Missouri Policy Journal | Volume 2, Number 3 (Spring/Summer 2026) | 90

Applying Andragogy in the Legal Field:
Implications for Missouri Trial Courts

Grant Shostak, J.D., EdD
University of Central Missouri

Somanita Kheang, PhD, EAD
Ball State University

Introduction

Although learning is often associated with formal schooling in childhood and adolescence, a
substantial body of research on adult education affirms that learning continues across the
lifespan. Adults engage in formal, nonformal, and informal learning through professional
activities, civic participation, and daily experiences, underscoring the need to conceptualize
learning as a dynamic, situated process.!

Within the legal system, adults serve as jurors, litigants, attorneys, and judges, taking on roles
that require the rapid comprehension and application of complex legal information under
conditions of uncertainty, stress, and high stakes.” These individuals are not passive recipients of
information but active meaning-makers who interpret, evaluate, and respond to nuanced legal
discourse. Legal proceedings, therefore, function as high-stakes learning environments that
warrant greater attention from adult education scholars and practitioners. Although these
experiences reflect significant moments of adult learning, they have rarely been examined
through an educational lens.
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This article examines the application of andragogy, the theory and practice of adult learning, first
articulated by Knowles® within the legal setting, more specifically, in a Missouri trial court. It
argues that courtrooms function as adult learning environments where jurors, attorneys, and
judges acquire and apply specialized legal knowledge under conditions that demand critical
thinking and informed decision-making. Drawing on interdisciplinary literature from adult
education and legal scholarship, this article seeks to provide trial judges with evidence-based
strategies grounded in adult learning theory to improve juror comprehension, engagement, and
efficacy in criminal trials in Missouri.

This article views legal actors as both learners and teachers, contributing to a growing
conversation that connects adult education with legal practice. The insights offered here are
important for reshaping legal processes to focus on jurors’ needs, treat them as adult learners,
respect their independence, draw on their past experiences, and tap into what motivates them.

Methodology: Literature Selection, Inclusion Criteria, and Search Strategy

This integrative literature review draws upon thirty peer-reviewed sources and books spanning
adult education and legal studies to examine how andragogy informs courtroom learning, trial
advocacy, and judicial ethics. Of these, sixteen sources are drawn from adult education and
andragogical theory, including foundational and contemporary works by Knowles, Henschke,
Merriam, Bierema, Baumgartner, Dirkx, Brookfield, and Kheang. The remaining twelve sources
come from the legal field and include scholarship on jury comprehension, trial communication,
judicial reform, and institutional trust, featuring contributions from Schuler, Shostak (one of this
article’s co-authors), Spence, Hans, Vidmar, Stanchi, Guthrie et al., Landsman, Heuer, Penrod,
and Diamond et al. This interdisciplinary balance enables a comprehensive exploration of how
learner-centered principles can enhance legal practice and courtroom experience.

Inclusion criteria required that sources be peer-reviewed journal articles, doctoral dissertations,
books, or book chapters published between 1980 and 2025, written in English, and accessible
through academic databases. Eligible works explicitly engaged with adult learning principles and
strategy and examined topics such as jury experience, trial advocacy, judicial innovation, or
public trust with clear relevance to (adult) educational practice. Priority was given to studies that
effectively integrated adult learning theory with legal practice.

Sources were excluded if they focused on K—12 pedagogy, consisted solely of legal texts without
engagement in educational discourse, were opinion pieces lacking scholarly evidence, or were
overly general works without direct relevance to adult learning or courtroom settings. Key
studies selected for this review include Shostak’s empirical investigations into trial attorneys’
andragogical orientations,* Schuler’s qualitative case study of juror-centered judicial
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innovations,® Stanchi’s conceptual analysis of courtroom communication as instructional
practice,’ and Kheang’s extensive research on andragogy and adult learners’ learning
experiences in postsecondary education.” Foundational adult education theories articulated by
Knowles® and Henschke® provided the theoretical foundation for the analysis.

