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Supporting Police Community Support Officers to become effective School Link 

Officers: Key stakeholder perceptions of a pilot professional development programme  

Abstract 

This article presents the findings of a pilot professional development programme designed to 

support Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs) to become effective School Link 

Officers (SLOs) within urban secondary schools in the English West Midlands. Findings are 

presented via perceptions of key stakeholders: SLOs themselves; school-based mentors 

supporting the work of SLOs; and the West Midlands Police officer co-ordinating aspects of 

the project. The agreed professional development model comprised a two-day induction 

programme; school-based mentoring and coaching; and SLOs’ reflections via a small-scale 

action research project.  

Findings reveal the complexities of community policing in contemporary urban secondary 

school contexts and the challenges of enhancing the professional status of the SLO. Although 

PCSOs have been working as SLOs for several years, preparation for this role has been 

inadequate and the issue has generally been overlooked in literature. The pivotal role of 

effective school-based mentorship, opportunities for reflection and gaining national 

professional recognition via the action research project emerge as particularly positive 

features of the professional development model. With the ultimate aim of safeguarding young 

people, recommendations are also made to further develop the model to enhance SLOs’ 

professional learning and effectiveness and maximise inter-professional working. 
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Introduction  

Prompted by West Midlands Police (WMP) concerns regarding the inadequate preparation of 

Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs) working as School Link Officers (SLOs) in 

secondary schools in the English West Midlands, WMP commissioned the School of 

Education at Newman University to design a pilot professional development programme for 

SLOs. Initially, a national accredited training programme was available to police officers 

working as SLOs in England as part of the ‘Safer Schools Partnerships’ initiative, but this has 

now ceased. Consequently, and as Lamont et al (2011, p. 14) explain, ‘in the absence of such 

formal training, a number of different training practices have developed to equip police in 

schools with the knowledge and understanding necessary for this type of role.’ As a result, 

training has become fragmented or non-existent in England, with officers often being left to 

devise their own strategies. These challenges then appear to have been exacerbated when 

PCSOs largely took over the SLO role from police officers. 

Three key concerns and needs, which emerged from an internal questionnaire administered 

by WMP, were conveyed to Newman University:  to improve the confidence and skills of 

SLOs to engage effectively with young people in secondary schools; to improve the 

partnership between PCSOs and school communities; and to raise the professional confidence 

and status of the SLO role. From discussions with WMP regarding their concerns for the 

preparedness of these ‘para-professionals’ (people to whom a particular aspect of a 

professional task is delegated but who are not licensed to practise as fully qualified 

professionals), a researcher from the University designed a professional development model 

to be piloted in two local policing units. When designing the professional development model 

for SLOs the researcher considered a wide range of effective continuing professional 

development (CPD) principles i.e. the facilitation of criticality and analysis (Eraut 1994); the 

importance of an in-depth, sustained programme (Kennedy 2005); the benefits of mentoring 

and coaching (Rhodes et al 2004, Forde and O’Brien 2011); the efficacy of professional 

learning linked to school contexts (Walker and Dimmock 2006); and the importance of 

regularly reflecting on and linking the teaching experience to the intended objectives in a 

structured way to inform and improve practice (Bringle and Hatcher 1999).  Furthermore, the 

researcher considered the need for appropriate professional learning for PCSOs who 

undertake a para-professional role to support them in engaging with teachers about learning 

strategies; to facilitate the SLOs’ acceptance into the professional environment of schools; 

and to allow them to “grow as professional educators” (Lyle and Hendley 2007, p. 205). The 
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researcher also considered the experiences of the PCSOs to-date, who had no or few formal 

qualifications and what this might mean regarding self-esteem and self-confidence.   

As a consequence, the agreed three-stage professional development model comprised an 

initial two-day induction programme for SLOs; a sustained and on-going programme of 

support for SLOs via school-based mentoring and coaching; and critical reflection via SLOs 

completing an individual action research project afforded by the Teaching and Learning 

Academy (TLA) CPD framework. The two-day induction programme aimed to introduce 

SLOs to key aspects of their role and working with young people in secondary schools. This 

was followed by a programme of support via school-based mentoring and coaching, with 

each SLO having a designated mentor. The pilot culminated in each SLO submitting an 

action research project regarding a crime prevention input for the award of national 

professional recognition via the TLA. The latter two activities also started to move the model 

beyond professional development and delivering input to greater professional learning, “in 

which individuals create professional knowledge through interaction with … information in a 

way that challenges previous assumptions and creates new meanings (Timperley 2011, p. 5), 

supporting SLOs to advance their own learning and pupils’ learning. Professional learning 

also epitomises “the key characteristics of reflective practice, critical evaluation and 

continuing learning” (O’Brien and Jones 2014, p. 684). The only aspects of the model 

proposed by the University which were not approved by WMP, due to police budgetary 

constraints, were the funding of a training event for mentors of SLOs and the funding of 

mentors to undertake TLA projects themselves alongside the SLOs they were mentoring. 

