
 

 

Dr. Narketta M. Sparkman-Key and members of the Office of Faculty Diversity and Retention, 

In accordance with my acceptance into the Culturally Competent Content Development Program 

(CCCDP), I have undertaken substantive revisions to my POLS 300: Introduction to Public Policy course to 

incorporate a greater focus on racial and social justice in support of the University’s 6 Point Plan. These 

changes are currently live in my Summer Session 1 section of this course (34561). In the pages that 

follow I document the specific changes which were made to the course consistent with the revisions 

plan approved for my acceptance into the CCCDP. 

Revisions Plan and Changes 

A) Weekly Course Content 

As noted in my application to the CCCDP, my course is currently structured across 15 modules (13 

substantive content and 2 examination [Modules 7 and 15]). To revise the weekly course content, I 

proposed the following: 

Plan:  

In pursuit of the goals of the CCDP, I plan to either 1) adapt one or more elements in each 

content module to have a focus on racial and social justice, or when not possible or more 

appropriate, to 2) add/replace an existing course element with a new element focused on racial 

and social justice.  

Below you will find screenshots and descriptions of the changes which we made to the content Modules 
1-6 and 8-14. 

 

 



Module 1: This introductory module’s question response journal was revised to incorporate the concept of social identify theory and to begin connecting 
how personal identity and group membership interact to shape a person’s disposition towards policy and the direction it takes. 

 



Module 2: This module’s question response journal previously considered governmental response to natural disasters, in particular, hurricanes. It was 
refocused and fleshed out to consider the role of federalism in the regulation of law enforcement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Module 3: This module’s discussion board was retrofitted and further fleshed out to expand consideration of the Flint Water Crisis into the idea of 
environmental injustice/racism. 

 

 



Module 4: This module’s question response journal was completely redone. The prior focused on an examination of gun violence and the need for 
accurate statistical data to develop better policy. These revisions instead have given the student’s exposure to a Policy Report on the racial wealth gap, 
not only providing them with the key findings, but helping to support the development of their writing skills which are using in the courses scaffolded 
written assignment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Module 5: This module’s question response journal was retrofitted to focus the idea of state lead policy experimentation through the lens of inequalities 
in health insurance – access and outcomes.  

 

 

 

 



Module 6: This module’s question response journal was completely redone. Previously the assignment involved students applying the concept of the 
policy evaluative criteria of effectiveness in regard to foreign policy. Instead, this question response journal was refocused and redeveloped towards 
examining the effectiveness of national housing policy and its impact in many of the students’ backyards -- Norfolk.  

 

 

 

 



Module 8: This module’s question response journal was further developed to move beyond simply the idea of unemployment and full employment, but 
to consider this idea in the context of the current economic crisis and moving forward the impact on minority populations.  

 

 



Module 9: This module’s question response journal was completely redone to again provide the students exposure to a significant problem address by a 
policy brief. Students examined the impact of how COVID19 highlighted inequities in healthcare by race. In doing so, it further allowed the students to 
continued developing their writing skills in support of the scaffolded course written assignment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Module 10: This module’s question response journal was retrofitted and further developed to expand the concept of poverty and its connection to both 
income and demographics.  

 

 

 

 

 



Module 11: This module’s question response journal was completely redone. The prior entry had student’s examining the U.S. educational system in 
comparison to that in other countries, so as to evaluate where it was in relation and what could be done to address it. Instead, this entry was 
redeveloped to consider the concept of educational inequities and how they have been illuminated by COVID19.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Module 12: This module’s question response journal previously considered the ethical side to policymaking and how it should be applied to climate 
change. The entry was refocused to the idea of Superfund sites, getting students to consider the concept which quite literally exists in their own 
backyards, and then to consider it from the perspective of environmental justice.  

 

 

 



Module 13: This module’s question response journal was further developed to expand on the policy evaluative criteria of equity and liberty and 
challenge the students to consider the negative impact of national security policies on specific racial groups, all in the name of the greater good. 

