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Lee Burgess: Welcome to the Bar Exam Toolbox podcast. Today we are talking with Megan 
Canty, the Director of Academic Success and Bar Exam Preparation at Wayne 
State University Law School. And she's also a tutor for Law School Toolbox and 
Bar Exam Toolbox. Your Bar Exam Toolbox hosts are Alison Monahan and Lee 
Burgess. That's me. We're here to demystify the bar exam experience so you 
can study effectively, stay sane, and hopefully pass and move on with your life. 
We're the co-creators of the Law School Toolbox, the Bar Exam Toolbox, and the 
career-related website, CareerDicta. Alison also runs The Girl's Guide to Law 
School.  

 If you enjoy the show, please leave a review on your favorite listening app. And 
check out our sister podcast, the Law School Toolbox podcast. If you have any 
questions, don't hesitate to reach out to us. You can reach us via the contact 
form on barexamtoolbox.com. We'd love to hear from you. And with that, let's 
get started.  

 Welcome back. Today, we are talking about something that is incredibly 
important for the bar exam: handling stress, so you can perform your best, with 
our special guest Megan Canty. Megan, thanks for joining us on the podcast 
today.  

Megan Canty: Thank you so much for having me. 

Lee Burgess: Yeah. So, I mean, we talk about this in our company all the time. And I know 
that you talk about this at your law school as well. But the bar exam is stressful, 
right? For just about everybody.  

Megan Canty: Yes. Exactly. And I think it's ... I often compare it, to law students, to ... You 
know, if you've taken up running for years, and then all of a sudden you're 
gonna do a marathon, it's gonna be vastly different than what you're used to, 
even though it's more of what you've been working on.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah. And I think it's stressful for first time and repeat takers. I mean, I think the 
stresses might be a little bit different if you've lived through a failure. But I think 
the stress is pretty much across the board these days.  

Megan Canty: Absolutely. I think it ... Especially, I think that students who have lived through a 
failure, it's a different kind of stress because they're often second guessing 
everything that they're doing, and wondering if they've taken the right 
corrective measures. Whereas, a first time taker, there's that fear of the 
unknown. And just, there's never been anything like this in front of them before. 
And so there's still kind of that ... You kind of go a little bit back to 1L year in that 
whole, "Am I studying correctly? And is this the right way to do it?" 
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Lee Burgess: Well actually, you raise a really good point. Because I think that's one of the 
things we have been talking about on this Bar Exam Toolbox podcast. That the 
bar, although it is its own beast, isn't so different from law school. I mean, 
you've learned about how you learn in law school. I mean, at this point, if you're 
a 3L, you've taken a lot of law school exams. You've studied for a lot of material. 
You've memorized a lot of material. And I think sometimes people feel like they 
throw what they learned out the window, about how best they study, to just 
conform to whatever people say you have to do for the bar.  

Megan Canty: Absolutely. No, I agree. And I think that that's kind of ... The fear and anxiety 
kind of drives that. It's kind of like when people first start law school, and they 
have an idea ... Some of the most common things that I hear are either that they 
have to join a study group right away because they've heard that that's 
something for law school. Or that outlining is supposed to be done a certain 
way, and at a certain time, and that that's just what you need to do and there 
really isn't the idea of adapting for your learning style, or for what works for 
you. And so a lot of people will abandon what's made them so successful their 
entire academic career, and just change everything. And then you see it happen 
again with the bar exam.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah. I mean, I made that mistake. Even though I hate flashcards, I made a huge 
stack of flashcards for Property, because everybody was making flashcards. And 
then I was like, "I don't like flashcards. What am I doing? It's a huge waste of 
time. Why am I making flashcards?" Yeah, I think we all find ourselves in those 
little traps, where everyone's telling you one piece of advice, and you're like, 
"Well, if I don't do that ... What's gonna happen if I don't make flashcards like 
everybody else?" Well, it turns out, if you don't waste all your time making 
flashcards if they don't work for you, you can still pass. That's exactly what 
happens.  

 So you work in a law school. And so you see law students kind of starting to 
come into this realization that the bar exam is coming. When do you think 
students are starting to feel the pressure and stress related to the bar exam? Is 
it when the prep cycle begins? Or do you think that it's even happening earlier? 

Megan Canty: I think it's happening a lot earlier. One thing that I'm noticing is even 1L and 2L 
year, it's on people's minds already. And I think a lot of that is just that there's a 
lot of mystery surrounding it. You know, you've heard, "I have to take the exam. 
I have to go through this character and fitness process. But what exactly is it, 
and how does it work?" And so that's kind of part of it. I definitely have plenty of 
1L students who have enough to worry about, just with their classes. But people 
are definitely asking questions earlier. And so that's one thing. And that's a little 
bit more easily combated by ... I'll do workshops and presentations that start 
earlier on in law school, to just kind of demystify the process a little bit and 
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remind them, "We'll talk more about this later. Right now, the best thing you 
can do is focus on your classes." 

Lee Burgess: Right.  

