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Abstract 

This study explores the convolutions and limitations of legal education faced by 
Scott Turow in the first year of law school. Turow’s memoir One L offers a 
compelling critique of legal education, particularly within the prestigious 
precincts of Harvard Law School. Narrative vividly portrays the rigorous and often 
punishing first-year experience. He draws attention to the life-threatening 
pressures exerted on students. He vehemently criticizes competitive ethos that 
sets learners against each other. Turow succeeds in exploring the profound 
psychological toll it takes on those enrolled in legal institutions. This study 
critically examines Turow’s focus on several key dimensions. Central to the 
narrative is the pedagogical method, notably the ubiquitous ‘Socratic 
questioning’, which subjects students to relentless scrutiny and demands rapid 
intellectual agility. Turow’s account underscores and questions the ethical 
implications of a hyper-competitive environment in the school. He tactfully 
reveals the tensions between personal ambition and ethical conduct. By 
highlighting these issues, Turow’s narrative challenges the legal education system 
to prioritize ethics and community welfare over individual achievement. He calls 
for a reevaluation of pedagogical methods and institutional practices to cultivate 
a more supportive and inclusive learning environment. By tackling these 
challenges, stakeholders in legal education can aim to narrow the divide between 
theoretical instruction and practical legal skills. He aims to nurture a generation of 
lawyers committed not only to professional success but also to ethical integrity 
and social justice. 
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Introduction 

Legal education stands as a cornerstone in the formation of future legal 

professionals, shaping their understanding of law, ethics, and justice. Scott Turow’s 

memoir, One L, published in 1977, offers a vivid and introspective account of his 

tumultuous first year at Harvard Law School. ‘The author of this book (One L) has 

succeeded in writing a very readable and entertaining ‘inside account’ of the first year 

of study at Harvard Law School.’ (Gray, 1978: 938) Turow’s narrative not only recounts 

his personal journey but also serves as a profound critique of the educational system 
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that molds aspiring lawyers. Scott Turow is throwing light on ‘recounting the fear of his 

first class’. (Herald 2015: 749) At the heart of Turow’s narrative lies the rigorous 

academic environment of Harvard Law School, renowned for its intellectual rigor and 

competitive ethos. In an interview with Cole, Jeffrey he says, ‘I have to say without 

qualification that my class at Harvard Law School was the most intimidatingly, 

uniformly bright group of people I have ever been involved with. The sort of 

unremitting intensity of intellect in that group just knocked my socks off. (Jeffrey, 

2003: 2) Turow vividly portrays the intense pressures faced by One Ls, the term used to 

denote first-year law students, as they navigate a curriculum steeped in the venerable 

tradition of the Socratic Method. This method, characterized by relentless questioning 

and rigorous intellectual debate, aims to sharpen students’ legal reasoning and 

analytical skills. However, Turow provocatively questions whether the benefits of such 

a pedagogical approach outweigh its unintended consequences—heightened stress, 

anxiety, and a hyper-competitive atmosphere that can undermine ethical development 

and holistic student well-being. 

Beyond the immediate challenges of pedagogy, Turow’s memoir prompts a 

broader reflection on systemic issues within legal education. He confronts the elitism 

and exclusivity that can characterize top-tier law schools, emphasizing the need for 

greater inclusivity, diversity, and accessibility. Turow advocates for reforms that 

dismantle barriers to entry and promote a more representative student body and 

faculty, reflecting a diverse array of perspectives and experiences. Turow’s critique 

extends to the ethical dimensions of legal education. He grapples with the moral 

dilemmas faced by students balancing academic ambition with ethical principles. By 

these means he challenges the educational system to better prepare future lawyers to 

navigate complex ethical terrain with integrity and accountability. Turow’s insights 

resonate with ongoing debates about the role and purpose of legal education in 

contemporary society. His memoir serves as a catalyst for critical examination and 

dialogue, urging stakeholders—from educators to policymakers—to reconsider 

institutional priorities and practices.  

