
Succeeding in law school requires efficient study methods and effective tools. 
Here is a concise guide to help you navigate the process using outlines, hornbooks, 
and study groups.
 

1. Making Outlines
You may have heard a lot about outlining before entering law school or once you got there. But what is an 
outline? Because there are very few exams in most law school classes, a class outline is a tool that will help 
you condense everything you learn throughout the semester into a short study guide that you build along 
the way. 

Outlining is crucial in law school as it helps organize material, condense information, and prepare for 
exams.

STEPS TO MAKE EFFECTIVE OUTLINES:
1. Start Early: Begin outlining as soon as classes start. Regularly update it to avoid cramming later.
2. Use Syllabi: Follow the professor’s syllabus to structure your outline. It reflects what he or she considers 

important. The topic headings from your syllabus should create the framework for you outline. 
3. Use Your Textbook: Once you have your framework, go to the table of contents for the assigned reading 

for your class in your textbook. Fill in subtopics or subparts from your textbook.
4. Flesh Out Your Framework with Case Briefs and Notes from Lectures: Once you have your framework 

set, you will flesh out that framework with any case briefs you complete from the reading and notes you 
take at the lecture. These should fit under the topics you laid out in your framework.

5. Focus on Key Topics:
 • Rules: Write down black-letter law (e.g., elements of negligence in torts).
 • Cases: Summarize case names, key facts, holdings, and reasoning.
 • Applications: Include class discussions or hypotheticals provided by your professor. 
6. Be Concise: Avoid copying verbatim from textbooks or notes. Distill information into 

manageable chunks.
7. Use Visual Aids: Incorporate tables, flowcharts, or bullet points for clarity.
8. Refine: As you review and learn more, streamline your outline to focus on the material you do 

not already know.

More Tips: 
• Stick to one document per subject as to keep each clean. That does not mean one page. 

Outlines can sometimes be 20-25 pages or more each. 
• Create a cheat sheet at the end of the semester. Your cheat sheet can be 1-2 pages. You want to 

distill all the information in your outline into a short cheat sheet for that final phase of studying. 
The distillation itself will also help you study.

• Avoid using someone else’s outline unless you adapt it to fit your understanding and class 
material. One of the major advantages of making your own outline is that you review your 
material as you build it out. For example, you should not look at your case brief once (at the time 
you make it) or even twice (at the time you make it and then when you are about to get cold 
called). You should look at it several times in preparing your outline and studying. Creating your 
own outline will also help you see big picture, i.e. how all of the topics and subtopics in the 
course fit together.
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• While filling out your outline with information from guides and hornbooks may be 

helpful to nail some black letter law, do not go crazy with dumping information from these 
guides into your outline. You want to remember to focus on the areas of the law your professor 
thinks is important and will be testing on. 

• Stick with one format throughout the semester. It will be helpful to stick with the same levels of 
headers and formatting for outlines to the extent possible. That way, you are not confused or 
you do not miss something for one class when going back to study.

 i. For example, if you use the headers I., A., 1. a., i to start, stick with that formatting. If you are 
used to putting black letter law at the top,  continue with that practice throughout the 
semester.

2. Using Hornbooks
Hornbooks are supplementary legal texts that explain and analyze specific areas of law in depth. They’re 
especially helpful for understanding difficult concepts and clarifying nuances.

HOW TO USE HORNBOOKS EFFECTIVELY:
1. Supplement, Don’t Replace: Use hornbooks to complement your casebook and class notes—

not as a substitute.
2. Focus on Problem Areas:
 · When a concept or rule is unclear, refer to a hornbook for a straightforward explanation.
 · Use it for complex areas like Property or Civil Procedure, which often require extra clarity.
3. Use Examples: Look for hornbooks that provide illustrations or hypotheticals (e.g., Examples & 

Explanations series).
4. Don’t Overuse: Hornbooks can be dense. Focus only on sections relevant to your syllabus or the 

professor’s emphasis.

Popular Hornbook Series:
• Gilbert Law Summaries
• Black Letter Series
• Examples & Explanation
• Glannon Guides
• Understanding Series

3. Utilizing Study Groups in Law School 
Study Groups can be a powerful tool for success in law school when used effectively. They provide an 
opportunity for collaboration, discussion, and reinforcement of key concepts. 

BENEFITS OF STUDY GROUPS
• Clarification of Concepts: Group discussions can help clarify confusing material or fill in gaps in 

understanding.
• Diverse Perspectives: Group members may interpret cases or issues differently, enriching your 

understanding of the law.
• Accountability: Regular meetings encourage consistent preparation and prevent procrastination.
• Practice and Application: Study groups are ideal for discussing hypotheticals and practicing exam 

questions.

FORMING AN EFFECTIVE STUDY GROUP

• Size Matters: Keep the group small (3-5 members) to ensure focused discussions and minimize 
distractions.

• Choose the Right People: Select classmates who are:
• Committed and reliable.
• Prepared to contribute equally.
• Open to collaboration and respectful of differing opinions.

• Set Clear Goals: Establish the purpose of the group, such as reviewing outlines, analyzing cases, or 
practicing for exams. Create an agenda for each meeting to stay on track.

STRUCTURING STUDY GROUP MEETINGS
• Preparation: Everyone should come prepared by completing assigned readings or preparing answers to 

practice questions beforehand.
• Discussion:

• Focus on areas where group members are struggling rather than revisiting topics everyone 
already understands.

• Use the IRAC (Issue, Rule, Application, Conclusion) method when analyzing cases or hypotheticals.
• Sharing Resources: Share outlines, flashcards, or supplemental materials, but ensure that everyone 

contributes their own work.
• Practice Exam Questions: Take turns answering practice questions aloud or writing responses, then 

critique each other’s answers to improve analytical skills and organization.

TIPS FOR SUCCESS
• Stay Positive: Keep discussions constructive and avoid turning meetings into complaint sessions.
• Limit Time: Cap meetings to 1-2 hours to maintain focus and avoid burnout.
• Respect Schedules: Meet at a consistent time that works for all members.
• Be Open-Minded: Respect different approaches and learning styles.
• Evaluate Progress: Periodically assess whether the group is meeting its goals and make adjustments as 

needed.

COMMON PITFALLS TO AVOID
• Unprepared Members: Require everyone to come prepared; unprepared members can derail the group.
• Distractions: Avoid socializing excessively or veering off-topic.
• Overloading: Focus on quality over quantity—don’t try to cover too much in one session.
• Over-Reliance: Don’t rely solely on the group. Ensure your individual study habits remain strong.

WHEN STUDY GROUPS AREN’T WORKING
If a study group becomes unproductive or stressful, it’s okay to leave and focus on individual study 
methods that work better for you. Remember, the goal is to enhance learning, not create additional 
pressure.

By forming the right group, staying focused, and using study sessions effectively, you can maximize the 
benefits of collaboration in law school.
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