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TEEN CURFEW 
 

 45 MINUTES 
Status Offense and Teen Curfews (15 minutes) 
Law in Action:  A Hearing on a Curfew for Teens (40 minutes) 
Summary (5 minutes) 
 
OUTCOMES 
As a result of this lesson, students will be able to: 
• Define the term status offense and give examples of this 

type of crime 
• Define the terms: parens patriae, ordinance, and curfew 
• Identify the role effective citizens plays in law-making 
• Advocate for a position in a policy debate 
 
BACKGROUND AND REFERENCES 
This lesson is adapted from the textbook Street Law: A Course 
in Practical Law, 7th Edition and its corresponding Teacher Manual.  
Both are published by Glencoe.  To learn more about these 
resources, please go to: www.streetlaw.glencoe.com.  
 
Street Law, Inc. a nonprofit education organization dedicated 
to teaching about law, democracy, and human rights.  Street 
Law offers lessons designed for young people in schools and 
in community settings. For more than 30 years, teachers, 
police officers, teen parent educators, juvenile justice 
educators, and civic leaders have relied on Street Law for 
lesson plans and training to help them teach law, delinquency 
and crime prevention, and youth advocacy.  To learn more 
about Street Law please go to: www.streetlaw.org.  
 
MATERIALS NEEDED  
Blackboard/ flip chart 
Chalk/markers 
Table name plaques for mock city council meeting (optional) 
Articles on local curfew laws and/or copies of any local curfew 
laws (optional) 
Overhead transparency projector (optional) 

PREPARING  
TO TEACH 
 
Before you teach this 
lesson,  
 
 Copy the handouts for 

each student.   

 Using a poster, 
transparency, or 
chalkboard, write up and 
post the lesson outcomes 
and the definitions that 
are found in this lesson 
plan.  You may to cover 
these until the lesson plan 
directs you to reveal 
them. 

 Prepare materials, 
including table tents with 
names of community 
groups and city council. 

• If possible, arrange the 
room so students will be 
sitting in groups of three 
to five. 

• If you do not already 
know, find out if your 
community has a teen 
curfew law or whether 
one has been proposed 
recently.  If possible 
gather copies of the law 
(or proposal) and any 
news stories about it. 
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HANDOUTS 
1.  Proposed Curfew Law  
2a.  Group Tasks – City Council 
2b.  Group Tasks – Community Groups 
3.  Police Department (optional) 
4.  Families Against Violence (optional) 
5.  Local Merchants’ Association (optional) 
6.  School Board (optional) 
7.  Young People (optional) 
 
COMMUNITY RESOURCE PEOPLE 
You may want to invite a city or county council member (legislator) to help you co-teach this 
lesson. In addition, members of local community groups with experience lobbying the city 
council could provide additional viewpoints.  Be sure to send a copy of this lesson plan to 
the resource person(s) in advance.  When he or she has received a copy of the lesson, 
confirm the date and location of the class and discuss: 

• how you will work together to teach it, particularly which parts of the lesson will 
draw most on the expertise of the community resource person 

• which materials, if any, he or she should bring 
• the ages of the students you will be co-teaching 

 
ABOUT THE LAYOUT AND GRAPHICS 
At the end of this lesson plan, you will find copies of the handouts that you are free to 
reproduce for students.  The text of the student handouts can also be found within this 
lesson plan.  This version is shaded gray to make it easier for the instructor to follow the 
handouts in the sequence of the lesson plan. 
 
There are three icons used throughout the lesson plan.   
 
 
 
 

  
 
LOCAL LAWS AND PROCEDURES 

 Before you teach this lesson, try to find current articles about teen curfews in your area. If 
you do not already know, find out if your community has a curfew law. If so, what does it 
require? What are the penalties? Is it enforced?  Get a copy of the ordinance, if possible. 

Have the RESOURCE PEOPLE help 
you with this part of the lesson. 

ADAPT law, procedure, and/or 
community resources for your area.   

 
This is a TEACHING TIP.   
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STATUS OFFENSE AND CURFEWS FOR TEENS (15 minutes) 
 

1 
 

To begin the lesson, discuss the following questions:   
• Can you think of laws treat young people differently than they treat adults?  
• What are some examples of laws that prohibit you from doing something your parents 

are legally allowed to do? 

