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Lee Burgess:  Welcome to the Bar Exam Toolbox podcast. Today we are talking about 
strategies for long-term studying for the bar exam. 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, and we'd love 
to hear from you. And with that, let's get started. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Welcome back. Today we're sharing our tips for folks who are planning on 

studying longer-term for the bar exam. Well, there are a variety of people who 
might fit into this category. Lee, what are we talking about here?  

 
Lee Burgess:  So, first we have first-time takers who want to start studying the semester 

before the exam. This can be because they may have had academic difficulties 
in the past, or that they're just concerned about the bar and they want to get a 
jump start. Then we have... 

 
Alison Monahan:  Which could be very wise. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Which can be very wise. We're going to talk about why that's a great idea for 

almost everybody studying for the bar. We also have repeat takers who are 
working and studying, which is something we see more and more every season, 
I feel like. We have attorney takers who have been away from law school for a 
long time, maybe 10-15 plus years, maybe even longer. And then we have 
foreign-trained attorneys who are coming to sit for the New York or California 
bar exams, which are the two jurisdictions that I think it's easiest to become 
licensed as a foreign-trained attorney. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, for sure. 
 
Lee Burgess:  And they are in a unique situation because they didn't even attend law school in 

the United States. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Right. And/or maybe did an LLM but definitely did not do a three-year degree, 

so they've got a lot of catching up to do. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right. So studying early, generally, for almost anyone can be a great strategy. 

But I wanted to go kind of one by one through each of these different scenarios 
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to discuss how we recommend kicking off your study if you're planning on 
studying long-term. Let's start with our first-time taker. So Alison, why is it a 
good idea to consider studying a bit early for your bar prep?  

 
Alison Monahan:  Well, I think there are a few reasons. I think for certain people, this really can 

make a lot of sense. Let's be realistic. You have to kind of look at your school, 
you have to look at your standing in the class, particularly after the first year, 
and then you have to look at your personal situation in terms of do you have 
accommodations for anything, are you getting extra time, anything like that. 
And if you find that, say, you are maybe at a school that its bar passage rate is 
not that impressive, and you were at the bottom of the class after your first year 
and maybe you have some accommodations around extra time and that sort of 
thing, you've got to really start thinking at that point, "Does this standard eight 
to 10-week immersion prep program really seem like it's going to be in my best 
interest?" And I think often times the answer is "No." 

 
Lee Burgess:  Right. And so, you want to start kind of opening up your mind to all of these 

options, because you can do a lot of stuff before you get into that immersion 
program and really set you up for success. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Right. You probably should. 
 
Lee Burgess:   You probably should. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, if you know that you have issues with your writing, for example, and 

you've kind of consistently gotten feedback that your writing needs some work 
– maybe you're too conclusory, you're not issue-spotting, you're not writing 
concisely enough – all these problems are going to rear their head on the bar 
exam, and you don't really have time to fix them when you're also trying to 
learn voluminous amounts of actual substantive material. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Right. So, an easy place to start is, your school might even have a bar class that 

you can take for a grade. I've taught these classes. They could be really helpful. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. You probably should take it. You should take that class. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. Not only should you take that class, you should pay attention, because 

some people, I'll be honest, took my class and they didn't really pay attention. 
And that wasn't a good thing. 

 
Alison Monahan:  No, I think if your school has resources, then go ahead and definitely take 

advantage of those and get the most out of it that you can. I think sometimes 
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people do think, "Oh, they're making me take this class. This is so pointless". 
This class is to help you pass the bar and become a lawyer. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Right. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Like, you cannot become a lawyer unless you can pass this test. And you might 

think, "Oh well, this is a waste of my time." It's really not a waste of your time. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right. It's definitely not a waste of your time because that law license is... This is 

the gateway. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. You literally cannot get that license. Even if you think the test is stupid and 

you don't really care about it and you think it's a bad way of figuring out if you 
should be a lawyer – that may all be true – you still have to pass. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Yep. Now whether or not your school has bar classes, you can always take some 

time to review the performance test, especially early on, which I think is a great 
thing to do before the bar season because you don't have to know any law. You 
just have to get comfortable with it. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. And I think that's also one of those areas that people tend to not really 

practice a lot on, or not even really look at. And it's always disappointing when 
you see someone who did pretty well on the MBE, maybe got basically a passing 
score, had basically passing scores on the essays, and then bomb their 
performance test. And they fail. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Yeah, because it's a totally doable part of the exam. 
 
