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In a culturally diverse society, law 
enforcement officials must cope with 
stress that may be generated when 
they are challenged by the duty of 
effectively communicating with others 
of a different language. Many police 
departments throughout the Nation 
now provide classes to help alleviate 
stress that officers may face both on 
and off duty. 

The Houston Police Department 
(HPD), for example, has offered its 
officers inseNice training on stress 
awareness and management for the 
last 6 years. During the last 5 years, 
the department has supplemented that 
inseNice training component with an 
innovative cross-cultural program de
signed to emphasize cross-communi
cation as a valuable tool. The program 
begins at the academy, continues as 
part of inseNice training for experi
enced officers, and offers information 
that should help cadets and officers 
deal more effectively with stress in 
cross-cultural circumstances. Four 
hours in the first phase of 
the program include basic information 
about Hispanic culture and its vari
ations. Cadets learn some of the 
cultural differences between Anglo
Americans and Hispanics, as well as 
cultural differences between Hispanic 
citizens and recent arrivals of other 
Hispanics to this country. Stress, what 
causes it, how individuals can recog
nize it, how it affects people emotional
ly, ph}'sically, psychologically, and 
most importantly, how it can be dealt 
with effectively, particularly in cross
cultural Circumstances, is discussed. 

The approach is one of interaction, not 
of straight lecture, and students have 
an opportunity to share information 
and strategies for coping. Furthermore, 
based on the premise that understand
ing cultural differences (particularly if 
the language is different from one's 
own) helps one to cope more effective
ly with stress in cross-cultural circum
stances, the class discussion focuses 
on one culture-the Hispanic. 

Emphasis on the Hispanic com
munity is necessitated by the rapidly 
changing demographic profile of our 
country. For example, in 1970, accord
ing to the U.S. Bureau of Census, there 
were 9.1 million persons of Hispanic 
origin in the United States. The number 
of Hispanics had increased to 11.3 
million by 1977 and 14.7 million by 
1980. The U.S. Census figures, how
ever, present a conseNative picture of 
the reality of Hispanic growth in this 
country. Those figures do not include 
two important components of that 
growth-those who choose not to 
identify themselves as Hispanic and 
undocumented aliens. Therefore, it is 
estimated that in the 1980's, Hispanics 
will be the second largest minority in 
this country due to immigration and 
birth rate. 

Although the largest concentration 
of persons of Spanish origin up to the 
early 1960's was in California, Texas, 
Arizona, and New Mexico, today there 
are Hispanics in almost every corner of 
the country. Members of this group, 
although different in many ways from 
each other, share a culture and a dis
tinctive way of life. One of the compo
nents of that culture-Ianguage
presents a barrier that not only pre
vents effective communication be
tween law enforcement officers and 
members of the Spanish-speaking 

community but also adds stress to an 
already difficult and dangerous profes
sion. 

Houston, the fastest growing city 
in the United States, is attracting ap
proximately 6,000 people a month; it is 
estimated that at least 19 percent of 
these people are of Hispanic descent. 
Therefore, the second phase of HPD's 
training program, implemented during 
inseNice training for experienced offi
cers, includes a language component 
that should help the officers to function 
more effectively in their chosen profes
sion. This phase of the program is 
implemented at Ripley House, a com
munity center in the heart of a Hispanic 
area, and includes discussions about 
Hispanic culture and cultural differ
ences, significant leaders and organi
zations in the community, and 
important events in the history of the 
relations between the groups. Officers 
attend these classes twice a week, 3 
hours a day, for 8 weeks. The goal of 
these classes is to promote communi
cation between law enforcement offi
cers and members of the Hispanic 
community. The objectives of this 
phase are: 

1) To develop the officers' 
understanding of Hispanic people 
and their culture; 

2) To provide some language 
training to the officers; 

3) To expose the officers to a cross 
section of the Hispanic 

"The goal of these 
classes is to promote 

communication 
between law 

enforcement officers 
and members of the 

Hispanic community." 

community; and 
4) To motivate the officers to 

continue learning about 
Hispanics and their language. 

The classes consist of a combina
tion of lectures and discussions on 
Mexican-Americans, Chicanos, Span
ish-surnamed, Hispanics, and undocu
mented aliens. Where do they come 
from, and geographically, where are 
they now? When did they appear in this 
country? What is the relevance of such 
information to law enforcement offi
cers? Why are officers responsible for 
learning about these groups? How is 
this knowledge applied to aid in effec
tive interaction with members of the 
Hispanic community? How can this 
knowledge be useful on the streets, 
particularly during stressful circum
stances? 

