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Executive Summary
On behalf of the Delaware Developmental Disabilities Council (DDC), the qualitative market 
research was conducted as a means of developing a briefing for the State’s Police Chief’s Council 
highlighting recommendations on how to improve training related to interacting with people 
with disabilities in the State’s various police agencies.  The objective was to conduct research to 
determine what training regarding services to the disabled community is currently being offered 
to members of the Delaware law enforcement community.  The research explored opportunities 
of improvement in both the recruitment training and continuing education training and included 
the following research components:

In-Depth & Telephone Interviews
(Qualitative Research)

Focus Groups
(Qualitative Research)

'State of the Art' Research
(Research via internet & library to 

uncover  training materials in circulation) 

Comparison of the qualitative research results showed key common themes in terms of:
•Description of current training offerings
•Limited recall of impactful content or method from personal training courses
•High level of value in actual interaction with the disabled community
•Strong desire for more training but the method needs to fit the schedules and 
demands of officers
•Trainers, facilitators and instructors need to also have an understanding of the law 
enforcement community

Exploration of what ‘state of the art’ educational materials are nationally available to police 
agencies showed that much is available, particularly via the internet.  The costs and the 
ability to circulate such materials could support the implementation of an electronic training 
communication center.  
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I.  Qualitative Research

In‐Depth Interviews & Telephone Interviews

As a means of collecting detailed directional information, qualitative 
research in the forms of in‐depth and telephone interviews was 
employed.  The objective was  to explore details of training being 
offered to recruits regarding interacting with people with 
disabilities.  Continuing education was also explored.  

Discussion guides were developed to examine the following:

Background/Demographic
•Years of law enforcement
•Career track
•Current assignment

Knowledge
•Approach to training
•Format & content
•Components that relate to disabilities

Opinions
•Past personal training experiences with disabilities components
•Recall of impactful content or approach
•The need for more training
•General attitudes 

Complete Discussion Guide can be found in the Exhibit Packet.



Qualitative Research

In‐Depth Interviews & Telephone Interviews

Findings:
Knowledge
• Training within the Delaware State Police Training 

Academy is very organized both in implementation 
and structure.  

• The Police Academy in Dover hosts a series of training 
courses where many of the smaller law enforcement 
agencies within the state attend. 

• Participants of the In-Depth Interviews were able to 
discuss the training requirements – training in general 
and training relating to interacting with people with 
disabilities.  

• Participants provided examples of courses and training 
materials.  These courses were designed for the  
traditional classroom setting with an instructor.  They 
were also mainly scenario based for skills training.

• Briefings were also identified as a means of training-
more as a refresher.  Example briefings were shared.  
It was mentioned that briefings have been effective 
due to the frequency and format.

• Training courses are evaluated by participants at the 
conclusion of the course.  The form evaluates: use of 
information, relevance of topic, accomplishment of 
course goals and recommendations.  Open-ended 
questions are also included.   

Examples of training materials can be found in the Exhibit 
Packet.



Qualitative Research

In‐Depth Interviews & Telephone Interviews

Findings:

Opinions

• There were common opinions that more training is always 
needed. 

• Training courses related to interacting with people with disabilities 
tend to have more in-depth information.  Years ago, the training 
was more abbreviated.  

• There was a feeling that there is a need to increase training for 
in-service officers to the same amount for recruits.  

• Awareness was seen as important.  There is a desire to increase 
the awareness of people with disabilities to officers via training.  

• The safety of officers needs to always be an important factor.  
• Officers of today are more aware of the needs of the members of 

the disabled community but are frustrated at times due to public 
perceptions.  



Qualitative Research

Focus Groups

As a means of capturing information from targeted segments, 
focus groups were conducted with law enforcement 
officers.   The focus groups were designed to explore:
• recall of course work pertaining to the interaction with 
people with disabilities

• perception of usefulness of coursework
• best practices and ideal training vehicles
• feedback and opinions from officer’s perspective

Participant Characteristics

• Officers that averaged 19 years of police experience
• Representation from State of Delaware Troopers, City of 

Wilmington Police, and University of Delaware
• Regional representation from all three Delaware counties
• Representation of various positions: Community Policing, 

Recruitment, Training, Supervision, and Patrol



Qualitative Research

Focus Groups
Topic:  Knowledge – The approach to training

Overall, officers had an understanding of the methodology for 
training.  In general, training is received from the academy and 
then later as a refresher.  
◦ Officers are motivated to receive additional specialized  

training as a means of better serving the public.
◦ They are also able to receive credit hours for attending 

training courses.
A few follow‐up points:
◦ Difficult to attend long courses due to the time away from 

duty
◦ Most courses are supported from the top ranks down
◦ Some expressed that there is a need for more training 

regarding interacting with people with disabilities

Participant Verbatims

•“We’re open to more training.”
•“We’re always looking to upgrade materials and 
content.”