 Answers may include: truancy or skipping school, running away from home, refusing to obey parents, 
consuming alcohol, and violating teen curfews. 

 
Explain that these crimes are known as “status offenses” and write the following definition 
on the chalkboard or flipchart paper. 

  
Ask students:  Why do you think there are laws that treat juveniles differently? 
 

 Answers will vary.   

 
Write the term parens patriae on the board.   

 
 Explain the concept to students. 
  
 Parens patriae means the court can act as the ultimate parent or guardian for a child. This idea is the basis 

for the juvenile justice system, which intervenes when it believes a child is in need of assistance because he or 
she is being neglected or abused.  The juvenile justice system also intervenes when it believes a delinquent child 
is in need of supervision.  The juvenile justice system treats delinquent young people in separate and (usually) 
confidential court proceedings, separate jails, etc.  The concept of parens patriae has critics and supporters.   

 

 Status Offense:  an act committed by a minor that would not be a crime if 
committed by an adult. Examples include skipping school, running away from 
home, habitually refusing to obey parents, consuming alcohol, and violating 
teen curfews. 

 Parens patriae is a Latin term meaning “parent of the country." It is the idea that 
the state has the right to intervene in the life of a child.  
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• Ask students:  Do you agree with the idea of that the state is the ultimate parent?  Why or 
why not?    

 
Answers will vary.  (You need not get answers from every student.)    
 

• Explain that today’s lesson is essentially a debate about parens patriae. 
 
2 

Discuss the following questions: 
• What is a curfew?  (After students give their answers, check it against this definition.) 

 

 
  
• Do your parents or guardians impose a curfew on you? 
• Should they? Why or why not? 
• Should the government impose a curfew on young people? Why or why not? 
• Who should enforce curfews?  
 (Answers will vary, but will likely include: parents, police, young people, myself, no one, etc.)  
 
3 
Review lesson outcomes with students. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

LAW IN ACTION:  A HEARING ON A CURFEW FOR TEENS (40 minutes) 
 
1 

 

Tell students that they will consider a proposed teen curfew law. They will play the parts of 
city government officials and people in the community who are considering this proposal. 
Ultimately, the city council will decide if there should be a curfew law for teens in their city. 
 
2 

 

If you have an elected resource person joining you for this lesson, introduce him/her briefly 
and ask the city council representative to discuss the purpose and duties of a city council 
member.  
 
Ask students if they know the term “ordinance”.  Write the term on the board. 

 

A curfew is a regulation that requires some or all people to be off the streets 
and in their homes by a certain hour. 

Ordinance: a county or city law
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Ask the resource person to give a very brief overview (two minutes) of what types of 
ordinances they consider and pass.  He or she should also discuss the ways in which these 
ordinances or laws improve the city.   
 
3 

 

If you have a resource person from a community group with experience trying to influence 
the city or county council, introduce him or her now.  Ask that person to briefly (two 
minutes or less) explain how individuals and community groups can work to influence laws 
that are being considered by their local government.  
 
4 

 

Distribute Handout 1, Proposed Curfew Law.  
 
 
Handout 1: PROPOSED CURFEW LAW 
 
It will be an offense for persons under the age of 18 to be out of their homes from 11:00 p.m. to 
6:00 a.m. Sunday through Thursday nights. On Friday and Saturday nights, the curfew shall be 
begin at midnight. Violators will be fined $100.  
 
This rule will not apply to young people chaperoned by adults, attending a planned community 
activity, or traveling to or from work.   
 
 
Ask a volunteer to read it aloud as the rest of the class reads it silently.  Check to be sure all 
students understand the proposed law.   
 
5 

 

Draw two columns on the board, flipchart, or overhead. Label one column “Might Oppose” 
and the other “Might Support.”  
 
6 

 

Ask the students the following questions.   
 
Who would probably oppose this law? Why?    
 
Record their answers that are likely to include: 
• teenagers 
• parents of teenagers, who will not want to chaperone them after hours 
• employers, who might want teenagers to work later 
• teenaged employees, who might worry that their bosses will hire an older worker rather than worry about 

a curfew 
• police officers, who might think it will be too time-consuming to enforce and will take them away from 

more serious issues and who do not want to alienate kids 
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Who would probably support it? Why?  
 