Alison Monahan:  That should not happen. 
 
Lee Burgess:  And so, if you're not sure, if your school doesn't offer any programming, I think 

this is where you could look at something like our Writing of the Week program, 
where you can get access to assignments on the performance test. I think we 
have five assignments. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. 
 
Lee Burgess:   You could do one a weekend for five weeks. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. Only 90 minutes. 
 
Lee Burgess:   They're 90 minutes, and maybe another half hour, 45 minutes to review. 
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Alison Monahan:  Yeah. Two hours total. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Two hours. But if you took two hours for five weekends, you would be in such a 

better position, and that is time that you do not need to spend studying during 
the intensive period. And that's going to open up a whole extra day of studying 
to just work on substantive law. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. Or just to take that time off. If you think you don't want to write a 

performance test now, think about whether you're going to write that 
performance test voluntarily when you're in the middle of trying to learn all the 
substantive material. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Oh yeah. So exhausting. 
 
Alison Monahan:  You're going to want to do it even less. 
 
Lee Burgess:   Mm-hmm. 
 
Alison Monahan:  I think as a 3L often times second semester you do frankly have some extra 

time. And like you said, spend two hours a weekend, do five of them. You're 
going to be pretty prepared at that point. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah, especially during the slower part of the season. When you're a second 

semester 3L, maybe you're taking an exam class or two, but… 
 
Alison Monahan:  Right. But probably not. 
 
Lee Burgess:  You're probably not. And so, you're not going to have an intensive outlining 

season. You've got some time. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. 
 
Lee Burgess:  You've got some time. Another thing that you can consider doing in the off-

season is working on MBE questions, because I think a lot of people don't 
appreciate that tools like AdaptiBar will give you access during that semester. So 
for instance, if you take the bar exam in July, I believe that typically AdaptiBar 
access starts right after the February exam. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, I think I looked it up, I think it was March 1st. 
 
Lee Burgess:   March 1st. 

https://www.adaptibar.com/
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Alison Monahan:  Yeah. 
 
Lee Burgess:   So, that gives you all of March, all of April, and basically all of May. 
 
Alison Monahan:  That you could be working on this thing you're going to pay for anyway. 
 
Lee Burgess:   Right. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Just pay for it now. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Just pay for it now. Even if you just did, again, what – three hours a week – think 

about three hours a week over 12 weeks. It's a huge amount of study time. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, exactly. I feel like that's one of the things you could easily do for one hour 

a day, most days of the week. 
 
Lee Burgess:   Yeah. 
 
Alison Monahan:  I mean, there's really no reason not to. The thing about AdaptiBar is the more 

questions you do, the better the statistics get, and things like that. So the more 
you do, the more repetition, a) the better you get at this because there are only 
so many things they can actually test, and b) you get a lot better statistics, so 
you start to see, "Oh, I'm missing..." For me, I was missing every Fourth 
Amendment question for a while, and I had to learn that because I had not 
learned that correctly in law school. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Right. Another thing that you want to think about – we were just talking to 

someone at a law school about this, because they had a lot of students from 
outside of California taking the California bar. And one of the things that I was 
saying that we see a lot, especially with the California bar, which has all this 
California-specific law, like a lot of California-specific law, that if you're coming 
from out of state and your school has not covered any of this, you may want to 
spend some time, if you know you're going to come to California, starting to 
review some of that law. It is overwhelming to learn all this California-specific 
law when you're doing this kind of immersive bar study period of eight weeks, 
because you are competing with the person sitting next to you that went to a 
school that taught them this law. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Right, and those schools don't even necessarily have particularly high pass rates. 
 
Lee Burgess:   But they're higher than the out-of-state ones. 
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Alison Monahan:  That's true. Some of them, depending. But yeah, I think you might think, "Oh, 

how could I possibly do that? I haven't studied this stuff." It's like you've taken 
evidence, hopefully, at this point. You've taken professional responsibility. 
These are the topics we're talking about. There's no reason you cannot sit down 
and look at what are the California evidence distinctions if you already studied 
evidence. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Right. Or if you took a Family Law class and you didn't study much community 

property, you could probably read a community property outline and start 
learning it, because also community property is not complicated. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Right, that's a two-day task. 
 