Theoretical Framework: Andragogy as a Foundation for Adult Learning in Legal Contexts

Andragogy distinguishes adult learning from traditional pedagogy by emphasizing six core
assumptions: learners’ need to know, prior experience, readiness to learn, orientation to learning,
motivation, and self-concept.'® These assumptions have been widely researched and affirmed
within adult education literature.!! Kheang demonstrated how adults’ diverse lived experiences
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enrich the learning process by framing and contextualizing new knowledge'>—a dynamic
acutely relevant to jurors and litigants interpreting legal evidence. Andragogy further
underscores the importance of psychologically preparing learners and cultivating a learning
climate based on trust and respect.'> Kheang highlighted the adult educator’s role as both a
facilitator and ethical model, essential for fostering inclusive, learner-centered environments that
promote reflection and transformation.'*

Kheang also emphasized that adults’ diverse life experiences play a central role in how they
engage with new information.!®> Rather than seeing experience as secondary, her research,
situated at the intersection of andragogy and transformative learning, views life experience as a
vital resource upon which adults draw to make sense of, evaluate, and incorporate new
knowledge. This perspective is especially relevant in legal settings, where jurors and litigants
must process complex legal material, often under emotionally charged and unfamiliar
conditions.'¢

To better understand factors that enhance adult learning experiences and satisfaction, Kheang
conducted a study using the Modified Instructional Perspective Inventory (MIPI) with adult
educators and learners at a private college in Missouri.!” The study explored the learners’
perspectives on effective approaches to improving adult learning and satisfaction. Findings from
this research led to the development of a triadic framework emphasizing the interaction among
educators’ beliefs (trust), emotions (sensitivity and empathy), and behaviors (learner-centered
approaches). First, and central to this framework, is the belief that adult learners are capable,
autonomous, and unique individuals whose perspectives warrant respect and recognition. In
courtroom settings, this means encouraging legal professionals—particularly attorneys and
judges—to treat jurors not as passive recipients but as active contributors whose insights and
judgment are critical to the process.!® Second, equally important are the emotions educators bring
to their role. Kheang stressed the importance of empathy and emotional sensitivity, especially in
environments where trust and psychological safety may be lacking.!® In the courtroom,
recognizing the emotional demands placed on jurors and communicating with clarity and
compassion can help make legal proceedings more accessible and humane.?° Third, educator
behaviors should emphasize learner-centered approaches that promote engagement and
understanding. Legal professionals can support this by using plain language, relatable examples,
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or visual aids to clarify complex arguments and make them more relevant.?! These practices
align closely with andragogy’s core principles: honoring learner autonomy, valuing prior
experience, and fostering readiness to learn.?? This approach aligns with Henschke’s focus on
learning environments built on trust and respect,? as well as St. Clair’s view that emotional and
psychological safety are crucial for effective adult learning.?* By shifting the role of legal
professionals from mere conveyors of information to facilitators of learning, this framework
offers practical strategies to enhance juror understanding and engagement—and, more broadly,
to bring greater empathy and effectiveness to the justice system.?

Andragogy in Legal Practice and Courtroom Learning
Trial Lawyers as Andragogical Educators

Shostak conducted an empirical study that examined the andragogical orientation of successful
trial lawyers in Missouri.?® His findings indicate that successful trial attorneys naturally employ
andragogical teaching orientations. Using the Instructional Perspectives Inventory (IPI)
developed by Henschke, Shostak found that effective lawyers engaged jurors emotionally,
incorporated jurors’ prior experiences into the case narrative, and framed jurors’ participation as
a collaborative act of problem solving—all of which reflect core tenets of adult learning theory.
This reframes trial advocacy not merely as legal rhetoric but as sophisticated adult education,
where attorneys foster authentic, credible relationships that facilitate juror learning.?” The
findings from his interviews with attorneys further illustrated their intuitive adoption of these
principles, including efforts to personalize presentations and create trustful environments that
honor jurors as active, engaged learners.

From an andragogical perspective, Kheang’s research offers valuable insights into how adult
learning experiences and satisfaction can be improved through educators’ practice of beliefs,
emotional awareness, and instructional behaviors.?® Henschke similarly emphasized educator
credibility and relational presence,?’ and Dirkx highlighted the central role of emotion in adult
meaning-making.’® These principles are especially pertinent in courtroom settings, where jurors
must interpret complex, emotionally charged testimony and make ethically weighty decisions.*!
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When attorneys and judges apply these insights—by fostering psychological safety,
acknowledging emotional labor, and communicating with clarity and empathy—they support
jurors’ comprehension, emotional resilience, and deliberative capacity. In turn, this learner-
centered approach transforms courtroom proceedings into more humane and effective judicial
processes.>?