Megan Canty: But I'm definitely starting to see that all of 3L year is starting to be very bar 
exam focused. Even right before the academic year starts, people will 
sometimes second guess what courses they're taking that year, or just start 
having a lot of questions because we're seeing more and more 3Ls want to take 
either typical academic classes that cover topics that are on the bar exam. Or so 
many law schools now have their own courses, for academic credit, that are 
geared towards bar exam preparation, that it's just on people's minds a lot 
earlier.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah. I think that's true. I mean, I think those classes that the schools are putting 
together, that are on the bar exam ... I've taught a few of those classes at 
different law schools too. I think they're great, in the sense that they get people 
in the right head space. They kind of set the stage for the studying. They help 
you kind of identify your risk. But then they can also really freak you out 
because you realize that this test is coming. And sometimes you can take it in 
your first semester. And then you're not gonna sit for the exam until July. And it 
can really kind of make this seep in and be kind of a constant state of almost 
nervousness around the bar.  

 I think the other things that I've seen is the presence of the bar companies on 
campus. You know, the tabling and the pressuring to pick a bar provider very 
early, which I'm not a huge fan of. You know, what do you know about bar prep, 
when you're a 1L? You may not even know where you're gonna sit for the bar 
when you're a 1L, let alone ... And you don't even know how you're gonna be 
doing academically. You don't even know enough about what your academic 
existence is going to look like, to be able to pick a bar prep company, in my 
opinion.  

 But I think that there's ... I call it culture of fear, right? I feel like that they're 
laying the groundwork for how scary this is, by telling you you have to lock in a 
program. And you're a 1L.  

Megan Canty: Yeah. No, absolutely. And I think that what's tough, too, is I often some across ... 
Students will say, "Okay, so which is the best prep program?" You know, as 
though there's a secret answer. And I get it. I mean, I would ask the same thing. 
But when I took the bar exam, it was still when BARBRI was the only game in 
town. And so, I think that now students will sometimes hear people that they 
worked for over the summer refer to BARBRI because that used to be 
synonymous with bar prep.  
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Lee Burgess: Right.  

Megan Canty: And so they'll say, "Wait, does that mean that's the one I should take?" Or 
they'll say, "Someone told me that this one program offers this. Should I go with 
this company?" That's when I really start trying to lay the opposite kind of 
groundwork of, "The best company is the best fit for what you need. So let's talk 
about what you need to prepare, and then you can talk to those companies and 
see who best fits your specific needs." 

Lee Burgess: Right.  

Megan Canty: Instead of thinking that there's a company that has secret information.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah, nobody has secret information. I mean, if we did we would all be ruling 
the BAR prep world. There's no magic outline. I think people are like, "Who's got 
the magic outline?" Nobody. Nobody has the magic outline. Nobody has ... We 
create bar programming for all of our students. And of course I think our bar 
program is really good. But all we can do is facilitate you as a student to do the 
work necessary to get where you need to be. The heavy lifting is still on the part 
of the student. There's no magic bar prep solution. If somebody is selling you 
that, I would really listen carefully and evaluate what they're telling you.  

Megan Canty: Yeah, absolutely. And I think that's part of the problem, is that when the BAR 
Exam starts being talked about so much earlier ... And, again, when I was law 
school, I mean, we really didn't think about it very much until the prep cycle 
started. Because you felt like you were so focused on what was happening in 
school. And I think that when they get focused on it earlier, while there are 
positive aspects to that, in terms of preparation and in terms of being more 
conscious in the choices that you make, the negative is that law students often 
tend to be high-achieving people. We're not always ... Lawyers and law students 
aren't known as the most laid-back of the population. And it's tough for people 
like that to know something's coming, but not actually be able to do anything 
about it yet. Because they're going to worry about it, and they're going to go 
over scenarios. But you can't say, "Oh, well just start studying," because it's not 
time yet.  

 And so I think that there's just that ... Until they have something specific that 
they can do, and they have that direction, that's often gonna weigh on people a 
lot.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah. I think that that's true. I mean, like anything, you gotta keep this in 
perspective, as hard as it is. I mean, the bar is such a threshold. And you feel like 
it can make or break your career. I think that a lot of people have to really check 
themselves. You know, oftentimes if you have a job you're allowed to sit for the 
bar multiple times before there are any ramifications about your job there.  
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 If you are looking for work, of course it's very frustrating, because a failure could 
prevent you from getting the job that you want when you want. But five years 
down the road, nobody's gonna ask you how many times you took the test. It's 
just, it feels like such a heavy thing. But as much as you can, I think you have to 
take that long view. And just remember that it does feel like life or death. But 
it's not. You know, this is probably not the hardest thing you will do in your 
whole life, even though it feels like that in the moment.  

Megan Canty: Absolutely. I think everything feels like the hardest thing. And I think that it's 
just this time it's directly linked to a career that you wanna start right away. 
Whereas before, you were looking at the LSAT or a semester of law school, and 
there's a lot more time and more opportunities. And this time, it's like there's 
the exam, and then within a few months, you might be in job X. And so it can 
feel ... It just feels like the repercussions feel much more immediate.  

Lee Burgess: Mm-hmm. Yeah. So if you're, I think, a 3L, and you're listening to this, part of 
what we want you to take away from this conversation is, "Take a deep breath. 
It's okay." But you have to be conscious of the stress and the fear around this, 
both as you're making decisions, but also as you're moving through any of this 
early bar prep we've been talking about, or picking your bar review providers. 
Because you don't want to create a state of stress for yourself that's super 
intense, that's going to last like six months, until the bar. Because it's gonna be 
really detrimental. The bar is a stressful situation, but you wanna make sure that 
you kind of contain it.  

 And so Megan, one of the reasons I really wanted to have you on the podcast to 
talk about this is that you are also a yoga teacher. Or certified as a yoga teacher.  

