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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

THE PURPOSE OF THIS BOOK

College students in general often ask, “What can I do with this
major?” Students majoring in the study of criminal justice are no

exception to this plight. Criminal justice professors in many universi-
ties hear this question regularly. They often respond with a shrug of
the shoulders and state that the intrinsic value of the college experi-
ence is the continuous quest for knowledge. They could answer like a
politician and emit some form of glittering generality that any degree
will make the student a more informed citizen for the electoral pro -
cess. They also appeal to the altruistic desire found in so many young
people that the overall elevation of education among the entire popu-
lace will make the world a better place by saying that positive change
is possible only through education. Each of these answers may contain
an element of truth. However, they do not answer the basic question
about what sort of career can be obtained by this degree and major? 

At the beginning of an academic term, the same professors could
ask their students what they expect from the class and what they want
from the professor. Usually the students’ first concern is to complete
the class satisfactorily and receive a good grade. Some may mention a
desire to finish the overall degree requirements. Relatively few re -
spond in terms of career preparation. Anecdotally and privately many
of these students indicated that the mere possession of a degree should
automatically qualify them for an upper-level or a specialized position
in the field of criminal justice. Because law enforcement, particularly
at the municipal level, has usually been considered the “dirty work” of
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the criminal justice system, many students tend to hold entry-level
policing in low esteem. 

Among the few students who have given any thought to careers
before their senior year, various patterns begin to emerge. First, many
students have expressed a frustration about the lack of career advice
available from members of the criminal justice faculty. This dissatis-
faction is particularly evident in research universities where graduate
level studies are emphasized and where undergraduate courses are
often taught by doctoral students who have never worked in the field
as practitioners. Many new members of criminal justice faculties are
relatively young, freshly-minted holders of a Ph.D. and commonly do
not consider themselves to be in a second career. As a result, they do
not possess the breadth and depth of experience as practitioners and
are less able to provide the same level of employment assistance in
terms of contacts, advice, and interest as their predecessors were able
to offer. 

When criminal justice was first recognized as an academic disci-
pline during the 1950s, the faculty came largely from the ranks of
retired practitioners in law enforcement and corrections who usually
possessed a Master’s degree at most. While they did not possess the
theoretical background or formal research training found in today’s
faculty, they brought two very important assets to the undergraduate
classroom: Their own experiences and perceptions in the criminal jus-
tice job search process and their direct contacts with the recruiters
from various agencies. In addition, an exceptionally large number of
criminal justice students during the 1970s were already employed in
the criminal justice system and were using the opportunities available
under the Law Enforcement Education Program of the Law Enforce -
ment Assistance Administration created in the Department of Justice
under the Omnibus Crime Control and Safe Streets Act of 1968.
These students were in the university classroom primarily to enhance
their chances of promotion during their careers. By their very pres-
ence, the employed students were also able to perform the function of
providing career advice and contacts for the traditional students.

Second, many students have not been exposed to the criminal jus-
tice system beyond the classroom or a family member who was a
police official. Their knowledge usually comes vicariously or from the-
oretical sources, and their perspective comes from the entertainment
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and news media. Since the entertainment media are geared solely
toward providing dramatic amusement, law enforcement is seen
through the perspective of excitement and spectacle. Hollywood
depictions fail to capture the human interaction experienced by the
beat-cop on patrol on a daily basis. In entertainment productions such
as 21 Jump Street and The Shield, people in entry-level positions in law
enforcement and are portrayed as a combination of incompetence,
brutality, and questionable ethics performing mundane tasks that can
be carried out by anybody. Dramatic presentations such as Orange is
the New Black and even older motion pictures such as Cool Hand Luke,
personnel from the institutional element of the correctional system are
portrayed as being composed of sadistic sociopaths with marginal
intelligence. Community-based employees are rarely portrayed at all.
Staff members of the judiciary are merely shown in the background.
Anyone working in private security is generally shown as a blunder-
ing oaf similar to the title role seen in Paul Blart: Mall Cop or as an
aspiring police officer who does not possess the intellectual acumen or
physical ability to become employed in public law enforcement. Con -
se quently, few students want anything to do with the entry-level posi-
tions in the criminal justice system where the “hands-on” tasks are per-
formed and where the ability to develop the skills and experience for
promotion is developed.

This book is intended to fill the void of organized information
about careers in criminal justice in several different ways. First, realis-
tic descriptions of the various entry-level positions will be offered.
Information about where these positions can lead will be provided in
each of the elements of the criminal justice system. All too often, even
after earning a four-year degree, many students have developed their
perceptions about the duties of criminal justice personnel from dra-
matic (and sometimes comic) portrayals from the entertainment media.
Hopefully, this book will dispel these delusions.

Second, practical information will be provided to maximize effi-
ciency in the selection of academic courses that will improve a stu-
dent’s likelihood of success during the application process. This sort of
efficiency will have the side benefit of enabling the students to com-
plete their studies in a timely fashion. Because of the continuously ris-
ing costs associated with the college experience, students are often
under pressure from their parents to finish their degree requirements
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as quickly as possible. Some states have recognized the need for stu-
dents to finish quickly and may even provide a financial incentive to
complete the requirements within a given time and within a given
number of credit hours. This book will address these concerns by
explaining which electives will improve a criminal justice student’s
marketability in the job search process. 

Third, this book is intended to describe how potential employees
can find the sites where employment might be sought and what to
expect at these sources. The job search process is not a fishing expe-
dition. No amount of success can be expected by merely emailing a
resumé with the hope that it will be found in the net of an employer. 

Finally, even after finally recognizing the wide and varied range of
employment possibilities in the criminal justice system, many students
still have an unrealistic expectation of the nonacademic foundation
steps needed to attain these specialized positions. In addition to the
need for students to follow their necessary coursework, these steps
come in the forms of behavioral and physical preparations, appropri-
ate experience, and proper networking. Thus, this book is also intend-
ed to help prepare college students for the rigors of the selection and
training processes. Both physical and mental fitness are mandatory for
selection. While most college students should be able to pass the writ-
ten testing portion successfully, today’s society and its material ease
have created a sedentary population that is incapable of undergoing
the rigor of modern law enforcement without failure or injury. Appli -
cants for employment in criminal justice represent a microcosm of
society and would not fare well without preparation. The mere pos-
session of a degree does not guarantee that an applicant possesses the
intellectual ability to succeed in the field or even during the job quest.
Depending on the specific job, additional specialized coursework and
preparation may be necessary. This book will address the steps and per-
 formance levels needed for a successful job hunt and satisfying career.

In addition to benefitting students directly, the material presented
in this book will also furnish criminal justice faculty members with
resource material when students ask them for vocational advice. This
material will particularly aid instructional faculty members teaching
classes in the introduction to criminal justice, and in more specialized
courses describing law enforcement, the judiciary, corrections, and
private security. Also, the material will particularly help instructors


	CAREERS FOR THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE MAJOR
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	CONTENTS
	Chapter 1-INTRODUCTION-The Purpose of This Book




