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NOTE TAKING
Taking notes is a hard - but crucial skill for law students to learn.
Effective and efficient note taking
not only helps with exams, but is
crucial for your success in your legal
career.

Remember that there is no golden
one-size-fits-all approach to taking
notes. What works for some may not
work for others. It’s up to you to
figure out (by trial and error) which
techniques work best for you.

When preparing for exams, you will
likely want to summarise your inclass notes so that they are more
succinct and easier to navigate.
Below, we provide tips on in-class
note taking and exam-preparation
note taking.

STRATEGIES FOR INCLASS
NOTE TAKING

READ AND SUMMARISE
THE CLASS CONTENT
BEFORE CLASS
You should aim to
summarise the class
content in your own words
and keep it concise. You
want to capture enough
information but avoid
trying to retain too much
information. Figuring out
the perfect level of detail is
a matter of trial and error,
and of practice.

BE FAMILIAR WITH THE
SYLLABUS BEFORE CLASS
TO HELP FRAME YOUR
NOTES
You should aim to
summarise the class
content in your own words
and keep it concise. You
want to capture enough
information but avoid
trying to retain too much
information. Figuring out
the perfect level of detail is
a matter of trial and error,
and of practice.

ORGANISE YOUR NOTES
EFFECTIVELY
Some students find it useful
to organise class content
according to the syllabus
outline and headings.
Other students prefer to
organise their notes
according to “key
concepts”, “key cases” and
“legislation” as outlined in
the syllabus.

TYPING VS
HANDWRITING
In deciding whether to
handwrite or type your
notes, consider:
the medium you are
more comfortable with;
the medium that helps
you retain information
better;
the nature of your notetaking (i.e. if you use
maps and diagrams);
and
the type of exam you
are preparing for.

EXAM
PREPARATION
Different types of exams require
different techniques and strategies
of preparation.

To figure out the best study
strategies, you will first need to find
out the kind of exam you will be
sitting:
open book or closed book exam;
essay exam;
problem question exam;
multiple choice exam; or
a combination of the above.

GENERAL TIPS
FOR EVERY EXAM TYPE

Begin studying early
Prepare and organise your
in-class notes every week
throughout the semester

Set study goals for yourself
and stick to them!

Keep a balanced lifestyle

Practice
Practice
Pratice!

OPEN BOOK
EXAMS
Open book exams are exams that
allow students to refer to their notes,
textbooks or other material while
answering questions under timed
and controlled conditions. They test
students’ ability to find and apply
information and knowledge about
the law to legal problems.

Open book exams usually come in
two forms:
Sit-down, time-limited exams
with varying degrees of access
to resources and material. Some
exams might allow you to bring in
any material you like (notes,
textbooks or equipment). Other
exams may restrict the type of
material you can bring to the
exam, such as only allowing you
to bring it two pages of notes.
Take home open-book exams.
Under these conditions,
questions are uploaded online at
a specified time and students
have a number of hours OR days
to complete the exam and
upload it on the student portal.

HOW TO PREPARE
FOR AN BOOK
EXAM?
Remember that open books do not
test your memory of the content.
Rather, they test your ability to find
and use information for problem
solving and to prepare well-structured
and articulated arguments and
solutions to the problem. This means
that the best way to prepare for open
book exams is to practice legal
problem solving using your notes.

Work out the material and resources
you will take into the exam & find out
how much time you will have.

Summarise and organise your in-class notes.
it is best to redraft your in-class notes to
make them more concise and structured.
the form and medium of your notes will
depend on the type of open book exam (i.e.
whether it is an in-class hand-written exam
or a take-home exam. Usually, it is easier to
use typed notes if you have a take-home
exam. Whereas, if you have a sit-down exam,
you might find either typed or hand-written
notes easier to navigate under time pressure.
Use highlights, headings and/or maps to
make key concepts, cases and legislation
stand out.
You may also like to prepare a scaffold with
the steps you need to take to answer certain
questions.
Practice practice practice!
You should aim to practice under
strict exam conditions and time
constraints.

CLOSED BOOK
EXAMS
Closed book exams are exams that
require students to know and
understand the general principles of
the law without referring to any
material or resources. These exams
test students’ knowledge and
understanding of the class content
and their ability to apply this
knowledge to legal and factual
problems.

Closed book exams usually come in
one form:
Sit-down, hand-written exams
under time constraints

HOW TO PREPARE
FOR A CLOSED
BOOK EXAM?
Remember, closed book exams are
not designed to test students’ ability
to memorise the small details. Rather,
you will be tested on whether you
understand the core principles and
cases.

Start with the ‘Big Picture’ - that is,
understand the course as a whole so
that you can place cases and
principles in context.
Prepare a succinct outline.
Ideally, you should start outlining and
organising your notes early in the
semester so that you are wellprepared for the exam period and
can focus on practicing legal
problems at the end of the semester.

