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The year that I spent in the US with the Fulbright scholarship at Columbia Law School in 2009/2010 was 

an intellectually inspiring and very enriching year that offered me an immense opportunity for full immersion 

in the intellectual and cultural life of  New York. It was a year for professional and personal growth and 

a unique opportunity for exceptional experiences. But last but not least it was challenging: A challenging 

balancing act to find time for everything that I wanted to experience in this short time. 
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1. Confessions of a Law Student

The chart above – it was shared on Facebook by a friend 
who is still studying at Columbia Law School – is according 
to my experience an absolutely accurate depiction of the 
challenges that an American law school student has to 
face. However in my case – spending just one year in the 
US, in New York and at Columbia and wanting to take 
full advantage of that - this triangle looked more like a 
pentagon, a hexagon or even a more complicated structure.  
Apart from studying that was clearly a high priority for 
me, there was also the vibrant student life, the uniquely 
amazing cultural life of New York, my goal to get to know 
more of the US than just New York, the special and unique 
programs offered for Fulbright Students, interesting Pro 
Bono work opportunities, conferences and much more…  I 
suppose that by now it is not difficult to guess which „angle” 
suffered the most: „Enough sleep”. But I don’t regret any 
minute that I dedicated to other activities. It was – so far – 
the most eventful and exciting year of my life. Therefore I 
think that the balancing act was fairly successful.

Studying at Columbia Law School was itself more 
demanding than any full time job - no Hungarian student 
would ever believe this, but I swear, it is true - and in 
addition, I did not want to do it the easy way, by doing just 
the minimum required. It was such a unique opportunity 
to study at Columbia, and the courses and professors were 
so amazing that when I was looking at the course offerings 
I felt like a child at the candy store that can only pick one 
item. Fair enough, I could pick more than one course, but 
I still had to decide against taking several courses in that I 

was also so much interested in. Luckily, the Dean in charge 
of the LL.M. students, Sylvia Polo already knew that 
foreign students are tempted to pick more courses than 
they should – meaning more than what they can handle 
with good or even acceptable grades - partly as they have 
only one year, partly as they underestimate the workload 
that comes with each course. No European student would 
expect that you may have to prepare 6-8 hours weekly for 
a 90 minute seminar, or read 80-150 pages for a one hour 
lecture. I tried to bargain with Sylvia, but she was an Iron 
Lady in this respect and insisted that I drop two courses 
from that I selected (and this was already a selection where 
I painfully restrained myself). I was at first inconsolable, 
then later in the semester incredibly grateful. My study 
obligations were even like this quite substantial. The 
workload was heavy. I can remember the countless nights 
when I was still awake around three at night, desperate to 
finish the reading for the class the next day. My record were 
two sleepless nights in a row, when I spent three full days 
and two nights chained to my desk (at least not literally, 
just in the figurative sense) to write a term paper for a 
seminar, only standing up from my desk to fetch some food 
and coffee. Admittedly, I can only blame myself for this 
marathon, as the time pressure was partly caused by the 
fact that I did not want to miss the opportunity to spend 
the Thanksgiving weekend with an American Family even 
under the threateningly close deadline for the paper. But 
while all this may sound as a complaint, it is absolutely not. 
Studying at Columbia was always interesting, enjoyable 
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and exciting, even if I cannot deny that the pressure and 
the workload were sometimes considerable. Not to speak 
about the “non-virtual” workload: the weight of the 
textbooks that we had to carry with us every day was on 
average 10-12 kilos. We actually weighed our backpacks 
with a friend on a day to know why they feel so incredibly 
heavy. But this was actually a bad idea – like looking at the 
thermometer on a very cold day – from that day on our 
backpacks seemed to be even heavier. Some less athletic 
fellow students carried their textbooks in small suitcases 
with wheels – looking like flight attendants - but I was 
resisting this admittedly smart – but rather uncool - idea as 
I thought that textbooks should not only help to build up 
knowledge, but also muscles.

That Columbia was such an inspiring and exciting 
school was actually crucial, as otherwise it would have been 
very difficult for me to concentrate on my studies in such an 
amazing city as New York and not getting completely lost 
in the incredible multitude of activities that it proposes. 
But even like that I could not get enough of the pulsating 
cultural life of the City. The Metropolitan Opera, Broadway 
and the amazing museums were just a few subway stations 
away, and of course I wanted to take advantage of that as 
much as possible. Luckily several museums offer a free 
entry for Columbia students and students can also often get 
discounted tickets for the Metropolitan Opera and some 
Broadway shows. As those student seats are however a bit 
far from the stage my grandmother’s stylish family opera 
glasses came in handy. However this is just the best known 
layer of New York’s cultural life. Apart from all that there 
are the less widely known, but often even more exciting 
places and events: Fresh and provocative off or off-off-
Broadway shows, small art galleries or special film festivals. 

Then there were also the activities proposed by One-
to-world, a non for profit organization that is trying to 
make the life of International Students and especially 
Fulbright students even more colorful – and challenging 
in terms of time management - by organizing unique 
programs and encounters with amazing Americans. It was 
through this organization that - together with a handful 
of other Fulbright students - I met several very special and 
fascinating people: actors, top-diplomats or Wall Street 
managers. But it was an equally unique experience to be 
invited to the homes of Americans with very different 
backgrounds. The doors of American homes opened for us 
in a black community in Brooklyn, in the bohemian West 
village, in a very religious community in Pennsylvania and 
even in Providence.

In addition I was also an active member of a very 
international community, International House. This 
was the place where I stayed in New York. However, 
International House has much more to offer than just 
housing. It is a vibrant, colorful, active community of 
brilliant students from all over the world. On Sunday night 
– to have a short break between the readings - I could just 
walk a few steps from my room to the pub for the Jazz night 

where my very talented neighbors performed. But this is 
just one example out of so many interesting events. Other 
highlights were the puppeteer workshop organized by one 
of my best friends, a Finnish puppet theater director, the 
morning yoga sessions on the rooftop or the famous Fall 
Fiesta where I was performing as a Mexican dancer. 

