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Disclaimer: This advice from three law professors at Ohio State University (Moritz College of Law) should be regarded as student notes from an informal lecture, rather than a document created by the professors. The professors gave permission for 3L Epiphany to make this available online, but it is not formal or official advice. These are student notes of informal advice spoken to a group of 1L’s at an optional lunch-time gathering.

Introduction

· This is an annual event at Moritz after 1L grades come out, which was started by Prof. Doug Whaley about 25 years ago.

· The goal of this time is to:

1. Put your grades in perspective.

2. Consider how to improve exam performance.

3. Recognize there are other keys to success if grades aren’t your “golden ticket.”  

4. Talk a bit about how to maintain a balance between life and work in law school.
Prof. Greenbaum 

· This is the least favorite time of year.  For a lot of folks it is a rude awakening. Students are down, and professors are down.

· The first reaction you have is often to be disappointed, doubt yourself, and doubt the professors.

· Don’t overvalue the grade feedback. Remember that:

1. Professors grade on a curve. 

· Grades are not measuring absolute performance, they are curved and ranked. 

· The grades only tell you where you placed on a curve with your peers. 

· Grades are a rank-ordered measurement, and are not absolute.

2. There are a lot of “real” lawyer skills that are not measured by grades. 

· Grades measure a narrow range of lawyer skills. They grade your ability to read, analyze, and write quickly. 

· But the world of legal practice doesn’t really work that way.  There are skills that grades can’t measure, such as in-depth research skills, polished writing skills, counseling skills, and interpersonal skills. 

· There is some correlation, but grades are not an entirely good predictor of how you’re going to do in practice.

3. Your first 1L grades are measuring you at an early stage of your legal education and development. 

· Some first-year law students “get it” right away (i.e. how to study for class, how to outline, how to prepare for exams, how to answer exam questions). 

· But some students don’t, and that shouldn’t lead to self-deprecation. These skills develop over time. Many students who underperform their first semester do much better the second semester as they begin to “get it” as well.
· OSU recognizes this in it’s grading policy be counting 2nd and 3rd year grades double over the first year.  

4. Professors have different ways of grading.

· When it comes to grading exams, professors try to be as fair and accurate as possible. 

· But different professors have different ways of grading, and might allocate points differently.

· Recognize that you are not your grades.  You have not suddenly been struck dumb by law school.  You are the same bright and talented people that you already were. Your 1st semester grades do not directly reflect on your potential success as a lawyer. 

· However, grades should spark some personal evaluation. You should consider how to “study smarter,” not just study harder.

Prof. Berman

· The only feedback for the entire semester is on the exam. Professor know there is more potential feedback they would like to give. They are often saddened to see that people who did well in class during the semester didn’t do so well on exam.  

· Also recognize that while you may have done poorly in classes where you thought you deserved better, you may have done better in some classes than perhaps you should have.  There is “noise in every direction.”
· So look at your exams in context. 

· The ones that stand out, for better or worse: Did you do something different? 

· Was it the first exam? Last exam?

· Look at it broadly.  Did you like certain classes?  Did you like preparing for exams in certain ways?  You tend to do better in things you enjoy.

· Your self-evaluation is also important when thinking ahead to the classes you will take next year.

· The “game” you want to succeed in is not the taking of law school exams, but the “game of life.” The happiest lawyers are often the ones who have run into roadblocks, and then thought about what they’re doing, and why they’re doing it.

Prof. Greenbaum

· If you’re disappointed with your performance it is crucial that you go and talk to your professor. 

· Don’t take the approach of asking “What points did I miss?” 

· Consider more along the lines of, “Was it that I misunderstood the law, overlooked a certain issue, provided insufficient analysis, or something else?”
· Ask your professor, and ask yourself, “What are the things I did poorly on the exam and how can I change them in the future?” 
· You need to reflect on your class experience, how well you prepared going into class each day, and if the class in general made sense to you. Make sure there is a connection between how you’re studying and preparing for class, and what you’re getting out of it.

· Don’t be reluctant to talk to your professors after class during the semester.  Professors in general love it when you come up after class to clarify things. If there are aspects of the material that you don’t understand from the reading or from class discussion, don’t be shy about asking your professor follow-up questions. Leaving a gap in your understanding is a prelude to disaster.
· There are other ways, besides grades, to stand out. Find ways to maximize something about yourself to make yourself more marketable. That includes law journal, moot court, and developing specialty areas of interest. 

· Remember that in the real world, networking can be incredibly useful.  You may have networking opportunities already (i.e. places of worship, social organizations) or you can create them (i.e. getting involved in bar activities, pro bono activities, etc.).
Prof. Cohen

· On a micro-level, one possible way to improve your performance is to study in groups, because it “gets you out of your own head,” and exposes you to other considerations. 

· On a macro-level, there is a difference between merely getting through law school, and being actively engaged. 

1. Try to articulate why you’re here. What is it that you care about? What is it that you really want to accomplish? 

2. After articulating why you’re here, find ways to make it concrete.

3. One way of making it concrete is to look for mentors, especially among the faculty. Realize that exams are not the only way a professor knows or thinks about you. 

Prof. Berman

· Don’t take the feedback from exams as a need to work harder. Simply “working harder” probably won’t work.

· Instead, it’s a matter of “working smarter,” which means thinking and engaging like a lawyer. This includes considering how to use your time more efficiently. 

· Don’t throw away whatever it is you use to alleviate your stress. Improving your grades doesn’t require you to drop the “one last little thing you were doing for yourself,” i.e. whatever you do during the week to unwind and take your mind off the law for awhile.  

· Recognize that at this point you are not yet able to truly gauge your research and writing skills.  Don’t be afraid to throw yourself into developing them.  

· Another means of improving your skills is being on law review. Every student who wants to has the chance to write onto the law reviews here. 

· Don’t just look at your grades in the short-term. Instead look at your long-term goals.  

Prof. Greenbaum

· Strive to find a work/life balance. 

· Law school is hard on law students. There is a lot of stress, there are more instances of depression than in the public at large, if you have a family there are often marriage problems, etc.

· You need to carve out some time for balance. For example, exercise, more human interaction, reading for pleasure, meditation or spiritual seeking, etc. These reduce stress and the onset of depression, build a sense of well being which, in turn, makes law school more enjoyable and the time spent on it more productive.
· There are ways to improve your grades, and that’s important, but don’t obsess too much about grades. Try and find the balance between your life and work.  
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