THE SEVEN GOLDEN SIGNS OF THE PERFECT P.O.

The largest budget item in any government agency is employee salary and benefits. This is as true of Community Corrections as every other department. The ever expanding price of cost-of-living, rising medical insurance premiums and human resource costs (read: unions / lawsuits / disability) means that a very predictable chain of events occurs when a decision is made to hire a particular candidate as a case manager, parole officer, or probation officer. (PO)  This decision can have financial implications for decades to come.

It’s hard to know if you’ve picked a winner during the interview process but it is relatively easy top see once they have been on the job for about 4 years. After the initial “gosh – golly” of working in law enforcement has worn off there are 7 surefire signs that you have selected an employee to nurture as a natural candidate to lead the next generation of Community Corrections. Some of the items listed below may not be available in your jurisdiction. Some are personal lifestyle decisions. All are equally important.

As a PO or case manager, if you choose to nurture these traits or access these opportunities there is a high probability that you can avoid some of the stress inherent in this line of work. These signs apply equally to juvenile and adult officers. This is not an all inclusive list by any means, but it is something anyone wanting to succeed in this profession might consider using as a scorecard toward professional development as well as an attitude check to see if they should be considering an alternative career. They are listed in no particular order.

Golden Sign #1: Paperwork

I often ask candidates for PO positions what they consider the number one priority of a parole and probation officer. Inevitably they respond that it is ‘the protection of the community’. This is certainly the correct answer but it is not, oddly enough, one of the signposts of the truly ‘golden’ PO. The actual answer, which will be revealed to them within the first six months of their hire date, is “prompt, effective, and comprehensive completion of all paperwork.

As a training officer I am usually the first to break the bad news to the new employees. I tell them that there are very many tasks they can do poorly or incompletely, but the moment the paperwork stops crossing the supervisors desk, there is trouble ahead. Some employees like to experiment with this statement and fall behind on revocation reports, progress reports, sanctioning reports, pre-sentence investigations, release investigation reports and chronological case entries (chronos). They very quickly learn that this will end badly with a supervisor confronting them about a telephone call from someone in the district attorney’s office, for example, or from the presiding court judge. 

Information is the lifeblood of the criminal justice system. Each level of this system demands to be kept in the information loop. When a bottleneck is identified the response is immediate, intense, and usually unpleasant. The golden sign of the perfect PO is physically reflected in the actual case file of each offender they are supervising. Releases are properly signed, documentation of office visits and home visits is current, police reports are processed, and offender reports are in chronological order. As best as humanly possible, all documents are handled only once. The opposite of this golden sign is a chronic stack of papers waiting to be filed.    

Golden Sign #2: Interviewing Skills

Physically, the primary function of POs is to speak. They speak to their partner agencies, they speak to judges and clients, and they speak to each other. This sounds like a fairly straightforward task. However, when speaking to offenders, POs need to be training in interviewing skills. The Golden PO will be extremely well trained in interviewing skills.  She will know the difference between interrogation and interviewing and will bring this training to the streets and neighborhoods to more effectively engage the client to work in their own best self interest. She will understand and respect the difference between counseling and supervision and she will not use social dialogue when working with offenders. There are various strains of interviewing approaches available to agencies. The Golden PO will most likely be exposed to many techniques and settle on ones that work in their own community setting. Many of these techniques are familiar to the counselor, but when translated to the probation department in a supervision setting they often morph into a shape which best serves the POs best self interest. For example, understanding and utilizing strength based counseling and motivational interviewing work much better, even when partially used, than desultory conversations that leave both the offender and the PO confused as to the reason the interview took place to begin with.

Understanding that every interview has a purpose, as a supervision tool, and utilizing techniques to elicit statements of willingness to change or eliciting a fuller scope of the ‘problem’ from the offender’s point of view will produce much more meaningful encounters than just speaking to offenders using a day-to-day (social) form of conversation. The Golden PO seeks opportunities to experiment with various forms of interview techniques and can soon verbalize which technique they are using at any particular moment.

Golden Sign #3: Safety

Working with an offender population brings inherent risk. Some of the obvious risks include the probability of becoming a victim of weapons, assault, and stalking behavior. The Golden PO keeps up to date in defense tactics for their own personal safety. These tactics include proficiency in weapons as approved by the individual departments. These weapons include, but are not limited to, pepper spray, handguns, batons, and hand to hand combat. The training is updated at least once a year and the PO slowly becomes proficient in accessing and using these tools. They also understand how to carry, tag, unload, and surrender weapons into evidence or to the local police. I am always reminded of the PO who seized a handgun before an offender could lunge for it. Before she could summon the police, the offender threatened to grab it back from her and kill her. She ran into the street and, never having been trained in how to unload a revolver, fired all six rounds into the air to empty the gun. Final decision by the review board?  Proper firearm safety had never been offered by her agency and she did the best she could under extremely difficult circumstances.

However there are other safety considerations for the Golden PO. Stress relief, exercise, and non-job-related socializing are probably as important as self defense. The stress of dealing with hostile people in a highly charged political atmosphere will generally grind down even the best intentioned PO. The Golden PO will understand the dynamics inherent in the job, develop healthy relationships, use sick leave as intended by the agency, and schedule regular vacations.

Finally, many hours are spent driving a car. The Golden PO will have had defensive driving training and will insist on safe and properly maintained agency vehicles.

