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This research project aims to explore the learning support available to neurodivergent student officers conducting the professional policing degree, through the Professional Policing Qualification Framework (PEQF). The study advocates that all police forces during recruitment, need to create an inclusive and working environment to fully support police officers who have been identified with Dyslexia by screening all new police recruits (Macdonald and Cosgrove, 2019). 
The introduction to this research will provide an analysis of key research linked to neurodiversity, specifically, definitions of neurodiversity, current entry routes and training opportunities, stigma linked to being neurodivergent and an exploration of student support plans within the role and their experiences. Neurodiversity should be seen as an equal opportunities right as is diversity, in the categories of ethnicity, sexual orientation , race and gender, (Mcgee, 2012). 
Changes required include: a screening process for all police recruits to identify individual interventions and learning plans, this includes tailored technology and support networks and the development of individuals wellbeing by providing fairer opportunities, (Macdonald and Cosgrove, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Hlk180753230]The aim of this study is to: 
· Explore what learning support services are available to neurodivergent (dyslexic) student police officers while undertaking the professional police degree. 
· Conduct an exploration on student police officers’ experiences of the learning support for those police students with dyslexia.  
· To identify if the current learning support polices within the police service provide student officers with an equal opportunity during their learning.  
The proposed title will be:
An exploration on the support available to neurodivergent student officers conducting the police degree.

Introduction 
As stated by the College of Policing (2024), the Equal Opportunities policy in policing aims to “highlight the positive attributes of different neurocognitive functioning, rather than focus on deficits of deviations from a set standard”. This research will further explore if this concept of “highlighting the positive attributes of different neurocognitive functioning”, is being integrated within the training of new police students. It will also question if these positive attributes are reducing stigmatisation of neurodivergent individuals and providing equity of learning opportunities. Or could it be argued that one deficit of deviation, does still include stigmatisation? 

It is unfair that a negative attitude to the work ability of people with neuro differences is often prevalent, as people with neuro differences are highly intelligent, but unfortunately, it is often stigmatisation that suggests a lack of intelligence (NHS,2023). Mawby and Zempi (2016), note that due to having dyslexia, discrimination at work was prevalent, being a key issue that impacted on their work.  A recent paper, written by a detective sergeant, suggested that a neurodiverse person with dyslexia would be an asset to the police force, claiming that the skills of neurodiverse officers, specifically with dyslexia are being actively recruited due to their problem-solving, decision-making skills and being solution focused (NPAA, 2020).  

Definition 
The Rose report (2009) defines Dyslexia as being a “specific learning difficulty” identified during a child’s education, largely affecting the skills for word reading and spelling. Another definition defines dyslexia as having short term working memory , a lack of chronological speed and also a lack phonological skills (Bartlett, Kindersley and Moody, 2010). In adulthood a study found, short term memory deficit can impact on work due to a person’s ability to follow regular instruction through the ability of concentration (Peterson and Pennington, 2015). It must be noted that dyslexia is under diagnosed in the United Kingdom, It is important that dyslexia is diagnosed at an early age as in later life it could be costly, as a diagnoses in adulthood cannot be obtained through the National Health Service (Ross ,2023).

Neurodiversity as a terminology, relates to the persons brain activity. Neurodiversity is the outcome to the different ways a human brain processes information. It is estimated that around 1 in 7 people in the UK have some form of neuro difference, (NHS, 2023). The word neurodiversity refers to the diversity of all people, it is commonly used in framing, Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), as well as other neurological or developmental conditions such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, (ADHD), (Baumer and Frueh, 2021). An umbrella term, neurodiversity includes multiple other learning difficulties which are neurological rather that psychological, these include, Autism, Dyspraxia, Dyscalculia, and Dyslexia. 
Cumulative studies in relation to Neurodiversity suggest that a more sensible approach needs to reflect wording used. For example “disability” or “illness” with a “diversity” perspective, this would allow for both strengths and weaknesses providing a positive connotation and accepting the myth of negativity,(‘The Myth of the Normal Brain: Embracing Neurodiversity’, 2015). This has resulted in changes to the use of Neurodiversity as a paradigm, by accepting differences. Dyslexic brains are organised, displaying strengths due to their processing ability, their brains are not imperfect but can have the ability to be persistent, have a desire to succeed, with an ability to produce end results, (NPAA, 2020). 
Snowling (2001), suggests that neurodiverse children will “grow out” of developmental difficulties faced in mainstream education as they progress to adulthood, however further research with adults has confirmed Dyslexia being a lifelong condition resulting in substantial impact during adult life (Bartlett, Kindersley, and Moody, 2010). In 2012, it was  estimated that between 4% and 8% of the UK population were affected by dyslexia, (Peterson and Pennington, 2015). Dyslexia is generally associated as a learning difficulty, affecting 10% of the population, (The British Dyslexia Association, 2023). Although not evidenced, it is likely that there are several police new recruits within the police force who are neurodivergent. 