Megan Canty: Yes. That's right. I've got the kind of opposing end of the spectrum on this.  

Lee Burgess: And so one of the things that I think is so great about that is, you have to kind of 
be able to call on that training when you're dealing with anxious students. How 
do you find that your passion for yoga kind of gets pulled into your work in the 
law school, and kind of coaching students through this stressful period of time? 

Megan Canty: I really have to say it's been invaluable. Ironically, I started doing yoga when I 
was studying for the bar. I was doing it because I would go to my bar prep class 
everyday. Because you still had to physically go. And so I would go, and on my 
way home, I would go to work out to have a break. And I was finding that 
running and some things were just often just another stressful thing to do. And 
so I started getting really into yoga.  

 And then later, not long after I took the bar, I probably about a year later, I did 
my training program. And I found that even just among my friends and being 
around attorneys, I was calling on stuff a lot because it's just such an opposite 
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way of thinking than I think we all get caught up with. So I find that it's just ... It 
wasn't even something that I ever thought of in my work for quite a long time. It 
just would happen naturally, where people are freaking out, and you find that 
you're being like, "Okay, take a deep breath." Or you're kind of gently saying, 
"Okay, but what can you do about that right now?"  

 And so I think that that's part of it. And then a huge part is, I'm always a big 
advocate, with my students, for wellness in general. I think it just gives you an 
awareness, and has you kind of focused on the mind body connection. And 
there's this image people have, I think, of a successful law student as this 
extremely stressed out person who doesn't sleep, and lives on caffeine. And 
maybe sometimes that's true, but it doesn't need to be that way. And there's 
almost this need to feel overworked and stressed in law school, as some sort of 
evidence of your worthiness, or of your work ethic.  

 And so I often ... I will offer yoga classes to people prepping for the bar, as a 
break, and try to kind of get them to have this more well-rounded approach to 
life while they're studying for the bar, or just in law school.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah, because these coping mechanisms are something that a lot of lawyers find 
that they need to function in the legal environment. And what we're talking 
about, of this kind of extreme stress, and this assumption that you're burning 
the candle at both ends, and you're running around like a crazy person, even 
when practicing law, this is typically the path that leads down to alcohol abuse, 
and issues with depression, and a lot of the things that are plaguing our 
profession. Because lawyers don't take care of themselves, especially lawyers in 
very high stress, high stakes situations.  

 And if you're going to be in a role where you've got a lot of pressure on you, or 
very stressed out clients, and you're taking on a lot of the anxiety, you have to 
have some way to dial it down for yourself. Or you're just gonna drive yourself 
into the ground.  

Megan Canty: Absolutely. And I think that's so important to remember, is that addiction and 
mental health issues are still a very major concern in the profession. And that 
can seem very distant to a lot of people. But that kind of chronic stressed out 
feeling, and that kind of chronic anxiety and sleep deprivation and all of that, 
just it does contribute to everybody having a breaking point of some kind. And if 
you are just white-knuckling your way through law school, or the bar exam, at 
some point if you don't have coping mechanisms in place, you're going to end 
up in a really negative situation, in some way or another.  

 And so I think it's so important to start learning those skills from day one. You 
know, your legal career starts in law school. So start being adaptable and 
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helping yourself get through it in a healthy way from day one, so that you're 
better able to handle those situations.  

Lee Burgess: And I think one of the things that I wanted to talk about today was this idea that 
self-care, I think, can feel like a very ominous thing to take on for a lot of folks. 
You know, we think about New Year's Resolutions, of people working out seven 
days a week, or giving up sugar, or only doing the whole 30, or whatever it 
might be. And I think that if you're already experiencing a lot of stress, 
sometimes self-care can be a little additional cooky, I guess, self ... I guess, like a 
stressor in a way. You can take on too much.  

 And so one of the things that I wanted to kind of talk through are just some of 
the realistic easy-to-reach goals around self-care that are very simple. And if you 
want to work out seven days a week and give up sugar, go you. But I think for 
most of us, it's all about making some tiny space in our life to take care of 
ourselves and be very realistic about what we're able to do and where we are.  

 And so one of our things I wanted to do today was kind of talking about what 
some of those things that people can do to start implementing into their daily 
life. And if you're still in law school, I think the important thing is to start trying 
some of these self-care techniques out because you're going to want to call on 
them during the bar. But it's better to know what works before you get there.  

Megan Canty: I agree. Really trying things out and seeing what works for you is critical. 
Because just like anything else, when we talk about preparing for the bar exam, 
or study techniques, everyone's gonna be different. And it's the same with self-
care. And I think sometimes what turns people away from those types of 
practices is they either think that it needs to be all or nothing, like you said. Or 
they think that if it's not second nature to them, that the only way to do it is 
something that they're uncomfortable with. And that couldn’t be further from 
the truth.  

 And there's, I think especially in today's world ... Because wellness is a major 
industry now. There are different things available everywhere. It's easier now 
than ever before to incorporate something. And you can pick and choose and 
filter out what doesn't work for you. But it's just so important to find what does, 
and it can be the most basic things, which I also think people don't realize.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah. And one plug for yoga, because Alison and I are both yogis, in true San 
Francisco style. But I think a lot of people, if you've never done yoga, or if you've 
never been exposed to yoga, think that if you don't look like someone out of a 
Lululemon catalog, you shouldn't be going to yoga. Or if you are somebody 
who's not flexible. I mean, we can make up a lot of excuses. And I think one of 
the things that I have always appreciated about yoga, and the lessons that come 
from it, is this idea that you are where you are on a given day. And one of your 
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jobs is to just appreciate your body on that given day. So I am a not flexible 
person. That's the best way I could describe ... 

