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Professionalising the UK police force has been discussed and debated since 2011, when in a review of Police Leadership and training, Neyroud (2011), suggested that ‘the police service needs to move from being a service that acts professionally to becoming a professional service.’ In the same report, Neyroud made recommendations to enable the police to achieve this, by the creation of a professional body, developing framework of accredited qualifications across the forces and adopting a code of ethics. 

One of the proposed methods of professionalising the police force which is commonly debated is educating officers to degree standard. Police culture is often discussed as a negative view of policing and is has been described as a ‘source of resistance, change and reform’ (Crank. J, 1998). Research by Cox and Kirby, (2018) looked at police culture and the argument that professionalising the police force by introducing the degree apprenticeship would counteract this culture by improving professionalism. Within this study, Cox and Kirby concluded that police degree students quickly adopted a police identity and culture which effected their behaviours and attitudes. Leading to police students having stronger ties with each other but a disconnect with other student groups. This view was also explored by Heslop (2011) who’s research revealed that officers completing a police foundation degree felt isolated and did not feel like real students. Cox and Kirby argued that police organisational culture was so strong that it needs to be considered when designing police training programmes in order to increase student officers’ resilience to police culture both when recruited and also throughout their careers.  

Due to recommendations from Neyroud’s research, in 2012, The College of Policing was launched as a professional body in order to develop the professionalism required by police officers. In a review of the ‘College of Policing – Three years on’ (House of Commons, Home affairs committee, 2016) it was suggested that training for UK forces needs to be more consistent and that the College of Policing should be at the Centre of an officer’s career from the outset. It was in this review that Policing Education Qualifications Framework (PEQF), was raised and mentions it was being developed by the College of Policing as well as proposed new entry routes for officers joining the Police. These entry routes went on to include the Police Constable Degree Apprenticeship (PCDA) and Degree Holder Entry Programme (DHEP) routes. 

Other vocations such as nursing, teaching, medicine, and law use academic qualifications as requirements for entry into such professions. The intention for these requirements is that it will attract recruits with particular abilities relevant to that occupation (Hough and Stanko, 2019). 

In 2018 The College of Policing introduced the PEQF, the adoption of the code of ethics and a strong need to adopt evidence-based policing as noted by Sherman (2013), who claimed that graduates would be better equipped to utilise research, critical thinking, innovation, communication, and decision making. Even some time ago, Bittner (1980), suggested that Police officers with a higher level of education would be better equipped to deal with the complex needs of policing. Norman and Williams (2017), advised that officers participating in higher education would develop as ‘stronger critical thinkers and have analytical skills to have a better understanding of complex problems’. The PEQF framework was designed to standardise police training and argued for a requirement for officers to engage with higher education Institutions (HEI) (Williams and Cockcroft, 2019).

Wood & Tong (2009), outlined some of the challenges with educating and training officers in partnership with Universities and suggested that a higher degree apprenticeship would result in officers being taken from their workplace around 20% of the time. This abstraction of student officers from police work was deemed necessary to allow them protected learning days to help them cope with the demands of the academic work and allow them time on these days to complete assignments. M.Mahruf et al (2020), reviewed the challenges of Police Education in the UK. This study by Mahruf, briefly mentions the 20% abstraction from duties in order to carry out study for the PCDA. 

In a study titled ‘Evaluation of the PCDA’, released by The College of Policing (2020)., student officers raised the issues of combining study with external commitments. Many officers reported the workload as ‘hard but manageable’ and that homelife had become ‘stressful and disorganised.’ The balance of workload was raised by students, and they questioned where their priorities lay with not knowing whether to prioritise study or police work. Although not spoken to directly in this study, existing officers were mentioned as feeling undervalued and being hostile to student officers on the PCDA. With the PEQF being introduced and aiming to recognise policing as a profession and raise police standards within the service (Wood, 2020), could raise issues with existing officers. This view taken by the College of Policing could leave existing officers thinking that the CoP believe them to be uneducated and unprofessional, which is an incorrect and unfair assumption to make.  