But living in New York was itself a very special experience. 
The City is seducing, vibrant and colorful, but at the same 
time it is imposing an incredible pace on its inhabitants who 
therefore have to develop special survival skills. Life is often 
hard in New York. But maybe that’s why New Yorkers are 
so special. For me they were probably the main reason why 
I enjoyed it so much to live in New York. They are not just 
very open minded, curious and funny but also friendly and 
polite. I did not expect that in a city where everybody is so 
extremely busy and in a big hurry all the time. The rhythm 
of life is just incredible in New York: When I arrived back 
to   Europe it took me several months to get used again to 
the walking speed in Budapest. It felt extremely slow to me. 
But despite the incredible speed – in their lifestyles and on 
the sidewalk – New Yorkers are usually amazingly friendly. 
They always apologize if they bump into you, even if this 
happens all the time during the rush hours when even the 
broadest sidewalks are so crowded that you can hardly walk 
on them. The best is however that complete strangers often 
smile or talk to you on the subway or in the street e.g. to 
ask you how you like the book that you are reading or to 
tell you that they love your coat. A small clarification for 
Europeans: no, normally they do not do this because they 
“want something from you”, they are just open and friendly 
and think that such a small conversation or a smile may 
simply make your day and their day a tiny bit nicer. For me 
this made actually a huge difference. I miss that a lot here 
in Europe where you are told already from a very young age 
that you should not talk to strangers. 

What I also loved a lot was the striking diversity of 
people. Just sitting on the Subway you often see six or 
seven people on the opposite bench representing – by their 
looks – the whole population of the world. This is very 
special compared to Budapest where the population looks 
rather homogenous from this point of view. I have never 
seen such a heterogeneous looking and so tolerant city in 
the world like New York. Unlike other cities where people 
who say that they love diversity usually mean in fact just 
that they enjoy world cuisine and like traveling to exotic 
countries for vacation, real diversity is without doubt one 
of the main characteristics of New York. I would not even 
like to say “tolerance” as this seems to be more than that: to 
me it seemed that people are not “tolerant”, they are simply 
used to the vibrant flow of people with different looks, 
backgrounds, clothing, religion and languages. While I am 
not naïve and I have experienced that also in the American 
society some people are unfortunately “more equal” than 
others, and that skin color or family background can matter, 
in New York I still had the impression that on a general 
level the living together of so many different people works 
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amazingly well, broadens horizons and make life simply 
more interesting and colorful.

It is impossible to summarize everything that I learned, 
experienced or did during this amazing year, but at least 
I am trying to give some scattered mosaic pieces of my 
impressions to give an idea how colorful the picture was.

2. Pre-academic Program at 
Georgetown University, School of Law

Before starting my LL.M. studies at Columbia Law School 
I was offered the possibility to do a pre-academic program 
at Georgetown University, School of Law. This program, 
called “Foundations of American law”, was an excellent 
preparation for graduate legal studies in the US. The four 
week program offered not only an in-depth introduction 
to American law and legal heritage but included also a 
good training in US legal writing and research methods. 
In addition, it prepared the participants for the challenges 
of US law school, especially concerning teaching style and 
learning methods. This knowledge and training proved to 
be very useful during my studies at Columbia Law School.

In addition to the legal curriculum the program also 
offered some insight into the American political system. 
We were able to attend very interesting lectures given by 
politicians, journalists, and political scientists. We also had 
the chance to visit court hearings that was definitely one of 
the highlights along with the lecture given by a judge about 
the functioning of the jury system in the US. This lecture 
was particularly illuminating and useful for a lawyer 
coming from the civil law tradition. Lawyers from civil law 
countries, especially continental Europe, are normally very 
skeptical towards the US jury system. Their usual criticism 
is that in a jury trial - instead of an objective hearing 
concentrated on fact finding and a subsequent decision of 
a professional judge with a legal training - the court room 
turns into a show performed by the attorneys of both sides. 
But let’s face it: this view is in fact often based either on 
Hollywood courtroom dramas or on trials that received – 
for one reason or another – particular media attention, like 
e.g. the O.J. Simpson case, or on the combination of the two. 
I have to admit that I also had some reservations about the 
jury system. However my views changed dramatically with 
my stay in the US. I still don’t think that the jury system is 
perfect: yes, there are cases where the jury may have made a 
bad decision based on emotions. But are professional judges 
infallible? In any event, I think that the trust of US citizens 
in the jury system has a unique value. “I do not want to 
live in a country that does not have a jury trial. I want to 
be judged by my peers” said my American seat neighbor in 
the flight from Budapest to Washington. It was the first, 
but not the last time that I heard that statement. This view 
was repeated several times in conversations that I had with 
taxi drivers, shop assistants and other non-lawyers about 

this topic. But several lawyers - like the honorable judge 
who gave the lecture at Georgetown University - were also 
supporting this opinion. I have never experienced such a 
trust in the court system anywhere in Europe. I believe that 
we could be glad if people would have just half of the trust in 
our court system than the American citizens have in theirs. 
The mock jury selection process in that we participated 
under the guidance of the judge also helped us to face our 
own prejudices. Our guest said one thing that I will never 
forget: He said that in his long years of experience he had 
the chance to meet many jurors; old and young, rich and 
poor, well educated and semiliterate, Wall Street brokers 
and hippies. But one thing was common in them: once 
they took their place in the jury bench they took their duty 
seriously and did their best to decide the case objectively. My 
own impression – based on conversations with a number of 
Americans with very different backgrounds – confirms this. 
Not surprisingly, the trust in the jury system was paired 
with the view that the jury duty – even if the summons for 
jury service does not always come at the best time – is an 
important responsibility that one has to take seriously.