 

 

 

 



Module 14: This module’s question response journal only required a minor revision to prompt the student’s to perhaps consider a major policy challenge 
focused on race (given the prior module’s redeveloped assets) through the lens of major policy approaches. 



B) Policy Brief 

Further, I proposed making several changes to the development of the key written assignment for the 

course – the policy brief. I proposed the following: 

Plan:  

In pursuit of the goals of the CCCDP, I plan to 1) revise the instructions for the policy brief. In 
doing so, I will revise the Part 1 instructions (Part 1 of 3 of the scaffolded assignment) to include 
an example problem which is focused on a salient racial or social justice issue (which I can 
update semester to semester depending on what is occurring in society/politics at that point in 
time) and 2) provide as an exemplar a completed policy brief from a prior student which was 
focused on a salient racial or social justice problem.  

In accordance with my original plan, I have completed the above. Attached below are screenshots from 
the revised Part 1 instructions, the link to the policy brief exemplar (which ended up being a great 
illustration of student developed policy alternative assessment), and a copy of that exemplar:



 

 

 

 

 





Reducing Racial Disparities in the Criminal Justice System Through the 
Legalization Marijuana 

 
Executive Summary 
 The racial disparities that exist within the modern criminal justice system are the result of 
decades of systemic racism. This policy brief outlines how the legalization of marijuana is just 
one step in beginning to remedy these issues. Black Americans are more than 10 as likely as 
white Americans to be sent to prison for drug crimes, and marijuana charges account for the 
largest portion of drug arrests in the United States (Wegman; Drug Policy Alliance). By federally 
legalizing marijuana for recreational purposes, the potential for racial bias in this can be reduced 
significantly.  
 
 
Introduction  
 By the time you have finished this brief, at least 
one person will have been arrested for a marijuana 
offense, and statistically, it is likely that person will be 
Black (Murdock). It is impossible to talk about racism in 
the United States without talking about the criminal 
justice system. The American criminal justice system 
has been a leading perpetrator of racial injustice for 
decades, and without dramatic changes to its policies, it 
is unlikely to change. Marijuana arrests account for the 
highest proportion of drug arrests in the United States 
making federal legalization of the substance a good 
place to start in addressing these racial disparities (Drug 
Policy Alliance). Presently, the United States 
government is spending billions of dollars on an annual 
basis to arrest, sentence, and detain individuals on 
marijuana charges despite public opinion steadily swaying in favor of federal legalization. The 
copious benefits to eliminating arrests for a crime that is deeply entrenched in racism provide 
ample evidence that it is time for the federal government to legalize recreational marijuana.  
 
 
Policy Options 

1. The Decriminalization of Marijuana 
 The decriminalization of marijuana refers to when states decide to remove the possibility 
of criminal charges for individuals found in possession of the drug. Instead of jail time, offenders 
face civil penalties such as fines, education programs, or treatment programs (Drug Policy 

Source: Drug Policy Alliance, 2018 



Alliance). Presently, 25 states and the District of Columbia have voted to decriminalize 
marijuana use and possession (NRML). States that have supported this legislation fall on all 
sides of the political spectrum, from more historically liberal states, such as Massachusetts, to 
more conservative, states such as Mississippi. The breadth of support for this option 
demonstrates that it is politically feasible to introduce similar policy at a federal level. Further, 
there is significant evidence indicating that federal decriminalization of marijuana would be 
socially feasible. A major concern of decriminalization has been that it may encourage more use 
of that drug within the community, but evidence has made it clear that this is not the case. One 
study that took place across multiple states showed only a 2% increase in reported marijuana use 
amongst high school students in states that have decriminalized the substance. Similar studies 
have found no increase in usage (Austin). In a similar vein, there has been no proof of that the 
decriminalization of marijuana causes the crime rate to rise (Austin). The rebuttal of these 
common concerns with decriminalization indicate that the most salient public concerns with 
decriminalization are false.  
 Decriminalization of marijuana would also be an efficient way to address the 
disproportionate arrests of people of color. Transitioning into decriminalization would be fairly 
simple for law enforcement because it requires little substantial change in practices. 
Decriminalization eliminates strain on the court system because defendants are fined rather than 
sentenced, allowing law enforcement and the judicial system to redirect their attention to other, 
more pressing public safety concerns (Austin). 
 Where decriminalization begins to struggle is in its lack of effectiveness and equity. 
There is a potential for marijuana arrests to in fact increase due to the reduced administrative 
burden they present. When marijuana offenses are considered civil infractions or even 
misdemeanors without jail time arrests become significantly less paperwork-intensive (Drug 
Policy Alliance). Despite marijuana offenses not requiring as severe punishments, even minor 
offenses on individual’s record can affect their ability to get a job or receive a loan.  Most 
unfortunately, however, is the fact that simply reducing the consequences for these crimes does 
little to address the racial disparities in drug arrests. People of color will likely continue suffer 
disproportionate arrests for marijuana possession and use because there is little fundamental 
change in the way communities are policed.  
 
