
 

 

UNIT 1: Policing and Corrections 

LESSON 1: History of Policing 

Lesson Topics 

Describe the history of policing in the 
U.S. 

Outcomes: 

• Discuss the historic functions of law 
enforcement. 

• Discuss the various levels and types 
of police in the U.S. 

• Describe the evolution of policing 
in the U.S. 

Learning Objective:  

The student will: 

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

 

Engage  

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 

The Function of Policing: 

Along with social scientists, experts in the newly evolving field of 
criminology began to advocate for centralized, professional, and well-trained 
police forces. Foremost among these advocates was Sir Robert Peel, former 
Prime Minister and Home Secretary of the United Kingdom from 1822 to 
1846.  

Known as the "father of modern policing," Peel established the Metropolitan 
Police Services in London in 1829. Then as now, British police officers were 
called “Bobbies” in honor of his first name. 

Sir Peel is credited with establishing the three core principles of policing, which 
remain as essential today as they were two centuries ago: 

• The goal of policing is preventing crime, not catching criminals. 
Effective police departments have low arrest rates because their 
communities have low crime rates. 

• To prevent crime, police must earn public support. If the community 
trusts and supports the police, all citizens will share the responsibility 
of preventing crime as if they were a volunteer police force. 

• To earn public support, the police must respect community principles. 
Police earn a good reputation by enforcing the laws impartially, hiring 
officers who reflect and represent the community, and using force 
only as a last resort. 

 

Teacher Resources: 

• Video and player 

• Internet enabled devices 

• Agency information organizer 

Textbook:  

Cox, S. M., Massey, D., Koski, C. M., 
& Fitch, B. D. (2019). Introduction to 
policing (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage Publications. (Additional 
materials available at 
https://us.sagepub.com/en-
us/nam/introduction-to-
policing/book259212) 

 

Alternative Resource Text (Open 
Access): Utah State Board of 
Education. (2016). Law enforcement 
and criminal justice student manual. 
https://www.uen.org/lawenfstuden
t/ 

 

https://www.thoughtco.com/the-history-of-criminology-part-1-974579
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-history-of-criminology-part-1-974579
https://www.thoughtco.com/united-kingdom-great-britain-and-england-1435711
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/introduction-to-policing/book259212
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/introduction-to-policing/book259212
https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/introduction-to-policing/book259212
https://www.uen.org/lawenfstudent/
https://www.uen.org/lawenfstudent/


 

 

Describe the history of policing in the United States: 

 

17th – 18th Centuries: Business and cultural concerns were the initial catalyst 
with two significant geographical differences. 

• Northern colonies primarily copied the European Model -- 

• privately funded constables supervising volunteer night/day 
watchmen. 

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

• It is important to note that the U.S Marshal Service was established 
September 24, 1789, to support the Federal Courts within their 
jurisdictions. 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 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. 

• While cities were creating police departments with paid officers, 
westward expansion law enforcement in America’s “Wild West” was 
conducted by locally appointed sheriffs, deputies, militias, and 
constables, many of whom were like the former gunfighters. Rather 
than create police departments with paid officers, western towns 
would appoint a paid sheriff, who had the authority to deputize 
citizens temporarily, providing them law enforcement authority for 
response to a specific situation. 

 

Mid-18th and 19th Centuries: Industrial Revolution resulted in the growth of 
cities and increasing populations with an increasing amount of crime. 

• Formal professional police departments began to be formed to 
prevent crime and keep order. 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. 

 

20th Century: Rapid growth and the prohibition 18th Constitutional 
Amendment resulted in increased organized crime resulting in further 
investment in police departments. 

• Related Fact: At the federal level, the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI) was established July 26, 1908, reporting directly to the 

Alternative Resource Text (Open 
Access): McCartney, S., & Parent, R. 
(2015). Ethics in law enforcement. 
Victoria, BC: BCcampus. 
http://opentextbc.ca/ethicsinlawenf
orcement/ 

 

Alternative Resource Text (Open 
Access): Gehl, R., & Plecas, D. 
(2017). Introduction to criminal 
investigation: Processes, practices 
and thinking. New Westminster, BC: 
Justice Institute of British Columbia. 
https://pressbooks.bccampus.ca/cri
minalinvestigation/ 

 

Key Points for Teaching:  

Teacher Resources: 

 

Cox, Massey, Koski, and Fitch 
(2019), Chapters 1 and 2 

 

Important Dates in Law 
Enforcement History 

https://nleomf.org/facts-
figures/important-dates-in-law-
enforcement-history 

 

The History of Modern Policing 

http://criminologycareers.about.co
m/od/Criminology_Basics/a/Early-
History-Of-Policing.htm 

 

The History of the Police  

http://www.sagepub.com/upm-
data/50819_ch_1.pdf 

 