Lee Burgess:  You just have to do it. You just have to understand it. I got to take a class in 

community property, so when it came to studying for the bar, I already knew it. 
I checked that off the list. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, I did not. I was in law school in New York, and when I was sitting for 

California while working, I looked at community property and I was like, "Yep, I 
don't know the first thing about this. Did not grow up in California, did not go to 
law school in California. Okay, I'm going to start from scratch." Luckily, it was a 
topic I found interesting. So in two days, I basically sat down and learned all of 
community property. And then I felt like I had a basis of knowledge for when my 
friends asked me what they should do if they were thinking about getting 
divorced. 

 
Lee Burgess:   True. 
 
Alison Monahan:  But anyone in law school could also just spend a weekend learning community 

property. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right. But I think it's important to recognize that when you look at the bar 

statistics, I think overall California ABA schools always outperform out-of-
California ABA schools, as far as test takers. Now, like you said, school to school 
can be different, but I mean the whole bucket. And there's a reason for that. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Right, some of the California schools are teaching California law, and some of 

them aren't. 
 
Lee Burgess:   True. 
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Alison Monahan:  I don't think Stanford is teaching California community property. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Probably not. That's true. Schools where they believe everyone's going to 

practice in California or most people are going to practice in California, they 
spend a lot more time on California law. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. So I think just be smart about what are the areas where you might need 

some extra attention, and if you can do that extra attention before you get into 
one of these "hit the ground running and work 12-hour day" type of situations, 
you're going to be really happy that you did that, I think. 

 
Lee Burgess:  I think the other thing we were just talking about on another podcast about 

foreign languages was the importance of space repetition. I think that setting a 
longer period of time really allows you to do a lot more of that, because you just 
have more time. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, exactly, you have more time to see things. If you look at the schedule for 

some of these big programs, they may have you looking at a topic once or twice. 
That is generally not enough. 

 
Lee Burgess:   No, I couldn't learn evidence over a couple of days. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Well, hopefully you already took evidence, but... 
 
Lee Burgess:  Well, hopefully, but sometimes you took it... We took it our first semester, 

second year. By the time I sat for the bar, it had been a while. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, I took it my last semester for this reason. 
 
Lee Burgess:   Which was probably wise, yeah. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Alright, so that's our pitch to first-time takers. Now, what about repeat takers? 

So these are people who've already had the unfortunate experience of living 
through a bar exam failure. Now the thing is that, over... I mean, it's almost 
been a decade now that we've been doing this work between the two of us. We 
are seeing more and more repeat takers come to us, who now have to study 
and work. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Right, which make sense. 
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Lee Burgess:   Which makes sense. 
 
Alison Monahan:  If you have a job, you can't just quit that job and study, necessarily. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right. One of the first questions I ask when people come to me about this, is I 

say, "Well, how many hours a week do you have to study?" And then there's 
hemming and hawing. I'm like, "Let's be realistic." 

 
Alison Monahan:  You're not doing four hours a night every night after work, plus weekends. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right, exactly. And often times some people will say, "I will have 20 hours." And 

you're like, "Okay that is half time." 
 
Alison Monahan:  Right. 
 
Lee Burgess:  So, how are you going to be able to study half time to get ready? And so, 

sometimes we find that people really need to study for three to four months to 
be able to make that study time work for them, depending on where they are in 
their scores. So then the question becomes, how do you make the most out of 
studying for three to four months?  

 
Alison Monahan:  Right. And I think sometimes it's easy for people to understand conceptually, 

"Oh, I'm going to study less per week, I need to study longer", but then when it 
comes to actually getting started, they don't necessarily get started because 
they don't feel there's that much urgency." 

 
Lee Burgess:  Right. And then they find, "Oh well, I'm eight weeks out now." But you're eight 

weeks out and you're competing with people who are studying full time. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, so you really have to be pretty disciplined to make this work. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. I think the first thing you need to have is a solid study schedule. I think it 

can be very easy to get caught up in reviewing the law, especially when you're 
studying for a longer period of time because you're like, "I have a week to do 
each subject." It's like, you do not have a week to do each subject. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, and also typically, the law is not really the problem if you just studied. 
 
Lee Burgess:   Mm-hmm. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Of course, you didn't know everything but typically, it's not just like, "Oh, I didn't 

bother learning the law." 
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Lee Burgess:   Right. 
 