By interrogating Turow’s experiences at Harvard Law School, this study aims to 

illuminate the glitches and shortcomings within legal education. This is achieved by 

offering a nuanced analysis that underscores the imperative for reforms that prioritize 

ethical education. He aims for holistic student development, and the cultivation of 

practical legal skills alongside academic excellence. Scott Turow’s One L stands as a 

seminal work that illuminates the challenges and complexities inherent in legal 

education. This introduction sets the stage for exploring Turow’s insights. The aim is to 
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inspire reforms that equip future legal professionals to uphold ethical standards in a 

fairer society. 

 
Literature Review 

Austin Arthur D Austin ‘The Waste Land of Law School Fiction’ critically 

examines the genre of law school fiction, particularly how it often portrays the bleak 

and dehumanizing aspects of legal education. Austin argues that many of these works, 

while dramatizing the difficulties faced by law students, often exaggerate the 

harshness of the experience, creating a ‘waste land’ of sorts that doesn’t entirely 

reflect reality. His review engages with the themes of alienation, disillusionment, and 

the psychological toll of law school, highlighting how these narratives contribute to a 

distorted public perception of legal education. Austin’s work is essential for 

understanding the genre’s role in shaping and reflecting societal attitudes toward law 

school. 

Jeffrey Cole ‘An Interview with Scott Turow: Reflections on Law and Life and 

Other Things That Matter.’ In this interview, Jeffrey Cole engages Scott Turow, author 

of One L, in a discussion about his experiences as a law student and the broader 

implications of his work on the legal profession. Turow reflects on his time at Harvard 

Law School, which inspired One L, and provides insights into the pressures and 

challenges faced by law students. The interview explores themes such as the intense 

competition, the culture of fear, and the psychological impact of legal education. Cole’s 

interview is a valuable resource for understanding the personal experiences that 

shaped one of the most influential pieces of law school literature. 

Alexander Jay’s Review of One L, provides an early critical perspective on the 

book’s portrayal of the first year of law school. Alexander acknowledges the 

authenticity of Turow’s depiction but critiques the novel’s sometimes overly dramatic 

representation of law school life. He discusses the broader implications of One L for 

understanding the pressures faced by law students, particularly the psychological 

strain. This review is important for contextualizing One L within the literature of its time 

and for evaluating its long-term impact on the genre. 

Kenneth E. Gray’s article in the Kentucky Law Journal offers another 

contemporary review of Turow’s One L, examining its narrative style and the themes it 

presents. Gray focuses on the accuracy of Turow’s depiction of the law school 

experience, particularly the emotional and intellectual challenges. He also reflects on 

how One L has influenced the perceptions of both prospective and current law 

students. Gray’s analysis adds depth to the understanding of Turow’s work by 

exploring its narrative techniques and its reception within the legal community. 
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Marybeth Herald’s article shifts focus from the fictional portrayals of law school 

to practical pedagogical strategies for enhancing student engagement. She applies 

psychological principles to the law school classroom, offering insights into how 

participation can be increased and how the psychological well-being of students can be 

supported. This work is significant in the context of law school literature as it offers 

solutions to some of the issues raised by the negative portrayals in fiction, such as the 

stress and alienation experienced by students. 

Nancy Levit and Allen Rostron’s Beyond One L: Stories about Finding Meaning and 

Making a Difference in Law is a collection of essays that expand on the themes 

introduced in Scott Turow’s One L, exploring the broader context of legal education 

and the quest for meaning within the profession. Edited by Nancy Levit and Allen 

Rostron, this book provides diverse perspectives from law professors, practicing 

attorneys, and students, each reflecting on their experiences and the impact of legal 

education on their lives. The anthology challenges the often negative portrayal of law 

school by offering stories of resilience, personal growth, and the search for purpose. 

This work is essential for a more balanced understanding of the law school experience. 

 
Research Methodology  

A comprehensive research methodology is needed to study Turow’s One L. This 

approach would involve qualitative analysis, focusing on both the text itself and 

secondary sources that discuss its impact and relevance. Here’s a detailed research 

methodology that can guide your examination: 

Research Design 

The study will adopt a qualitative research design, allowing for an in-depth 

exploration of the themes and issues presented in One L. The research will be 

interpretative, aiming to understand the subjective experiences of law students as 

depicted by Turow and how these reflect broader systemic issues in legal education. 