Furthermore, in the legal field, Gerry Spence, a prominent trial attorney, emphasized that an
attorney’s success relies heavily on building authentic credibility through honesty and emotional
rapport with jurors.** This view resonates strongly with Henschke and Kheang, who highlighted
the critical role of trust between educator and learner in fostering openness, active engagement,
and deep reflection®*—key factors that enable jurors to learn effectively and support the fairness
of trials.

Taken together, these perspectives position judges and trial attorneys as skilled facilitators of
adult learning. By acknowledging jurors as independent learners who bring valuable prior
experiences and viewpoints, attorneys cultivate courtroom environments that prioritize
meaningful learning and active participation. This learner-centered approach not only enhances
clarity and effectiveness in communication but also promotes greater juror involvement with the
case. Ultimately, it fosters more thoughtful and informed decision-making, which helps ensure
just outcomes and strengthens the overarching goals of the justice system.

Jurors as Adult Learners

Jurors, as adult learners, engage in complex processes of meaning-making, critical reflection, and
decision-making as they interpret evidence, deliberate with peers, and apply legal instructions to
reach a verdict. Hans and Vidmar’s reconceptualization of jurors as active learners® challenges
the traditional view of jurors as passive recipients of courtroom information. Rather than merely
absorbing trial details, jurors actively construct understanding by interpreting and integrating
complex legal evidence through the lens of their diverse life experiences, values, and cultural
contexts. This diversity underscores an andragogical responsibility for attorneys to communicate
in ways that are relevant, accessible, and problem-centered.*® Framing trial narratives as
problem-solving scenarios aligns with adults’ preference for practical, immediately applicable
learning.?” Similarly, Kheang emphasized that acknowledging and integrating adult learners’
prior experiences enhances both engagement and comprehension.*® When these experiences are
overlooked, jurors risk feeling alienated and may struggle to assimilate and apply new legal
information effectively.
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Legal scholarship further indicates that jurors’ interpretations of evidence and credibility of
judgments are deeply influenced by their cultural and experiential backgrounds.*® The inherent
complexity and technical language of courtroom discourse can exacerbate these challenges, often
leading to cognitive overload, misunderstanding, and reduced engagement if communication is
not carefully structured.*® Andragogical principles advocate for clear, learner-centered
communication that respects adults’ autonomy, cognitive capacities, and experiential
knowledge.*! Attorneys and judges who consciously simplify language, organize information
logically, and encourage active juror participation can enhance comprehension and foster critical
engagement with evidence.*? Such efforts not only improve jurors’ confidence and motivation
but also strengthen the overall integrity and fairness of the deliberative process.*

Andragogy and Judicial Innovations

Having established the relevance of andragogical principles to jurors’ experiences, it is important
to examine how these principles can be applied in practice. The integration of andragogy into
courtroom procedures offers a promising avenue for improving juror comprehension,
engagement, and decision-making. Schuler’s qualitative case study of Judge Mark W. Bennett
provides a concrete example of such integration.** Judge Bennett employed several learner-
centered strategies, including rewriting jury instructions in plain language, allowing jurors to
take notes, providing written copies of instructions, and conducting post-trial debriefings. These
innovations recognize jurors as adult learners who benefit from clarity, structure, and
opportunities for reflection.

These practices align with Henschke’s foundation of the adult learning experience, which
emphasizes respect for learners’ autonomy, the value of experiential learning, and the importance
of creating a supportive, psychologically safe environment.*> Allowing note-taking not only
enhances cognitive processing and memory retention*® but also affirms jurors’ active role in the
trial process. Post-trial debriefings offer valuable opportunities for reflection, which Kheang
identified as essential for meaning-making in the learning process*’—particularly in emotionally
and cognitively demanding contexts like jury service.
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Judicial scholarships also support these practices. For example, Heuer and Penrod found that
jurors who are permitted to take notes or ask questions reported higher satisfaction and
performed better on comprehension tasks.*® Similarly, Diamond et al. demonstrated that
simplifying legal instructions reduces confusion and improves juror decision-making.*’ These
innovations not only mitigate cognitive overload and foster greater understanding but also affirm
jurors’ civic role and improve perceptions of procedural justice.’® By integrating andragogical
strategies into courtroom procedures, judges can enhance juror learning experiences, promote
fairness, and increase public trust in the legal system.

