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INTRODUCTION:
THE PATH TO
BECOMING A
CERTIFIED FAMILY
LAW SPECIALIST IN
CALIFORNIA

The  California  family
law  system  is  one  of
the most complex and
d e m a n d i n g  l e g a l
environments  in  the
United  States.  For
family  law  attorneys
who wish to distinguish
themselves,  earning
the  California  Family
Law  Specialist  (CFLS)
certification  represents

the  gold  standard  of
p r o f e s s i o n a l
a c h i e v e m e n t .
Administered  by  the
State Bar of California's
B o a r d  o f  L e g a l
Specialization,  this
credential  signals  to
clients, colleagues, and
the  judiciary  that  you
possess  advanced
knowledge,  skill,  and
experience  in  family
law. However, the road
to  certification  is
r i g o r o u s .  T h e
examination  itself  is
n o t o r i o u s l y
challenging, testing not
only  your  substantive
knowledge of California
family  law  but  also
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your  ability  to  apply
that  knowledge  under
pressure. This is where
a  we l l - s t ructured
California  Family
Law Specialist Exam
Study Guide becomes
ind i spensab le .  A
strategic  study  plan
transforms  what  can
f e e l  l i k e  a n
o v e r w h e l m i n g
mountain  of  statutes,
cases,  and procedures
into a manageable and
focused  preparation
journey.  This  article
serves as that essential
guide,  offering  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
roadmap  to  help  you
navigate  every  phase
o f  y o u r  e x a m
preparat ion,  f rom
understanding  the
certification
r e q u i r e m e n t s  t o
master ing  the  key
subject  areas  and
employing  effective
test-taking  strategies.
Whether  you  are  a

seasoned  practitioner
or  an  attorney  with
several years of family
law  experience,  this
guide  is  designed  to
help you approach the
exam  with  confidence
and  clarity.

UNDERSTANDING
THE CALIFORNIA
FAMILY LAW
SPECIALIST
CERTIFICATION

Before  div ing  into
study  strategies,  it  is
critical  to  understand
e x a c t l y  w h a t  t h e
certification entails and
w h y  i t  i s  w o r t h
pursuing. The State Bar
of California's Board of
Legal  Specialization
designates  attorneys
as Certified Family Law
Spec ia l i s t s .  Th i s
designat ion  is  not
merely  a  title;  it  is  a
public  commitment  to
excellence.  To  qualify,
y o u  m u s t  m e e t
stringent  requirements
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that typically include a
minimum  number  of
years practicing family
law,  a  significant
number of hours spent
on family law matters,
peer  rev iews,  and
continuing  education.
The culminating step is
p a s s i n g  t h e
comprehensive  written
examination. The exam
is designed to assess a
candidate's  proficiency
a c r o s s  t h e  f u l l
spectrum of  California
family  law,  including
dissolution of marriage,
ch i ld  custody  and
visitation,  child  and
spousa l  suppo r t ,
property  division,  and
domestic  violence.
Understanding  these
requirements  is  the
first  step.  It  grounds
your  study  plan  in
reality  and  helps  you
al locate  your  t ime
based  on  the  specific
d e m a n d s  o f  t h e
certification  process.

The CFLS credential is
not  just  a  badge  of
honor; it is a powerful
marketing tool that can
lead to increased client
trust,  higher  referral
rates,  and  greater
p r o f e s s i o n a l
opportunities.

KEY COMPONENTS
OF THE
CALIFORNIA
FAMILY LAW
SPECIALIST EXAM

A  s u c c e s s f u l
California  Family
Law Specialist Exam
Study  Guide  must
begin with a thorough
breakdown  o f  the
exam itself. The test is
typically  a  full-day,
open-book examination
consisting  of  essay
q u e s t i o n s  a n d
performance tests. It is
not  a  multiple-choice
test.  The  examiners
are  looking  for  your
ab i l i ty  to  ana lyze
complex fact patterns,
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identify  relevant  legal
i s sues ,  app ly  the
correct  statutes  and
c a s e  l a w ,  a n d
articulate  a  reasoned
a n a l y s i s  a n d
conclusion.  The  exam
covers  a  broad  range
o f  t o p i c s ,  a n d
understanding  the
weight of each area is
crucial  for  efficient
studying.  The  primary
subject areas include:

