
 

 

UNIT 1: Introduction to Law and the Criminal Justice System 

LESSON 1: Explain the underlying theory and historical development of laws and the criminal justice 
system in the United States 

Lesson Topics 

Explain the underlying theory and 
historical development of laws and the 
criminal justice system in the United 
States. 

Learning Objectives:  

The student will: 

• Describe the history of policing in the United States. 

• Identify and describe the role of the components of the U.S. 
criminal justice system. 

Engage  

Imagine for a moment what it would be like if there were no police. 

• Access prior knowledge 

• What do you know? How did you learn it? 

Pique their interest  

• What do you see, think, wonder when you see this image, watch this 
video, or hear this story? 

Resources 

Exploration 

1. Describe the historical evolution of policing in the United States: 

a. 17th – 18th Centuries: Colonial America      

b. Business and cultural concerns were the initial catalyst with 
two significant geographical differences.  

i. Northern colonies primarily copied the European 
Model with privately funded constables supervising 
volunteer night/day watchmen. 

ii. Southern colonies also privately funded slave patrols 
whose purpose was to prevent slaves from escaping 
and causing any form of violence. 

iii. It is important to note that the U.S Marshal Service 
was established September 24, 1789, to support the 
Federal Courts within their jurisdiction. Our nascent 
nation created this service to help ensure that the 
priorities of the national government were enforced at 
the local level. While these officers were provided with 
broad law enforcement authority, their numbers were 
not maintained commensurate with the rapidly 
expanding national demand for local policing. 
Similarly, Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms (ATF) was 
established July 31, 1789. Regarding maritime law 
enforcement, the U.S Coast Guard was established as 
the Revenue Marine Service August 4, 1790. 

c. Mid-18th and 19th Centuries: The Growth of Cities  

The History of Policing in the United 
States (1-6) 

http://plsonline.eku.edu/insidelook/
history-policing-united-states-part-1 

  

The History of the Police 
https://www.sagepub.com/sites/de
fault/files/upm-
binaries/50819_ch_1.pdf 

 

How the U.S. Got Its Police Force 

https://time.com/4779112/police-
history-origins/ 

 

History of Policing in the U.S. 
(Video) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v
=3vgh-r_pPxQ 

 

https://www.insider.com/history-
of-police-in-the-us-photos-2020-
6#federal-and-state-police-forces-
were-born-in-the-early-1900s-9 
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d. The Industrial Revolution spurred the growth of cities and 
increasing populations resulted in an increasing amount of 
crime.  

i. In response to the increase in criminal activity, cities 
began to organize formal professional police 
departments to prevent crime and keep order.  

ii. In 1838, the City of Boston, Massachusetts was the 
first city to fund a professionally trained Police 
Department. New York established a Police 
Department in 1845 followed by Chicago and 
Cincinnati in the 1880s. During the 1850s police 
departments began adding detective and crime scene 
investigation units. 

e. 20th Century:  

f. Continued rapid growth of the population and of crime and 
the passage of the 18th Constitutional Amendment, 
prohibition, caused increased organized crime, necessitating 
further investment in police departments.  

i. Related Fact: At the federal level, the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation was established July 26, 1908, 
reporting directly to the Department of Justice, and 
providing professional advice and guidance to local 
police departments. 

ii. Technology Development: Most significantly, the 
police patrol car and police radio enabled the rapid 
transport of an officer and the ability of all patrol 
officers to communicate and coordinate their efforts 
with one another. Today dispatch services by 911 
emergency centers and mobile computer terminals in 
each police vehicle further enhance this capability. 

iii. Police Department Professionalism: In response to 
public demand for expanded policing capabilities, 
police departments continued to evolve through the 
20th century with an emphasis on specialization. 

iv. Establishment of Police Academies 

v. Police Department Divisions: Patrol, Investigations, 
Traffic Enforcement, SWAT teams, Marine Units, 
Aviation Units, Crime Scene Investigators, Training 
Units, Professional Accreditation, and Internal Affairs. 

vi. Continued Rapid Evolution:  Throughout the 20th 
century, police officers have been continuously 
challenged by evolving criminal activity as well as an 
expectation by the public to be responsible for 
addressing every new societal problem. 

vii. Community Policing: Police Departments seek to 
prevent and minimize crime by engaging with the local 

