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Lee Burgess: Welcome back to the Law School Toolbox podcast. Today, we have a special 
guest – Teria Thornton from AccessLex – and we are talking about money, 
school loans, and even what you can do to better your credit score. Your Law 
School Toolbox hosts are Alison Monahan and Lee Burgess, that's me. We're 
here to demystify the law school and early legal career experience, so you'll be 
the best law student and lawyer you can be. We're the co-creators of the Law 
School Toolbox, the Bar Exam Toolbox, and the career-related website 
CareerDicta. Alison also runs The Girl's Guide to Law School. If you enjoy the 
show, please leave a review or rating on your favorite listening app. And if you 
have any questions, don't hesitate to reach out to us. You can reach us via the 
contact form on LawSchoolToolBox.com, and we'd love to hear from you. And 
with that, let's get started. 

 
Hi, this is Lee Burgess from the Law School Toolbox, and today we have a special 
guest. We have Teria Thornton from AccessLex, coming to talk to us about 
money and loans and everything people love talking about. So, I'm so glad that 
she is joining us, and we'll get things off. So, thank you so much for spending 
some time with me this afternoon. 

 
Teria Thornton:  It is my pleasure. Thank you so much for the invitation.  
 
Lee Burgess:  Well, for listeners who haven't crossed paths with AccessLex before, can you tell 

us a bit about the organization and what you do there, and what does "Pre-law 
and Diversity Initiatives" really cover? 

 
Teria Thornton:  Yes. So, AccessLex Institute, we've been around for over 40 years at this point, 

but we are a legal education nonprofit that really focuses on access value of a 
legal education, and really is supposed to help those who are aspiring to go to 
law school get through the process, get into law school, and really start a career 
that allows them to be hopefully a fulfilled professional at the end. And we're so 
excited that a lot of what we do as we're helping people get into and through 
law school is all completely free. We just want to make sure people have, again 
– access in the name – access to the information that they need to make a 
realization of their dream of going to law school. We wear so many hats at 
AccessLex, so I handle all of those aspects that you can think about, from the 
application process to "How do I pay for law school?" But also at AccessLex, we 
believe it's so important to have the legal profession be reflective of the 
clientele that those lawyers will be serving. So we do a lot of effort to make sure 
that that can be a reality. 

 
Lee Burgess:  And how did you end up working there?  
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Teria Thornton:  So, what I like to tell aspiring law students especially is that everyone thinks that 
life is a linear path, and it's a lot more winding than you would actually think. So 
I went to law school... There was a very interesting thing happening with the 
economy at the time that I graduated. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Oh yes. It depends on which boom and bust were for you. I feel like it's most of 

us. 
 
Teria Thornton:  So, this thing called the recession was still very much happening, but this is also 

what I try to communicate to people about a law degree, is that you can do so 
many things with it. And so, I had the great fortune of falling a little bit 
backwards into higher education, and I never left. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Well, that's great. Well, sometimes that's part of the meandering path, right?  
 
Teria Thornton: And we have to enjoy the meandering, right? It's all a part of this life process. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Absolutely. So, before we get into what's changing about students' loans, or 

what's changed, I guess – it has changed. This isn't a future cast; this is what has 
changed. Give us a snapshot of where things stood for law students before July 
2025, because that's really when the changes hit. So, how did the typical J.D. 
student finance their degree, and what did debt look like when they graduated? 

 
Teria Thornton:  That's a great question. So, I always start off with my Golden Girls reference. It's 

like, picture it – it's Italy, 1922. But it's not as, I guess, picturesque as that. But 
most people use federal loans if they're eligible, right? So, we know that 
international students and DACA recipients are not eligible for federal loans, but 
it was always a combination of hopefully scholarships, whether they're going to 
be internal or external to the law school. But how people pay is going to include 
usually a loan. And again, historically that has been a federal loan. So there were 
two loans that are still currently in play until July 1 of 2026, which is right 
around the corner at this point. So you have a direct unsubsidized loan that is a 
maximum of $20,500 for graduate and professional students. And then that 
glorious Grad PLUS loan that would help cover the difference all the way up to 
the student's cost of attendance. So, it's always been some form of scholarship, 
hopefully, for the student, but primarily it has been federal loans, while private 
loans have always remained in the market; they just weren't as prevalent as 
they're probably going to be moving forward. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Alright. So then everything changed, as it tends to do. 
 