The four weeks that I spent in Washington was also a 
great opportunity to visit the historical sights of the capital 
and the buildings that accommodate the most important 
institutions of the American political system: the Capitol, 
the Supreme Court and the White House. Visiting these 
buildings and the numerous monuments and memorials in 
Washington helped me a lot to learn more and have a better 
understanding of American history and the American 
political system. Washington appeared to me a bit like 
a huge 3D history book in that you can walk through 
American history from the founding of the country till 
today, through the civil war, the great depression, World 
War II, the Vietnam War or the civil rights movement.

The museums in Washington were also definitely a 
highlight. One of my favorites was the National Gallery and 
its jazz nights in the sculpture garden. Also the visit in the 
Newseum – a very interactive museum about news media 
and the freedom of speech - was a very special experience. 
The exhibition gives an excellent overview about the media 
and news coverage in the US, both from the historical 
and the contemporary point of view. Infotainment is also 
included, like the special exhibition about “First dogs”, the 
four legged friends of the American Presidents. 

While we had quite a full study schedule during the 
week we also had plenty of social activities and also had 
the opportunity to meet Fulbrighters from all parts of the 
world. We played guitar and were singing on the rooftop 
terrace at night, engaged in interesting and often heated 
discussions and made some wonderful friendships that 
continued during the academic year and longer. My flat 
mate in Washington, Chiara, a young fellow researcher 
from Trento University, became one of my best friends and 
luckily we continued our studies together at Columbia Law 
School.
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3. Studies and Research at 
Columbia Law School

After the four intense and eventful weeks in Washington – 
and a brief two day stop in Philadelphia to see the birthplace 
of American democracy - I arrived in New York. There was 
not much time left to rest as I arrived just on time to start 
the three weeks course organized for the upcoming LL.M 
students, an intense introduction into American law. This 
course, taught by enthusiastic professors, was quite intense 
but gave us a stable background in American law on that we 
could build during the LL.M. studies.

What we thought to be pretty intense turned out to be 
like a vacation compared to the real studies at Columbia 
Law School. After this honeymoon period that still left us 
some time to get settled and socialize, the official semester 
started, and with that did the real challenges. Up to now 
we were studying together with other foreign students who 
had the same weaknesses: studying a foreign legal system 
in a foreign language and in a foreign school system. Our 
professors in the introductory course were well aware 
of that and were therefore patient and understanding. 
However from now on we had to compete with the 
American students, often as the only foreign student in 
the class. This was definitely challenging but at the same 
time it was real law school experience, compared to that the 
introductory course seemed like kindergarten. 

The main reason why I choose to study at Columbia Law 
School was that it is one of the best law schools in the area of 
Intellectual Property law, the area of law I am specializing 
in. I was definitely not disappointed. The variety of courses 
at Columbia in that field was breathtaking and the choice 
therefore difficult. Even if I had to accept the limits and 
restrain myself concerning the course selection, I took full 
advantage of the excellent curriculum of the school in both 
semesters. 

During the first semester one of my favorite courses was 
the seminar “Law & the Film Industry”, a course taught by 
a practitioner, an experienced entertainment lawyer very 
familiar with the film business. Through that seminar 
I was not only able to get a very thorough knowledge of 
film related legal problems, but I also learned a lot about 
the functioning of the US film industry and the special 

characteristics of the contracts in the film industry. The 
seminar was very practice oriented: we had to draft several 
contracts and also learned to apply diverse negotiation 
techniques during mock negotiations.

During the first semester I was also studying American 
Contract law, Internet law and False Advertising Law. I 
found the course in American contract law very useful as 
American contract law has some very special and unique 
characteristics that lawyers working with such contracts 
in Europe should be familiar with. The course in Internet 
law was a great opportunity to get to know the newest 
developments in that area. Internet law is a very fast 
developing area and the technology and the related legal 
problems and solutions are more advanced in the US 
then in Europe. The course, taught by one of the leading 
practitioners in that field, helped me to familiarize myself 
with that area and get to know the newest trends and 
developments. The course in False Advertising law was 
also a genuine possibility to learn specialized knowledge 
from a renowned practitioner. Professor Weinberger gave 
us not only a thorough knowledge of a very special field 
of law; we were also able to learn practical skills from this 
great litigator. The seminar had a very practice-oriented 
approach that I found very exciting: we were mostly 
working with original, real-life materials and prepared 
“mock” trial documents.

During the second semester I had the chance to work 
with Professor Jane Ginsburg, one of the most respected 
U.S. professors in Copyright and Trademark law. I was 
taking two courses – Copyright law and Trademark law – 
and the seminar “Current developments in Copyright law” 
with her. In addition, I was also writing my LL.M. essay to 
her. The two basic courses, Copyright law and Trademark 
law gave me a very profound knowledge of those fields of 
law that will be extremely useful for my future work and 
research. The copyright and trademark law of the US is 
very different from the European approach. However, 
these days, in the age of globalization - with multinational 
companies present in almost every country and works of 
art accessible everywhere in the world through Internet - 
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the knowledge of the US system is extremely useful for a 
lawyer specializing in that field, especially as currently the 
US is the leading nation concerning new technologies.

 In the seminar “Current Developments in Copyright 
Law” we were looking at the most cutting-edge problems 
both in the US and on the international level. We were 
for example discussing the legal aspects of the Google 
Book Scanning Project – one of the most fascinating and 
most discussed issues in the field of copyright law these 
days - with guests who are involved in the litigation related 
to the project. I appreciated it a lot that our professors at 
Columbia Law School took advantage of the presence of 
so many brilliant practitioners in New York and invited 
them regularly to the classes to give us an insight to their 
work and speak about the most cutting-edge issues in their 
practice.

