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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Police education and training revisited: Drawbacks and advances




The education and training of police officers plays a prominent role in equipping officers with the knowledge structure, competencies, attitudes, and values that are needed to professionally conduct their duties in alignment with the ideals of a democratic society. Police officers learn in formal learning settings such as classrooms and scenario-based training rooms, but learning extends to a variety of non-formal and informal learning settings that exist outside the explicit curriculum of police education and training institutions (see “(Non-)Learning to police”). The “police system,” with all its structures and frameworks, as well as its individuals (e.g., police trainers, management, and supporting staff), shares the power—and the responsibility—for ensuring that what is learned is what is needed. However, current debates about police professionalization and reform, sparked in part by the death of George Floyd (Boxer et al., 2021), indicate that there is much to learn by focusing scientific scrutiny on police education and training. Observing and re-evaluating learning settings and goals through a scientific lens addresses one leverage point of the complex system that has repeatedly led to unfavorable outcomes in police–citizen encounters.

Although, organizationally, the “science system” is not necessarily part of the “police system,” the two social systems have become aligned over the last two decades, as evidenced by the rise of the term “evidence-based policing” (Boulton et al., 2020). Also, current debates concerning police–citizen encounters can be interpreted as progress in the sense that there is amplified communication about policing (Nassehi, 2021) and a growing acceptance that a scientific approach might benefit our understanding of police–citizen encounters. Understanding the factors that influence these interactions includes examining the education and training officers receive.

As researchers, we are fully aware that our logic related to the system of science fundamentally differs from the logic of the policing system. As such, we must regularly reflect on our share of, and contribution to, the status quo of police training and education. This is evidenced by discussions we have between ourselves (Bennell et al., 2021; Koerner and Staller, 2022). Yet, as researchers, we have the tools available that allow for rigorous and alternative observations (and the observation of our observations) that might provide a reflexive lens through which we can better understand issues around police education and training.

With the limitations of our own perspectives in mind, it is with delight that we share our Research Topic “Police education and training revisited: Drawbacks and advances” with the scientific community and with those we want to help and encourage in their practice: police trainers and police managers. With 10 original research reports,one brief report, two conceptual analyses, and one review, we provide a Research Topic—comprising 14 articles from a total of 50 dedicated authors—that sheds light on issues of performance in police–citizen encounters as well as on issues of the corresponding education and training that officers receive. By providing this Research Topic, we hope to foster further research concerning the Research Topic of police education and training, and stimulate discussion between practitioners, practitioners and researchers, and among researchers.
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