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It’s pretty well known which schools send grads to the Big Law 
world, but some schools go small. While jobs in small firms pay 
less, they have been more plentiful.

By Mike Stetz

Best schools for
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Want a roadmap to Big Law? Simple. Just 
start in Morningside Heights in Upper 
Manhattan. Chances are, after a three-
year stint at Columbia Law School, you 
can’t miss the exit ramp to Big Law. 
(Follow the sign with the big arrow and 
$$$$ on it.)

The school — with 74 percent of its 
grads going into Big Law — is No. 1 
according to a National Jurist analysis of 
which schools placed the most students in 
law firms with 101 lawyers and more.

That Columbia Law School — 
and other top-tier law schools such as 
University of Pennsylvania and University 
of Chicago — scored so high should 
hardly be a shock, given their reputations 
and rankings.  

However, The National Jurist also did 
an analysis of which schools place the 
most grads into Small Law (firms with 
between 2 and 100 lawyers). Arguably, 
that might be more relevant in today’s 
world, given the shift in the legal mar-
ket. Big Law — while it’s beginning to 
increase hiring — is still not hiring at the 
rate it did during the pre-recession years. 
It probably never will, some argue.

Small Law, meanwhile, has seen 
growth since the recession. According 
to the National Association for Law 
Placement (NALP): “The number of jobs 
in small firms has generally been increas-
ing in recent years, and for every job in 
a large firm taken by a Class of 2013 
graduate, two were taken in a small firm.”

Big Law had quite a run. For many 
years, it was where most jobs were taken. 
That trend started in 1998, when 35.5 
percent of grads went to law firms of 
101 attorneys or more, according to the 
NALP.  The smallest of Small Law firms 
— between 2 and 10 lawyers — got the 
second largest percentage, at 33.5 per-
cent.

In 2010, that picture went upside 
down. The smallest of Small Law firms 
got 41.1 percent of the grads. Big Law, 
meanwhile, notched 33.7 percent. Every 
year since then, the pattern has contin-
ued. In 2011, Big Law only managed to 
absorb 27.7 percent of grads, the first 
time it fell below 30 percent since 1996.  

So what’s wrong with this picture? 
Well, one of the biggest criticisms of 
the trend is that compensation is hardly 
equal. Starting salaries in Big Law are in Pe
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class of 2014 NLJ250 Partners

1 columbia Law School 74.1% 3.7%

2 university of chicago 60.0% 6.0%

3 university of Pennsylvania 70.1% 3.2%

4 New York university 64.2% 3.3%

5 harvard Law School 56.7% 4.6%

6 cornell Law School 64.4% 2.9%

7 Northwestern Law 56.1% 4.3%

8 university of virginia 52.4% 3.8%

9 Duke university 57.1% 2.7%

10 Stanford Law School 44.4% 3.6%

11 uc Berkeley School of Law 48.4% 2.7%

12 Georgetown university 45.0% 3.0%

13 university of Michigan 43.3% 3.2%

14 Yale Law School 34.8% 4.0%

15 Boston university 34.7% 2.7%

16 uSc Gould School of Law 37.8% 2.0%

17 university of texas 35.9% 2.2%

18 ucLa Law 35.1% 2.0%

19 Fordham Law School 35.3% 1.9%

20 vanderbilt Law School 29.9% 2.7%

21 Boston college 31.8% 2.2%

22 Notre Dame Law School 30.0% 2.4%

23 George Washington university 28.8% 2.4%

24 university of Illinois 25.2% 2.4%

25 Washington university 27.1% 1.6%

26 emory university 26.1% 1.7%

27 SMu Dedman School of Law 20.5% 1.3%

28 university of North carolina 18.9% 1.2%

29 ohio State university 17.6% 1.1%

30 villanova Law 15.5% 1.5%

31 university of Florida Levin college of Law 15.4% 1.5%

32 university of Minnesota 16.1% 1.4%

33 Washington and Lee university 15.0% 1.6%

34 William & Mary Law School 15.3% 1.5%

35 university of houston 16.4% 1.2%

36 temple university 16.6% 1.1%

37 Iu Bloomington (Maurer) 16.7% 1.1%

38 uc hastings 13.4% 1.5%

39 university of Georgia 15.1% 1.2%

40 howard university School of Law 21.2% 0.0%

Best Schools for Big Law
to determine the best schools, we weighted percentage of recent grads who landed Big Law jobs at 70 
percent and percentage of alumni who are National Law Journal 250 partners at 30 percent. recent 
grad data is for the class of 2014, and is from the aBa. NLJ data is from 2011, and is from a study by 
theodore Seto, professor at Loyola Law School, Los angeles. 

the $160,000 range. The 2013 median 
pay for first-year lawyers in firms from 2 
to 25 lawyers was $78,000.

