
Garden City High School 
Course: Criminal Justice – ½ year elective 

 
Instructional Philosophy: 
The Criminal Justice course is a half year elective designed to accentuate a natural interest held by most 
high school age students.  As our students mature they come to realize that responsibility is never far 
behind the rights they gain as they get older.  Criminal Justice affords the opportunity for students to 
become more knowledgeable about those rights and responsibilities as well as becoming critical thinkers 
when examining media coverage, movies, television and popular culture’s “take” on the American legal 
system.    

 
 The course has the distinct advantage of not being held to a set curriculum or high stakes, end-of-the-
course assessment.  This means that the course is highly malleable to the needs of the students taking the 
class and to the topics of the day that will spark the most interest and generate discussion.    The subject 
matter also lends itself to meaningful research, writing, discussion and oral presentations; skills that will 
enhance student performance in all of their course work.  Most of all, the course’s flexibility gives 
students the chance to direct their own course of study through research projects and non-traditional 
assessments. Student ownership of the course must be a high priority for the course to be successful. 
 
Overview of Criminal Justice :  
The purpose of this course is to provide students with a working knowledge of the law and legal system 
in which they live.  Topics in this course will include, but are not limited to, a historic overview of the 
law, American law through the Constitution, criminal behavior, causation of crime, types of crime, role 
of law enforcement agencies, role of the judiciary, court proceedings and the corrections system. 
Traditional lecture/ discussion, group activities, group presentations, guest speakers, field trips, mock 
trials and examination of New York Law will all be used to help students acquire this knowledge. 

 Knowledge and Skills Objective 

1. To develop critical thinking skills necessary to interpret information from various sources  
2. To distinguish subjective work from objective work and appreciate the need for both when 

studying a social science such as Criminal Justice. 
3. To demonstrate the ability to create and present and argument AND defend that argument against 

its counterpoint. 
4. To exhibit the skills and habits of effective writers and researchers and demonstrate the ability to 

shift between writing styles (see point 2) 
5. To apply complex ideas and concepts to new situations and identify when those concepts don not 

apply or only partly apply. 

Units of Study 

I. Introduction to the law 
a. Language of the Law 
b. Penal Law Definitions 
c. Alcohol Beverage Control Law 



d. Vehicle and Traffic Law 
e. Historical overview of global legal systems 

Essential questions:  
• What impact have earlier civilizations had on the development of American law ? 
• How does the relationship of the federal government to state governments manifest itself 

in the creation and execution of laws ? 
• What features are similar in all law codes ? 
• What features are different ? 

 
II. The Interpretation of Law- Supreme Court 

a. Bill of Rights 
b. Constitutional Protections 
c. Interpretive nature of Constitution 
d. Appeals Courts 
e. Supreme Court protocol 
f. Supreme Court cases 

 Essential questions  
• How are the Bill of Rights applied to the life of an American citizen? 
• How has the interpretation of civil liberties changed, evolved, shrunk or grown over 

time? 
• What role is played by the Appellate Courts on the federal and state level? 
• What is the role of the Supreme Court and how does it function? 
• How does one write a certiorari brief? 
• How can both sides of an argument be “right”? 
• What impact have Supreme Court decisions had on American society and government. 
 

III. Causation of Crime 
a. Schools of thought 
b. How have societies explained crime and criminal behavior over the centuries? 

 
IV. Philosophy of American law 

a. NYS Penal Law 
1. Triangle of Crime 
2. Legal culpability 
3. Legal defenses 
4. Property Crimes 
5. Violent Crimes 
6. Organized Crime 
7. Sequence of the Criminal Process 

Essential questions  
• What elements must exist in order for a “crime” to be a “crime”? 



• How does the law determine ones responsibility for an act? 
• How does the law recognize instances where a criminal act might not be a crime? 
• What differentiates one property crime from another? 
• How does the law differentiate one violent crime from another? 
• What makes organized crime far more dangerous for a society? 

 
V. Mock Trial 

a. Trial procedure 
b. Trial protocol 
c. Courtroom vocabulary 
d. Chain of evidence 
e. Witness testimony 

   Essential questions  
• How does one build a case for the Prosecution? 
• How does one build a case for the Defense ? 
• Does the substance or style of an attorney win the day? 
• How does a judge make determinations about the appropriate nature of courtroom 

conduct? 
 
VI. Counterfeiting  

a. Security features 
b. U.S. currency, history 
c. U.S. currency, today 
Essential questions  

• How do governments try to prevent counterfeiting from occurring? 
 
VII. Prisons 

a. History 
b. “Supermax” 
c. Rehabilitation v. Punishment  
Essential questions  

• What central problems, issues and questions face the American corrections system? 
 
VIII. Fingerprinting 

a. history 
b. Reliability? 
c. Roll em’! 

 
IX. Crime goes to the movies 

a. Sample movie clips 
b. Is CSI for Real?  

 Essential questions   



• Is  “Hollywood’s” depiction of crime and the justice system helpful to the public’s 
understanding? 

MATERIALS: 

            New York State Penal Law,  Looseleaf Law Publishing 
            Rising Phoenix, by Kyle Mills, 1997  
            Various Articles  

Various Videos (e.g. Law and Order, C.S.I., Lie to Me, Supermax, FBI Crime Lab, The Mind of 
the Serial killer) 

  

  

 