Dissolution of
Marriage and
Legal
Separation:
Jurisdictional
requirements,
grounds for
dissolution,
procedural steps,
and default
judgments.
Child Custody
and Visitation:
Legal and
physical custody,
best interests of
the child
standard,

custody
evaluations,
parenting plans,
and relocation
issues.
Child Support:
Guideline
calculations,
high-income
cases, add-on
expenses, and
modification
procedures.
Spousal
Support
(Alimony):
Temporary and
permanent
support, the
Marriage of
Gavron factors,
duration, and
modification.
Property
Division:
Characterization
of assets as
community or
separate
property,
valuation issues,
and
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reimbursement
claims (e.g.,
Watts, Epstein,
Moore-Marsden).
Domestic
Violence:
Restraining
orders, impact on
custody, and
evidentiary
issues.
Attorney Fee
Awards and
Sanctions:
Need-based fee
awards, sanction
statutes, and
ethical
considerations.
Ethics and
Professional
Responsibility:
Conflicts of
interest, client
communication,
and duties to the
court.

Each  of  these  areas
r e q u i r e s  d e e p ,
n u a n c e d
understanding.  Simply
memorizing the Family

Code  is  insufficient.
You  must  be  able  to
apply the law to novel
fact patterns, which is
precisely  what  the
performance  tests
measure.

CREATING YOUR
COMPREHENSIVE
STUDY PLAN

An effective study plan
is the backbone of any
successful  California
F a m i l y  L a w
Special ist  Exam
Study Guide. Without
a structured schedule,
e v e n  t h e  m o s t
dedicated attorney can
become  overwhelmed.
Here is a step-by-step
approach to building a
plan  that  works  for
you.

Assess
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Your
Starting

Point
Begin  by  honest ly
evaluating  your  own
s t r e n g t h s  a n d
weaknesses.  Are  you
fluent  in  property
d i v i s i o n  b u t  l e s s
confident  in  child
support  calculations?
Do you have a strong
grasp of  case law but
s t r u g g l e  w i t h
procedural rules? Take
a  diagnostic  practice
exam  under  t imed
conditions  to  identify
your baseline. This will
help you prioritize your
study time. Focus more
energy  on  your  weak
a r e a s  w i t h o u t
completely  neglecting
your  strengths.

Set a
Realistic
Timeline
M o s t  e x p e r t s
recommend dedicating
at  least  three  to  six
months  of  consistent
s t u d y .  A  s h o r t e r
timeline  can  lead  to
burnout and cramming,
which  is  ineffective  for
this  type  of  exam.
Divide your study time
into  three  phases:  a
foundat ion  phase
where you review core
c o n c e p t s ,  a n
appl icat ion  phase
where  you  practice
essay  wr i t ing  and
performance tests, and
a  final  review  phase
where you consolidate
your  knowledge  and
focus  on  weak  spots.
Each  phase  should
have clear, measurable
goals.
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Gather
Your Core
Study
Materials
The right resources are
e s s e n t i a l .
Recommended study
materials  include the
California Family  Code
and  related  statutes,
the  Rutter  Group's
California  Practice
Guide:  Family  Law
(often  considered  the
bible  for  this  exam),
the  California  Judges
B e n c h g u i d e ,  a n d
official  sample  exams
from  the  State  Bar.
Many  candidates  also
find  commercial  study
guides,  flashcards,  and
online  question  banks
helpful.  Invest  in  a
h i g h - q u a l i t y ,
searchable  digital

version of the statutes
for  quick  reference
during your open-book
practice sessions.

