The LSAT Meets Binary Thinking:
How the Pipeline Course Works
What does binary thinking have to do with the LSAT?
Everything, according to Associate Dean Mary Lu Bilek,
who co-teaches the Pipeline to Justice course.
Binary thinking involves exercising the “left brain,” the
analytical part of the mind that governs much of legal
reasoning. Bilek’s hypothesis is that left-brain performance
can be improved with learning and exercise and that
improving left-brain skills and the speed at which they are
performed leads to improvements in LSAT scores, as well as
improved performance on law school exams and on the bar
exam.

Binary Solution was the
original LSAT Provider for the
Pipeline Program from 20072011. In May 2008, the
program was awarded the
Class Gift by the Graduating
Class at CUNY Law

The course runs in two parts. In Part I, students meet for
three hours on Tuesday and Thursday nights, from October
to February, at the John Jay College of Criminal Justice in
Manhattan. Monday nights are optional for students who
want additional one-on-one help.
In addition, students must attend six, all-day Saturday
sessions during the term, taking a practice LSAT exam on
each of the mornings, then grading and reviewing the exam,
item by item, in the afternoon. All told, during the course,
students must take 15 practice LSAT exams. And that’s just
the in-class time. Pipeline students spend virtually every
minute they’re not at work or sleeping meeting in groups or
with the instructors, working through examples, discovering
logic patterns, and sharpening their skills.

And that’s the part that anchors the Pipeline Program.
The course is geared to improving the LSAT scores of
denied applicants to CUNY School of Law, and it includes
everything from games that help students master critical
Some, such as Dustin Smith, now a ﬁrst-year student who
reasoning and logic, to breathing exercises for test anxiety,
boosted his score 13 points, says he took 35 tests and
to the use of Webinar technology that allows students to
participated in a six-student study group that also met
enter virtual classrooms to focus on problem areas. Peer
on additional weekends, before class on Tuesdays and
counseling also helps students build relationships with
Thursdays, and on all Monday nights.
classmates. Enhancing self-esteem is another critical piece of Eva Lana is the Founder of Binary Solution
the course.
The ﬁrst part of the course is taught by Eva Lana, a Harvard
University graduate and an Intel winner for biochemical
“All the while,
research. Her past experience also includes working for
we’re trying to
one of the largest prep test companies. She began closely
surface exactly
studying and deconstructing the LSAT exam in 1991. “Eva’s
where the trouble approach is unique and inspired,” Bilek said.
spots are,” Bilek
says. “Having
In early February, students take a real LSAT. If they reach a
adults in a
threshold score, they are invited to take the second half of the
classroom who
course. Part II lasts six weeks and is designed to build critical
know why they’re reading, analytic thinking, and post-graduate level analytic
there and who
writing skills, Bilek said. Students write a ﬁve-page paper
want very much
each week, on which they receive detailed feedback. Each
to improve makes student meets at least once in an hour-long conference with
for an exciting
Bilek, but most meet far more often than that.
environment.”
Part II of the course concludes with a test designed to
The Pipeline
evaluate each student’s ability to apply the knowledge
Pipeline participant and ﬁrst-year student
course costs
acquired during Pipeline in a linear, analytic format and to
Thaddecia Andrews.
$700 – roughly
produce a post-graduate level, timed rhetorical essay.
half the cost of
many commercial programs. Kaplan Test Prep, for instance,
If students achieve in both portions of the course, they are
charges $1,299 for its LSAT preparation course.
invited to join CUNY Law. “This course requires a huge
investment on all sides – from the students, the teachers,
and the Law School,” Bilek says. “But the return on that
investment is more than worth it.”
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THE PIPELINE
TO JUSTICE
CUNY Law Enhances Access to the Profession

Pipeline participants and ﬁrst-year students Candy Velazquez, Valery Paul, and Yasmin Salama.