Textual Analysis:  

Primary Text: One L by Scott Turow will serve as the primary text for analysis. 

The research will involve a close reading of the book, focusing on key themes such as 

psychological pressure, competitive culture, and the gap between legal education and 

practical skills. 

Analytical Framework: 

Thematic Analysis: Identify and categorize recurring themes in One L that 

highlight the ‘glitches’ in legal education. Themes may include mental health 

challenges, the adversarial nature of the law school environment, the focus on 
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theoretical knowledge over practical skills, and the hierarchical structure of legal 

education. 

Narrative Analysis: Examine how Turow’s narrative structure and character 

development convey the challenges faced by law students. Pay attention to the 

portrayal of student experiences, the role of professors, and the institutional culture of 

law schools. 

 
Review of Secondary Literature 

To contextualize the findings from the textual analysis, the study will include a 

review of secondary literature. This will involve: 

Literature Review: Analyze scholarly articles, book reviews, and critical essays on One L 

and legal education. This will help to situate Turow’s work within the broader discourse 

on legal education reform. 

Comparative Analysis: Compare Turow’s depiction of law school with other works of 

law school fiction and nonfiction that explore similar themes. This will allow for a more 

comprehensive understanding of the systemic issues in legal education. 

Case Studies 

To deepen the analysis, the research could include case studies of real-world law 

schools that reflect the issues identified in One L. This could involve: 

Interviews: Conduct interviews with current law students, alumni, and legal educators 

to gather qualitative data on their experiences and perspectives on legal education. 

Document Analysis: Analyze institutional documents, such as curriculum outlines, 

student handbooks, and mental health resources, to assess how these schools address 

(or fail to address) the challenges depicted in One L. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data Collection: 

Primary Data: Notes and observations from the close reading of One L. 

Secondary Data: Scholarly articles, critical essays, and interviews. 

Data Analysis: 

Coding: Use qualitative coding techniques to categorize themes and patterns in the 

data. 

Thematic Synthesis: Synthesize the findings from the primary and secondary data to 

identify key glitches in legal education as depicted in One L. 

Ethical Considerations 

Confidentiality: Ensure that any interviews conducted are confidential and that 

participants are fully informed about the purpose of the research. 
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Bias Mitigation: Acknowledge and address any potential biases in the analysis, 

particularly in the interpretation of subjective experiences. 

Reporting Findings 

The final step will involve presenting the research findings in a structured format, such 

as a research paper or thesis. This will include: 

Introduction: Overview of the research questions and objectives. 

Literature Review: Summary of the secondary literature on One L and legal education. 

Findings: Presentation of the themes and glitches identified through textual and 

comparative analysis. 

Discussion: Interpretation of the findings in relation to the broader context of legal 

education. 

Conclusion: Recommendations for addressing the identified glitches and suggestions 

for further research. 

This research methodology provides a structured approach to examining the glitches in 

legal education through the lens of Scott Turow’s One L. By combining textual analysis 

with a review of secondary literature and real-world case studies, this approach will 

offer a comprehensive understanding of the systemic issues within legal education and 

potential avenues for reform. 

 
Results and Discussion 

Excessive Pressure  

Scott Turow’s One L provides a vivid and often troubling depiction of the 

excessive pressure that law students face, at Harvard Law School. This pressure is 

multifaceted, encompassing academic demands, peer competition, and the weight of 

future career expectations. Turow include the confrontation with fellow students as 

bright as one’s self, the frustration of briefing the first case, grades, fear and 

intimidation in the classroom, pressure, the Socratic Method as a cheap way of 

educating large numbers of pupils. This method as a means of ‘interrogation was often 

terrorizing and humiliating to the student by the professor.’ (Rainey, 1997: 60) The 

memoir delves deeply into the personal and psychological impact of these pressures, 

offering a critical perspective on the law school experience. The rigorous academic 

workload is one of the primary sources of pressure. The terror of the first day... I had 

been warned... that law school was different.’ (p. 3) Law students are expected to 

master a vast amount of complex material in a short period. The Socratic Method, 

commonly employed in law schools, involves professors asking students probing 

questions in front of their peers, often without warning. ‘The professor called on 

students randomly... the fear of being humiliated was overwhelming.’ (p. 17) This 
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method, while intellectually stimulating, can also be intimidating and anxiety-inducing. 