Context 

The role of the PCSO in England, introduced in 2002, was to be a defining feature of the 

former ‘New Labour’ government policy on neighbourhood policing (Quinton and Morris 

2008).  Echoing community policing practices initially developed in the Netherlands  in the 

1980s (Terpstra 2010) and more recently trialled in Canada (Dumaine 2005), as uniformed 

civilian members of police support staff PCSOs in England are non-warranted but have some 

police powers. PCSO duties are restricted to dealing with minor offences; early intervention 

to discourage criminal behaviour; crime prevention advice; conducting house-to-house 

enquires; and supporting front-line policing.  As part of these duties PCSOs can be assigned 

the role of SLO where they are brought into direct contact with children, young people, 

teachers and the wider school community. Despite criticisms that community policing often 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Non-warranted&action=edit&redlink=1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Powers_of_the_police_in_England_and_Wales
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lacks credibility and coherence (Johnston 2005) and despite concerns about the role, role 

definition and lack of training, the important role played by PCSOs as pivotal intermediaries 

between community and policing is widely recognised (Cosgrove and Ramshaw 2015, Foster 

and Jones 2010, Quinton and Morris 2008, Frondigoun et al 2012).  In turn, an important 

corollary of this is recognition of the significant positive contribution of the SLO to school 

communities (Black et al 2010, Lamont et al 2011, Stead et al 2011, Clayman and Skinns 

2012, Frondigoun et al 2013).    

As Longstaff et al (2015) note, the police often struggle to work and communicate effectively 

with other agencies in the context of neighbourhood policing. Although keeping children safe 

and improving information sharing between agencies were key aims of New Labour’s Every 

Child Matters policy (DfES 2004) leading to the amendment of The Children Act (2004), the 

role of the police alongside other services does not appear to have been fully considered.  

More recently there have been reports of improvements between Campus Officers in 

Scotland (the equivalent of SLOs in England) and educational staff, with information sharing 

being “viewed as an integral part of the campus officer role” (Black et al 2010, p. 2). SLOs 

could, therefore, potentially play a key role in working effectively with schools regarding 

safeguarding and information sharing. A positive example of professional development can 

be found in Wales, where some police officers working as Schools Liaison Police Officers 

have submitted portfolios as part of academic higher education studies, whilst working 

alongside teachers in schools to support their transition in becoming professional educators 

(Lyle and Hendley 2007).  

Increasing acts of terrorism and extremism in the English West Midlands (where this research 

was undertaken) and across England and Europe mean that policing and community policing 

are now highly sensitive and topical issues, which impact on the lives of young people. We 

argue that SLOs can potentially play a key role as intermediaries within school communities, 

supporting the aims of and also offering an alternative/ additional strategy to the Prevent 

agenda (DfE 2015). Prevent is the British government's anti-radicalisation strategy, aiming to 

protect children and young people from being drawn into terrorism. Several issues have been 

raised regarding the Prevent agenda, however, not least of all concerns that it encourages a 

culture of surveillance (UCU 2015).   

At the time of this pilot project PCSOs comprised 6.6% of the police force in England and 

Wales (Home Office 2013), but diminished resourcing has meant that many territorial police 
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forces have recently announced plans to reduce the number of PCSOs in order to save costs 

leaving the future of PCSO roles uncertain. Notwithstanding the reprieve in the Autumn 

Statement from the wide-scale cuts planned to police budgets (HM Treasury 2015), United 

Kingdom (UK) police budgets are still limited and WMP has confirmed proposals to reduce 

its number of PCSOs following a wholesale review of local policing and as part of a wider 

plan to make savings (Gibbons 2015). Furthermore, PCSOs in the West Midlands were told 

of plans to significantly reduce their numbers by 2020 at a higher rate than police officers, 

triggering heated exchanges between PCSOs and senior WMP officers (McCarthy 2015). 

Concerns were also expressed by Unison and Unite – two of the largest trade unions in the 

UK - regarding public safety and concerns for their members who are already struggling with 

high staff shortages, additional workload and constant pressures from the government to 

reduce crime statistics (Gibbons 2015). Consequently, WMP initial plans to roll out this pilot 

programme more widely across the region have now been deferred due to uncertainties 

regarding the future of the PCSO in the region. Further to findings from Stead et al (2011, p. 

13) that this type of “work in schools should continue to be prioritised, valued and funded”, 

we argue that cuts in this area of policing remain an important oversight in the policing 

approach by policymakers, due to the potentially pivotal and proactive role PCSOs can play 

within communities.  

 

Methodology and participants 

This research adopted a mixed-methods research design (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie 2004) 

within a case study and used semi-structured questionnaires, focus groups and individual 

interviews to explore key stakeholders’ perceptions of the pilot programme. Respondents 

comprised seventeen key stakeholders: eleven participating SLOs from two local policing 

units; five of their school-based mentors, who were experienced secondary school teachers 

and experienced in mentoring and coaching student-teachers and newly-qualified teachers; 

and the police coordinator, who had significant experience in community policing.  

