HONEST ANSWERS TO YOUR MOST FREQUENTLY-ASKED QUESTIONS

ABOUT LAW SCHOOL

I'm not sure what to do after I graduate.  Is law school the right option for me?

As much as those of you with uncertain career paths (that is to say, the vast majority of graduating seniors) might not want to hear it, you should not go to law school just because you cannot think of anything else to do (get ready — this will be a common theme).  There is one very important reason for this:  law school is an expensive proposition, particularly private law school, the tuition of which alone may run as high as $60,000 per year.  Remember that unless your family is independently wealthy and willing to finance your education or unless you are able to secure substantial grants, you will have to borrow the bulk of your law school expenses.  In the long run, this amounts to a sizable debt, which you will have to begin repaying upon graduation.  What's the lesson in all this?  Don't do it unless you really want it!

I've heard that a law degree gives you a lot of flexibility in the job market.  Is this true?

While it is true that people with law degrees do wind up working in diverse fields, it is not necessarily the case that it is the law degree that gives these people flexibility.  In many cases, people who finish law school simply decide that they do not want to practice law, and choose a different career path.  Often, these individuals could have chosen that same career path without a law degree.  Of course, the beauty of having a law degree (although it could be said that this is true of any advanced degree) is that it provides a good fallback option.  Even in recessions, the country always needs lawyers.

What do people with law degrees do?

Excellent question.  As noted above, the up side of having a law degree is that most people, institutions, and/or organizations at one time or another need a lawyer.  The typical graduating law student may choose from an array of jobs, including private practice at a law firm; federal, state, or local government jobs; or jobs with nonprofit organizations, such as foundations or even advocacy groups.  Newspapers, corporations, and consulting firms (not to mention universities!) also hire lawyers.

In private practice, the nature of the work tends to vary by geographic region.  For example, lawyers practicing in New York law firms tend to concentrate on corporate law, tax law, securities law, and other finance-related matters.  Lawyers in D.C. firms may focus on more regulatory, government-related affairs involving government contracts, trade, health, and environmental issues, and communications.  Most D.C. firms also have a legislative practice, through which well-connected attorneys regularly lobby Congress and the Administration on behalf of their clients.  Boston firms tend to focus on corporate law, securities law, and patent or intellectual property law.  Many firms also have a litigation practice; attorneys in this area spend the vast majority of their time drafting court documents and are the lawyers who appear in court when necessary.  Firms in cities like D.C., New York, and London also have international law practices, primarily focusing on commercial arbitration or investor-state arbitration.
Government work also varies depending on the agency or department and the level of government.  For example, attorneys in the Department of Justice are involved in a variety of civil and criminal matters, ranging from antitrust to civil rights work.  Lawyers at city law departments litigate on behalf of their city, which includes defending the actions of government agencies and local government officials.

If I want to go to law school, what should I study as an undergraduate?

There is no ideal pre-law undergraduate concentration. Successful lawyers have studied everything from chemical engineering to art history, so don’t stress about your concentration. Law schools are most concerned with a student's ability to analyze and to write effectively. As long as you have opportunities to hone these skills and achieve excellent grades, you will do great. 
How good does your LSAT score have to be to get into a top law school, e.g., Harvard, Yale, or Stanford?

If you are dead set on attending a certain top school, you should try to make sure your LSAT score is within their 25th and 75th percentiles (or higher!), although people with lower scores gain acceptance very regularly with good applications. There is an undeniable focus on LSAT scores and GPA in law school admissions, but schools are careful to examine the entire package.  As much as they want very bright people, they also want students who are well-rounded, thoughtful, and interesting.  With this in mind, we strongly encourage you to apply to a range of schools, (including a 'safety'), to which you have a good chance of being accepted as well as schools which could fairly be considered 'long shots' for you.

How would you compare the learning environment and work load at law school to that of Harvard College?

As you have no doubt already heard, the type of learning that goes on in law school is fundamentally different from the undergraduate academic experience at any college.  Law schools are most interested in teaching you a style of thinking, rather than a particular subject matter.  Contrary to popular perception, law school is not simply about memorization (although it may help to be able to remember certain key cases for your final exam).  Rather, professors test your ability to apply the law to specific fact patterns.

