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Lesson Three: Policing and the Criminal Justice System 
 
 

Time Needed:  Two class periods 
 
Materials: Chandra’s and Donnell’s narratives from High Rise Stories, Police Presence 
handouts, computer, projector, several computers/computer lab for research, clips from 
Juvies, pens & paper 
 
Objective: Students will explore the goals and efficacy of the police and the criminal 
justice system through analyzing first-person accounts of public housing residents 
who’ve been most directly impacted by them.  
 
Related Core Curriculum Standards: Speaking and Listening SL.9-10.1, SL.9-10.5. 
Language L.9-10.5. Writing W.9-10.3. Reading History RH.9-10.2, RH.9-10.4 Language 
L9-10.1 
 
Connections: This lesson can be adapted for use with narratives from Surviving Justice, 
Inside this Place, Not Of It, and Voices from the Storm.  
 
Narrative Excerpt: “Police are always going to look at us as gang members or terrorists. 
They’re always going to see us like that. I ain’t gonna sit up here and say that being up in 
a gang is the right thing to do. I’d be lying. But I didn’t have a choice like that. That’s all 
I knew. My parents were there, but they weren’t there. I learned more structure from the 
gang than I did from my parents. I wish I had stand-up parents, I wish I had someone to 
stand on me to go to school and stuff like that, but I didn’t, so the streets had to raise me.”  

–Donnell Furlow 
 
“I have three kids. One child messed up. He’s my youngest son. He’s eighteen. He was 
arrested a year ago for selling, and now he’s barred from my place. And I understand the 
rules they have, but kids make mistakes. You don’t give them a second chance? One 
strike, you out. Everybody deserve a second chance. But my son won’t ever be able to 
come and visit me because of a mistake he made.”  

—Chandra Bell  
 
Essential Questions: 
 

• Which factors increase the likelihood of being arrested at some point in one’s 
lifetime?  

• How important is family structure and support in preventing youth from being 
caught up in the criminal justice system? 

• When a child experiences excessive suffering and/or witnesses violence, how 
does this impact the decisions he or she makes later in life? 

• How can the stigma of incarceration affect a person for the rest of their life?  
• How can the act of telling one’s story help people who have been marginalized to 

feel heard and in control of their own lives?  
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DAY ONE 

 
Step One: Students respond to the following written prompts: (5 minutes) 
 

• What is the primary responsibility of police? In your opinion, how do they fulfill 
that responsibility? 

• What is your experience of police presence in your neighborhood?  
 
Step Two: Read Chandra’s narrative from High Rise Stories (15 minutes). This can be 
done as a group using popcorn reading, as individual, silent reading, in small groups, or 
assigned as homework the previous night.  
 
Step Three: Police Presence and Crime: What’s the Relationship? In groups of four, 
students will take a close look at four very different communities, covering a span of 
rural to urban. Alternatively, the class could focus on one city, with each group taking a 
prominent neighborhood. Using statistics and anecdotes, the groups will examine the 
relationship between police presence and criminal activity in their designated 
neighborhood or community. If possible, allowing students access to a computer lab or a 
library for research is ideal. Below are three examples of crime maps. Students can use 
resources such as these, analyzing where police stations are located within a city, which 
neighborhoods are assigned the most beat cops, etc.  Each group should complete a 
Police Presence handout to go with their neighborhood or community. (25 minutes) 
 
Crime Map of San Francisco: http://www.crimemapping.com/map/ca/sanfrancisco 
Crime Map of Chicago: http://spotcrime.com/il/chicago 
Crime Map of New Orleans: http://www.crimemapping.com/map/la/neworleans 
 
Step Four: Collect each group’s Police Presence handout and tape them around the room. 
Students should walk silently around the room looking at the different Police Presence 
handouts. Ask students to take note of the similarities and differences between the 
different groups’ findings about the correlation between police presence and crime (10 
minutes). 
 
Step Five: Reconvene as a class and collect group work. Go around the room and ask 
each student to say aloud one or two words that strikes them as thematic or symbolic of 
today’s lesson (ex: justice, injustice, poverty, social problems, etc.) (5 minutes). 
 