Alison Monahan:  That's not typically why people fail, if they actually studied for two months to 

start with. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. This is one of the reasons why with our self-study program, we offer the 

ability for people to purchase a study schedule customized to them because a 
lot of people are like, "I need something to check the boxes so I don't fall into 
this trap of spending a week on a subject." 

 
Alison Monahan:  Right. And also, that you're not wasting time trying to figure out what you 

should do. 
 
Lee Burgess:   True. 
 
Alison Monahan:  If you're working and studying, your time is precious. So, even if you're thinking, 

"Oh well, I'll just spend 10 to 15 minutes a day deciding what to do" – that's 10 
to 15 minutes a day you could be studying. That's more than an hour per week 
you're losing. You don't have that time to lose. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Exactly. So the other thing that is important to think about is finding some 

dedicated and focused time to study. I know that we were just talking about 
squeezing an extra hour here or there for first-time takers. But I think for repeat 
takers, you do have to carve out dedicated time – often that's in the weekends. 
But if you're somebody who has children, dogs, family responsibilities, this gets 
harder and harder. So when you're thinking about setting yourself up to study 
long term, you really need to focus on where are going to be those buckets of 
hours that you can do that deep work, because this isn't just about Jeopardy 
and memorization. You have to be able to do the practice. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. And then I think sometimes people wonder, "Oh well, should I just wait 

and take the next bar out and study for a whole year?" Again, that's a very 
personal decision, but then you've got to be even more disciplined about 
making sure you actually do that work. 

 
Lee Burgess:   I know. And I haven't really seen a year work very well. 
 
Alison Monahan:  I just feel like people get distracted, they're just... There's no sense of urgency. 
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Lee Burgess:  No. Six months for foreign-trained lawyers, I have seen work okay, if they really 
have to do a lot of substantive review. But I think most people, four to five 
months is plenty. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. 
 
Lee Burgess:   On the high end. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, occasionally, we talk to someone where I'm like, "Yeah, maybe you do 

need that extra time." 
 
Lee Burgess:   But I think that's a special circumstance. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, I'm thinking one that was a very special situation. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. The other thing that you want to do is balance finding this dedicated and 

focused study time to also squeezing in study time here and there, that can 
really add up. One thing that I have found with folks who I have worked with is 
that often times, they can do AdaptiBar questions at lunch, and get an hour out 
of their lunch. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Right, like reviewing the smart bar outlines when they're commuting. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right. I've even had students, if they can learn through listening, they will record 

themselves reading outlines and listen to those recordings on their way home. 
There are lots of different things that you can do to kind of utilize extra time. So, 
think outside the box. 

 
Alison Monahan:  If you're taking the UBE exam, your essays are only 30 minutes. You can easily 

do one of those at lunch, check your work, evaluate it, and be done in under an 
hour. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Yeah. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Imagine if you did that four days a week. How many essays would you be 

writing? That's a huge amount of essays. 
 
Lee Burgess:   That's a huge amount of essays. That's basically a good chunk of your practice. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. You could just burn that at lunch time, be done. 
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Lee Burgess:  Be done. The other thing that is important to think about is to evaluate your 
strengths and weaknesses, to make sure that the work that you're doing is 
actually stuff that needs to get done. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Oh yeah, I love that one, when people are like, "Oh, I CALI'd contracts, and so 

I've been studying that all week." It's like, "Why are you studying this? I 
guarantee you there are other topics that you need to be working on more than 
this. If you were a TA for this class, you taught people contracts. Stop doing 
contracts essays because it makes you feel better." 

 
Lee Burgess:  This goes back to our favorite post on our site ever written, which is "Do Things 

that Make You Feel Uncomfortable". 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, exactly. I think that's why the idea that you would sit down every day and 

write an essay at lunch is like, "Oh, that sounds horrible." It's like, why does that 
sound more horrible than flipping through an outline? Is this harder? 

 
Lee Burgess:  It's harder, and therefore, you're going to get something out of it. We did 

another podcast recently on the importance of failure, and how your brain is 
learning – attempting to do something and failing, you learn more than if you're 
just doing any sort of passive activity. And so again, if you're struggling with this 
material over lunch, that struggle hour is going to be so much more effective 
than your passive checking the box for your outline. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, exactly. Don't get your flashcards and flip through them – that's too easy. 

