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Summary of Book

(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: Capture the summary from the author’s website. Either source the summary or rewrite. Make certain to always provide credit. The summary only needs to be one or two paragraphs)

Just Mercy is described on the author’s website as “a powerful true story about the potential for mercy to redeem us, and a clarion call to fix our broken system of justice—from one of the most brilliant and influential lawyers of our time.”
Just Mercy “is at once an unforgettable account of an idealistic, gifted young lawyer’s coming of age, a moving window into the lives of those he has defended, and an inspiring argument for compassion in the pursuit of justice.” “Bryan Stevenson was a young lawyer when he founded the Equal Justice Initiative, a legal practice dedicated to defending those most desperate and in need: the poor, the wrongly condemned, the women and children trapped in the farthest reaches of our criminal justice system. One of his first cases was that of Walter McMillian, a young man who was sentenced to die for a notorious murder he insisted he didn’t commit. The case drew Bryan into a tangle of conspiracy, political machinations, and legal brinkmanship—and transformed his understanding of mercy and justice forever.” 
About the Author 
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: Capture the author background from the author’s website. Either source the summary or rewrite. Make certain to always provide credit. The author summary only needs to be one or two paragraphs)

• Birth—November 14, 1959 
• Where—Milton, Delaware, USA 
• Education—B.A., Eastern University; J.D. Harvard Law School; M.P.P., Harvard Kenney School
• Awards—MacArthur Fellow, Olof Palme Prize, Gruber Prize for Justice, Four Freedoms Award, Andrew Carnegie Medal for Excellence in Fiction and Nonfiction, Dayton Literary Peace Prize for Nonfiction
• Currently—lives in Montgomery, Alabama, USA
Stevenson was born in 1959 in a small rural town with an older brother, sister, mother, and father. His family attended the Prospect African Methodist Episcopal Church where Stevenson was involved in church choir and formed strong beliefs about looking beyond a person’s worst deed. On the cusp of the Civil Rights Movement, he spent his first grade year in a colored elementary school before it was desegregated the following year. Still, the public facilities and community of his childhood was always informally segregated. 

At sixteen, Stevenson’s grandfather was fatally stabbed during a home robbery; the killers received lifetime sentences. He graduated high school in 1977, played basketball, baseball, and served as student body president. Stevenson received a full scholarship to Harvard Law School after graduating Eastern University in St. Davids, Pennsylvania in 1981. 
After graduation, Stevenson moved to two different locations in the southern United States, promoting peace and justice, and writing. To date, Stevenson has five publications: “Confronting Mass Imprisonment and Restoring Fairness to Collateral Review of Criminal Cases,” “The Ultimate Authority on the Ultimate Punishment: the Requisite Role of the Jury in Capital Sentencing,” “The Politics of Fear and Death: Successive Problems in Capital Federal Habeas Corpus Cases,” Cruel and Unusual: Sentencing 13-and 14-Year Old Children to Die in Prison, and Just Mercy. 
Radio/TV/Special Appearances
TED2012 in Long Beach, California, University of Delaware graduation speech in May 2016, commencement speaker for Loyola University Chicago Stritch School of Medicine in 2011
Special Projects 
After graduating from Harvard, Stevenson moved to Atlanta, Georgia to join the Southern Center for Human Rights. In 1989 he took over the Alabama operation, fostering the resource center for death-penalty defense and moved to Montgomery. Moved by the lack of legal assistance to people on death row in Alabama, Stevenson founded the non-profit Equal Justice Initiative, saving over 125 men from the death penalty to date.

His work for justice also fuelled his effort to have three historic slave markers recognized in Montgomery. Until approval for Stevenson’s project was passed in 2013, all historic markers in Montgomery only referred to Confederate history, wholly ignoring the rich and dark slave past. He has also commemorated the 4,000 lynchings that took place between 1877 and 1950, creating a Memorial for Peace and Justice on six acres of acquired land. Stevenson also plans to create a museum in the city to be called, From Enslavement to Mass Incarceration. 
Learning Target for Discussion Questions:

· Identifying the Criminal Justice System and its issues.
· Ways to restore the tensions between police and communities.
· Ways to restore the racial bias in the death penalty.
Discussion Questions
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: As you read through the book, think of appropriate/applicable questions. Keep in mind that the questions should be directed to a 9th/10th grade reading level. Try to avoid yes-or-no questions without requiring further elaboration from students, e.g., how, why)
Title:
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer:  If the title is self-evident, a question(s) regarding the title may not be necessary or applicable)
What does the title, Just Mercy mean to you? What are the different ways to interpret the word “Just,” and what does each of these do to affect the title’s implications?
Context:
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: You do not need to have questions in every section. This section is just a guideline to ensure comparability with the other curriculum guides)
From UW-Madison Common Book Program, https://gobigread.wisc.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2016/04/Discussion_Questions_Just_Mercy_Final.pdf
Just Mercy begins with information about Bryan Stevenson growing up poor in a racially segregated community in Delaware. He remembers his grandmother telling him, “You can’t understand most of the important things from a distance, Bryan. You have to get close.” (14). How does Stevenson get close to the incarcerated people he is helping? How does getting close to Walter McMillian affect Stevenson’s life? 