Teria Thornton:  Yes.  
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Lee Burgess:  In July 2025. And it doesn't feel like these changes were for the better for most 

law students. So, walk us through what's been happening. 
 
Teria Thornton:  Right. So, there is something called the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. I will be 

referring to it as OBBBA moving forward.  
 
Lee Burgess:  OBBBA, I'm here for it. I'm here for it.  
 
Teria Thornton:  So, I think that's something that may have been the attempt of OBBBA is that 

we have for years, for decades, seen the cost of higher education, period, 
explode. And one of ways that someone has thought to really curtail this is by 
limiting how much individuals can at least borrow from a federal loan 
standpoint to stem off the increasing cost of higher education. So, a part of the 
OBBBA is that there is going to be the elimination of that Graduate PLUS loan, 
but what they did alternatively was increase that direct unsubsidized loan to 
$50,000 per year. Now for professional students – so we're talking your doctors, 
your lawyers, your pharmacists, your optometrists – they have a maximum of 
$200,000 that they can have for that type of professional program. On the 
graduate side, it is remaining $20,500 they can have annually, with a maximum 
of $100,000. So we're talking about your Master's of Business Administration, 
your Master's of Public Policy Administration. Those are different than for 
professional programs. Now, there're some changes with loan repayment as 
well, which, I believe we're going to get into those nitty-gritty ideas as well and 
what's changing. But it's really those two aspects – how people pay for their 
higher education – again, I'm talking about graduate and professional, and then 
how will they repay that money in the end, are the biggest sweeping changes 
with OBBBA. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Okay. And for everyone listening, I just want to be really honest, that this stuff is 

really intimidating. I'll be honest, I did not personally really dig into what all of 
my loans meant when I signed on the dotted line. It's really hard to manage all 
of this stuff. And so, if your head is swimming when you start to think about it, I 
think you just take a breath. But it's important to understand, because this is 
actually real money. It feels like Monopoly money, you know? But it's not. And 
when you repay it – trust me, it feels like real money when you have to pay 
those bills. 

 
Teria Thornton:  It does. I use that exact same framing. Prior to AccessLex, I worked at the Ohio 

State University for about a decade, and I always told my students, "I know it 
feels like Monopoly money, but they will come back for it, I assure you."  
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Lee Burgess:  Oh yeah.  
 
Teria Thornton:  Even in the pandemic, they took a little bit of a reprieve, but they are coming 

back for that money. So, I absolutely agree that it's real money, and it will have 
a real implication to your financial future.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. So, I keep hearing something about this $50,000 annual cap that's out 

there. How is that going to affect law students, because my recollection is, law 
school costs more than $50,000?  

 
Teria Thornton:  Yes, yes. So, on average, all three types of law schools are going to be above 

$50,000 on an annual basis, and we're talking about public law schools, where 
they see you as an in-state student for tuition purposes. Definitely if they see 
you as a non-resident for tuition purposes, on average, private institutions are 
well above the $50,000. So, that is going to be very challenging. Now, we're not 
including how many schools are going to scholarship, law school scholarship 
their students. That's something that came out of the recession that we might 
be able to see as a good thing, is that a lot more schools are doing more when it 
comes to scholarship, and whether that's merit-based or need-based 
scholarships, whether they're giving out grants as well. But that's the reality – 
that again, on average, every type of law school is above that $50,000, and that 
is something that we're trying to get current applicants – meaning that they're 
going to start in the fall, and those in the future – to really think about, how are 
you going to meet the cost? I'm shocked at how many schools are six figures 
plus at this point, just on an annual basis, when you include tuition fees and the 
living expenses as well.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah, it adds up quick.  
 
Teria Thornton:  It does. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Monopoly money.  
 
Teria Thornton:  Yes, it does. It does.  
 
Lee Burgess:  It does. Okay, so another thing that I feel like has been a popular point to talk 

about in the past is also about income-driven repayment, and how how much 
you're making kind of drives how much you're required to pay back and when. 
So, has that been completely restructured? What do repayment options look 
like? Because once you get the Monopoly money, as you said, they come for it.  

 
Teria Thornton:  They do.  
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Lee Burgess:  And sometimes in a shocking amount. And if you are doing certain types of 

work, that may feel like you're going to bankrupt yourself.  
 