The research was subject to approval by the University’s ethics committee detailing matters 

of informed consent, the right to withdraw, academic integrity and the security of data. 

Anonymity of responses was assured. Focus group and individual interviews were conducted 

in person by a contract researcher. Interviews were recorded and took approximately forty 

minutes. Interviews were then transcribed. 
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Data were collected from SLOs at the start of the pilot programme via questionnaires and at 

the end of the pilot via focus group interviews. The SLO induction took place over two 

consecutive days in November 2014 and at the end of the second day all the SLOs completed 

questionnaires (securing a response rate of 100%) to evaluate the induction programme. 

SLOs completed TLA action research projects in March 2015. Eight of the eleven SLOs were 

then interviewed as two focus groups in April 2015 regarding their perceptions of the 

programme. 

School-based mentors began mentoring and coaching SLOs in December 2014 and supported 

SLOs for the remainder of the pilot project until the end of March 2015. Data were collected 

from five of the participating school-based mentors through individual semi-structured 

interviews over April-May 2015.  

The police coordinator was in regular contact with the SLOs, their school-based mentors and 

the University to discuss progress throughout the project. Data were then collected from the 

police coordinator within an individual semi-structured interview in April 2015. 

 

The three-stage professional development model 

(i) Induction 

While police training normally lies within the province of its Learning and Development 

Department (LDD), diminished resourcing and police cuts, combined with the prioritization 

of training schedules for new police officers resulted in the LDD being unable to support or 

host the PCSO induction programme. Consequently, the programme was hosted at the 

University and mostly designed and delivered by the coordinating police officer, with 

additional input from other key stakeholders, including an experienced and deemed effective 

SLO; young people (boys and girls) and a senior leader from a secondary school; and 

University staff. In response to the outcomes of the WMP internal questionnaire regarding 

SLO needs, the induction programme was delivered around five core themes: PCSO powers 

and policy; aims and expectations of the SLO role; approaches to police engagement with 

young people and schools; strategies for effective learning and teaching in schools; and 

processes to undertake a small-scale action research project to aid reflection, leading to 

national professional recognition. Perspectives regarding the induction programme are 

provided below in quotation form and in turn from the SLOs via the semi-structured 
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questionnaires completed at the end of the two-day induction and via the focus groups in 

which they participated at the end of the pilot; mentors via individual semi-structured 

interviews at the end of the pilot; and the police coordinator via an individual semi-structured 

interview at the end of the pilot. 

Despite attempts to tailor the induction programme to SLOs’ needs, there was a differing 

response from SLOs via the questionnaires, completed at the end of the two-day induction 

programme, and the focus groups, in which they had participated at the end of the pilot. On 

the one hand, most SLOs made positive comments within the questionnaires at the end of the 

two-day induction event about what they had learnt and how the induction had motivated 

them: 

“From the talks with young people and other organisations I want to provide a service that 

young people will be proud of and build trust and confidence with young people.” 

“Certainly taught me more about researching for myself because, to be fair, I think for the 

most part, we didn’t.” 

“What I found useful and appreciated was that you need to put that same message across but 

in different formats because children learn in different ways … I wasn’t aware of that.” 

On the other hand, around half of the SLOs criticised the induction programme during the 

focus group interviews at the end of the pilot regarding the level and language of sessions; 

and issues for which they considered the induction had not given them ‘answers’: 

“It was … over the top of my head.” 

“There was a lot of … jargon used which … I didn’t really understand.” 

“I came out a little bit confused at the end of it.” 

“How do we deal with disruptive pupils who don’t want to listen or learn?” 

Interestingly, there appears to have been a shift in attitudes, with a positive response to the 

induction programme at the time, but a more critical response several months later. 

Confusion and criticisms of professional development tend to emerge where the perception of 

the participants is that ‘answers’ to encountered problems have not been at the forefront of 

their training (Jackson 2009, Bauer & Brazier 2012). In this case, some SLOs considered the 

induction had not given them the ‘answers’ they needed concerning difficult issues, such as 

behaviour management. These seemingly contradictory perceptions are, however, not 

uncommon. In the field of initial teacher education (ITE) and CPD for teachers, it is not 

unusual for participants to regard their training as either overly-theoretical or of limited 

practical value unless this is effectively mediated in school, in order to address the gap 
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between theory and practice. This suggests, therefore, that some SLOs did not see the 

benefits of linking theory with practice and/ or perhaps these links were not made explicit. It 

is the responsibility of educators, however, to interpret and apply theory in a manner 

conducive to building knowledge, that is both a solid foundation for future learning and 

which can be applied in practice (Bruner 1986). This is an important area, as the links 

between theory and practice are known to be problematic, yet practice can be greatly 

advanced if this issue is addressed effectively (Korthagen and Kessels 1999). Also, 

integrating the role of the school in participants’ learning can improve the linkage between 

theory and practice (Simkins 2009). Furthermore, Browne-Ferrigno (2003) has shown that 

some teachers feel confusion where there is a ‘duality of identity’, in undertaking additional 

learning alongside professional practice, which aligns with the confusion felt by SLOs who 

considered they were being asked to undertake a teaching, rather than policing role, when 

working with young people in schools. Added to this, as White and Heslop (2012) point out, 

the involvement of the university sector in police education and training is very much in its 

infancy in comparison with that of teaching. Highlighting the quite different philosophical 

orientations each has to training and development, teaching is typically associated with 

liberal education and critical thinking, whereas policing is more commonly associated with 

matters of state control and the constraints of citizenship, which typically frame learning in 

terms of task performance and vocational competence (White and Heslop 2012).  In this 

context it may go some way to explaining the criticisms from some SLOs of their induction. 