Golden Sign #4: Community Teamwork

In order to be effective as a PO it is critical that professional interagency relationships are established. POs broker services for their offenders with the local school district, alcohol and drug providers, mental and physical health providers, and scores of other regional government and private service providers. The Golden PO actually visits these programs and asks to meet with other people who are also interacting with their offender and their offender’s family. Instead of complaining that the A&D counselors are not sharing the results of the latest urine test, the Golden PO will see that proper releases are signed (see #1, above) and UA results will be shared by both agencies. Their files will have the name and contact number of colleagues at agencies such as Children Services or the Employment Department. Information transfer will often be handled with a phone call instead of by a protracted turf war which only results in more entrenched resistance to interagency cooperation. The Golden PO somehow develops contacts at partner agencies. He invites himself to case staffings, child custody hearings, and sometimes sits in group sessions with offenders to show support for the treatment providers.

The Golden PO seems to have visits from police officers, immigration officers, and other juvenile and adult POs in numbers far exceeding the rest of the office staff. He is available to explain the intricacies of juvenile or adult probation and parole and even has been known to attend the unit meetings of other partner agencies. This PO will also belong to at least one professional organization such as the American Parole and Probation Association and will have access to at least one publication in their field of interest.

Golden Sign #5: Specializations

The effective PO is unafraid to cycle through and be knowledgeable about specializations within his or her department. They understand that specializing in sex offenders, high risk or gang caseloads, or pretrial release units is all part of their professional development. If a new study, special grant opportunity, or unusual circumstance arises due to shifting agency priorities, they are unafraid to enter uncharted territory. However they do not bounce around in various special assignments. They expect that a certain amount of time to be allotted for the new assignment so they can train and then master the assignment. All too often when a PO volunteers for an unusual assignment she must suffer the thinly veiled animosity of her fellow line staff. The probation myth is that there are ‘real’ POs with a standard generic caseload and then the ‘oddball’ POs who involve themselves in experimental programming. One of the directors of a major state law enforcement agency was once a PO who volunteered in 1981 to see if a new invention called the personal computer had any application to parole and probation work. Imagine the grief he took from his fellow officers as he pecked away at a keyboard while they wrote their chronos in longhand inside each paper file.

I find that things have not changed much in this arena. My involvement in several federal grants targeting juvenile probation departments revealed a pattern of difficulty in recruiting and maintaining line staff POs to be part of an experiment in alternative approaches to juvenile supervision. Resistance in this area guarantees you will get your desire to be a ‘real’ PO and the job description rarely improves 15 or 20 years into a PO’s career. When I asked a PO in Alaska why she had volunteered to teach cognitive programming to female offenders she said quite simply “that unless you’re the lead sled dog, the view never changes.” 

Golden Sign #6: Positive About the Agency

When engaged in dialogue with partner agencies or the community at large, the golden PO will refuse to badmouth or gossip about their department.  Every professional knows the little secrets and shortcuts taken at their job site. This is as true of doctors and dentists as of law enforcement personnel. When dealing with human beings, especially a pro-criminal highly dysfunctional population, I often rely on the wisdom of Malcolm X when he said of the civil rights movement … “by whatever means necessary”. POs have different styles and different personalities. They can learn new skills (see #2, above) but they will hardly be robots when implementing them. These differences, and the daily grab bag of colorful characters walking through the parole office door, is what makes Community Corrections work so fascinating. 

When staff differences in approach and style drive people to declare that their agency is riddled with problems or when a new director is attempting to implement innovative programming (hint: that’s why they replaced the last guy) the Golden PO will resist the natural urge to gossip about their agency. It is hard enough to keep track of the massive amount of paper and the movement of people in this line of work so when negative reports are constantly streaming from the agency, the community tends to believe these reports. Funding cuts and regime changes are natural consequences of negative gossip in this highly charged political environment. The Golden PO understands that negative information is simply a reflection on himself, after all. The best approach to deficiency, fraud, and waste is to bring a solution, as well as a description of the problem, to the administrators. If you are smart enough to know there is a problem, then you must be smart enough to know what the solution must be. An effective leader will realize that the Golden PO has the best interest of the agency at heart and that this PO is able to separate the person from the problem and keep moving forward. 

Golden Sign #7: Heart

The effective PO has an intangible quality which includes bravery and empathy. They are also able to realize that clients are using well-know tactics to evade responsibility for their criminal behavior. When these three skills are present and in full use the Golden PO is said to have the heart for this type of physically and psychologically demanding work. Supervising criminals in the community takes us to the very edge of civilization in America. POs enter neighborhoods and buildings that regular citizens don’t even like to look at. They sit in kitchens where there is more despair than food. They talk to people who are by turns incoherent and heartbreakingly poetic. While doing this work the Golden PO never mistakes bravery for foolhardiness. Never mistakes empathy for being suckered by a pro-criminal population. Never waivers in their commitment to the agency’s mission of community safety in the short term and offender change in the long term.

Heart is what led a crippled Muhammad Ali up the stairs of the White House to accept the Medal of Freedom from a government which had imprisoned him. Heart is what drives a PO to interview family after dysfunctional family in an effort to make a small change in her corner of the world. Bravery and empathy helps the Golden PO keep her sanity in those parts of the local community where insanity is the order of the day.

These intangibles are often invisible during the first pre-employment interview with a prospective PO. This work can bring out strengths and weaknesses that even the PO candidate didn’t realize they had. More importantly, an effective agency can nurture a Golden PO and woe to the administrator who can’t find the time to frequently meet with staff displaying these traits. 

Carl Reddick is a Parole and Probation Officer in Newport, Oregon. He is a nationwide trainer and can be reached at creddick@charter.net  

