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THE 
‘SECRET’ 
TO LAW SCHOOL 

SUCCESS 

By M. Kel ly  Ti l ler y

The request brought back a flood 
of memories, both pleasant and 
less so, my favorite of which was 
stepping out into the 1979 summer 
sunshine after the bar exam and 
rejoicing at the fact that never again 
in my life would someone hand me 
a little blue book and require that I 

answer their questions therein in a 
limited period.  Free at last!

Unfortunately, my brother Scott 
did not ask my advice about whether 
his son should attend law school.  
That is a whole other story.  I will 
note, however, what I always tell 
young bar aspirants who so inquire, 
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M y nephew, Madison Jared Tillery, graduated 
from L.S.U. and just matriculated at Loyola Law 
School in New Orleans.  As the only member of 

my family who did not attend L.S.U., I am viewed as “The 
Yankee.”  Among other quaint monikers.  Despite the plethora 
of Louisiana lawyers in the family, brother Scott called upon me 
to give advice to his son about how to succeed in law school.





“There are far too many lawyers in this country, but still not 
enough good ones.”

The first fully ABA-accredited law school to close, Whitter 
Law School, did so this year.  Indiana Tech Law School 
had only provisional accreditation, but it, too, just closed.  
Others have had to merge or close campuses.  Law school 
applications are down 2 percent, but U.S. law schools still 
deliver about 37,000 freshly minted bar applicants each year, 
and competition for good, well-paying legal jobs is fierce.  

As we all know, unless you 
join Daddy’s firm (brother Scott 
did and nephew Matt might in 
three years), law school grades 
are the single most important 
determining factor in the initial 
job search.  With so much at stake 
and with more than 1.3 million 
members of the bar who went 
through the ordeal, one would 
think there would be one work 
which clearly and succinctly 
divulged the secrets of success 
in law school.  “Law School for 
Dummies,” perhaps?  It turns out 
that one does exist.  But it is more 
a “how to practice law without 
a license” primer, not what we 
seek.  

To advise Matt properly, 
instead of relying on fading 
memories alone, I went in search 
of this “Holy Grail.”  Google 
and Amazon provided a plethora 
of books, articles and blogs purporting to deliver the goods.  
Dean Gregory N. Mandel of Temple Law, Dean John Cannon 
of Drexel Law, and Director of Academic Support, Jessica 
Pollock Simon and Reference Librarian Robert Hegadorn 
of Penn Law kindly provided some excellent suggestions.  I 
could leisurely review many sources as I knew I would not, 
thankfully, need to run that three-year gauntlet again.  

Unsurprisingly, many works do not provide what they 
promise, but rather ramble on in mind-numbing blather of the 
goals of “thinking like a lawyer” and writing uninteresting, 
pedantic prose.

There is much written, mostly by law school academics and 
law review nerds, about how there are no such secrets and one 
must read and brief all assigned cases, read all the footnotes, 

and scour all the law review articles to become a baron of the 
bar.  Perhaps they knew the secrets, succeeded because they 
did and thus, now, jealously guard them to make everyone else 
suffer and to maintain their own elite status.  Just a theory.

ATTENDING CLASS

There is debate about whether law school really needs to 
be three years or even two.  One of this nation’s greatest trial 
lawyers, Patrick Henry, studied law, on his own, for only six 

weeks before being admitted to 
the bar.  Well, that was 1760.  

Some law schools and some 
professors count attendance and 
class participation as part of the 
course grade.  Most do not.  To 
this day, it galls me that one of 
my Penn Law classmates, who 
coincidentally, is now a good 
friend and one of my partners, 
attended only the first and last 
class of our evidence course, yet 
he received the highest grade.  Yes, 
of course, he is brilliant and today 
is viewed by the bar, rightfully so, 
as a “lawyer’s lawyer,” but the 
point should be well-taken.  As a 
good trial lawyer does in thinking 
about his/her closing from the 
moment engaged, my colleague 
focused not on clever Socratic 
exchanges with our famous 
professor, but on preparing to ace 
the exam.  Truth be told, I, too, 

eventually made “As” and attended few classes in my third 
year, instead working full-time at a local firm.  Had I received 
those third-year grades in first year, I might have joined my 
colleague on Law Review and forever have been known as a 
“blue book nerd”  

If only someone had told me the secret.  Oddly, I had 
lawyers aplenty in my family – my father, uncle, aunt, great-
uncle and brother.  Why did not they impart the wisdom of 
their experience to me?  Probably the same unstated and 
inexplicable reason I have not to any other.  Until now.

Professor Michael C. Dorf of Cornell Law School said 
it succinctly, “…all or most of your grade will be based on 
your performance on a final examination.  [But.]  We do not 
prepare you to take exams.”  And this is our introduction to 
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To this day, it galls me 
that one of my Penn 
Law classmates, who 

coincidentally, is now a 
good friend and one of 
my partners, attended 
only the first and last 
class of our evidence 

course, yet he received 
the highest grade. 
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a system of reason, evidence, fairness 
and justice?

Law school professors may cringe at 
the following and deny its truth.  But 
they created and perpetuate this system.  
Magicians are never pleased when 
someone reveals the truth behind their 
illusions.

LEGAL WRITING

Not only do law schools not teach 
how to write an excellent exam answer, 
they teach how to write in a different 
way.  Legal writing courses focus on 
how to write memoranda on issues 
presented for a more senior lawyer and 

briefs for courts.  While the former can 
bear some resemblance to a good exam 
answer, they are not the same and the 
latter is anything but.  