Create a
Weekly
Study
Schedule
Consistency  is  more
important than volume.
Aim for at least 10–15
hours of focused study
per  week.  Block  out
specific  times  in  your
calendar,  treating
t h e m  a s  n o n -
n e g o t i a b l e
a p p o i n t m e n t s .  A
typical  week  might
include  two  or  three
evening sessions and a
l o n g e r  w e e k e n d
session.  Vary  your
activities:  one  session
might  be  reading  and
outl ining,  another



8

8 California Family Law Specialist Exam
Study Guide

2024-01-17

might  be  practicing  a
full essay question, and
another  m ight  be
rev iewing  sample
answers.  This  variety
k e e p s  y o u r  m i n d
engaged and prevents
fatigue.

Incorpora
te Active
Learning
Passive reading is  not
e n o u g h .  T o  t r u l y
i n t e r n a l i z e  t h e
material,  you  must
engage with it actively.
W r i t e  y o u r  o w n
outlines for each major
t o p i c .  C r e a t e
flashcards  for  key
statutes,  cases,  and
legal  tests.  Teach  a
concept to a colleague
or even just to yourself
o u t  l o u d .  M o s t
importantly,  write
practice  essays  under

timed  conditions.  This
is  the  s ing le  most
effective  way  to
prepare for the exam.
After  writing,  compare
your answer to a model
answer  and  identify
any gaps. This process
trains you to organize
your  thoughts  quickly
and write clearly under
pressure.

DEEP DIVE:
MASTERING KEY
SUBJECT AREAS

To excel on the exam,
you need more than a
s u r f a c e - l e v e l
acquaintance  with  the
topics.  Let  us  explore
several critical areas in
greater  depth,  offering
specific  study  tips
within  the  context  of
y o u r  C a l i f o r n i a
F a m i l y  L a w
Special ist  Exam
Study  Guide .
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Property
Division:
Character
ization
and

Valuation
Property  division  is  a
cornerstone  of  the
exam.  You  must  be
fluent  in  the
characterization  of
assets  and  debts  as
community or separate
property. Focus on key
p r e s u m p t i o n s
(everything  acquired
during  marriage  is
community  property),
t h e  c o n c e p t  o f
commingling,  and  the
various reimbursement
c la ims  that  ar ise .
Memorize the standard
for proving a separate

property  contribution.
Pract ice  problems
involving  business
v a l u a t i o n ,  s t o c k
options, and retirement
a c c o u n t s .
Understanding  the
M o o r e - M a r s d e n
formula for a separate
p r o p e r t y  d o w n
p a y m e n t  o n  a
community  property
home is essential. This
area  often  involves
intricate  calculations,
s o  p r a c t i c e  w i t h
numbers until  you are
comfortable.

Child
Support:
Beyond
the
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Guideline
Formula
While  the  guideline
f o r m u l a  i s
fundamental, the exam
tests  your  knowledge
of  its  nuances.  You
must  know  how  to
handle  high-income
c a s e s  w h e r e  t h e
formula  resul ts  in
p r e s u m p t i v e l y
excessive support,  the
t r e a t m e n t  o f
timeshare,  and  the
c a l c u l a t i o n  o f
m a n d a t o r y  a n d
discretionary  add-ons.
S t u d y  c a s e s  l i k e
Marriage  of  Hall  and
Marriage of Destein to
understand  judicial
discretion. Be prepared
to  analyze  scenarios
involving  a  parent's
i n t e n t i o n a l
unemployment  or
underemployment, and
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e

imputation  of  income
r u l e s .  P r a c t i c e
performing calculations
manually,  as  you  will
not  have  access  to
onl ine  calculators
during  the  exam.

Child
Custody:
The Best
Interests
Standard
The  "best  interests  of
t h e  c h i l d "  i s  t h e
overarching  principle,
but  the exam expects
you to understand the
specific  factors  courts
consider. This includes
the health, safety, and
welfare  of  the  child,
any  history  of  abuse,
the  na tu re  o f  t he
p a r e n t - c h i l d
relationship,  and  the
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child's  preferences
depending on age.  Be
familiar  with  Family
Code section 3040 and
the  preference  for
granting  custody  to  a
parent. Understand the
different  types  of
custody  evaluations,
the  role  of  a  minor's
counsel,  and the legal
s t a n d a r d s  f o r
modifying  custody
orders.  Relocation
cases  (move-aways)
are  a  frequent  exam
topic,  so  master  the
standard  set  forth  in
Marriage of Brown and
Yana  and  the  newer
Marriage  of  LaMusga
factors.