Record their answers, which will likely include: 
• police and members of the community concerned about crimes that teenagers commit late at night 
• parents, who may be happy to say that getting home early is the law – not just that they are strict parents 
• merchants, who might believe vandalism will go down, etc. 
 
 

7  

 Divide students into groups.  Ideally, the groups will have no fewer than three and no 
more than five students.   

 
 If necessary, you can create a sixth group and assign more than one group to represent the 

same community group.  Students may also want to create more groups representing 
viewpoints.  Remember, if you add groups, it will take more time for the hearing.     
 
When the students have moved and are settled in their groups, explain that the first group is 
the city council.  Give this group Handout 2a: Group Tasks: City Council.  Explain that their 
job is to run the meeting, question presenters, and make a decision on the proposal.   
 
If you have a city council member present, have them sit with the city council group to help 
them prepare.   
 
Explain that the other groups are concerned community groups testifying before the council. 
Their jobs are to take a position on the proposed curfew and to present persuasive 
arguments to the city council.  These groups are:  

• Police Officers  
• “Families Against Violence”   
• Local Merchants Association  
• County School Board  
• Young people   
• Other groups suggested by students (optional) 

Give these other groups Handout 2b: Group Tasks: Community Groups. 
 
8 

 

Ask a volunteer to read the first handout (for the city council) aloud as others read silently.  
Check to be sure that everyone understands the job of the city council.  Then follow the 
same pattern for Handout 2b (for the community groups).   
 
 
Handout 2a: Group Tasks  
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CITY COUNCIL  
Your group has 10-15 minutes to complete the following tasks: 

  
• Discuss procedures for the meeting. 
• Decide on an order for the group presentations. 
• Elect a chairperson to run the meeting. 
• Select a time keeper. 
• Prepare at least two questions for each of the community groups that are going to present.  

(The groups are police, families against violence, merchants, school board, young  
 

 
 

 
Handout 2b: Group Tasks    Our group is: ____________________ 
 
 

COMMUNITY GROUPS 
Your group has 10 - 15 minutes to complete the following tasks: 

 
• Brainstorm with your group about arguments your group would have to support the proposal.  

Then brainstorm about reasons your group would oppose the proposal.   
• Decide whether your group will support or oppose the proposal.   
• Think of reasons other groups might disagree with your group, in order to strengthen your 

arguments. 
• Select a person or persons to give your arguments to the City Council.   
• Select a recorder to write down the main reasons your group wants the city council to pass or 

defeat the proposal.  Write down any changes to be suggested.  
• Prepare your spoke person(s) to present your arguments in the most persuasive manner. 
• The spoke person(s) will have no more than three minutes. (This time limit includes time for 

questions from the council.  Remember to leave time for the council to ask questions.) 
 
 
9 

 
 

Tell students they have 10 minutes to prepare for the hearing.  Write the ending time on the 
board.  Ask if they have any other questions and then let them begin.   
 
This is also an appropriate time to place the table tents with the names of testifying groups 
and the names of each of the city council members.  
 
As students are working, circulate around the room to help them.  If community resource 
persons are helping to co-teach this lesson, they should also circulate around the room to 
help.   
 
10 
NOTE: It is highly preferable that students in these groups generate their own arguments for 
why their group would support or oppose the curfew.  However, if you are concerned about 
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time or if  you are concerned the students in these groups cannot think of any arguments, 
you may choose to distribute the appropriate optional handouts to each group. 
 
If necessary, distribute Handouts 3–7. 

 
Handout 3: POLICE DEPARTMENT 
 
THE POLICE DEPARTMENT may oppose or support the proposed law. 
 
Possible arguments police may have against the law: 
1. The proposed curfew requires too much time and energy to enforce. 
2. There are enough laws to combat illegal drug use and violence. 
3. If a juvenile does break the curfew, paper work and official filing of the offense will take our 
officers off the streets where they are desperately needed. 
4. Our officers don’t want to alienate the youths or perform the duties of their parents. 
5. __________________________________________________________ 
6. __________________________________________________________ 
7. __________________________________________________________ 
 
Possible arguments police may have in favor of the law: 
1. Curfews will lead to lower crime rates. Fewer kids will be able to commit crimes after hours, 
so crimes like driving while intoxicated, vandalism, drug trade, and theft will decrease. 
2. Prevention is a better strategy than trying to catch offenders. 
3. Since fewer kids will commit crimes, fewer kids will be victims of crime. 
4._________________________________________________________ 
5._________________________________________________________ 
6._________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
 

 
Handout 4: FAMILIES AGAINST VIOLENCE 
 
FAMILIES AGAINST VIOLENCE would probably support the proposed law. 
 