Looking at nursing where a similar degree apprenticeship was introduced to professionalise the industry, M. Pulido-Martos, et al (2011), conducted a study into sources of stress in nursing students. This study found that the subjects that were spoken to, reported stress relating to study. There are various other studies that have also researched the topic of stress in student nurses and how study while working in a very demanding job role can have a negative effect on students. Rhead (1995) questioned if stress in nurses was caused by academia or the practical side of nursing. Rhead concluded that nursing students undertaking a diploma of higher education in Nursing showed significantly more stress than registered general nurses. Another study showed stress in student nurses (Edwards, 2009) at different times of their studies and concluded that self-reported stress was at the highest levels at the beginning and end of the third year of study. This indicated that their highest stress factors were academic based. Studies into stress amongst student nurses could be comparable to PCDA student officers, as they are both partaking in a degree apprenticeship over 3 years whilst working shifts in a full-time demanding job. To date with the PCDA being relatively new, there are no studies into academic stress that I can review. Although, stress amongst police officers has been widely studied. 
Policing is widely considered a stress inducing occupation (Tehrani, 2010). It is assumed that certain high stress incidents that officers attend could be contributing factors of this. Not all stress factors among officers are related to policing incidents. Houdmount and Davies (2017) reviewed stress factors within policing and discovered a wide range of issues including working long hours, unrealistic deadlines, high workloads, poor staffing, and refusal of annual leave amongst other factors. A study by Cartwright and Roach (2020), established by reviewing data of sickness absence from 20 UK police forces which was collected between 2008-2018, that psychological, emotional, and mental wellbeing of UK police employees has deteriorated in the past 10 years. Within this report, a plea is made for more research into this area in view of improving the wellbeing of officers. It could be suggested that the implementation of the PCDA will only add more stress factors for officers, to what seems an already lengthy list. Future investigation into sickness absence records of student officers will be an interesting study to compare if absence has deteriorated and stress amongst officers has changed. 

It is accepted that for successful implementation of the PCDA, Higher Education Institutions (HEI) must be able to collaborate effectively with police forces (Pepper et al., 2021). The problem with this concept is that there has been a long-standing divide between policing and academia which is argued to be formed by ‘misunderstanding, suspicion, distrust, and disengagement (Crawford, 2017). MacDonald (1986) devised the concept ‘dialogue of the deaf.’ This term was later described by Bradley and Nixon (2009) as ‘a mutual misunderstanding that negatively impacts on the police-academics relationship’. In an article investigating ‘Learning to Work Together: Police and Academics’ (Fleming, 2010) noted that police are sceptical to academia as it is viewed to not be grounded in reality. It has been argued that policing does not regard academia capable of understanding policing problems (Kayal, 2019). 
Academia and policing are like two separate worlds, with policing requiring immediate response to problems, unlike academia who operate a more reflective, slow time response. These two different modes of operating are said to affect their ability to work together (Goode and Lumsden, 2016). 

The creation of the PEQF and requirement for all future officers to possess degrees has divided opinion on both sides of academia and policing (Cox and Kirby, 2018). Wood (2018) debated that that creation of the PEQF was seen by many officers as an attack on the police and was more closely related to austerity and less about creating better officers.  

In 2019, Chief Constable of Lincolnshire Police Force, Bill Skelly criticised the PEQF scheme (Police Professional.com, (2019). Skelly raised concerns regarding the scheme on grounds of cost, recruitment and retention difficulties. Skelly applied to the High Court for a review of the implementation of the PEQF but this application was rejected. Skelly aimed criticism at the College of Policing for insufficient preparation undertaken in relation to the changes and not consulting police chiefs. 

