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1 
Introduction: “Where’s the Index?”



   The Louisiana notary examination is famously challenging. Still, everything you need to know to pass it is found somewhere in the state’s official study guide. 


   Sort of. The content is all in there, true, but the organization and functionality of the guide—named Fundamentals of Louisiana Notarial Law and Practice—are notoriously nebulous. So the details are inside but often hard to find, harder to learn than necessary, and missing some essentials of any textbook—including a subject-matter index. 


   It’s surprising that a book meant to be used in a time-pressured open-book exam omits the index. It’s hard enough to learn the concepts and details without one, but especially difficult to find specifics during the exam itself. In a real sense the exam is a scavenger hunt for facts, some counterintuitive. Is the Louisiana civil code really the Napoleonic Code? (no) May a notary serve as executor of a will she wrote and notarized? (yes) May an absent heir appear through an agent’s power of attorney to sign a small succession affidavit? (no) Can a settlor to a trust name herself as trustee? (yes) Is a notary disqualified for a DUI arrest? (no) Try finding that trivia fast in a 734-page book with no index. 


   The exam’s much more than a scavenger hunt, of course. But it’s at least that. An index would help a lot, both to take the exam and before that to learn key concepts. It’s especially surprising that the index goes missing in the one book you’re allowed to crack open the day of a four-hour exam averaging a pass rate under 20%.


   Couple that glaring omission with the relative lack of forms that notaries actually use in practice—examples of authentic acts, affidavits, powers of attorney, and the like—and you get the feeling that the examiners want you to construct on the fly the structure of a valid legal document. They don’t, but they don’t make it easy either.


   I’m not really dissing the study guide. It’s carefully written by leading authorities to be informationally complete, to be used fairly and uniformly the day of the exam, open-book. The content is impressive and interesting. The explanations are clear. It’s such a profound resource that you’ll find it on the shelves of every responsible law and notary practice, often in multiple years shown by a rainbow of covers. Last year’s was gray—you need the 2026 red one. The answers to the 42-to-45 questions you’ll face on the exam are found in Fundamentals; the examiners don’t make you, technically, depend on any outside resource. But the fact remains that almost all test-takers need help. The exam’s just that hard.


   Why did they leave out the index? Several years ago the book had one, if incomplete; but they removed it! Even further back in time—when it was named the “Study Guide”—it was full of sample forms and acts, helping readers visualize the documents they were learning to draft. My guess is that the move toward an all-open-book test (initially it was closed-book, then one part was open, now yours is open fully) and an all-multiple-choice one (originally you’d write out acts freehand), necessitated making the resource less useful the day of the exam. Or at least perceived to be one that could be taken just by going in with a book and its index (BTW, a fullproof fail tactic). I think they believe the exam is fairer for all if the book doesn’t give away too many answers by telling you where in the book to find the exact rule they’re testing. I also suspect they believe any index is unfair if it isn’t 100% complete, because some answers could be tracked down from it while some could not.


   A more cynical answer is to observe that the default position for a notary in Louisiana is to be an attorney first—in fact in many civil law countries (and Puerto Rico), only lawyers may be notaries. Most notaries in Louisiana are also attorneys. Our state may be generous in creating nonlawyer-notaries and vesting them with many powers that in any other state would be the illegal practice of law, like drafting wills and donations. But in essence nonlawyer-notaries are treated as the exception, not the rule, so it feels as if the exam is hard so that notaries without law licenses do not dominate the profession.


   That may be an understandable policy for some non-cynical reasons, but the result seems to be the relatively consistent 15 to 23% pass rate (for most exams after 2011) even as the number of exams per year increased and the format became open-book with no written component. Be thankful it’s not December 2010, when 14 of 602 takers statewide became notaries (2%—gulp), or even March 2021 (6%). While practically all lawyers who want to become one easily do, for just a small fee.