One of the most fascinating courses that I took at 
Columbia Law School was the seminar “Law & the Arts”. 
It was held by the head of the legal department of Sotheby’s. 
In that course – that was an excellent combination of theory 
and praxis – I could get to know the arts market in the US 
and the special legal problems related to the acquisition 
and sale of works of art: forgery, problems related to works 
of art looted during wartime and the looted art from third 
world countries in connection with the destruction of 
cultural heritage though illegal excavations. 

Also a highlight of my curriculum was the seminar about 
the First Amendment. As I am also specializing in media 
law - with a special focus on the freedom of expression - it 
was extremely interesting for me to learn more about the 
freedom of speech in the US where this right is so much 
broader than in any other country in the world. 

A very important part of my studies was the LL.M. 
essay that I wrote to Professor Jane Ginsburg with the 
title “The Postmortem Right of Publicity in California 
and the Commercial Aspects of Personality Rights after 
Death under German Law”. In that essay I was doing an 
analysis of US and German law, comparing the different 
legal solutions concerning the treatment of postmortem 
personality rights. It was interesting to compare how the 
two legal systems responded to the same problems that 
emerge in cases when one has to deal with the commercial 
aspects of personality rights of dead celebrities. The 
growing economic significance of these rights is apparent: 
according to Forbes magazine the 13 „Top-Earning Dead 
Celebrities” of 2009 earned a collective $ 886 million, with 
Yves Saint Laurent and Michael Jackson leading the list 
with $ 350 and $ 90 million respectively. The discussions 
with Professor Ginsburg and her suggestions concerning 
this paper were extremely useful and enriching.

As a whole the LL.M. program at Columbia Law 
School was a unique experience with excellent classes, a 
good opportunity for research for my thesis and time spent 
in an intellectually extremely inspiring environment in the 
company of excellent scholars and students.

3.1 You disagree? Great! Why? 
– The First Amendment 

in practice

One of the main reasons why I enjoyed studying in the US 
was the teaching style. While studying law in continental 
Europe and especially in Hungary consists mainly in 
spending uncountable hours with memorizing laws to be 
able to recall them during the exams, this exercise is widely 
unknown in the US. Not surprisingly, this makes studying 
law much more enjoyable. It does not mean that studying 
law with this method is less challenging, but the challenges 
are of a different kind. You still have to spend a lot of time 
with books. You have to prepare for each class by reading 
a lot. You also have to be able to remember the main facts 
and the legal reasoning of the cases. This is particularly 
important as lectures in a US law school are not lectures in 
the usual “continental” sense, meaning that the professor 
speaks and the students take notes and try not to fall asleep, 
or at least not to snore. Lectures in a US law school are 
interactive, so student participation is crucial. Lectures are 
in fact more like a conversation between the professor and 
the students, while the participation in the conversation is 
not always voluntary. Professors often “call on” students, 
also if they are not volunteering and even if they are hiding 
behind their laptops trying to be invisible. This latter does 
usually happen if somebody did not have the time to read 
that specific case or cannot recall it. This can mean some 
very unpleasant minutes. But this was actually quite rare as 
Columbia students are very hard-working and competition 
is fierce among them.

While remembering the cases and the facts is obviously 
important, this is not the main point of the exercise. 
Professors want to have a critical conversation. They are 
happy to have different and also provocative views in the 
class. They often emphasize that in the exams there are 
no right and wrong solutions, and for sure there is not just 
one correct solution. The exams that get the best marks are 
frequently offering an unusual solution with a convincing 
and creative argumentation. Columbia Law School wants 
to train creative lawyers – if that is not an oxymoron - with 
good argumentation skills who do not just take things as 
they are and accept them, but think critically about law and 
society. The whole teaching method is based on this goal. 
The best illustration of this method was when a professor 
who was explaining a legal concept was interrupted by a 
student who raised his hands and said that he disagrees with 
what the professor said. The professor was not upset at all, 
quite the opposite, he seemed to be rather happy about this. 
His face literally lit up and he said: “You disagree? Great! 
Why?” Subsequently an interesting conversation unfolded 
between the student and the professor.

Students are always encouraged to think critical and 
offer their alternative views. However this is not just limited 
to conversations in the classroom or exams. The whole 
system is very transparent and democratic. Students have 
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the possibility to evaluate the performance and teaching 
style of each professor anonymously and these evaluations 
are accessible to every student online. These quite detailed 
evaluations are not only an important source of information 
when students are selecting their classes – and I can say 
that according to my experience the evaluations gave a 
very accurate and objective picture about the classes – but 
professors are taking this feedback very seriously and try 
to improve their teaching style on the basis of the students’ 
suggestions. 

Apart from this factual and rational evaluation of the 
professors’ teaching styles students also take advantage of 
this very broad freedom of expression in a different form. 
Every law school has a group of artistically talented students 
who prepare a show for each semester that is a parody 
of law school life. They act, sing, dance and make short 
movies and this exercise involves also imitating the most 
renowned professors. This is not just extremely funny, but 
includes usually a certain amount of criticism that can not 
only be mild. Usually it is quite the opposite. This parodies 
often cross the line of what would be acceptable even for 
the most relaxed European professors. But in the US no 
professor seemed to be upset about that. It rather seemed 
to me that they are even proud if the show of the semester 
contains a parody about them and they always express their 
support for this project. I found that really impressive.

