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departmental policies. The author does not represent any law enforcement agency named herein, or any 

other city, county, state or federal agency. For any questions about policy, consult your agency. 
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So, you’ve decided to pursue your dream of becoming a police officer. Good for you. Presuming you 

make it through the hiring process, there will be one challenge between you and your goal – the police 

academy.  

 

The academy is four to six months of intensive training in physical fitness, firearms and defensive tactics,  

interviewing and investigations, criminal procedure and dozens of other skills police officers need to 

know. The curriculum is like a combination of military basic training and college.  

 

Tough, yes, but not impossible. You can not only survive the police academy to claim your dream job, 

but you also can excel at it. Only one person controls how well you will do over the course of the next 

few months, and that’s you. 

 

Unless you are an extraordinarily fit person who trains every day, you’ll need at least three months to 

prepare for the academy. That means the time to start getting ready is now, right at the beginning of the 

hiring process. If you give yourself plenty of time to train, you’ll report to the academy already ahead of 

the rest of your class. 

 

Become a Good Police Cadet 
 

Succeeding at the police academy is all about MINDSET. 

 

Approach the police academy as an opportunity to gain skills that will keep you alive on the street and 

make you an effective police officer. View it as a challenge you’re looking forward to, rather than an 

obstacle to be overcome. Consider yourself fortunate to have been given this chance that so many strive 

for and that so few accomplish. And remember, you’re the one with something to prove to yourself, the 

instructors and the officers with whom you will later serve – not the other way around. Keeping these 

points in mind will help you maintain a positive attitude when things get tough. 

 

You are going to be asked to do things more mentally and physically challenging than you’ve ever done 

before. No, strike that. You’ll be told to do things that will push you to your physical and mental limits. 

And you’ll be expected to do what you’re told immediately and without question or complaint. Start 

getting into the mindset now that you will completely commit your body and mind to every task that you 

are given, regardless of how difficult it might seem. 

 

A great deal of what you will experience in the academy is about instilling discipline and teaching 

attention to detail. It’s likely that instructors will yell at you and get into your face and point out every 

little mistake that you make, from a missed button on your uniform to a misspelled word on a homework 

assignment, especially in the first few weeks. They are trying to reshape the way you think from the 

lackadaisical civilian approach to the disciplined, observant mindset of police officers. That kind of 

treatment can be a shock if you’ve never served in the military or experienced it elsewhere. Get used to 

the idea now that your instructors will not always be kind to you. 
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Finally, decide now that quitting is not an option for you. About 20 percent of those who start a police 

academy class don’t finish it. You do not want to be one of those people. Don’t allow yourself to even 

think about the possibility of quitting. 

 

Only the PHYSICALLY FIT make it through the police academy. 

 

Do not show up in poor physical condition for your first day at the academy thinking that the instructors 

will get you whipped back into shape in no time. If you aren’t physically fit, you are going to have a 

difficult, if not impossible, time dealing with the physical, mental and emotional stress not only of the 

fitness training, but the classroom instruction, as well. 

 

Becoming physically fit is the single most important thing you can do to prepare yourself for the police 

academy. You’ll need about three months to reach your peak conditioning so that your cardio, muscular 

endurance and upper body strength are ready for the demands of academy training. 

 

If you smoke, stop. If you don’t exercise, start. Your training needs to focus on two areas: running to 

increase your cardio and calisthenics and weightlifting to increase muscular endurance and strength. 

Cardio is especially important, so schedule at least some type of aerobic exercise every day. 

 

Your cardio training should consist of: 

 

 Long distance runs (at least 2 to 3 miles) 

 Wind sprints or bleacher laps 

 Swimming 

 

Your strength training should include: 

 

 Weight lifting (primarily bench press) 

 Push-ups 

 Sit-ups 

 Flutter kicks 

 Pull-ups 

 

Consult your physician before you begin an exercise program and start slowly to give your body time to 

adjust. Gradually increase the distance and pace on your cardio training and the weight and number of 

repetitions on your strength training. 

 

The first two weeks of your training will be a toughening phase while your body adjusts to the new level 

of activity and increases its ability to process acid waste out of the muscles. You slowly will improve over 

the next three to six weeks and will begin reaching your peak performance at 10 to 12 weeks. 
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Standards on physical fitness tests will vary by academy, but you should be able to run 1.5 miles in 12 

minutes or less, do a minimum of 50 push-ups in two minutes, do a minimum of 50 sit-ups in two minutes 

and bench press at least 75 percent of your body weight. 

 

At many academies, you’ll also likely have to run through obstacle courses which will test both your 

cardio and strength conditioning. If there is an O-course, be prepared to have to get up and over 6-foot 

walls. 