Early in the book, Stevenson describes an incident when he was racially profiled and the police searched his car. He wonders, if there had been drugs in his car and he was arrested, if he could convince his attorney that his car was searched illegally? Stevenson says, “Would a judge believe that I’d done nothing wrong? Would they believe someone who was just like me but happened not to be a lawyer? Someone like me who was unemployed and had a criminal record?” (44). Based on your current understanding of the United States criminal justice system, what do you think? 

How do you think the murder of his 86-year-old grandfather could have fueled his passion for justice? If you were in Stevenson’s place, would you see the death penalty assigned to the murderers as fair? Why or why not? Did Stevenson’s reaction to the event shock you?
What is this book about? Many United States citizens will find this book painful and shameful to read. What kind of emotions did it bring up to you? Do you think your reaction might have been different if you were of a different race or class?

Structure/ Narrative:
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: You do not need to have questions in every section. This section is just a guideline to ensure comparability with the other curriculum guides)
Talk about the racial jury makeup for McMillian’s trials. Stevenson describes numerous workarounds within the United States legal system. We learn that nearly every prisoner on death row had been tried by an all-white or nearly all-white jury, despite a Supreme Court ruling in the 19th century that declared excluding black people from jury duty unconstitutional. Why do you think black people are excluded from the juries of black defendants? Should race of the defendant and jury always match or at least be considered? What other factors should influence jury member selection?

Who were some of Walter McMillian’s most important allies? Who do you think is most to blame for his conviction? Do you think his story would have played out differently if he were not poor and black? If so, what does this say about our justice system? (http://www.randomhousebooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/justmercy_studyguidev7_Final.pdf)
Because of his extensive work with low income and incarcerated people, Stevenson concludes that “the opposite of poverty is not wealth; the opposite of poverty is justice” (18). What does this statement mean? What examples in the book inform Stevenson’s position on poverty and justice? What is justice?

For Richardson in chapter 4, a former U.S. war veteran, mental illness plays a big role. Why do you think mental illness is often not addressed at trial? Is mental illness something that we should always take into consideration for defendants? Can mental illness justify or explain a crime? What are some fair ways to treat mentally ill defendants? If you consider that Alabama’s capital statue requires that murder be intentional in order for a defendant to be eligible for the death penalty, can Richardson justly be condemned to this fate?
Reflect on the types of things kids do, and that you have done as a kid, that could lead to criminal charges. In your opinion, are there ever reasonable situations where minors should be charged as adults? Why?

Why are wrongful convictions and illegal trials involving young children very common?
(http://www.randomhousebooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/justmercy_studyguidev7_Final.pdf)
Character:
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: You do not need to have questions in every section. This section is just a guideline to ensure comparability with the other curriculum guides)
From publisher’s discussion guide, http://www.randomhousebooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/justmercy_studyguidev7_Final.pdf
Stevenson wished he had been more assertive with the police while they were illegally searching his

car. Do you think that would have been effective? How would you recommend someone respond in a similar situation? Do you think the police officers acted appropriately? How else might they have approached the situation? (chapter 2)

Talk about ways that Stevenson’s upbringing affected his views on the criminal justice system.  How did Stevenson embrace the history of his race to make positive change in the community?

Content/ Plot:
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: You do not need to have questions in every section. This section is just a guideline to ensure comparability with the other curriculum guides)
From publisher’s discussion guide, http://www.randomhousebooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/justmercy_studyguidev7_Final.pdf
In chapter 6, what ways did the judicial system fail to protect Charlie? What special circumstances of the murder victim led to greater struggles for Charlie? Is this fair to you? What is your opinion of Mr. and Mrs. Jennings? 
How do you feel about Payne v. Tennessee in chapter 7? Why do you feel this way?
How does the race of the victim factor into this case (chapter 7)?

Talk about life before sentencing for Trina, Ian and Antonio in chapter 8. How would you have changed the ruling in Trina, Ian, and Antonio’s sentencing? Should their backgrounds be taken into consideration for sentencing? How does Ian channel his emotions? How would you react to a letter like the one Ian writes to Stevenson? 

Why do you think chapter 8 is called “All God’s Children?”

What does Stevenson mean when he uses the word “mitigation” in court in chapter 9? 

Did the judge’s ruling in chapter 10 surprise you? Do you think the 60 Minutes segment hurt or helped Walter’s case? Why? 

Talk about Walter’s wife’s reaction to his incarceration. Would you have acted similarly? How does an incarceration affect more than just the convicted person?

Did Walter finally obtain justice? Why do you think this way? 

