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Lee Burgess: Welcome back to the Law School Toolbox podcast. Today we are talking about 
what happens when the wheels come off and you need to triage in law school. 
Your Law School Toolbox hosts are Alison Monahan and Lee Burgess, that's me. 
We're here to demystify the law school and early legal career experience, so 
you'll be the best law student and lawyer you can be. 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 or rating on your favorite listening app. And if you 
have any questions, don't hesitate to reach out to us. You can reach us via the 
contact form on LawSchoolToolBox.com, and we'd love to hear from you. And 
with that, let's get started. 

 
Lee Burgess: We'd like to take a moment to thank Juno for sponsoring this podcast. Do you 

have student loans, or are you considering taking them out? Juno can help you 
understand your options and access more competitive rates. Juno works by 
using collective bargaining, negotiating as a group with lenders to secure lower 
private student loan rates than students typically get on their own. This can 
mean real upfront savings because loan interest is no joke – take it from 
someone who spent years paying off my law school loans. To learn more about 
Juno, visit JoinJuno.com and check out our previous podcast episode linked to in 
the show notes with Juno's founder. It's definitely worth a listen. 

 
Lee Burgess: Welcome back to the Law School Toolbox podcast! In a recent episode, we 

talked about what a normal week looks like for a successful 1L – treating law 
school like a job, staying organized, and managing your time well. Today we're 
talking about what happens when the wheels come off. You're three weeks 
behind in Contracts, you have a memo due Friday, midterms start Monday. You 
haven't started outlining, final exams are just around the corner, and someone 
just texted you asking if you want to join their study group – which, let's be 
honest, you don't have time for, but you also feel like you need all the help you 
can get. This isn't about optimizing your perfect schedule; this is about survival. 
This is about triage. We are in crisis mode now.  

 
Lee Burgess: So, here's what I want you to understand: Your brain works differently when 

you're stressed. You get decision fatigue, you get analysis paralysis. You spend 
two hours trying to figure out the perfect plan for catching up instead of actually 
catching up. And if you have ADHD or you process information more slowly due 
to learning differences, the standard advice of "Just work harder" or "Manage 
your time better" is completely useless. When you're already maxed out, you 
can't just magically add more hours to the day. So today we're going to talk 
about actual triage – what to cut, what to keep, how to decide, how ADHD and 
learning differences change your triage strategy, and how to use AI strategically 
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to save time without offloading the actual learning, and what your emergency 
protocols should be when everything is on fire. 

 
Lee Burgess: So, let's start with the brutal math. You have 40 hours between now and your 

exam, maybe less if you account for sleep, eating, and the basic functions of 
being a human. What actually moves the needle on your exam performance? Is 
it reading every single case word for word? Or is it understanding the doctrine? 
Is it having perfect outlines with every detail color-coded? Or is it doing practice 
exams? When you are in triage mode, you need the 80/20 rule on steroids. 
What 20% of your effort is going to give you 80% of the results? Here's the first 
triage question you need to ask yourself: What can I actually cut? And I know 
this is hard to hear, but some reading you can replace with a commercial outline 
or a case brief, plus skimming the actual case. Some assignments you're going to 
do at 80% instead of 100%. The good enough threshold is higher than you think 
when you're trying to just get through the week. But here's what I want to be 
really clear about: Do not skip class. I know when you're overwhelmed, it is 
tempting to think, "I'll just skip Torts today and use that time to catch up on 
reading." Don't do it. Class is where you hear what's important. Class is where 
your professor signals what matters for the exam. Class is where you find out 
which of those 15 cases you read was actually the critical one. If you have to 
choose between doing all the reading and going to class, go to class every single 
time. 

 
Lee Burgess: Second triage question: What must I keep? You must keep understanding the 

black-letter law – and notice I said "understanding", not necessarily reading 
every case. You must keep doing practice exams – this is a non-negotiable if you 
want to improve your exam performance. You must keep sleep – you'll retain 
nothing on three hours of sleep. And you must keep whatever you personally 
need to not lose your mind. For me that's exercise; for you it might be 
something else, but you need something.  

