Small Group American Lit – Summer Reading 
[bookmark: _GoBack]You will have a total of 12 journal entries/question answers.
Choose one for the chapters marked and then choose 2 additional questions.
Handwritten neatly or typed. Please label by chapter and question number.
Due the first day of school 8/1/2019
 Discussion Questions for Just Mercy by Bryan Stevenson

Introduction: Higher Ground (choose one)
1. Why do you think that the statement “those without the capital get the punishment” had such a profound effect on Bryan? How did it shape decisions he made later in his career?
2. Why is the Deep South such a problematic place for justice systems especially for those citizens of color? *
3. What pattern does Bryan want the reader to see when he uses numbers and stats on page 15 about the incarceration rate in the United States?
4. Do you agree with sending non-violent offenders to jail for long sentences? (i.e. substance abuse problems like meth and marijuana) *
5. What effect have private prisons made on sentencing criminals? Do you think private prisons should be done away with? Why or why not?
6. On page 17, Bryan said that “each of us is more than the worst thing we’ve ever done.” Do you agree with this statement? Can people who have committed crimes be rehabilitated? *
7. Martin Luther King, Jr. once said “He who passively accepts evil is as much involved in it as he who helps to perpetrate it. He who accepts evil without protesting against it is really cooperating with it.” What do you think he meant by that during the Civil Rights Movement? How does this quote pertain to today’s injustices?

Chapter 1: Mockingbird Players
1. After the conversation with the judge on pages 20 and 21, what picture did Bryan have of the justice system?
2. Why does it matter that people often forget that Tom Robinson was not successfully defended in To Kill a Mockingbird?
3. Do you think Walter’s independence he gained from owning his own business eventually led to being falsely accused? Why or why not?
4. In the footnote on page 29, Bryan give some statistics about the racial integrity law. What pattern is he wanting you to see?



Chapter 2: Stand (choose one)
1. What are some of the cruel practices that the Attica Prison riots drew attention to? Which one do you think is the most inhumane? Why? *
2. What are some current cases of police misconduct in the U.S.? (think Black Lives Matter movement) *
3. Do prison guards and workers have an obligation to keep violent criminals alive?
4. Do you think Bryan was naive to wonder why the cops stopped at his car on page 39? Why or why not?
5. Bryan states that his first instinct was to run on page 40. What would have happened if he had run?
6. Why do you think Bryan  hated that he sounded scared while talking to the cops?
7. Why do you think Bryan didn’t say anything about the illegal search of his car as it was happening?
8. Why do you think Bryan says that “no one should need those kinds of credentials [law degree] to complain about misconduct by police officers”?
9. What could be done to help young drivers know what to do when they are pulled over by police? *
10. What is the importance of the old man in the wheelchair at the end of the chapter?


Chapter 3: Trials and Tribulations (choose one)
1. How can race be a problem with juries? Is there a solution to this problem? *
2. What were some of the holes in Ralph Myers’s story? Why did the state prosecute anyway?
3. How did Sheriff Tate not do his job as an investigator and upholder of the law?
4. What is your opinion on putting pretrial detainees who have not yet been convicted on death row? Is there any instance where this would be okay?
5. Do you think it is right to use the electric chair on death row inmates. Why or why not? *
6. How did the Sheriff use Myers in the case against Walter? What was the effect that death row had on Myers?
7. On page 59, Bryan talks about African American and women being excluded from juries. What effect would this have on trials where the defendant was being tried for violent crimes? *
8. Why was the change of venue granted by Judge Key so surprising? Why did the judge grant it at all?




Chapter 4: The Old Rugged Cross (choose one)
1. Why might poor death row inmates be mistrustful of lawyers? *
2. How did politics play an important role in the execution and conviction of Michael Lindsey?
3. Do you think it is cruel to execute someone with low mental capabilities? Why or why not? Is there ever an instance where this would be okay? *
4. Why hadn’t “Yellow Mama” been corrected or improved since the botched killing of Horace Dunkins?
5. Do you think it would have been right for Herbert Richardson to be found innocent because of his PTSD and troubled childhood? Can people overcome huge events like those? *
6. How does money (or lack thereof) affect convictions where the defendant has a court-appointed lawyer?
7. What is surprising about Herbert’s family visit? How did he treat everyone?
8. Why was everyone at the prison so nice and accommodating to Herbert on his last day? What does this say about humanity and killing? *
9. Do you believe “eye for an eye” has a place in the U.S. judicial system? Why or why not? *
10. What effect did witnessing Herbert’s execution have on Bryan? *

Chapter 5: Of the Coming of John
1. Why would it have been easier if Walter was not with his family? What does this say about the police force’s motives?
2. Why did all of Walter’s family want to talk to Bryan? 
3. Was meeting all of Walter’s family a good thing or a bad thing for Bryan? Why?
4. What is the significance of The Souls of Black Folk by W.E.B. DuBois? How is it similar to Walter’s story?
5. Why did Bryan spend so much time getting to know Walter and talking about things seemingly unrelated to his case?
6. What difference can you see in Bryan in the way he interacts with death row inmates from the Introduction to this chapter?

