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1 
Introduction



   This book is designed to be helpful if you’re in the beginning stages of becoming a notary public in Louisiana—or just considering joining the profession. It’s about the process of registering to be a notary, and why you’d want to. It’s about the options, classes, and resources available out there to prepare for the difficult state notary exam. It’s not a ‘study guide’ to the exam itself, although we certainly do explain the format of the exam and the structure of the questions so that a candidate knows how to start studying.


   There are plenty of resources available to help you prepare for the exam once you’ve registered, as discussed in our ch. 11. In particular, I’ve written two books for that next step: the Sidepiece that is all about the exam and de-coding the state’s study guide, and a Sample Questions and Answers book offering practice exams and explanations of what’s right and wrong. These books are explained further inside, along with aids and classes available from many sources.


   Yet no one had offered a guide to the preliminary but confusing steps you take to be eligible for the exam—or rules and tips you’d want to know right away about the exam process and its “open book.” We saw there was a need for such a guide, despite the Secretary of State’s website, because the same questions kept popping up over and over with my students the first week of class and on Facebook study groups. This book has what they don’t tell you on the website—or what isn’t so clear there—about the process of becoming a notary public in Louisiana.


   This book is about “what I wish someone told me from Day One when I was thinking about becoming a notary in Louisiana.” 


   So, there won’t be details inside this book about notary law as such, or explanations of unclear parts of the state’s official study guide, called Fundamentals of Louisiana Notarial Law and Practice. If you’ve already ordered that book and registered for the state exam, you’re halfway past the level of this guide. Still, many people find the process of getting to that step to be mystifying—and want to be sure they start to prepare for the exam correctly, in a way that doesn’t cause problems when they do take the exam. They want to know what comes next after registering. For example, even the rules about inserting notes into the state study guide, and tabbing it, are odd and strictly enforced (ch. 7). You’d want to know before you start preparing for the exam what you can and cannot have with you the day of the exam (ch. 10), as well as what the exam looks like (ch. 8). And registrants must decide if a class is right for them, and if they should take one in-person or remotely (ch. 11).


   This book wouldn’t be necessary if the online information about signing up and studying for the exam were a bit clearer, and disclosed some legendary truths about it. We hope to fill a void about the process, rules, and realities of the pathway to becoming a notary in this state. The only pathway—short of going to law school and passing the bar exam[1]—is to register for and take the state-wide notary exam, administered for the Secretary of State’s notary division by LSU’s office of testing and evaluation. They make it a very hard test.


   Becoming a notary in Arizona, Ohio, Maine, or a Dakota or two


   In any other state it’d be a piece of cake. You’d take a quick class (if you take a class at all), maybe in a hotel conference room near the airport. Then you’d sit for a relatively easy exam—often simply administered then, at the end of the class. You’d hold a notary stamp in your hands within a weeks. 


   But no: you’re in Louisiana. Don’t count on such a streamlined and inexpensive approach to becoming a notary public. 


   Why you’re happy the test covers so much Louisiana law


   The huge upside of living in Louisiana is that the civil law notary can actually do powerful and unique things with their notarial commission. In other states, based on the common law, they perform pretty much one function: attesting to the signature. They make sure that forms and legal documents got signed in front of the notary, with proper ID. In many ways they’re really just a bouncer.


   The Louisiana notary certainly does that function, and often many times a day (charging each time). But in this state, because of the civil law tradition unique among the U.S. states, notaries can perform far more legal actions than just check ID and watch a form get signed—and charge even more for such complicated legal actions. Their functions overlap a lot with what attorneys can do.


   ● You can create affidavits, donations of property, and powers of attorney. 


   ● You can close house sales, finalize refi’s, and draft leases and mortgage documents. You’ll file land records with the parish clerk of court. You can turn property into “usufructs” and “naked owners,” and make inside jokes about such civil law terms. 


   ● You can perform certain adoptions, emancipations, and disavowals of paternity—and help a client appoint a guardian for their kids, or do a pre-nup.


   ● You’ll transfer titles and create bills of sale for cars, boats, trailers and campers.


   ● You’ll even write a will or create a trust for clients—without involving a lawyer. 


   If you did any of those things in any other state without a law license you’d be committing the illegal practice of law. But in Louisiana, non-lawyer notaries are respected professionals who are entrusted with crucial legal actions involving people, families, and valuable property. You can provide great help to clients—or cause Loki-level problems for them if you screw up. That’s why the exam has to be so hard. (And for some reason, the very process of being eligible to take the exam is hard, too.)


   How hard? 