Imagine failing to gain
acceptance to law school, then getting
a letter telling you that someone thinks
you’re law school material. Imagine how
you might feel when, in the next sentence
of the letter, you discover that you’re
going to need to take the one test that
you feel you can’t seem to conquer – the
LSAT – again.
Yet, that letter also lets you know that
you’ll get a full year’s help to master the
test and law school skills from left-brain
thinkers, test-anxiety counselors, and law
professors.
And if you do well when you take the
LSAT again, you’ll gain acceptance to
law school once and for all.
That’s the bold step CUNY
School of Law has taken
with its new Pipeline to
Justice Program, the ﬁrst
of its kind in the country.
The Pipeline invites
excellent, public interestfocused students whose
scores seem incompatible
with their achievements to
take an intensive LSATpreparation course. If they
reach the minimum score,
they are admitted to Part II
of the course, which involves intense
critical reading and writing training. If
they complete both parts of the course
successfully, students are admitted to the
next year’s entering class at CUNY Law.
The course spans a full academic year,
meets largely at nights and on weekends
and costs $700 (See sidebar, “The LSAT
Meets Binary Thinking: How the Pipeline
Course Works,” page 9.)
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Life-Changing Experience
“It changed my life,” says Dustin Smith,
29, whose LSAT score jumped 13 points
– from a score that would have excluded
him from virtually every law school in the
country to one that puts him at the middle
of CUNY Law’s entering class. Smith is
now a ﬁrst-year CUNY Law student. “I
was at the point of saying, ‘If law school
isn’t for me, and people don’t think I can
do it, then I’m going to have to ﬁnd some
other way to make a living.’ ”
But the course worked for Smith, as it did
for 19 students in the ﬁrst Pipeline group.
The Pipeline also offers coaching on test
anxiety, individualized study planning,
and tutoring by the teachers. The course
is co-taught by an experienced LSAT

The ﬁrst course began with 35 students in
2006-07, of whom 17 joined the CUNY
Law Class of 2010. “We’re telling these
students, ‘Look, you have to prepare for
the LSAT, but the skills are learnable and
we can teach them to you,’ ” says Bilek.
“Also, we’re saying, ‘We know you
might have encountered circumstances
before where people didn’t appreciate
your intelligence or didn’t have high
expectations of you. But we have really
high expectations and we believe you can
make it.’ ”

Focus on
Underrepresented Groups
The Law School feels an urgency in
bringing particular groups of students
into the Pipeline to Justice—for instance,

“We’re telling students, ‘we have
really high expectations and we
believe you can make it.’ ”
-Associate dean Mary Lu Bilek

prep teacher who has both worked for
another national provider and started her
own company to deconstruct the LSAT
and by Associate Dean Mary Lu Bilek,
a highly experienced law professor.
Other components include non-academic
counseling, a focus on self-efﬁcacy skills
(such as discovering one’s learning style,
developing proactive academic strategies
for dealing with difﬁcult material, and
stress-reduction coaching), as well as
signiﬁcantly more hours in the classroom
than Kaplan or Princeton Review offer,
Bilek said.

those whose economic and educational
circumstances combine with test anxiety
or “stereotype threat” to cause them
to underachieve on the LSAT. Many
of these students come from groups
underrepresented in the profession:
African-Americans, Latinos, AsianAmericans, the poor, and ﬁrst- and
second-generation immigrants. (see story
in this issue on the Center for Diversity in
the Legal Profession, page 11).
“They have what it takes to be great
lawyers and we need them to practice
law,” Bilek says. “The Pipeline is
designed to help.”
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Smith is, in some ways, typical of the
Pipeline pool. Raised in Columbia,
Missouri, his father was a janitor and
his mother a receptionist when he was
growing up. He earned Cs and Ds in high
school. “I didn’t know I was poor, but
we were,” Smith said in an interview. “I
didn’t think academics were my thing.”
But after a job at Jiffy Lube, he decided
to pursue forensic psychology at CUNY’s
John Jay College of Criminal Justice, did
very well there, and then decided to apply
to law school. All 12 schools to which he
applied for fall 2006 admission turned
him down, but Bilek saw hope in Smith
and invited him to join the Pipeline to
Justice.

Bucking Conventional
Wisdom
At the heart of the Pipeline program
is a belief that LSAT scores are not
immutable and that motivated students
can learn to think in new ways, even

“We couldn’t think
of anything more
important for cuny law”
-Dean Michelle j. Anderson

after graduating from high school. This
theory, Bilek says, may ﬂy in the face
of conventional wisdom at many law
schools. But changing that thinking is
essential, Bilek says, not merely because
it is ﬂawed but also because offering new
opportunities to students who struggle
initially with the LSAT exam is essential
to continuing the CUNY Law School
mission.

When Dean Michelle J. Anderson was
hired in July of 2006, she and Bilek
began to brainstorm the
creation of a Pipeline to
Pipeline participant and ﬁrst-year student Dustin Smith.
Justice at CUNY Law.
They wanted to solidify
the School’s mission to
provide access to the
profession for historically
underserved groups. “I
think it was literally on
her ﬁrst day on the job that
Dean Anderson made clear
that we were going to do
something immediately
to insure that the Law
School did not lose sight
of its access mission and
its diversity,” Bilek recalls.
The two spent countless
hours conceptualizing
the program’s component
parts, reﬁning some
elements, and making
modiﬁcations even

after Bilek sent out the e-mail inviting
applications, she said. “We couldn’t
think of anything more important for
CUNY Law, given our mission,” says
Dean Anderson.

