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PRACTICE NOTES

EDUCATING

THE FORCE

Fear was Shelagh Hetreed’s initial reaction when asked to
train schools liaison police about drug education. But the
experience convinced her that police can be productively
engaged in a progressive strategy, to the benefit of the
children they contact inside and outside the school.

Shelagh Hetreed

WHEN I WAS asked to run a two-day
training course for schools liaison and
community police in Avon and Somerset, |
felt more than a little apprehensive. The
invitation came about through a talk to a
police conference about drugs education
being seen not as a separate topic area, but
integrated into a school’s personal and
social education programme. I also men-
tioned many feel a ‘shock horror’
approach, using a video or a one-off
lecture by an expert, is the least effective
means of changing behaviour.

The reaction was a request for training
similar to that given to teachers so police
might approach this area in a com-
plementary, rather than possibly a counter-
productive, way. The course was set up to
take place at the police training headquar-
ters in Bristol in May.

When it came to planning the two days,
every stereotype I discovered I had about
likely police attitudes came to the fore and
fear and trepidation set in. However,
myself and my co-tutors Nigel Laycock
(Somerset’s drug education coordinator)
and Sue Bandcroft (health education offic-
er) decided to offer a course almost iden-
tical to that offered to teachers.

Our biggest uncertainty was how the 38
police attending the course would react to
participatory sessions. This fear grew as
the first morning was given over to tradi-
tional introductory talks by their chief
constable and the head of the drug squad.
After lunch, as we scrambled to rearrange
the chairs into an open circle, those who
arrived first looked anxious. But our wor-
ries were unfounded, as almost immediate-
ly they began to relax and seemed to enjoy
the climate-setting exercises in small
groups.

Discussion was always friendly and
open. We began with an exercise in rank-
ing drugs from ‘acceptable’ to ‘not accept-
able’, including champagne, tobacco, sol-
vents, coffee, etc, as well as the more
topical illegal varieties. Value-clarification
exercises followed and evaluations at the
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end of the course indicated how much the
chance to air views and discuss issues
openly had been appreciated. Several re-
sources were introduced and worked
through, especially the 14-18 Drugwise
pack, which is being supplied to each
participant’s unit.

The two days were extremely well re-
ceived. Judging by the feedback, a lot was
learnt and it was much enjoyed. It was also
one of the most enjoyable courses we had
led as tutors. The police seemed to be able
to enjoy themselves but also to commit
themselves and cooperate fully. Their eva-
luations said they had found group work a
stimulating and excellent learning method.
I learnt that it is absurd to stereotype any
group — even the police.

After the course a sergeant
said his force no longer used shock
horror tactics

WHAT ARE THE potential educational
benefits of such an exercise? We are in
cloud-cuckoo land if we believe police can
be kept out of drug education. Many
schools will turn to them for help before
they turn to health educators or drug
education coordinators, and many teachers
still want the police to step in and take over
the class or talk to the whole year or school
assembly. Even if not invited in for this
reason, police are in contact with the
school and its pupils for all sorts of other
reasons — they are there.

So much the better then if they give out
messages similar to those from other agen-
cies and feel confident enough to refuse to
take a whole year group or school assem-
bly. Even better if instead they make
positive suggestions on how the school
could proceed and suggest contacting local
educational resources, such as drug educa-
tion coordinators.

Teachers will still want visitors to take
some of the load on a subject where they
feel less than expert. But if both sides are
trained and aware of the need for inte-
grated teaching, this could be fitted into a
worked-out drug education programme,
with the police making special contribu-
tions in areas such as drug laws and crimes
committed in order to obtain drugs.
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In my experience police are willing to do
this — in some respects, they are more
advanced than teachers, who often come to
courses thinking ‘drugs’ equals ‘hard
drugs’, while police appreciate that most
problems with school-age children start
(and usually stay) with cigarettes, alcohol
and solvents.

Probably the best indicator of the suc-
cess of the course was a phone call from a
sergeant indignant at having received a
letter from a well-meaning member of the
public, suggesting a video she thought
police could show to every school child
over ten to frighten them off taking drugs.
The officer informed her that police in his
area no longer used this sort of ‘shock
horror’ tactic, and explained strategies felt
to be more appropriate.

Potential benefits of involving the police
are not limited to drug education in
schools. It can only be beneficial for police
who come into contact with young people
to have ‘pupil-friendly’ strategies up their
sleeves and to have been given a little time
on a course clarifying issues and learning
about the field. Since skills developed by
current drug education methods are basic
life-skills, ways of promoting these sKkills
can be applied to a range of adolescent
‘problem’ areas. After all, schools liaison
officers deal with a variety of petty crimes
besides drugtaking, many with the same
root causes.

Most counties have just one drug educa-
tion coordinator and many may disappear
once central funding finishes in 1989. It
would seem important then to reach as
many potential advocates of progressive
educational techniques as we can find, in
order to promote a continuity of approach
for all our young people, whether it be
from a teacher, health education officer,
parent or a schools liaison police officer.

WE KNOW THAT one-off sessions are
the least effective in the long term. So let
us go for a continuous programme deli-
vered in a style that can enable each young
person to take responsibility for him/
herself, and which will equip them with the
ability to make an informed decision in a
community where they can feel supported
by all the agencies they might come into
contact with. a



