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FIELD TRAINING PROGRAM: 
WHAT TO EXPECT 
A Special Report 
 
 
 
By E.L. Forestal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DISCLAIMER: This report is for informational purposes only. It is not intended to replace official 

departmental hiring 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 hiring policies, contact the agency 

to which you are applying.
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Did you know that there actually are three steps to becoming a police officer? 

 

The first is the hiring process. Then, the police academy. And finally, you are put to the real test when the 

department assigns you to the field training program (FTP). There, you work the streets under the close 

supervision of a training officer who will evaluate you and eventually decide whether you are fit to patrol 

on your own. 

 

You might be surprised to learn that you aren’t even considered a permanent member of the department 

until you complete your field training and probationary period. In fact, it’s not unusual for officers to 

make it through hiring and the academy, only to learn in field training that they are not cut out to be 

police officers. 

 

That’s why it’s important for you to know what to expect once you come out of the academy and report 

for work as a probationary police officer. 

 

Overview of the Field Training Program 
 

Most departments use a program based on what’s known as the San Jose model, which was developed by 

the San Jose (Calif.) Police Department as one of the first FTPs in the U.S. The purpose of the program is 

to teach officers how to take the lessons learned at the police academy and apply them to the real-life 

setting of the patrol zone. The program measures a probationary officer’s performance and progress on 

about two dozen tasks. 

 

The length of the programs vary, but typically can run from the state-mandated minimum of 10 weeks in 

California to the more typical 16 weeks utilized by many departments. However, some are even longer, 

such as the five-month FTP at the Minneapolis Police Department. 

 

During the course of the FTP, you will be paired with an experienced field training officer (FTO) who 

will observe and evaluate your performance and file daily, weekly and monthly reports on your progress. 

Those reports will be used to gauge whether you are properly fulfilling your duties as an officer and 

learning the skills needed to effectively work the streets. In some departments, you may also be tested 

twice a month on the skills you’ve learned in the preceding weeks. 

 

On his daily reports, your FTO will rate you on a scale, usually 1 to 6 or 1 to 7. The areas in which you 

are evaluated typically are these: 

 

 

 Knowledge 

 

 Departmental Policies – Knowledge of the most common General Orders and your ability to 

follow and apply these policies. Example: You should know the department’s policy on off-duty 

employment and should not violate it. 

 

http://www.sjpd.org/BFO/FieldTraining/home.html
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/police/about/fto/
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 State Criminal Codes/Statutes –Knowledge of the most common criminal violations, the elements 

of the crimes and under what circumstances they apply. Example: You should know the 

definition of “assault” from the state criminal code and know when a suspect’s actions have met 

that definition. 

 

 City Ordinances – Knowledge of the most common local ordinances and what does and does not 

constitute a violation. Example: You should know your jurisdiction’s noise ordinance and be able 

to tell when the noise coming from a home or vehicle is above the level which is allowed. 

 

 Traffic Codes/Statutes – Knowledge of the most common traffic laws and what does and does not 

constitute a violation. Example: You should know whether not wearing a safety belt is a primary 

offense that allows you to stop the vehicle, or a secondary offense that you are only allowed to 

cite if you’ve stopped the vehicle for another reason. 

 

 Performance Tasks 

 

 Driving Skills Under Normal and Stressful Conditions – Ability to operate your vehicle safely, 

defensively and effectively, obeying all traffic regulations during normal day-to-day driving, as 

well as your ability to effectively and quickly respond to emergency calls or engage in pursuits 

without losing control of the vehicle or endangering others. For example, regularly running stop 

signs while on routine patrol or crashing while responding to an emergency would result in poor 

ratings. 

 

 Field Performance Under Normal and Stressful Conditions – Ability to deal with routine calls for 

service and emergency calls while maintaining a calm and confident demeanor. This means 

controlling your temper, even when dealing with irate citizens, and not panicking or becoming 

emotional when responding to scenes such as crashes with seriously injured victims. It also 

includes not showing any signs of timidity or cowardice when faced with combative suspects. 

 

 Orientation/Response Time – Ability to find specific locations and respond to calls for service in 

an appropriate time. The rating you receive will depend on how well you get to know your 

assigned patrol zone, how well you can read your map and how quickly – but safely – you can get 

from one spot to another. This also includes constantly maintaining an awareness of your 

surroundings, so that at any given time, you know exactly where you are. 

 

 Self-Initiated Activity – Ability to spot and respond to potential problems while on patrol, and 

your ability to engage in community policing by soliciting information about problems from the 

people in your patrol zone. You should quickly learn your zone and know when to recognize 

when a store isn’t open at normal hours or when a car that doesn’t belong to any residents is 

parked in a cul-de-sac for three days. 