Qualitative Research

Focus Groups
Topic:  Knowledge – Physical vs Mental Disabilities

There were mixed responses to if training distinguishes between 
physical and mental disabilities.   
◦ Some felt that more recent training does a better job of 

identifying the differences.  
◦ Some felt that they were informed of the differences and 

named a few examples for each category.
◦ It was stated that there is more detailed information 

available on certain types of disabilities than others.
A few follow‐up points:
◦ It was noted that some officers assume that there is a 

mental disability present if they see a physical disability.  

Participant Verbatims

•“The courses now seem to be clear therefore offering 
the differences between physical and mental 
disabilities.”

•“More understanding is needed.”
•“But some officers do make assumptions that physical 
means mental also…this can be common.”



Qualitative Research

Focus Groups
Topic:  Opinions – Recall of Training Highlights

Although officers all recalled having training regarding interacting 
with people with disabilities, there was no key highlight about 
their training that was shared.   
◦ Most had recall of receiving training via the Academy but did 

not state or identify anything significant about the delivery, 
content or approach.  

A few follow‐up points:
◦ Some indicated that they have experienced ‘refresher’ 

training and that it has been useful.  
◦ It was stated that refresher training has been via Roll Call 

Briefing which has been convenient for officers. 
◦ A few participants indicated that past instructors with a law 

enforcement  perspective created a good environment. 
◦ A participant indicated that watching videos that show 

police interviews with people with disabilities was impactful.



Qualitative Research

Focus Groups
Topic:  Opinions – Recall of Training Highlights

Participant Verbatims

•(Training during Roll Call) “has been good…keeps 
officers refreshed without overloading them.”

•These short sessions have “offered quick, clear and 
concise information.”

•”Instructors that can speak our language gain the 
credibility that is needed to make points with us”. 



Qualitative Research

Focus Groups
Topic:  Opinions – Actual Experiences of Interacting With 
People With Disabilities

All of the participants could recall and speak to an experience with 
interacting with people with disabilities.   
◦ Some felt that their past training had been useful in actual 

interactions.
◦ It was indicated that training was seen as a means of allowing 

officers to interact with people with disabilities not diagnose 
them.  

A few follow‐up points: (After probing)
◦ Some indicated that training had allowed them to create 

strategies for interacting.  
◦ It was also stated that personal exposure to people with 

disabilities promoted awareness which assisted in identifying 
signs and characteristics of various disabilities. (ie Special 
Olympics)  

◦ It was also stated that building community relations assisted 
with interacting with people with disabilities.  

Participant Verbatims

•(Training) “allows us to look for and recognize the signs” 
(of a disability).

•“It always comes back to training.”
•Personal experiences can help, too.”



Qualitative Research

Focus Groups
Topic:  Opinions Ideal Content/Approach/Format

All of the participants were motivated and shared thoughts and 
suggestions.  Many of the thoughts were shared unaided.   
◦ Several comments addressed the type of 

presenter/instructor – experienced, credible, open‐minded, 
respectful of officer safety first, with flexible schedules. 

◦ It was strongly shared that training which included actually 
interacting with a person with a disability would be 
impactful.  

A few follow‐up points: 
◦ Participants agreed that officers cannot dedicate time away 

from their base and therefore Instructors need to come to 
multiple shifts and regional locations.

Participant Verbatims

•“Hands-on training would promote comfort levels and 
awareness.”

•“Instructors that accommodate various shifts will allow 
officers to not feel like this is just another thing to be 
done on their day off.”

•“A course that involved actually interacting with people 
with disabilities would get a good response from 
officers.”



Qualitative Research

Focus Groups
Topic:  Opinions Ideal Content/Approach/Format 
(continued)

All of the participants were motivated and shared thoughts and 
suggestions.  Many of the thoughts were shared unaided.   
◦ In terms of actual training materials, participants strongly 

suggested visuals and cheat sheet formats.  Examples 
included: CDs, DVDs, digital, website links to online training, 
laminated fact sheets.

A few follow‐up points: 
◦ It was also suggested that an organized ‘package’ with quick 

reference information would be excellent.

Participant Verbatims

•“Time is everything when you are traveling to a scene; 
time is everything and therefore quick reference is 
best.”

•“So much is kept in our vehicles….materials that can be 
organized for storing in cars would be helpful.”



Qualitative Research

Focus Groups
Topic:  Concluding Messages

A few participants shared issues that related to the topic .   
◦ Officers want to be responsive in their jobs but are being 

stretched out – need to avoid being pulled into social worker 
situations.

◦ Hiring of officers is low due to budget issues – not enough 
officers.  

How can the DDC help police agencies: 
◦ Host training sessions…..host throughout the three counties.



II.  Secondary Research

With the use of secondary data and resources, ‘State of the Art’ and best 
practices to educate law enforcement officers on interacting with people 
with disabilities were researched and examined.

Internet & Library Research
Websites
There are a host of websites that have many training materials for the 
law enforcement community.  Two popular sites are:

www.thebackup.com
www.PoliceOne.com

These sites along with others are well know by officers – some officers  
are actually on email lists and therefore receive information and 
newsletters.   It is a common practice for officers to share these emails 
with other fellow officers.  

