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Introduction

There are a number of excellent books that give law students advice
about how to navigate through the first year of law school. This book strives
to be something slightly different. It is meant to help the law student who
learns differently. What do I mean by the phrase “law student who learns
differently?” I use this phrase broadly to mean any law student who may
have a learning disability, a reading disability, ADD, ADHD, Asperger’s
syndrome or any other diagnosed or undiagnosed learning disability that
affects the way in which they learn.! I also mean any student who might
simply process information differently than the norm—or even someone
who might just need a new approach to law school to maximize their suc-
cess.2 If you are a smart, creative student who tends to think “outside the
box” more often than ‘in the box, law school may initially be challenging
for you.

1. “Learning disability” is a general term that describes specific kinds of learning
problems. A learning disability can cause a person to have trouble learning and using
certain skills. The skills most often affected are: reading, writing, listening, speaking,
reasoning, and doing math. Learning disabilities (LD) vary from person to person.
Researchers think that learning disabilities are caused by differences in how a per-
son’s brain works and how it processes information. The formal definition of “learn-
ing disability” comes from the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).
The IDEA defines a learning disability as:

“.. a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes involved
in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, that may man-
ifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell,
or do mathematical calculations, including conditions such as perceptual
disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, and devel-
opmental aphasia,” 20 U.S.C.A. §1400 (2005).

2. T use the phrases “law students who learn differently,” “non-traditional learn-
ers,” and “traditional learners” very broadly throughout this book. We all learn dif-
ferently. However, some of us tend to process information in a way that lends itself
more easily to success in law school. By “traditionally learning” law students, I mean
those law students who tend to meet the traditional law school demographic, i.e., 22
to 25 years old, no learning disabilities, auditory learners (learns by listening),
processes information easily and quickly, etc. I use this phrase broadly because the
idea of a “traditionally learning” law student is rapidly changing in our society for the
reasons I discuss in Chapter 2. I believe that everyone in law school can benefit from
the learning strategies in this book, but I do tailor the learning strategies more specif-
ically to those law students who tend to process information differently than their
peers.
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The purpose of this book is to provide research-based learning strate-
gies for law students who learn differently. In my experience, it is precisely
those students who learn differently that make the most successful lawyers.
But sometimes students who learn differently need a more proactive way
of approaching the study of law.

More law students than ever before are diagnosed with learning dis-
abilities during their first year of law school. Why? Law school requires
a large volume of complex reading and analysis, and you may have been
able to compensate for any learning differences up until this point in
your education. Perhaps in undergraduate courses you could keep up
with your schoolwork by studying more than your peers, doing more
drafts on papers or taking additional time to prepare for exams, etc. In
law school, the volume of reading coupled with its inherent complexity
makes “taking more time” almost impossible. Therefore, if you learn dif-
ferently, you will need to develop different reading and study strategies
to get you through your first year. You may need to outline differently,
read cases differently, and approach law school in a more active, engaged
and efficient manner. If you come to law school with a learning disabil-
ity (or if you simply approach learning differently), you can learn the
skills to help you succeed in law school. The key to success in law school,
however, is to develop a proactive learning plan as soon as possible.

As a law professor, I have been very interested in how law students
learn. I have had the opportunity to research what the most successful law
students do differently than the less successful law students. I have also
researched how law students with ADD approach law school. The good
news is that law students with ADD, ADHD or any other learning dis-
ability can be very successful in law school. But in order to achieve your
goals, you may need to work differently than you have in the past.

The purpose of this book is to focus on the reading, studying and test-
ing strategies that are particularly helpful to law students who learn dif-
ferently. This book is more than advice—it is a learning guide based
upon empirical research and statistical correlations between learning
strategies and law school GPAs. Although these cognitive techniques will
help any law student, these suggestions are particularly relevant to law stu-
dents who learn differently. Further, I attempt to show you what the most
successful law students do by using interviews and examples from actual
students. It is one thing to read about how to read a judicial opinion—
it’s another thing entirely to see how a first year law student accomplishes
this task. This book is full of examples of how students read, write, out-
line, and take exams. In addition, it will guide you through the disabil-
ity accommodations process if you find that you need classroom or testing
accommodations during law school.

There are two main parts to this book. Part I helps you get acclimated
to the new world of law school. Part I explains why law school is so dif-
ferent— particularly for students who learn differently. Part I also ad-



INTRODUCTION

dresses learning styles, legal reading, case briefing, class preparation, and
how to apply for disability accommodations.

Part II of the book focuses specifically on the details of maximizing your
potential in law school. Part IT addresses specific learning strategies to
master legal writing, legal research, outlining, and essay and multiple-choice
exams. Part II is full of examples of actual student exam answers and my
critiques of those exam answers. Further, there are example research logs
and legal memoranda written by real law students.

I believe that with drive and determination, every student can get
through law school. T also believe that law students who learn differently
are extremely important to legal education and to the practice of law.
Our world needs lawyers who think “outside the box.” In my experience,
non-traditional lawyers tend to have more empathy for their clients and
are able to think of creative solutions to problems in new and important
ways. Law students who learn differently become exceptional lawyers!
This book is meant to help you navigate through law school so that you
can achieve your maximum potential as both a law student—and a lawyer.
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