Students must be prepared for every class, knowing that any lapse in understanding 

could be exposed publicly.  

The general run of student reaction [to Socratic instruction] is most succinctly 

expressed in a comment I heard from David this summer, the day he showed me 

around the law school. He was kind of mimicking a tour guide, whining out facts and 

names as he took me from building to building. When he reached Langdell, he stood 

on the steps and lifted his hand toward the columns and the famous names of the 

law cut into the granite border beneath the roof. ‘This is Langdell Hall,’ he said, ‘The 

biggest building on the law school campus. ... The building is named for the late 

Christopher Columbus Langdell, who was dean of Harvard Law School in the late 

nineteenth century. Dean Langdell is best known as the inventor of the Socratic 

method.’ David lowered his hand and looked sincerely at the building. ‘May he rot in 

hell,’ David said.’ (p.38) 

The constant need to be on top of their studies leaves little room for rest or relaxation, 

contributing to chronic stress. This method, while intended to sharpen legal reasoning, 

also exacerbates the stress and anxiety among students. As Austin points out that 

through this method ‘failure is inevitable’ (1989: 497) 

Turow describes the atmosphere at Harvard Law School as fiercely competitive. ‘The 

terror of the first day was indescribable. We were thrown into a world of incredible 

competition, where every word we spoke seemed to be measured.’ (p. 4) The grading 

curve ensures that only a small percentage of students can achieve top marks, pitting 

classmates against each other. This competition can erode camaraderie and foster a 

sense of isolation. Students may feel that they cannot rely on their peers for support, 

as everyone is eying for the same limited opportunities. The pressure to outperform 

classmates can lead to unhealthy behaviors, such as excessive studying at the expense 

of sleep, exercise, and social activities. ‘I spent hours every night reading cases, trying 

to understand the reasoning behind the decisions.’ (p. 34) The pressure of securing a 

prestigious job post-graduation looms large over law students. The legal profession is 

hierarchical, and the most coveted positions are highly selective. Students are acutely 

aware that their grades, class rank, and extracurricular achievements will significantly 

impact their career prospects. This knowledge adds another layer of stress, as students 

not only strive to excel academically but also to build impressive resumes through 

internships, clerkships, and participation in law reviews or moot court competitions. 

Being called on in class was like being thrust into a spotlight, with no idea if you were 

about to shine or be humiliated. The pressure was constant.’ (p. 19) The cumulative 

effect of these pressures can be detrimental to students’ mental health. Turow himself 
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admits to feeling constant anxiety and self-doubt during his first year. The fear of 

failure, or even of not being the best, can lead to severe stress and burnout. The 

memoir recounts instances of students experiencing panic attacks, depression, and 

other mental health crises. The workload was beyond anything I had ever encountered. 

The pressure to read, understand, and brief cases every night was unrelenting.’ (p. 33) 

The relentless pressure can strip away the joy of learning and reduce the law school 

experience to a relentless slog. 

The institutional culture of law schools like Harvard can exacerbate these pressures. ‘It 

wasn’t until I was halfway through the year that I realized just how intense the 

pressure had been, and how much it had changed me.’ (p. 184) There is often an 

implicit expectation that students must prove themselves worthy of the institution’s 

prestigious reputation. Law school took over my life. The pressure was so intense that I 

had no time or energy left for anything else, including my relationship.’ (p. 85) This 

expectation can create a pervasive sense of inadequacy, as students constantly 

measure themselves against an almost unattainable ideal of perfection. ‘Students feel 

stress in the classroom. Too much anxiety drains cognitive resources and interferes 

with the learning process, contributing to poor outcomes for students.’ (Todd and 

Elizabeth, 2009: 358) Turow’s account suggests that law schools need to acknowledge 

and address the mental health challenges faced by their students, fostering a more 

supportive and less adversarial environment. Addressing the issue of excessive 

pressure in law schools requires a multifaceted approach. Potential reforms could 

include revising the grading system to reduce the emphasis on competition, 

implementing more collaborative learning opportunities, and providing better mental 

health resources and support services. Law schools might also consider offering 

workshops on stress management and resilience, helping students develop coping 

strategies to navigate the pressures of their education and future careers. This 

pressure, stemming from academic demands, peer competition, and future career 

expectations, can have a profound impact on students’ mental health and overall well-

being. ‘Final exams loomed like a dark cloud. The pressure to perform well was 

suffocating, knowing that a single test could determine my future.’ (p. 103) Turow’s 

memoir calls for a reevaluation of the law school experience, advocating for changes 

that prioritize students’ mental health and foster a more supportive and collaborative 

educational environment. 