Also impressive was the quality of the students. 
They were not only hard working but also very smart. 
What impressed me the most was however their ability 
to multitask. Of course no law student at Columbia Law 
School can be separated from its laptop for more than five 
minutes. They take notes and exams on the laptop, but at 
lectures and seminars they are usually not just listening 
to the lecture and taking notes. At the same time they are 
reading and answering emails, looking for information 
via Google, chatting through MSN or even buying shoes. 
The amazing part is however that if the professor calls on 
them when they are immersed in all these activities, they 
are usually still able to give the perfect answer. How they 
do it stays a mystery for me as I was already considerably 
distracted when my seat neighbor was shopping for some 
particularly cute dresses on the Internet. 

However in fact multitasking skills are crucial at 
Columbia Law School as student life is so incredibly busy. 
Preparing for the classes and for exams is certainly the most 
time consuming activity. But Columbia Law School offers 
much more than that. There are a lot of extracurricular 
activities like lunch time lectures on interesting topics 
given by Columbia professors, professors from other 
Universities or special invited guests from the private 
practice, non for profit organizations or from politics. 
There are reading groups organized by the students 
themselves about different topics. I was for example 
member of a reading group on actual topics in intellectual 
property law and law and technology. Then there are the 
law reviews edited by law students. It has a lot of prestige if 

you are a student editor of a law journal, but it may seem a 
bit bizarre that even if this means a considerable additional 
workload you have to enter a fierce competition for being 
selected by one of the law journals. It is however a very 
useful and interesting experience. I was a student editor of 
the Columbia Journal of European Law, one of the most 
renowned law journals on European law in the US. The 
accuracy of the cite checking and editing is incredible but 
it guarantees an outstanding quality. 

However, all that is still not enough: There are student 
organizations for every possible legal topic from criminal law 
to electoral law. There are also a lot of student organizations 
offering pro bono activities who work with non-for profit 
associations. But there are also several that are offering non-
legal activities, like for example the student organizations 
for gourmets that are visiting the best culinary spots in New 
York, opera lovers that organize trips to the Metropolitan 
Opera and there is even a student group of veterans that 
comprises students who previously were doing army service. 
The activities offered by these student groups were also 
a good possibility to socialize, and to learn more about 
American students and about New York. A free lunch or 
dinner was also often offered by the student groups and 
that should not be underrated given the time and budget 
constraints of a student living in New York.

Hence it is clear that law students have busy schedules 
and it is in fact very difficult to manage to do all the 
readings for the courses, as with 100-200 pages per class 
per week – or even more – that takes a considerable amount 
of time. Therefore you can see law students reading 
everywhere. Not just in the library – that is open every 
day until midnight and in the exam period 24/7 – but in 
good weather all over the Columbia campus and of course 
the comfortable leather armchairs scattered all over the 
building of the law school are also extremely popular. But 
with so much time spent with reading every chair gets 
uncomfortable, so you have to change a bit from time to 
time. With time I learned to read in every position: sitting, 
laying, standing, on the subway, while eating, drinking, 
doing sit ups (the book can serve easily in the lieu of a two 
kilo weight!); every moment was precious…

Even if it was definitely a challenging task to manage 
to read all materials assigned, they were usually very 
interesting and the discussions in the classroom often 
heated, interesting, or funny. I have never been in the 
company of so many bright and creative minds who are 
eager to participate in the discussions. A very special 
value of the US system is also that you can go and talk to 
professors if you have doubts or questions, or if you just 
want to drop by for an interesting chat about the subject 
matter discussed in class. Even if Columbia professors are 
usually very busy they take office hours very seriously and 
encourage students to drop by. They are usually also easily 
reachable by phone or email. 

Very special is also the relation of US students to their 
schools. As most US universities – also Columbia – rely 
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to a certain extent on both the financial and nonfinancial 
support of influential alumni, it is crucial that students 
build up and keep a special relationship to their alma 
mater. But this does not seem to be the only reason behind 
the very special bond that students have to their schools. 
Also the rivalry between the schools is legendary. This is 
especially true for the rivalry between Columbia and New 
York University. However, despite the fierce rivalry there 
are a lot of common programs organized jointly by the 
two universities and students also have the possibility to 
take a limited number of courses at the other university 
with the credits and grades fully recognized. Nevertheless, 
the healthy competition and rivalry between the schools 
remains unchanged and students are of course making jokes 
about the other institution. The special bond to the alma 
mater also stays present after graduation. If somebody was a 
Columbia student he/she will probably remain a Columbia 
student for his/her entire life. This special affection is also 
visually demonstrated as many students at the Columbia 
campus are wearing clothing adorned with the Columbia 
logo and the lion. The bookshop selling these products – 
for prices comparable to top fashion brands – must make a 
fortune with that. The alumni network is also very active. 
Successful alumni are often invited to give a lecture or 
to participate in networking events. It is considered as 
standard practice that alumni holding good jobs try to help 
the graduates to find a job. I must admit that in my heart 
I will also always remain a Columbia student and I always 
felt something special when I passed by the Columbia 
statue sitting in the middle of the campus.

3.2 Exams à la carte

The exam period is definitely quite stressful at Columbia 
Law School, but I still have to say that I had definitely 
more fun there as at my law school in Budapest. Not only 
because the main task during the exam preparations is not 
memorizing, but also because of the incredible variety of 
exam types. Professors seem to be not only very creative 
in terms of the exam content but also concerning the form 
of the exams. As far as seminars are concerned they are 
usually not graded based on a classic exam during the exam 
period but for example on the basis of reaction papers or 
a longer end of the term paper. In some seminars legal 
documents have to be drafted based on the facts of a real 
case. Participation in the discussions is also an important 
factor. While the big variety of grading methods may 
be confusing, transparency is always ensured as it is 
announced at the beginning of each term how the different 
factors will be taken into account concerning the grading 
of that course; e.g. that the grade is based 20% on class 
participation, 30% on the mid-term paper and 50% on the 
end of the term paper.

