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The State Bar of California compiled historical California Bar Exam data and conducted a 
simulation analysis following discussions about the potential impact of different cut scores on 
test takers’ pass rates by gender, race/ethnicity, and law school type. The tables presented in 
this report show the number of exam takers who would have passed the bar exam if the cut 
score had been 1300, 1330, 1350, and 1390.1 The tables also show how the pass rate changes 
and the difference in the number of exams taken as the simulated cut score changes. The 
simulations presented in this report should not be construed to imply any position of the State 
Bar regarding the propriety of the current cut score, or any of the hypothetical cut scores 
evaluated. The issue was previously addressed in the standard setting study conducted in 
2017.2 

DATA AND METHODS 
The simulations are based on archival data on results from 21 bar exams administered over a 
span of 11 years, from February 2009 to February 2019. The data allows tracking of the bar 
exam results for more than 85,000 examinees, who collectively took more than 140,000 exams. 
Table 1 shows summary statistics on the total number of exams under consideration by gender, 
race/ethnicity, and law school type.  

1 The specific hypothetical cut scores included were selected by a law school dean who spearheaded the 
production of this simulation. 
2 See Final Report on the 2017 California Bar Exam Studies: 
https://www.calbar.ca.gov/Portals/0/documents/reports/2017-Final-Bar-Exam-Report.pdf 

2 | P a g e  

                                                           

https://www.calbar.ca.gov/Portals/0/documents/reports/2017-Final-Bar-Exam-Report.pdf


Table 1. Number of Bar Examinees and Exams Taken from  
February 2009 to February 2019, by Race/Ethnicity, Gender, and Law School Type 

 

To illustrate how the simulation results are calculated, Table 2 presents the experience of a 
hypothetical examinee. The examinee took the exam four times over three years, achieving a 
range of scores from 1289 at the lowest to 1395 at the highest. With the current cut score of 
1440, the examinee did not pass the exam and stopped trying after the fourth attempt. Under 
all four hypothetical cut scores, however, they were able to pass the exam, although they 
would not have passed until the fourth attempt if the cut score were 1390. When they passed 
the exam under a hypothetical cut score, subsequent attempts in the data are removed from 
the calculation for that particular scenario. Thus, under the scenarios of 1300 and 1330, the 
number of exams taken for this person would be calculated as two; under the scenario of 1350, 
the number of exams taken would be counted as three.   

Table 2. An Example of Simulated Exam Outcomes for a Repeat Examinee 

  Hypothetical Cut Scores 
Current 

Cut Score 
Exams Taken Total Score 1300 1330 1350 1390 1440 

February 2009 1289 F F F F F 
July 2009 1335 P P F F F 
July 2010 1360 - - P F F 

February 2011 1395 - - - P F 
Note: P = pass, F = fail 
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SIMULATION RESULTS 
The simulation exercise produces three sets of results under each hypothetical cut score: (1) 
impact on the number of examinees passing the exam; (2) impact on the pass rate; and (3) 
impact on the number of exams taken in aggregate.  

The impacts of the several cut score hypotheticals are different for various subgroups, 
reflecting the variation of actual bar exam performance for each subgroup. In general, a group 
with a higher bar pass rate under the current cut score of 1440 would see a smaller impact from 
a lower cut score, compared to a group with a lower bar pass rate.  

As background information to assist in interpreting the simulations, Figure 1 shows the 
distribution of bar exam scores at different ranges for all exams included in this exercise. Note 
that, under the current cut score of 1440, 59 percent of examinees graduating from a California 
ABA law school passed the bar exam, compared to 18 percent of examinees who graduated 
from a California-accredited law school. In simulating the impact from lowering the cut score to 
1390, Table 3 shows that examinees graduating from ABA law schools would see a 4 percent 
increase in the number of examinees passing the bar exam, compared to a 14 percent increase 
for examinees graduating from California-accredited law schools. The difference reflects the 
larger base of ABA law school graduates passing the bar exam under the current cut score 
compared to California-accredited law schools. More subgroup comparisons of the simulation 
results can be viewed in a separate Excel file.
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https://www.dropbox.com/s/imm7izdgpjzxrkk/CA-State-Bar-Exam-Cut-Score-Simulations-User-File.xlsx?dl=0


Figure 1. Distribution of Bar Exam Performance: All Exams from  
February 2009 to February 2019, by Race/Ethnicity, Gender, and Law School Type 

 

Impact on the Number of Examinees Passing the Exam 
Table 3 contains the results of the simulation’s impact on the number of examinees passing the 
bar exam. The first column, labeled “Current at 1440,” shows the number of examinees covered 
in this analysis who actually passed the bar exam. The next four columns calculate the number 
of examinees who would have passed the exam under each of the hypothetical lower cut 
scores. The additional examinees passing the exam are shown in the following four columns. 
Increases in examinees passing the exam, in percentage terms relative to the actual passers, are 
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shown in the last four columns. At 1390, for example, the table shows that 3,741 more 
examinees would have passed the exam, a total gain of 5.8 percent.   

Impact on Pass Rate 
Table 4 shows the pass rate and how it changes under the different scenarios. As with Table 3, 
the column “Current at 1440” shows actual data to use as the point of comparison. The 45 
percent shown in the first row of the first column of Table 4 represents the 65,025 examinees 
who passed the bar exam out of all exams taken (143,198, shown in Table 5). At the 
hypothetical cut score of 1390, the pass rate would have been 53 percent, which represents an 
increase of 8 percentage points, shown in the last column.    

Impact on the Number of Exams Taken  
The first column in Table 5 shows the actual number of exams taken over the period covered in 
this analysis. As shown in Table 2, the number of exams taken would decrease as examinees 
passed the exam with fewer attempts. At a hypothetical cut score of 1390, the table shows that 
a total of 128,702 exams would have been taken. Compared to the actual count of 143,198, it 
represents a decrease of nearly 15,000 exams taken, a reduction of approximately 10 percent, 
as shown in the last column.  

Data for Intersectional Analyses 
The simulation results presented in Tables 3 to 5 are limited by the three subgroup categories 
in which comparisons cannot be made across subgroup intersections, such as between white 
and African American females from ABA or California-accredited law schools. An Excel file is 
provided with this report to make possible these types of dynamic, multidimensional 
comparisons.  
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Table 3. Simulation of Bar Exam Outcomes: Impact on Number of Examinees Passing the Exam 
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Table 4. Simulation of Bar Exam Outcomes: Impact on Pass Rate 
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Table 5. Simulation of Bar Exam Outcomes: Impact on Exams Taken 
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