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MICHAELG BRECI PhD

or decades, the call for pro-

fessionalism in the law en-

forcement field focused on
increasing the educational levels of
police officers. The President’s
Commission on Law Enforcement
and Administration of Justice
(1967) and the National Advisory
Commission on Criminal Justice
Standards and Goals (1973) both
supported the 4-year degree as a
prerequisite for employment in law
enforcement. The President’s Com-
mission accurately predicted that
the complexities of policing would
require higher levels of education.

Indeed, since th 1960’s, polic-
ing has become increasingly com-
plex. For example, many puiice
agencies have implemented com-
munity policing, which is based on
the premise that police officers can
better address crime problems by
examining complex social issues
and developing solutions that in-
volve the police and the community
working together. Effective com-
munity policing requires skills of-
ficers acquire through higher edu-
cation—research, critical thinking,
problem solving, effective oral and
written communication, and an un-

derstanding of group and communi-
ty dynamics.

Recognizing the need for
highly educated officers, the Min-
nesota legislature took the initiative
to implement minimum entry-level
educational requirements beyond
high school. In 1977, it created the
Peace Officers Standards and Train-
ing (POST) Board.

The POST Board adopted the
position that law enforcement, as a
profession, requires a broad-based
education. Therefore, it mandated
increased levels of education for
police officers, while creating
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standards to ensure the safety of
citizens in the State. To accomplish
this, the board required that pro-
spective law enforcement officers
complete a 2-year degree program
in order to be licensed in the State of
Minnesota. This article examines
Minnesota’s policy of licensing law
enforcement officers and discusses
itsimplications for the State and law
enforcement as a whole.

The Minnesota Model

The State of Minnesota has an
unusual application process for law
enforcement officers. The POST
Board licenses prospective peace
officers before they seek employ-
ment in police agencies. The licens-
ing process consists of both aca-
demic and clinical programs. The
academic component, which candi-
dates must complete before pursu-
ing the clinical skills component,
requires a 2-year or 4-year degree
from a POST-certified college or

university. Currently, Minnesota
has 20 such institutions.
Minnesota’s clinical program is
similar to police academies operat-
ing in most States—with two sig-
nificant differences. While police
departments usually pay to train
new recruits after hiring them, can-
didates in Minnesota must pay for
and complete the program before
seeking employment as police offi-
cers. The skills component consists
of a 9- to 12-week course at one of
the three approved centers located in
the State. Students may also attend
institutions that combine the aca-
demic and skills components. Two
POST-certified colleges in Minne-
sota currently offer this option.
After successfully completing
the academic and skills compo-
nents, candidates must pass the
Minnesota Peace Officer Licensing
Examination. This examination,
similar to other occupational li-
censing tests, assesses students’
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that a centralized
agency...has the
potential to bring
together law
enforcement and
academia.
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proficiency in both theory and prac-
tice. Those who pass receive a tem-
porary license that allows them to
apply for openings in law enforce-
ment agencies in Minnesota. This
license remains valid until they find
a position with a law enforcement
agency.

After alaw enforcement agency
hire* an individual, POST issues the
officer a 3-year license to “practice”
in Minnesota. In order to renew the
license, an officer must earn 48
hours of continuing education cred-
it. This education may include col-
lege courses and/or agency-spon-
sored training,.

Increased Levels of Education

Educational levels of police of-
ficers have increased in Minnesota
and nationwide over the past several
decades. To illustrate, in 1970, 14.6
percent of American police officers
completed 2 or more years of col-
lege. A 1988 national survey, com-
missioned by the Police Executive
Research Forum, found that 44.7
percent had completed 2 or more
years of higher education, a 30-per-
cent increase nationally.' '

By comparison, a 1990 survey
of the 7,501 law enforcement offi-
cers in Minnesota found that 71.4
percent possessed a 2-year degree or
more.? The findings also indicate
that respondents continued their ed-
ucation after being hired as law en-
forcement officers. The figures fur-
ther suggest that State-mandated
higher education may do more to
increase overall education levels
within States than the current prac-
tice of allowing individual depart-
ments to set minimum educational
requirements.
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Attitudes on Higher Education

A random sample of the 7,501
officers surveyed in 1990 deter-
mined the effect that the 2-year de-
gree requirement had on officers’
attitudes regarding higher educa-
tion. Of the 1,500 surveys sent out,
915 were returned, for a 61-percent
response rate. When asked to de-
scribe how college classes helped
them as law enforcement ufficers,
the respondents most often listed the
following benefits:

 Keep officers current/help
them to become well-rounded

» Help officers to understand
the public and how to
communicate more effectively
with citizens

» Prepare officers for advance-
ment/provide management
skills

« Provide officers with

computer skills.

In ada.iion, most officers sur-
veyed believed that individuals pos-
sessing a 4-year degree would have
a broader perspective and would
perform their jobs in a more mature
and professional manner, thus
benefiting law enforcement. Offi-
cers also believed that because a 4-
year degree would increase their
qualifications for available posi-
tions, it would decrease competi-
tion. Furthermore, officers equated
a 4-year degree with higher pay.