 

 Officer Safety – Ability to protect yourself and other officers from suspects and from potentially 

dangerous situations. This could include making sure you never give a suspect an opportunity to 

grab your weapon, not standing too near traffic lanes during a vehicle stop and properly searching 
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a suspect before turning him over to another officer for transport. This is a critical skill area 

where mistakes could get people hurt, so you won’t get many chances to get this right. 

 

 Conflict Control Using Verbal and Physical Skills – Ability to maintain control of any volatile or 

potentially dangerous situation, whether by issuing verbal commands or by actually using 

physical force. This could mean talking to people in calm, confident way that de-escalates an 

argument or makes them comply with your directions, or it could mean properly applying an 

armlock to subdue a resisting suspect. You’ll be rated not only on your ability to apply various 

verbal and physical techniques, but also on whether the techniques were appropriate to the 

situation. For example, you wouldn’t rely solely on voice commands if a suspect was walking 

away from you, but you wouldn’t go to your baton, either.  

 

 Radio Communication Skills – Ability to monitor transmissions while on patrol and clearly and 

effectively send and receive information over the police radio and mobile computer system 

during routine and emergency situations. You’ll be rated on whether you consistently listen for 

your call sign and monitor traffic from other units, whether you speak clearly and coherently 

when transmitting and whether you listen carefully and comprehend all information relayed to 

you by dispatch and other officers. This will include your knowledge of your department’s radio 

codes. 

 

 Completing Routine Forms and Report Writing – Knowledge of which forms must be completed 

under various circumstances and your ability to gather information, properly organize it and 

compile it into a complete report in a timely manner. You’ll need to be able to differentiate 

between the various report forms used by your department and then be able to fill out those forms 

– including the narratives – in a way that makes sense and uses proper grammar. You also will be 

rated on the amount of time it takes you to complete you reports. And neatness counts here, too. 

 

 Investigative Skills – Ability to identify the type of offense that has occurred and locate, secure 

and collect obvious evidence, including fingerprints. You aren’t a detective or crime scene 

technician, but you are expected to be able to conduct a basic investigation and at least protect 

and inventory certain evidence. For example, if you were called to a pawn shop with a broken 

front door, a crowbar laying by the door, one glove on the floor and smashed, empty display cases 

that used to hold watches, you should be able to determine that it is a likely burglary, collect and 

inventory the crowbar and glove and take usable fingerprints from the front door. This is 

especially likely to be required of you in larger departments with a significant volume of calls for 

service. 

 

 Interview Skills – Ability to question victims, witnesses and suspects and collect relevant facts. 

This includes being able to elicit details from reluctant witnesses or victims, as well as 

determining when a suspect is being truthful or dishonest. Again, you’re not a detective, but you 

will be expected to interview participants in certain cases – such as domestic violence or drug 

possession – and make decisions about whether to arrest based on the information you gather. 

You also will conduct interviews  to gather intelligence information to be shared with other 

officers. 
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 Judgment – Ability to evaluate a situation, apply critical thinking skills and make common-sense 

decisions. Mistakes that will cost you here are consistently acting without thinking, displaying 

indecisiveness and seeming unable to make sound judgments quickly when necessary. You’ll 

have to show that you can gather relevant information and use it to make good decisions without 

asking other officers or supervisors for assistance. 

 

 Attitude 

 

 Acceptance of Feedback – Willingness to listen to criticism and take corrective action based on 

that feedback. This means not arguing with the FTO about whether you made mistakes or 

rationalizing why they were not mistakes, but instead, hearing what he has to say and then putting 

his suggestions into practice. If you take criticism as a personal attack by the training officer, that 

will be a red flag. Instead, actively solicit his opinions on how you can improve your 

performance. For example, after you and your FTO make an arrest of a combative suspect, if you 

ask him what you could have done differently and he tells you that a pressure point would have 

been more effective than an arm lock, then thank him for the feedback and use the pressure point 

next time you’re in a similar situation.  

 

 Attitude Toward Police Work – Perception of policing as a professional career, rather than as just 

a job. The rater wants to see that you have career goals and are actively seeking to improve and 

advance yourself as a police officer. You should not appear to be using the job to boost your ego, 

meet women, or simply pay the bills while you look for something better. The idea is that you 

recognize you are part of something important and want to be as good at it as you can. 

 

 Dealing with General Public and Ethnic Groups – Attitude that emphasizes friendliness, 

customer service and cultural sensitivity when interacting with the public, including minority 

groups. The job is not all chasing bad guys and taking charge of situations. Oftentimes, it’s just 

reassuring members of the community that they are safe and that the department is doing its part 

to look out for them. That could mean helping a stranded motorist, mediating a civil dispute 

between two neighbors or mentoring kids in an afterschool program. This also includes treating 

all members of the community with the same degree of respect and concern. Displaying 

arrogance or aggressiveness to the public or avoiding service-oriented aspects of the job will be 

reflected in your evaluations. 

