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ACCESSIBLE MATERIALS FOR MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS?
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Abstract: In this article, we will analyse the methods, strategies, and educational resources that facilitate the
accessibility of legal language and we will propose concrete directions for action to establish a foundational
legal culture starting from middle school.
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Introduction

In a democratic society, legal education plays a fundamental role in shaping responsible
and informed citizens, capable of understanding their rights and obligations and actively
participating in community life. Legal education does not only mean the transmission of
theoretical knowledge but especially the cultivation of a civic spirit based on respect,
responsibility, and involvement. For this reason, the introduction of legal concepts in middle
school education becomes a priority, but also a complex challenge.

The major difficulty lies in how these often abstract and technical notions can be adapted
to the students' level of understanding. At this age, children are in a transitional phase between
concrete and abstract thinking, which requires increased attention in the choice of teaching
methods. The legal language, filled with specialized terms and rigid formulas, risks becoming
inaccessible if not translated into a simplified form rooted in the everyday reality of students.

Thus, the challenge is not only pedagogical in nature but also tied to the responsibility
of shaping future, aware citizens. Introducing legal education at the middle school level means
opening a door to understanding the principles of justice, equity, and legality, as well as
developing essential social and moral competencies for life in society.

The specifics of legal thinking and associated difficulties

Legal thinking is characterized by a high level of abstraction, being built upon concepts,
norms, principles, and general categories that regulate social life. Terms such as 'rule of law’,
'legal responsibility', 'fundamental rights', or 'contract' imply not only a good understanding of

social reality but also the ability to operate with complex theoretical notions. For middle school
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students, who are still in the process of developing abstract thinking, these concepts may seem
distant and difficult to associate with their everyday experiences.

Legal language has a technical, standardized, and rigorous character, being primarily
designed for communication among specialists. This particularity makes it less accessible to the
general public and even more difficult for adolescents, who are at the beginning of their
exposure to legal concepts. The direct use of concepts in their original form risks leading either
to a superficial and mechanical understanding or to their rejection due to rigidity and difficulty
in interpretation.

The major obstacle is, therefore, the abstract and formal nature of legal language, which
contrasts with the students' need to understand through concrete examples and practical
situations. The transposition of legal concepts into accessible language, adapted to their level
of cognitive development and life experience, becomes an essential condition for the success
of legal education. This adaptation does not imply excessive simplification to the point of losing
meaning, but rather finding ways to explain through analogies, everyday situations, and
interactive activities.

In the absence of this pedagogical translation, there is a risk that legal education will
remain a formal endeavour, lacking real impact on the development of students' civic and social
competencies. Conversely, when students succeed in recognizing legal concepts in situations
they encounter daily — rules from family, school, or community — legal thinking begins to
acquire relevance and becomes a tool for understanding the world in which they live.

The role of legal education in early civic formation

The introduction of legal education in the gymnasium cycle has a major impact on the
development of civic awareness, critical thinking, and social responsibility. At this stage of
education, students build their first solid benchmarks about what it means to respect rules, the
functioning of the community, and the role of each individual in a democratic society. Through
contact with basic legal concepts, they learn not only about their rights and obligations, but also
about the importance of respecting the law and how state institutions contribute to maintaining
social balance.

Numerous European studies and reports dedicated to civic education emphasize that

early training in this area contributes to strengthening social cohesion and reducing antisocial
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behaviours. Understanding the rules that govern collective life and being aware of the
consequences of non-compliance helps students develop responsible behaviour based on mutual
respect and community spirit.

However, for legal education to have a real effect, it must go beyond the formal level of
transmitting theoretical information. It should be delivered in an accessible, interactive, and
relevant manner to students' daily lives. Activities such as role-playing, case studies inspired by
everyday situations, debates, or mock trials assist students in better understanding the
significance of legal concepts and applying them in concrete contexts. Thus, students do not
merely memorize terms and definitions, but directly experience what equity, responsibility, and
civic engagement mean.

Therefore, early legal education serves not only the purpose of imparting knowledge but
also that of shaping lasting attitudes and behaviours. It contributes to preparing future citizens
not only to know the law but also to respect it and actively participate in democratic life.
Strategies for teaching legal concepts

Transforming abstract legal concepts into accessible content involves the application of
student-centred pedagogical strategies that are adapted to their level of cognitive development.
Specialised literature emphasises that learning becomes meaningful when students can connect
theoretical notions to their personal experiences and concrete life situations (Cucos, 2014).