 I'm one of those people who's been doing yoga on and off, for probably, at this 
point like ... gosh, 15 years. And there are parts that I will never be able to do. 
And that's okay, you know? But part of it is being okay with that, and being just 
in your own body, and not judging yourself. And these are all just really great 
skills that you can practice. But you shouldn't feel like if you don't think you can 
be good at it, you shouldn't go, because everybody can get something out of it. 
It's not ... I mean, you wanna go to a reputable instructor so you don't hurt 
yourself. But I think you wanna keep an open mind that it's not just for a certain 
class of people, that maybe you've decided are people who should be able to do 
something in this self-care yoga context. Because you can get a lot out of it.  

 I did a workshop, I guess maybe it's ... now it's like six weeks ago ... that was a 
hip ... Let's see, what was it? It was like a relaxation ... It was a restorative yoga 
with a hypnosis element to it. So there was a hypnotherapist who was coming in 
and doing these guided meditations during holding these restorative poses. 
And, I mean, your job is basically to lay on the ground. Who can't go lay on the 
ground and listen to somebody talk to you? 

 But it was like two-and-a-half hours, or three hours, or something. At the end, 
you felt amazing because you'd spent hours just lying on the ground, with 
bolsters and being supported, doing breathing exercises. And I was like, "Most 
people don't know that you can even do yoga by just laying on the ground. It's 
amazing." 

Megan Canty: Yeah, it doesn't all have to be in a hot room, doing these crazy inversions. And 
that's always the number one thing that I am always saying in my classes. 
Because I used to be like this in yoga too, was I'm always saying, the pose ... you 
know, the way that I'm doing it, or the way the person next to you is doing it, 
when we say, "Okay, this is the full expression of the pose." That's not the goal. 
It's not like, "When you're good enough, you can do this." It's, "This is the 
traditional way that it's done. However, there's about five different 
modifications for this. And whichever one works, that's your pose. And it's not 
... You're not trying to get better at yoga. You know, there's this very western 
idea like, "I'm gonna run faster, and I'm gonna get into this more advanced yoga 
pose." There are poses that are very challenging for me, even.  

 And I'm somebody that I've always loved exercise, but I am not graceful or 
athletic. So I don't think I was a likely candidate, in my own mind even for doing 
this. But to really just be able to ... That's why yoga worked for me. It isn't for 
everyone. But it was a great thing for me. And it was great during the bar exam, 
was studying, of kind of just getting this lesson of, "I don't have to aim for this. 
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I'm assuming that that's what I need to do, instead of doing things my own 
way." 

 And I was not philosophical enough at the time to translate that into the bar 
exam. But I think it was a helpful thing to have in front of me.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah. I think it is, and I think just even practicing that kind of lack of judgment, 
and practicing being okay where you are on a given day, I think for us Type A 
folks, is such a valuable exercise. Because we judge ourselves a lot. And I think in 
bar prep, you can find yourself judging yourself a lot. "Why couldn't I get this 
memorized today? Why couldn't I do more work faster? Why am I not ... Why is 
my accuracy not what I want it to be?" 

 And so anything that you can do to kind of keep yourself in this place of, I guess, 
removing some of those judgments. Just being where you are, and being okay 
with that, I think is a good exercise for all of us Type A people, who tend to be a 
little judgy of ourselves.  

Megan Canty: Yes, that's a lot of the law student and lawyer population. So it's a valuable 
lesson for a lot of us in the profession 

Lee Burgess: Like we're all attracted to this one profession, mostly because of some of our 
personality flaws. I know, like you and I are part of the same Lawyer Mom 
Facebook group, which I've talked about on the podcast before. And it's like 
thousands of, thousands of women who are all very high functioning, talking 
about the struggles of parenting and running households and jobs and things 
like that. And it's amazing how much thousands and thousands and thousands 
of lawyer women can have in common.  

Megan Canty: It is. It is. I still get comfort that people understood the frustration at my 
inability to help my son complete his Flat Stanley Project. No matter how highly 
educated.  

Lee Burgess: Exactly. Exactly. There were Ivy League lawyers out there who were like, "I 
gotcha. I gotcha." All right, so let's dive into a few simple things that people can 
do, to work on self-care. So one thing you mentioned, even when students 
come to your office, is just something as simple as breathing.  

Megan Canty: Mm-hmm. I find that people will often say, "You need to meditate," or, "Get 
into meditation." And that, to me, is if that's not something that you do, that's 
such a leap for a lot of people. And again, for the stereotypical lawyer 
personality, that's a huge leap. And the first time I was in a yoga class where 
they tried to close with a meditation, I remember being like, "I can't do this. 
What is this?" Whereas, really, meditation doesn't have to be this otherworldly 
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experience or anything. And it really is something that, like anything else, your 
brain has to be in the right space for it.  

 And so whenever somebody talks about that, I always say, "Well, you know, it 
really should just start with being ... Just awareness of your own breath." That's 
where meditation starts anyway. And you don't ever get to the point where you 
have a meditation practice. But we're often so unaware of something as basic as 
breathing. And people don't realize how deeply that affects how you feel 
physically and emotionally. Because your breath and if you're taking proper 
breath versus if you are, without realizing it, hyperventilating, or breathing 
shallowly, that just exacerbates your feeling of stress and leads to anxiety and 
panic.  