Lectures are usually graded on the basis of exams, but 
exams can also differ from each other significantly. They 
have however one thing in common: the time pressure 
is always considerable. Exams are deliberately designed 
in a way that there is not enough time to write a perfect 
answer. The question is how well the students solve the 
task compared to each other. This is the key, and also “the 
curve”. If you mention “the curve” most law students will 
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turn pale and their eyes will be filled with fear. “The curve” 
means that professors cannot just give grades as they like; 
they are obliged to observe the rules that state how many 
of each grade they can distribute. This is different in every 
law school. The “Columbia curve” is quite strict, from the 
best marks – A and A+ - only very few can be distributed, 
the “intermediary grades” are the most numerous ones 
and then again relatively few of the relatively bad grades 
follow. (This gives the form of a curve) All this may sound 
misleading as it suggests that it is easy to pass. However, 
this is not exactly true, and in addition law school is not 
about pass or fail. It is all about the grades. Law firms hire 
students almost exclusively on the basis of the grades, and 
of course even most importantly based on the schools. 
That’s why Columbia law students seem to be ready to 
kill for good grades. While competition and hard working 
students are a good thing, this has also a downside as 
students are not really ready to help their fellow students, 
even by sharing class notes. Competition is so fierce that 
some of the best law schools – e.g. Harvard and Yale – have 
even abolished grades as the pressure on the students was 
just too high. I am convinced that students at those law 
schools are not getting lazy even like that.

But back to the variety of exams, there are the classic 
“proctored exams” that you have to write on a certain day 
at a certain time in a room in the law school under strict 
supervision. This is the most comparable to European law 
school exams. However even this classic exams are usually 
“open book” exams where you can bring your books and 
notes and consult them during the exam. This may seem to 
be an easy exercise but it is absolutely not. As time pressure 
is so considerable you hardly have the time to look at the 
book at all, and you certainly have to know exactly where 
the information is that you are looking for. In addition 
most of the time everything is about thinking, reasoning 
and creative thoughts; about combining your knowledge in 
a new way to solve a very complex case. Such exams can be 
two, three, four, five, six or seven hours long, depending on 
the decision of the professor. But then there are also the so 
called “take home” exams that may also sound quite easy, 
as you are basically allowed to use anything… But “take 
home” exams are therefore very tricky and complex. The 
duration of “take home” exams also varies: there are six 
or eight hour “take home” exams, but also 48 or even 72 
hour “take home” exams. I can assure you from experience 
that the time pressure is also very high in those cases and 
that most students don’t sleep too much - if at all - during 
those periods. Also eating or even taking a shower has to 
be considered as a luxury.

In the exam period the law school building and the 
library is open 24/7, and while there are certainly less 
students present during the night than during the day, 
the seats are definitely not emptying before midnight and 
you can usually find several students typing frantically 
even around four o’clock in the morning, especially if 
the deadline for their “take home” exam is approaching. 

I actually quite liked the atmosphere at the library and 
especially the fact that you are normally surrounded by 
a lot of familiar faces, including your friends. Receiving 
emotional support – or sharing a piece of chocolate – can 
make a huge difference in those high stress days.

4. Cultural extravaganza

But my year in New York was not just about studying. I 
did everything possible to take advantage of the amazing 
cultural life of the City and as far as my studies permitted 
I used every opportunity to attend cultural events. These 
events were not only enjoyable, inspiring and enriching 
but they also offered an insight into American culture. I 
was attending several performances in the Metropolitan 
Opera House, went to numerous Broadway shows and to 
performances of smaller theater companies off or off-off 
Broadway. I visited the extraordinary museums, went to 
the New York Film Festival, attended a theater workshop 
in Brooklyn and watched the exam performance of a friend 
– a very talented Fulbright scholar studying acting at Pace 
University. 

Attending sports events like a Baseball game in Yankee 
stadium or watching Basketball in Madison Square Garden 
were not only fascinating events but proved also crucial 
for the understanding US culture and lifestyle. Sports 
like baseball, football or basketball are compulsory - at 
least as a spectator - if you want to get the real American 
experience. While I have to admit that despite of the 
repeated efforts of my American friends I was never able 
to fully understand the rules of baseball, I went to several 
games and it was one of the most important experiences 
necessary to fully understand American culture. This 
experience was even extremely helpful to understand 
some judgments, as several important court decisions use 
analogies or references related to Baseball that are often of 
key importance to understand the case. Some judges must 
have been apparently big fans…

5. The cowboy and the yogis 
at Times Square – New York pure

But life in New York is much more than its amazing cultural 
life. There were so many magic moments like jogging at 
sunrise along the Hudson river, ice skating in front of the 
Rockefeller Center on Christmas eve, taking a long bike 
ride or participating in a snow ball fight in Central Park, 
drinking one of those milk shakes at Shake Shark that give 
you enough calories for an entire day, walking through 
the Brooklyn bridge at sunset, swimming in the ocean at 
Brighton Beach, watching the July 4 fireworks while doing 
barbecue on a rooftop… I could go on for hours. Times 
Square – the ultimate center of all movement in New York 
– had also so many faces for me: at New Years Eve packed 
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with celebrating people or on Fleet week full with Marines 
in white navy uniforms. My Times Square highlights were 
however the free open air yoga class with hundreds of 
participants at the summer solstice and also the day when 
I finally saw the  most famous man of Times Square, the 
so called “naked cowboy” who wears only a cowboy hat, 
underpants and his guitar to entertain the passersby.

6. Pro bono work in San Francisco 
for the California Appellate 

Project – helping inmates facing the death 
sentence

During my stay I also had the opportunity to participate 
in pro bono work. I spent the spring break in San 
Francisco working for the California Appellate Project, an 
organization protecting the rights of prisoners facing the 
death sentence. Through the work for this organization I 
was not only able to contribute to a good cause, but I could 
also learn more about the capital punishment in the United 
States and the specific problems related to it.