   Over the past seven or eight years, it’s a pretty consistent 17 to 23% pass rate even as the number of exams per year increased and the format became open-book and all multiple choice. (Be thankful it’s not December 2010, when 14 of 602 takers state-wide became notaries: 2%!?). But even if this typically works out in recent years to about a 20% pass rate, there was even one administration in 2021—the March 13 exam—in which less than 6% passed (19 out of 326). That seems atypical, however, and it was followed by one with a 23% rate.


   The bare numbers may scare you off from the whole process before you invest time and money. I hope they don’t, because for many people it’s worth it, to qualify for a new, interesting profession worthy of pride and profit. There are ways to look at this pass rate that make it less daunting than it appears, a perspective discussed in our ch. 9. But one thing this book will do that the Secretary of State’s info doesn’t always do is let you enter the process with eyes wide open. They do make these pass rates public, but not obviously accessed on their website unless you happen to know where to look (see “view statistics” link at https://www.sos.la.gov/NotaryAndCertifications/Pages/default.aspx). And it may not be clear from the website how many different steps you have to go through, and how each requires a separate payment to the Secretary of State.


   Even though the exam is “open book,” as discussed in ch. 7 below, they don’t make it any easier by letting you use only a book that is notoriously disorganized and without a subject-matter index in the back. Especially since answers to questions are often found spread over many spots in the study guide, it’s important to write an index into it, and expand cross-references. Classes and study aids advise you to index it. Our Sidepiece book’s detailed and most-used contribution to that strategy is noted in ch. 11.


   Anyway, if you’re considering becoming a Louisiana notary but are not deep into the actual study phase of your prep, this is the book for you. And if you want to figure out how to get to and through that study phase most effectively, read on.


    


    


  


  


  

   [1] In Louisiana, most notaries are members of the bar who receive their notarial commission as a matter of courtesy, taking their oath after they get their law license. This book is not directed at lawyers or law students (where I focus much of my teaching, in fact) but is about the unique but still common process in the state by which non-lawyers—perhaps without college training and no class required—may become commissioned to offer notary services like lawyers. Keep in mind, though, that our law schools don’t really teach notary practice, so after you’ve passed the exam and receive your commission, you can be proud that you’re better prepared to perform these important functions than most new attorneys are!


  


 

  

   
2 
Why Become a Notary Public?[2]



   To pass the exam, you have to be truly committed to the process. It helps to know in your core why you want to become a notary. The answer shouldn’t just be that a boss suggested a raise if you get that commission, or a non-Louisiana company thinks being a notary is no big deal (like it is in their state) and asks you to do it. Or just that it sounds like fun. I think it is fun, but that’s not enough incentive to study extended hours beyond what is required in a prep course or seems normal for other professional exams.


   But I did want to mention that there are many good reasons to become a notary, beyond the obvious job advancement or expanded responsibilities in an existing career. In career terms, another reason is public relations and client (or customer) development for yourself, apart from its positive impact on your specific job status. Having the seal draws people to you, at home or in the office. And those people perceive you, rightly, as a trusted professional for whom they can see future work in other spheres and give referrals to others. Most businesses kill for foot traffic; being known as a notary is a magnet for those feet. And so, for example, offering notary services becomes a neon sign for insurance agents, mortgage brokers, shipping stores, financial services advisers, and consultants.


   There are also several new job openings and lateral moves available for those who are commissioned state-wide as a notary, as you’ll be. You can find work in real estate, law offices, government positions, automobile transfers and registration, and financial services that were not open to you before. One can strike out on one’s own as a notary, not necessarily affiliated with for instance a real estate firm or a public agency, by opening a notary office or a mobile service yourself. Especially when coupled with other self-employment or services, for example a mailbox-shipping store or as a consultant to hospice care and assisted living places, this can be part of making an independent, professional living. (Luckily, it’s also a way to earn fees without their being subject to self-employment tax, and isn’t a “profession” in the sense of paying a license tax, see study guide p. 46.[3] But there’s no doubt that the work is “professional” in every important way.) 


   There seems to be clear room in the market for mobile notary services fronted by an effective website using SEO and making transparent pricing quickly available to interested customers. Upfront pricing or fast quotes would draw clients. Perhaps the travel rate-setting on the website could be framed in terms of typical ride-sharing costs, in a way that clients would understand and feel comfortable paying beyond the cost of the notary or drafting service itself. Getting on the lists of various mortgage providers to do closings (for up to $250 each) is also worthwhile—as would be offering to draft wills and powers of attorney en masse such as holding a “notary Saturday” at an assisted living facility or farmers’ market.
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