 And it's amazing how many people find that breathing has such a huge impact 
on their physical and mental wellbeing, if they just take time to be aware of it.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah. I mean, when you start to read some of the science about it, it's pretty 
amazing how quickly changing your breath can alter your stress response. It can 
slow your pulse. I mean, it does amazing, amazing things. And we often forget to 
breathe, when we're super stressed out. I think sometimes just even making 
that moment where you're like, "Hey, am I scrunching my face, or hunched 
over, or not taking deep breaths?" Sometimes we even forget to ask ourselves 
these questions. And if you stand up, or even open up your body and take a few 
deep belly breaths, oftentimes, you can feel better, even if you just do it for like 
20 seconds.  

Megan Canty: No, it's amazing how fast things like that can work. And I think that with 
breathing, I often tell people to start with something that's natural to them. So 
if you are a law student or a lawyer, every time you send an email, take one 
breath or just pay attention to the breath that you're taking. Just one. 
Something like that, where it's not that you need to get in your yoga gear and 
be in a beautiful sunlit quiet room, and have this whole time devoted to it. But 
just something like that, to either ... To take a breath, or to roll your shoulders 
back, or to do one small thing. And it's amazing how people will find that you 
are ... So many of us are breathing into our chests. And we're not breathing ... 
And people will say belly breaths, or taking deep breaths, where you're really 
taking in oxygen in the most efficient way for your body.  

 And doing that, the science behind it, I mean people honestly will ... Some 
people have success stopping or getting through a panic attack, literally just 
from changing the way that they breathe. Even something that severe. Because 
that triggers how your body physically responds, which then affects how you 
feel. So it's really amazing, the effect that it can have. And so doing that ... Just 
breathe until you feel your stomach expanding, and then exhale and let all of 
that out, is something that even if you just do one of those a few times a day, 
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it's a starting point, and it's something. And I'm a big proponent of, don't take 
on something that you can't make permanent.  

 So that's why cutting out all sugar or working out seven days a week, it's often 
not practical for people. And law students are people who have a lot of 
obligations. And so to say, "Now you have to add self-care to that," is often just 
very overwhelming. So if you say, "Just start with something you can do 
everyday. Even if it's one breath everyday. And then as you start to incorporate 
things, you're building this into your life slowly, which ... You know, it's like 
when you're younger and you're trying to break a habit or something, it's much 
easier when you do it with small steps.  

Lee Burgess: Mm-hmm. Yeah. I think that that's a really good point. And I've had students in 
the bar exam, actually, really be able to utilize breathing as a way to calm 
nerves. So if the stuff that happens when stress kicks in, happens to you ... So 
this is like, you blank. Your mind goes blank. You can't remember a rule 
statement. You're starting to get panicked. All of these things can happen.  

 The first thing I always recommend is, "You could just sit down and breathe." 
Because if you flood your body and your brain with oxygen, some of these 
things are going to start to resolve themselves. You're going to be able to think 
more clearly if you flood your brain with oxygen. And one of the things that's 
happening when you're getting super stressed and the fight and flight response 
is getting kicked in, is your brain is actually not getting as much oxygen. And 
that's one of the reasons why you can't think clearly.  

Megan Canty: Exactly. And essentially when you think about fight or flight response, and you 
really think about it, before the modern world took over, the idea is that your 
body is shutting down unnecessary functions and putting all of its energy into 
the most basic thing so that you can run away from a lion or fight or do 
whatever you need to do. And so your short term memory is one of the first 
things to go when that sets in because you don't need it in the moment.  

Lee Burgess: Not to run from the lion. You don't need to know the Rule Against Perpetuities 
to run from the lion.  

Megan Canty: You do not. You don't. And so the trouble is, is that when you would scurry into 
the physical symptoms of stress and anxiety, often what people wanna do is 
power through it, or double down, and they're like, "Just focus. Focus on the 
exam." But the problem is, all the focus in the world, you're focusing on the 
wrong thing. Because if you're blanking on that rule, trying to think of the rule 
isn't going to do it. What you have to do is get your body functioning properly, 
so that then you can get to the rule.  
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 If you studied and if you're prepared, you don't not know this all of a sudden. 
And it's not cross-examination, where you just need your memory refreshed. "If 
I just think about it enough ..." But it really is that, if you ... Yeah, that flood of 
oxygen can allow your body to do all of the things that you need it to do, instead 
of what it's trained to do in a really high stress situation.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah. And if breathing is something that interests you outside of just staying 
alive ... You know, we all need to breathe to stay alive. But there are also some 
interesting breathing exercises you can try. So one name that is done in yoga is 
alternate nostril breathing, which you may feel a bit silly doing this in an exam 
room. But most of students who wanna try it out do it in their study situation. 
But it's very grounding. It's a practice that can balance your brain hemispheres. 
It relieves stress symptoms. Some people even find it can be helpful with 
headaches and migraines.  

 So there is a tutorial we'll link to in the show notes if you want to try it out. But 
again, it's something very simple that you can just sit on the floor and do for a 
few minutes. But you might find it very helpful. I have a yoga teacher who loves 
the alternate nostril breathing, I gotta say.  