Do your actual essay. If you want to flip through them for five minutes and then 
write an essay, cool. 

 
Lee Burgess:  We talk about, with our own work, how many times we'll scan something and 

be like, "Yeah, it looks great." And then we start to ask each other questions 
about it and then we're like, "Well, I didn't dig into it." 

 
Alison Monahan:  I didn't actually really think that carefully about it. It's not like I read every letter. 
 
Lee Burgess:  I know, and it's so easy to do. I feel like we're so used to skimming things in our 

current world that it can be a challenge to really make yourself engaged. I think 
that's why that practice and that testing of yourself is so important. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, I think any time you're preparing for a longer period of time, focusing on 

that active work is just going to be even more critical, because you just have 
more time essentially to burn doing things that aren't really that helpful. 
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Lee Burgess:  Yeah. Alright, so attorney takers who are going to be studying after a long time 
out of law school. So, even with the UBE, attorneys still move around or need to 
be licensed in multiple jurisdictions. I have talked to many attorneys who find 
themselves studying for the bar exam 10 plus years after graduation. And this is 
a long time to not have reviewed the rules of criminal procedure. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Oh yeah, for sure. And those rules might have even changed. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right, they might even be different. And so sometimes, these folks are also 

working. So this is a dual category of a student who may be working and 
studying part time, but these folks typically do need some longer term study, 
and they also need to carefully evaluate the right program for them. Are they so 
far away from the law that they would benefit from something with lectures? 
Possibly; they have to decide if that's a way that they learn. Or do they need 
more complete outlines than something like maybe SmartBarPrep or Lean 
Sheets or one of these more abbreviated outlines. Possibly; they need to look at 
those samples and see what it feels like to go through them. Are they going to 
need somebody who's going to be there to answer questions as they come up? 
Because the law may have changed, or that they're testing something in the bar 
now that they didn't test when they took the bar last time. They didn't use to 
test California evidence, they didn't use to test California civil procedure. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Civil procedure wasn't on the MBE until fairly recently. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right, exactly. So there are times when somebody might want to be able to ask 

questions. Does your bar prep solution have a human that you can ask those 
questions to? 

 
Alison Monahan:  Right. And particularly if you're an actual lawyer working and studying, your 

time is highly valuable, like hundreds of dollars per hour. So, if you're going to 
have to go down some rabbit hole to answer some random question about 
when did the rules of X, Y, and Z change – that is probably not a great use of 
your time. You could just shoot an email to someone and be like, "Hey, could 
you explain this to me?" And they'd be like, "Yeah, here's the answer." 

 
Lee Burgess:  I think the other thing I've found with working attorneys is they really have to 

force themselves to switch their writing style back to this academic form of 
writing, especially for areas of the law which they might practice.  

 
Alison Monahan:  That's the worst. Attorneys who practice in an area are like, "Okay, let's just 

back up here." 
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Lee Burgess:  Right, because they don't want to write about stuff that is not applicable, which 
I get – that's not what you do in practice. But there's an intellectual exercise 
that comes with the bar exam, and you need to be comfortable with that 
intellectual exercise, telling the bar graders why that stuff is not applicable. You 
have to say like, "This doesn't apply here because of this, even though this issue 
is raised." Where in your real day-to-day life, you wouldn't include that in a 
memo to a client. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. I think it's just recognizing that this is an artificial writing style, and it really 

is not that similar to probably what you're doing in practice. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. So getting writing feedback is incredibly important, I think, for these 

attorneys. And I have seen attorneys be able to shift their writing style while 
studying for the bar and totally successfully pass. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. The other thing, just like with the working and studying folks is, you've got 

to have a plan, because it is so easy to get caught in the weeds, especially for 
perfectionists who want to do everything perfectly. This is a minimum 
competency exam that is not about perfection, and so, you need some schedule 
or some sort of accountability to move you through this process. And remember 
that you are not going to become an expert in all of these subjects. It's 
practically impossible. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Right. Certainly, if there's an area you practice in, you're going to know that 

better than you're going to know other areas that you are tested on, and that is 
completely fine. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Yeah. 
 
Alison Monahan:  I think sometimes, people after having practiced do really get caught in the 

weeds about wanting to know every single detail of everything. You need 
somebody pulling you back up to that high level of like, "Okay, is this in your 
condensed outline? Then don't worry about it." 