 

DAY TWO 
 

Step One: Write the following guidelines on the board and ask students to respond to the 
written prompts (10 minutes). 
 
Thinking back to your group’s Police Presence handout, write a two-paragraph critical 
reflection about police presence and crime based on your findings. 
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Paragraph One: Is the correlation between police presence (in a given neighborhood or 
city) and criminal activity positive, negative, or neutral? Describe the research and 
findings that support your position.  
 
Paragraph Two: What are the short-term and long-term effects of police presence in your 
neighborhood or city? How is police presence (or lack thereof) impacting residents? How 
does this connect to High Rise Stories? 
 
Step Two: As a class, read an excerpt from Donnell’s narrative (bottom of pg. 70 – 
middle of pg. 72). When you’ve finished, explain that you’re going to transition into a 
film clip and will have time later to process the story (5 minutes). 
 
Step Three: Watch Duc’s and Efrain’s clips from the film Juvies, available here: 
http://www.juvies.net/videoclips.php (10 minutes) 
 
Step Four: Writing assignment (15 minutes): Ask students to write a one-page journal 
entry from the perspective of Duc, Efrain, or Donnell.  The imagined journal entry could 
occur before or during his incarceration. Encourage students to use the five senses in 
order to deeply explore how Duc, Efrain, or Donnell must have felt. Use the following 
prompts for students who may get stuck: 

 
• What events led up to Duc’s, Efrain’s, or Donnell’s incarceration? 
• What do you think was going on in his mind at the moment where your journal 

entry starts? 
• Is there anything that could have prevented Duc’s, Efrain’s, or Donnell’s arrests? 
• What options did Duc, Efrain, or Donnell have, given their life circumstances 

prior to arrest? 
 

Step Five: After collecting the journal entries, divide students into groups of four (15 
minutes). Each group should have a large piece of white paper and some markers. Ask 
students to create a visual representation of the connections between Duc and Efrain’s 
stories and Donnell’s narrative in High Rise Stories. This could take the form of a flow 
chart, a Venn Diagram, a collage, or any other artistic expression. Some connections to 
consider: 
 

• Early childhood/family background 
• Influential people in their lives 
• Neighborhood (urban/rural? high or low crime rate?) 
• Position of privilege/power (socioeconomics, race/ethnicity, etc.) 

 
Step Six: Reconvene as a class. Ask students to turn to the person next to them and share 
and explain their work from Step Five. Collect student work to assess student learning (5 
minutes). 
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Possible Oral History Project: Class engages in a comprehensive oral history project 
that explores multiple facets of the criminal justice system. Working in groups, students 
interview a police officer, a formerly incarcerated person, a parent or child of someone 
who is incarcerated, a resident of a neighborhood that is highly policed, a resident of 
public housing, a person who works for the city’s Housing Authority, etc. This can be 
done in class as a group interview or outside of school. After interviews have been 
completed and transcribed, groups will collaborate on critical analyses of the issues at 
hand. 
 
Media Options:  
Off the Cuffs: Poetry by and about the police (Sheeler, Jackie, 2003). This dynamic 
collection of poems features writing from police officers, civilians, and observers of the 
police.  
 
The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness (Alexander, 
Michelle, 2010). Alexander’s groundbreaking book explores the “rebirth of a caste-like 
system” in America as it incarcerates more and more African American men. 
 
Race to Incarcerate: A Graphic Retelling (Jones, Sabrina & Marc Mauer, 2013). A 
graphic novel about the unprecedented expansion of the U.S. prison system and its 
connection to the War on Drugs.  
 
The House I Live In (dir. Eugene Jarecki, 2012). Documentary film about the devastating 
effects of the War on Drugs: $1 trillion in debt and 45 million arrests.  
 
Organizational Website: www.homeboyindustries.org. Based in Los Angeles, Homeboy 
Industries serves high-risk, formerly gang-involved men and women with a continuum of 
free services and programs.  