Moreover, the ambitions of the programme to promote effective practice by SLOs in schools 

also lie at the nexus of multi-professional practice, which, in this instance, demands that the 

police, schools and University work together effectively to improve young people’s 

understanding of crime prevention and staying safe. 

Only one mentor discussed the induction programme and this was to comment on the lack of 

engagement with mentors at the initial induction stage of the project: 

“… maybe when the PCSOs get invited to Newman University it might be a good idea for the link 

teacher from the school to be invited as well, … so … we can compare and contrast the provision from 

the University … so that thinking can be joined up a little.” 

The mentor suggests that it would have been beneficial for school-based mentors to attend the 

SLO induction programme, so that they could experience the SLO induction for themselves 

too. The university researcher had advised WMP to fund a separate training event for school-

based mentors of SLOs, in the same way as universities provide separate training events for 
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school-based mentors of student-teachers within ITE programmes, but this had not been 

possible due to budgetary constraints. School-based mentors are qualified and experienced 

teachers, however, who would have needed a different type of training event focusing on the 

mentoring and coaching role, rather than attending the event designed for the SLOs’ needs. 

Nevertheless, the mentor makes an important point around the efficacy of learning linked to 

school contexts (Walker and Dimmock 2006) and if additional funding had been available for 

a mentor training event it would have been beneficial to discuss the SLO induction 

programme with mentors, so they had a greater understanding of the SLOs’ needs, which 

would further enhance the coherence of the professional development programme and 

thereby support the exchange of professional expertise.  

In contrast with some SLO criticisms of induction and despite the different philosophical 

orientations and different professional values and practices between the police and university 

sector, the police coordinator appreciated the University’s approach to encourage SLOs to 

use facilitation and discussion, rather than didactic instruction with young people in schools. 

The police coordinator commented that the University’s contribution to the induction 

programme: 

“… gave them a number of tools and different ways that they can actually engage with young people 

… rather than just standing at the front and doing the input, which is traditionally what we do as police 

officers – just go in and say “Don’t take drugs” or “Don’t do this” – she gave them the tools to actually 

getting a bit of facilitating, … conversation with them.” 

The University contribution encouraged SLOs to work with young people within an 

andragogical approach (Knowles 1990), based on the social constructivist approach of 

teachers as facilitators of learning (Vygotsky 1962), in order to move SLOs beyond didactic 

instruction into facilitating reflection and discussion. This aligns with findings from Stead et 

al (2011, p. 7) that “interventions which use skill based interactive teaching styles are more 

effective in relation to young people’s behaviour” in these contexts. Furthermore, this aligns 

with guidance from the National Union of Teachers that discussion within schools would 

make a better contribution than the Prevent agenda to counter any behaviour that could be a 

problem (Blower 2016).  

The police coordinator also expressed disappointment that the police’s own LDD trainers had 

been unable to deliver aspects of the induction programme:  
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“That’s probably where we’ve fallen a bit short. … I would have liked support … it was quite ironic 

really … delivering training to officers because they hadn’t had any training and we felt that was 

important and yet I was delivering it and I hadn’t any training how to deliver it!” 

The lack of support from the LDD meant, therefore, that the majority of the induction 

programme had to be delivered by the police coordinator herself and she acknowledged her 

lack of experience in delivering training and the irony of this position. Studies in other 

settings, such as health care and medicine, have consistently underscored the challenges that 

surround inter-professional education (Robinson and Cottrell 2005, Reeves et al 2008). Much 

of the research points to issues around reconciling different professional values and practices; 

conditions of service; and the need to invest in joint training and professional development. It 

is suggested, therefore, that investing in collaborative delivery by the LDD, University and 

schools would have further improved induction and ultimately benefitted SLOs and young 

people in schools. 

 

(ii) School-based mentoring and coaching 

As previously discussed, integrating the role of the school in participants’ learning can 

improve links between theory and practice (Simkins 2009). Consequently, the University 

researcher proposed that school-based mentors were assigned to support SLOs in several 

ways: planning and preparing sessions for young people; engaging SLOs in reflective 

dialogue following sessions, to advance their learning and practice; and in undertaking their 

individual action research project. Perspectives of the school-based mentoring and coaching 

are provided below, which include comments from the SLOs via the focus groups in which 

they participated; mentors via individual semi-structured interviews; and the police 

coordinator via an individual semi-structured interview. 