In chapter 10, who do you think is the most guilty of wrongdoing in Marsha’s case? Do you think the verdict would have been different if the accused was the father of the infant? If Marsha was wealthy?

In what ways are female inmates more at risk than male inmates? 

Reflect on the statistics Stevenson cites in chapter 10 for the imprisonment rates of women compared to men in the past decade. Why do you think these rates are so different?

Discuss the ways in which the system failed Jimmy Dill in chapter 15.

What effect did the events of September 11, 2001 have on the fight to appeal the death penalty?

10 General Questions for any book
1. How did you feel about the book?  What was the experience of reading it like for you?

2. What do you think the author was trying to accomplish with this novel? 

3. Who was your favorite character? What did you appreciate about him/her? 

4. Sometimes when we read we relate to a particular character.  Did you find anyone you related to in this book?  Why?   If you didn't, is there value in reading about people very different from ourselves?  

5. Consider the main character: what does he or she believe in? What is he or she willing to fight for?

6. At the end of the book, do you feel hope for the characters? 

7. Are any of the events in the book relevant to your own life? 

8. Was the story credible? The characters credible? 

9. What is the favorite book you've ever read, why?
10. What is your favorite Book -to- movie?  Why?  What were the differences between book and movie?  What did you like better in which version?
Enrichment Ideas for Discussion

(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: Capture enrichment ideas for facilitators to use during an ABG session, such as small group activities; accountable “talks”; games; role play; or props)
From http://www.randomhousebooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/justmercy_studyguidev7_Final.pdf
Write a book review of Just Mercy for the New York Times Book Review. Or talk about the strengths and potential weaknesses of the book? Would you recommend it to others? Why or why not? 

Stevenson cites Havel as an inspiration of hope in chapter 11. Who or what is your inspiration and why? Why is hope important? 

Enrichment Ideas for Teachers
(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: Capture enrichment ideas for teachers to implement book into language arts curriculum, such as writing or art projects; lessons; historical relevance; or vocabulary)
Vocabulary Section: 

(Note to Curriculum Guide Writer: Provide vocabulary that may be challenging for students in this section for teachers to review with their students)
Common Core: 
This section of the publisher’s website cites how each chapter of the book relates to common core standards: http://www.randomhousebooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/justmercy_studyguidev7_Final.pdf

Directions:

Use the select questions for short writing prompt and discussion to fit the Success Criteria.
Give students 5-7 minutes to sit quietly to read the passage and get their thoughts together.

TIPS for using this activity:

1.  Read the questions out loud to get students thinking about the activity sheet they’re about to complete. 

2.  Read the passage out loud in the group.

3.  Encourage students to use their books to pull evidence to support their ideas. 

4.  Give students 5-7 minutes to write down their ideas.

5.  Break-down in small groups to discuss their answers. Assign a volunteer to each group. 

6.  Use different passages with different learning targets and questions. Have each group with the same learning target discuss their ideas and solutions and report out to the entire group. 

7. Create 3 separate sheets for all students to complete. When reporting out to the entire group, allow students to who have not already spoken to share. The purpose of the activity is to get as many students to speak and voice their opinion. Having them write down their ideas give the students an opportunity to have something to share with the class.


Read the following passage on page 18. As you read, think about your ideas about (ex: racial injustices in society. What are the current issues? How can we solve them?): 

“We are all implicated when we allow other people to be mistreated. An absence of compassion can corrupt the decency of a community, a state, a nation.”

After some thought, please write down your ideas about the passage you just read. Here are the questions that we would like you to answer:

1. What are the current issues between our police and our communities? Think and write about some recent events that you may have seen on television or heard on the radio. 

2. Think and write down some ways that we can alleviate the tensions amongst our police departments and our own communities.
Note: Please be prepared to share your written thoughts and ideas with the class.
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Title: Just Mercy


Author: Bryan Stevenson 








Purpose: The purpose of the Read Think Write Pair Share document is to help Words Alive volunteers increase high-level thinking and student participation with the classroom.





Learning Target: Ways to restore tensions between police and communities. 


Success Criteria: 


Students will be able to discuss the current tensions between police and our current communities.


Students will be able to discuss ways to decrease tensions among aforementioned parties. 











How to Use the ABG Curriculum Guide: 

1. Review the author information, discussion questions and enrichment ideas

2. Select a few questions (e.g. 5-8) to ask/review at the ABG session

3. Reword the question(s) to make your own. Think of good follow-up questions. (i.e., What is the character’s relation to the family housekeeper? Are social classes important in Iran? What characteristics determine a person’s social class? Describe the family’s social class.)
4. Do not use the curriculum guide as your only source of preparation. It is recommended to conduct your own research in addition to reviewing the guide. If the guide is too overwhelming, please just use the questions/information that is applicable to you.

5. Make the facilitation your own – showcase your personality. The guide is designed to provide suggestions. Your facilitation should not directly mirror what is provided in the guide.

6. If you need more support, please consult your site manager and/or the Words Alive Program Manager.