Megan Canty: Yeah, and it's funny because the breathing ... If you look up breathing exercises 
even just in a Google search, or if you look up "yoga breathing exercises" there 
are so many different ones. And it's funny because some of them ... Just there 
are different things people are attracted to more naturally. Like I have always 
liked tactical breathing, which you've talked about and we've discussed before, 
where you're breathing in for four, holding for four, and exhaling for four. 
Because in the moment, it gives me something to completely focus on the 
breathing act, because I'm counting and I'm keeping track, and that always 
works well for me.  

 Whereas, some of these other things don't feel like natural ways to breathe. So 
that was the easiest one for me to start with. And I do others too. But as we 
were saying, there's a lot of different ways you can do this. It's not just there's 
one way to breathe. You didn't know it, but there are hundreds of different 
ways that you can breathe.  

 And so picking on that works. And different people kind of really attach to 
different ones. But they really do have a huge impact. Tactical breathing, the 
other reason I like it, is it's very good for people who are trying to actually get ... 
You're trying to work on not taking shallow breaths. It kind of forces you to take 
those deep breaths, and to slow down your breathing too, so it's not so rapid.  

 So that forces you to deepen it, and to slow it down, and you're noticing, "Oh, 
now your pulse is slowing down," if it was rapid. You know, people will say their 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8VwufJrUhic
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blood pressure changes. You start to feel that more relaxed feeling. And it's a 
huge thing. So breathing is a big one.  

 And also just little physical things. You know, progressive muscle relaxation 
sounds very technical. But literally, just purposefully tensing and then releasing 
a muscle, if you do it with just your forearm, or you do it with your bicep, and 
then releasing, it really ... It allows blood flow to go to that area, and oxygen go 
to that area. And it reminds you what a relaxed muscle actually feels like.  

 You know, when you tense something on purpose and release it, you feel that 
release, and you feel the relaxation. And sometimes you realize, "Oh, I thought I 
was fine. But I've been completely tensed from head to toe without realizing it." 
You know, little things like that as well, which you can do ... I tell students to do 
it when they're studying. You know, you don't have to ... This doesn't have to be 
something you go off and do separately. You can kind of just get used to, every 
so often, doing it when you study. And, again, that's a way to build it into your 
day.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah. I think that that's a really good point. And for people who think that some 
of this breathing stuff is too woo-hoo, and we're just all a bunch of crazy yogis, 
the military uses techniques like tactical breathing to help snipers calm their 
nerves so they don't mess up their shots. And if there's anything that's not woo-
hoo, it's the military. So I think anyone can access this to calm your nerves. And 
if the military ... I mean, if you think about all the different options of military 
jobs that require precision and focus and calm, focused mind and body, I think 
snipers would probably be towards the top of the list. You know, pretty high 
stakes, right? 

 And so you can have a shaky hand and be successful as a sniper. So the fact that 
they have realized that something as simple as utilizing your breath can help 
people perform at their best, could make it good enough for us studying for the 
bar exam as well.  

 Something else that I think we forget ... I like that you mentioned this too, 
Megan, is just moving your body at all. I think one of the things that I find 
personally, is that it can be important to remind myself to stand up from my 
desk and just move around a little bit. Because sometimes I don't even know 
that I'm tensing up parts of my body until I get up and move. Like I ... You'll 
stand up and you'll be like, "Wow, my legs are all crampy or tight. What was I 
doing?" You know, but maybe you were having a tough meeting, and you would 
send all the stress to certain part of your body. So just even sitting and moving 
around, standing, walking around the library while you're studying can be very 
important.  
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 But you can also just add in a little additional movement into your day, not 
necessarily even creating a new workout. So I walk to and from my office. And if 
I have had a stressful time, or I'm feeling like I have not had the time to exercise 
or whatever I wanted to do, I just take a longer route home, to add 10 minutes 
to my walk home. And sometimes just those extra 10 minutes each way ... 
That's an extra 20 minute walk in the day, that you don't really have to find time 
for. And I think it's just important to keep ... You know, like you were saying, 
keep really realistic goals. Keep things as simple as you can, so you can actually 
do them on a regular basis.  

Megan Canty: Absolutely. And yeah, incorporating ... For you, it's you're already walking. And 
so it's an easy addition to your life. And it's something that you already do, so 
it's not this huge undertaking. And whether ... You know, for some people, it's 
just saying that they're gonna do a couple of stretches. I have so many friends, 
or family members, who don't practice yoga, but they might like a certain 
stretch. I finally won the battle with my father to get him to do stretches 
because he realized that it could be helpful on a very intense golf trip he was 
planning. But really, it was ... And he really noticed a difference when he would 
be out all day. You know, he went on this trip. And he would be out all day. He's 
a very healthy and health-conscious person, but it's just different than spending 
the day at the office.  

 And so he was finding this was really helpful. And so even if you're just like, "Oh 
I really like that one stretch that we do." Well you don't have to do it after 45 
minutes of yoga. You can just start doing something that's a good fit for you. 
And everything like that, it's kind of like, you don't have to cut caffeine out of 
your life, but try to add some water in. Or swap out one of your coffees, or a 
Coke or Pepsi, just swap it out with some sparkling water or something, even 
just once a day to try to get a little change in there. But you don't have to 
completely ...  

 Obviously, when you're going through a stressful time, it's really not the time to 
completely make over your entire life.  