In terms of the work load, the answer to this question obviously depends in part on which law school you attend.  However, the curriculum, particularly the first-year curriculum, is fairly standard at most law schools.   Frankly, law school can be a grind.  Depending on the subject matter, the reading can be tedious, long, and yes, boring.  As with anything, however, law school becomes easier as you get the hang of it.  And after the first year of basic courses (property, tort, civil procedure, criminal law, and contracts), students are pretty much free to diversify their course load to taking courses that interest them.

I've read One L and seen The Paper Chase.  Is Harvard Law School really that awful?

The vast majority of professors upon whom both of these lovely pieces of quasi-fiction were modeled are long gone.  In fact, many professors make a conscientious effort to treat their students with kindness and respect.  Of course, there are always a few exceptions to the rule.  As with anything, if you are diligent enough you can find your niche.

I'm not sure what I want to do with my life.  Should I take time off?

Yes, yes, yes!  Taking time off not only gives you perspective on the decision to apply to law school, it also (if done right) can enhance your chances of being accepted. Not only that, many students who take time off find that they return to academic life with more focus, rigor, and excitement than before! 
If I take time off, is one year enough?

Maybe.  The problem with taking just one year off is that by the time the application season rolls around in October and November, you have only been out of school for four to five months.  This can defeat the whole point of taking time off, which is to give yourself some breathing room and to allow time for an honest assessment of whether law school is right for you.

I'm considering applying to law school now and then deferring a year.  Is this a good idea?

Well, yes and no.  It's a good idea if you are absolutely positive that you want to attend law school in two years and just want to get the application process out of the way now.  It's not such a great idea if you're not sure what you want to do and just want to apply so that you'll have something to say when people ask you what you want to do after you graduate.  First, it's expensive to apply.  Second, why rush?  If you end up applying to law school later, you will appear to the admissions committee as a more mature candidate who is taking the decision to apply seriously.

Should I consider a joint-degree program (e.g. law and business, law and government)?    

We recommend that you think carefully before electing to pursue a joint-degree program that combines two masters' degrees, and suggest that students serious about such a program do not attempt to pursue such a program immediately following college.  While there is much pressure to collect as many options as possible coming out of college, it's important to recognize that the marginal benefits from pursuing two degrees are often not worth the added costs (of time, tuition and foregone income).  In the case of the JD-MBA program, for which there has been a lot of interest of late, you should understand that the business degree is by no means necessary for those of you planning to pursue a career in corporate law; similarly, for those primarily interested in business, the law degree is hardly a prerequisite for working in finance, consulting, general management or any other business-related career.  Remember that a law degree is only a prerequisite for practicing law.  Beyond this, these professional degrees will neither make nor break your future success.                                                                 

The appropriate rationale for pursuing these longer and costlier programs is simply to obtain specific knowledge from more than one school which you could not otherwise gain from simple cross-registration.  For example, someone interested in working mergers and acquisitions or risk arbitrage, fields that often present complicated legal issues, might find the JD-MBA program useful for learning how to structure transactions.  As undergraduates, it is probably too early to have such a specific career path in mind.  Hence, we recommend that you spend time working in a relevant business or government job for two to three years before electing to apply to these joint programs.                                  

Two final notes.  First, if you are interested in the JD-MBA program, two years of work experience are quasi-mandatory and three or more are now preferred.  In fact, if you apply straight from undergrad for an MBA, many schools will only accept you with a two year deferral meaning that even if you are accepted you must go out there and complete your two years of experience before they allow you to enroll.  Second, for any joint degree program involving a professional school, you do have the option of applying to the second school while in the first year of the program at another.  This alleviates the burden of applying to two schools simultaneously and allows you to assess the merits of joining a second program after you have entered and experienced the first.  

Will law schools be more impressed if a professor writes my recommendation?  Or should I ask my teaching fellow, who knows me better?

As a rule of thumb, you should always ask for a recommendation from the person who best knows you and your work.  Law schools will not be impressed by a letter of recommendation from a professor that comments on little more than the grade you made in his or her class.  If your TF is more familiar with the quality of your work, by all means ask him or her to write you the recommendation.  Moreover, do not be shy about asking your recommender whether he or she feels comfortable writing you a good letter.  You might also want to supply that person with a detailed resumé describing your activities and how they have contributed to your personal or academic development.