 

Note: Always begin each workout session with at least 15 to 20 minutes of stretching and warm-up. All 

your preparation will be for naught if you injure yourself and half to delay starting the academy. 

 

Your APPEARANCE matters at the academy. 

 

This is about two things: professionalism and attention to details. Sloppy cadets will make sloppy street 

officers, and sloppy officers get no respect on the street. Also, if a cadet can’t be trusted to remember 

minor details such as pressing his uniform, removing hanging threads and shining his boots, how can he 

be trusted to pay attention to the more serious details like covering another officer in a dark, dangerous 

apartment building? 

 

Also, remember that law enforcement agencies and their training academies are organized along 

paramilitary lines. Uniformity of appearance is important to maintaining that structure, which is why there 

are regulations for personal grooming and the wear of the issued uniform. Command staff wants everyone 

to look the same – neat, polished and trim. 

 

As you prepare for the academy, plan on spending a lot of time ironing uniforms and spit-shining boots 

and leather gear. You might as well get into the habit now so that it’s not a major adjustment once the 

academy begins. Besides, it won’t hurt for you to start looking a little more pressed and polished, even in 

your civilian clothes. 

 

Just before the academy begins, get yourself a haircut, the shorter the better for both men and women. 

Shave off any facial hair. You’ll be able to grow that mustache back once you graduate. 

 

TIME MANAGEMENT skills are critical to surviving the academy. 

 

You will be spending eight to nine hours a day at the academy, then coming home every night to study 

and prepare for the next day’s training. This, on top of managing your everyday life, especially if you 

have a family that needs your attention. That’s a lot of getting up early and going to bed late. 

 

The only way to be successful is to carefully schedule your time so that you aren’t wasting any of it. 

Know what you have to do each day and how much time you have to do it. Set aside time for preparing 

your uniform, for doing your homework, for driving back and forth to the academy and for getting plenty 

of rest. Stick to that plan, regardless of what else comes up – even if it means not watching that game you 

really wanted to see. 
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Make sure your family knows before the academy starts that you won’t be able to spend as much time 

with them as you normally would and that you will need their help to pick up the slack around the house. 

If you are single, let your friends know that the academy is going to take priority. 

 

Learn little tricks, such as ironing while listening to tapes of your classroom lectures or cooking the 

week’s meals on the weekend, then freezing them to save time when you get home at night. 

 

This is important: Don’t completely eliminate recreational activities and contact with friends and family. 

You’ll need those crucial outlets for relieving stress. Just make sure you schedule your time carefully so 

that each task gets the proper attention. 

 

Finally, the academic rigors of the academy require effective STUDY HABITS. 

 

The police academy is not all about teaching you to shoot, drive and subdue suspects. You are going to 

have literally hundreds of hours of classroom instruction on the case law that governs police powers, the 

concepts behind policing methods and the state criminal code. You will be expected to master that 

information just as well as you do defensive tactics. There will be tests. 

 

In order to do well, you’re going to have to study. And study. And study some more. For some people, 

studying comes naturally, so that won’t be a problem. For others, studying is more difficult and takes a 

great deal of effort. Either way, you can start to improve your performance now by learning and 

practicing good study habits. 

 

Get plenty of rest: A tired brain will not retain information, so studying when you’re exhausted won’t 

help you. Make sure you get eight to nine hours of sleep a night and, if you are tired when you get home 

from the academy, take a brief power nap – 15 to 20 minutes – before sitting down to do your homework. 

 

Eat right: Foods that are heavy in fat or contain large amounts of processed sugars slow cognitive 

functions while nutritious foods can actually aid your brain and boost learning functions. Some good 

“brain foods” that assist in cognition and long-term memory are salmon and blueberries. The caffeine in 

coffee, taken in small doses, actually can aid short-term memory. And leafy green vegetables contain B 

vitamins that produce “feel-good” chemicals such as serotonin. 

 

Exercise before studying: Of course, being in the academy, you will be exercising all the time. However, 

a short run, a few sets of jumping jacks or a few moments on the treadmill right before you study will 

release neurotransmitters that stimulate growth in the hippocampus, the area of the brain that controls 

learning and memory. 

 

Create a study space: You’ve got time before the academy starts to work on designing yourself a quiet 

area where you can study without distractions. Choose a room with a door so that you can shut it against 

noise and intrusions. Make sure there are no potential attention-grabbers such as TVs, video games or 
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windows with distracting views. Put in a comfortable chair and desk where you won’t mind spending a 

few hours at a time. 

 

Avoid cramming: This actually is one of those time-management issues. If you always schedule yourself 

plenty of time to do homework and study, you won’t find yourself cramming at the last minute before a 

test.  