 
Lee Burgess:  Right, exactly. This nuance is not going to be why you study or why you practice 

the law. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. I understand that you might write a memo on this topic if you are actually 

researching this question for a client. This is not what we're doing. 
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Lee Burgess:  Yeah, exactly. Now, we've talked about foreign-trained attorneys on the podcast 
before. But I did think it was important to discuss here because foreign-trained 
attorneys often times do need to study longer-term. Many of them, it can take 
up to six plus months, especially if they are working and studying, because of 
the amount of substantive law that they need to know. Some of them may have 
taken an LLM, but most LLMs I talk to take two substantive classes. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, they take a handful, if any. 
 
Lee Burgess:   A handful. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Very few. 
 
Lee Burgess:  And then on top of that, many of them have English as their second language, 

which just makes this exam incredibly challenging due to the time pressure. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. I think if you are coming from a completely different legal system, possibly 

a different language, this is going to be a challenge. I mean, you do understand 
that it's going to be a challenge. It's not impossible, but you are going to need 
obviously more time than someone who's coming out of a three-year JD 
program and has studied all of these MBE topics, plus some other stuff. 

 
Lee Burgess:  Right. So, you're going to have to focus on substantive law. You've got to learn 

the law, you've got to understand it. And again, I think it's important to have 
somebody to answer questions that may come up. A long time ago now, I 
worked with a group of British attorneys who were studying for the bar. So they 
didn't have a language barrier, but they're learning constitutional law that didn't 
have LLMs. They're just like reading a con law outline being like, "What?"  

 
Alison Monahan:  Like, "What is this? Huh." 
 
Lee Burgess:  And then you have to show them an attack plan of how this analysis works. I 

think we forget sometimes, even being raised in the U.S. or just understanding 
what happens in the news, the level of understanding that we may have, that 
might be different than somebody who's coming from a completely different 
type of law. Or you and I have talked about how civil law systems are very 
different than U.S. system. It can be really different, so you have to take time. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. And I think you described to me, you're kind of explaining American 

constitutional law to these British attorneys, who then were all kind of like, "Oh, 
okay. That doesn't seem that hard. So basically, I just apply the right level of 
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scrutiny? Oh, okay." And they're like, "What, these are a couple of levels? Okay, 
cool. Yeah, I can do that." 

 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah. These are the categories within each of those. But you need to sometimes 

have somebody talk you through that to be able to understand that high level of 
what's happening. 

 
Alison Monahan:  And it's astonishing, too, how many times that comes up on the MBE, in con 

law. All they do in con law is test levels of scrutiny, basically. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Yeah, I know. Writing feedback – super huge. Again, if you did not go to school 

in the U.S. or even if you did an LLM program, you may not be indoctrinated into 
the ways of the IRAC and the U.S. exam. And especially, if you are in the 
situation where English is not your first language, you may need somebody to 
help you strategize how to write these. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Right. In the time allotted. 
 
Lee Burgess:  In the time allotted, because writing these outside of time constraints is 

completely different. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. And I think there are lots of strategies you may need to employ – pre-

writing your elements and rule statements, and just literally memorizing them, 
or having a basic structure for every type of essay, that kind of thing. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Writing in very short and concise sentences, not using a lot of verbose language. 
 
Alison Monahan:  And certain words, people tend to get wrong. You want to have that pointed out 

to you like, "Oh, judgment is not spelled with an E." Just all this stuff that you 
may not know. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Yeah. 
 
Alison Monahan:  English is a weird language. 
 
Lee Burgess:  It is a weird language. The other thing that I find with a lot of LLMs is they often 

times will get sucked into purchasing a program that may say, "This is a special 
program for LLMs." But they don't really ask what is special about it.  

 
Alison Monahan:  Right. Are you giving me more information, are you giving me less information?  
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Lee Burgess:  Is it tailored to the fact that I didn't go to a law school in the U.S.? And 
sometimes these programs just mean you get longer access, you don't actually 
get additional material. So you need to ask a lot of questions to clarify what 
you're actually getting as part of this bar prep special LLM program. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, I'm not sure they're that special. 
 
Lee Burgess:  So you can ask questions and find out. Especially if you've already failed once, 

you need to really understand what didn't work last time and make sure you're 
not repeating the same mistakes. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah. I think, again, you just have to be even more skeptical than the average 

person about signing up for a program and thinking it's going to work for you, 
because you're really not the target of that program. You have not studied this 
material before, in a lot of cases. 