  

https://www.usmarshals.gov/histor
y/broad_range.htm 
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community members by developing a professional but 
amiable relationship that fosters community wide 
trust and cooperation. Examples: 

1. Treating each person with respect  

2. Getting out of their patrol vehicles and 
interacting with people 

3. Participating in community improvement 
projects 

4. Youth programs/Police Explorer 

5. To further foster community connection, 
direct contact utilizing police bicycles for 
patrols 

g. 21st Century: Expanding Threats Besides responding to our 
nation’s continually evolving domestic criminal activity, 
officers are now trained and ready to respond to homeland 
security threats originating from international and/or domestic 
sources. 

2. Identify and describe the role of the components of the U.S. Criminal 
Justice System. 

a. The law: Primary source originating in the U.S. Constitution 
and/or state constitutions - providing authority to respective 
U.S. governments to create laws that will help to maintain 
conduct and maintain order within our society. 

b. Law Enforcement: Local, state, and federal officers working 
closely together to detect violations of law and based on 
probable cause (PC) arrest violators and deliver them to the 
courts for adjudication. Within the U.S., an arrestee is 
presumed innocent until proven otherwise within a court of 
law. Also, the arrested person must be brought before a judge 
for arraignment to determine if the person is a hazard to 
society or a flight risk. If neither, they may be released on bail 
pending their scheduled trial. If the judge makes the decision 
to keep the accused in custody until their court date, they will 
commonly be held in the local jail rather than being sent to 
state or federal prison. 

c. Note 1: Types of violations of law   

i. Misdemeanors: Commonly, those crimes that result in 
a sentence of less than one year. 

ii. Felonies: Those crimes that result in sentences of one 
year or more. 

d. Note 2: Search Warrants and Fourth Amendment Rights 

i. In an effort to protect a person's 4th amendment 
rights of privacy and illegal searches, a search warrant 
must be issued by a judge authorizing law 
enforcement to conduct a search of a particular place 



 

 

within a specified time limit. The warrant is issued 
based on the law enforcement officer’s ability to 
articulate the probability that the evidence being 
sought is located at a specified location. Exceptions to 
this requirement can include exigent circumstances, or 
as in the U.S. Coast Guard’s case, 14 USC 89a exempts 
the Coast Guard from search warrant requirements 
provided the officer can articulate probable cause for 
conducting the search of a vessel. 

e. Note 3: Plea Bargaining   

i. Before going to trial, many cases are plea bargained 
between the State/District Attorney and the Defense 
Attorney. If the judge agrees with the plea-bargaining 
arrangement, the case may not need to go to trial.  

ii. The Courts: Interpret the law and through the 
application of the judicial process, adjudicate 
violations of the law by facilitating the determination 
of innocence or guilt based on the evidence presented 
to a selected jury of the accused’s peers. Unlike 
English law, in the U.S. each judicial outcome sets 
precedence for the determination of future cases. 

iii. Corrections and Rehabilitation: States and the Federal 
Government Department of Corrections safely keep 
offenders securely separated from society to prevent 
the offender from recommitting the crime and/or 
being a hazard to society. Often, corrections facilities 
incorporate some form of rehabilitation with 
educational and/or training within a skill trade 
provided, with the hope that the inmate can one day 
be released and become a productive member of 
society.  

iv. Parole: Following an amount of mandatory time 
served, an inmate may become eligible for parole. The 
inmate’s behavior and efforts to reform will be 
considered. If released, a Parole Officer will be 
assigned to closely monitor the inmate’s compliance 
with the stipulated parole release rules. Violations of 
parole rules can result in reincarceration. 

v. Victim Advocacy: In the last 20 years, the criminal 
justice system has been investing increasing resources 
in victim advocacy. Within increasing regularity, these 
resources are being made mandatory by enacted laws. 

Explanation 

1. Law Enforcement History: Create a timeline of events depicting the 
evolution of policing within the U.S. 

Elaboration 



 

 

1. Law Enforcement Components: Present a violation of law and explain 
the process of arresting the suspect and processing the person 
through the criminal justice system. This can effectively be done by 
using a flow chart application. 

Formative Assessment:  

The explanation and elaboration activities 

Summative Assessment: 

As required by the curriculum and school system 

 

 

 


