "buy-outs" of senior faculty. 
3 

Currently VULS is in the "fourth tier" of law schools in the US News & World Report ranking of law schools, a 

position it has been in for some number of years. US News does not attempt to differentiate among schools in 

that tier. The top 145 schools are ranked and the remaining 50 or so, of which VULS is one, are listed 

alphabetically. 1 
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recognized for their contributions to the communities in which they live and beyond.4 In 2017, 
VULS was again recognized by a national publication for its excellence in teaching, particularly 
in legal writing and in practical education. 

With these facts in mind, in mid-March 2017 the University President commissioned this Task 
Force to study and report to him on the future role and mission ofVULS. The President noted 
the Board of Directors' concerns about the impact decreased enrollment would have on the law 
school's financial outlook, but directed the Task Force not to make recommendations 
specifically focused on ways to address the financial challenges. Nor was the Task Force 
charged with studying potential alliances, mergers or acquisitions with other law schools as a 
means of addressing those issues. These responsibilities are being addressed by University 
administrative and other personnel in consultation with the Law School. That said, the Task 
Force members have views on these topics and have gained insight that may be of value in 
discussion of them. 

The University President gave the Task force the following charge: 

• Review the mission and vision of Valparaiso University as a whole and consider the current
and future role of legal education at Valparaiso University in ways that are consonant with and
contribute to the overall institutional mission and vision.
• Examine data from the previous two decades on law admissions, bar passage, and employment
outcomes.
• Consider the current and projected state of the legal education and the legal services sector in 
the United States, with particular emphasis on the states ofindiana and Illinois, and the role of 
legal education in addressing current and future needs for legal services.
• Discuss the current role of the Valparaiso University Law School and its degree-granting
programs as compared to the evolving needs of the legal services sector in the foreseeable future.
• Confirm, or offer suggestions for changing, the Role and Mission of the Law School and legal
education at Valparaiso University.
• Develop recommendations for any changes in curricula and/or degrees offered-professional,

graduate, and, potentially, undergraduate-that might best position legal education at Valparaiso

University and its graduates for success in the future.

In undertaking its work, the Task Force considered various sources of information, pmiicularly, 

but not exclusively, from interested stakeholders, including University Board members, Law 

School administration, Law School alumni, community members, and Law School faculty, both 

present and past. Academic studies and publications on the future of legal education, the future 

of the profession, legal employment, and other sources were considered. The ABA Task Force 

reports on the Future of Legal Education and the State Bar of Indiana Conclave Report were 

reviewed. A survey was sent to all Law School alumni for whom contact details were available 

requesting comments on the topics within the charge. Current Law School students were 

4

These include general counsels of corporations, members of corporate boards of directors, leaders in the non-
profit and charitable world, and judges at various levels. No attempt was made to identify leaders in traditional 
law firm positions but many graduates are members of international and national law firms, have their own 
prominent practices, and serve in important roles within bar associations. 
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interviewed. Several individuals outside of the VULS community with close ties to legal 

education also provided information, including practicing lawyers, deans or former deans of 

other law schools, law professors, and judges. The President assigned a staff member to assist the 

Task Force with various administrative and research matters and a retired Law School faculty 

member to serve as liaison to the University and the Law School. In addition, the University 

Provost and the Vice President of Finance provided detailed information to assist in the Task 

Force's study. 

The Task Force met in person on 4 occasions and engaged in various exchanges of views and 

information by email and telephone. This report is the product of multiple deliberations and does 

not represent the views of any one individual Task Force member. Task Force members were 

encouraged to communicate any differences with the final report directly to the President. 

Each topic of the President's charge will be addressed in order below: 

I. The Law School's Contribution to the Mission and Vision of the University

The Mission and Vision of the University and the Mission of the Law School are aligned and 

complementary as expressed in the published documents. The University's Mission and Vision 

is stated as follows5
:

VALPARAISO UNIVERSITY MISSION STATEMENT 

Valparaiso University, a community of learning dedicated to excellence and grounded in the 

Lutheran tradition of scholarship, freedom, and faith, prepares students to lead and serve in both 

church and society. 