Teria Thornton:  Right. So, I do want to say that there are different populations. So, those who 

have borrowed prior to July 1 of 2026, there are still some, I guess, legacy plans 
that will be available to those students. So, if we're talking about those who are 
going into law school starting this upcoming fall and those moving forward, 
there are still options out there that hopefully can meet your budget and what 
you can afford. And one of them does include an income-driven repayment 
plan. There used to be so many of them to choose from, and it was so confusing 
on which one might be better. They are going down to one income-driven 
repayment plan, but it still will remain an option for those. It is referred to as 
RAP is the acronym. It's a repayment assistance plan. It is different. Again, when 
you said your head is swimming, it can be very convoluted on how they 
determine what that monthly payment was, but it was looking at a number of 
factors – how much you make, your family size, where you reside. And they 
protected a portion of your income, and then it's based on discretionary income 
after that protection. That is not going to be a part of the RAP plan. RAP is going 
to be based on your adjusted gross income, and it's a sliding scale from 1% to 
10% based on your income. So again, I know that there's a lot of confusion, but 
we at AccessLex have a calculator that now has RAP that is built out, and we're 
hoping in short order that the Department of Education will update their loan 
simulator to also include RAP, because it now will be an opportunity even for 
those who borrow prior to July 1 of 2026. They will have the opportunity to see 
what their options would be if they do RAP as well. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Okay. Another thing that, at least back in the day... I mean, I only graduated 

from law school a couple of years ago, as you can imagine. 
 
Teria Thornton:  Didn't we both?  
 
Lee Burgess:  Yes, but back in the day, everyone was talking about public interest loan 

forgiveness, or public service loan forgiveness.  
 
Teria Thornton:  Yes.  
 
Lee Burgess:  And I had friends that counted on that, and that allowed them to work for 

public defenders or DAs or in that space. So, does this program still exist? Can 
people look into it? What's the deal? 
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Teria Thornton:  We have to find the silver lining wherever we can. And one thing that I can say is 
that OBBBA did not touch public service loan forgiveness.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Oh, good.  
 
Teria Thornton:  It is still the same. It works the way that it had always worked. Hopefully we've 

gotten better over the years about how many people are getting forgiveness. I 
got forgiveness a couple of years ago. All of my loans, including undergrad and 
law school are gone at this point in time. So yes, it is real if you're thinking about 
working for any level of the government. So we're talking about federal, state, 
local, tribal, nonprofit, 501(c)(3). You do your required 120 payments, translates 
to 10 years, doesn't have to be consecutive. And then you are on an income-
driven repayment plan. And again, for those of you coming later on – very easy, 
you only have one option. And then you can get public service loan forgiveness.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Okay, awesome. Alright, so let's get a little practical. So, a lot of folks listening to 

this podcast will be starting law school in the fall of 2026 at a school where 
tuition and cost of attendance, let's say, are $80,000 a year. So, how's one, if 
one doesn't have individual wealth to pay for that – which I think most law 
students do not – what does the financing puzzle look like under these new 
rules? What is kind of on the platter, I guess? 

 
Teria Thornton:  We actually do a presentation at AccessLex called Paying for Law School, and we 

show all the different ways to pay in this pie chart. None of the pieces of that 
pie have changed; it's just that some of them are going to be more prominent 
than they were in the past. If you are a visual learner, the visualization of this is 
that of course school has a cost of attendance of $80,000, we're going to take a 
good chunk of that away with the $50,000 loan, federal loan if you're eligible for 
one. And then that means that we have $30,000 to cover. Now, again, hopefully 
most of us are in a situation where we're getting a scholarship. I always use a 
visualization of a bucket as well. And so you can fill your bucket up with 
anything that is up to that $80,000, that brim of the bucket. But we've already 
put the $50,000 in there. Hopefully we're putting some form of a scholarship in 
that bucket. And if that scholarship, whether it's internal – meaning from the 
law school, or external – from maybe an outside source, you won some kind of 
scholarship. And the remaining things in their bucket will be a private loan. I feel 
like I might be dating myself a little bit, but prior to 2010, private loans were 
actually a big part of the professional and graduate landscape. And so, while it 
feels like a deviation, it's actually just a reverting back to what we used to do. 
Not saying that going backwards is ever necessarily a good thing, but it's more 
of what we saw historically. So again, most people will rely on a private loan to 
make up the rest of the difference.  
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Lee Burgess:  And I think for me, who had some of those private loans for law school, I think 

what really surprised me when I was out of school and budgeting and looking at 
everything is how each loan could really have its own interest rate. And I had a 
smorgasbord of interest rates. I mean, I had like a two, if I remember correctly. I 
mean, like I said, it's only been a couple of years, but you know.  