 
Cutthroat Environment  

Scott Turow’s One L offers a piercing critique of the cutthroat environment that 

characterizes law school, particularly at elite institutions like Harvard. This competitive 
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atmosphere, while ostensibly designed to push students to excel, often results in 

negative consequences that undermine both individual well-being and the educational 

experience. One of the central themes of One Lis the intense competition among 

students. The grading system, often based on a curve, ensures that only a small 

fraction of students can achieve top grades. This scarcity creates an environment 

where students are not just competing against a standard, but directly against each 

other. This rivalry can erode trust and camaraderie, turning classmates into adversaries. 

The competitive atmosphere was palpable. The pressure to be at the top of the curve 

drove many of us to the brink.’ (p. 127) Turow recounts instances where students are 

reluctant to share notes or help each other, fearing that any advantage given to a peer 

could diminish their own standing. The cutthroat environment fosters a sense of 

isolation. ‘The final exams were brutal... they determined everything.’ (p. 74) Students, 

driven by the need to outperform their peers, may withdraw from social interactions 

and collaborative activities. This isolation can exacerbate feelings of loneliness and 

stress. Turow himself describes the pervasive anxiety that comes with constantly 

measuring oneself against others. The relentless pressure to excel can lead to 

significant mental health issues, including depression and burnout. He says ‘law school 

had consumed all my time and energy.’ (p. 83) The competitive atmosphere 

discourages students from seeking help or showing vulnerability, as any sign of 

weakness could be perceived as a disadvantage. 

The extreme competition can also lead to unhealthy behaviors. Students may resort to 

excessive studying, often at the expense of sleep, exercise, and personal relationships. 

This singular focus on academics can create a skewed sense of priorities, where 

achieving top grades becomes the sole measure of success. Additionally, the pressure 

can push some students to engage in unethical behaviors, such as cheating or 

sabotaging others. Turow’s memoir highlights how the desperation to succeed can 

sometimes override ethical considerations, further damaging the sense of community 

and integrity. The cutthroat environment can detract from the educational experience. 

The focus on grades and rankings often leads students to prioritize rote memorization 

and exam performance over a deeper understanding of the material. Turow notes that 

this approach to learning can be intellectually limiting, as students might shy away from 

engaging with complex or controversial ideas that do not directly contribute to their 

exam preparation. The competitive atmosphere can stifle curiosity and discourage 

intellectual risk-taking, ultimately undermining the broader goals of legal education. 

The cutthroat environment does not end with law school graduation. The habits and 

mindsets developed in this hyper-competitive setting can carry over into professional 

life. New lawyers may continue to view their colleagues as rivals, which can impede 
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collaboration and foster a toxic work culture. Turow’s narrative suggests that the legal 

profession’s emphasis on competition and individual achievement begins in law school, 

setting the stage for a career marked by similar pressures and challenges. Turow’s 

critique extends to the institutional culture of law schools, which often perpetuates 

this cutthroat environment. There is a need for reforms that can mitigate these 

negative effects. Potential changes include adopting more collaborative learning 

models, where students work together on projects and are assessed based on 

collective achievement rather than individual competition. Law schools could also 

implement pass/fail grading systems for certain courses to reduce the emphasis on 

ranking and foster a more supportive learning environment. 