   Anyway, the text now feels a little like what hardware designers call crippleware: a product like a computer chip or car that is kept sluggish by a simple switch, while the costlier souped-up model merely activates the switch. The big red book’s not, to be fair, “crippled” in its present form. But it’s missing some relatively simple switches to make it much more functional.


   There’s no substitute for studying hard and reading Fundamentals close enough that your mind becomes at least a general index. This book doesn’t claim to be a shortcut to passing. But exam-day will be less head-spinning, at least, with key components like a detailed index written into the official guide. The process of annotating the book is educational in its own way. And studying along the way will make more sense, and be more efficient, with help beyond the study guide. 


   This book doesn’t necessarily replace an organized course of study such as a prep class. It’s not a workbook (Fred Davis’s are famous and useful) or an interactive resource like classwork. Some such courses are online (such as one offered on Zoom several times a year by my wife Michele and me[*]). Some are classroom-driven: most of these are offered privately while a few are part of a college-credit program (like Fred Davis’s at ULL[†] and mine at Tulane). A complete listing of registered notary educators, both remote and in-classroom, is found at the Secretary of State database: www.sos.la.gov/NotaryAndCertifications/NotaryEducationProviderInformation/Pages/default.aspx. Facebook groups—easy to find and join—offer dialog, advice, and opportunities to form study groups. This book also isn’t a comprehensive explanation of the state textbook: you’ll find with Michele’s Louisiana Notary Exam Outline 2026: A Simpler and Shorter Study Guide, in which she reduces the guide to 190 pages of clear bullet-points.


   Another resource we offer is a YouTube channel, at @schoolofnotary. Please subscribe. Our videos there discuss the registration process, format of the exam, scam books sold on Amazon (using their wrong answers to teach correct ones), mortgages and conveyances, power of attorney, and filing commission documents.


   Students may learn best by formal study, concepts explained orally, or intensive self-study in extra resources—better than reading the state text on their own. Taking practice exams is very helpful, too, so classes or workbooks that provide those are ideal.[‡] This book is meant to be a companion to the state text for self-study—or, we hope, an additional reading to be assigned or recommended in classes. That’s why we made it affordable compared to them. 


   Taking classes doesn’t guarantee passing the notary exam, of course. Still, this doesn’t make them a waste at all—students without the instruction likely fail at a higher rate. But it does caution that organized coursework is—I’m full circle here—no substitute for studying hard and reading the study guide more than once. The website to Loyola’s prep course (by experienced teacher Wendall Hilker) says it well: even for a 16-session course held February to June, “Please note that successful preparation for the exam will require extensive reading outside of the classroom.”


   One program is not enough. The official textbook is not enough. This book may not be either … but we hope it helps pull the other resources together and makes exam prep more sensible and organized. We especially hope that those who can’t schedule or afford a prep course use this book to give the exam their best shot. 


   In addition to providing the essential missing material to be inserted into the official book and used on exam day, this companion guide also shares tips for prep and for test-taking, commonly tested subjects, typical mistakes, and conceptualizing the all-important authentic act and other forms—all keyed to the 2026 study guide. The much-tested notarial testament and community property are explained and illustrated. The goal is to make sense of an exam that, more and more, asks you to approach a question by finding an answer that touches on several different parts of the permitted book (as detailed in ch. 4, below).


   For what it’s worth, I’m in a relatively unique position to comment on the process of becoming a Louisiana notary. I’ve taught law for years and once practiced it—yet, like many law profs in our state, hold my law license elsewhere. But when I wanted to become a notary and offer such services in my university and outside, the Secretary of State didn’t care that I’m a California attorney (nor should they): courtesy appointments are for Louisiana lawyers only. I’d have to take that daunting exam! Sure, I had a headstart in law, but still needed to read that book carefully to get the notary details they test. I found it essential to index the book. I needed to make sense out of community property and wills. I found it helped to anticipate the “scenarios” they examine. I took lots of practice exams.