Both sites have various course categories including interacting with 
people with disabilities.  From the Back Up website, the following DVD 
was purchased:

Emotionally Disturbed Persons
The DVD is included in the Exhibit Packet.  This site has courses  that 
met requirements for approval of in‐service training hours by 
Delaware Council on Police Training.  

The Police One site in addition to training materials has active 
communication links.  These links connect to latest media alerts , 
stories and events.  

The following link is an example:
http://www.policeone.com/communications/articles/1717440‐
Autism‐training‐helps‐police‐tailor‐response/

http://www.thebackup.com/
http://www.policeone.com/
http://www.policeone.com/communications/articles/1717440-Autism-training-helps-police-tailor-response/
http://www.policeone.com/communications/articles/1717440-Autism-training-helps-police-tailor-response/


II.  Secondary Research

Internet & Library Research
Other States

Pennsylvania
The State of Pennsylvania has instituted the Premise Alert System across 

the Commonwealth. The Pennsylvania Police Chiefs Association, the 
Pennsylvania State Police, PA Dept of Public Welfare, PA ARC, and a wide 
variety of disability advocacy groups have endorsed the Premise Alert 
System. The Program is designed to support both Police Officers and 
individuals with disabilities. The website is www.papremisealert.com .   
A nonprofit organization named SPEAK Unlimited Inc., is in partnership 
with Premise Alert System which provides handouts, speakers, advocacy 
support and First Responders information.  
SPEAK Unlimited Inc conducted the course ‘Recognizing and 
Communicating with Persons with Disabilities’ to Delaware officers.   
The course was evaluated by participants and received an overall rating 
of 4.35 (out of 5).  This course was also observed as a part of this 
qualitative market research project.  General observations include :
‐ Great use of examples
‐ Speaker able to relate to officers / very interactive
‐ Speaker had an understanding of the needs of both officers and people 
with disabilities
‐ Speaker had a great understanding of Autism
‐ Participants had an interest in the quick reference hand‐out materials
These same quick reference materials were also evaluated during the 
focus groups.  The quick reference cards were seen as helpful and 
useful.

Samples of the quick reference cards can be found in the Exhibit Packet.

http://www.papremisealert.com/


II.  Secondary Research

Internet & Library Research
Other States (continued)

Virginia
The website for the Department of Criminal Justice for the State of 

Virginia was evaluated for this qualitative market research project.  
The website is: 
http://www.dcjs.virginia.gov .

In examining this website, training courses were quick and easy to 
navigate.  The ‘Training and Events’ landing page has two main 
categories :  Online Registration and Upcoming  Events.  These 
areas allow officers to:  1) view  course credits and descriptions, 2) 
plan for the courses using the calendar feature and 3)  actually 
register via online for courses.  

Other Reference Materials and Reports
A range of materials and reports were obtained and evaluated for this 

qualitative market research project.  The materials range from 
Procedures to a Training Manual.  These physical documents along 
with highlights can be found within the Exhibit Packet.  

http://www.dcjs.virginia.gov/


III.  Strategies & Recommendations

Content / Format Related

◦ Select instructors that have a working knowledge of both the law 
enforcement community as well as the disability related topic

◦ Select courses related to disabilities that outline the differences 
between mental and physical disabilities and the tools/approaches for 
each.

◦ Utilize training methods / platforms that take into account the officers’ 
limited time.  This includes hosting training sessions throughout the 
three counties and selecting trainers that can accommodate multiple 
shifts.  Also the use of formally distributing DVDs to officers will allow 
them to view information at their convenience.  

◦ Continue to use Roll Call Briefings as a vehicle to communicate 
‘refresher’ information or recent events related to law enforcement 
interacting with people with disabilities.

◦ Further examine the use of quick reference materials/packets that can 
be easily stored  in officers’ vehicles.  

◦ Continue to select interactive courses.

Course Evaluation Related

◦ Further enhance the current course ‘Evaluation Form’ by tightening the 
survey wording and format.  Consider adding a few value‐based 
questions such as:

‘Course was a good use of my time’



III.  Strategies & Recommendations

Partnering and Collaboration

◦ Continue the collaboration and partnership approach.  The established 
partnership between the Delaware Police Chiefs’ Council and the 
Delaware Developmental Disabilities Council is visible and sets the 
direction for solutions.

◦ Explore the need to establish / develop a program similar to the 
Premise Alert System (used throughout the Commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania).  

◦ Continue to have law enforcement involvement and participation in 
advocacy programs and events related to interacting with people with 
disabilities as a means of increasing awareness.

Communication Channels

◦ Establish a formal means of forwarding / distributing email newsletters/ 
internet links 

◦ Examine current process of communicating and announcing courses 
along with the registration.  Consider if topics like ‘Disabilities’ and 
others are visible and highlighted enough.  Determine if process 
improvement would be beneficial.  



IV. Notes
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