 
Teria Thornton:  Are you about to say two? 
  
Lee Burgess:  It was like a 2 or 3%, but then I had private loans that were like 7.5-8.  
 
Teria Thornton:  Okay.  
 
Lee Burgess:  Because when I was in law school, the rules changed again. And so it was like my 

first-year loans were under some federal protection, which froze them at these 
very low rates. And then I think I had some private loans for the second half of 
law school. And because I should have been more financially savvy at the time, 
and I wasn't, I didn't go to the financial services office and ask a lot of questions, 
because you do feel a little like, "Well, this is what I'm being offered and I want 
to finish school." And I did have some scholarships, I had my piece of the pie, 
but I didn't really realize that some loans were better than others. And then you 
sit down and you're trying to decide how you're going to repay the stuff off. One 
is basically free money, because inflation is more than the interest rate, but the 
other one is, at that time, a terrible interest rate. And so, you have to be 
strategic. So, I just really encourage folks, as uncomfortable as these 
conversations can be, I think it's great to use resources like AccessLex. We've 
talked to an organization called Juno on the podcast. We have an interview with 
a financial advisor to talk about the realities. But I do think that you just have to 
be a good consumer and understand what you're signing for, because down the 
road, it's real money, and interest rates are how the banks make money. You 
make nothing. It doesn't do anything great for you. So, you really have to 
understand what's happening. And it's so hard. It is so hard to go to those 
meetings, to ask thoughtful questions, and then to sit with a budget and do all 
of that stuff. I don't want anyone to think that I don't remember how confusing 
it is. But I will say that I consider myself a decently savvy person, and I just was 
signing on the dotted line, and was kind of like, "I will work it out later, because I 
need to finish school." Okay, that's fine, but make sure you understand what 
you're signing.  

 
Teria Thornton:  Absolutely, yeah. And they don't have to do it alone. You literally named 

different organizations that can help you. And like you said, there is a financial 
aid office at every single law school. It may be embedded in your law school, it 

https://lawschooltoolbox.com/podcast-episode-521-smarter-borrowing-how-juno-helps-lower-student-loans/
https://lawschooltoolbox.com/podcast-episode-550-financial-planning-for-law-students-and-young-lawyers-w-alexandra-sandberg/
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may be on main campus, but someone can help you. You do not have to go 
through this alone, because it can be a lot to process, and we do not want to 
minimize that whatsoever, and understand that that can be a different 
experience based on your background and your demographics as well.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. So, finding the right message that makes sense to you. But you are paying 

a lot of money to go to law school, so you should visit the people that are 
getting paid by all of that money and ask them lots of questions. 

 
Teria Thornton:  Yes, you are paying their salaries. I used to tell people in financial aid, "I don't 

have a job if you don't come to talk to me. I can process your loans, but I'd be 
very bored the rest of the day. Let me help you figure out what you're hoping to 
accomplish and to do it in the least cumbersome way possible."  

 
Lee Burgess:  And did you find that for the students that would come to you, that it was hard 

to talk about these numbers? How do you get more comfortable with talking 
about these numbers? I mean, I don't know you very well, but the few 
conversations we had, you seem very friendly and approachable, which I think 
most people in financial aid are. But you go to this meeting and it's very 
intimidating. So, how do you kind of just say "I have to talk about this stuff." 
How do I talk about hard things? 

 
Teria Thornton:  Yeah, so people think that there's always a secret sauce. You just do it. You 

absolutely just have to bite the bullet. But I think a lot of us take on these very 
trying experiences, like going to undergrad and going to law school, because we 
have a future in mind, and we're doing the hard things to get towards that 
future. And that just so happens to include finances. And I think, again, a lot of 
us who are financial aid professionals or accredited financial counselors, we 
understand that it is uncomfortable and people have varying relationships with 
money, and that can be because of your family or because of your own 
experience. And so, we know that we have to sit in that discomfort sometimes, 
but it'll be so much better for you in the long run if you just take that first step, 
and then the subsequent steps just become a lot easier.  

