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Abstract

Purpose –As the police service across England andWales moves towards degree-level study for new recruits
as a component of recognising the profession of policing, this paper describes and discusses the introduction of
the Police Constable Degree Apprenticeship (PCDA) and the core skills of evidence-based policing (EBP) as an
educational theme for solving work-based problems.
Design/methodology/approach – Authored by both policing practitioners and researchers, this paper
refers to key literature whilst exploring the implementation of the PCDA as a component of a Policing
Education Qualifications Framework (PEQF). It highlights some of the challenges faced with its
implementation along with the benefits of the adopting this degree-level education and work-based
programme where EBP is embedded in to both study and professional practice.
Findings –There are significant benefits to the police service of adopting the PCDA as one of the entry routes
for new police constables and embracing the educational development and professional application of EBP.
However, this does not come without a number of challenges for the service and the professional body for
policing.
Originality/value – This paper, co-authored by both policing practitioners and researchers, provides a
contemporary view on the introduction of the PCDA as an initial entry route for new police constables and the
embedding of EBP within both their learning and professional practice. As the first graduates complete their
studies, the paper discusses the opportunities the adoption presents and the challenges it faces both locally and
nationally.
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Introduction
The recognition of policing as a profession has been debated for many years (Rojek et al.,
2012; Brown et al., 2018) and has long been an ambition for the police service. Green andGates
(2014) discuss a number of core components of a profession, amongst which are the
development of an organised body of knowledge and nationally recognised professional
qualifications. From the summer of 2022, the professionally focused Police Constable Degree
Apprenticeship (PCDA) will be one of only two initial entry routes for those recruited and
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employed as new police constable for the police service across England and Wales, with an
additional Pre-join degree entry route for those aspiring to join the police service but not yet
employed as constables. During 2020/2021 the 43 territorial police forces across England and
Wales recruited over 9,200 new police constables (Gov.UK, 2021a), with the Home Office
(2019) providing funding to recruit an additional 20,000 constables by 2023. As ofMarch 2021
there were slightly over 1,900 new student officers enrolled on PCDA’s (Gov.UK, 2021b), this
will increase as more PCDA partnerships between police forces and higher education
providers are licensed by the College of Policing and begin their co-delivery.

Fergusson (2019) details a range of individual benefits for studying such programmes of
work-based learning including increased confidence, motivation and competence. Individual
benefits such as these can easily be transposed to those studying the PCDA, which is a step
towards the recognition of the profession of policing and embedding of apprentice graduate-
level skills across the service. Higher education providers and employers, in this case the
police forces, must collaborate effectively in the design and delivery of their apprenticeships.
The blend of these professionally focused programmes of both academic structure and work-
based practice being important (Lester et al., 2016).

Such a blended approach is a key component of the PCDA and given the unique
characteristics of each police force, it allows the programme of study to be tailored to meet
community, national and apprentice needs. It is of note, however, that a common thread
throughout the PCDA is the development of knowledge, skills and the application of
evidence-based policing (EBP) to professional practice; however, this does not come without
hurdles.

This paper seeks to discuss the broad themes of the PCDA and comment on the adoption
of EBP as a key component of the programme in order to enhance professional policing
practice. The paper will not draw on any data beyond that referred to within the discussion.

During the summer of 2021 several hundred new police constables studying the PCDA are
the first to complete their learning and research projects, be awarded their degrees and
successfully graduate. So now is the time to reflect upon the adoption of the PCDAand its core
thread of EBP, the benefits it can bring to the service and the challenges it presents.

Discussion
Degree Apprenticeships were formally launched by the UKGovernment in 2015 (Department
for Business, Innovation and Skills/Prime Minister’s Office, 2015), with funding for the
learning being supported by an apprenticeship levy applied across employers (Gov.UK,
2016). The aim of Degree Apprenticeships are to bring together groups of employers and
higher/vocational education providers to co-design programmes which allow apprentices to
study for and achieve a degree, whilst learners develop higher level professional workplace
skills which meet the requirements of both employers and the wider labour market
(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills/Prime Minister’s Office, 2015).

The well-established higher vocational education in Switzerland was also developed to
enable the acquisition by learners of the higher level skills required by employers (N€agele
et al., 2018), with programmes being delivered through Universities of Applied Sciences who
are governed by Federal Law, the steering groups of which have strong links with employers
(Graf, 2016). In Germany, training integrated dual study university programmes are growing
in demand, as they blend academic and professional skills development whilst leading to the
award of both a bachelor’s degree and vocational certification (Mordhorst and G€ossling,
2020). Graf (2016) describes how the profile of the German dual study programmes are
negotiated locally and are flexible enough to ensure the needs of specific employerswithin the
learning partnerships are met. In the UK, the importance of engaging nationally with
employers is reflected in the development of apprenticeship standards for specific
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occupations by Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education endorsed National
Trailblazer Groups, which are established to represent a cross section of possible employers.