Clearly, the officers responding
to the survey believed a 4-year col-
lege degree offered many advantag-
es. In fact, nearly 30 percent of the
officers in this survey had a 4-year
degree or more. Furthermore, 23
percent contended that they would
complete a college degree in the

next 5 years, and 56 percent said
they planned to take college classes
in the future.

For those not planning to con-
tinue their formal education, the
majority indicated they either did
not have the time or the resources.
However, most of the officers (83
percent) said that if scholarships
were made available, they would
continue their education.

1

...the officers
responding to
the survey
believed a 4-year
coliege degree
offered many

advantages.

Surprisingly, while these find-
ings suggest that officers in Minne-
sota have favorable attitudes toward
higher education, only 24 percent of
the officers surveyed supported a 4-
year degree requirement for law en-
forcement officers. The following
quotes illustrate some of the offi-
cers’ concerns regarding a degree
requirement:

* “Thought should be given to
the impact such a requirement
would have on minority
aspirants to the profession.

I am concerned that good
minority candidates may be
tracked out of our profession
by the 4-year degree
requirement.”

* “Our profession remains
paramilitary. The 4-year
degree person is trained to
question rather than to accept.
1 am concerned that our
system needs time to change
before an immediate infusior.
of 4-year degree persons.”

* “The 4-year degree require-
ment carries the real risk of
disqualifying well-suited
candidates, based on economic
considerations.”

* “The person with a 4-year
degree will not want to work
at the pay scale small towns
can afford to pay.”

This last comment strikes a
chord with opponents of State-man-
dated education. In fact, critics op-
posed to adopting State-imposed
minimum educational requirements
contend that small departments and
rural law enforcement agencies
could not successfully compete with
larger, urban police departments in
recruiting personnel.

In Minnesota, larger depart-
ments do receive more applications
for posted job openings (around
400-500 per opening) than smaller,
rural departments (100 applications
per opening). However, no shortage
of qualified applicants exists. To
illustrate, between 1982 and 1990,
the POST Board issued 3,944 tem-
porary licenses to those who passed
the licensing examination. During
that same period, the board issued
2,898 new licenses to officers work-
ing in law enforcement. In other
words, during that 9-year period,
there were over 1,000 qualified ap-
plicants unable to find employment
in any police agency, large or small,
in Minnesota.
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The Future of Law Enforcement
Education

In 1990, a bill introduced by
members of the Minnesota State
Legislature would have required all
new peace officers hired after Janu-
ary 1, 1994, to have a bachelor’s
degree. The POST Board was com-
missioned to assess the feasibility of
implementing the 4-year degree as a
prerequisite for granting licenses.

To do this, the board consulted
with law enforcement personnel,
educators, and elected officials from
municipalities and counties. After
an intensive, year-long study, it
concluded: “The POST Board sup-
ports, in principle, the attainment of
a baccalaureate degree by all peace
officers who aspire to this goal, but
does not support mandating a bacca-
laureate degree as a prerequisite for
licensing.”

During the study, the POST
Board identified problems within
the educational component that
would make it difficult to supply
communities with an adeqaate num-
ber of 4-year degree candidates.
Therefore, to facilitate change
within the educational component,
the POST Board suggested a num-
ber of proposals to upgrade the de-
livery systern. The Minnesota legis-
lature adopted these suggestions
and passed The Peace Officer Edu-
cation Legislation of 1991.4

This legislation built on and
improved the previous system in
many ways. First, it increased the
amount of general education in the
professional peace officer education
program, while simplifying the
transfer of credits between lower
division and upper division institu-
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tions. It also required the integration
of academic and clinical skills com-
ponents into a coilege degree pro-
gram. Finally, it created a profes-
sional school of law enforcement
responsible for bachelor degree pro-
grams, graduate study, continuing
education, and applied research. In
essence, this legislation paved the
way for the future enactment of a
4-year degree requirement for
licensure as a police officer in
Minnesota.

1

The POST Board
licenses prospective
peace officers
before they seek
employmentin
police agencies.
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In the near future, State legisla-
tures acress the Nation will start
implementing standards designed to
increase police professionalism.
Currently, the responsibility for
change has been left to the indi-
vidual police agency. While efforts
on the local level are commendable,
for the most part, they have been
ineffective in terms of bringing
about far-reaching changes in law
enforcement.

Individual agencies simply do
not have the power to bring about
change where it will be the most
effective—the educational institu-
tions. As Carter and Sapp point
out: “The future of policing de-

pends on the future of higher
education...[H]igher education..,
facilitates the development of inno-
vative police practices....” Cooper-
ation between academia and law
enforcement is, therefore, essential
for shaping the curriculum for law
enforcement officers in the 21st
century,

Conclusion

The Minnesota experience sug-
gests that a centralized agency, such
as the POST Board, has the poten-
tial to bring together law enforce-
ment and academia. In Minnesota,
the board has the authority to devel-
op curriculum guridelines for institu-
tions of higher education, while
setting minimum educational stang-
ards for police personnel in the
State. The POST Board combines
the resources of law enforcement
and academia in a campaign to pro-
fessionalize law enforcement.

Meeting the changing needs of
the police in the next century cannot
be left to chance. A coordinated ef-
fort between education, law en-
forcement, and States will nurture
the development of police profes-
sionalism in the years to come. ¥
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