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This report describes the procedures that were used and the results obtained in a longitudinal
analysis of eventual passing rates on the California Bar Exam. Results are reported by school
and school type for six cohorts of first time takers from 38 non-ABA approved law schools plus
summary data across 20 California ABA approved schools. Each cohort was followed over
six administrations of the exam. Appendices contain data by school, cohort, and school type.

Procedures

We examined the initial (first timer) and eventual passing rates of candidates from California
ABA approved, California Accredited, and three types of Unaccredited law schools, namely:
Correspondence, Distance Learning, and Fixed-Facility. We did not track graduates of non-
California ABA law schools or those who took the Attorneys’ exam.

Candidates were defined as having eventually passed if they passed on their first attempt or if
they retook the exam and passed by the fifth time it was offered following their initial attempt,
i.e., a total of six opportunities to pass including their first one. For example, July 2005 first
timers were deemed eventual passers if they passed by the time the February 2008 results
were released. We used a six-exam window because cross-sectional data show that 99% of
those who pass the California exam do so by their sixth try (there is no limit on the number of
times a candidate may take the exam).

We tracked six cohorts of applicants. The first cohort began with those who took the exam for
the first time in February 2003. This cohort was followed through and including the July 2005
exam. The most recent cohort consisted of those who took the exam for the first time in July
2005. To insure comparability, each cohort was tracked for six consecutive administrations of
the exam, i.e., including the first one they took.

The analysis included candidates who took the exam once, failed, and did not try again.
Candidates who were not successful on their first attempt did not necessarily sit for all the
California exams they could have taken during their five exam follow-up period and a few
probably took the exam again after their six exam window closed, but if they did, cross-
sectional data indicate they had a very low likelihood of passing.



Results

Table 1 combines data across the six cohorts to show the number and percentage of
candidates who passed on their first attempt, passed after their first attempt, failed despite
retaking the exam one or more times, and failed without trying again within their follow-up
period. These data indicate that when results are summed across schools, 88.2% of the
graduates from California ABA approved law schools eventually passed the exam — 68.6%
passed on their first try and another 19.7% passed after a total of two or more attempts.

Graduates of California Accredited schools and applicants from Unaccredited schools had
eventual passing rates of 49.2% and 43.6%, respectively. The Unaccredited schools had a
lower eventual passing rate than the California Accredited schools because of the low eventual
passing rate of graduates from Unaccredited Fixed-Facility schools. Table 2 shows that
unaccredited Correspondence and Distance Learning schools had the same or even a higher
eventual passing rate than California Accredited school graduates. A number of Unaccredited
law schools had no first timers in the years included in this research and are therefore not
included in the applicable tables.

Table 3 shows that following candidates for up to six exams rather than just three exams
resulted in a small but significant increase in eventual passing rates. This was especially true
at the California Accredited schools where the eventual passing rate for the six exam window
was 8.7% higher than the rate for the three exam window. Less than one in five applicants
from an Unaccredited Fixed-Facility school passed within the three exam window. The
difference in eventual passing rates between the six and three exam windows was smaller at
the California ABA schools because so many of their graduates passed on their first try.

Table 4 shows that about two-thirds of the 2,691 candidates who passed after taking the exam

two or more times did so by their second attempt. Only 6% of the successful repeaters passed
as a result of taking the exam more than four times.

Appendix A and B

Appendix A shows the initial and six exam eventual passing rates for each of the three cohorts
that began with a February exam and the three that began with a July exam. Each table also
shows the results by the year in which the candidate sat for the exam for the first time. There
is a separate table for each school type. :

The three cohorts that began in July had higher eventual passing rates than the three that
began in February. This difference most likely resulted from July first timers having higher
average bar exam scores (and thereby having a higher first timer passing rate) than February
first timers. For example, there were 449 candidates from ABA approved schools who took the
California bar exam for the first time in February of 2003. Within this cohort, 256 candidates
(57%) passed on their first try and 105 (23%) passed after taking the exam one or more
additional times up to a total of six. Thus, this cohort had a 57% + 23% = 80% eventual
passing rate. In contrast, the cohort of 3311 ABA first timers that took the exam for the first
time in July 2003 had a first timer passing rate of 71% and an eventual rate of 89%.



Annual eventual passing rates were fairly stable across cohorts. For instance, eventual
passing rates for the combined February and July exams for 2003, 2004, and 2005 at ABA
schools were 88%, 86%, and 87%, respectively. The corresponding eventual passing rates at
California Accredited schools were 50%, 50%, and 45%. Results for the three types of
Unaccredited schools were less consistent across years, perhaps because they had fewer
candidates per cohort (e.g., all six cohorts combined had only 133 Correspondence school
candidates).

Appendix B shows the six exam eventual passing rate in each cohort and overall for each
school studied. There is a separate table for each school type. A comparison of the far right
hand column of each table shows that the eventual passing rates at ABA schools were almost
always higher than they were at the California accredited schools, but the passing rates at the
Accredited schools were not consistently higher than the rates at Unaccredited schools.! In
fact, on the average, graduates of Unaccredited Correspondence and Distance Learning
schools actually had a slightly higher eventual rate than did graduates of Accredited schools.

Conclusions

At all of the five types of schools studied, eventual passing rates were significantly higher than
initial rates. This was particularly true at the California Accredited and Unaccredited schools
because these schools had much lower first timer passing rates than did the ABA approved
schools. On the average, less than 50% of the graduates from the non-ABA approved schools
passed the exam within three years of their first attempt. Findings were fairly stable across the
six cohorts studied.

' Because of software constraints, the percentages in Appendix A and B were truncated rather than rounded (e.g.,
a value of 17.9 was set to 17). This had no material impact on results or conclusions. Exact percentages may be
calculated from the applicant counts in the tables.
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