Legal educators point out that gain-
ing financial traction early on can make 
a significant difference during the arc of 
a legal career. Critics say some grads in 

Small Law aren’t making enough to pay 
off debt and still live a middle-class life-
style — especially in high-cost cities such 
as New York City and San Francisco. 

But most schools that place a high 
percentage of graduates in Small Law beg 
to differ. 
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Tops in Small Law
“The small-firm market saved us,” said 
Marcelyn Cox, assistant dean of career 
development at University of Miami 
School of Law.

University of Miami, which placed 43 
percent of its grads at small law firms, 
has seen those numbers increase. In 2011, 
the number of grads going to firms with 
between 2 and 10 lawyers was about 18 
percent. In 2014, the number rose to more 
than 25 percent. Meanwhile, the num-
ber of students going into Big Law has 
dropped to 10 percent.

Small firms have been gaining stronger 
footholds because many businesses, since 
the recession, have been looking for more 
affordable legal costs, she said. Some have 
also turned away from Big Law because 
it’s known as a training ground for young 
lawyers. Wanting more bang for the buck, 
businesses have found new sources of legal 
services. Many are smaller firms. 

So where does the Small Law road map 
start? How about in Tulsa, Okla. Last 
year’s graduates of The University of Tulsa 
College of Law went to Small Law firms at 
a 48.2 percent clip, top in the nation.

“We think it’s something to be excited 
about,” said Kristine Bridges, the school’s 
former associate dean and director of pro-
fessional development. “Our students are 
targeting what they want to do and work-
ing toward those goals.”

And that includes work at Small Law. 
Small firms offer them the opportunity to 
practice law quickly. There are a number 
of boutique firms that focus on compel-
ling and unique specialties, such as Native 
American law, she said.

“Our students like the idea of having 
immediate access to clients,” Bridges said. 
“They’re ready to go.” 

 At Tulsa, classes are small, so one-on-
one attention is not limited to studies. 
Students get tips about job searches, she 
said. They are taught to network and make 
connections with lawyers and law firms 
well before graduation. They are taught 
how to strategize. That’s key for Small Law 
opportunities. Many firms don’t have the 
resources to recruit. They hire when a need 
arises. Many times, they do so by word of 
mouth.

Students are schooled quickly about 
career planning at TU College of Law. All 
incoming students are required to take the 
Dean’s Seminar on the Legal Profession, 
which helps students identify what areas of 
law may interest them and how they can 
go about trying to land jobs in those fields, 

Best for Small Law Class of 2014 in Small 
Law

Class of 2014 in Big Law

1 Baylor University 46.3% 8.8%
2 University of Tulsa 48.2% 2.0%
3 University of Oklahoma 44.4% 8.4%
4 University of Miami 43.2% 10.0%
5 Willamette University 48.0% 0.0%
6 Drake University 47.0% 0.0%
7 University of Kentucky 42.2% 8.9%
8 Loyola Law School, Los Angeles 39.4% 13.1%
9 NSU’s Shepard Broad Law Center 42.8% 5.7%
10 The John Marshall 42.7% 4.7%
11 Northern Illinois University 43.7% 2.7%
12 Oklahoma City University 43.7% 2.5%
13 South Texas College of Law/Houston 42.3% 5.1%
14 St. Mary’s University 43.7% 2.3%
15 Mercer University 43.0% 3.5%
16 St. John’s School of Law 39.6% 9.6%
17 University of Nevada, Las Vegas 41.5% 5.8%
18 Touro Law Center 44.4% 0.0%
19 University of Houston 35.9% 16.4%
20 Chicago-Kent College of Law 39.4% 8.5%
21 Florida International University 41.4% 3.7%
22 University of Nebraska 40.3% 5.1%
23 Campbell Law School 41.7% 1.3%
24 Saint Louis University 36.1% 12.4%
25 Southern Illinois University 41.7% 1.0%
26 DePaul University 38.4% 7.3%
27 Chapman Fowler School of Law 40.5% 2.9%
28 University of La Verne 41.3% 0.0%
29 University of South Dakota 40.8% 0.0%
30 Texas Tech University 37.7% 5.6%
31 University of Mississippi 38.7% 3.4%
32 University of New Hampshire 36.8% 6.3%
33 Washburn University 38.5% 2.7%
34 Gonzaga University 39.1% 1.2%
35 University of Dayton 38.5% 2.1%
36 Faulkner Law 39.4% 0.0%
37 Louisiana State University 36.0% 6.6%
38 Stetson University 36.8% 4.7%
39 Samford University (Cumberland) 36.0% 5.7%
40 Loyola University New Orleans 37.6% 2.3%

