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Alexandra Sumner, who will graduate from Indiana University 
Robert H. McKinney School of Law this spring, looks back on her 
journey and offers key insights about this mysterious endeavor 
that has attracted future presidents, TV personalities, writers 
and even a certain fixer.   BY ALEXANDRA SUMNER 

 “Oh no! The professor just called on 
me, and I don’t know the answer … She’s 
going to kick me out of class,” I thought 
to myself. 

Just kidding. That doesn’t actually 
happen in law school. This isn’t “Legally 
Blonde.” There are a lot of law-school hor-
ror stories in circulation, and while some 
of them, such as occasionally having to 
pull all-nighters, are true, the majority are 
made up by people trying to narrow down 
the competition. 

Let’s just get this out of the way: Law 
school is nothing like the LSAT, the exam 

taken as part of a law school applica-
tion. Never once in my three years 
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have I been asked to identify the winners 
of a boat race between J, K or L. Nor have 
I been asked to stand up in class and recite 
syllogisms. While it is true that reading 
and comprehension are critical, I’d say 
those are essential in any field. And while 
you may read a lot, I guarantee it will be 
under less stressful conditions than a timed 
8 a.m. exam on a Saturday. 

At least two questions go through the 
mind of every future law student: (1) 
What’s law school really like? and (2) How 

This is where the “Look to your left, now 
look to your right; one of these people 
will be gone by the end of the year” speech 
comes from. TV shows and movies have 
made the first year seem insufferable, but 
TV is far from reality. 

Here’s how it really goes: On your first 
day of class, everyone shows up nervous 
and confused. Everyone did the reading, 
but no one knows what it meant or what 
to expect. (Side note: You will always hear 
the sound of shuffling papers in class, even 
when the reading was online.) Before class 
begins, a few students will sit in the front 
row and take out 17 shades of highlighters. 
Some people even wear suits to class. 

During the next few months you will 
experience the highs and lows of law 
school. You will raise your hand confident-
ly and answer a question absolutely wrong. 
(Don’t worry. No one will remember.) 

You may not do as well as you’d hoped 
on a Civil Procedure midterm. But just as 
likely, there will come a moment when you 
realize you “kind of ” understand what’s 
going on in Contracts. As a few legal con-
cepts begin to mesh together, you begin to 
think, “Maybe I made the right decision 
after all.”

You’ll quickly figure out who the class 
“gunners” are. They are the students 
known for answering questions and inject-
ing their own opinions into the class dis-
cussion. At first, they will annoy you, but 
as you continue into second and third year, 
you will appreciate how much of a blessing 
they really are. (Hint: They distract the 
professor.) 

Second year offers a menagerie of extra-
curricular activities. Students can join 
moot court or law review, get an intern-
ship or work in a legal clinic (depending 
on your school’s offerings and require-
ments). Second year is when you begin to 
be able to personalize your education. It 
is also when your first-year study group 
cements into your real-life friends group. 
You start to think about buying a suit for 
interviews. Second year seems to go by 
quickly because, as they say: Time flies 
when you’re having fun. 

In third year  it all comes together, and 
you begin to integrate the concepts learned 
in first and second year to get a broader pic-
ture of the law. You take a few “fun” classes 
in areas you want to practice in, and during 
the second semester, you register for the bar 

do I know if it’s for me? You may also 
worry about cost, time commitment, tak-
ing the bar, textbooks, summer internships 
and clerkships. (Believe me; I was right 
there along with you.) So much of law 
school is shrouded in the prestige of the 
profession that it’s difficult to get an idea 
of what the day-to-day is really like. Or, 
as a law professor would say: “Look at the 
trees instead of the forest.”

The first year of a traditional three-year 
program is known for being the hardest. 
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exam and apply for graduation. 
You may also become a little more 

jaded as the years of tough studying finally 
catch up with you. You may even need 
a new glasses prescription as a result of 
all that reading. Boring classes are your 
new study hall, and you’ve learned to take 
classes with professors who don’t cold call.

No longer are students competing to 
be at the top of your class. By now, most 
people just want to make it to graduation. 
Your energy is focused on networking, and 
you’ll find your weekends full of galas and 
professional mixers.

For me, the final year has been the 
hardest, but not because the classes are 
harder or my peers are more cutthroat. It’s 
mostly because the fatigue and the “what 

if ’s” are catching up with me. What if I 
don’t find a job? What if I fail the bar? 
What if I made a huge mistake?

When I enrolled in law school, I 
thought I knew the expansiveness of the 
struggle I signed up for. I repeatedly told 
myself that I was “strong enough” to do 
this, and even though it was going to 
be excruciating, if it were easy, everyone 
would do it.

Law school is for the over-achievers – 
the type-A, organize-my-notes-by-color 
people. It’s for the people who want more 
– and want to be more – and are willing to 
push themselves to get it. But it’s also for 
people who are laid back — people who 
are confident in who they are and passion-
ate about what they want to do.

It’s for you and me and everyone of any 
age, any ethnicity, any religion. The most 
intriguing and thought-provoking class 
discussions come from non-traditional stu-
dents: moms who went back to school 
after raising a family; military vets wanting 
to become more involved in the law-mak-
ing process; a pediatrician making a career 
change. There isn’t just one type of law 
student, and that’s the beauty of it.

If you’re on the fence about whether 
law school is for you, I’m telling you: It 
is. If you’re even thinking about enrolling, 
you’re halfway through the door already.

It’s normal to be nervous and unsure, 
especially about this. I’m not saying law 
school isn’t hard, or time-consuming, or 
expensive. I’m saying it’s worth it. 

Law school is for the over-achievers – the type-A, 
organize-my-notes-by-color people. It’s for the  
people who want more – and want to be more –  

and are willing to push themselves to get it.
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