 
Lee Burgess:  And I also think what's tricky about these graduate school loans is the point in 

life which most of us go to graduate school. You typically go to graduate school 
maybe on the cusp of life changes, right? Maybe you see post-graduate life, you 
might be settling down, you might be trying to purchase a home, maybe you 
start a family, maybe you're taking care of elder parents. Or I don't know, I have 
an elder cat – he's pretty high maintenance too. He has his own budget, let me 
tell you. But he's 18, he is like a really old cat. 
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Teria Thornton: That's amazing! 
 
Lee Burgess: I know, I know. I'm sure he'd love to know he is on the podcast now. But I do 

think that it's this cusp of where you're going to start making life choices as you 
move through your career and life goes on. And then it's like you make these 
choices and you take out all these loans, and then come the moments when you 
are trying to get a mortgage. And you are sitting down with your maybe 
potential life partner and you open your finances. And let me tell you, if you 
don't think you want to go to financial aid offices, that is a bit more challenging. 
I highly recommend everybody does it. If you do a prenup, you have to do it 
legally, but even if you don't have a prenup, you have to sit down because – my 
two cents – marriage is also a contract between two people. It is like a business 
relationship. You have to understand. But if you don't understand your own 
financial situation, it's very hard to open it up and share it with anybody else. 
And it just is kind of the baby steps of the next chapter of adulting that you're 
planning on doing. And it is important. And I will be honest, when I had some of 
those meetings post-law school and I had to open up all my finances, that's 
when I really learned about the dotted lines that I had signed and how I wanted 
to strategically handle them. But I think I'm pretty normal in that way. I think 
that a lot of folks do that because we think we can make money after law school 
and we will just pay off those loans and it'll be fine. And it often is, but you still 
need to understand what you're signing up for, so you don't accidentally get 
yourself in a situation with golden handcuffs, or you aren't able to change roles 
that you want to, or there's a family crisis and you need to make career choices 
for that. Life is uncertain, right? All sorts of meandering career paths, going back 
to the first part of our conversation.  

 
Teria Thornton:  Absolutely.  
 
Lee Burgess:  So, we've been talking around about it with these private loans, but my 

understanding – and you can tell me if I'm wrong – is that the gnarly thing is that 
you can get these varying interest rates, because they're from the marketplace 
and they're not protected by any sort of government restrictions. So, when you 
get offered these private loans, they're just going to tell you the interest rate. 
Are you locked in? Is it variable? What are you seeing right now with these 
private loans? What's the reality of it? 

 
Teria Thornton:  The reality is that everyone's going to have a different experience, because it is 

based on your credit. Credit is king.  
 
Lee Burgess:  Ooh, credit scores – that's another adulting thing we should talk about.  
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Teria Thornton:  That we are not always thinking about when you're an undergrad. You know 
you have this credit card, you know it's having some impact, but you don't know 
the big picture of everything. But that's a dissimilar experience than the federal 
loans, right? For the direct unsubsidized loan, as long as you're eligible, 
everybody gets the same interest rate. It's not different for you, Lee, than it is 
for me. Same interest rate, I don't care what your credit score is, I don't care 
what your credit report says. Even right now, with the Grad PLUS loan that is 
quickly about to fade away, it's not based off of anything that's in your credit 
report or your credit score if you can meet this barrier. It is based on adverse 
credit, so they're looking for the absence of adverse credit, but it's the same 
interest rate if we're approved. Private loans are all about your credit history, 
your credit score. How long have you been building that, what kind of 
challenges you may have had. So you can have the same aspiring law student 
who may get an interest rate that is going to be a 7 or an 8%. And I actually 
worked with a student recently – because she has a fantastic credit score, they 
were offering her between a 3 and a 5.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Wow. Okay.  
 
Teria Thornton:  Now, sometimes it can be differing based on whether you want a variable 

interest rate, which, this is all about risk assessment as well, which is another 
adulting thing, to see how comfortable you are with risk. But the federal loans 
are a fixed interest rate, so no matter what, unless you do something to change 
that, it's going to be a fixed interest rate. But they do tend to be between a 7 
and a 9, which feels very high, right? You just talked about that's what your 
private loan interest rates were, and that's what students are experiencing the 
federal loan to be right now. So again, there're just so many variables that come 
into play. It really is, again, hinging on what your credit history is, what your 
credit score is, on whether or not you get one of those lower interest rates or 
something that can feel incredibly high. And then again, sometimes if you get a 
variable interest rate, because it can fluctuate depending upon a number of 
different things, it's important to read the fine print. You might be able to get a 
lower interest rate initially, but then it goes higher, based on a number of 
different factors. So that's why, again, you have people that you can reach out 
to. We are happy to, at AccessLex, to help you think about the fine print. But 
there are a lot of moving pieces when it comes to the interest rate.  