 
Lee Burgess:   And like most situations, you've got to be careful not to get stuck in the weeds. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, and I think it's very hard when you're coming from a foreign system 

because you don't actually even know, typically, what is important and what's 
not important, unless you actually really look at what is heavily tested. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Yeah. 
 
Alison Monahan:  That defines what is important. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right. And materials like SmartBarPrep or some of the materials we include in 

our programming, we will tell you what is heavily tested, and you need to learn 
that stuff first. 

 
Alison Monahan:  Yeah, you can use The Brainy Bar Bank, and you can be like, "Okay, which essay 

should I work on first?" 
 
Lee Burgess:   Right. 
 
Alison Monahan:  And depending on which jurisdiction you're in, you're going to get a different 

answer. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Right. But if you're studying for the UBE, it's going to come up that civil 

procedure is probably going to be on that test. So do a lot of civil procedure. 
 

https://barexamtoolbox.com/brainy-bar-bank/
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Alison Monahan:  Yeah, same in California – you will have a professional responsibility. Take this 
from me, who did not realize they tested that. It will be on there. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Yeah, exactly. 
 
Alison Monahan:  It might even be on there twice, as it was on my test. 
 
Lee Burgess:   Yeah. So, any final thoughts about studying long-term?  
 
Alison Monahan:  Well, I think this is just one of those situations where you need to know 

yourself, you need to understand your situation, and then you need to make a 
realistic assessment of what makes sense for you and what is going to get you to 
pass the test. And I'm not sure anyone else can really do that evaluation as well 
as you can, yourself. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Yeah. It's all about being honest with what's going on. 
 
Alison Monahan:  Well, and I think the other thing too is, given you have extra time, it's going to 

be sort of an iterative process. And part of this is that you've got to be tracking 
what's working. So if you talk to us and you tell us, "Oh, I have 20 hours a week 
to study", but then it turns out you can really only fit in 15 hours, and you're 
thinking, "Oh, I'm doing pretty well" – that's a problem. 

 
Lee Burgess:   Right. 
 
Alison Monahan:  You're losing a quarter, basically, of your study time. We're going to have 

concerns about that, and you ought to have concerns about that too. 
 
Lee Burgess:  Yep. Alright, well, with that, we are out of time. I want to take a second to 

remind you 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 
alison@barexamtoolbox.com. Or you can always contact us via our website 
contact form at BarExamToolbox.com. Thanks for listening, and we'll talk soon! 

 

https://barexamtoolbox.com/bar-exam-toolbox-blog/
https://lawschooltoolbox.com/podcast/
https://lawschooltoolbox.com/podcast/
mailto:lee@barexamtoolbox.com
mailto:alison@barexamtoolbox.com
https://barexamtoolbox.com/contact-us/
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RESOURCES: 
 
Private Bar Exam Tutoring 
Practice of the Week (POW) MBE Workshop 
Writing of the Week (WOW) Bar Essay Workshop 
The Brainy Bar Bank: Streamlining Bar Study 
AdaptiBar  
SmartBarPrep 
Lean Sheets 
Podcast Episode 78: Learning through Mistakes in Bar Prep 
Podcast Episode 80: Lessons from Learning a New Language that Apply to Bar Study 
Should You Start Studying Early for the Bar Exam? 
How to Pass the Bar by Doing What Makes You the Most Uncomfortable 
 
 
 
 

https://barexamtoolbox.com/private-bar-exam-tutoring/
https://barexamtoolbox.com/practice-of-the-week-pow-mbe-workshop
https://barexamtoolbox.com/writing-of-the-week-wow-bar-essay-workshop/
https://barexamtoolbox.com/brainy-bar-bank/
https://www.adaptibar.com/
https://smartbarprep.com/
http://www.leansheets.com/
https://barexamtoolbox.com/podcast-episode-78-learning-through-mistakes-in-bar-prep/
https://barexamtoolbox.com/podcast-episode-80-lessons-from-learning-a-new-language-that-apply-to-bar-study
https://barexamtoolbox.com/should-you-start-studying-early-for-the-bar-exam/
https://barexamtoolbox.com/how-to-pass-the-bar-by-doing-what-makes-you-the-most-uncomfortable/