In March 2022, The Police Federation (2022), raised concerns regarding data from Police Oracle (2022), showing the number of officers leaving UK police forces. These figures looked at new recruits from November 2019 and how many of these new recruits had left the force. These figures are quite concerning with a reported 9.1% of officers across all UK forces leaving prior to completing their probation period. At the highest end of the scale, one force is showing 19.3% of officers leaving prior to completing probation. It is not clear from these figures whether the majority of these officers were on the PCDA or DHEP entry route. Further investigation and breakdown of these figures would prove useful and interesting for the evolution and continuation of both programmes in order to recruit and retain new officers. The Police Federation (2022) have hinted that the attrition figures are due to poor starting salary for student officers. In the same article, the police fed referred to a recent survey conducted in December 2021 relating to pay and morale, that almost half of officers said that their pay, increased their intention to leave the force. The police federation criticised police leaders for focussing on recruiting more officers but not retaining them. A potential reason for forces focussing on recruitment is the uplift programme to recruit a target of 20,000 officers across all forces by March 2023. In 2019, in a bid to reverse the effect of austerity on police numbers, Prime Minister Boris Johnson pledged to boost police officer numbers by 20,000 in 3 years (gov.com, 2019). This topic has been debated widely and criticised that the 20,000 new officers would only replace the number of officers that were lost since 2010, during austerity. Home office (2022) figures up to March 31st, 2022, show a figure of 142,526 officers recruited. This does not mention how many of these officers have left the force since their recruitment. If the reported figure of 9.1% of officers leaving the force is taken into account, this brings the total uplift numbers down significantly.  

Despite the PCDA and DHEP entry routes being established in 2018 and the intention of the College of Policing to phase out the previous, Initial Police Learning and Development Programme (IPLDP) by the end of 2020 (College of Policing, 2020), forces are still using the original IPLDP programme for newly recruited officers. In an article written by police oracle (2022), it is suggested that despite having already transitioned to recruit officers for the PCDA and DHEP entry routes that several forces have returned to recruiting for the IPLDP programme. 
The College of Policing (2022) advised that the IPLPDP programme will cease to operate past March 2023 and that several forces are using the route to allow them to recruit more officers and to meet their commitments under the governments uplift programme. Due to the extension of the IPLDP programme, it is questionable where the College of Policing’s’ priorities lie. Is the CoP committed to professionalising the UKs police force? Or is it more focussed on meeting the government’s’ uplift targets for recruiting new officers? It can also be questioned that by allowing the IPLDP to continue 2.5 years longer than intended are the new entry routes hindering recruitment figures? Forces decisions to continue to use the IPLDP programme could suggest that they are struggling to recruit the number of officers required under the PEQF routes. It could be suggested that potential officers are being deterred from joining the police due to either not having a degree or not wanting to study a degree as part of the training. If this is the case, then UK police forces are limiting the people they are recruiting and could be missing out on valuable officers. 
A police inspector in South Wales, noted that the police are supposed to represent the community, yet there where many people in his community who had not been anywhere near a university (Haynes, 2009). It might also be argued that forces are using the extended time available to use the IPLDP route for recruiting in order to combat the seemingly poor attrition rates. Is it possible that forces could retain officers better if they are not studying for a degree? Further research into why officers are leaving while in probation could prove valuable in increasing retention rates while at the same time saving forces’ money by not funding degrees for student officers that don’t complete them. 

Due to the PCDA being in its infancy, there has been limited research to date conducted on the programme, along with the actual benefit and effect it has produced on student officers. It is unknown at this time if the implementation of the new entry routes into policing can be viewed as successful and if the changes made by The College of Policing have satisfied its objective to professionalise the service. It is not entirely clear how professionalisation of the police force can be measured, but with the extension of several forces now reverting to using the IPLDP to recruit officers, this will inevitably delay the process further than initially intended.  
There are gaps in the research into the PCDA, likely due to how new the scheme is. Although this study aims to research a small part of the PCDA, there are lots of potential for further studies to be undertaken. To arrive at a more informed understanding of student officer’s experience to date of the PCDA, empirical research must be applied.

The next stage of this research will detail the methods to be used to capture the data required, including research strategy to be adopted, data collection techniques and sample selection. 
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