Improving support systems for students is another crucial reform. Law schools should 

provide comprehensive mental health resources, including counseling and stress 

management workshops. Creating spaces where students can openly discuss their 

challenges and seek support without fear of judgment can help alleviate some of the 

pressures of the cutthroat environment. Mentorship programs, where upperclassmen 

guide new students, can also foster a sense of community and reduce isolation. Turow 

exposes the detrimental effects of the cutthroat environment in law schools. The 

intense competition fosters isolation, unhealthy behaviors, and an overemphasis on 

grades at the expense of true learning. To address these issues, law schools need to 

reevaluate their institutional cultures and implement reforms that promote 

collaboration, support mental health, and prioritize holistic education. By doing so, 

they can create an environment that nurtures both the intellectual and personal 

growth of their students. 

 
Impact on Learning  

Scott Turow’s One L provides an insightful examination of the impact that a highly 

competitive law school environment has on learning. The memoir, based on Turow’s 

first year at Harvard Law School, highlights several ways in which the intense focus on 

competition and grades can undermine the broader educational experience. One of the 

most significant impacts of the competitive environment is the tendency for students 

to focus on memorization and exam preparation rather than deep understanding. 

Turow describes how students often concentrate on mastering the black-letter law and 

the specific details that will be tested, rather than engaging with the material on a 

more profound level. This approach can lead to a surface-level understanding of 

complex legal principles, where students know the ‘what’ but not the ‘why.’ The 

emphasis on exams can discourage students from exploring the broader implications 
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and applications of the law, ultimately limiting their intellectual growth and ability to 

think critically. 

The pressure to achieve high grades can also narrow the scope of students’ academic 

interests. Turow notes that students may avoid taking courses in subjects they find 

genuinely interesting or intellectually challenging if those courses are perceived as 

harder to excel in. Instead, they may opt for classes that are known for more lenient 

grading or subjects they are already comfortable with. This strategic selection process 

can restrict students’ exposure to diverse areas of law and prevent them from 

developing a well-rounded legal education. Consequently, students may graduate with 

gaps in their knowledge and a less comprehensive understanding of the legal 

landscape. The competitive environment can stifle intellectual curiosity and risk-taking. 

Turow observes that students might shy away from engaging with controversial or 

unconventional ideas that do not directly contribute to their grades. The fear of making 

mistakes or appearing uninformed in front of peers and professors can discourage 

students from asking questions or challenging prevailing viewpoints. This dynamic 

creates an atmosphere where safe, conventional thinking is rewarded, and innovative, 

critical thought is sidelined. As a result, students may miss opportunities to develop 

critical thinking skills and to engage in the kind of rigorous debate that is essential for 

legal practice. 

Collaboration and peer learning are essential components of a rich educational 

experience, but the cutthroat environment Turow describes can hinder these 

opportunities. The competitive atmosphere fosters a sense of individualism where 

students are more inclined to work in isolation rather than in cooperative study groups. 

Turow mentions the reluctance of students to share notes or discuss ideas openly; 

fearing that helping a classmate might disadvantage their own standing. This lack of 

collaboration not only detracts from the learning experience but also deprives students 

of the chance to develop teamwork skills that are crucial in legal practice. The chronic 

stress and anxiety associated with the competitive environment can impair cognitive 

functioning and learning. Turow discusses how the relentless pressure can lead to 

burnout, which negatively affects concentration, memory, and the ability to process 

information effectively. When students are constantly stressed, their capacity to 

absorb and retain new information diminishes, making it harder to perform 

academically and fully engage with the coursework. 

To mitigate these negative impacts on learning, Turow’s narrative suggests the need 

for educational reforms in law schools. These could include adopting more holistic 

assessment methods that value class participation, practical skills, and collaborative 

projects alongside traditional exams. Law schools might also benefit from fostering a 



 

2706 
 

more supportive and less adversarial culture, where intellectual exploration and peer 

support are encouraged. Turow vividly illustrates how the intense competition in law 

schools can detract from the quality of learning. By prioritizing grades and rankings 

over genuine intellectual engagement, students may end up with a superficial 

understanding of the law, reduced intellectual curiosity, and impaired mental health. 

Addressing these issues through institutional reforms and a cultural shift towards 

collaboration and support can enhance the educational experience and better prepare 

students for their legal careers. 

 
Mental Health Concerns  

Scott Turow’s One L provides a compelling and often troubling depiction of the mental 

health challenges that law students face in a highly competitive academic environment. 