Stigma of Dyslexia  
There are misconceptions of what dyslexia is and more importantly how having this neurodiversity affects individuals in the workplace, and the skills that they can bring which could result in anti-discrimination by colleagues (Kirby, Baranek and Fox, 2016). Having the ability to become a serving police officer is reliant on work related adjustments to remove disabling barriers which will then result in an inclusive workplace (Kirby ,2016).  According to Macdonald and Cosgrove (2020), there is a significant number of individuals who do not disclose having dyslexia to the police service through their career, stigmatisation or a question of competences could be a factor. Disclosing dyslexia within the workplace is often associated with stigmatisation, resulting in a lack of support mechanisms and thus resulting in no reasonable adjustments being provided within the police force (Riddick, 2000).

Feeling able to disclose having dyslexia and not being discriminated, would aid more confidences and acceptability, and could allow for more support when joining the police force and throughout the career journey. Also, by breaking down the stigmatisation barriers, making an opportunity for a more supportive approach, would also enhance acceptability.  Making reasonable adjustments is a support mechanism that will allow all new recruits to progress within their roles and careers . According to the College of Policing (2024), reasonable adjustments are made for offenders and victims , these reasonable adjustments  should not only apply to offenders and victims but the police workforce,(Kirby and Welch, 2016). 

It could also be argued that not disclosing personal neurodivergent, could lead to possible high levels of sickness, mental health, and well-being issues. Neurodiversity should not deter individuals to join or progress within the police force. Becoming a police officer in adulthood without having a formal diagnostic assessment of dyslexia could negatively influence well-being and mental health (Houdmont, 2013).

A study in 2019, based on removing disabling barriers in policing, specifically police with dyslexia, found that only 21.5 % of the individuals had been diagnosed with dyslexia, the remaining employees had other neurodiversity learning issues,  (Macdonald and Cosgrove, 2020). This indicates that there is a challenge for all police forces to look at removing barriers for other neurodiverse conditions with possible further research.

The College of Policing (2024), are in the process of conducting research via John Moores University of Liverpool, to look at Modern Policing in the 21st Century. The aim of this study is, “To improve the inclusive culture and environment for police officers and staff within law enforcements, with an emphasis on disability and neurodiverse conditions”. This adds to the question and argument that stigmatisation is still prevalent within the police force. This also questions the findings related to the concept that it is not the impairment of dyslexia that causes problems but the “disabling environmental barriers”, due to a lack of reasonable adjustments (Macdonald and Cosgrove, 2020). The Police Forces need to recognise the positive attributes that neurodiverse individuals can bring to the workforce. 