 
Lee Burgess: Now, if you're a student who processes information differently, your triage 

strategy is going to look different, and that's okay. If you have ADHD, you may 
need more breaks, not fewer. You might need micro sprints instead of 
marathon study sessions. A three-hour block of study time might sound good in 
theory, but if your brain checks out after 20 minutes, you are just wasting the 
other two hours and 40 minutes. If you read slowly due to dyslexia or other 
learning differences, audiobook, text-to-speech tools, and supplements become 
even more essential when you're in triage mode. This isn't cheating; this is using 
the tools that work for your brain. If you need extended time accommodations, 
use them and plan your study schedule around them. Don't try to study like 
someone who doesn't need accommodations – that's setting yourself up for 
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failure. For you triage might mean, "I'm going to do three cases deeply instead 
of six cases poorly", and that's a completely valid strategic choice. 

 
Lee Burgess: Here's a decision framework for everything on your plate: Will this be on the 

exam? If the answer is "no" or "unlikely", cut it. Will this help me understand 
the bigger picture? If yes, keep it, but maybe in a modified form. And here's the 
big one: Am I doing this because it's important or because I'm anxious? Because 
anxiety is a terrible decision maker. Anxiety will have you rereading the same 
case four times instead of moving on to actually understanding the doctrine. 
Anxiety will have you making flashcards for every single detail instead of doing a 
practice exam. Don't let anxiety drive the bus.  

 
Lee Burgess: Okay, let's talk about AI because here's the paradox: AI can save you massive 

amounts of time when you're in triage mode, but AI can also create the illusion 
of learning when you're actually just outsourcing your thinking. The key is to use 
AI to handle the mechanics, not the understanding. So let me break down 
where AI actually helps when you're drowning, and where it becomes cognitive 
offloading. So, level one: administrative time savers. You can ask AI to 
"Summarize this case and pull out the holding", but then you still read the case 
with that roadmap in mind. You are not skipping the case; you're just making 
your reading more efficient. You can also ask AI to "Organize these topics into 
an outline structure", but then you fill in the substance, you add the rules, the 
exceptions, and the examples. AI can give you the skeleton, but you provide the 
meat. You can ask, "What are the key differences between these two 
doctrines?", but then you apply them to fact patterns. You figure out how to use 
that information on an exam.  

 
Lee Burgess: So, here's level two: study efficiently. AI can generate flashcards from your 

notes, but you still have to memorize them. AI can create a study schedule that 
accounts for your actual exam dates and how much time you have. AI can 
suggest which topics to prioritize based on your syllabi. AI can quiz you on the 
rules, but don't let it write your exam answers for you. Here's where AI becomes 
cognitive offloading, and you need to avoid this: using AI to brief cases without 
reading them. You will not understand what's going on in class, you will not be 
able to participate, and you definitely won't understand how the doctrine 
actually works. Having AI write a practice exam answer for you is also pointless. 
You are literally practicing nothing when you do this. The whole point of 
practice exams is for you to work through the analysis. Using AI to explain 
concepts without engaging with the material yourself – I mean, if you're just 
reading AI explanations and not thinking about them, you're still not learning. 
So basically, if you're using AI to avoid thinking, you're doing it wrong. 
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Lee Burgess: So, here's the test. Ready? Can you explain it without AI? If you used AI to 
summarize a case, can you explain the holding in your own words? If AI created 
your outline structure, can you fill in the rules from memory? If AI made 
flashcards, can you actually answer them? AI should be your assistant, not your 
brain. 

  
Lee Burgess: Now, a special note for students with ADHD or learning differences: AI can be 

great for executive function support. You can ask, "Help me break this six-hour 
study session into 25-minute chunks with specific tasks." That's using AI to 
support your planning and organization. You can ask AI to "Create a checklist for 
what I need to do before this exam." That's using AI to help with a task that 
might be hard for you – organizing and sequencing. But the same rules apply: AI 
helps with structure, not with doing the thinking.  