The various components of His
panic culture discussed include lan
guage, values, body language, and 
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He will be giving the right answer to the 
wrong question. In fact, the first in the 
series of last names, in this case Flo
res, is the legal name. Lopez is the 
maternal last name. This explanation 
allows students to understand the po
sition and significance of names, to 
determine the legal one, and to weak
en a stereotype. 

In giving directions, most His
panics use body language and expla
nations instead of north, south, east, or 
west. This often leads one unfamiliar 
with the Hispanic culture to the conclu
sion that Hispanics always give wrong 
directions. Again, a Simple explanation 
helps the officer understand where the 
communication problem may lie. 

In order to cope more effectively 
with the language barrier, a basic sys
tem of communication in Spanish is 
provided. The system, developed over 
14 years of research, is based on five 
of the verbs that Spanish-speaking 
people use most often. Grammar is 
avoided, but good pronunciation is em
phasized. Officers are exposed not 
only to the universally accepted forms 
of the Spanish language but also to the 
combination of English and Spanish 
used in the streets. For example, not 
only do they learn "boleta," the Span
ish word for ticket, but also "tickete," 
the word commonly used in the streets 
of Houston. Officers also learn many 
shortcuts leading to better understand
ing of the language. 

After completing the language 
portion of the classes, an officer is 
better able to complete traffic tickets 
and offense reports, and in Spanish, 
read the Miranda warning, give 15 or 
20 of the most commonly used com
mands, provide first aid, and use com
monly used courtesy phrases. 
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To reinforce the officers' interest 
and participation in the language com
ponent of the program, the Houston 
police officer is able to earn points 
toward advanced certification and is 
awarded an inSignia Identifying his suc
cessful completion of the program. The 
program is regularly evaluated, and the 
officers are asked to offer suggestions 
for its development and Improvement. 

Officers also have input on the 
material used during class. The les
sons used have, with the suggestions 
of the officers, been Improved. Three 
books are used in class-two as refer
ence books to be used during class 
sessions, the other to be Llsed while on 
duty. The latter is a pocketsize booklet 
that contains pertinent information. 
The Miranda warning has been printed 
in Spanish on the inside cover of the 
book, and emergency numbers have 
been printed on the inside of the book
cover. 

During the last hour of the class, 
officers work with community people. 
This reinforces the language training, 
and its Success depends on previous 
language experience of the officers, 
progress made by them in class, and 
the bilingualism of the volunteers. Vol
unteers come from a cros'S section of 

the community and range from 6 to 80 
years of age. They are also from di
verse educational and socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Sources of volunteers in
clude schools, community centers, so
cial and service organizations, and 
personal acquaintances of the director 
of the program. 

Some of the problems encoun
tered during the implementation of the 
community/officer interaction segment 
of the program have been interesting. 
For example, some of the citizens are 
reluctant to sit close to an officer wear
ing a uniform, and when they finally do, 
tension IS evident via posture, body 
language, and other physical signs, 
such as heavy perspiration. Gradually, 
friendly interaction takes over-people 
learn from each other. A good example 
of this is a 56-year-old man who drove 
his car for 20 years without a driver's 
license. He learned from the officers 
what action was necessary, felt com
fortable approaching uniformed offi. 
cers at the motor vehicle office, and 
now displays with pride his newly ac
quired license. 

"Officers are exposed not only to the universally ac~ep~ed 
forms of the Spanish language but also to the combination 
of English and Spanish used on the streets." 

Volunteers come to class to allow 
the officers to put into practice what 
they have learned during the instruc
tional period. In Houston, research 
demonstrated that non-English speak
ing citizens are most frequently in
volved in traffic accidents, traffiC 
Violations, and family disturbances. 
Therefore, this type oi roleplaying is 
most frequently used in the classroom. 
Volunteers play the role of Victims, of a 
lawbreaker, or any other role that is 
helpful to the officers. 

Officers are asked to set their own 
roleplaying scenes. This is still done to 
allow them the flexibility to use what
ever vocabulary they need the most, 
but simple guidelines have been devel-

oped to improve the experience. These 
guidelines include: 

1) The initial scenes depict the 
officer helping a citizen, i.e., 
giving directions, helping at the 
scene of an accident, and grad
ually work up to having a citizen 
being suspected of a crime. 

