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Breakout of the Qualification Trap

Introduction: Qualification can be described as a quality or accomplishment that makes someone suitable for a particular job or activity. In basic academy training and throughout their careers, law enforcement officers have to demonstrate the ability to meet a minimum level of proficiency in marksmanship. Failure to do so can result in negative outcomes including removal from active service or termination.
For many agencies, qualification is the only activity where officers routinely discharge their firearms and has become merely a matter of “checking the box” that officers are able to meet the minimum marksmanship standard. In reality, qualification is a test and nothing more. Qualification should not be confused with training. If qualification is the only exercise that officers participate in, exactly where do they refine their skills and learn new techniques? Today, officers are held to a much higher standard than in the past but in many cases, we have failed to move the ball forward.
Training (defined) the process of learning the skills that you need for a particular job or activity.
Excuses for failure to offer realistic training simply don’t hold water. There is significant case law that illustrates that budget; time constraints and agency size do not relieve a department from offering realistic training to their officers. With a little effort and imagination, realistic street relevant training can be offered without breaking the bank or spending significantly more time on the range.

Typical Qualification Course
· Contact distance to 25 yards
· Predictable
· Stationary target & shooter
· Large, unobstructed target
· Optimum light
· One target
· Generous time frames
Real World
· Threat typically very close, but could be considerable distance away
· Unpredictable, must use judgment
· Threat & officer may be moving
· Threat may only be partially exposed
· Poor light
· Possibility of more than one threat
· Little time to locate, assess and react to a threat
Qualification is not a bad thing!
· It is not unreasonable to expect officers to be able to meet the minimum marksmanship standard on demand. But if it is the only firearms exercise that officers participate in, they are being shortchanged. 
Why train to a higher standard?
· Because it’s the right thing to do! We owe it to our officers to provide the best training possible in order for them to prevail in an increasingly hostile operational environment.
· A thorough and comprehensive training program minimizes liability for the officer and the department. There is significant case law that states law enforcement agencies have a duty to properly train their officers and failure to do so incurs tremendous liability. By politely bringing this to the attention of the command staff, you may very well be able to move the ball forward and be able to improve your training program.


Popow vs. Margate-  476 F. Supp. 1237 ( D. NJ 1979)- While in a foot pursuit of a kidnapping suspect, a Margate police officer shot and killed Mr. Popow, an innocent bystander, as he stepped out on his front porch. The court ruled that the department was grossly negligent in their firearms for the following reasons:
· No shooting at moving targets
· No training in low light conditions
· No training on use of firearms in populated area where innocent bystanders may be present
· There was no instruction on use of force laws and policies since the officer had completed the police academy
· Officers trained with firearms only twice per year
Over 40 years later, have we made any progress?
Different levels of firearms training include:
· Static- This type of training is conducted on the square range. This is where we learn the basics and refine our skills. We can also train multiple officers at the same time.
· Dynamic- This is where we apply practical marksmanship, operational skills and tactics to a situation. Scenarios can be devised with one officer, a pair of officers or even a small team and can range from very basic to more complex.
· Interactive- This can take the form of an electronic simulator or scripted exercises using marking cartridges. Judgment as well as skill will be evaluated.
· Ideally, officers should have the opportunity to participate in all 3 levels of training.
What elements can I add to my program to make it better? Here are a few points to ponder:
· Decision making should be part of the game. No shoot targets and verbal challenges can easily be incorporated. Best of all, there is zero cost.
· Proper use of cover- Many ranges have wooden barricades or posts to simulate cover. Unfortunately, many officers have training scars from the police academy and use the simulated cover for support leaving far too much of the body exposed.
· Moving targets- There are all sorts of commercial moving target systems available that can cost quite a bit of money and don’t replicate the real world. We were able to create a more realistic moving target system with pieces of old pipe, some steel rods and a couple of heavy duty springs from an old car hood.
· Strike a balance between speed and accuracy- We not only have to hit but we have to do it relatively quickly. In some areas it’s considered taboo to shoot at anything other than a silhouette. There are also sorts of targets you can find on the internet and various websites that can help your students shoot faster and with a fair degree of accuracy.
· Move! - Real world events often involve movement by the threat as well as the officer. I find it amazing that many agencies do not incorporate movement into their training. Officers should be taught to safely move with a gun in hand.
· Shoot at longer range- True, most events unfold in relatively close quarters. However, officers occasionally have to deal with threats at extended range. If you had to respond to an active shooter in your local school, exactly how long are those hallways
· Empty hand to handgun- a large percentage of police action shootings take place inside of personal space and may involve physical contact with the subject. If deadly force is justified, is there a technique in your tactical tool box that allows you to break contact, draw and fire?
· Multiple Threats- the possibility of more than one bad guy looms large and we need to prepare our officers for it.
· Performing basic operational skills under pressure- Tasks such as quickly drawing, reloading or clearing stoppages are relatively easy on the square range. It’s a different matter when they are part of an exercise with a compressed time frame.
· Fatigue and mental stress- a little bit of exertion can play havoc with an officer’s ability to be at the top of their game. Performing by yourself as others watch you can create a low level of stress.
· Vehicles- Just about half of all police action shootings take place around vehicles. Shooting from or around vehicles is something all officers should experience. If real vehicles are outside the realm of possibility, wooden fascicles can be created.

Getting Creative

· Consider the need. What critical areas are not addressed in qualification. Examples could include multiple threats, movement, innocent bystanders in close proximity, poor light, etc.
· Training can take the form of line drills, solo officers or small teams running through a dynamic exercise.
· Start simple and work to the more complex. This is especially true if officers have not participated in anything other than static range training.
· Marksmanship matters. In any training we conduct, there needs to be hit accountability.
· Initially, we should not be throwing officers into the deep end of the pool. However basic elements such as safe movement, use of cover, innocent bystanders and of course, practical marksmanship can be incorporated into a fairly fundamental drill that is street relevant.
· Once shooters are able to perform to a satisfactory level on the more basic dynamic drills we can turn up the heat a little bit. Basic skills such as reloading, shooting from different positions and threat discrimination can be incorporated with various conditions such as poor light and compressed time frames.
· By all means, take the high road and don’t dumb down your training for the few who don’t get it. There will always be those who are able to perform to a reasonably high standard right out of the blocks, but not everyone has that gift.  Weaker performers need to be identified and remediated, but not humiliated. Your job as an instructor is to get them up to speed. Our goal is no poor shooters.
· There are all sorts of resources you can check out to find some innovative courses of fire. Organizations such as IALEFI and NALEFIA are a good place to start. You can also find some pretty good stuff on the internet.
General Firearms Safety Rules- These rules were developed by Colonel Jeff Cooper of the American Pistol Institute many years ago. They will keep you and those around you safe on the range, in the enforcement environment and out in public. Today, every public and private training institution uses some variation of the rules but I prefer them in unadulterated form.
1) All guns are always loaded.
2)  Never let your muzzle cover anything you are not willing to destroy.
3) Keep your finger off the trigger until your sights are on the target.
4) Be sure of your target.
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“Training that allows people to pass tests but does nothing to enhance functioning in the real world is a failure”