In 2016, the professional body for policing, The College of Policing, proposed the
establishment of a standardised Policing Education Qualifications Framework (PEQF) with a
range of initial entry routes, including the PCDA, all of which were to encompass degree-level
study (Pepper and McGrath, 2019). Wood (2020) describes how the establishment of such a
standardised educational framework for policing is an important step to ensure police constable
are equipped with the best knowledge, understanding and workplace skills. Shortly afterwards,
a National Trailblazer Group initially designed (and continues to review), the PCDA as an initial
entry route for new police recruits who do not already hold an honours degree.

The PCDA is studied over three years whilst employed full-time as a police constable with
successful completion of both academic study and application in practice leading to the
award of a BSc or BA (Hons) in Professional Policing Practice and confirmation in post as a
police constable. The apprenticeship is fully funded for the individuals, with the learners
employed by a police force from their first day, being paid and attested as police constables.
The programme of study is work-based and taught through partnerships established
between higher education providers and police forces. Mulkeen et al. (2019) discuss the
importance of collaborations co-creating such programmes of study. It is a requirement that
the apprenticeship programme is co-created, ensuring alignment of the learning to the
standardised National Policing Curriculum (NPC) whilst meeting the needs of local
employers. Following programme design, the co-created programme is then quality
assured and licenced by the College of Policing. Such partnership working between the
educational providers, employers and professional bodies, is essential for the effective
ongoing delivery of Degree Apprenticeships (Lester, 2020).

The primary aim of the apprenticeship is to facilitate a learner’s development as a new
police constable able to demonstrate professional competence in the workplace (Quality
Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA), 2019). The learning is supported by an
embedded higher educational qualification, with graduates being able to demonstrate skills
such as taking responsibility and decision making (ibid.). The QAA (2018) continue to
describe how this can be achieved throughout an apprentices learning journey by providing
the opportunity for learners to apply and incorporate both professional and subject specific
knowledge, along with the skills and expected behaviours, into everyday workplace
professional practice. Importantly, tripartite meetings between the learner, university
academic and experienced police frontline trainer/tutor compliment and reinforce the
apprentices learning and development. Such co-development and blurring of the more
traditional lines of learning often split between employers and higher education providers
was identified as important by Mulkeen et al. (2019).

This highlights the importance of valuing the workplace as an integral location for
learning to take place (Lester et al., 2016) and for the generation of knowledge (QAA, 2019).
Learners are abstracted from their regular policing role for a minimum of 20% of their time
for “off the job” learning, which Lester (2020) suggests may range from attending the
university to e-learning or independent study. Although the College of Policing (2020) reports
agreements between some forces and their higher education providers in the region of 30%
abstraction.

The other route of entry as a newly employed police constable is a shorter two year College
of Policing licenced programme of police focused study for existing degree holders of any
academic discipline, this leads to the award of a Graduate Diploma in Professional Policing
Practice. In addition to the PCDA and Graduate Diploma, there is a self-funded degree for
aspiring police constables which is delivered purely by higher education providers. This self-
funded knowledge-based Pre-join degree in Professional Policing is aligned to the NPC, with
each higher education provider delivering the programme also requiring initial quality

A degree of
recognition

across policing

37



assurance and then licencing by the College of Policing. This suite of transformational entry
routes for new and aspiring police constables provides an opportunity to further evolve the
recognition of the service as a profession.

The College of Policing (2020) report how by the autumn of 2020, 29 of the 43 territorial
police forces across England andWales have gone live with the delivery of the PCDAwith
their partner higher education institutions (other forces have plans to go live throughout
2021). The partnerships range from a single force of 1,200 police officers of all ranks
working with their local university to deliver the PCDA across one or two cohorts per year
with small numbers of new police constable recruits, to the largest police force in the
country with over 31,000 police officers, with a learning partnership managed between a
consortium of four universities for the delivery of the PCDA (Babcock, 2020), with
multiple cohorts of new police constables starting at multiple times throughout the year.
Leek (2020) suggests how the collaborative development of PCDA’s is positively
impacting on the cultural transition of police forces towards becoming learning
organisations.

Subjects taught within the programme are many and varied including response,
community, counter terrorism, digital and roads policing, information and intelligence,
conducting investigations, public protection, EBP, researchmethods, problem solving, etc. all
complimented with ongoing reflective practice, an aspect of such programmes which is
imperative to further engender a learning workforce (Helyer, 2015).