Know the law, the key concepts, cases
and legislation.
Use memory techniques to help you remember
and understand the law throughout the
semester. These might include using flash cards,
preparing acronyms or mnemonics, or recording
yourself summarising the information and
listening to this as you walk or bike-ride or
travel.
Some students prefer to think of concepts as
opposed to cases. This involves thinking of why
each case is important (what does it say about
the law? What are the key take-aways from this
case?) and then using these take-aways to
understand the legal concepts.

Practice Practice Practice!
Use past exams to practice
answering legal questions without
referring to the material.

ESSAY EXAMS
Many law exams will include at least one
essay question, usually in combination with
one or two legal problem questions.
Some law exams are made up exclusively of
essay questions.
Your task is to write a concise and
structured essay answering the legal
question. These exams provide an
opportunity for you to demonstrate your
knowledge of the law (usually a
controversial area), argue your own views
and draw on key issues, cases, legislation
and other academic sources.

TIPS for writing
essay exams
MAKE SURE
YOU
UNDERSTAND
THE QUESTION
AND THE
TERMINOLOGY
USED
Make sure that you take the time to
properly understand what exactly the
question is asking you to do. If the question
is too broad for an exam essay, you can
narrow the focus of the question but be
clear about this in your introduction.
Terms like ‘Illustrate’, ‘explain’, ‘compare’
and ‘critically analyse’ all have different
meanings and will require different styles
of answers. Make sure that you are familiar
with the terminology and with the different
types of responses required.

PREPARE AN
ESSAY PLAN
The best essays will be
well-structured and
coherent. To ensure that
your essay is coherent,
you should plan your
essay before you start
writing.
This will also give you the
chance to clearly think
about your answer and
any evidence to support
your argument.

ALLOCATE
TIME FOR
EACH
QUESTION
Make sure to allocate enough time for each
question. You can allocate the time
according to the amount of points given for
each question.
Some students prefer to start with the
easiest question to reduce anxiety.
If you run out of time, use dot points!

CLEARLY AND
CONCISELY
STRUCTURE
YOUR ESSAY
Follow the basic essay structure:
INTRODUCTION, BODY and CONCLUSION

INTRODUCTION
Unlike normal research essays, your
introduction should be short and concise.
Clearly state your answer and the
organisation of the essay.
For example: “Legal response to intimate
partner violence (IPV) rely primarily on a
hybrid system blurring civil apprehended
domestic violence orders (ADVOs) with the
threat of criminal charges for
contraventions. This essay argues that this
is problematic for three reasons. The first
is… The second is… The third is…”

BODY
Structure the body of the essay as you indicated
in your introduction. In the above example, you
would structure the paragraphs according to the
three ‘problematic’ reasons. Using headings is
very helpful for you and for the marker.
Make sure that you include supporting material
(legislation, case law, commentary and other
secondary sources) to argue your point.
CONCLUSION
Clearly state HOW you answered the question.
For example: “It is clear that the punitive ADVO
system causes more problems than it solves. This
is most clearly illustrated by… (give your best
example).”

MULTIPLE
CHOICE EXAMS
Multiple choice law exams test students'
ability to recognise legal principles and
facts quickly.

Preparing for a
multiple choice exam

Find out what topics are examinable.
If there are a range of examinable topics,
use the course outline to find main themes,
concepts and principles.

Learn and understand the main concepts,
principles and law (case law and statute).
For some students, this may involve reading
or listening. For others, it may be easier to
learn by writing or through visual
representation. Whatever your style of
learning, you should aim to really
understand the main concepts and legal
frameworks.

Practice Practice Practice!
Practice using past exam multiple question
papers

Tips during a multiple
choice exam
Read each question carefully
and consider all options before
choosing an answer.
Accept the questions at face
value.
Don't assume any tricks or
patterns.
Don't leave any questions
unanswered.
Allocate enough time on each
question and keep an eye on
the time to ensure you are not
spending too long on one
question..
If you are really stuck, use a
process of elimination to
narrow your choice.

SURVIVING EXAMS
Arrive at the

Eat something

exam ahead
of time to
feel relaxed

In the hours
leading up to
exams, you
should try to:
Get a good
night sleep

Go for a walk or do
some light exercise
to get the
endorphines going.

Read over your
study material
but avoid panic
studying

SITTING EXAMS
Basic tips during the exam
Most exams will allocate time to
reading the exam. During reading
time, you should:
Read all the directions carefully;
read through the entire exam;
plan out how you will manage your
time; and
look out for clue words so you know
the direction to take in your answer.
Clue words are like instructive words
(such as compare, evaluate, critically
discuss).
Remain calm. It helps to start
the exam with the easier
questions.
If you're stuck on a question, it often helps
to move on and come back to it.

Think, think think!
At the end of the day, you are
there to demonstrate your
KNOWLEDGE. You need to
remember to think clearly and try
your best to concisely answer the
questions in your own words.
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