Using Andragogy to Improve Juror Efficacy in Missouri Trial Courts
Setting the Stage for Learning

According to Henschke, adult educators must first set the stage for learning by attending to both
the physical and psychological environments.’! The physical environment should be welcoming
and accessible, while the psychological environment should foster mutual respect, trust,
authenticity, support, and a sense of humanity. Once these conditions are established, adult
educators can focus on selecting and implementing instructional methods that effectively engage
learners and facilitate meaningful learning experiences.

In Missouri, a trial judge has significant control over the courtroom and a duty to ensure a fair
trial and promote the dignity and decorum of the court. While a trial judge obviously does not
have as much leeway in the courtroom as an educator does in the classroom, there are some
things a judge can do to create an environment conducive to learning. For example, jurors
entering Judge Bennett’s courtroom are greeted with a welcoming message displayed on the
courtroom’s projection screen, accompanied by friendly opening remarks from the judge. These
initial gestures help to reduce anxiety and create a psychologically safe environment, which is
critical for adult learners who are encountering a new, complex, and high-stakes setting. As a
result of establishing this sense of safety and support, jurors are more likely to engage actively
with the evidence, participate in deliberations, and make informed decisions. Judge Bennett also
ensures that jurors are consistently informed of the court’s schedule, enabling them to anticipate
regular breaks and maintain focus on the trial without distraction from personal obligations, such
as childcare or other commitments. Furthermore, the learning environment is made more
supportive and accommodating by permitting jurors to bring a nonalcoholic beverage of their
choice, enhancing comfort and promoting engagement.>?
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Attorney Conducted Voir Dire

Voir dire refers to the process of jury selection. Although a court can conduct voir dire
independently without attorney participation, this is not the typical practice in Missouri. While
the purpose of voir dire is to select impartial jurors who will hear the case, the trial lawyers, if
allowed to participate, often use the process to help educate prospective jurors about their
respective cases.>® Such education at an early stage of the trial is helpful to jurors, as the
information they receive will help them put into perspective the evidence presented later in the
trial. Presumably, this improves the learning process for jurors and enables them to better fulfill
their obligations.

Project Jury Instructions

During a trial in a Missouri courtroom, the court provides instructions to the jury at various
stages. Traditionally, these instructions are read aloud. Applying andragogical principles that
recognize each learner as unique, it would be beneficial for the court to use available courtroom
technology to project jury instructions visually as well. This approach is particularly useful when
jurors are presented with multiple or lengthy instructions. By providing instructions in both oral
and visual formats, the court could accommodate diverse learning preferences and enhance
jurors’ comprehension.

Individual Sets of Instructions

Although it would be unusual for an instructor to withhold written instructions from a student, it
1s common practice for a trial judge to provide only a single copy of jury instructions for the
entire panel. Missouri law, however, allows the court to exercise discretion to provide each juror
with an individual set of instructions. Practical considerations, such as excessive printing costs,
may limit this practice.>* Nonetheless, providing individual copies aligns with the principle of
recognizing juror uniqueness, allowing each adult learner to engage with the instructions at their
own pace and reference them as needed throughout the trial.

Juror Note Taking

Just as students are typically allowed to take notes to support learning, jurors benefit from the
opportunity to record information during a trial. Recognizing this, Rule 27.08 of the Missouri
Rules of Criminal Procedure permits jurors to take notes subject to the trial court’s discretion. In
State v. Trujillo, the defendant was convicted of tampering in the first degree after a jury trial and
was sentenced to six years’ imprisonment.’> On appeal, the defendant raised several points of
error, including that the trial court erred by sua sponte not declaring a mistrial because it became
aware during the trial that a juror had taken notes and had reviewed those notes during a recess in
the trial.

33 Robert Dierker, Missouri Criminal Practice Handbook, 28th ed. (2024), § 28.8.
>4 Ibid.
55 State v. Trujillo, 869 S.W.2d 844 (Mo. Ct. App. W.D. 1994).
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In disposing of the defendant’s claim of error, the court acknowledged that up until the case in
question, no Missouri court had found that note-taking by a juror was permissible under Missouri
law. The court examined arguments for and against allowing jurors to take notes and reviewed
relevant case law from other jurisdictions. Ultimately, it held that juror note-taking is
permissible, subject to the trial court’s discretion. Importantly, the court emphasized that counsel
and the judge may take notes during the trial and that it would seem appropriate for jurors to
have the same opportunity.