The various elements of academic learning are assessed by means of the more traditional
assignments, reflections, presentations, exams, short answer questions, etc. The practical
workplace skills are assessed through practical application, witness testimony, reflection and
professional discussions leading first to independent patrol status (IPS) then full operational
competence (FOC). Finally, the raft of assessment methods is completed with an integrated
end point assessment (EPA) demonstrating occupational competence (Institute for
Apprenticeships and Technical Education, 2019). Included within this final stage of
assessment is the requirement for the apprentice to successfully complete a 10,000 word
evidence-based research project, during which the constable selects and applies the most
appropriate researchmethodologies for the design, delivery and critical analysis of a policing
problem.

The introduction of the PCDA is a significant opportunity for the police service to work
towards the full integration of EBP in routine policing practice, as a result aligning the
profession of policing with other professional occupations (Pepper et al., 2020).

Rojek et al. (2015) detail how research partnerships can assist in improving a police forces
ability to identify problems and inform responses by providing specific knowledge,
experience and analytical skills to conduct empirical studies. Brown et al. (2018) discuss the
importance of embedding EBPwithin the new educational routes for police constables. Lester
et al. (2016) suggest a common feature of work-based degrees is problem-solving projects
focused on resolving a work-based issue. Whilst the knowledge and skills of a constable to
take individual responsibility for analysing, interpreting, applying, evaluating and sharing
evidence of what works in practice is highlighted by the Institute for Apprenticeships and
Technical Education (2018). The introduction of the PEQF initial entry routes go hand-in-
hand with the broader adoption of EBP by the service, with its application of knowledge to
everyday policing (Wood, 2020).

As such the PCDA contains as a core theme the requirement for learners to understand
EBP and apply its concepts in undergraduate problem-solving and research, with
opportunities to learn such skills threaded throughout their studies. The study areas
include learning a range of definitions of EBP, understanding values of research evidence
types, identifying sources of evidence, methodological approaches to research, the use of EBP
in the workplace and importantly its application in professional practice.
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The opportunities to the service of adopting EBP through the utilisation of a range of
methodological approaches, moving beyond the original ideas of high quality and rigorous
experimental design proposed by Sherman (1998), have often been discussed (Brown et al.,
2018; Boulton et al., 2020). This isn’t to ignore the need for research rigour, but rather embrace
the many and varied approaches available to the new constables within the limitations
imposed by their studies. In their definition of EBP, The College of Policing (2017) describe the
need to use the best available evidence to inform decisions and practice.

Acknowledging that the PCDA is studied at an undergraduate level, an opportunity now
exists, supported by experienced academic researchers, to develop amongst new police
constables the skills to best utilise a range of methodological approaches to research and
address specific, real-time problems faced by policing which can be implemented in to
professional practice. Developing such an in depth understanding of the concepts of EBP,
alongwith its application through a problem-based research project, provides an opportunity
for higher education providers to share their significant research expertise with policing
partners and for individual police forces to complete a volume of focused, university ethically
approved and methodologically sound research on specific topics of interest to the service.

Bolton-King et al. (2020) highlight how annually there are already significant numbers of
undergraduate criminal justice research projects completed, however, there are often
difficulties linking and then translating academic research in to professional practice (Rojek
et al., 2015; Brown et al., 2020). The need tomake effective use of Degree Apprenticeshipwork-
based projects was also identified by Lester (2020).

Given the large volume of research projects that will be completed by PCDA students, not
only individual forces but the police service as whole, has an opportunity to collate and utilise
the multiplicity of research findings. However, as Brown et al. (2020) highlight, many
professions are using evidence-based approaches to inform professional practice rather than
define and limit practice. The importance of involving police practitioners in the research
process is identified by Hunter et al. (2019), with the benefits to the police from using the
findings of such research projects highlighted by Brown et al. (2018), where the rapid growth
in snatch crimes using mopeds across London were examined. The growth of such crimes
had led tomulti-institutional approaches to educating the public across London regarding the
risks of becoming a victim and the police evolving a range of approaches to apprehend the
offenders. Approaches included the development of specific teams and tactics, including
spraying offenders with marker spray, deflating tyres with stingers and knocking suspects
off of their mopeds in tactical police contacts. Such approaches significantly decreased the
number of occurrences of moped enabled offences in some areas, although of course it can be
argued that some of the crime has been displaced. However, the Metropolitan Police Service
(2019) reported an overall reduction, during the year 2018–2019, of just over 52% of these
types of crimes on the previous year.