EFFECTIVE TEST-
TAKING
STRATEGIES FOR
EXAM DAY

Even  with  thorough
preparation,  the exam
environment  can  be
stressful. Developing a
set  o f  test - tak ing

strategies is a vital part
of  your  California
F a m i l y  L a w
Special ist  Exam
Study Guide. Here are
t e c h n i q u e s  t o
implement on the day
of the exam.

Read the
Question
Carefully
It  sounds  simple,  but
many  candidates  lose
points by missing a key
fact  or  issue.  Read
each question at least
twice.  Underline  or
highlight  important
facts,  such  as  dates,
amounts, and the roles
of  the  part ies.  Pay
close  attention  to  the
" c a l l  o f  t h e
q u e s t i o n " — w h a t
exactly is being asked?
Are  you  supposed  to
write  a  memorandum
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to a judge, a letter to a
c l i e n t ,  o r  a  l e g a l
analysis?  The  format
matters.  Tailor  your
answer  to  the  specific
instructions.

Outline
Before
You Write
Resist the urge to start
writing  immediately.
Spend  the  first  five  to
ten  minutes  outlining
your  answer.  This  will
save  you  time  in  the
long run and produce a
m o r e  o r g a n i z e d ,
coherent response. List
the  legal  issues  you
need  to  address,  the
relevant  statutes  and
c a s e s ,  a n d  y o u r
intended conclusion. A
clear outline serves as
your  roadmap.  When
you get stuck, you can
refer back to it and see

where you are going.

Manage
Your
Time
Wisely
The exam is timed, and
you  must  answer  all
questions.  Allocate  a
specific amount of time
for  each question and
stick  to  it.  If  you  find
yourself  spending  too
long on one part, move
on .  I t  i s  be t te r  to
provide a complete but
less detailed answer to
all  questions  than  to
write a perfect answer
for  only  half  of  them.
Use  a  watch  or  the
clock  in  the  room  to
track  your  progress.
Leave a few minutes at
the end to review your
a n s w e r s  f o r  a n y
obv ious  e r ro rs  o r
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omissions.

Use
Headings
and
Structure
Graders  appreciate
c la r i ty .  Use  c lear
headings  for  each
ma jo r  i s sue .  Th i s
makes  your  answer
easy  to  fo l low  and
demonstrates that you
can  organize  your
thoughts  logically.
Within  each  section,
use  the  IRAC  (Issue,
R u l e ,  A n a l y s i s ,
Conclusion)  method.
S t a t e  t h e  i s s u e ,
articulate  the  rule  of
law,  apply  it  to  the
facts ,  and  reach  a
c o n c l u s i o n .  T h i s
s t r u c t u r e  i s  t h e
hallmark  of  a  well-
reasoned legal analysis

and is exactly what the
examiners  are  looking
for.

Handle
Difficult
Questions
I f  you  encounter  a
top ic  you  are  less
familiar  with,  do  not
p a n i c .  U s e  y o u r
knowledge  of  general
legal  pr inciples  to
reason  through  the
problem.  Often,  you
c a n  a r r i v e  a t  a
plausible  answer  even
if you do not recall the
exact  statute.  Write
down  what  you  do
know,  and  make  an
educated  argument.
Remember,  the  exam
i s  t e s t i n g  y o u r
analytical  ability,  not
just  your  memory.
Show the graders your
thought process.
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MAINTAINING
YOUR
CERTIFICATION: A
LIFELONG
COMMITMENT

Passing  the  California
Family  Law  Specialist
Exam  is  a  significant
achievement,  but  it  is
not  the  end  of  the

journey.  To  maintain
your  certification,  you
m u s t  c o m p l e t e
continuing  education
credits  specific  to
family  law  and  pay
annua l  fees .  Th i s
requirement  ensures
that  CFLS  attorneys
remain  current  on
evolving  laws,  case
preced


