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Acing law school takes more than 
just smarts. You need to develop 
key habits to make certain you stay 
on course and rock this experience.
BY ALEXANDRA SUMNER 

Habits 
of Highly 
Successful  
Law  
Students
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No one wants to be mediocre. You’ve 
spent years studying, months preparing 
for the LSAT and weeks scouring the 
“Back to School” sales for the perfect 
backpack. Don’t fumble the bag now that 
it’s actually time to go to law school. 

Highly successful law students share 
some things in common, and turning 
these practices into habits will make your 
experience more enjoyable and successful. 

Some of these practices are obvious, 
others are not, and a few might even 
overlap; but all of them give you an inside 
edge and set you up for a running start.

1 Get Enough Sleep. Surprisingly, 
the best school supplies you can 
have are not notebooks and high-

lighters, but a good bed and 
comfortable sheets. A 

number of law school 
advisers  I  spoke 
with suggested this, 
believing the best 
way to have a good 
day is to have a 

good night.
As the saying goes, 

“Early to bed, early 
to rise, makes a man (or 

woman) healthy, wealthy and wise.”
Studies show that early risers fare 

better, as do students who stick 
to a regular bedtime routine. 

You’re going to be put-
ting a lot of hours into 
s t u d y i n g ,  a t t e n d i n g 
classes and participat-
ing in internships. You 

need to be able to get a 
good night’s rest in order 

to recharge yourself. To get 
those A’s, get your Zzzzs.  

2 Prepare for Classes and Exams. 
Unlike a lot of professors, I’m not 
going to hide the ball on this one: 

Writing case briefs is essential during 
your first semester (or first year, if you 
have trouble pulling the rule and issue 
statements). I know it’s frustrating, time 
consuming and repetitive, but you need 
to take the Nike approach here and “Just 
do it.”

Writing case briefs is an arduous pro-
cess, but it helps students get a feel for 
case structure and reading the law. While 
it may take a while to learn the process, 
by your second year you’ll be able to 
glance over a case and pull out the essen-
tial pieces.

To show up prepared each day, make 
sure you bring the essentials: a laptop 
or notebook to take lecture notes, your 
textbooks, highlighters, a water bottle and 
your attention span. 

3 Maintain Balance. From what 
I’ve seen, a lot of students try to 
be martyrs their first year. They 

cast aside hobbies, family gatherings, 
their significant other and even working 
out in favor of continuous study.

While the adage “more hours in equals 
more progress out” is certainly impressive, 
it’s not realistic, or sustainable. Think 
of those people in college who bragged 
about how little sleep they got, or how 
they waited until the last possible minute 
to start their papers. Annoying, right? 
Don’t make that mistake in law school. 

Eat healthful meals, go out with 
friends, join a gym, get a job. While 
many law schools discourage full-time 
students from working more than 20 
hours a week, you can still find a flexible 
legal job that allows you to see the practi-
cal side of what you’re learning. Knowing 
the theory is one thing; seeing it in action 
is another. A lot of the law school advisers 
I spoke with emphasized that the most 
successful students are those who learn to 
balance all aspects of their lives, including 
work.

As long as you’re in compliance with 
any rules regarding how many hours you 
can work, feel free to branch out into 
different internships and jobs. It’s a great 
way to learn what you like and dislike in 
the legal profession while earning some 
extra income. 

4 Think About How You Think. 
It is generally accepted that there 
are four types of learners: visual 

(those who process information best from 
charts and graphs and other images); 
auditory (those who learn best by lis-
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tening), reader-writers (those who prefer 
written information and taking notes); 
and kinesthetic (those who learn through 
hands-on practice). 

Even after 19 years of continuous 
study, I have no idea which one I am. 
What I do know is that my eyes tend to 
glaze over during long lectures, notecards 
can be useful for some subjects, and I 
tend to scrunch up my face during long, 
dense readings. 

Successful law students are masters 
of metacognition. They are able to plan, 
monitor and assess their learning while 
working toward the ultimate goal of pass-
ing finals exams (and ultimately, the bar). 
You need to be able to work smarter, not 
harder. 

No one cares that you memorized 
the footnotes of a case. What matters is 
that you understand why the professor 
assigned it in the first place. A few reflec-
tive minutes each day can save your hours 
in the long run. And, it can help you look 
like you’ve got your act together. 

5 Spend Money Sparingly. I’ve 
said it before and I’ll say it again: 
Everything about law school is 

expensive – the textbooks, the supple-
ments, the online study aids, the registra-
tion fees and even the food in the cafeteria. 

It almost seems like a “pay to play” 
system whereby the wealthiest get the 
most help. But there’s no way of chang-
ing the method of that madness for now. 
Here’s a tip: Even if you think you have 
enough money saved up, you don’t. 

There are a variety of unforeseen 
expenses, and if you don’t have family 
who is able to help you, you need to be 
in a strong financial position before you 
enroll. This can mean making a few sac-
rifices, such as having Netflix or Hulu, 
not both; selling back your textbooks at 
the end of the semester; and (most tragi-
cally) passing by those expensive treats in 
the grocery aisle because they just aren’t 
in your budget right now. We all know 
law school tuition is expensive, but the 
external expenses can run up a hefty tab 
as well. Be sure you are able to pay it. 

Make friends 
in high places. 
You’d be 
surprised at 
how much takes 
place behind 
office doors. 

6 Make Friends With the Admin-
istration and Faculty. Want to 
enjoy your law school experience 

even more and actually feel connected to 
the school? Make friends in high places. 
You’d be surprised at how much takes 
place behind office doors. 

Being a successful law student means 
thinking strategically: befriending the 
well-known professor that practices in 
your desired area of law; establishing a 
rapport with the financial aid counselor 
and career services department; greeting 
the cafeteria workers every day as you 
pass by.

The goal is to surround yourself with 
people who want you to succeed, who 
will advocate on your behalf and help you 
get from point A to point B when the 
time comes. Give yourself every opportu-
nity to succeed by making genuine con-
nections and asking for help when you 
need it. As many people say, practicing 
law isn’t a measure of what you know, but 
who you know. 

7 Take a Step Back. There may 
come a time during law school 
where you feel like a fraud – like 

you don’t fit in and you don’t deserve to 
be in the seat you currently occupy. This 
is normal, I promise. Imposter syndrome 
can be a weight on your conscience and 
an unwelcome shadow throughout your 
career. 

As a first-generation college (and law) 
student, I felt this profoundly after my 
first year – the gnawing feeling that I was 
secretly fooling people into believing I 
belonged here.  And, I am not the only 
one. 

Successful law students are those who 
take a step back and remind themselves 
that they deserve to be here – that they’ve 
earned it and will continue to earn it 
going forward. They ask for help and 
reach out to people who will remind 
them of their own intelligence and 
worth.

But most importantly, even when they 
feel overwhelmed and overworked, they 
keep on going anyway. 


