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Police Body Cameras: What Do You See?
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Source: http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/04/01/us/100000004278201.mobile.html?_r=0

Lesson: Learning about bias and perspective
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Public frustration with policing has led to calls nationwide for more cameras worn by officers. But what do those cameras actually reveal?

Use a pen and your smartphone to answer questions about three videos of simulated interactions involving police officers. This is not a scientific survey, answer the best you can. To get started, tell us a little about your views.

How do you feel about the police? Circle below

1. I strongly trust the police

2. I tend to trust the police

3. I tend to distrust the police

4. I strongly distrust the police

1. Up Close
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Now watch the first video taken from a chest-mounted body camera, like those worn by thousands of police officers nationwide: 

How threatening was the situation the officer faced? Circle below

1. Very threatening

2. Somewhat threatening

3. A little threatening

4. Not threatening

How confident are you in your answer? Circle below

1. Very confident

2. Somewhat confident

3. Mildly uncertain

4. Very uncertain
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Seth W. Stoughton, a law professor at the University of South Carolina, declares that most people usually agree that the police officer faced a serious threat to his safety and quite possibly, his life. A former police officer, Professor Stoughton is one of many who supports efforts requiring officers to wear cameras like the one used here. He believes they will increase accountability and better educate people about police work.

What happened? Write three sentences describing what you saw. ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Stoughton adds that body cameras have their limits.

 Look at the same interaction from a different point of view.
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____________________________: this video reflects

-the camera is mounted on the officer’s chest, producing herky-jerky movements that exaggerate what’s going on. Even if the camera was on the officer’s glasses or hat, the up-close footage would be confusing!
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= PERSPECTIVE MATTERS
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2. Foot Pursuit: Suspect Fleeing Officers

Foot pursuits are particularly prone to competing interpretations. Watch and listen, and try to determine what happened:
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What happened? Write three sentences on what you saw. Does the suspect reach for his gun? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Why did the suspect run? Circle below

1. He did something illegal and tried to flee

2. The officer did something to frighten him

3. It doesn’t matter; running from the police is never justified

4. It doesn’t matter; the officer was too aggressive

Why did the suspect fall? Circle below

1. He tripped

2. The officer caused him to fall

Is the suspect reaching for the officer’s gun? Circle below

1. Yes

2. No

Now watch the same scenario filmed by a bystander with a smartphone. A perspective from another person


Is the suspect reaching for the officer’s gun? Circle below

1. Yes

2. No

Overview: 

· Neither video clip actually shows whether the suspect was reaching for the gun.

· There is a lack of certainty to this video. 

· Sometimes police video footage cannot answer the most pressing questions.

What might be two dilemmas solved from this video? ___________________________________________________ ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

These details were not captured by the police body camera, though, revealing another important point: Body cameras prioritize the officer’s point of view.
Professor Stoughton argues - “When video allows us to look through someone’s eyes, we tend to adopt an interpretation that favors that person” 

This psychological phenomenon is known as “__________________________________.”

What else can affect conclusions? Write a response _______________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________

Do you think the officer's response was reasonable? Circle below

Yes

No

3. Traffic Stop

This video focuses on a fairly common responsibility for state and local police: scrutinizing vehicles and drivers at traffic stops or in neighborhoods.

These encounters can quickly turn dangerous. In 2015, an officer in Georgia was dragged along the side of a car by a driver trying to flee (the series of events was captured by his body camera).

Officers in Missouri, Texas, and New Jersey have also been criticized in recent months for treating black drivers aggressively during traffic stops.

How threatening was the situation the officer faced? Circle below

1. Very threatening

2. Somewhat threatening

3. A little threatening

4. Not threatening

How did the officer end up on the ground? Circle below

1. He was pushed by the suspect

2. He fell

3. He was knocked down by the door

4. I can’t tell

How confident are you in your answer? Circle below

1. Very confident

2. Somewhat confident

3. Mildly uncertain

4. Very uncertain

Now watch the same encounter filmed from the police car’s dash camera.

That didn’t add much clarity, did it?

Professor Stoughton says: 
Why? Here’s a hint: Of those who say they trust the police, 19.6% of people say the officer was knocked down by the driver or the door.  

-For people who tend to distrust or strongly distrust the police, 15.2% say the officer was knocked down by either of those. 
Now here is the same incident, from a bystander’s smartphone:
What happens here? _____________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________




Summary: What we see in police video footage tends to be shaped by what we already believe.
People’s interpretations are subject to _________________________. “People disagree about policing and will continue to disagree about exactly what a video shows.” Numerous studies have shown that some sort of ___________________________  is present in all of us, including law enforcement.

Body cameras can have a positive impact. In San Diego, complaints about officers fell 40.5 percent and use of “personal body” force by officers dropped by 46.5 percent after officers adopted body cameras, according to a 2015 report from the city’s police department.

Given that, and looking back at the videos, has your view of policing and the role of video changed? Explain in a couple of sentences below:___________________________ __________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
Video





Video





Video





Video





Video





Video





“Most people usually say that it looked like he pushed the officer, or he fell because he was going to get hit by the door” 





Video





People who say they have a high level of trust in the police or tend to trust the police are more likely to believe that the officer faced a very threatening, or somewhat threatening, situation.





For those who say they distrust the police (or tended to), the interaction looked less dangerous for the officer.