Possible arguments in favor of the proposed law: 
1. The curfew would help stop some of the drug trade and illegal activity that takes place in our 
community. 
2. The government should assist parents with disobedient and out-of-control children. 
3. The proposal will promote family communication about following rules and solving the problem 
of teen violence. 
4._________________________________________________________ 
5._________________________________________________________ 
6._________________________________________________________ 
Can you think of any reasons this group might oppose the proposal? 
1._________________________________________________________ 
2._________________________________________________________ 
3._________________________________________________________ 
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Handout 5: LOCAL MERCHANTS’ ASSOCIATION 
 
THE LOCAL MERCHANTS’ ASSOCIATION may oppose or support the proposed law. 
 
Possible arguments business owners may have against the proposal are: 
1. Teens are customers at local stores and movie theaters. If they are prohibited from 
frequenting places of business because of the curfew, our businesses will lose money. 
2. We employ many teens and they need to come to work and be able to get home.  
3._________________________________________________________ 
4._________________________________________________________ 
5._________________________________________________________ 
 
Possible arguments business owners may have in favor of the proposed curfew are: 
1. Curfews probably will reduce vandalism and theft, which will reduce insurance claims and 
consumer prices and increase profits.  
2. When kids loiter outside places of business, it scares away other customers. 
3._________________________________________________________ 
4._________________________________________________________ 
5._________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
 
 
HANDOUT 6: COUNTY SCHOOL BOARD  
 
THE SCHOOL BOARD would probably support the proposed law. 
 
Possible arguments school board members may have in favor of the curfew: 
1. Youth spend their time outside of school unsupervised, which can lead to delinquent behavior. 
The law can help provide the necessary supervision. 
2. Students should be home doing homework and preparing for the next school day. 
3. Students should get more sleep to improve their health and school performance. 
4._________________________________________________________ 
5._________________________________________________________ 
6._________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Can you think of any reasons the school board might be opposed to the proposed curfew law? 
1._________________________________________________________ 
2._________________________________________________________ 
3._________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
 
 
 



                                                                 Street Law: A Course in Practical Law, 7th Edition  
©2005 

 
 

Teen Curfew 10

 
HANDOUT 7: YOUNG PEOPLE  
 
YOUNG PEOPLE would probably oppose the proposed law. 
 
Young people against the proposed curfew might argue: 
1. Curfews violate the right to free movement. 
2. If our parents trust us, the government should not interfere. 
3. Even if we have legitimate reasons to be out, we be will hassled constantly by the police and 
other people assuming we are breaking the law.  
4._________________________________________________________ 
5._________________________________________________________ 
6._________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Can you think of any reasons young people might support the proposed law? 
1._________________________________________________________ 
2._________________________________________________________ 
3._________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
11 

 

 Keep an eye on the clock and give the class a five-minute warning when time is nearly up. 
 
 

Tell students they are now ready to conduct a city council meeting. Ask the leader of the city 
council to call the meeting to order. Give each group three minutes to present its position 
and answer questions from the council.  
 
12 

 

When all groups have presented, the city council should deliberate and decide whether to 
pass, not to pass, or to amend this proposed ordinance.  Have the council try to reach a 
consensus. If there is no consensus, members can vote on the decision. The council should 
base its rationale on the most compelling arguments presented in the testimony. 
 
13 

 

Have the council announce its decision and its reasons behind it. 
 
 
 
SUMMARY/DEBRIEF (5 minutes) 
 
1 

 

(The community resource person could lead this discussion.)  Ask students: 
• What is the intent of this proposal? 
• If the proposal passed, will it accomplish this intent? 
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• Did it seem like the council listened and weighed all the arguments? 
• Was the process fair? Why or why not? 
• What would you change about the process? 
• Should citizens testify before the council? What purpose does testifying serve? 
• Would you like to make decisions for your city or town? 
• Would it be difficult? What makes it difficult?  
• Would it be rewarding? In what ways? 
 
2 

 

Have the community resource person compare the class’ mock legislative hearing to the 
actual process at the local city council.   
 