Lee Burgess: Right. No, it's very true. Something else that is very easy to do, to help lighten 
the stress load is actually by laughing. Because it turns out that our brains, even 
though we are incredibly smart, we can also be pretty gullible. So if we make 
ourselves laugh, even when we're not necessarily happy, our brain thinks we are 
happy and can often give us a jolt of serotonin, which is one of the things that is 
like an anti-depressant, painkiller, stress-reducer, makes us feel really good.  

 So they do this to help cancer patients feel more positive. I had a yoga teacher 
once who was into laughing yoga. And so I remember the first time that I went 
to a class where we sat around and laughed. I was like, "Are you joking me? This 
is not really what I signed up for." But after a while, if you're sitting in a room 

https://www.cancercenter.com/treatments/laughter-therapy/
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with a bunch of other people laughing, it's hard not to actually laugh. And then 
you are creating this happiness idea for yourself that's going to trigger the 
serotonin.  

 So you could also do things like watch a funny TV show, or even watch funny 
videos. We will link to a bunch of kittens that you can watch that make people 
happy, to get started. But, you know, it's again something really simple, but this 
idea that we can trick our brains into thinking we're a bit happier than we are, 
to get some of those chemical benefits that come with happiness.  

Megan Canty: Law students are no strangers to having to keep working until you get to where 
you're going, or even like, "Fake it till you make it," is the phrase that you hear a 
lot. You know, it's the same with something like that. It sounds silly. But it's all 
silly until there's science behind it. And there really is. And it's also something 
that I think is ... You know, when I read about things like this, I feel like even 
though I was a person during the yoga training who was asking questions about 
our liability. And so I'm definitely not the most ... I'm not always the most, "Oh 
yeah, let's just have this relaxing time," type of person. But I find that with 
things like that, that are so easy, it's like, "What do you have to lose, by trying 
laughing?" 

 We're not saying that you need to commit to some crazy thing. It's just, what do 
you have to lose by trying laughing and seeing if it works? And if it doesn't, 
move on. And that attitude is such an important thing too. It's something that 
people talk about, the idea of mindfulness all the time? And I think that I'm 
always amazed at how few people, I think, have heard the term and really 
understand what it means, and how basic it is, of just kind of being in the 
moment and not having judgment about everything that comes up, be it a 
thought that you have, or something that happens. And just not always 
engaging in everything. 

 You know, lawyers want to analyze everything and get to the root of it. And in 
our society, we're often wanting to know, "What's the motivation for this?" Or, 
"Let me think about this." And so I find so many law students and lawyers are 
people who want ... They to know what the worst case scenario is, so they have 
have a plan for it, if it happens. And so you think about failing the bar exam. And 
you think, "Well, what will I do?" 

 Well, what if you just thought, "I might fail the bar exam," and you didn't go 
down that road? Like what if you just moved on? It's like, "What if I do? Okay. I'll 
deal with that then." Or just, "Okay, what if I do? I guess that's a possibility." 
Just because the thought is there doesn't mean that you have to follow it for 15 
minutes, imagining these scenarios. You know, just kind of letting it pass. This 
mindfulness idea is that you can choose what you're going to invest your 
thought and your time in. And it doesn't have to be everything that happens to 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=35T8wtmTbVg
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show up. You know, that you can just kind of move on to the next thing, or 
decide that you're not gonna engage in something.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah, and I think for most of us, this idea of being okay with the quiet mind, 
which is choosing not to go down the obsessive rabbit hole, that it is something 
that has to be practiced. So I think that's why a lot of people will load 
meditation apps on their phones, to try and do it. But you can really just try and 
sit quietly. You know, set an alarm on your phone and try and sit quietly for five 
minutes. And I think I had a teacher who practiced and taught mindfulness 
once, who would always say that your brain is almost like trying to train a 
puppy. You tell the puppy to go on the puppy pad, and then the puppy wanders 
off, and you have to bring the puppy back.  

 And that's basically what you're doing with your brain. You're like, "I'm gonna sit 
here quietly." And then your brain's like “da da da to-do list…da da da bar 
exam.” You know, "bar exam." And then you're like, "No, no. Come back. We're 
just gonna breathe, and we're gonna sit here quietly." And then a few seconds 
goes by, and the more you do it, the easier it is to just sit quietly. But there are 
gonna be days that it's gonna be very challenging to do that. So again, it's 
something that you have to practice. But that idea of being able to quiet the 
brain in the study context and the exam context can be very powerful. 

Megan Canty: Absolutely. Yeah, and that's the thing is, people wanna focus on ... Like we were 
talking about when people get anxious, they wanna sort of power through the 
moment. You know, when you get anxious on an exam, or about it. And what I 
think is so interesting is if you just take ... If you take the two minutes to actually 
deal with the feeling of stress, and to actually combat that with any of these 
techniques that we've been talking about, you'll be able to get back to your 
work so much faster, or get back to it effectively than if you continue to get 
more and more worked up, and you just keep trying to push through it. Because 
you're hitting your head against a wall at that point. If you're in that space, you 
need to get out of that space, so that you can do what you need to do. And it's 
really amazing, the difference that you see with that.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah. I think that's really true. We'll link to some resources, of some online 
resources, more about meditation and mindfulness, if that's something you're 
interested in. So we've talked a lot about yoga, and if you don't live in a place 
where you can get access to a lot of yoga studios, one idea though, is if yoga is 
something that interests you, usually most yoga studios have some sort of 30 
day trial, where you go unlimited for not a ton of money. And so a lot of people 
wait until bar time, to sign up for those. So it can be like, "$30 for 30 days of 
yoga." And then you can go to as many classes as you want. 