While I had busy days at the office trying to help these 
people with some legal assistance I also had some time to 
enjoy San Francisco. I walked through the Golden Gate 
Bridge, visited the legendary Berkeley campus and took a 
boat ride to Alcatraz. I loved the very special atmosphere 
of the city that was so incredibly relaxed compared to New 
York. I spent some wonderful evenings meeting also local 
people. Particularly great was the museum night at the 
San Francisco MoMa with a glass of wine on the rooftop 
sculpture garden in sunset and then a modern dance 
performance and exotic finger food on the ground floor. I 
also discovered the most famous pizzeria in Berkeley with 
some fellow students and on St. Patrick’s Day I joined a 
free concert and a street fiesta in the city center.

7. Run, Lola, Run! 
- Women’s International Leadership Program at 

International House

As a grantee of the Women’s International Leadership 
Program of International House I also had the chance to 
learn important leadership skills. The program included 
trainings for example on public speaking, teamwork and 
time management. This latter skill proved to be a truly 
crucial one in New York. However, the program also led to 
wonderful friendships with very exceptional and talented 
women from all parts of the world. 

With the fellow WIL grantees we had a very busy 
week in March, the International Women’s Week, when 
we organized every night some special programs for the 
International House community. Given my special passion 
for films I was one of the main organizations of the movie 
night. To show a strong, fun, unique women protagonist – 

as opposed to the usual Hollywood heroines – we screened 
the German movie “Run, Lola, Run!”. The discussion that 
followed the screening was a truly interesting one – as we 
had spectators from all over the world – and it was also a 
good opportunity to test my skills as a facilitator of the 
discussion.

Through International House I was also able to 
participate in many other interesting programs during the 
academic year. The support of the board of trusties enabled 
me to attend some extraordinary events like for example the 
New York Economic Club Luncheon or ringing the bell at 
NASDAQ. To be part of such a multicultural community 
where so many talented students contribute with their 
own initiative and engagement to community life was a 
very special experience. I was also an active member of 
the community and an eager participant of weekend trips, 
movie nights, cultural hours or sports activities. What’s 
more, so many wonderful friendships began in the dining 
room, in the winter in the cozy corners around the fireplace 
and in the hot and humid New York summer evenings on 
the green terrace.

8. Conversations with Fulbrighters 
and an encounter of a very special kind: meeting 

Mrs. Fulbright 

I was also an active member of the New York Fulbright 
community. One-to-World - a non-for-profit organization 
- organized many events for Fulbright scholars in New York. 
Through those events “Conversations with Fulbrighters” 
I also had the opportunity to meet former Fulbright 
scholars holding well respected positions in various areas 
who gave us an insight to their work. In addition I could 
meet Americans who invited foreign students to their 
homes: I spent Thanksgiving with an American family in 
Pennsylvania and watched the Soccer World Cup in the 
home of an artist in Brooklyn. The weekend that I spent 
in a Caribbean community in Brooklyn was also a very 
special experience. I will also not forget the screening of 
a documentary about the beginnings of Rap music in an 
elegant New York home on the Upper East Side in the 
presence of the film director and the main protagonists. I 
even made friends with one of the protagonists -who is still 
an active rapper but is also teaching rap dance at New York 
University – who took me later to a half a day walk through 
the Bronx where he showed me impressive graffiti on the 
walls, community projects like a boxing club for the young 
or the offices of some friends of him who started as street 
graffiti artists but now are commissioned to create graffiti 
for Broadway shows or even for advertisements.

As one of the very active Fulbright Scholars in New 
York I also had the privilege to be invited to the fundraising 
dinner of the organization as a “Fulbright Ambassador” 
where I had the opportunity to meet Mrs. Fulbright who 
gave a speech. Meeting her and listening to her thoughts 
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about the Fulbright scholarship was a very touching 
moment for me.

In March, on the Fulbright enrichment seminar in 
Providence I also had the opportunity to meet fellow 
Fulbrighters who were studying in other parts of the 
U.S. Apart from the very important social component the 
content of the seminar was also very interesting. The topic 
was social entrepreneurship and the seminar had a very 
practice-oriented approach: we were developing business 
ideas for social enterprises in small groups and presented 
them to fellow participants. The visit in a nearby high 
school that uses very creative teaching methods - arts 
education is a very important part of the curriculum - was 
definitely a highlight of the seminar: We could not only 
meet and talk to students on a one-to-one basis but we were 
also painting a picture together for the school.

9. Graduation 

With all these activities time was passing very quickly. The 
“big day in the spectacular gown” – Graduation - arrived 
too fast. It was a really special day. It was really like in an 
American movie: the Campus was full with hundreds of 
students wearing the Columba blue robes and hats, and 
where there were no students in blue robes there was 
green grass, blue balloons and decoration – the Campus 

was decorated so beautifully that some of us suspected that 
even the grass was painted green.

But it was not just about the setting, robes and hats. It 
was a very special feeling to get the Columbia diploma and 
shake the hand of the Dean after all the stressful days and 
sleepless nights spent in the library. I never understood why 
in the American movies the graduates were so incredibly 
happy and were throwing their hats towards the sky. Now 
I also felt exactly like that and it was also a very emotional 
moment. However the emotions of my friends and myself 
were mixed: We were surely very relieved and proud to 
have obtained our diplomas, but at the same time we were 
very sad as the year ended and we had to leave Columbia 
University, New York and all the friends we made during 
that year.

