
Information for Pre-law Advisors: 


Dean’s Letters or Certifications

The primary purpose of a law school dean’s letter (also known as Dean’s Certification, Dean’s Recommendation, or College Questionnaire) is to obtain information about academic and disciplinary misconduct (or lack thereof); some law school forms also include questions about the applicant’s academic performance, leadership, motivation and character. Six ABA-Approved law schools require a dean’s letter as part of the J.D. application for all first year applicants.  Seven additional schools require a dean’s letter at the time of submitting the J.D. application if the applicant answers “yes” to questions involving academic or disciplinary action.  Twelve or more schools require a dean’s letter for all matriculating first-year students (this information is hard to ascertain).
Undergraduate institutions vary in how they assign responsibility for completing dean’s letters.  Some institutions handle this function within the dean’s office; others delegate the responsibility to the pre-law advisor, registrar, other university official, or to various offices.   Undergraduate institutions prepare dean’s letters in different ways.  At some schools, a personal letter is written for each applicant, providing the required disciplinary information and additional support for the candidate; at others, the dean’s form is completed as a clerical function, after checking university judicial and disciplinary records.  

Most law schools also require the applicant to provide information about prior disciplinary, judicial, or academic history, whether or not a dean’s letter is required.  The question is often phrased “have you ever been subject to disciplinary action for scholastic or other reasons...?  This question is broader than the questions answered by college officials, who typically complete a dean’s letter based upon records, not upon personal experience or knowledge.  Applicants should be advised to answer such questions truthfully and completely, disclosing information even when records have been expunged or sealed.  Failure to disclose can trigger severe consequences in the law school admission process and later in the bar admission process.  A law school application is a “continuing” application; it must be updated if the initial response becomes inaccurate or incomplete.  

The Pre-law Advisors National Council (PLANC) adopted a resolution in 2003 urging law schools to eliminate the dean’s letter requirement.  Many law schools have changed their policies since 2003.  Some require a dean’s letter with the initial first year application only if the applicant has a history of academic or disciplinary violations.  Others require a dean’s certification only for matriculating first year students, after an applicant has been accepted and has made a seat deposit.  Typically, this form will be sent to the applicant’s undergraduate school in late Spring or early Summer.  A list of schools requiring dean’s letters for first year JD applicants is provided below.  

Many law schools require a dean’s letter from the undergraduate institutions and law schools attended by transfer applicants.  Additional research is needed to identify these schools.  
Tips for Pre-law Advisors responsible for completion of Dean’s Letters:

· Identify the campus offices that maintain disciplinary and academic records necessary to provide information required in the dean’s forms.  At many schools, academic integrity records are maintained separately from disciplinary records.  At undergraduate institutions with more than one college or school, separate records may be kept within each unit. Some law schools specifically request a certification from each degree program in which the student has been enrolled, which may include transfers within the same university.
· Obtain a copy of the standard student record release form for your campus.  To ensure compliance with Federal and state confidentiality requirements, it is best to require applicants to sign your campus form, in addition to any waiver/release included in the dean’s form.  Electronic signatures are permissible under Federal FERPA Rules.
· After determining prior practice, make a decision as to how you will handle dean’s letters.  The decision to prepare a personal dean’s letter can benefit the applicant, however it will require significant resources (i.e. your time) in the busy fall and winter admission season.  Also, it is difficult to know all applicants, since most law school candidates apply after graduation.   If you choose to prepare individual letters, consider the use of a template on your word processing program.  Keep track of the volume of paperwork and staff time required for dean’s letters, to include in your annual report.
· Provide applicants with clear directions on office procedures, allowing your office sufficient time (minimum two weeks) to check records, complete the form or letter, and mail it to the law school.  Many schools require applicants to furnish a stamped envelope addressed to each law school. Some pre-law advisors send the dean’s letter, as an additional reference and at the applicant’s request, to law schools not requiring a dean’s letter.
Dean’s letter required for all First Year JD applicants:

Brigham Young University
Howard University
University of Richmond (admission decision can be made prior to receipt of dean’s letter)
Stanford University
University of Washington

Yale Law School

Dean's letter required for First Year JD applicants who answer "Yes" to academic/disciplinary action questions on the law school application:
Brooklyn Law School 

Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law 

Columbia University 
Cornell University 

Duke University 

University of Florida
New York University


Dean's letter required for accepted First Year JD applicants who pay seat deposit:
Boston University
Benjamin N. Cardozo School of Law 
Columbia (see above)
Cornell University (see above)
Georgetown University 
Harvard University


New York University (see above)
University of Pennsylvania
Stetson University
Suffolk University 

University of Richmond (see above)

Wake Forest

***Note:  A number of law schools are requiring that applicants who answer “yes” to disciplinary question also submit copies of official documentation, which could trigger the applicant’s request for a letter from the undergraduate institution to document the disciplinary action.
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