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The Economic Value of Law Clinic Legal Assistance 
 

Each year law school clinics provide free legal assistance to tens of thousands of clients, most of whom would 

otherwise go unrepresented. The work of clinic students and faculty allows clients to advance or defend their 

rights or obtain assistance or funds to which they are entitled, assistance that is in many ways invaluable to clients 

and their communities. While the benefits of clinic work can be difficult to monetize, it is possible to estimate the 

dollar value of the millions of hours of free legal assistance law clinics provide each year to individuals, 

governmental agencies, and non-profit organizations. As explained below, law clinic students alone provide tens 

of millions of dollars in pro bono legal services each year.  

During academic year 2020-21, 114,520 J.D. students were enrolled in ABA-approved law schools.1 The ABA 

ceased collecting data on law clinic course enrollment in 2016. But in the six years prior, schools reported that 

enrollment each year in their clinics (“seats filled”) was between 85% to 76% of the total number of seats available 

for enrollment (“seats available”), decreasing in percentage each year from 2011 to 2016.2 Because there is no 

evidence of a noticeable increase in enrollment in experiential courses since 2016,3 a reasonable assumption is 

that of the 32,062 reported seats available in 2020-21, around 24,000 students (75% of 32,062) actually enrolled 

in one of the school’s clinics (21% of all J.D.s). Only a handful of clinics charge a fee for their services and 

approximately 10% of the clinics in the 2019-20 Center for the Study of Applied Legal Education (CSALE) 

survey might assist some for-profit organizations, though even those are generally of limited means.4 After 

excluding those categories of clinic work, it is reasonable to conservatively assume that in 2020-21, approximately 

22,000 clinic students provided their free assistance just to individuals, government entities, and non-profits.  

The CSALE survey collected information on 950 law school clinics. The median number of credits awarded for 

just the clinic student’s field or casework (i.e., non-classroom activity) on behalf of clients was 3.5, with each 

credit representing 42.5 hours of work under the minimum standard set by the ABA. The average clinic student, 

therefore, worked 149 hours during the term on the casework portion of their law clinic course. Thus, during the 

2020-21 academic year, the 22,000 students in law school clinics are estimated to have provided approximately 

3,278,000 hours of free legal assistance to individuals, government entities, and non-profits. 

The Supreme Court held that in awarding legal fees to prevailing parties, paralegals and law clerks are to be 

awarded fees at market rates, and courts also award fees for comparable clinic student work at market rates.5 One 

national survey of typical billing rates for paralegals found that law firms charge their clients between $100-$200 

per hour, with most falling in the median of that range;6 another survey found that rates for non-lawyers across 
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states ranged from $99 to $220 per hour.7 If law student work is conservatively valued at a market rate of $100 

per hour, as cases support, 8 clinic students are estimated to have provided over $325 million in free legal 

assistance in 2020-21. 

Alternatively valuing student time at the lower prevailing wage rate also shows the enormous economic value of 

clinic assistance. Wages for law students vary widely, from around $20-25 per hour in some areas and for some 

types of law offices and clients, to $100 per hour for summer work at elite law firms. There is no Bureau of Labor 

Statistics median wage for law student employment. However, the median wage for paralegals and legal assistants 

is $27.03 per hour.9 Using this lower valuation of student time, law clinic students still provided over $88.5 

million in free legal assistance in 2020-21.  

Clinic Students 2020-21 Hours Value/Hour Total Value 

Market Rate 3,278,000 $100.00 $327,800,000 

Wage Rate 3,278,000 $27.03 $88,604,000 
 

An Association of American Law Schools survey of law schools also sought to value student pro bono services. 

It reported 4.7 million hours in donated legal services by students during academic year 2018-19, valued at the 

general rate for volunteer time of $25.43 per hour, for a total value of $119 million.10 The survey only obtained 

information from 103 schools and the questionnaire did not define or limit what a school could count as pro bono 

service or break out hours by the type of service reported (i.e., law clinic, externship, or student organization 

activities).11  

Public service is a core value of legal education12 and pro bono legal activities a professional responsibility of 

law professors.13 Although schools often bemoan their costs, law clinics play a primary role in fulfilling these 

ideals by providing local communities with millions of hours of much-needed legal assistance and hundreds of 

millions of dollars in free services each year. 
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