 
Lee Burgess:  So it sounds like if you are going to law school or in law school, and you don't 

know what's on that credit report, that a really fun weekend activity would be 
to pull a credit report, because you do need to make sure that you don't have 
some old credit card floating out there or some Internet bill that gets lost and 
that it's on there.  
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Teria Thornton:  Or our juniors. Is that Dad's or is that mine? 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right. Oh, that's true. Yeah. So, you need to pull your credit score and look at 

everything and make sure accounts are closed that are not being used, make 
sure everything's in good standing. I also think it's interesting and something 
that I've always not appreciated is how much of your credit you are using at any 
point, even if you do not carry it over. This blows my mind with credit scores, 
and that's a whole another conversation we don't have time for today. 

 
Teria Thornton:  That's your credit utilization that a lot of people don't know. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Thank you. That is the term, yes. Which has an effect on your credit score. So 

even if you never carry a balance, just because you may pay it off every month, 
they take the snapshot. And so,  if you're someone who loves to use airline 
miles like I do – I do love my airline miles on my credit card, so I push a lot of 
things through that. But they'll take a snapshot and even if you don't carry a 
balance, it will negatively influence your score. What? That blew my mind. 

 
Teria Thornton:  I mean, again, the information is out there about how your credit score is 

comprised, but it's still not always apparent on how things are working 
together, like, "Oh, I have a credit card. What do you mean I can't go up to $900 
on that $1,000 limit? It's still not over my maximum." That's your utilization, 
right? "Oh, but I've never had a credit card going into law school." Well, that 
impacts your score because that's revolving credit, and we actually like revolving 
credit. So again, I know it can be a lot, but how do we eat an elephant? One bite 
at a time. And the more you learn, the more you can start to implement these 
really important financial aspects to your life.  

 
Lee Burgess:  And I think now, even as I'm sitting here, appreciating that that credit score 

number is going to directly influence what type of interest rate you get. And if 
you have not taken out a lot of loans before, the difference between a 4% loan 
and a 7-8% loan or whatever the delta could be on these private loans, over 
time – it's not like one month, it's over time – that's real money. And so, taking 
time to learn the credit score game so you can make sure that you're not 
inadvertently doing anything to push your scores down, it could have real 
financial consequences over time. 

 
Teria Thornton:  Absolutely, it can. Absolutely.  
 
Lee Burgess:  See, I didn't think we'd get to get into credit scores. Oh well, I mean, let's.  
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Teria Thornton:  What luck we have. Absolutely. 
 
Lee Burgess:  What luck we had. Do you have a favorite credit score checking? Are all of them 

the same, do you think? Or do you know? I'm curious. 
 
Teria Thornton:  I'm an Experian girl myself. So, that's the one. So, that is for your credit report. 

For my credit score, I love a one-stop shop, so my banking institution, PNC, gives 
me my credit score so I can look at my car note, I can look at my credit cards, I 
can look at my savings. And it's all in one place. Some of the students that I 
know, they like Credit Karma, Credit Sesame. Definitely not promoting any of 
them necessarily, but I know that those are the two that I hear from students 
that they're using the most. But there are a number of ways. And even from 
now the credit bureaus, you can pay extra to get your score. But just know that 
the "free" aspect of all of the credit bureaus are just going to give you the report 
and not the score. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Right. And I think a lot of banks, or even credit cards are now giving you their 

score, because I feel like every time I open up another, I go into log into 
something it's like, "Do you know your credit score?" 

 
Teria Thornton:  Exactly.  
 
Lee Burgess:  I do, I think.  
 
Teria Thornton:  Right. Don't be so aggressive about it, but I do know it.  
 
Lee Burgess:  I know, it's very aggressive, but it does pop up a lot of places. So, what's a good 

credit score? What do you see within the law student population that folks are 
getting these benefits of a solid credit score? 

