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POLICY ISSUES

The Appropriate Role of a Police Officer
Historically, police officers performed a variety 

of tasks such tax collection, street sanitation, public 
health, and law enforcement. Today, many believe 
that all police should be tasked with additional 
law enforcement policies—namely immigration 
responsibilities. Some argue that police officers 
should be able to stop and ask citizens about their 
citizenship status, request papers, and arrest those 
they believe are undocumented. 

Think About It
1.	 What is the appropriate role of a police officer?

2.	 Would this type of policy have an effect  
on the relationship between police and the  
public? 

3.	 How might this affect a citizen’s likelihood to report 
crime or victimization to the police? 

4.	 Would a policy like this allow criminals to remain free 
and target Hispanics or others commonly thought to 
be undocumented? 

Now that you have thought about the issue of immigration 
policies and the use of police to enforce them, imagine 
you are the new chief of police who gets to establish new 
policy in Houston, Texas. 

5.	 Would you allow immigration duties be carried out by 
the police? 

6.	 If so, how would you write policy to ensure that 
abuse of power does not occur and that all citizens 
report violence? 

7.	 If not, what would you include as the appropriate role 
of a police officer today?

were unpaid, in other places agents were paid, and in yet 
other locations each male was expected to participate on 
a rotating basis as an officer. In addition, there were some 
more formalized positions that expected to maintain 
order. Parish constables were utilized in the Colonies to 
maintain the weapons and equipment of each hundred 
while sheriffs worked in counties. Though operating in 
distinct areas, these highly lucrative roles were similar: 
Both sheriffs and constables were large landowners who 
were appointed by colonial governors to enforce the law 
in the areas they controlled and to protect their lands.

Colonial sheriffs were responsible for capturing 
criminals, serving subpoenas, supervising elections, 
dealing with religious nonconformists, and collecting 
taxes. They did not patrol to deter crime, but rather 
worked reactively, focusing on citizen complaints after 
crimes had occurred. Sheriffs were paid with fees based 
on tasks performed. Because tax collection offered the 
highest fees, sheriffs focused on the profitable task of 
tax collection. The fees were not the only way sheriffs 
enriched themselves. They were frequently engaged in 
embezzlement and other irregularities associated with 
tax collection. Law enforcement responsibilities such 
as apprehending criminals—while offering monetary 
rewards—were not financially worthwhile enough to 

become a focus of their daily activities. Rather, law enforcement responsibilities were a low 
priority, and predictably this system was inefficient in terms of crime fighting.

A representation of major changes in policing in the United 

States over time. What do you think is most responsible for 

changes in policing over time? What changes do you feel 

remain to be made in our police agencies? Why?
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