
Becoming a Police Officer
The process of becoming a police officer involves many steps as candidates go through 

interviewing, testing, and screening. First, applicants must meet all minimum qualifica-
tions such as age, education, and background (e.g., no history of illegal behavior). Almost 
all departments require a high school diploma, and some require a 2- or 4-year college 
degree. Testing includes written examination focusing on reasoning, basic math, and lan-
guage. Applicants also must complete physical fitness testing, oral exams, polygraphs, 
and character investigations. Other procedures involve medical and drug screenings and  
psychological evaluations. Selected applicants attend a police academy for Police Officer 
Standards and Training (POST) certification and then enter a field training program. The 
process may take several months before an actual hire is made.

THE POLICE ROLE
Police officers are considered the gatekeepers of the criminal justice system. In other 

words, they are given a high level of discretion on when to write a ticket or make an arrest. 
In cases of serious crimes when the offender is present or known, undoubtedly an officer  
will make an arrest. In the case of a minor illegal act (e.g., loitering, drinking in public, pos-
sessing a small amount of marijuana), an officer may decide to issue a warning or ignore the 
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discretion: It allows police 
and others throughout the 
criminal justice system the 
latitude to make an arrest 
(or other action) or not.
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work