Fergusson (2019) suggests that work-based problems are usually multi-faceted, dynamic
and constantly changing, as a result when the outcomes are shared more widely, the problem
has evolved and moved on. As an example, this could well be the case in moped-enabled
snatch crimes. Booth (2019) describes how following the increased use of police tactical
contacts with mopeds to stop offenders, those committing such snatch crimes in one area of
London, switched to using bicycles rather than mopeds, as they can sneak up behind a
possible victimwho is totally unaware of the presence of a bicycle until it was too late. Limited
localised data available up until the nations lockdown inMarch 2020 may once again suggest
an upward trend in two wheeled enabled “snatch crimes”. Goldstein’s (1990) original concept
of problem-oriented policing (POP) is still viewed as an effective strategy to tackle crime
(Hinkle et al., 2020). This problem-solving approach to develop targeted interventions has
evolved to include other problem-solving models to identify and tackle crime and disorder,
such as SARA (defined as scanning, analysis, response and assessment). A POP approach to
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tackling snatch crimes using two wheeled modes of transport can easily be linked to an EBP
approach to solving the problems by utilising current research to pro-actively evolve
interventions, with the findings from such interventions being shared and then re-evaluated.
However, Scott (2017) highlights differences between both approaches, discussing how POP
is focused on achieving policing objectives as opposed to EBP which is focussed towards
developing robust research to inform professional practice.

The research projects of new police constables studying the PCDA could do much to
develop, in a timely manner, the evidence base of how to best respond to these crime types. If
effectively co-ordinated, ethically approved and supported with academic researcher
expertise, the police practitioner-researchers could focus small-scale manageable and
methodologically sound research projects on numerous aspects of such crimes. These
projects could range from their ethically approved access for quantitative analysis of existing
police statistics and comparison of cross force border crimes to the qualitative exploration of
existing police officer experiences and impact on victims, all of which could add up to a broad
and in-depth picture at little direct cost to the service.

The benefits of PCDA students implementing EBP in an attempt to resolve such
upcoming issues have many strengths. At a strategic level for policing it provides the
opportunity to enhance and grow a national body of quality and ethically approved evidence
to inform and develop professional policing practice of what does (and does not) work, as a
result demonstrating legitimacy in the way the police service operates. However, Bolton-King
et al. (2020) discuss a hurdle to address in that practitioner-researcher is often not written up,
let alone shared widely, this is a missed opportunity. Considering this in a national context, if
the opportunity to share the outcomes of such research is not effectively embraced, it could
also pose a risk to ability of the College of Policing, as the professional body, to share the
evidence-based good professional practice across the service.

At an operational level, the introduction and application of EBP should enable new police
constables to better understand the language of academic research and link this to the needs
of practitioners (Rojek et al., 2015), as a result impacting on the way they work. However, the
methodologies adopted for such research should continue to be rigorous but not limited to the
traditional experimental approaches (Lumsden, 2017; Brown et al., 2018). The intention being
that those studying the PCDAwill better understand the range of tools which can be applied
to solve both short- and long-term contemporary policing problems. The adoption of EBP can
also evolve the way the police operates by reflecting upon what the research tells the service.
It enables police constables to use their new academic and research skills to assist their own
professional practice throughout their careers, complementing the large body of “experience”
and skills of the “craft” which already exists amongst the 131,000 police officers currently
within the service (Home Office, 2020).

The embedding of EBP within this new entry route for police constables, and within the
wider service as their careers develop, brings many opportunities for research in a unique
environment where police practitioners already have access. Whilst studying the PCDA, they
are able to conduct subject-specific research with the support of university expertise and the
appropriate ethical approvals. As part of this, the learners and researchers have a unique
opportunity for community engagement, as the community can inform their research, whilst
the outcomes can have an almost immediate and directly positive impact on the lives of the
community, as a result assisting in building a wider confidence in the service. Such
opportunities for research impact are discussed byWall et al. (2017), who describes how these
work-based research outcomes also offer great opportunities for higher education institutions
to demonstrate real-world impact for their own national measures of research success. In the
first instance these outcomeswill be at undergraduate level, butwith tripartite engagement and
support from the PCDA graduates as professional practitioner-researchers, the police service
and higher education providers, the opportunities for research growth and impact abound.
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Of course there are challenges to the implementation of the skills of conducting EBP in to
professional practice. The research projects within the PCDA at undergraduate level are
relatively small at 10,000 words length, governed by short timescales and focussed on
achieving an academic award. Those studying need to be cognisant of the potential for
researcher bias and the possibility for the influence they may have on the research outcomes
due to their perceived position of power within the community. Lester et al. (2016) also discuss
the need to be cognisant of potential ethical issues arising from research conducted by those
embedded in the workplace.