Best Schools for Small Law
To determine the best schools, we weighted percentage of recent grads who landed Small Law jobs at 
70 percent and recent grads who landed Big Law jobs at 30 percent. Recent grad data is for the Class of 
2014, and is from the ABA. 

she said. 
As part of that, they learn the cold reali-

ties of the shifting legal marketplace, such 
as how Big Law jobs are hard to come by. 
They’re particularly hard to come by in 
Tulsa, which is not exactly Big Law cen-
tral. In 2014, University of Tulsa sent two 
students to Big Law — or 2 percent of the 
class. 

That  low pe rcentage  d ropped 
University of Tulsa to No. 2 when Big Law 
employment was factored into the mix. In 

its final ranking, The National Jurist gave 
schools credit for Big Law jobs, since they 
pay more. 

Baylor University rose to No. 1, as 8.8 
percent of its graduates landed jobs in Big 
Law and 46.3 percent landed jobs in Small 
Law. 

As with Big Law jobs, public interest 
and government jobs haven’t been sky-
rocketing either. Many nonprofits have 
struggled with leaner budgets, and govern-
ments have cut back on hiring too. At TU 
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College of Law, grads going into govern-
ment jobs fell from 12.5 percent in 2011 
to 8.2 percent in 2014.

Some schools are seeing more students 
opting for solo practices. That move is 
normally considered risky because lawyers 
have to generate their own clients.

Willamette University College of Law, 
which finished second in sending grads to 
Small Law — with 48 percent — also had 
a high number of grads going solo. The 
Salem, Ore., school had nearly 10 percent 
of its grads —11 in all — hanging their 
own shingles. 

The solo trend is why a number of 
schools have started incubators to help 
new grads start such practices, and do so 
with less expense. They get free or low-cost 
office space in return for doing pro bono 
or low bono work. 

This upswing in Small Law is not lim-
ited to the rural parts of the nation, where 
many of the top schools in our analysis are 
based. Again, as with University of Tulsa, 
the absence of Big Law practices in those 
areas plays a role.

University of Miami’s Cox said 
most of the big firms are in New York, 
Washington, D.C., Chicago and Los 
Angeles. They may have satellite offices in 
the Miami area, but they are considerably 
smaller, she said.

“We’ve always had more lawyers go to 
small firms,” she said. 

University of Miami routinely invites as 
many firms as possible to come to campus, 
she said. Many are small firms because 
they make up the majority of the market. 
Seventy-three percent of bar members in 
the state of Florida are employed by firms 
of 10 lawyers or fewer. 

Big Law today,  
but tomorrow?
Big Law has always looked to the top 
schools to fill its ranks. That’s no surprise, 
given its focus on prestige and credentials. 

And Big Law doesn’t dive down all 
that deeply into the pool of the nation’s 
law schools to find employees. Only nine 
schools send more than 50 percent of their 
graduates to Big Law. Only 10 others send 
at least one-third. 

The ranking changes a little when 
partnership is added into the mix. The 
National Jurist looked at the number 
of partners per school at National Law 
Journal 250 law firms, the largest firms in 
the nation. 

Theodore Seto, a professor at Loyola 

Law School, Los Angeles, collected 2011 
data. The National Jurist estimated the 
number of graduates during those years for 
each school to determine the percentage 
that were partners. 

University of Chicago leads that anal-
ysis, with 5.97 percent of its alumni as 
partners at the biggest firms. The numbers 
largely mirror the schools that place the 
most grads at Big Law. But there are a few 
differences. For example, Yale Law School 
performs much better for partners, ranking 
fourth, compared with new grad place-
ment, ranking 18th. 

Howard University School of Law 
placed 27th for percentage of grads land-
ing Big Law jobs. But in 2011, no Howard 
graduates were partners at an NLJ 250 
firm. That dropped it to 40th on our list 
of best schools for Big Law. 

Howard University, like many schools 
on our list, has seen its numbers improve 
recently. 