   It’s admittedly odd for an attorney to prepare for and take this exam. As far as I know, the other teachers of notary exam prep are either Louisiana lawyers, so they never took the exam. Or nonlawyers who took it when the exam was in a completely different format and the official text was differently organized—and they keep teaching it for the way they prepared and got tested. I hope my sweating through the actual format and content that’s tested nowadays, using the current organization of the study guide, makes this a fresh and instructive sidepiece to the official book. You decide.


   This book is also meant for new and existing notaries—including attorneys—who may find useful its practice advice of basic notary skills (ch. 19) and “big picture” on the four notarial A’s and the structure of wills (ch. 7-11), as well as visualizing the will’s relation to community property (ch. 17). Most of all, many practicing notaries buy the new Fundamentals edition each year, and consult it for the many acts and areas of law that come before them. They may want an expanded list of acts required to be in authentic form (p. 62 below). They could use expanded cross-references. At the least they need an index to the study guide (ch. 12), particularly since the vital information on a topic is often found split across two or more parts of it.


    


  


  


  

   [*] Michele and I offer full-length remote classes at www.notarysidepiece.com, plus shorter videos to introduce concepts and the exam (“Big Picture”) or review the subject and workshop a practice exam (“Final Lap”). As a measure of success for our full-length course, consider that on the first fall exams, held Sept. 11, 2025 and using the new on-computer testing process, only 7 of 44 people passed but fully 5 of the 7 were our students. Similarly, at the next administration: 5 of 25 passed but 2 were ours.


  


  

   [†] Besides teaching ULL business students, Fred publicly offers a well-regarded in-person review workshop held in Lafayette on a Saturday a few times a year, announced at passmynotary.com. People learn in different ways, and there are many good options out there to study beyond the state textbook. In Become a Notary Public in Louisiana, ch. 11, I discuss in detail the workbooks, flashcards, classes, several other notable teachers, and other resources available to prepare for the exam. 


  


  

   [‡] After the first Sidepiece edition was released in early 2020, I published a companion volume. It’s entitled Louisiana Notary Exam Sample Questions and Answers: Explanations Keyed to the Official Study Guide. Rather than just having an answer key to the questions, it details the right and wrong answers for each question, including the logic or “trick” examiners often use; test-taking tips are illustrated by examples. Its previous editions are updated for 2026. Our online class also offers four practice exams—different from those in my workbook—with feedback.


  


 

  

   
2 
Why Become a Notary Public?



   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 and is asking you to do it (a point suggested to me by former Jeff Parish examiner Karen Hallstrom). Or 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 a professional exam.


   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.


   There are also several new job openings and lateral moves available for those who are commissioned statewide 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 coupled with other self-employment or services, as with a 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 guide p. 47; yet 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 clear 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. At the least, getting on the lists of various mortgage providers who call you to do closings and refi packages makes a worthwhile side gig. And get on Next Door and local Facebook groups. Let your church or community group know what services you offer.


   More importantly, there are many non-career reasons to set this goal. Pride of accomplishment is real and valid, and a profession is understandably respected; it’s not just a job. People have heard how tough the exam is (well, not friends from other states, where notaries are just functionaries). The work itself requires care, precision, and trust. Drafting testaments and powers of attorney for those who need them protects families and finances for many who might not have such an instrument just when they could use it most. You’ll do a lot of good. And as with other professions, you can cause a lot of damage if you don’t know what you’re doing or you act unethically or unprofessionally. See the movie Body Heat for the harm one can cause by mis-drafting a will (and because it’s a great film), in that case for violating a Florida rule similar to Louisiana’s prohibition against substitutions in a testament.


   Notaries in common law states (and common law countries like England) do require trust in one important way: that the person who’s signing is properly identified. That function is performed by Louisiana civil law notaries, too, but they do so much more (see pp. 54-55 in your study guide). The origin of the common law notary, beyond the church-witness function stated on p. 19, owes in part also to the need for the king to be sure the people who came before him were verified as who they claimed to be (say, not an assassin). It was a vital function, to be sure, but the identification-specialty this produced, quite unrelated to the practice of lawyers then, made the notary in effect the King’s Bouncer.