10. Summer in the City: 
Studying for the New York Bar exam

“I promise you, this will be the worst summer of your 
life” said the director of Barbri at the start of our Barbri 
preparation course for the New York Bar exam. While she 
had a point, as this was probably my most hard working 
and most stressful summer, it was actually not that bad. 
But it was indeed hard to sit every day around 4-5 hours at 
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lectures and then at least 6- 8 hours in the library studying, 
writing outlines and memorizing, as differently from the 
US Law school experience, memorizing the law is essential 
for the bar exam. This was especially hard as it was hot 
in New York, very hot and humid, and summer in New 
York has so many temptations with free concerts, open air 
theatre in Central Park, sun, the beach just a one- and-a-
half hours subway ride away, and there are wonderful places 
to sit outside with friends drinking iced tea or chilled wine 
in the evenings.

But well, it was essential to resist temptation and finding 
the right balance between studying and enjoying the New 
York summer. The Bar exam is especially difficult to pass 
for foreign students. Not only as most of the material to 
be studied is completely new for the LL.M. students - 
no wonder as instead of three years of law school we just 
attended one – so it is the first time for us to see most of 
the subjects that American students have already studied in 
depth. The problem is also that the Bar exam is essentially 
very much about time pressure, and as you have about one 
minute and a half to read and to understand a half page 
long convoluted case description and pick the right answer, 
being a native speaker is clearly a considerable advantage. 
The same is true for writing essays in a time frame that is 
designed to be too short even for native speakers. Given 
these disadvantages many foreign students fail the bar 
exam. But the worst is that for foreign students the time 
of the bar exam is usually their last summer in New York, 
so the sacrifice of spending the most of it studying in an 
air-conditioned law library is a considerable one. But on 
the other hand it is a very special experience. I was also 
very lucky as I spent these three months together with 
three wonderful friends with whom we shared not only 

outlines and notes but also good and bad moments. We 
could encourage each other in the moments when we felt 
exhaustion, frustration or anxiety. We also tired to have 
some fun and were therefore escaping the law library from 
time to time to attend cultural events and or just to have a 
nice dinner together.

We all had our good and bad moments. Sometimes we 
were asking ourselves why we are doing this to ourselves 
instead of just lying on the grass in Central Park sipping 
an ice tea and getting tanned. On the other hand we also 
laughed a lot and this studying marathon had a very special 
atmosphere. We also encouraged each other not to give 
up in crucial moments. But in fact I never regretted that 
I choose to do this as the course was actually a very good 
overview of the American legal system and I was also glad to 
spend some more time in New York with my friends, even 
if we spent most of that time in lectures and in the library.

After so many weeks of studying the days of the exam 
finally arrived. The two days of the exam that we spent in 
the Jarvis Convention Center with thousands of other law 
students were definitely hard. But I will also never forget 
the moment when it was finally over and we went together 
with our fellow LLM friends exhausted but relieved on a 
ship on the Hudson River to enjoy the sun, have a beer, 
relax, forget everything and actually start the summer. 

11. Coast to Coast: Traveling in the US

It was always my dream to drive through the U.S. coast to 
coast. Fortunately my brother was equally inspired by that 
idea, so one week after the New York Bar exam he joined 
me in New York, we bought a car for 500 dollars and hit 
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the road. This trip from New York to San Francisco was 
the perfect conclusion of my Fulbright experience. Even if 
I was already travelling around a little bit during my stay in 
the US, I did not have the chance to experience the unique 
diversity of the American landscape: it is truly impressive 
how not just the scenery and the climate but also people 
and lifestyle change when driving through the continent.
This trip was a unique adventure: we were getting a shower 
in the Niagara Falls, were swimming in both oceans and 
also in Lake Tahoe, saw elks in the Rocky Mountains, 
were listening to great live blues in St. Louis, wondering 
where people are after 6 pm in Kansas City, took a trip 
in a steamboat on the Mississippi, saw the racing rink in 
Indianapolis and drove up the to the summit of Pikes Peak. 
There were many highlights of the trip, but actually the 
most amazing part was just driving through the US and 
seeing how the scenery changes. Road trips in Europe are 
of course also interesting, but in the US the roads and the 
landscape are just made for that. We felt like the protagonists 
of a road movie. Despite the long distances that we covered 
each day, we were never bored. It was just unbelievable to 
see the vastness of the American continent and experience 
the distances. The landscape was really like in a Western 
or a Wim Wenders movie. The nature and especially the 
national parks are breathtaking but as a European it is also 
unbelievable to see how sparsely populated certain areas 
are. In some places you can drive even two hundred miles 
without seeing a single house or even a gas station (so we 
made sure that we always have enough gas and water). I 
believe that the immensity of the American landscape is 
also a factor that has an imprint on American culture and 
even the American soul. It was also during that trip that I 
fully understood the amazing diversity of the country.

12. Till the Atlantic us parts – will it?

The moment when I boarded the plane back to Budapest 
was one of the most difficult moments of my life. Of course 
I was looking forward to see my family, my friends and 
my home town after one year. But at the same time it 
was very difficult to leave. I was leaving behind so much: 
the intellectually inspiring environment of Columbia 
University, the City that I learned to love so much and 
where I spent so many magic moments and of course my 
friends who made my stay so special. Now they are scattered 
all over the world: I have friends not just in New York, but 
basically on all continents. But even if it was difficult to 
board that plane as I knew that from that day on I will have 
to cross the Atlantic and not just Broadway to see them, I 
was sure that we will stay in touch. 
In the meantime more than one year has passed and I can 
confirm that luckily we managed to stay in touch. Also, 
even if the New York days have passed - and they passed 
way too quickly – I have to say that it was a life changing 
experience for me: I learned and experienced so much and 
I see life now with different eyes in many respects. For 
example I can appreciate sleep much more than before. 
However if a fairy would appear beside my bed tonight I 
would definitely trade my European 8 hour beauty sleep in 
for a sleepless night in New York, even if just for the sake 
of nostalgia.