If a curfew law has been proposed in the local community, have the resource person update 
the students on its status and provide a copy of the proposed ordinance.  
 
If curfew already is law, the resource person should distribute a copy of the text and any 
news articles on the subject. Ask students if the intent of the law is being accomplished. 
Allow time for students to ask questions. 
 
 

3 

 If there is a curfew in your town or city, ask the students the following questions: 
• Are police required to enforce ordinances and laws passed by the city or county council? 
• Is the curfew law enforced fairly? Why or why not? 
• How should it be enforced? 
• Would you speak up about the curfew to officials?  Why or why not? 

 
4 

 

Discuss police department policy and procedures dealing with enforcing the curfew law.   
 
Ask students:  
• What happens when the police are expected to enforce laws they may disagree with? 
• What should they do?  
 
5 
Ask volunteers to give definitions for each of the following terms: 
• status offense 
• ordinance 
• curfew 
• parens patriae 
 
6 
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Ask students to go back to the idea that the government is the ultimate parent.  Ask them to 
agree or disagree and to explain why.  (If time permits, ask each student to write down his or 
her response and collect them.) 
 
7  

Thank students for their input and participation.  If community resource people are present, 
thank them as well. 
 
 

 
 
RESOURCES and ADDITIONAL LEGAL BACKGROUND 
 
For more information about the effectiveness of teen curfews in reducing crime, you may 
want to direct students to the following resources: 
 
Adams, Kenneth, “The Effectiveness of Juvenile Curfews at Crime Prevention”, The Annals 
of the American Academy of Political & Social Science, vol 587,  pp 136 -139. 
 
The Juvenile Law Center online at www.jlc.org also provides information about teen 
curfews. 
 
For statistics showing what times and days juveniles have committed most crimes: 
www.ncjrs.org/html/ojjdp/9911_1/vio1.html  
 
For very detailed facts and stats about curfew and crime, go to: 
www.ncjrs.org/pdffiles/curfew.pdf and 
www.ojjdp.ncjrs.org/pubs/reform/ch2_c.html.  
 
For statistics showing trends in juvenile crimes, including the year 2000, see: 
http://ojjdp.ncjrs.org/ojstatbb/asp/JAR.asp 
 
There are some articles that argue curfew does not deter juvenile crime. They include the 
following: 
A CNN study in California: www.cnn.com/US/9806/10/teen.curfiew  
 
An article responding to Washington, DC’s ineffective curfew:  
www.mapinc.org/drugnews/v97.n405.a03.html  
 
An article by a college student with many cited facts and bibliography: 
http://gcclearn.gcc.cc.va.us/writing/12.html 
 
There are also articles which support curfew laws. They include: 
A story from Benton Harbor, MI:  
www.wndu.com/news/082005/news_44334.php 
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Additional Legal Background:   

 
Many cities are announcing positive results from their curfews. A New Orleans report 
from February 1999, for example, reveals that juvenile crime has decreased between five 
and ten percent since enacting a strict curfew enforcement policy four years ago.  
(Community Policing Exchange, Feb. 1999, “Cracking Down on Juvenile Crime in the 
Crescent City,” www.communitypolicing.org) 
 
Not all cities have received such progressive numbers in combating crime with curfew 
laws. For example, a California study by the Justice Policy Institute found that even 
though curfew arrests of young people in California quadrupled from 1989 to 1996, 
there was no corresponding decrease in youth crime rates.  (CNN, June 10, 1998, “Study: 
Curfews Don’t Cut Juvenile Crime,” www.cnn.com) 
 
In 1998 the U.S. Court of Appeals declared Washington, DC’s curfew law —any person 
under the age of 17 unaccompanied by an adult at certain times could be arrested — 
unconstitutional. The judges ruled that there was insufficient evidence that curfew laws 
would affect the problem of youth crime to justify such extreme infringement on liberty.  
(“Appeals Court Says D.C. Curfew Law Unconstitutional” ACLU News, May 22, 1998) 
 
In 2004, the 7th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals ruled that Indiana’s curfew law “unduly 
chills the exercise of a minor’s First Amendment rights.” 
 
The US Supreme Court has never ruled on the constitutionality of curfew laws, therefore 
the Appeals Court decisions only apply in their jurisdiction. 

 
 