SLO comments regarding mentoring and coaching appear to indicate that the role of the 

mentor was largely a significant contributor to the success of the programme: 

“She was brilliant… but to be fair, my school’s brilliant. I’ve got a really good close working 

relationship with … the school.” 

“… very pro-police and also he’s an ex-special constable himself, so he knows the background and he 

knows how it works. … he was very sympathetic and every time I sent him any emails and said “This 

is what I’m doing. Am I on the right track?” … he would get back to me with very constructive 

criticism.” 
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 “When we delivered our inputs to the pupils, by the time we came round to the third and fourth one it 

was so much easier and I was starting to feel a bit more confident about dealing with the pupils. … 

now, going in, it’s … not quite as daunting.” 

 “I felt like I’d been a niggle to her a lot of the time ‘cause she’s got more important work in her school 

to do, so I think the mentoring is an absolutely fantastic idea but … you’ve got to be careful on who 

you choose to mentor you.” 

In most examples the mentors’ sensitivity and commitment were apparent, revealing the 

positive interpersonal relationships established between SLOs and their mentors. The second 

comment also demonstrates the importance of understanding the context, since this mentor’s 

former role as a special constable played a significant part in his ability to mediate the 

discourses of policing and teaching that other mentors may have found more challenging. 

Nonetheless, effective mentoring of SLOs mirrors much of the reported best practice in the 

context of ITE (Hobson 2002) with mentoring underpinned by principles of reflective 

practice (Schön 1983), dialogic teaching (Wells 2004) and constructivist learning approaches 

(Dewey 1904, Piaget 1972, Bruner 1996, Perkins 1999), leading to SLOs’ growing 

professional confidence due to reflective discussions and the supportive and constructive 

feedback provided. Also, Lyle and Hendley (2007, p. 205) assert that para-professionals who 

start to engage in discussions with teachers about learning strategies “will become more 

accepted by them and be treated more and more as fellow professionals”. As the final 

comment shows, however, it is essential to ensure appropriate school-based mentors are 

assigned who have the necessary time to commit to the role. If chosen appropriately, school-

based mentors can be key to unlocking difficulties in linking the theory and practice of 

learning and teaching, in order to make a real contribution to improving SLO practice and 

safeguarding young people in schools. 

Although WMP had been unable to fund mentor training, as experienced mentors of student-

teachers and newly-qualified teachers, most school-based mentors of SLOs were well-

positioned to assimilate this role quickly, due to the remit provided of mentoring and 

coaching SLOs in a similar way as if working with student-teachers. All mentors had agreed 

to undertake the role to support SLOs and the responses of those interviewed demonstrate 

that they had mostly understood what had been expected of them and also exemplify some of 

the benefits of school-based mentoring and coaching to their pupils and the SLOs. Some 

illustrative comments from mentors regarding school-based mentoring and coaching can be 

found below: 
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“We planned the safety day … they [the SLOs] sent me their resources beforehand … I looked through 

… talked through their ideas and they … carried on from there. … I asked them how it went and we … 

had an informal … discussion about … rather than talk at people, try and engage them actively. … 

Everything takes time … but I think the pay-off is … beneficial.”  

“... there’s a development in the building of … confidence in being able to communicate to a group of 

students. … her [SLO] self-confidence improved because we had walked the walk … prior to the 

delivery of the actual activity … but the activities that she used in the delivery as well, it was 

champion. … I think as a result of the project and the fact that Newman University afforded them this 

opportunity in partnership with a number of different schools …, in my opinion it’s quids in.” 

“I’ve had some feedback from the member of teaching staff that accompanied the PCSO … and he said 

that the session was well-planned, well-delivered and the pupils learnt a good deal, so it was positive 

feedback. … The PCSO … discussed … the Citizenship Days he’d contribute to … we discussed the 

topic, … he devised something, sent it to me via email, I made suggestions. … He … looked at the less 

effective parts, sent me a final version back, I okayed it and that’s what he came in and delivered. So, 

there was a real discussion about … how he could improve it, … so that’s really what I’ve really 

thrown myself into ... not just saying “yeah come in and deliver us a session on this, off you go.” 

We’ve really tried to work with him to make sure … what he delivers is a quality session … and 

ultimately the pupils have benefitted.” 

The need for joint planning and discussions between teachers and officers raised within the 

comments were also recognised as being necessary for the effective delivery of sessions by 

Stead et al (2011). Clearly, constructive dialogue between SLOs and mentors facilitated 

exchanges of different professional expertise and, in turn, underscored further the 

opportunities for promoting a more authentic inter-professional exchange between SLOs and 

teachers. The above comments also highlight the pedagogic benefit to young people, which 

should support safeguarding, and a range of benefits for SLOs, such as improving their 

reflective practice, professional confidence, communication skills and their understanding of 

pedagogy. 

The police coordinator perceived the school-based mentoring and coaching to be very 

effective and identified some key improvements being made as a result:  

“… we did have issues where people were delivering inappropriate material to different age groups … 

so this is a way of keeping a check from an organisational perspective, making sure that the school 

okays what is delivered before it’s delivered.” 