Juror Questioning of Witnesses

In most trials, jurors function largely as passive adult learners, tasked with evaluating
information presented through attorneys’ questioning of witnesses and the introduction of
evidence. Andragogical principles emphasize that adult learners prefer active engagement.
Accordingly, jurors’ learning experiences may be enhanced when they are permitted to
participate actively rather than remaining entirely passive. Just as educators encourage students
to ask questions in classroom settings, allowing jurors to ask witnesses questions could promote
deeper comprehension and engagement. While jurors questioning witnesses is allowed under
Missouri law, it is typically not implemented by the trial judge. Under Missouri law, the decision
to allow jurors to ask witnesses questions is left to the trial court’s discretion. So long as the
judge has pre-set rules and a clear guideline, and the questions are not excessive, the court will
not be said to have abused its discretion.*®

Conclusion

This article underscores the importance of adult learning principles, particularly andragogy, in
improving juror learning experiences within Missouri courtrooms. By acknowledging jurors’
prior experiences and emphasizing learner-centered communication that fosters trust, empathy,
and engagement, judges and trial attorneys can improve how jurors comprehend, evaluate, and
deliberate on case information. Examples of judicial reforms applying these principles show real
improvements in fairness and transparency. Practical strategies, such as providing clearer
instructions, permitting juror note-taking, and facilitating post-trial discussions, support jurors’
understanding and active participation, ultimately strengthening both the quality and fairness of
trial outcomes. The implementation of these strategies will lead to better juror deliberations, as
the jurors will enter the deliberation phase of the trial much better informed of the issues and
evidence than if the strategies are not implemented. In turn, jurors should be far better equipped
to discuss the evidence and apply the judge’s instructions to the facts.

Limitations

This literature review article synthesizes both theoretical and empirical literature but does not
include original data collection. While it draws connections between adult education and legal
practice, the application of andragogy to courtroom settings remains an emerging area with
limited direct research. Additionally, all examples are based on US law, particularly Missouri
law, which may limit their broader applicability. Still, this review provides a valuable foundation

36 State v. Gannaway, 497 S.W.3d 819 (Mo. Ct. App. S.D. 2016).
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for future studies on andragogy in relation to the legal field.
Implications for Practice

The practical implications of this review call for a transformative approach to how legal
professionals engage with jurors and the public through the lens of andragogy. For trial
attorneys, integrating andragogical principles into both foundational legal education and ongoing
professional development is crucial. Emphasizing emotional connection, active learner
engagement, and problem-centered communication shifts courtroom advocacy from simple
persuasion toward an educational process. Judges also play a key role in enhancing juror
comprehension and trust. Judicial training should incorporate andragogical concepts, promoting
plain-language instructions and juror-friendly practices such as note-taking and reflective post-
trial debriefings. These measures foster a courtroom atmosphere that recognizes jurors as active
adult learners and supports their understanding of complex legal information.

Legal educators should rethink law curricula to combine legal expertise with andragogical
principles. Preparing future attorneys as effective educators involves training them to clearly and
empathetically communicate legal concepts to jurors and the public. At the policy level, court
administrators and lawmakers should advance learner-centered reforms grounded in andragogy.
This includes plain-language jury instructions, enhanced juror support services, and ethical
leadership within the judiciary to rebuild public trust and strengthen institutional legitimacy.
Adopting an andragogical orientation across these areas has the potential to transform the legal
system into an accessible, learner-responsive environment—one that respects the needs and
experiences of adult learners and ultimately promotes fairness, engagement, and greater access to
justice.

Recommendations for Further Research

Further research should empirically examine how the core principles of andragogy can be
practically integrated into courtroom settings to enhance juror understanding and participation.
More research studies are needed to shed light on how the attitudes, emotional awareness, and
instructional methods of judges and attorneys impact jurors’ ability to process complex
information and make sound decisions, both within Missouri and in other legal contexts. Further
research should also consider the broader judicial system, including appellate and supreme
courts, where issues of public trust and transparency are especially pressing. Exploring how adult
learning concepts can support ethical communication and restore confidence in these institutions
would be valuable. Bridging adult education and legal practice through interdisciplinary research
will be essential to developing effective strategies that address the unique cognitive and
emotional demands jurors face. Ultimately, this work can guide improvements in legal education
and courtroom procedures, contributing to fairer trials and greater public trust.



