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COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

Discretion Versus Discrimination
Discretion in policing allows for many positive results 

in interactions with citizens. Officers are able to make 
decisions within the context of each particular incident. 
Imagine that you are pulled over for speeding. In some 
circumstances, the police officer can use his or her 
discretion and issue a warning rather than a ticket. The 
decision may be based on a variety of factors including, 

for example, your conduct during the interaction. 
Unfortunately, discretion can result in discrimination. 
If a decision on whether to write a ticket were based 
on ethnicity/race, gender, or religion, the officer would 
be engaging in discrimination. As with many issues 
in policing, a thin line exists between appropriate and 
inappropriate conduct. 

Investigation
Investigative positions and special assignments in policing are highly sought after and gen-

erally require several years of experience on patrol. These assignments often are rotated and may 
require testing and interviewing. Special assignments for sworn officers include, for example, 
detectives, vice and narcotics, sexual assault, and cybercrime investigation. Detectives work as 
plainclothes officers in a variety of tasks and may specialize in a particular area. A homicide de-
tective, for example, oversees and conducts an entire murder investigation from the initial crime 
scene investigation to solving the case through interviews, forensics, and arrest. Detectives also 
work closely with district attorney’s offices when prosecuting a case.

Each crime scene is unique, and law enforcement and first responders protect and pre-
serve physical evidence that can be collected and scientifically analyzed. According to a 
report from the National Institute of Justice, the initial on-scene officer(s) is responsible for 
the following:

1.	 Logging dispatch information

2.	 Watching for persons or vehicles leaving the crime scene

3.	 Approaching cautiously and scanning the entire area and noting possible secondary 
crime scenes

4.	 Making initial observations to assess the scene and ensure officer safety

5.	 Remaining alert and attentive (i.e., assume the crime is ongoing until determined otherwise)3

The investigation of Jennifer Schuett’s case presented numerous challenges for the 
initial detectives and later for the cold case investigation. Patrol officers responded to 
the dispatch call, which included an ambulance, then a helicopter, though no one knew 
if Jennifer was alive or dead. The field where she was found became the primary crime 
scene, though a patrol officer later found the suspect’s soiled underwear in a roadside 
ditch several miles away from where Jennifer’s battered body was discovered. The original 
detectives’ case files, fortunately, were complete and offered enormous assistance to the 
investigation years later. In addition, the evidence was handled and preserved properly. 
These elements were key in solving the case eventually.
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