VALPARAISO UNIVERSITY VISION STATEMENT 

Valparaiso University will be renowned worldwide for preparing women and men who are 

highly sought for their knowledge, character, integrity, and wisdom. 

THE LAW SCHOOL'S MISSION STATEMENT 

Founded in 1879, the Law School embraces law as a calling to leadership and service. Our legal 

education blends theoretical and practical skills with humanitarian values to ready lawyers for 

that calling. The Law School is a community of learning, inquiry, and opportunity dedicated to 

excellence in legal education and invested in the academic and personal success of its students, 

preparing and empowering them to serve others and fulfill their potential in their chosen 

careers. 

The Task Force interviewed several present and former faculty members to explore whether the 

Law School in fact carries out its purpose-driven aspirations in practice. Evidence of 

consistency between the University's Mission and Vision and the Law School's Mission can be 

5 This is only a portion of the Mission and Vision Statement of the University. The complete Mission and Vision

Statement, including its statement of core values, is attached at tab B. 
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applicants to choose ranked law schools. It is unclear from the information available to the Task 

Force what caused this positive effect in the 2002-2005 period but is something that should be 

given additional study. 19

One segment of the potential law student population that has remained steady for VULS is non­

traditional students, defined loosely as students over the age of 25. Based on data from the 

University, the percentage of non-traditional applications reached 50% in 2014, and has been 

well over one-third of all applications for the most recent nine years. In general, these applicants 

are in or have been in jobs and are looking to augment their credentials, or are considering a 

second career. They represent a diverse group and, because of their varied life experiences, are a 

source of enrichment in the classroom. Because many of the non-traditional students are likely 

tied to Northwest Indiana, they are less likely to be drawn away by other law schools. In 

general, the Law School should consider ways to identify potential non-traditional students in the 

area who are interested in augmenting their careers with law school education. 

The Law School has also succeeded in attracting diverse students. In part this is due to its 

proximity to large numbers of racially and ethnically diverse populations in Northwest Indiana, 

but it also appears that the Law School succeeds in attracting under-represented minorities from 

other geographic areas. The legal profession is constantly seeking ways to increase diversity in 

its ranks. The Law School provides a valuable resource to the profession by preparing lawyers 

from a variety of cultural, economic, and racial backgrounds. 

As already noted, the pool of potential applicants from which all law schools draw is smaller 

now than it was in recent years. This has significance for VULS, particularly if it chooses to 

compete with other law schools on US News and similar rankings as higher ranked schools reach 

"down" into the applicant pool. Nationally, law school applicants are down slightly in 2017 and 

quality, again measured by LSAT score, is also down.20 As discussed in the Task Force 

recommendations, continued success of VULS is dependent in part on an ability to differentiate 

itself from other schools and to attract students who want to be a part of its mission and vision. 

It is unrealistic to expect the Law School to compete on US News rankings, at least in the near 

term. 

Evaluating the importance of US News and other rankings is a difficult topic. A case can be 

made that the unranked law schools will continue to suffer decline as higher ranked schools 

continue to attract ( and subsidize) students whose previous choices might have been more 

limited. In other words, potential incoming students to VULS are being lured to ranked schools 

19 One senior faculty member noted that this period coincided with a concerted effort to promote the VULS brand

as "an identifiable community with shared values, a common sense of mission, and a common investment in the 

enterprise." It was in this period that the concept of "law as a calling" was introduced into marketing materials. A 

copy of the VULS Branding Documents is attached at tab C. Some suggestion was made that this focus was lost in 

subsequent years. 
20 The number of LSAT takers with scores below 150 has gone up substantially in the last several years while the

number of takers with scores in the 150-159 range, representing a score band VULS often sees, has continued to 

decline, suggesting an overall decline in the quality of the national applicant pool. 
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