   You’ll be far more than that. The civil law notary grew out of a wider need in society for the verification, creation, and preservation of vital documents related to property ownership and transfers, family matters, and courtroom evidence (see ch. 1 and 3 in the guide). The civil law notary was always connected to law, legal documentation, and courtroom proof in ways that make the notary public historically linked to the profession of lawyer. When you read the first seven chapters of the guide—about the history and functions of the civil law notary and of Louisiana’s legal system—the main goal is to learn the terms, rules, and concepts for the exam. But read them with interest for what they say about the proud tradition you’ll be joining and your vital place in the legal system.


   Also, this is a position that you’ll hold for life—all other states limit the term—at least if you report annually to the Secretary of State, stay registered to vote, and don’t commit a felony. Plus it’s one you can obtain later in life that will retain its value in your senior years. Most people don’t go to med school or become CPAs at an age where it still makes sense to become a notary and the barriers to entry are manageable. You won’t need three years of law school or heavy student debt.


   Finally, as challenging as the exam is, there’s no real limit on how many times you can take it. You don’t want it to be like the bar exam for My Cousin Vinny (“Nope, for me, six times was the charm.”). But it can be. The point is that it’s a hard enough exam that there’s no shame in failing it, or retaking it. You can go into it with the mindset that the pressure, though real, is mainly internal and not life-altering if more than one time is a charm. No one should plan on taking it over—especially if such thoughts tempt you to “wing it” or not do your honest best. But you could note parallels to the CPA process, by which all candidates know they must pass four separate exams. Even if the notary exam isn’t truly four separate parts, passing after two or three administrations is more efficient and doable than what CPAs endure, if they even pass all four the first time. 


   This is especially true after fall 2025, when the state transitioned to a new on-computer examination process that allows a candidate, practically, to take the exam over many multiple times a year if they have to. Previously the exam was given only two or three times a year, and the results posted six or so weeks after taking the exam. This left people with relatively few “bites at the apple,” often requiring buying the next year’s study guide and having to annotate it all over again. But currently, you can find out in about a week that you have to retake it, register again, and take it pretty much within six weeks of the last time. And again and again if necessary, using the same year’s study guide. This increases dramatically the odds of becoming a notary, even though so far the individual pass rate for one exam has stayed under 20%.


   Take some comfort in the fact that, as uphill as this exam feels, the effort is what should be expected of a “public officer” (p. 46) having such responsibilities and impact on people. Thinking “it’s unfair this exam’s so hard” only makes it harder to take it seriously enough to study each day, take extensive notes in your official book, learn from practice exams, use this companion guide to annotate your book in detail in preparation for the exam, and endure the four-hour exam itself.


   At the end of it all, it’ll be worth it.


    


    


    


  


 

  

   
3  
Crucial, Inviolate Rules Using the Official Study Guide



   The Secretary of State’s website spells out the current rules for the day of the exam, including the prohibition on bringing food and drink into the test administration and the lack of a break in the four hours. They do let you use the bathroom, which may have a water fountain, but trips don’t extend your time. (Lately, they allow a new, clear bottle of water—but probably still no mugs, tumblers, coffee, or Cokes.)


   The website also lists the process to apply in advance for deviations from the fixed rules as accommodations under the Americans with Disabilities Act. Consider those rules well before going to the exam. They won’t give exceptions on the fly. More on game-day issues later, in the next two chapters.


   More urgent to know right now are all the rules that apply to the Fundamentals book itself. They affect, right from the start, how you study and take notes.


   Currently the exam is totally open book, in the sense that you can use the official study guide during the exam.  But, during the exam:


   · ·   It can only be the 2026 edition study guide for all exams administered in 2026. You won’t be able to talk the examiners at the door into letting you use an older book, for any reason. Everyone has the exact same red book on test day. You can’t use this book, or other resources; that’s why we advise indexing the study guide itself and writing cross-references or notes into it.