 
Lee Burgess: Alright, let's get really practical. You're behind on reading, so what do you 

actually do? Here's the priority cascade. Priority 1: cases the professor spent 30 
minutes or more on in class. Go back to your notes, identify these cases, and 
probably read them fully. These are the money cases, these are the ones that 
matter. Priority 2: cases that introduce new black-letter law. For these, you 
could read a commercial case or brief or supplement to get the rule and key 
facts. Then skim the actual case to see how it all fits together. Priority 3: 
illustrative examples or variations on the main rule. For these, the commercial 
brief or supplement might be enough. Maybe skim the case if you have time. 
Priority 4: everything else. And here's the hard truth: You might need to let 
some of this go.  

 
Lee Burgess: Now here's a strategy that's backwards from what you should do, but we're in 

triage mode, so here it is: When you're underwater, read a supplement like 
Examples & Explanations or a hornbook first. Get the framework in your head, 
get the big picture. Then when you go to read the cases, they make way more 
sense and you read them much faster. Is this ideal? No. Should you be doing this 
all semester? Probably not. But when you're three weeks behind and panicking, 
this approach can save you. For students who process more slowly or who have 
ADHD, here are a few specific strategies: Again, use audio supplements while 
you walk or exercise. We actually have a whole series of "Listen and Learn" 
podcast episodes on the Law School Toolbox podcast that break down legal 
concepts in an audio format. You can listen to these while you're doing other 
things, and they can give you that framework before you tackle the reading. Use 
text-to-speech for your casebooks. Read along while you're listening. A lot of 
students find this really helps with retention, and it can speed up your reading. 
Use the Pomodoro method on steroids. Fifteen minutes of focused reading, 
then a five-minute movement break. Don't try to power through for three hours 
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straight if that doesn't work for your brain. And here's your permission slip: It's 
okay to do fewer cases more deeply rather than all cases poorly. Three cases 
you actually understand are worth more than six cases you skimmed and forgot. 
You can also use AI strategically for reading triage. You can ask "What are the 
three most important cases from the syllabus this week?" Then verify with your 
own judgment of what happened in class. You can ask "What's the black-letter 
rule from this case?", and then see if it matches when you actually skim the 
case. But do not ask AI to "Summarize all my reading for me", and then just 
never read the cases. That's cognitive offloading and you will pay for it on the 
exam.  

 
Lee Burgess: So, let's talk about why your normal systems fail when you're in crisis mode. 

Maybe you had a beautiful calendar at the beginning of the semester. You had 
color-coded blocks for each of your classes, designated review time, everything 
perfectly planned, and then you got behind. And now that calendar is just a 
monument to failure. Every time you look at it, you feel worse about yourself. 
Or maybe you get stuck in analysis paralysis. You spend two hours planning 
exactly how you're going to catch up, making elaborate spreadsheets and 
schedules instead of actually doing any catching up. Or maybe perfectionism 
kicks in. If you can't do it right, if you can't read every case thoroughly and make 
perfect briefs and comprehensive outlines, then you freeze and do nothing. So, 
here's the simplified emergency system: Get one piece of paper or one note on 
your phone and write down, "What are the three things I must do today?" Not 
10 things, not catch up on everything. Three things. Each thing should take one 
to three hours max. When you finish the three things, you're done for the day. 
Go do something else – go for a walk, watch a show, call a friend. You don't get 
bonus points for torturing yourself.  

 
Lee Burgess: Now, you should also do the bad habits inventory, but just for one day. Track 

your time for one day – not to judge yourself, but to find the leaks. How much 
time disappeared into your phone? Be honest. How much time was study time 
when you were actually distracted, scrolling social media, or just chatting with 
friends? You can't fix what you can't see. For students with ADHD, here's what I 
call the hard reset: When you're overwhelmed, you can't think straight, and 
everything feels impossible. So here's a hard reset protocol: Take a 20-minute 
walk outside – no phone, just walk. Then when you come back, pick one 
concrete task and do it. Body doubling can also be really helpful. Study with 
someone else, even if you're not working on the same thing. Even on Zoom, 
with cameras on – just have another human being there can help you stay 
focused. Also, try changing locations. If your desk equals stress and failure in 
your brain, go somewhere else – library, coffee shop, even just a different room 
in your house. And you can use AI for this too. When you're completely 
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overwhelmed and don't know where to start, you can ask, "I'm overwhelmed. 
Help me pick one thing to do in the next hour." Sometimes just having that 
external input can break the paralysis.  