Among the most effective methods for teaching legal notions at the middle school level
are:

v The use of analogies: by relating legal concepts to familiar experiences, students
can grasp abstract notions more easily. For instance, a contract can be explained as an
'understanding between friends', where each party has clear obligations, and non-
compliance results in consequences. Educational research indicates that analogies and
metaphors facilitate abstract learning and stimulate critical thinking (Glynn, 2007).

v Learning through role-playing: simulating a trial, a local council meeting, or a
conflict mediated by a 'judge’ helps students understand the roles of legal actors and the
decision-making processes. Role-playing develops empathy, argumentative skills, and an

understanding of social responsibilities (Joyce, Weil & Calhoun, 2015).
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v The case study: analysing situations inspired by reality, such as bullying, theft,
or the abusive use of social networks, allows for the application of legal concepts to
concrete contexts. This method encourages critical thinking and helps students understand

the practical consequences of legal norms (Mergler & Spooner-Lane, 2012).

v Interdisciplinary projects: combining civic and legal education with literature,

history, or visual arts provides students with the opportunity to create original materials

(essays, posters, skits) about rights and responsibilities. Interdisciplinarity is recognised

as an effective way to enhance civic and social competencies (Beane, 1997).

To sum up, the teaching of legal concepts is not limited to the mere transmission of
definitions, but requires the use of interactive and creative methods that transform abstractions
into relevant learning experiences. As Cucos (2014) emphasises, "authentic learning involves
connecting abstract content with the personal experience of the student".

The adaptation of legal language to the understanding level of students

An essential step in the teaching of legal education is the rewriting of technical terms into
a language that is accessible and relatable to children's world. Instead of abstract expressions
such as "legal entity," teachers can use everyday equivalents, such as "organisations, for
example, schools, companies, or associations." This lexical adaptation allows students to
understand that legal concepts are not merely theoretical constructs but have clear
correspondences in everyday life.

To facilitate understanding, explanations must be formulated in short and clear sentences,
supported by concrete examples. Thus, concepts such as fundamental rights can be illustrated
through situations familiar to students: the right to go to school, to be protected from violence,
or to express one’s opinion.

Furthermore, visual aids play an essential role. Infographics, comic strips, or animations
can transform legal concepts into simple and engaging messages. Studies show that visual
materials enhance information retention and support active learning, especially for students who
struggle with abstractions (Mayer, 2009).

Another important aspect is the training of educators. Teachers who instruct in civic or
legal education require specific training to accurately translate legal language into accessible

terms, avoiding both excessive simplification and theoretical overload. Additionally, it is
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beneficial for them to be supported by textbooks, guides, and teaching materials adapted to the
middle school level.

The relevance and attractiveness of legal education can be enhanced through the
involvement of specialists — lawyers, legal experts, police officers, or judges — in non-formal
educational activities, such as those within the 'School Otherwise' program. In Romania,
partnerships already exist between the Ministry of Education and legal professionals through
projects like Legal Education in Schools, conducted by professional associations and NGOs
(VeDem Just Association, 2017—present). These initiatives demonstrate that direct interaction
with practitioners provides students with an authentic perspective and stimulates interest in the
rule of law and democratic values.

Thus, adapting legal language to the level of understanding of students is not only a
teaching strategy but an essential condition for the success of early civic education. It requires
collaboration between teachers, specialists, and educational institutions to build an accessible,
engaging, and relevant framework.

Conclusion

The transformation of abstract legal concepts into accessible content for middle school
students represents not only a specific pedagogical necessity but also a strategic investment in
strengthening democracy and the rule of law. Early legal education contributes to the formation
of a generation of citizens who not only know the rules governing society but also understand
the fundamental values upon which they are based — freedom, responsibility, and solidarity.

By adapting legal language to the level of understanding of students, using interactive
methods, and adequately preparing teachers, the foundations of an accessible basic legal culture
for all are created. Students come to perceive the law not as a distant, technical, and inaccessible
field, but as a tool for protection, equity, and social responsibility. In this way, school does not
limit itself to conveying information; rather, it becomes a space for practicing active citizenship.

Furthermore, the involvement of specialists — lawyers, judges, police officers,
representatives of civil society — in educational programs strengthens the link between school
and society, providing students with concrete examples of the application of legal norms. Thus,
legal education becomes not just an academic discipline, but a process of early civic formation,

with long-term effects on social cohesion and democratic participation.
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For the above-mentioned reasons, the success of legal education relies on how well it

manages to combine the rigor of legal concepts with the need for accessibility and relevance to

students. Only through such an approach can we hope for an informed, civically active, and

responsible generation, capable of contributing to the consolidation of a democratic and

equitable society.
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