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Faculty profile:  
the Henson Method
by Kristen Elmore, 1L

discrimination cases for Missouri 
state agencies. He says defending the 
state was a challenge, but worth it.

While Henson was working at the 
attorney general’s office, and before he 
began teaching trial practice, he taught 
lawyering to transfer students. The 
students who had him in class received 
invaluable lessons, learning lawyering and 
dispute resolution from a practicing lawyer.

In the spring of 2010, Professor Larry 
Dessem, who was dean of the law school 
at the time, asked Henson if he would 
like to become a visiting professor at 
the law school, primarily to teach trial 
practice-related courses. In 2013, Henson 
transitioned from visitor status and assumed 
the title of trial practice professor of law.

Teaching, counseling and coaching his 
students in class or in trial competition 
takes a lot of effort. He is open with his 
students, and he draws from within himself 
to sustain the openness. There are no 
façades and no stereotypes of what a trial 
lawyer should be.

The stereotypical trial lawyer is loud, 
he’s a pit-bull, loves the sound of his own 
voice. Professor Chuck Henson speaks 
quietly and deliberately. That is just his 
style. He makes a positive example of 
himself in teaching professionalism, with 
a goal of sending students into the world 
who, by their professional behavior, 
eliminate the negative ideas people have 
about lawyers. 

“We are colleagues in the bar and have 
fiduciary duties to the clients, but a zealous 
advocate needn’t be a loud advocate, or 
a bully,” he says. “That kind of behavior 
is responsible for the lawyer jokes.”

Along with the more stylistic elements 
of his trial practice method, there are the 
important technical aspects as well. Trial 
practice is a vehicle for engaging with 
students, showing them how the doctrinal 
classes work in reality, especially Evidence. 

He teaches his students how to 
approach trying a case starting from the 
facts, looking at the applicable law, and 
determining the outcome based on the 
law and the facts. He also helps them 
go straight to the contested issue, and 
teaches them to ask the questions that 
illicit important information for the jury.

It doesn’t matter if the students know 
nothing at the beginning of the trial 
practice course. At the end, Henson 
will ensure they know everything they 
need to know. “In an informational 
meeting for the Thurgood Marshall 
Mock Trial Competition, I tell the 
students: It’s better if you don’t know 
anything now,” he explains. “Then 
you can learn the right way.”

Although Henson has had years on his 
own to develop his method of teaching 
trial practice, it did not come solely from 
within him. He learned from litigation 
experts like Irving Younger and his 10 
rules of cross examination. He has also 
taken advantage of the opportunity of 
co-teaching with masters of the art of 
trial advocacy like Mark T. Kempton, 
’76; Larry L. McMullen, ’59; and 
Walter H. Bley Jr., ’80, to name a few.

He tells his students to understand what 
is in the trial practice books, and boil it 
down to the essential information. All of 
these are a part of the Henson method.

He continues to bring his unique 
method to Mizzou Law because of 
the people – students and alumni. He 
cites the high caliber of his students, 
who are serious, engaged, committed 

and thoughtful. He appreciates that 
the students are at the law school on 
purpose, and they are ready to work.

He spends his days in Hulston Hall 
because he saw people who take the 
responsibility of being a lawyer seriously, 
and they went to school at Mizzou. Some 
of the alumni to whom he refers are the 
backbone of his trial practice classes. Some 
return to the law school to help teach 
the innovative intersession Trial Practice 
class, which is largely staffed by members 
of the prestigious American College of 
Trial Lawyers and Mizzou Law alumni. 

Others, like Larry L. McMullen, ’59, 
and Jeffrey J. Simon, ’88, co-taught 
the Advance Trial Practice class with 
Henson. Still other alumni regularly 
donate their time, talent and energy as 
mock trial coaches and judges because 
they want to be a part of the tradition 
of producing wonderful lawyers. They 
are doing a service – a service that is in 
the preamble to the rules of professional 
conduct, accepting their special 
responsibility for the quality of the law.

If Henson’s goal is to produce 
professional, polished, successful litigators 
out of his students, then he can pat himself 
on the back. He recalls a former student 
who won his first trial as a licensed 
attorney, working for the Missouri 
Attorney General’s office just as Henson 
did six years ago. The student recalled the 
method of proper witness impeachment 
that he learned in Henson’s trial practice 
class. “That’s what I hope is happening, 
because that’s the idea,” Henson says. ❚

“We are colleagues in the bar and have fiduciary 
duties to the clients, but a zealous advocate needn’t 
be a loud advocate, or a bully,” he says. “That kind of 
behavior is responsible for the lawyer jokes.”
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LLaw school students find that pursuing 
their degrees packs quite a bit of pressure 
and work into three years. But for 
nontraditional students – those who have 
taken time off before enrolling in law 
school, some to pursue a professional 
career and perhaps are married and have 
children – the obligations of classes and 
exams are often paralleled by their roles 
as parents, spouses or both.

Many nontraditional students have to 
carefully consider leaving established jobs 
and lives and moving, sometimes across 

the country, to begin a journey that 
will push them to change their careers 
and place them back in a classroom 
environment with fellow students who 
may be much younger than they are.

Diverse though their backgrounds 
may be, Mizzou Law’s nontraditional 
students all have a deep passion for their 
education, a dedication that allows them 
to balance all of their responsibilities and 
unique perspectives they bring to the 
classroom. Take a look into the lives of 
nine of these students.

Before starting law school last fall, 
first-year student Aaron Jolly 
served in the Missouri Army 

National Guard and spent two years on 
active duty. He helped with the rebuilding 
effort in New Orleans after Hurricane 
Katrina, and his experience as a military 
police officer led him to law enforcement 
at the Lake of the Ozarks.

Jolly worked for the Camden County 
(Mo.) Sheriff ’s Office, first serving as a 
correctional center deputy sheriff before 
being promoted to a patrol position and 
later working as a detective, eventually on 
cases involving crimes against children, 
sexual assault and domestic violence.

“I met an assistant prosecutor, and she 
was one of the reasons I decided to go 
to law school,” Jolly says of his time as 
a detective. “She had a huge passion for 
victims, and I got to see what somebody 
who really cares about the victims can do 
for them.”

Working on cases involving violence 
against women and children “kills your 
soul a little bit,” Jolly says. 

“But when you win for them, it really 
rebuilds it,” he adds. “There’s nothing 
like being able to give justice to a child 

Aaron Jolly, 1L

by Sangeeta Shastry

Mizzou Law’s nontraditional students pave their own paths to success