   · ·   You can’t insert pages or Post-Its, or otherwise supplement the book with loose sheets or attached material other than the original pages bound in the book. There’s no pasting pages or “shipping type printed labels” into it. Proctors at check-in actually flip through each candidate’s book and hold it by the spine to see if anything falls out. Even if the Secretary of State’s office posts updates or errata to its website (they usually do), you should write them into the book rather than inserting a loose page.


   · ·    Tabs are allowed, but in a limited way spelled out on the Secretary of State’s site. For example, the tabs must be the permanently-applied kind. Those are sometimes hard to find at office stores, which tout the repositional kind you can’t use; I had to buy them online. They must be “clear” and a maximum of two inches. You can only use one tab on a page. “Clear” does allow see-through but colored plastic tabs (as pictured in a link at the website). Unless tabbing is important to your way of studying, there’s no advantage to it over the indexing and cross-referencing suggested in this guide—in part because answers are often split across several spots in the book, not found just at one tab. At least, only use Post-Its at first where you think you’ll tab, then later affix the permanent kind at spots you keep. Even if you do keep some of these temporary markers and put tabs there, consider putting the tabs at the top of pages so that you can still flip through the book easily during the time-pressured exam.


   · ·    No electronic device or phone can be on—and if they suddenly buzz or sound, as in rebooting on their own (or making a weather or Amber alert), you get kicked out, no refund! Keep in mind that friends may have apps that make your phone sound even when “off.” You could just leave it in the car. 


   · ·     No smart watch may be worn, even set to off. Lately, their instructions even tell you that no watch of any kind is allowed. But none is necessary because the on-screen program has a timer that shows (annoyingly) all the time.


   Still, that leaves a lot you can do with your study guide, to make it even more “open” a book: 


   · ·   You can write in the book as much as you want to, in ink or pencil, in whatever colors you wish. The words and annotations so inserted are not limited to your own original thoughts.


   · ·   You can write on the blank inside-cover pages and other pages that have blank canvases, in whole or in part. The cover insides are especially good spots to add vital information to have handy (see below at p. 95). And the current edition has lots of blank pages in back for notes—16 sides. I do not recommend you write on the outer cover, though.


   · ·   You can use white-out over the print already in the book, to replace it with text that’s more important, organized, or usable to you during the test. This process was crucial in previous years before they added blank pages. Ch. 14 below has some specific suggestions on where to white-out, if you do, and what to write. In that chapter, I argue there’s still a place for creating space using the white-out method (and where) even while you use the new blank pages for other things. In ch. 12, I say why you shouldn’t use up the blank pages for an index; it’s better to insert it into their own glossary.


   · ·   You can highlight or color-code, including using color markers along the edge to create a tabbing effect without physical plastic tabs. Of course, don’t over-highlight. “Bible highlighters” don’t bleed through the page. 


   In the process, turn the guide into what you want it to be, within the limits of these rules. It’ll be more functional than you bought it. It makes little sense to take a lot of notes in a notebook or on a laptop, unless that’s just a waypoint to adding the right ones—the best ones—somewhere into the guide itself. You can’t take the notebook in with you. So don’t waste energy creating notes that can’t be accessed—since you are permitted to put notes in the book itself up to its physical limits.


   While making notes in the book, I suggest using a fine-point mechanical pencil with hard lead and a good eraser. (Nylon erasers don’t tear the page.) You’ll probably have some false starts and misprints along the way that are best changed easily. Ink is all right (but not erasable ink—it disappears under heat!), but be prepared to resort to white-out when you realize you have better points to make than the ones you started with. Such tips are detailed in ch. 5 below. You could go overboard with the notion that the study guide is a canvas. But to some extent it really is that, and you can make it work for you. 