 
Teria Thornton:  That is a great question. I don't think that we've done the research. We do a ton 

of research at AccessLex; I'm not sure if we've actually looked at the average 
credit score. But what we have been learning from private lenders – because 
we've created our private loan exchange and have just been having more 
conversations now that private lenders are coming back more forceful into the 
market – they're usually saying like a 600 and above is what they're going to 
consider prime and they would be more than willing to lend to those 
individuals. Anything below that, they are usually going to consider subprime, 
and so they're not as likely to lend to those individuals. And I've been trying to 
have a conversation with students about, hopefully we can be above that 600 
mark, but again, people don't realize if you have not taken out a student loan, 
which there're a number of people who don't have to borrow in undergrad, or 
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you've never had a credit card – I got my first credit card in law school – you 
may actually not have a credit score. It's very possible, right? And so, if I'm 
trying to get a private loan and I don't have a credit score, that can be very 
challenging. Now, we can have another whole conversation about co-signers 
and what the benefits are. They essentially step into your shoes or give an extra 
pair of shoes for the lender to be a little bit more comfortable with lending, so 
they do play a very valuable role for those very unique circumstances. But yeah, 
that's usually what I'm seeing. But then I also see some students who have 700 
credit scores, and I think, "Good for you!" I love this experience. But they 
sometimes are working professionals, and they've been able to work over the 
years to establish that.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. And I think for me, I believe I had a credit score when I went into law 

school because I had already been a professional for five years, and I had a work 
credit card and I was in the world, doing all of the world adulting things for a bit 
before I went to law school. But that's not everybody. If you go straight through, 
that can be really hard. So everybody, that's the homework from this podcast 
episode, is everybody needs to go pull their credit score, and if it's below 600, 
then you have to look at it. And if you don't have one, that's something to look 
at. But also, you should understand why it's hanging around wherever it is 
hanging around, because I think that that's kind of the open question, right? It's 
like, is it able to go up? Is there anything on there that shouldn't be on there? It 
just takes a little investigation, but I don't know. It's a good rule of thumb. 
You've got to go through that stuff kind of periodically, just to make sure that 
nothing's loitering around there and pushing down your score, because it's real 
money we're talking. The interest rate shifts are not Monopoly money. They're 
real money. 

 
Teria Thornton:  They are not. And especially, again, when I worked in a school, the principal 

amount – so the money that hits your student account, that refunds out to you 
– people pretty much knew that, but it was the amount of interest that had 
accrued while they were in school that really shocked them, and sometimes had 
them crying in the cafeteria. So, to avoid those tears, let's make sure that we 
have an understanding of the interest accrual. Any loan you get to go to any 
graduate professional school is going to be unsubsidized, meaning it's going to 
start accruing from the time you get the money, so you really want to pay 
attention to that, even though it's happening behind the scenes.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. I'm just really stuck on this credit score thing, that I did not think about 

that. Is there anything else that students maybe need to think about looking 
into, that can affect these private loans? 
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Teria Thornton:  So, there're some smaller things. Like I said, credit is king when it comes to 
private loans, but most lenders will require that you be at least half-time in your 
program. They will look at what institution you're going to, just because, again, 
lenders are trying to ensure they get their money back. And there are some 
institutions that have some outcomes that make them feel more comfortable. 
But it's June and I need to be approved for this loan, and I start in August. 
There's a much longer on-ramp that we need to start working on if we're going 
to get ourselves eligible to get the best rates for a private loan. I'm not saying if 
you don't have a 600 credit score that no one's going to lend to you. That's not 
what we're saying. But do you want the best terms? Do you want the best 
conditions? Absolutely. That's what we're aiming for, because it's real money; 
it's not Monopoly money. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Right. And these fixes we're talking about to shift your credit score are not huge 

lifts. We're talking about, do you have a credit card? Do you pay it off? What 
was the term again? I've forgotten it.  

 
Teria Thornton:  Credit utilization. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Okay, credit utilization. There we go. But just thinking about that sort of thing, 

right? If you make a big payment, or let's say you move and you buy something 
large on it, do you immediately pay that down? There are these little things that 
you can do that are not heavy lifts. One of my major takeaways from this 
conversation is, do these tiny things to create some visibility so you have better 
choices, and it's really just about better choices. 