“… issues which … the PCSOs would never have tackled because it’s just such a complex area they’d 

be concerned about getting complaints or not getting it across correctly … but with dedicated support 

of a one-to-one mentor … it’s tackled by the school and the police so it’s a real partnership and it’s 

signed off by the school to say “we’re happy for this to be delivered.”” 

Data collected within this research reveal that SLOs are working in more complex contexts 

than originally conceived. In contrast with those policing priorities traditionally encountered 

by PCSOs, the context for their work clearly presents relatively new forms of challenge, 



15 
 

which has been addressed somewhat by mentoring and coaching support. The spectrum of 

issues noted by participants in the research typically encompassed child exploitation, cyber 

abuse/criminality, extremism, terrorism and female genital mutilation. Echoing this 

increasing complexity in community police work, Longstaff et al (2015, p. 27) note the need 

for longer-term solutions based on a ‘detailed understanding of the multiple and persistent 

problems’.  These problems, they conclude, involve high concentrations of poverty and ill-

health; poor physical environment; a large number of low-income families; limited 

neighbourhood resources; an active drug market; and substantial barriers to offender 

resettlement (Longstaff et al 2015).  It follows that these localised social complexities are 

also manifest in school contexts and particularly in secondary schools, where the transition of 

young people through school coincides with significant physical, mental and emotional 

change. One such longer-term solution can be found within a programme such as this one, 

comprising sustainable mentoring and coaching support for SLOs. The police coordinator 

also came to recognise the essential role being played by mentors, what was needed from 

them and the importance of mentors’ willingness to actively support and participate in the 

project: 

“The mentor is the absolute key role. … we’ve just had what we call our Blueprint for 2020 produced 

and in neighbourhood policing it talks about sharing and using the talents of our partners in helping us 

to deliver a better service to our communities and this project fits perfectly with that because it’s using 

the talents of our schools to assist us to give them a better service.” 

“we’re trying to deliver a better service to the schools, so by investing in our officer they’re [the 

mentors] … hopefully going to gain so much from that relationship.” 

“… absolutely fantastic. From the beginning there’s buy-in.”  

“One of the best examples of where it’s working is that the officer was receiving very close one-to-one 

support from someone within the school.” 

These comments highlight the perceived reciprocal benefits of inter-professional and 

partnership working. They also demonstrate the needs of the police to gain mentors’ full 

commitment and the need for mentors to understand the context of the SLO role.  

 

(iii) Action research via the Teaching and Learning Academy CPD Framework 

Considering the appropriateness of action research to introduce the SLOs to a circle of 

planning, action and evaluation (Lewin 1946, McNiff and Whitehead 2009), the University 

researcher proposed that the pilot programme culminated with SLOs undertaking ‘practical 
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action research’, which is akin to reflection-on-action (Schön 1983). Due to the PCSOs’ low 

levels of confidence in the teaching aspect of the SLO role, school-based mentors were asked 

to support SLOs with their individual TLA action research projects. Originally launched as 

the Teacher Learning Academy in 2004 by the former General Teaching Council for England 

(GTCE) as its professional development strand, the TLA was deemed a highly successful 

CPD framework with a range of common positive impacts for school improvement (Lord et 

al 2009). After the GTCE was abolished, the TLA was subsequently bought by the 

Cathedrals Group of universities in November 2011 and relaunched as the Teaching and 

Learning Academy, with a modified structure to ensure that a wider audience beyond 

teachers, such as teaching assistants in schools and in this instance SLOs in the police, may 

take advantage of the framework and the opportunity to gain national professional 

recognition and also academic credits via the accreditation of prior experiential learning. The 

TLA is now a professional development strand of the Cathedrals Group of universities and 

Newman University is the regional TLA provider for the Midlands area. Perspectives of the 

TLA are provided below and drawn from SLOs via the focus group interviews; mentors via 

individual semi-structured interviews; and the police coordinator via an individual semi-

structured interview. 

Some SLOs initially struggled with the concept of national professional recognition, 

questioning “What is the qualification?” which may again highlight the different 

philosophical orientations and priorities the university and police sectors have to training and 

development. Nevertheless, the culmination of the pilot programme was the submission by 

the SLOs of an individual action research project regarding a crime prevention input and all 

eleven SLOs completed their projects. For many of the SLOs interviewed the completion of 

the TLA project requirement was not a simple undertaking. The following comments typified 

many of the perceived challenges regarding undertaking written reflective commentary on 

aspects of their work, often for the first time: 

“It actually gave me nightmares.” 

“I used to wake up in the night and write notes. It was on your mind twenty-four-seven.” 

“Well, I took mine [TLA project], she [the mentor] looked at it and said “I can’t help you with that. … 

I’ve never seen anything like that before.” … You wouldn’t think teachers would have problems. … 

the paperwork wasn’t easy at all.” 