Chapter 1: The History of Law 
Enforcement 

https://www.thoughtco.com/america-moves-westward-4133347
http://opentextbc.ca/ethicsinlawenforcement/
http://opentextbc.ca/ethicsinlawenforcement/
https://pressbooks.bccampus.ca/criminalinvestigation/
https://pressbooks.bccampus.ca/criminalinvestigation/
https://nleomf.org/facts-figures/important-dates-in-law-enforcement-history
https://nleomf.org/facts-figures/important-dates-in-law-enforcement-history
https://nleomf.org/facts-figures/important-dates-in-law-enforcement-history
http://criminologycareers.about.com/od/Criminology_Basics/a/Early-History-Of-Policing.htm
http://criminologycareers.about.com/od/Criminology_Basics/a/Early-History-Of-Policing.htm
http://criminologycareers.about.com/od/Criminology_Basics/a/Early-History-Of-Policing.htm
http://www.sagepub.com/upm-data/50819_ch_1.pdf
http://www.sagepub.com/upm-data/50819_ch_1.pdf


 

 

Department of Justice and providing professional advice and guidance 
to local police departments. 

• The era of city political machines during the late 19th century brought 
the first obvious cases of police corruption. Local political party ward 
leaders, many of whom owned bars or ran street gangs, often 
appointed and paid off high ranking police officials to allow illegal 
drinking, gambling, and prostitution in their precincts. 

• This corruption worsened during prohibition, prompting 
President Herbert Hoover to appoint the 1929 Wickersham 
Commission to investigate the procedures and practices of police 
departments nationwide. The Commission’s findings resulted in a drive 
to professionalize policing and redefine the role of the “career cop” 
that continues today. 

• Technology Development: Most significantly, the police patrol car and 
police radio enabled the rapid transport of an officer and the ability of 
all officers on patrol 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. 

• 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: 

• Establishment of Police Academies; Police Department Divisions such 
as Patrol, Investigations, Traffic Enforcement, SWAT teams, Marine 
Units, Aviation Units, Crime Scene Investigators, Training Units, 
Professional Accreditation, and Internal Affairs 

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

• Community Policing: This is police departments engaging the whole 
community to prevent and minimize crime from occurring by 
developing a professional but amiable relationship that fosters 
community wide trust and cooperation. Examples: 

• Treating each and every person with respect  

• Getting out of their patrol vehicles and meeting people 

• Participating in community improvement projects 

• Youth programs/Police Explorer 

• To further foster community, direct contact utilizing police 
bicycles  

 

• 21st Century: Besides responding to our nation’s continually evolving 
internal criminal activity, officers are now trained and ready to 

https://www.uen.org/lawenfstuden
t/downloads/LE_CH1.pdf 

 

How the U.S. Got Its Police Force 

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

 

History of Policing in the U.S. 
(Video) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
3vgh-r_pPxQ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.thoughtco.com/history-of-prohibition-1779250
https://www.thoughtco.com/key-facts-about-herbert-hoover-104701
https://www.uen.org/lawenfstudent/downloads/LE_CH1.pdf
https://www.uen.org/lawenfstudent/downloads/LE_CH1.pdf
http://time.com/4779112/police-history-origins/
http://time.com/4779112/police-history-origins/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3vgh-r_pPxQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3vgh-r_pPxQ


 

 

respond to homeland security threats originating from international 
and/or domestic sources. 

• According to the Charles Koch Institute, there are currently more than 
18,000 local, state, and federal law police departments employing 
more than 420,000 officers—an average of 2.2 police officers for every 
1,000 individuals in the United States. These police officers deal with 
about 8.25 million crimes and make over 10 million arrests per year. 

• Beginning in the early 2000s, however, many Americans came to 
criticize local police agencies as operating more like occupying soldiers 
than community protectors. After the 2014 Ferguson Riots in 
Ferguson, Missouri, the Black Lives Matter movement came to 
illustrate the public’s concern over the use of unnecessary, excessive 
force by police. In May 2020, the killing of George Floyd—an unarmed 
Black man—by Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin set off over 
450 major protests in cities and towns throughout the United States 
and several foreign countries. 

 

https://www.thoughtco.com/the-history-of-modern-policing-974587 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Explanation 

Exercise: View the video provided at the below link followed by discussion of 
what lessons can be learned from the history of policing to further improve 
police departments going forward. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3vgh-r_pPxQ 

 

Elaboration  

N/A 

Formative Assessment:  

The explanation activities 

Summative Assessment: 

As required by the curriculum and school system 

 

 

 

https://www.thoughtco.com/examples-of-institutional-racism-in-the-u-s-2834624
https://www.thoughtco.com/common-misconceptions-about-black-lives-matter-4062262
https://www.thoughtco.com/the-history-of-modern-policing-974587
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3vgh-r_pPxQ