The memoir highlights how the intense pressures of law school can lead to significant 

psychological distress, affecting students’ overall well-being and academic 

performance. One of the primary mental health concerns Turow describes is the 

pervasive sense of anxiety among students. ‘Every One L, it seemed, was on the verge 

of a breakdown at some point during the year.’ (p. 45) The constant pressure to excel 

academically, coupled with the fear of failure, creates a high-stress environment. 

Turow himself admits to experiencing relentless anxiety throughout his first year, 

always worrying about being called on in class, performing well on exams, and 

maintaining a high rank. This chronic stress can lead to severe anxiety disorders, 

impacting students’ ability to function effectively both academically and personally. 

‘There were times when the pressure became too much. The constant grind, the fear of 

failure, it all took a toll on my mental and emotional well-being.’ (p. 145) 

The competitive atmosphere can also foster a sense of isolation and loneliness. Turow 

notes that students often view each other as rivals rather than peers, which can 

prevent the formation of supportive friendships and study groups. This isolation 

exacerbates feelings of loneliness and can contribute to depression. The lack of a 

supportive community makes it harder for students to share their struggles and seek 

help, further deepening their sense of isolation. The relentless demands of law school 

can lead to burnout, a state of physical, emotional, and mental exhaustion caused by 

prolonged stress. Turow describes how students, including himself, push themselves to 

their limits, often at the expense of sleep, exercise, and social activities. This 

unsustainable pace can result in burnout, characterized by a loss of motivation, fatigue, 

and a sense of hopelessness. Burnout not only affects academic performance but also 

diminishes students’ overall quality of life. 
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High levels of stress and anxiety can impair cognitive functioning, making it difficult for 

students to concentrate, retain information, and think critically. Turow observes that 

the constant pressure to perform can lead to mental fatigue, reducing students’ ability 

to engage fully with their studies. This cognitive impairment can create a vicious cycle, 

where poor academic performance leads to increased stress and further cognitive 

difficulties. The mental health issues experienced during law school can have long-term 

consequences. Turow suggests that the habits and mindsets developed in this high-

pressure environment can carry over into professional life, contributing to ongoing 

stress and mental health challenges. The legal profession is known for its high levels of 

stress and demanding work culture, and the mental health struggles that begin in law 

school can persist and even intensify in professional practice. 

Turow’s narrative underscores the need for law schools to provide better mental 

health support and resources. This could include counseling services, stress 

management workshops, and initiatives to foster a more supportive and less 

competitive culture. Law schools should also encourage open discussions about mental 

health, reducing the stigma associated with seeking help. Turow highlights the 

significant mental health challenges faced by law students in a competitive academic 

environment. Chronic stress, isolation, burnout, and cognitive impairment are 

prevalent issues that can have long-term consequences. Addressing these concerns 

requires a concerted effort from law schools to provide adequate mental health 

support and create a more nurturing and collaborative environment for students. 

Questionable ethics  

Scott Turow’s One L delves into the competitive and high-pressure environment of 

Harvard Law School, highlighting various questionable ethical behaviors that arise from 

this intense atmosphere. The memoir portrays how the drive to excel and the fear of 

failure can push students to engage in unethical practices, sometimes undermining 

their integrity and the values of the legal profession. Cheating and Dishonesty: One of 

the most glaring ethical issues that Turow highlights is the temptation to cheat. The 

immense pressure to achieve high grades can lead some students to resort to 

dishonest means to gain an advantage. Turow recounts incidents where students use 

unauthorized materials during exams or plagiarize written assignments. This behavior 

is driven by the belief that the end justifies the means, a mindset that can be dangerous 

for future legal professionals who are supposed to uphold the law and ethical 

standards. 

The competitive nature of law school can also lead to more subtle forms of unethical 

behavior, such as sabotaging peers. Turow describes how the fear of falling behind can 

make students unwilling to share notes or help classmates, viewing them as direct 
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competitors. In extreme cases, students might even spread false information or 

mislead others about important deadlines or assignments. This cutthroat mentality 

erodes trust and camaraderie, creating an environment where students are more 

focused on undermining their peers than on their own learning and growth. Turow 

explores how the pressure to succeed can lead students to compromise their moral 

values. He describes instances where students, including himself, struggle with the 

temptation to cut corners or take the easier path, even if it means bending ethical 

rules. This moral compromise is often justified by the high stakes involved—whether 

it’s securing a prestigious clerkship, landing a top job, or simply staying in the top tier of 

the class. The internal conflict between maintaining integrity and achieving success is a 

recurring theme in Turow’s narrative. 