Some of these comments are indicative of the considerable practical challenges and 

psychological anxieties that confront adults in both returning to learning and engaging with 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cathedrals_Group
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forms of CPD comprising reflective writing that are new or alien to their prior experience. As 

Boud (2001, p. 15) observes, this necessarily requires an environment where participants are 

not preoccupied with defending themselves from the scrutiny of others but enables  ‘the 

questioning of assumptions about oneself, one’s group, or the conditions in which one 

operates’, which is essential for critical reflection and understanding one’s practice. Despite 

the attendant anxieties, all eleven TLA projects were successfully verified although the SLOs 

did not know this at the time the focus group interviews had taken place, as they had only just 

submitted their projects for verification. From the emails sent to the University by the SLOs 

expressing their delight and relief upon receiving their TLA certificate, however, and reports 

from the police coordinator it was evident that the personal pride in achieving TLA national 

professional recognition had been significant to the SLOs. The final comment also shows that 

some mentors were unable to support SLOs in completing the TLA project, however. 

Although the University researcher had recommended the inclusion of TLA projects for 

school-based mentors within the proposed professional development model, WMP had been 

unable to fund this aspect, due to budgetary constraints. Consequently, some mentors were 

not familiar with the TLA requirements and were unable to support the SLOs adequately with 

their project. If school-based mentors had been completing TLA projects alongside the SLOs 

this would have enabled them to more effectively support the SLOs; alleviated some of the 

anxieties experienced by the SLOs; stimulated some collaborative professional learning, 

which could also facilitate greater understanding from both the school and police sectors 

regarding each other’s practice; and may also have demonstrated further appreciation and 

acknowledgement of the work mentors were undertaking. 

Some mentors had taken the time to familiarise themselves with the TLA requirements, 

however, and were aware of the benefits of TLA projects: 

“It’s [the TLA] … is valuable ‘cause it goes on to inform other PCSOs and other police officers and 

because it’s quality that’s being produced it then gets put onto their systems, so they can be used 

elsewhere.” 

This mentor clearly acknowledges the quality of the work being produced via the TLA 

projects and the importance of disseminating them. The University researcher had 

encouraged WMP to use verified TLA projects in the induction of future SLOs and to share 

projects via an online platform, facilitating peer support and enhancing the sustainability of 

the programme. Although WMP had been unable to fund mentors to undertake TLA projects, 

as teachers who themselves had had to gain the national professional recognition of qualified 
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teacher status via meeting professional standards (see DfE 2012 for example) and as 

experienced teachers accustomed to the use of critical reflection to inform their planning to 

support pupil progress, most school-based mentors were well-positioned and able to support 

SLOs with the TLA project.  

Finally, although the police coordinator had initially been reluctant to include the TLA 

project within the pilot programme, since many PCSOs do not have any formal 

qualifications, she saw the merits of the TLA and was reassured by the projects not being 

assessed at any specific academic level, but rather being verified relating to reflection of 

professional practice. Interestingly though, the TLA seems to have been an especially 

significant aspect of this programme because PCSOs who typically have no or few formal 

qualifications were able to gain national professional recognition from their projects. As such, 

national professional recognition through the partner university has provided an essential 

conduit to an evaluation of practice that accords more sympathetically to the tenets 

articulated in the discourses of neighbourhood policing and provided an effective entrée to a 

more systematic reflection on professional learning. Once SLOs started to engage with and 

complete the TLA projects, the police coordinator became convinced of the benefits of the 

TLA: 

“That’s [the TLA] been one of the best bits for me personally about the project. … they [the SLOs] 

seem to have such a pride about it.”  

“I think that’s where the training has really happened.” 

“… we’ve had a whole range of projects coming back and it’s really gratifying for me to see … stuff 

that I heard about on the training day … they’ve actually used.” 

“… showing … the way in which the police want you [the SLOs] to design future crime prevention 

input. If the school comes to you and says we’ve had a problem with cyber bullying … can you deliver 

an input? What you should be doing is exactly the process … you’ve done for this. .. The Teaching and 

Learning Academy … has given us the perfect … purpose in what they’re doing … and also … to meet 

up with someone in that school … with a purpose.” 

“… it’s [the TLA] very do-able because … the teaching and learning … they [the SLOs] do is what 

they’re doing anyway – just in a more structured and supervised way. … all that we’re doing is asking 

them … to actually reflect on that process … I feel personally that the police should do more of this 

kind of self-reflection. We are a professional organisation and I think that should be part of our work 

anyway.” 

“… they’re [the TLA certificates] are going to be presented by senior leaders to the PCSOs because I 

think we should celebrate what is a real achievement for them.” 

“… talking about more complex issues … that’s [the TLA] actually been a great success of the project. 