Neurodiverse individuals think about and see the world differently, this can make them a strength to a team, improving how they do things with an aim to deliver exceptional services. (NHS,2023). Police officers who have experienced stigmatisation due to having their competences being questioned at work, could end up leaving the police force (Macdonald and Cosgrove, 2020). It could also be argued that this stigmatisation could impact future work, for example, when police officers are giving evidence or being questioned in court. Hill (2013), concludes that dyslexia is still not supported within some police forces within England and Wales, giving guidance to policy changes, for example making Reasonable Adjustments.  
Support 
A neurodivergent police officer joining and progressing through the ranks and departments should always feel supported in the knowledge that reasonable adjustments will continue through their career without stigmatisation. The NHS (2023), have provided evidence of the experiences of individuals, they were quoted as saying, “I don’t always have the energy, time or words to fully explain what it is like living with a neuro difference and worry about people’s misconceptions”. According to NPAA (2020), an officer with Dyslexia stated that on joining the police force he struggled with the assessment process, specifically the writing and the theory-based approach, however found that he excelled in practical based learning and talking to the public with an ability to learn quickly on the job. It was reported  from  neurodivergent  police employees , that their learning difficulty provided both challenges and benefits to their post, going on to report that requested adjustments are not always being adhered to (Tromans et al., 2023). 
Further research found that access to reasonable adjustments specifically assistive technologies must be achieved to provide a supportive working environment (Macdonald and Cosgrove, 2019). This could also result in the police force receiving a breach of the Equality Act 2010. This also provides further evidence of stigmatisation within the police force.  
Training /Entry Route 
A study in 2020, gave clarity of the impact of dyslexia on the role of the police officer, highlighting concerns in relation to administrative tasks and time-scales to complete the work, however this was dependant of the support provided to the individual (Medhurst , 2020).It is evident that a police officer with dyslexia , who is fully supported within their role can be helped and improve throughout training stages with transitions. Positive views of the role of a police officer with dyslexia have also been researched, namely “self in role” as it supports safe transitions and supporting mechanisms for improving quality (Medhurst, 2020). This fully supports the argument for a support structure throughout a police career.  
Following a review of the graduate entry route, Belur, Agnew-Pauley and Tompson (2020), suggest that best practice on teaching should be framed around 4 themes: student learning styles, the integration of theory and practice, teaching methods and assessment. The College of Policing (2024), within their diversity policy have stated “By recognising and valuing individuals’ unique differences, we will be better placed to develop understanding of individuals”. Moreover, this would help to sustain the employees and build a more positive work force with no discrimination.  
Currently, these four themes integrate with the four routes to join the police force, they are the Police Constable Degree Apprenticeship (PCDA), Police Constable Entry Programmes (PCEP), Degree Holder Entry Programme (DHEP) and the Degree in Professional Policing (DPP). Although these routes provide a diverse opportunity to join the police force, there was no evidence to suggest how the training process could support neurodiverse student officers, in fact Belur, Agnew-Pauley and Tompson, (2020), suggest that there is no evidence on how good practice and diversity could be integrated within the methods for neurodivergent police officers being fully supported. Furthermore, following on from this review, it would be interesting to know if the Equality Act (2010), is impacting on changes needed, or if indeed there is any breach of equity or inclusion within the Act. Blumberg et al (2019), suggests that the issue of learning and not supporting individual learning styles, is also prevalent across the border, going on to suggest that the format of recent training lacks attention to individualism, and pre-existing interpersonal skills. 
Negativity of police learning and their ability to perform tasks, is often poorly challenged and influenced by the current culture and hierarchy within the police force. Work pressures and operational demands can emphasise the issues causing stress for the individuals, resulting in poor work standards (Andrews ,2023). This also impacts negatively on the students learning experience, which could influence actions in decision making. As suggested by The Myth of the Normal Brain Embracing Neurodiversity (2015), it is important to recognise both strengths and weaknesses of new recruits and their abilities. 
If neurodiversity is not recognised and supported within the police force, the impact could reflect how new recruits also interact with the public. This could also have both a negative and positive affect, negative because of the lack of understanding of the “neurodiversity paradigm”, and positive because of individuals’ personal experiences. Thacher (2024), argues that “we should view disability not as a property of individuals with certain impairments but as a property of society that has failed to accommodate them”. 
Current training practices, such as the PEQF, could be challenged in terms of the delivery of training strategies which research states this doesn’t also work for neurodiverse students. The PEQF, having been viewed as positive as it provides motivational learning that explores ways to embed learning in operational police practices should there for be challenged. It also requires a cultural and diverse balance in the infrastructure for police organisations and universities (Wood, 2020). This concept is also recognised by Andrews (2023), who suggests that negativity toward the police qualification is improving, however negativity of police culture still requires a positive approach to support operational pressures.   
 Birzer and Tannehill (2001), suggested that police trainers at the time, were heavily reliant on their own knowledge for teaching new recruits, although this could be a positive teaching method, there was limited thought as to a neurodivergent student. It could be argued that current training methods are still adopting these practices. Sewell and Park (2021), highlight the need for more awareness of neurodiversity to promote the teaching of neurodiverse learners, including the terminology used and adapting teaching methods. There are challenges for teachers to understand and utilise current research into best practices for delivering and developing training to new recruits. An individual strengths-based approach is required to combine both neurological and practical based learning (Sewell and Park, 2021).
Summary 
The police force is required to reduce stigmatisation of neurodivergent individuals by providing an equity of learning opportunities. Police officers who are new to the role and as well as existing police officers need to feel able to disclose being neurodiverse which should be full accepted by the police force and their peers. The police forces when officers have Neurodiversity should be given reasonable adjustments within there role to help and support. Training which is given to all recruits needs to provide individualism and take in to account different learning styles. The culture of negativity towards neurodiversity will need to change.        
This research project will focus on Dyslexia as the Neurodivergent; the aims of this study will:   
· Explore what learning support services are available to neurodivergent (dyslexic) student police officers while undertaking the professional police degree. 
· Conduct an exploration on student police officers’ experiences of the learning support for those police students with dyslexia.  
· To identify if the current learning support polices within the police service provide student officers with equity and equal opportunity during their learning.  
The proposed title will be: 
An exploration on support available to neurodivergent student officers conducting the police degree.
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