Chapter 6: Surely Doomed (choose one)
1. What does it say about the mindset of the police that they charged Walter with murder based solely on Myers’s testimony?
2. Why would admitting a mistake be disastrous for law enforcement? Is there a way to fix this? *
3. Why do you think Bryan continues to have hope in getting Walter’s conviction overturned?
4. Why was Michael O’Connors a perfect fit for Bryan’s office?
5. What are some of the things that the police got away with doing in Walter’s case?  Why do you think they can get away with it? *
6. Why was Myer’s recanting to Bryan and Michael both a good and a bad thing?
7. Do you agree or disagree with using victim’s families in court proceedings or prison advisory boards?
8. On page 142, what pattern is Bryan showing when talking about percentages of homicide victims and race? *


Chapter 7: Justice Denied
1. Do you think it is okay for a single judge to decide the length for a Rule 32 hearing?
2. What does it say about the judge’s impartiality when he let potential witnesses stay in the courtroom during testimony?
3. Why did Mrs. Williams react to the dogs in that way? How did her overcoming them affect Bryan? Is it surprising that in the 1980s, dogs are still being used in a courtroom? Are dogs used today?

Chapter 8: All God’s Children (choose one)
1. How do you think Trina’s upbringing contributed to her incarceration? *
2. How did the justice system fail Trina?
3. Do you think that $62,000 was a big enough settlement for Trina’s civil suit against the officer who raped her?
4. What is surprising about the fact that Pennsylvania has the largest population  of child offenders condemned to die in prison?
5. How does a child’s environment affect teens? Do you agree with this? Why or why not? *
6. What is surprising about the fact that there is no minimum age for sentencing for kidnapping?
7. Would there ever be a time when condemning a juvenile to life in prison for a crime where no one was physically hurt would be okay? *
8. Are children born inherently bad? *
9. Does the absence of a family worsen juvenile’s situations in the justice system?
10. Why was the photo so important to Ian?

Chapter 9: I’m Here (choose one)
1. Should one person (judge) to decide how long a hearing should last? *
2. How could having a large family supporting a defendant in court be helpful or hurtful? *
3. How was Judge Norton biased?
4. Why do you think the judge was surprised all of the witnesses for Walter’s defense were white? *
5. Why did the police bring dogs to the courtroom? Were they really needed?
6. Why was Mrs. Williams to important to Bryan?
7. In what ways did the justice system seem biased during Walter’s case?
8. Why do you think the State did not have a rebuttal case?


Chapter 10: Mitigation
1. How does being mentally ill and poor in society heighten chances of a police encounter?
2. How did being poor affect George’s legal team and ultimately his case? Should money decide what kind of defense a person receives?
3. What do you think about this being so up hill for Bryan to prove Mr. Jenkins was mistreated?
4. What does the guard’s reaction to Mr. Jenkins’s hearing at the end of the trial compared to his initial treatment of Bryan say about human nature?

Chapter 11: I’ll Fly Away (choose one)
1. What does it say about the justice system that Bryan had to take cases to an appellate court to receive justice for his clients?
2. Why couldn’t/didn’t Walter sue newspapers for defamation?
3. Why was it so important to Bryan that the investigators Taylor and Cole doubted Walter’s guilt?
4. How has Bryan matured? *
5. Do you think prosecutors/the State realize that the justice system create permanent injuries?
6. What do you think the prosecutor, Tommy Chapman, learned from Walter’s case? *

Chapter 12: Mother, Mother
1. How did being poor affect Marsha before and after being charged for a crime?
2. Do you think that parents should be charged with a crime for exposing a child to dangerous environments?
3. What effect does the high incarceration of women with children have on society?
4. Is it right to ban federal assistance for women with children who have drug convictions?
5. Should men be wardens in female prisons? Why or why not?



Chapter 13: Recovery (choose one)
1. Should there even be a death penalty? Do humans have the right to kill other humans? *
2. What amount of money should Walter have received in compensation for being wrongfully imprisoned?
3. Should all states commuted the death sentences of all people on death row? Why or Why not?
4. What is the difference between the teenagers’ reactions in Sweden to teenagers in the United States? *


Chapter 14: Cruel and Unusual (choose one)
1. Is there ever a time when charging a child as an adult would be just? *
2. How is it possible for police to destroy evidence and get away with it?
3. Did Joe deserve what happened to him in the adult prison to which he was sentenced?
4. Why or how did the prison system become the answer to everything wrong in society? What are some alternatives to incarceration?
5. Is it humane to put death row inmates in cages? *
6. Why do you think Joe was excited to ask Bryan questions like “What is your favorite color?”
7. Can prisoners be rehabilitated? *
8. Do you agree with the argument that if children are not allowed to drink, smoke, vote, etc. then they shouldn’t be allowed to be charged as adults?

Chapter 15: Broken
1. Why did seeing Walter in a diminishing state shake Bryan so badly?
2. What life lesson did the boy with the speech impediment teach Bryan at a young age? How did this lesson affect Bryan as an adult?
3. What role should mercy play in society?

Chapter 16: The Stonecatchers’ Song of Sorrow
1. What does the fact the even the prosecutors and deputy sheriffs applauded the release of Mr. Caston say about human nature?

Epilogue
1. Do we (humans) deserve to kill?