There is no central repository for evidence collected and outcomes generated by the
research projects conducted in each police force, meaning opportunities to share and build
upon earlier academic research can easily be missed. There is also limited co-ordination
between higher education institutions of the large numbers of policing students involved and
inmany cases there is limited co-ordination between territorial police forces. This could mean
that the same often topical research may be unknowingly duplicated by different new
constables (Hunter et al., 2019), as a result limiting the opportunities to move forward with the
knowledge base. The implementation of research projects as part of the PCDA raises capacity
challenges for police training teams, academics and administrators required for large
numbers of learners completing EBP and/or problem-based research projects across multiple
cohorts throughout the year. All of learners will require support and guidance from the
research inception, ethical and work-based approval, development and conduct, through to
assessing and processing of academic awards through to graduation. There may also be
challenges of maintaining the confidence of the broader public if police constables appear to
be fewer in number on the streets at a given periods each year when the research projects are
being completed and written up.

Although PCDA graduates will be equipped to use their academic and problem-solving
skills to assist their professional practices throughout their careers, there is no current
requirement for ongoing continuing professional development (CPD) relating to EBP for
these new constables. So once the academic research is complete for their PCDA and they
have graduated, it could be possible to opt to have a career with no further academic skills
development. However, following graduation, learners will have developed the ability to
manage their own learning, use scholarly material and identify their need for further training
and development (QAA, 2014). As a result, hopefully a number of the PCDAgraduates will be
inspired to continue in higher education and move on in their studies engaging in
postgraduate research and associated postgraduate awards.

It must not be forgotten that there is also the huge cultural challenge of internal
engagement by those currently serving within policing to remain motivated given the value
the police service currently places on the informal validation of “experience” and “craft” as it
now shifts towards the external validation by academic processes anddegree-level recognition
for new recruits to the service. This engrained practice of those already within policing
imparting their professional knowledge, skills and experiences via storytelling is highly
valued across the police culture (McNulty, 1994), yet this contradicts the educational approach
adopted through the PCDA which advocates the need for a sound foundation of evidence for
solving problems and making decisions, aligning to the approach of other professions. As
Wall et al. (2017) suggest, the impact of the practitioner-researchers presence extends well
beyond their initial research, resonating within and influencing the workplace over time.

Conclusion
As a result of implementing the PCDAas an initial entry routewithin the PEQF for new police
constables, there is the opportunity to transform the way policing works for the benefit of
both the community and the service. The move from internally driven “experience” or “craft”
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of policing towards a standardised higher education accredited, recognised and validated
programme of study presents opportunity as well as challenge. It is hoped the new initial
entry routes will embed the concept of the police in society as a profession, one which makes
good decisions informed by the best available research (Hunter et al., 2019).

A graduate qualification achieved through studying the PCDA allows the public, the
criminal justice system and other employers to recognise, compare and understand the level
of professional competence and expertise of police constables. Higher education, which also
benefits significantly from the introduction of the PCDA, plays a key role in the development
of the graduate-level apprentice skills. Embedding core skills such as taking responsibility,
problem solving, decision making and evidence-based research will become increasingly
important in the contemporary policing environment. These skills will be key in equipping
officers with the ability to use problem-solving techniques to bring about long-term solutions
to policing issues locally, regionally and nationally. The importance of involving police
practitioners in the development of the knowledge base for policing along with the adoption
and utilisation of research skills by new constables are essential in ensuring EBP is
successfully embedded and utilised across the service (Green and Gates, 2014). The adoption
of higher education also assists in the development of additional skills including the
willingness to embrace alternative perspectives, moral and ethical reasoning along with
empathy. This supports the findings of Mazerolle et al. (2013) of the positive impact on the
public and their levels of cooperation if they feel actions of the police are fair, neutral and
legitimate. Such core graduate skills may also prove useful when those working in policing
decide to leave the service, as they are transferrable to other career opportunities.

The research carried out by officers as part of their degree programmes will contribute to
the body of evidence showing what does, and does not, work in policing, which provides a
resource for those looking at innovative solutions to long-terms issues. Although not without
challenges to be addressed, not least of which is the significant cultural change that should
take place over time, the adoption of the PCDA and embedding the skills of EBP is a huge
opportunity for thosewithin policing to use academic knowledge, understanding and skills to
solve everyday problems for the benefits of the individual, police service and the community
whilst moving towards the recognition of the profession of policing.
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