 
Teria Thornton:  The two biggest things that impact your credit score are paying your bills on 

time, and then the length that you've had credit to keep living. Two biggest 
aspects of your credit score. And those are two things that we hopefully have a 
lot of control over, right? Making sure that we are paying those bills when they 
need to be paid, and that we are living hopefully the best lives that we can and 
making smart decisions. And those are major aspects of your credit score.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Autopay, autopay, autopay. 
 
Teria Thornton:  Make sure you have the money for autopay.  
 
Lee Burgess:  Make sure, fair point. You also need to have the money. So, make sure that the 

bills get paid on time and that there's money in the bank. True. It's a twofer. 
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Teria Thornton:  It is twofer, because people will overdraw those accounts and you're like, "Why 
do I have all of these insufficient fees?" Because there was no money when you 
set up your direct autopays. 

 
Lee Burgess:  But you know, my life is pretty complicated. I've got family, kids, homes, all that 

stuff. But I have Mondays on my to-do list – I have an electronic to-do list – and I 
have recurring administrative check-in things that I do. It's for all the things that 
I monitor, and takes 10 minutes every Monday. But it's this thing that comes up 
where I'm like, "Make sure that that is set up. Nothing is flagged there." And I 
think that so often it feels like such a heavy lift to monitor all of these things, but 
I'm a big fan of the Monday, 15-minute or whatever administrative check-in 
where you can check your bank accounts, and you check your bills, and you 
make sure that nothing got lost and that the checks went out, and you can 
check your credit score, you can do all of those things. We're talking 15 minutes, 
and that can save you so much headache. I've caught so many things in my 15-
minute check-ins, where you're just like, "Oh, that would've been a pain, and 
cost me time or money." So it's just easier to plan ahead. 

 
Teria Thornton:  I love that. I treat my online banking like my newsfeed, my LinkedIn or IG, 

because you do catch so many things. I've caught fraud before, thinking, "Ooh, 
where did that expense come from, because I didn't authorize that?" So yeah, 
just when I'm pulling up all the other things, I pull up the banking app and see 
what's gone out, what's come in. And it really does take maybe 5-10 minutes at 
most to do that.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. So, even busy law students, you too can carve out your administrative 

time, put it on your to-do list once, twice a week, every day. It doesn't matter, 
but just on a regular basis, to protect yourself from silly mistakes that cost you 
that credit score especially, and then that costs you money.  

 
Teria Thornton:  Absolutely.  
 
Lee Burgess:  I'm not into paying for things I don't have to. 
 
Teria Thornton:  Exactly.  
 
Lee Burgess:  And actually it doesn't matter how successful you are, nobody wants to pay for 

things they don't have to. So, yeah. Well, what a fun conversation! Who knew 
we could have so much fun talking about credit scores? Everybody who's made 
it to this point of the podcast, you are welcome. 

 
Teria Thornton:  I second that wholeheartedly.  
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Lee Burgess:  So, it sounds like AccessLex has a bunch of resources – including the webinar 

you mentioned – that students can learn to educate themselves, because this is 
your adulting and this is your life, your money. So, where can they learn more 
about the work that you do and what AccessLex does? 

 
Teria Thornton:  Yes, our universe centers around AccessLex.org. If you're looking for a tool or 

resource, we do have an external scholarship data bank, the AccessLex 
scholarship data bank. We have calculators, we have webinars, and all of that. 
Again, you can find at AccessLex.org no matter where you are in the process. 
And we're here to support you even if it's one-on-one, but we always appreciate 
being able to address and reach you all through podcasts like this one as well.  

 
Lee Burgess:  Amazing. Well, thanks for your time. If the rules all change again, you'll have to 

come back and give us an update. 
 
Teria Thornton:  Absolutely. And you know what? If I had a crystal ball, I think they might. So, I 

look forward to it. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Well, you know, here we are. We're just here to see what can happen. We'll 

come back and update the listeners. 
 
Teria Thornton:  Absolutely. Thank you so much. It's been a pleasure. 

 
Lee Burgess: If you enjoyed this episode of the Law School Toolbox podcast, please take a 

second to leave a review and rating on your favorite listening app. We'd really 
appreciate it. And be sure to subscribe so you don't miss anything. If you have 
any questions or comments, please don't hesitate to reach out to myself or 
Alison at lee@lawschooltoolbox.com or alison@lawschooltoolbox.com. Or you 
can always contact us via our website contact form at LawSchoolToolBox.com. 
Thanks for listening, and we'll talk soon! 
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