Georgetown University Law Center is 
also on an upward trajectory. What makes 
Georgetown University’s story compelling 
is the size of the graduating class. In 2014, 
it saw 626 students graduate, and nearly 
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50 percent got jobs in Big Law, good for 
11th place. No other school had as many 
graduates. Cornell Law School — third 
for new grads — had only 191. Stanford 
Law School had 187 and finished below 
Georgetown University for new grad place-
ment. 

That means Georgetown University is 
doing more with, well, more. For instance, 
the number of grads it placed at firms with 
500 or more attorneys rose from 25 percent 
in 2011 to 33.5 percent in 2014, a hefty 
jump.

Georgetown University’s secret? Much 
of it is about forging and maintaining rela-
tionships with Big Law firms and talking 
up the quality of Georgetown University’s 
students and programs, said Dean William 
Treanor. 

In addition to Georgetown University’s 
career professionals doing this, so does 
Treanor. He’s making the rounds talking up 
the school and its students. 

“It’s something we’re very focused on,” 
he said. 

The school has also increased its out-
reach to alumni working in Big Law to 
keep them up to date on the school’s aca-
demic and practical training initiatives 
so they can pitch Georgetown University 
grads to their colleagues with more vigor, 
he said.

“It’s helpful when they have concrete 
information about what we’re doing,” 
Treanor said. That includes, among other 
things, new clinics and experiential oppor-
tunities and a more robust writing pro-
gram, he said. 

The school also has been introducing 
students to practicing lawyers almost as 
soon as students step on campus. 

“We’re trying to establish these connec-
tions even earlier,” Treanor said.  

Additionally, Georgetown University 
has changed the way it organizes on-cam-
pus interviews, he said. Before, recruiters 
didn’t have a say in whom they interviewed; 
the school supplied interested students. 
Now, it allows firms to select a portion of 
the students so they can try and find bet-
ter fits. For instance, a California firm may 
seek students with West Coast ties.

“We listened to what they said and 
responded,” Treanor said. 

Georgetown is not all about Big Law, he 
added. Many students come to the school 
because of its Washington, D.C. location 
and seek government work. It also has 
a thriving public interest program. The 
school boasts that it sends more grads to 
those areas than any other law school.

However, it’s biggest success of late has 
been in Big Law, given the numbers. 

“It’s sustainable,” Treanor said. “I’m 
biased. I think Georgetown graduates are 
incredibly well-prepared to practice law. 

Serving both 
Big and Small Law

A few schools are able to pull off a pret-
ty nifty and apparently rare trick: They 
do well landing grads in both Small Law 
and Big Law firms. University of Houston 
Law Center and Loyola Law School, Los 
Angeles are among the few.

University of Houston was 34th in Big 
Law and 44th in Small Law — the only 

school to score that high in both rank-
ings. Nearly 36 percent of its grads went to 
Small Law; while 16 percent went to Big 
Law. Loyola Law School, Los Angeles, had 
39 percent of its grads going to Small Law 
firms. Another 13 percent went to Big Law.

“It’s intentional,” said Leonard 
Baynes, dean of University of Houston 
Law Center, who noted how the school 
aggressively lob-bies law firms of all sizes 
to come to the school to recruit. 

The school holds an open house for 
small and mid-size firms annually. It also 
has an apprenticeship program, which 
places students in firms with fewer than 
five attorneys. Students work 30 hours a 
week during the summer program, and the 

school subsidizes half their pay.
“Small firms can’t always pay much,” 

Baynes said. “We try to make opportunities 
happen.”

The summer work gives students experi-
ence and exposure they might not other-
wise get, he noted. It’s not just jobs that 
have dwindled at Big Law. So have summer 
associate positions. While the past few years 
have seen an uptick in positions, it followed 
years of contraction. 

It’s important for law schools to offer 
students broad career services paths, he 
said. If they are primarily feeders to Big 
Law, that could limit students’ options. 
Look at the top schools that send grads to 
Big Law, for instance. Not one among the 
leaders sends grads to Small Law firms  at 

a rate above 10 percent. Six are below 5 
percent. 

“It’s important to provide options, so 
students can be happy in their work,” 
Baynes said. 

He said students come to law school 
with a wide range of interests, including 
going into Big Law. However, given the 
tuition at some top-tier schools, some stu-
dents may feel compelled to go in that 
direction to pay off their debt, he said.

Baynes is a believer in the long haul 
when it comes to law careers. A graduate’s 
career path will likely change over time, 
particularly given the changes in the profes-
sion. “I tell my students: It doesn’t matter 
where you start; it’s where you end up.”
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