
 

 

UNIT 5: Careers in the Justice System 

LESSON 1: Careers in the U.S. Justice System 

Lesson Topics 

1. Major areas and occupations 
available in the justice system. 

Learning Objectives:  

The student will: 

• Identify the careers available in the American justice system. 

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 

Explore: 

1.   Identify the major areas and occupations available in the justice system: 

• The major areas for criminal justice careers are at the local, state, and 
federal levels of government. At each of these levels, there are similar 
criminal justice career opportunities as well as unique career 
opportunities more prevalent at the specific government level. 

o Federal Government: Federal criminal justice careers include 
special agent positions within the various federal law 
enforcement agencies: FBI, DEA, Customs, U.S. Border Patrol, 
ATF, U.S. Marshals, Secret Service, etc. Each of these agencies 
also includes a wide variety of support positions such as 
analysts and forensic science technicians and attorneys. The 
federal prison system also provides opportunities for careers 
as corrections officers and various prison support positions. 
The federal government and federal court system provide 
thousands of career opportunities for attorneys and support 
personnel.  

▪ Also, within the federal government, there is only one 
military branch of service that has the authority to 
enforce federal law upon U.S. citizens – the U.S. Coast 
Guard. The Posse Comitatus doctrine and act, 
originated in ancient Greece, was the very first 
democracy. It states that within a democracy, the 
military is prohibited from enforcing the law upon its 
citizens. The U.S. Coast Guard has fought in all our 
nation’s wars, and it is authorized to enforce all 
federal laws and regulations on U.S. vessels. The U.S. 
Coast Guard was first established as the Revenue-
Marine on August 4, 1790, by Alexander Hamilton and 
George Washington. 

• State Government: While there is only one federal government, there 
are 50 state governments also offering a wide array of criminal justice 
career opportunities. Every state has some form of state police agency, 

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/lawenfstudent
/ 

 

Alternative Resource Text (Open 
Access): McCartney, S., & Parent, R. 
(2015). Ethics in law enforcement. 
Victoria, BC: BCcampus. 
http://opentextbc.ca/ethicsinlawenf
orcement/ 
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which employs many law enforcement officers and support personnel. 
Beyond the state police, many states also have law enforcement 
officers who focus on fish and wildlife conservation and marine law 
enforcement. Some states even have law enforcement officers who 
enforce the regulations that apply to their state lottery system. There 
are also opportunities for employment in all 50 states’ corrections 
facilities as well as support personnel. 

• Local Government: As of 2018, there were 19,495 incorporated cities, 
towns, and villages and 3,006 counties within the United States. There 
are 17,985 local police agencies in the United States. These agencies 
provide many law enforcement employment opportunities. There are 
also employment opportunities in county and large city jail facilities as 
corrections officers. There are also a wide variety of non-sworn 
support positions within many local law enforcement agencies. These 
include but are not limited to records technician, accreditation 
managers, supply technicians, administrative assistants, crime scene 
technicians, crime analysts, and volunteer coordinators. 

2. Explore a career that interests you within the justice system: 

• Most Importantly: Do not believe what you have watched in the 
dramatized television police shows. Law enforcement service is not all 
fun and glory. It is often very difficult and potentially dangerous. As a 
law enforcement officer/first responder, you are a public servant who 
is willing to serve their community, often in all kinds of weather and 
arduous conditions. However, every day of your career as a law 
enforcement officer, you will be making a significant positive impact 
within your community. The bonds you make with your fellow officers 
and the people you serve will last a lifetime. The deep personal 
satisfaction you experience as a result of your dedicated service will be 
unmatched by nearly any other profession. The roots of happiness 
grow deepest in the soils of public service (adapted from William 
Arthur Ward) 

• Additional Information: 

o Federal Law Enforcement Positions: Special agency positions 
usually require a four-year college degree. The new agent will 
then receive extensive training at the respective academy. A 
wide array of training is provided at the Federal Law 
Enforcement Training Centers located in Glencoe, Georgia. 
These positions have a relatively excellent compensation and 
retirement plan. The needs of the service will often determine 
where in the country you will serve. Generally, those who are 
more willing to go wherever they are needed are more likely 
to be promoted. Also, once you become a federal special 
agent, opportunities to transfer from one agency to another 
may become available. 

o State Law Enforcement Positions: College degree 
requirements vary from state to state. In some states, a 
minimum of a high school diploma is required. Most states 
require attendance at the respective state’s law enforcement 

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: 

 

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS): 
Occupational Handbook – Police and 
Detectives 

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/protective-
service/police-and-detectives.htm 

 

BLS: Occupational Employment and 
Wages, 33-3051 Police and Sheriff's 
Patrol Officers 

https://www.bls.gov/oes/2017/may/
oes333051.htm 

 

BLS: Correctional Officers and Bailiffs 

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/protective-
service/correctional-officers.htm 

 

BLS: Probation Officers and 
Correctional Treatment Specialists 

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/communit
y-and-social-service/probation-
officers-and-correctional-treatment-
specialists.htm 

 

BLS: Lawyers 

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/legal/lawy
ers.htm 

 

BLS: Judges and Hearing Officers 
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academy. In many cases, assignment locations within the state 
are dependent upon where the new officer is most needed. 

o Local Law Enforcement Positions: Generally, new officers 
must first be state certified. Many of the larger agencies have 
their own police academies while smaller agencies depend 
upon community colleges, which have established regional on- 
campus academies that multiple police agencies depend upon 
for fresh applicants. Once hired, officers will complete as much 
as one year of agency field training before they are fully 
certified by the agency to independently perform as a sworn 
law enforcement officer. State certified applicants who have 
prior military service, law enforcement, and/or corrections 
service are highly sought after by agency recruitment officers. 
Note: there currently is very intensive competition between 
agencies to recruit the best candidates. 

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/legal/judge
s-and-hearing-officers.htm 

 

BLS: Forensic Science Technicians 

https://www.bls.gov/ooh/life-
physical-and-social-science/forensic-
science-technicians.htm 

 

Career Profiles – U.S. Courts 

https://www.uscourts.gov/careers/w
ho-works-judiciary 

 

Law Enforcement Careers 

http://www.careerprofiles.info/law-
enforcement-careers.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Explanation 

This lesson lends itself to a single or series of guest speakers. Use both in 
person and video conferencing. 

Elaboration 

N/A 

Formative Assessment:  

At the teacher’s discretion 

Summative Assessment: 

As required by the curriculum and school system 
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