So You Want to go to Law School

Part 3

Majors and Pre-Law Courses


The most common questions I get from Freshmen wantabe lawyers is ‘what should I major in’ or ‘where is UH’s prelaw major [or minor]’?  These questions are fairly easy to answer but tricky because I get paid by the Department of Political Science and the College of Liberal Arts and Social Sciences [CLASS].  

So to make them happy: major only in CLASS majors and minors, particularly political science,  and your world will be full of puppies, rainbows, and trees that grow money.  Hopefully, my bosses have stop reading we can move on to a more complete answer.  

There is nothing wrong with what I said about majors and minors [except the money tree isn’t a guarantee] but that answer is a very incomplete answer.  While we don’t offer a true ‘prelaw major or minor’ the Department does have a minor called “Law, Values, and Policy” [LVP].  Within the minor, there are a lot of courses that may help you get into law school, do well once you are there, and even help you in the successful practice of law.  And if you don’t go to law school, those courses may help you in your life after you’ve completed college.  Logic and law play a big part in our lives, or at least should.  

Being a political science major will help you learn important lessons in studying, thinking, evaluating facts, researching, and the all-important writing skill.  These skills will be helpful whether you go to law school or not.  Those are helpful skills in life and in any upper-level management position.  

But do you have to have a Political Science major or LVP minor to get into law school?  

Of course not.  Law schools say they don’t care what your major or minor is.  They only care about your ability to successfully navigate the difficulties and material that is law school.  You can demonstrate your ability by doing well in most upper level courses regardless of the major or the minor.  To some degree, what law schools seem to really care about is your GPA.  If a math major [GPA: 3.78] and a political science major [GPA: 3.02] with identical LSAT scores apply to a law school and the law school is only letting one in, it’s going to be the math major.  If the GPAs in the example are reversed, it’s the political science major going to law school.  

If a political science major and math major with identical scores both get in to law school, I honestly believe that the political science major will do better, at least for the first semester or first year.  WHY?  The student that is a political science major [or several of other majors in CLASS] is use to analyzing facts, drawing conclusions, and writing a convincing essay on why she is right.  The political science major knows that there are many possible answers to the same question – many ways in looking at things and drawing different but not necessarily wrong conclusions.  And the political science major has learned how to support their answer with logic and facts [hopefully].  A math major often only sees everything as black or white, 2 + 2 = 4[footnoteRef:1].  Always.  End of discussion.  To the political science major it’s, ‘well now, wait a minute.  Sometimes it is 4, but have you considered . . .” [1:  There is an old lawyer joke where a client ask a lawyer how much 2 + 2 is?  The lawyer answers, “what do you want it to be?”  I said old, not funny.] 


Am I saying that STEM people shouldn’t go to law school?  Oh, no, far from it.  There are tons of legal jobs for people that are good in math and science and many lawyers run away from those jobs from because they had a hard time in college algebra or barely passed chemistry.  Sometime ask me about why I didn’t keep working in environmental law.  And although a STEM major will likely graduate law school, pass the bar, and have a successful career as a lawyer, they may feel a little lost the first semester or year of law school.  It’s a different kind of learning than they are used to.  A STEM major likely had fewer essay tests.  And, here’s a secret that we don’t tell STEM students: political science majors are issued hip-waders and a shovel in their senior year.  Being able to shovel support for your ideas in law school is a plus.  Rarely is there a set answer in law.  It’s helpful if you can see and argue both sides of a question supporting your answer with logic and facts.  In classes I teach at UH, many of the essay questions don’t have a ‘right’ answer.  I really don’t care what you decide AS LONG AS YOU CAN LOGICALLY SUPPORT YOUR ANSWER.  

And you ask, “So, that’s your answer?  Nobody cares?”  Not exactly.

My Recommendations for anyone that thinks they want to go to law school:

1. For at least your first year as an undergraduate, concentrate on the core.  Get the core done with the best grades you can.  Work with your advisor and friends to complete the core with best courses available tailored to your abilities with the best professors that you can get.  And try to learn stuff while you’re at it.  

2. While you are taking the required core courses, you may find an area that really interests you.  It might be political science, math, history, philosophy, or any of the other majors that are out there.  Go for it.  If you get into the upper level classes of your chosen major and discover ‘not for me’, you can change you major.  For my first two years as an undergrad I was a math major.  I changed my major three times before I landed in political science.

3. Selecting a minor is both easier and harder.  I’d like to say, recommend, that if you want to go to law school, you will benefit from the LVP minor and taking several of the courses I teach in the minor.  But that sounds self-serving, true but self-serving.  The LVP minor is a good minor having many courses that may help you on parts of the LSAT, in law school, and in the practice of law.  It is also helpful for just living in the US.  It is a good minor, but not a necessity for law school.  

4.  Pick a minor that is interesting to you.  You want a biology minor and go to law school?  Cool.  There are many jobs in law that you would be well trained for that I would just hid under my bed if someone tried to get me to do it.  A minor in Spanish?  Or Farsi?  Or Vietnamese?  Great.  There are lots of people that speak those languages in Houston and Texas as their primary language and would love to have a lawyer that they can talk to without have to talk through an interpreter.  Get my point?  Pick a minor that is interests you and won’t kill your GPA.  Remember: GPA is very important.  Sad, but true. 


It’s sad but true that two of the most important things for getting into law school are your GPA and your LSAT score.  While your GPA is very important for getting into the law school of your choice, a weak GPA is not the death of your dream of getting into law school.  My undergraduate GPA can be described as ‘not exciting’ at best.  I made up for it with the LSAT, but you don’t want to put that kind of pressure on yourself when you take the test.  Better to work your whole undergraduate career in doing the best you can in your classes and surprising yourself with good grades and a great GPA.  
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