CONNECITCUT POLICE WORK DOG ASSOCIATION

“To assist, unite and promote police service dog teams”
“Trainers beware; your engine needs work too”
On July 1, 2013, I am starting my 35th year on the job. I am right back where I started, a patrol officer and loving every minute of it. I am one of those cops who fortunately knew what they wanted to do when I was able to stand upright. Watching and listening to my dad, I didn’t have far to look for my role model or a career choice. It seemed I was born into it.
The job has changed considerably since 1978.  I was sworn in, issued a revolver in a single strap, Wild West style holster and a twelve strip of .38 “ball” ammo. There was no F.T.O. program; you rode with a guy for a week. I spent three months working the road before I entered the police academy for eight weeks. 
Whatever training you got came from someone who had ten more days on the job than you did because the old timers wouldn’t even look at you, never mind talk to you. It was a different world four decades ago. As I sit here today, it seemed like the middle ages compared to NASA.

As my career path took me into training police officers and canine teams, I tended to spend less time actually participating as a student. It was more classroom teaching, coaching, mentoring and critiquing. Occasionally I might get lucky and get into the conga line for a scenario. If I did, it was more to demonstrate than actually participate.

While teaching I have all the advantages. No increased heart rate, my respiration is normal, my visual acuity is not affected and my ability to locate and manipulate equipment isn’t hindered. I was damn near flawless demonstrating what we were working on. Simply, I have an eagle’s view of the training scenario; just add a lawn chair.
I went through simunition instructor school while I was a supervisor/trainer. I had about a dozen other officers, with a few military guys mixed in. It was my time to get behind the mask after a long time away from actually participating in scenario based training as a student. Hell, I have done a ton of training, combine that with the scores of real life, high risk deployments, what could go wrong that hasn’t already? 

My partner and I planned the scenario out; we thought we had a solid plan. Unknown to us the bad guys were told to separate us if they could. They executed their plan better. During our cover and moving drill, they let me get to my position then engaged my partner. We ended up getting into a close quarter sim firefight and getting separated. With limited light and confusion, oh yes, confusion, I saw someone running at me, gun up and closing fast.  
Five of us managed to hit friendly’s that day. I was devastated; so much for my extensive training, real world experience and the “T” on my hat. During the de brief, it wasn’t hard to pick the five guys out who had hit friendlies, we were trying to melt into the chairs we were sitting in.

I left there with a promise that I would get back into scenario based training as a student and be more active on that level. I did keep that promise, for a long time. But as promises go, they fade.

Fast forward sixteen years, almost six years into my “retirement job”, as a patrol officer in a rural community with an extremely low crime rate. I am thankful for that, but, be careful what you wish for.

During or mandated refresher training in 2012, we were put through a day of active shooter drills. Five to six scenarios that were well designed and increased in difficulty as you continued. During one of the scenarios, I was second in on a room entry. A shooter was standing in the middle of the room. Instead of focusing on my AOR and clearing it, I was drawn visually to the guy with the gun in the middle of the room. Especially when he dropped the gun, the thud echoed in the empty room. I could not have set this up any better, basic, but challenging to the senses and your training.  
Here we go again, out of the corner of my eye, sudden movement of hands in a hard corner, an obvious threat zone that I missed clearing. Sudden movement of hands and a friendly is hit. At this moment in time, I am counting how many years I have left on the job, if it is less than sixteen, I am good to go.
I left training that day not able to sleep that night; angry at myself for again not keeping that standard of proficiency I set for myself. My wife was tired of hearing me beat myself up. I ranted to my son who helped me by saying, “how did you do that“. Just perfect and he has a year on the job. Dig my hole now and throw in the shovel. !!! 
I have always been grounded and humble, I was raised that way. The officers that I admired and followed carried themselves that way. They lead by example and were willing share their failures more than their success. My two catastrophic training failures occurred as result of not training routinely and keeping my skills proficient. The years of training others and not spending enough time on my skills, doesn’t fly as an excuse. It is a “cause and effect”.  I am still an active duty patrol officer and should be training regularly.
High risk skills and police skills in general are perishable. If you don’t use them you lose them. Considering the society we live in today, it is more like watching video clips of war on the internet than policing as we knew it years ago.  
Over the years I have gotten calls from officers thanking me for training they received. In those cases what they learned in our tactical patrol dog school, high risk deployment school & swat/k9 school, kept them alive. I didn’t fail them and I feel good about that.

Every potential high risk deployment I have been on since that that training day in December 2012, I see that scenario clearly unfold in my head. The one that occurred sixteen years earlier is just as clear. I carry those with me and go over them routinely to remember what I did wrong on those days.  

As an active duty Trainer, it is easy to push your canine aside or your personal training time aside to help others. My engine needs work and I will be training to repair it. How is your engine running?  “Train Hard & Train Real”
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