 

 Dealing with Peers/Supervisors – Desire to work smoothly with other officers and supervisors 

and a clear understanding of your position in the department. This is an evaluation of your 

interpersonal skills. The idea is that you are willing to function as one part of a team, not as an 

individual. That means doing your job to the best of your ability and doing whatever you can to 

help other officers do theirs. It also means doing what you’re told, not being argumentative with 

peers or with supervisors, not gossiping about other officers and generally promoting a 

cooperative environment.  
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 Appearance 

 

 General Appearance – Projecting a professional, clean-cut appearance that communicates 

competence and inspires other officers and members of the public to have confidence in your 

abilities. This is about making sure you are always trim and physically fit, that your uniform is 

clean, neat and worn according to policy, and that your equipment is well-maintained and 

functional. You’ll be expected to have your uniform pressed and tailored and your leather 

equipment and shoes polished to a high shine. The rater also will be looking at your badge and 

brass for signs of tarnish or wear. And of course, your weapon should never be dirty. 

 

 

 

Your field training likely will be divided into four or five phases, with your FTO growing increasingly 

tough as he evaluates you in the above areas. In order to do well in the program, you will be expected to 

increase your scores in each area from week to week. Failing to do so usually results in the probationary 

officer being released from the department. 

 

During your first week of training, your FTO probably will just observe to see how you handle yourself 

so that he gets an idea of the areas in which you need improvement. As the training progresses, he will 

take a more hands-on role to teach you best practices in various policing techniques. By the time the end 

of training approaches, you should be taking the lead during routine patrol and on most of your calls for 

service. 

 

In many departments, the final week of training is a testing phase in which the FTO rides in plainclothes 

to observe the trainee and assists the officer only when there is an immediate threat. 

 

 

Keys to Success in the Field Training Program 

 
 

① Relax and accept that you are going to make mistakes. That’s why you are in a training program – 

because the department does not expect you to come out of civilian life, spend a few months in the 

academy and suddenly be Supercop. You have things to learn about being a police officer, and you’ve 

been given time to learn them. However, you aren’t going to be able to process any lessons if you are 

locked up with performance anxiety. Slow down, take mistakes in stride and just try not to make them a 

second time. 

 

② Remember your training. As a police officer, you will hear that repeated over and over and for good 

reason. Intensive training has programmed your muscles and your brain to react in certain ways in certain 

situations. Rely on that training, and it won’t let you down as you go through this program. 
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③ Use your Field Training Officer. He will have years of experience and training that you don’t have. 

Keep in mind that officers are selected to be FTOs because they have demonstrated superior knowledge 

and skills on the job. They’re given additional training to make them experts at educating young, new 

police recruits. That makes your FTO an invaluable tool to help you become a better officer. In fact, for 

many officers, the lessons they learn from their FTOs will stick with them their entire careers. You might 

have to put away your ego and accept criticism that makes you uncomfortable. You might not personally 

like your FTO. You might be impatient to get out on the street by yourself. But do whatever you have to 

do to open yourself up to the training your FTO is trying to give you. 

 

④ Assume a learning mindset for the duration of your training. Studies have shown that your attitude 

determines how much information you will absorb. If you look at the FTP as something unpleasant that 

you have to endure to become a police officer, then you are much less likely to actually learn anything 

during the process. And make no mistake, if you fail to learn, you will not pass the program. Instead, if 

you approach each shift as an opportunity to learn and improve your policing skills, you are guaranteed to 

end each shift having learned an important lesson or two. 

 

⑤ Identify your problem areas and practice. Some skills, such as map-reading, only improve with 

repetition, while other, less tangible skills, such as talking to people, can be improved through feedback 

and correction. Either way, you can get better at whatever is giving you problems. You might have to give 

up a little personal time – which is important, too – in order to improve yourself, but it will pay off when 

your FTO notes that your skills are picking up. 

 

⑥ Show initiative in advancing yourself. Your FTO is going to explain to you the minimum standards 

in each of the rated areas. You don’t want to do just the minimum. You want to excel. So ask him what 

you can do to achieve superior ratings and to make yourself a better police officer. That might mean 

studying criminal statutes during your meal breaks, or getting up early to carefully iron and press your 

uniform, or taking a language class so that you can better communicate with ethnic members of the 

community. Your FTO will be able to give you suggestions and will be impressed at your proactive 

approach. 

 

⑦ Make sure to decompress after your shifts. Police work is intense, even on routine patrols, because 

an officer always has to maintain a heightened sense of awareness of his surroundings and of the activities 

of other people and his fellow officers. It becomes even more intense during emergency situations, such 

as car crashes or crimes in progress. Throw in the added stress of the training and evaluation process, and 

the pressure can become unbearable. It’s crucial that you find a way to release some of that stress between 

shifts so that it doesn’t build up and cause physical or emotional problems. Good ways to relieve stress 

include exercising, spending time with friends and family or participating in a hobby that puts you in 

contact with other people in a relaxing environment.  

 