 

2. The Legalization of Marijuana  
Complete legalization of marijuana has far more national and bipartisan support than is 

often recognized. Approximately 48% of Republicans, 72% of independents, and 83% of 
Democrats in the United states support legalization, for a total of 68% of the adult population 
(Brenan).  As of now, 15 states and the District of Columbia have made the decision to legalize 
marijuana at the state level (NORML). This data indicates that this legislation would be both 
politically and socially feasible.  



 Marijuana legalization is also a highly efficient option. It reduces the number of crimes law 
enforcement must pursue at no cost to public safety. Enforcing present marijuana laws is estimated 
to cost approximately $7.6 billion nationally, with $3.7 being spent by police forces, $853 million 
within by the courts, and $3.1 billion in corrections (Austin). Legalization would allow for these 
funds to be reallocated to other essential aspects the of criminal justice system that address more 
destructive and violent offenses.  
 This legislation would also be effective in addressing the racial disparities in incarceration 
rates. Of the 1.65 million drug arrests made nation-wide in 2018, 40% were for marijuana offenses 
(Gramlich). Despite using marijuana at the same rates, Blacks are approximately 3.7 times more 
likely to be arrested for a marijuana offense than Whites, and 10 times more likely to go to prison 
as the result of a drug offense (Wegman). This results in the Black population suffering far more 
than any other as a result of present marijuana legislation. By eliminating the possibility of arrest 
for anyone, regardless of race, for marijuana offenses, there are less opportunities for racial biases 
to motivate an arrest.  This also allows for a far more equitable policy, as it will provide the most 
help the population who has faced the greatest consequences from systemic racism within the 
criminal justice system.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommendation  
 
Careful examination of these policy options makes it clear that complete legalization of 
marijuana would provide the greatest relief to the Black communities that are disproportionately 
incarcerated for drug crimes. Federal legalization of recreation marijuana is the first of many 
impactful steps in reducing the racial discrimination that exists within the modern criminal 
justice system. By passing marijuana legalization legislation, Congress can begin to dismantle 
the systems that perpetuate the oppression of minorities within the United States.  
 
  

Source: Brenan, 2020 
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C) Syllabus 

Finally, changes to this course did signify a significant focus on racial and social justice concerns, and as 
such a revision to the course syllabus was necessary. I proposed the following: 

Plan:  

In pursuit of the goals of the CCCDP, I plan to revise to the course learning goals as stated in the 
course syllabus to include a focus on exploring and consider issues associated with racial and 
social justice. 

In accordance with my original plan, in my syllabus under the Learning Goals, I have added the following 
language: 

Students will improve their ability to effectively participate in a multicultural society by identifying 
and evaluating how has race been intertwined with public policy development in the 20th century and 
the role of public policies and programs in mitigating or exacerbating inequality and social injustice. 

I have attached a screen shot of this below: 

 



 

 



Taken together, the above revisions to my POLS 300: Introduction to Public Policy course represent a 
significant focus on racial and social justice in support of the University’s 6 Point Plan which better 
equips these future policymakers to think about how to tackle some of the most wicked problems facing 
our communities, country, and greater world today.   

I thank you for this great opportunity to reshape elements of my course. 

Benjamin Melusky, Ph.D. 
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