
True Crime Literature: A Semester Course 

This is a complete semester-long True Crime Literature course, designed for high school or 

college humanities/ELA programs. It uses public domain sources, historical case studies, and 

literary nonfiction to explore themes of justice, morality, media, and psychology. 

Course Duration: 16 Weeks (1 semester) 

Grade Level: 10–12 or College Intro Humanities 

Credits: 0.5 

Course Type: Reading, Writing, and Discussion Workshop 

 

Course Overview 

This course examines the intersection of literature, journalism, and criminal justice through 

nonfiction and literary depictions of real crimes. Students will read public domain sources, 

analyze famous trials and moral dilemmas, and evaluate how society defines guilt, punishment, 

and redemption. 

Each unit integrates primary documents, rhetorical and psychological analysis, group 

investigations, and creative nonfiction writing. 

 

Essential Questions 

• How do writers construct “truth” from crime? 

• What does society’s fascination with crime reveal about justice, morality, and fear? 

• How has media shaped public perception of guilt and innocence? 

• What ethical responsibilities do storytellers have when portraying real events? 

 

Core Skills 

• Critical reading and annotation of nonfiction and primary sources 

• Rhetorical analysis (Ethos, Pathos, Logos; audience and tone) 

• Historical contextualization of crimes and legal systems 

• Argument, opinion, and investigative writing 

• Collaboration and Socratic discussion 

 



UNIT BREAKDOWN 

 

Unit 1: Origins of True Crime — Crime, Sin, and Spectacle 

Weeks 1–3 

Essential Question: Why are readers drawn to crime and punishment? 

Readings: 

• The Newgate Calendar (Anonymous, 1773–1826) 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/20850 

• A Journal of the Plague Year – Daniel Defoe (1722) 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/376 

• The Life and Death of Mary Queen of Scots – Agnes Strickland (1850) 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/10449 

Activities: 

• Group analysis: Public fascination and moral judgment in early crime tales 

• Create “18th-century tabloids” retelling crimes as moral lessons 

• Rhetorical mini-lesson: Fear appeals and narrative authority 

Writing Task: 

Reflective essay — “What makes a story of punishment satisfying?” 

 

Unit 2: Trials and Testimonies — Justice on Stage 

Weeks 4–6 

Essential Question: How do courtroom narratives shape justice and truth? 

Readings: 

• The Trial of Lizzie Borden (1893 transcripts) 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/19423 

• Trial of the Chicago Anarchists (Haymarket Affair) (1886) 

https://archive.org/details/trialchicagoanar00chicrich 

• The Plea for Life – Clarence Darrow, in Leopold and Loeb Case (1924) 

https://archive.org/details/pleaforlife00darr 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/20850
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/376
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/10449
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/19423
https://archive.org/details/trialchicagoanar00chicrich
https://archive.org/details/pleaforlife00darr


Activities: 

• Group roles: Judge, prosecutor, defense, press, jury (mock trial reenactment) 

• Socratic seminar: “Can justice ever be objective?” 

• Media analysis: Compare trial reporting then and now 

Writing Task: 

Argument essay — “Is public opinion a form of justice or injustice?” 

 

Unit 3: The Criminal Mind — Psychology and Guilt 

Weeks 7–9 

Essential Question: What makes someone commit a crime — and what makes them confess? 

Readings: 

• Crime and Punishment – Fyodor Dostoevsky (1866) 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/2554 

• Criminal Man – Cesare Lombroso (1876) 

https://archive.org/details/criminalman00lomb 

• The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde – Robert Louis Stevenson (1886) 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/43 

Activities: 

• Group debate: “Nature vs. nurture — which creates a criminal?” 

• Psychological profile writing: Create a case study analysis using textual evidence 

• Examine how confession functions rhetorically (logos vs. pathos) 

Writing Task: 

Analytical essay — “Is guilt psychological, moral, or societal?” 

 

Unit 4: American Crime Stories — Justice and Injustice 

Weeks 10–12 

Essential Question: How does crime expose national tensions over class, race, and power? 

Readings: 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/2554
https://archive.org/details/criminalman00lomb
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/43


• The Banditti of the Plains – A.S. Mercer (1894) 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/57328 

• The Case of Sacco and Vanzetti – Felix Frankfurter (1927) 

https://archive.org/details/caseofsaccovanze00fran 

• The Life, Crime, and Capture of John Wilkes Booth – George Alfred Townsend (1865) 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/20248 

Activities: 

• Group investigation: Media bias in crime reporting 

• Map-based activity: Geography of American justice (East vs. West) 

• Discussion: Immigrants, outsiders, and scapegoats 

Writing Task: 

Research-based feature — “Rewriting a forgotten American crime story” 

 

Unit 5: True Crime and Media — Fear, Ethics, and Fascination 

Weeks 13–16 

Essential Question: What are the ethics of telling someone else’s tragedy? 

Readings: 

• Jack the Ripper: Primary Reports and Letters (Victorian journalism collection) 

https://archive.org/details/jacktheripperdoccollection 

• The Trial of Oscar Wilde – 1895 Court Proceedings 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/11900 

• Modern extension (optional): In Cold Blood – Truman Capote (1966, excerpt for fair use 

discussion) 

Activities: 

• Group creation: Podcast script retelling a 19th-century case with ethical commentary 

• Debate: “Can true crime be art?” 

• Workshop on ethical storytelling and victim representation 

Writing Task: 

Final project — Choose one: 

1. Investigative feature essay (researched modern case) 

2. Creative nonfiction narrative retelling a real historical crime from a new point of view 

 

https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/57328
https://archive.org/details/caseofsaccovanze00fran
https://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/20248
https://archive.org/details/jacktheripperdoccollection
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Assessment Overview 

• Participation & Discussions: 20% 

• Reading Journals / Annotations: 15% 

• Essays (3 total): 25% 

• Group Projects & Presentations: 20% 

• Final Project (Feature or Narrative): 20% 

 

Culminating Project 

“Truth, Crime, and Consequence” Exhibition 

Students design a digital or physical exhibit (Google Slides, Canva, or printed gallery) 

combining one historical case, primary documents, and original analysis of justice, psychology, 

and storytelling ethics. 

 