 So you can kind of shop around and see if there are cost effective ways to go to 
a yoga studio. But now there are, like everything, yoga classes on-demand, 

https://www.mindful.org/being-with-stressful-moments/
http://marc.ucla.edu/body.cfm?id=22&fr=true
https://www.mindful.org/meditation/mindfulness-getting-started/
https://www.yogaglo.com/
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online, on your computer. And we'll link to some of those that you can check 
out if you don't have access to yoga classes. Because just doing some simple 
poses at home can really help calm the nervous system as well.  

 So other things I just wanted to touch on, taking breaks is really important when 
you're dealing with stress. And that means scheduling breaks during the day, 
but also scheduling breaks with friends and family, or you dog, or whoever 
makes you happy in life. Then you should hang out with that person or animal. 
Because studying all the time is not productive. There are diminishing returns. 
So you definitely don't wanna go crazy there.  

 And we were talking simple goals. I think drinking water is a very simple goal 
that many of us don't do enough of, because actually dehydration makes you 
more stressed. Your body's more stressed. So just drink water. It's free. Great.  

Megan Canty: And some of those things are ... It's the easiest thing you can do to make 
yourself successful, right? Because as we've said, stress inhibits your 
productivity. And if you're not drinking water, if you're not getting ... These 
things are a vicious cycle. Dehydration and stress make it harder to sleep. Lack 
of sleep makes us more stressed. And these things all build on each other. And 
the physical and the mental affect each other so much. And we've seen so 
much. In the practice of medicine, we've seen so much of that, and there have 
been so many amazing studies in the last few years on that. And so it really is 
interesting that something that simple can have such a tremendous impact 
when everybody's trying to talk about race/notice statutes. You know, and you'll 
parse through their state-specific laws.  

 And so to me, it's the best investment. Because most of it is really ... It's stuff 
that you can do for free if you want to. It doesn't have to be something that 
you're buying all kinds of special vitamins, or even paying for yoga classes. My 
children have a yoga deck of cards that my sister-in-law gave them. And I would 
say that they are ... I mean, they don't just randomly do yoga. But it's funny how 
even they can actually do something because they just think it's fun. It's like any 
other game. And those aren't just for children. Anyone can get a yoga deck. 

Lee Burgess: Yeah. No, that's a really good point. And anyone can sleep. I think sleep is 
oftentimes one of the first things to go. When studying for something like the 
bar exam, and you want to make sure that you're trying to get enough sleep as 
possible. That means stopping studying and computer time early enough. 
Maybe trying to read a book before bed. You don't wanna get all that blue light 
from your computer or your phone or your iPad. And you have to watch things 
like caffeine, to make sure that you aren't doing things to make sleep worse 
than it is. I'm not a particularly great sleeper myself. But there are definitely 
things that I can do to make it worse. So you have to be conscious of those bad 
habits that you can fold in. You know, eating too late. We all have things that we 
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know that we do, that make sleep more challenging. But you want to try and 
keep your sleep on track because a tired mind and body don't function as well 
either. All right- 

Megan Canty: Yeah, absolutely. 

Lee Burgess: Well, I think we gave a lot of really good tips, of easy things to do. Most of these 
things don't cost any money. So you can't say that they're too expensive. And 
it's really just about picking a couple of things on this list and, like Megan was 
saying, try it out. See if you can do it everyday, for just a few minutes. And you 
might really find these are gonna make your bar prep a little less crazy. 

Megan Canty: Yeah, and it's an intense enough time, there's no way that it's not going to be 
stressful. So you may as well give yourself a break when you can. There's 
enough that you can't control about this process and this exam, that it's a 
shame not to take advantage of the things you can control, and to make it 
easier on yourself. It's not gonna be easy. You're not taking an easy way out, 
and you're not getting distracted. You're just going about it in the right way. And 
you wanna think of it ... You know, in the beginning, I compared it training for a 
marathon. That isn't just about going on runs. You know, so it's the same thing. 
You need to kind of prepare yourself in a more holistic way.  

Lee Burgess: Right. Well thanks so much for taking time, Megan. I think this was a really 
interesting conversation. And we'll link to a whole bunch of resources in the 
show notes, including some fabulous blog posts that Megan has done on 
different yoga poses, to help you with bar study, including fabulous pictures and 
visual representations of what to do. So. 

Megan Canty: Okay, well thank you so much.  

Lee Burgess: Yeah, absolutely. I wanna take a second to remind our listeners to check out our 
blog at barexamtoolbox.com, which is full of helpful tips to help you prepare 
and stay sane as you study for the bar exam. You can also find information on 
our website about our courses, tools, and one-on-one tutoring programs to 
support you, as you study for the UBE or California Bar Exam. 

 If you enjoyed this episode of the Bar Exam Toolbox podcast, please take a 
second to leave a review and rating on your favorite listening app. We'd really 
appreciate it. And be sure to subscribe so you don't miss anything. If you're still 
in law school, you might also like to check out our popular Law School Toolbox 
podcast as well.  

 If you have any questions or comments, please don't hesitate to reach out to 
myself, or Alison, at Lee@BarExamToolbox.com, or 
AlisonMonahan@BarExamToolbox.com. Or you can also contact us via the 
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contact form at barexamtoolbox.com. Thanks for listening. Take some deep 
breaths. And we'll talk soon.  
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