The ethical challenges faced in law school can have long-term implications for students’ 

professional lives. Turow suggests that the habits and attitudes developed during this 

formative period can carry over into their careers. Lawyers who have become 

accustomed to cutting ethical corners in school may be more likely to engage in 

unethical practices in their professional work, such as misrepresenting facts, 

manipulating evidence, or engaging in conflicts of interest. This erosion of integrity can 

have serious consequences for the legal profession, undermining public trust and the 

rule of law. Cultural and Institutional Factors: Turow also critiques the cultural and 

institutional factors that contribute to these ethical dilemmas. The law school 

environment often prioritizes grades, rankings, and prestigious job placements over 

ethical behavior and personal growth. This emphasis on external markers of success 

can create a narrow focus on outcomes rather than processes, encouraging students 

to adopt a win-at-all-costs mentality. Turow argues that law schools have a 

responsibility to foster an environment that values ethical behavior and integrity as 

much as academic and professional achievement. 

Addressing these ethical issues requires a multifaceted approach. Law schools should 

incorporate ethics training into their curricula, emphasizing the importance of integrity 

and ethical decision-making in the legal profession. This training should go beyond 

theoretical discussions and include practical scenarios and dilemmas that students 

might face in their academic and professional lives. Additionally, schools should create 

a culture that rewards ethical behavior and collaboration, rather than solely focusing 

on individual achievements. Support and Mentorship: Providing strong support and 

mentorship can also help students navigate ethical challenges. Mentorship programs, 

where experienced lawyers and upperclassmen guide new students, can provide 

valuable perspectives on maintaining integrity in a competitive environment. Law 

schools should also offer resources for students to discuss ethical concerns and seek 
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advice without fear of judgment or retribution. Turow sheds light on the questionable 

ethical behaviors that can arise in the high-pressure environment of law school. 

Cheating, sabotaging peers, and moral compromises are some of the issues that 

students face as they navigate their academic journey. These behaviors not only 

undermine the integrity of the legal profession but also highlight the need for law 

schools to promote ethical standards and provide support for students. By fostering a 

culture of integrity and providing practical ethics training, law schools can help ensure 

that future lawyers uphold the values essential to justice and the rule of law. 

 
Conclusion 

Examining the glitches in legal education through Turow’s One L reveals critical 

issues that warrant attention and reform. Turow’s memoir provides a detailed account 

of the pressures, ethical challenges, and mental health concerns that permeate the law 

school experience, especially in highly competitive settings like Harvard Law School. 

According to Nancy Levit, Allen Rostron ‘One L describes are universal truths about law 

school.’ (2018: 11) These insights highlight the need for substantial changes to better 

support students and enhance the educational process. ‘I hope the legal profession 

does not have to wait too long before another student joins the ranks of Osborn and 

Turow and provides an even more comprehensive appraisal of legal education in 

America.’ (Alexander, 1978: 1462 The relentless focus on grades and class rankings 

creates a high-stress environment that can lead to chronic anxiety and burnout. This 

pressure not only affects students’ well-being but also detracts from their ability to 

engage deeply with the material, often reducing learning to rote memorization and 

exam preparation. He exposes significant flaws in legal education, highlighting intense 

pressure, competition, and ethical challenges that adversely impact students’ well-

being and learning. The memoir reveals how the relentless focus on grades fosters 

chronic stress, anxiety, and questionable behaviors such as cheating and sabotaging 

peers, while also limiting intellectual growth by prioritizing exam performance over 

genuine understanding. These pressures can lead to long-term mental health issues, 

underscoring the need for comprehensive reforms in law schools. By implementing 

changes such as revised grading systems, ethics training, collaborative learning, and 

robust mental health support, law schools can create a more supportive and effective 

environment, ensuring future lawyers are both skilled and uphold high ethical 

standards. 
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