So, why the big secret?  Sure, you may 
say it is no secret and everyone knows 
it.  I have seen no studies or surveys, 
but my own experience, coupled with 
many years of accumulated anecdotal 
evidence, makes me believe otherwise.  
And if it is no secret, why don’t law 
schools teach at least a mini-course 
on how to take an exam?  Perhaps 
entrepreneurial third-years with time 
on their hands should offer tutorials.  Or 
create an app.  At least one commercial 

enterprise has been teaching how since 
1987, sadly, 11 years too late for me.  

FIRST IMPRESSIONS REALLY  

ARE EVERYTHING

The LSAT may have been the most 
important exam you ever took up to 
that point.  In large part, it determined 
what law school you would attend, 
which, in large part, determined your 
career opportunities.  But your first-
year (or “1L”) exams are even more 
important.  They determine law review 
membership and class rank, which 
are often either all-access passes or 
blackballs in the second-year interview 



season for summer associate positions,  which is likely to 
determine where you begin your practice after graduation and 
the bar exam.

IT’S THE EXAM, STUPID –  

DOS AND DON’TS

My review of law school success “secrets” from many 
sources can be distilled into a few “dos” and “don’ts.”

Don’t buy casebooks.  Don’t read the cases.  Don’t join a 
study group.  Don’t attend class.  Don’t make outlines.  Don’t 
participate in class.  Don’t learn as you did in college.  Don’t 
be concerned with policy.

Do type fast.  Do buy hornbooks.  Do buy most recent bar 
review books.  Do secure prior exams and sample answers.  
Do take practice exams.  Do focus on black letter law.  Do 
“issue spot.”

DON’T BE A FOOL

Otto von Bismarck, the Iron Chancellor who almost single-
handedly formed modern Germany, famously said, “Fools 
learn by experience.  Wise men learn by the experience of 
others.”  

Years ago, while teaching a GRE/LSAT prep course, I 
learned that the single best way to improve one’s score was 
to take practice exams, in real time, and afterwards compare 
any incorrect answer with the correct ones.  That allowed one 
to learn to think like the test authors.  Although not entirely 
transferable, because one is multiple-choice and the other 
essay, this post-exam analysis is applicable to law school 
exams.  By reviewing recent exam questions and grade “A” 
answers, one can understand the link between the factual 
triggers in the question and the best answers.  Like a Porsche, 
there is no substitute.  
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HOW TO ANSWER A LAW SCHOOL EXAM QUESTION

Well, this is it.  The real secret.  Despite how simple it is, 
most writings in this area do not actually disclose it.  And, if 
they do, it is buried in thousands of words about “thinking like 
a lawyer.”  To paraphrase a fellow Louisianan, James Carville, 
“It’s the issue spotting, stupid.”

First, there are no right answers.  This is not a math or 
science test.  But, you can get the issue or legal rule wrong, so 
if you raise it, do so properly.

Second, generally, more is better.  Quality is important, but 
quantity is likely to improve your grade.  Learn to type as fast 
as you think, if not faster.  And, by all means, type.  Do not 
handwrite. 

Third, this is not a history, philosophy or political science 
exam.  It is not the time to discuss the policy pros and cons of 
any legal rule; it is time to identify it, explain how it applies 
to the fact pattern, and discuss other rules that may be used to 
get around it.  

Fourth, there are at least two sides (or more) to every issue.  
State them and more.  Then think of more.  

Fifth, points are given for creativity but stray from the 
fundamentals only if you have covered them all first.

Sixth, “IRAC.”  No, not that hapless, fractured nation we 
illegally invaded in 2003, losing 4,486 troops, costing over $2 
trillion and where we remain at war after 13 years.  IRAC is 
an acronym for the classic law school/bar exam methodology 
for legal analysis: Issue -  Rule - Application - Conclusion.  
Oddly, there are at least 22 variations of IRAC, including 
curiously, AFGAN and KUWAIT.

This four-step process, however, is somewhat deceptive.  
Keep in mind that in a well-conceived law school exam 
question, every word is a clue, a door for you to open to a 
plethora of issues, secondary and tertiary.  All you must do 
is break down every sentence and use each word, phrase and 
concept as a springboard to “spot” or identify issues, state rules 
that apply or could apply, apply them and reach conclusions 
– the more, the better.  It really is not that difficult.  Once you 
know the secret.

By the way, to paraphrase Professor Dorf, none of this 
advice, even if followed, will make you a great or even a good 
lawyer, it will only help you to succeed in law school.  

EXPENSIVE IRONY

Now you have it.  If you are reasonably bright and do the 
work, you will do well.  The ultimate irony of law school, 
however, is that after spending three years and scores of 
thousands on tuition and books, you must spend another 
$3,500 and take another six-week course to learn what you 
need to know to pass the bar exam.

Neither law school nor life is fair.  
  

M. Kelly Tillery (tilleryk@pepperlaw.com) is a partner in the 
Intellectual Property Department at Pepper Hamilton LLP and a 
member of the Editorial Board of The Philadelphia Lawyer.
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All you must do is break down every sentence and use each 
word, phrase and concept as a springboard to “spot” or identify 

issues, state rules that apply or could apply, apply them and 
reach conclusions – the more, the better.

•	 Fischl and Paul, Getting To Maybe: How To Excel On 
Law School Exams (Carolina Academic Press 1999)

•	 Fredman and Goldberg, Open Book, Succeeding on 
Exams From The First Day of Law School (Wolters 
Kluwer 2011)

•	 Ken DeLeon, Success in Law School – a Unique 
Perspective (top-law-schools.com/success-in-law-
schools.com/success-in-law-school.html) 
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