 
Lee Burgess: Another system that works: the accountability text. Text one person each 

morning with one specific task: "Today I will finish my Civ Pro outline through 
personal jurisdiction." Then text them when you're done: "I finished the Civ Pro 
outline section." That's it. No judgment, just accountability.  

 
Lee Burgess: Here's the guilt problem: Law students are terrified of skipping anything, and 

you feel like every single thing is critical, and if you miss one thing, you're going 
to fail. But if you're in triage mode, something has to give, and it's better to skip 
strategically than to half-ass everything and do it all poorly. So again, what can 
you skip? You can skip reading – strategically, as we discussed. You can skip 
making your outlines look pretty. No one gets bonus points for color-coding and 
fancy formatting. A messy outline that you understand is worth way more than 
a beautiful outline you made at 2:00 AM while half asleep. You can skip some 
optional study group meetings if your study group has turned into a social hour 
and isn't actually productive.  

 
Lee Burgess: But what you cannot skip – you can't skip class. We talked about this – class is 

where you learn what matters. You cannot skip review sessions held by your 
professor or TA. These are critical – professors often give you huge clues about 
what's on the exam during review sessions. You cannot skip sleep. You retain 
nothing on no sleep. If you're choosing between studying for three more hours 
or sleeping, choose sleep. You cannot skip eating. Your brain needs fuel. It 
doesn't have to be fancy – it can be peanut butter and jelly, but you need to eat. 
And you cannot skip understanding the law. Coverage is not the same as 
understanding. It's better to deeply understand 70% of the material than to 
have poorly skimmed 100% of it. So here's your permission slip: I'm giving you 
permission to be strategic. You're not lazy for triaging. You are smart for 
recognizing you can't do everything. Better done than perfect, better strategic 
than drowning.  

 
Lee Burgess: Alright, let's bring this home. When you're in triage mode, here's what you need 

to remember: Triage means deciding what matters most, not trying to do 
everything. It means making hard choices about what to cut and what to keep. 
Remember, AI can help with mechanics and structure, but it cannot do your 
thinking for you. So, use it as an assistant and not as a replacement for your 
brain. If you have ADHD or another learning difference, your triage strategy is 
going to look different from someone else's, and that's completely okay. Work 
with your brain, not against it. Three concrete things per day beats a perfect 
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plan that you never execute. Strategic skipping beats drowning. Better to do a 
few things well than everything poorly. And here's the thing: This too shall pass. 
This crisis will end, even if it doesn't feel like it right now. You will survive this 
exam period, and you'll be smarter about preventing the next crisis.  

 
Lee Burgess: I worked with a student once who was three weeks behind, completely 

panicking. We triaged together – supplements plus key cases only, practice 
exams every other day. We cut everything that wasn't essential and she pulled a 
B+ in that class. So, this is not ideal. It's not what she wanted, but it worked. She 
survived, she passed, and then she moved on. And you can do this too. When 
you're overwhelmed, remember – one day at a time, one task at a time, and 
one case at a time. You've got this!  

 
Lee Burgess: Thanks again to Juno for supporting this podcast. If you're thinking about 

student loans for law school, head to JoinJuno.com to explore your options and 
see how Juno can help you find a better rate. 
 

Lee Burgess: If you enjoyed this episode of the Law School 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 have 
any questions or comments, please don't hesitate to reach out to myself or 
Alison at lee@lawschooltoolbox.com or alison@lawschooltoolbox.com. Or you 
can always contact us via our website contact form at LawSchoolToolBox.com. 
Thanks for listening, and we'll talk soon! 
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