2) Volunteers are not placed in cul
turally embarrassing situations. 

3) Officers are encouraged to use 
their dictionaries, but they also 
receive instruction as to words 
that are taboo. The better known 
dictionaries of English and 
Spanish, for example, define "to 
take" as "coger," but in the 
Houston area, and for most 

Hispanics, that word means "to 
have sexual intercourse." 

4) Touching is common among 
members of the Hispanic 
community. It is a way of 
reinforcing expression and 
communication. It is important for 
officers to understand that when 
people touch their backs, arms, 
or hands during class interaction, 
it is because they are being 
extended special, friendly 
gestures. However, touching little 
girls, even in a friendly gesture, is 
culturally taboo and simply isn't 
done by strangers. 

A new component is now being 
incorporated into the roleplaying phase 



"The overall evaluation of the program by Hispanic citizens 
and participating officers has been positive. . . ." 

of the program. Citizens are being 
taught important points about police 
work. This is done informally by the 
officers who, on an individual basis, 
share information that may clarify mis
conceptions about their work. For ex
ample, during a scene where the 
citizen's car has been stolen, the offi
cer explains to the citizen that it is not 
essential for police officers to appear 
on the scene, but that their complaint 
has been heard and action has been 
taken. The importance of knowing 
one's own license plate number is also 
stressed. 

During scenes of domestic disturb
ances, women learn that there are 
places they can go for help beyond the 
help provided by the officers, that offi
cers cannot take the man out of his 
home without probable cause, etc. Citi
zens also learn that if charges are not 
pressed, action may not be taken by the 
officer. 

There are numerous benefits to this 
program including: 

1) Both officers and citizens are 
sensitized to each other's 
differences, problems, concerns, 
and similarities. This has resulted 
in better understanding, respect, 
and support for each other as 
individuals and as a group. For 
instance, officers are learning 
that sometimes Hispanic citizens 
tell them what they think officers 
want to hear, and this is not 
necessarily done in a negative 
manner. Therefore, officers are 
developing questioning 
techniques to deal with this 
challenge. 
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2) Language learning takes place 
not only on the part of the officers 
participating in the program but 
also on the part of community 
people who learn English from 
the officers. (Many officers stay 
after class to continue learning 
Spanish and teaching English). 
Furthermore, many children and 
young adults are studying 
Spanish on their own to earn the 
opportunity to "teach the 
policemen." This is particularly 
significant when one remembers 
that historically, there has been 
little incentive for many Spanish 
surnamed people to develop their 
own Spanish ability. The result 
here has been the development 
of bilingual individuals who 
benefit both themselves and their 
community. 

3) The officers provide additional 
and different role models in the 
community for children and for 
young people to follow. These 
young people now indicate an 
interest in law enforcement as a 
career. An unexpected result of 
the program has been support of 
HPD's recruitment efforts, 
particularly of Hispanics. 
Evaluations are an important part 

of the program's strength and develop
ment. At the end of 8 weeks, evalua
tions given to stUdents include 
questions pertaining to the language 
program, the cultural and community 
participation component, as well as the 
applicability of the newly developed 
skills. 

A different evaluation form has 
been developed for community people 
to evaluate the program and the offi
cers. This form also includes questions 
pertaining to the development of mutu
al understanding and to people's will
ingness to better support their officers. 

The evaluations are used to deter
mine the effectiveness of the program 
in terms of quality of instruction, value 
to the officers, and benefit to the His
panic community. The ov/arall e'/alua
tion of the program by Hispanic 
citizens and participating officers has 
been positive and indicatf~s very strong 
support for the program on the part of 
both groups surveyed. The average 
response regarding the program has 
been 1.5 on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 
being the highest rating. This figure 
indicates strong suppoli of the instruc
tion, teaching, methodology, course 
content, and program format. It further 
signifies the value of tt1e learning expe
rience to the officers, as well as the 
benefit to the individual Hispanic citi
zen and the Hispanic community as a 
whole. 

At the conclusion of the course, a 
fiesta is prepared by community people 
for the officers. Hispanics of all ages 
participate in this endeavor. 

The demand for the classes has 
increased and airport police officers 
and firefighters are now participating in 
the program. Officers who have com
pleted the class are eligible to partici
pate in a refresher class. 

The success of this program can 
be attributed to the enthusiasm and 
dedication of the officers, the support 
of the administration of the Houston 
Police Department, and the support of 
the members of the Hispanic commu
nity of the Houston area. FBI 