   A Few More Tips on Using the Official Study Guide: Law English


   Some legal terms or other wordings used in the Fundamentals book tend to confuse students. A little de-coding may be helpful. I don’t mean substantive law terms like those that are discussed in the textbook or defined in the glossary in back of it. I mean other words that people in law use all the time that are tossed into Fundamentals as if the whole world already knows them. When you see these in the book, or in notary practice, here’s the code:


   

    	
supra means above—and infra means below, like later in a case opinion. 



    	
Id. is a signal that repeats a citation (from a case or statute) that was just cited. Just look to the last citation (often a line or two up from the Id.) and read this as “the same citation you just said.” In English lit, it’s Ibid.



    	
ff. means following, like the next pages. So, referring you to pages 38ff. means you should look at 38 and also the following pages. The same thing is done with statutes by saying et seq. at the end of the number, meaning “and so on.”



    	
A foreign judgment may refer to an out-of-state one, depending on the context—not necessarily a non-U.S. one. Yes, in this sense California is foreign. Judgment in this context means a final, formal decision of a court. Courts may justify their decisions with an opinion, often just called a case. That’s right: the word case could mean the entire dispute between parties or, confusingly, the written result of it. “I am reading an important case that resolved the whole case. So get off my case already.”



    	
Judges along the way may also issue Orders. In Louisiana, these tend to be called Rules, as on p. 322. As in “Judge Diaz issued a Rule to Show Cause today.” As a notary, you won’t draft proposed Rules for the judge to sign, but you’ll often notarize a party’s affidavit that supports a proposed Rule. This is different from the “rule” or “holding” that a case sets.



    	
Conventional tends to mean contractual, by agreement, by convention of the parties (like how treaties are called Conventions). In context, it probably doesn’t mean “ordinary” or “typical” as it often means in English.



    	
Juridical doesn’t mean judicial. A judicial act is one done by a court. A juridical act is often done by a notary—not in court—such as a donation.



    	
Legal often means “by operation of law” rather than the opposite of “illegal.” E.g., a legal mortgage (p. 289) doesn’t mean one that isn’t forbidden. It’s one that arises by law, rather than judicially or conventionally.



    	
Special usually means specific, not super-amazing. Special interrogatories are a set of questions given to the jury to answer (“Was driver exceeding the speed limit?”), more specific than just “liable” or “not liable.” Special damages means specific ones, as opposed to general damages.



    	
Interrogatories, other than in the jury context just noted, are questions given to a party during the pre-trial litigation phase called discovery, usually in civil cases, not criminal ones. The party then answers the questions under oath (the verification noted at p. 630), which is useful for investigation of the facts and to cross-examine the witness at trial (to “impeach” them if their answers deviate from the pre-trial ones).



    	
Civil in one sense refers to the civil law, here meaning Louisiana law, as opposed to the common law derived from England. But the term civil when meant to refer to cases or litigation—“the wrongful death case is in civil court”—means that it’s not a criminal case. A civil action is a private dispute between parties (sometimes including the government as a party) rather than a charge by the government against a person for a crime.



    	
Authentic doesn’t mean “real,” really. It refers to the evidence-law process of authentication (identification and verification of its genuineness) that documents have to go through in court to have them “admitted into evidence” and be considered as proof. But in Louisiana authentic acts (as well as acknowledged acts, both introduced below in ch. 7) don’t need an in-court witness to authenticate them. They can be considered as proof without any witness vouching for them; so, they are “self-proving.” That doesn’t mean the judge or jury has to believe them. But at least the documents are there for their consideration, efficiently produced in court. This creates a role for the Louisiana notary—drafting and verifying documents out of court that can be used in court without more—that doesn’t exist in other states. The authentic act (ch. 19) is a civil law wonder.



    	
Mandate may mean a power of attorney (ch. 15); or, by a court or other legal actor, it can be an Order. “This mandate will issue immediately.”



    	
Parol evidence, mentioned on p. 322, means oral evidence, as opposed to written documentation or proof. There’s a real issue in contracts law as to whether parol evidence may be used to deviate from the clear terms of a written contract (p. 161). But of course there are many situations when it’s OK to have an oral contract with no writing whatsoever.
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