Selecting Students
“We know there are people in our ‘denied
admission’ pile for whom CUNY Law is
the right school and who should be here,”
Bilek adds. “They just need the right
investment in their future, and they need
our guidance.”
Indeed, the selection of students to join
the Pipeline is one of the most important
tasks Bilek undertakes as she works both
with the ﬁrst-year students currently
enrolled at CUNY Law, as well as with a
new class of Pipeline students this year.
The latest group took the LSAT again in
early February after completing the ﬁrst
section of the Pipeline course last fall.
For the 2006-07 group of Pipeline
students, the Law School reviewed the
applications of 1,063 students denied
admission to CUNY Law for the class
that began study in the fall of 2006.
It invited 229 to apply to the Pipeline
program.

Criteria for Pipeline
Like its regular admissions criteria,
the Law School seeks a diverse range
of students for the Pipeline to Justice
-- those who that show a demonstrated
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commitment to public interest or public service, as well as
poorly on the LSAT are often capable of making substantial
the potential for academic success in law school. In addition
gains, “not by gaming the test, but by actually learning new
to those indicators, however, the Pipeline seeks students with
ways to think critically.”
Year 1
underdeveloped academic potential, the ability to overcome
Total denied applicants to CUNY Law: 1,063
obstacles, and a strong motivation to attend CUNY School of
Great Prep for Law School
Enrolled
in Pipeline course: 32
Law. Students also must show that they have the discipline and
Students who have successfully completed the Pipeline to
Took the LSAT: 28
perseverance to work anew at the LSAT.
Justice say it prepared them well for CUNY Law School. FirstAccepted
to the Law School: 23
year student
Martinez
“The Pipeline
Enrolled
in thePauloma
CUNY
Classsays,
of 2010:
17 gave me
“I need to start with people who want law school so badly,”
conﬁdence
not just
achieve and pass
Stillthe
enrolled
after
ﬁrstto semester:
16 the course, but to do
Bilek says, “that even when they’re been denied admission, they
well in law school, too. And now I’m on a road, a path. And that
want to try again.” And, she says, students who initially performYear
feels

2 great.”

Pipeline to Justice Statistics

Close-up:

Total denied applicants to CUNY Law: 1,729
Enrolled in the Pipeline course: 49
Took the LSAT: 45
We await the results of the second Pipeline this spring.

Student Pauloma Martinez
Says Pipeline Gave Her Dream a Chance
What would Pauloma Martinez be doing today were it not
for the CUNY Law Pipeline to Justice Program? She says
she’s truly not sure.
One thing she does know, however: she did not expect to
receive an invitation to join the Pipeline course after she’d
been turned down by CUNY Law in 2006. She believed
she knew one reason for her rejection: a low LSAT score.
“When I received the invitation from the Pipeline program
– in my junk e-mail folder – I was hurled into a state of
exhilaration,” Martinez said. “It was another opportunity
for me to apply to law school and have better chances of
getting in.”
Martinez’s LSAT score increased 13 points after the
2006-07 Pipeline course. (In the two years of the program,
the average increase has been about 4.5 points, Associate
Dean Mary Lu Bilek says.)
Martinez says the Pipeline program is extremely important
to fostering diversity at CUNY Law. “I realized I am not
the only person who has the drive and capability to get
into law school but who was hindered by the weight that is
put on doing well on such standardized tests.”
In fact, Martinez had caught the eye of Bilek, who runs
the Pipeline program, months before she was invited to

join. Before applying to law school, Martinez had made a
ﬁlm about the Latino immigrant struggle in the Northeast
and another movie about migrant workers in Southeastern
Pennsylvania. Bilek noted how unique it is for a college
student to produce a documentary and how both the ﬁlm
and her experience as a journalist made Martinez a strong
ﬁt for CUNY Law. Martinez had worked as a reporter for
Spanish- and English-language newspapers. And for the
year after she graduated with a B.A. from Temple University in Philadelphia, she worked doing community outreach for the New York City Bar Association.
The low cost of the Pipeline program – about half of what
a regular LSAT prep course costs for a much more extensive and in- depth program – and the fact that it met at
night allowed Martinez to work during the day and enroll.
Now, she says she’s working harder than she ever imagined to complete her ﬁrst year of law school. But she also
says she’s thrilled with her direction in life; she intends
to practice international human rights law focusing on
Colombia and, more broadly, Latin America.
“Law school is hard work, but it has given purpose to my
life, as opposed to aimlessly wandering this earth as we
destroy it, with no cause, nothing to live for, and as one
among millions of lost souls.”