… one of the PCSOs … will … be submitting a project on talking to young people about the dangers of 

extremism and terrorism and travelling to Syria etc.” 
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For the police coordinator the TLA was key to the programme and met the aims of improving 

crime prevention inputs, providing PCSOs with significant learning via effective CPD and 

the credentials of national professional recognition; affording an improvement in the SLOs’ 

reflective practice; providing SLOs with a renewed purpose and a sense of pride in their 

achievements; and supporting them in engaging with complex issues, which would 

previously have been avoided. It was also pleasing to hear that the police coordinator had 

taken on board the positive ethos and celebration events associated with the TLA from its 

initial introduction by the GTCE, since the TLA is a CPD framework which embraces a 

celebration of achievements. The police coordinator also reported the enhanced professional 

status of SLOs as an ambition of the WMP Chief Superintendent and Chief Inspector 

overseeing the project and this was another reason for the police coordinator accepting the 

TLA action research project within the training model. For the police coordinator, enhancing 

the professional status of PCSOs was fundamentally about engendering personal and 

professional pride and involved officers making some initial gains in confidence-building and 

improvement regarding the delivery of input when presenting policing issues to young 

people. The adoption of TLA action research projects by SLOs culminating in national 

professional recognition was a direct attempt by the University to support aspects of SLOs’ 

professional learning and practice and to enhance their professional status with regard to 

credentials.  

 

Conclusion  

Despite the challenges relating to the PCSO role, the findings from this research demonstrate 

that this CPD programme made significant steps forward to address the issues which initially 

emerged from the internal questionnaire administered by WMP i.e. to improve the confidence 

and skills of SLOs to engage effectively with young people in secondary schools; to improve 

the partnership between school communities and community policing; and to raise the 

professional confidence and status of the SLO role. Overall, the findings offer a positive 

account of a professional development initiative and the professional exchange of expertise 

between higher education, the police and schools. The accounts from participants reveal the 

value of each element of the pilot professional development programme and also aspects 

which could be developed, should this model be rolled out further across the police force. 

The findings show the quite different philosophical orientations higher education and the 

police have to professional development, which underscores the need for greater 
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collaboration in the training of SLOs, to facilitate the exchange of different professional 

expertise and to promote a more authentic inter-professional exchange across the police, 

higher education and schools. Consequently, we propose that the current model is developed 

further to enhance SLOs’ professional learning by fully integrating all three partners, with 

schools and the University working in greater partnership too. Recommended improvements 

are: collaborative planning and delivery of the induction programme by the police LDD, the 

University and the secondary schools; the allocation of appropriate school-based mentors 

with the necessary time and expertise to support SLOs; the funding of mentor training; 

funding for the mentors to undertake TLA projects themselves alongside the SLOs; and a 

need for the police, University and schools to collectively celebrate the SLOs’ achievement 

of TLA national professional recognition. 

The findings offer a positive account of a burgeoning partnership of strong mutual benefit 

established via the CPD programme between the police, higher education and schools, which 

has also been effective in further improving relationships between the police and young 

people and between the police and school communities, which in turn may support the 

safeguarding of young people. It has also been evident from the pilot CPD programme that 

effective police-University-school partnerships and interventions can be achieved with 

modest resourcing, but providing good impact. The project has also demonstrated to the 

police and schools other types of contribution higher education can make to society, such as 

designing and providing appropriate, high quality and sustainable professional learning; and 

offering professional credentials, in addition to the important core academic role of higher 

education and the concept of the ideal university as a community of thinkers, engaging in 

intellectual pursuits not for any external purpose, but as an end in itself (Newman 1959).   

Much less encouraging though is the policy context within which neighbourhood policing 

now has to operate.  Despite the positive developments achieved by this CPD project and 

PCSOs achieving more inclusive engagement in local communities, Cosgrove and Ramshaw 

(2015) note that PCSOs’ efforts are mitigated by their structured position in the hierarchy and 

the organizational environment in which they work. Furthermore and despite the ambitions of 

WMP via this pilot to provide effective professional development for SLOs, at the time of 

writing serious doubt exists around the prospects of neighbourhood policing and the future of 

PCSOs as a consequence of on-going funding constraints (O’Neill 2015).  As Foster and 

Jones (2010, 77) observe, there is a common perception that neighbourhood policing is “nice 

to do but not essential” and in particular CPD for PCSOs continues to be a marginal feature 
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of police training, as funding settlements are prioritised amongst other competing divisions of 

policing. These findings, however, offer a further insight into the importance of a clear 

direction for PCSO-SLO professional development and for community policing. 

Underscoring Longstaff et al’s (2015) assertion that the police sometimes struggle to work 

effectively with other agencies in the context of neighbourhood policing, combined with the 

significant differences noted by White and Heslop (2012) in education and training in 

policing and teaching, this research highlights the urgent need for an inter-professional 

approach to SLO professional development, but also provides a positive way forward and 

successful model as a major outcome of the findings. Also, if the PCSO role has no future 

then it is imperative that warranted police officers undertake the SLO role and are offered 

appropriate professional learning to ensure the pivotal role of community policing is secured. 

If policing strategy is to engage effectively with the contemporary socio-cultural complexities 

reported by the respondents in this research and address safeguarding in a more meaningful 

way, then a commitment by policymakers to invest in a coherent, in-depth and sustained CPD 

programme, such as the recommended model, would appear to be an essential prerequisite 

and could be an effective addition or alternative to the current Prevent agenda. 
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