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Education and Professionalization
Vollmer’s influence extended beyond improvements for street-level 

policing. He strongly believed in the need for an educated police force, 
and he required that Berkeley police officers earn college degrees. To this 
end, in 1908 Vollmer established the Berkeley Police School, where all 
officers were required to complete course work while off duty. Courses 
taught by academics and experienced police professionals covered top-
ics such as police methods and procedures, marksmanship, laws of evi-
dence, fingerprinting, and first aid. This recognition of the importance 
of a well-educated police force is astonishing considering that more 
than 100 years later, only 1% of police agencies in the United States 
require that their officers hold 4-year degrees, and only 9% require the 
completion of 2-year degrees.16

In 1916, Vollmer began offering a series of summer courses at 
the University of California, Berkeley, which police officers and 
university students attended. These summer courses constitute 
the beginning of criminal justice and criminology as an academic 
field, leading directly to the 1951 establishment of the School of 
Criminology on the Berkeley campus. This was the first school in 
the nation to offer graduate degrees in criminology.17 Even after his 
official retirement, Vollmer contributed to the field. He and several 
colleagues formed what is known today as the American Society of 
Criminology, a professional organization of criminologists around 
the world.

It is difficult to imagine policing without the influence of August Vollmer. Imagine, 
for example, trying to investigate the crimes against Jennifer Schuett without the tools 
and technologies we take for granted today. Would police have ever been able to identify 
a suspect in the Schuett case? Without the improvements in policing that began with 
Vollmer and others like him, how difficult would it have been to identify and prosecute a 
suspect in the Schuett case? Without these advances, an innocent person may have been 
identified and convicted in Schuett’s case and then punished severely or executed. What 
of Chris Farias? Would he have been caught had he been driving while intoxicated during 
the early part of the 20th century? Possibly, but it would have depended on where he 
was driving. It was illegal to drive while intoxicated in New York as early as 1910. Areas in 
Massachusetts viewed driving under the influence as a crime as early as 1907. Though laws 
existed regarding driving under the influence a century or more ago, they were not specific 
about blood alcohol content, so it remains unknown if Chris would have been interacting 
with the criminal justice system had he been caught driving drunk 100 years before. It is 
possible that the actions of Joshua Paul Benjamin would never have come to light had he 
committed these deeds in the early 1900s. Child sexual abuse was first recognized as a 
criminal act in 1973 in the United States. In addition, clearly Joshua’s actions would not 
have been videotaped, as that technology was yet to be developed. In other words, he 
would have technically not committed a crime, and there would not have been video of 
these activities. Finally, what of the crimes of Danny Madrid? In Vollmer’s time, as today, 
investigating and solving attempted murders were a priority. However, it is unclear how 
one may have identified Danny and his partner in the attempted murder of the rival gang 
member. While juvenile gangs have been a part of the landscape for centuries, gathering 
intelligence about gangs per se has been facilitated with greater technology. Clearly, 
improved policing is tied intimately to advances in and development of technology.

Boston police officer on the Bicycle Squad in 

1910. Some may not view the bicycle as an 

improvement in policing. How might it have 

helped with policing? How may it have hindered 

it? How do agencies use bicycle patrol today?
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