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Yvonne Taylor

I have been a Police Officer for over 15 years and am presently part of the Roads Policing Group with North Yorkshire Police.
In September 2011, I was extremely lucky to travel to the USA as a recipient of the Arthur Troop Scholarship.
I chose to attend a Drug Recognition Expert course run by the California Highway Patrol.  The particular course I attended was held at the Sacramento Regional Public Safety Training Centre in Sacramento, California.  The Drug Recognition program is a systematic, standardised, 12-step process, carried out by trained police officers, to identify drug-impaired drivers.
I attended at 8am on Monday 12th September, slightly apprehensive but looking forward to my two weeks of classroom training, followed by field certification training.  When I saw all the books and equipment on each desk within the classroom however, I began to wonder what I had let myself in for!  We had all been given personal issue kit including sphygmomanometer, stethoscope, thermometer, penlights, numerous drug reference books and all the workbooks we would need for the classroom training (as well as a nice rucksack to carry everything in!).  We were also given the ‘good’ news that this was a 'pass or fail' course and we were expected to obtain over 80% in the examination to pass the classroom training.  During the field certification stage, we would then be expected to personally conduct 6 full examinations and observe at least a further 6 conducted by a colleague, write up all the reports correctly and complete a further written examination.  This was definitely not a holiday! 
There were 16 other students in my class.  They all had the same look on their faces, as each in turn saw all the books piled high on their desks too!  The introductions began and it was no surprise that I had travelled the furthest.  All the other students were from Police agencies within California.  The discussions soon began with my fellow colleagues expressing their disbelief that my 'agency' had allowed me to attend a course on the other side of the world.  I had to explain to them, that although North Yorkshire Police had kindly supported me in my quest with time off from work (and I could not have attended without that), it was in fact the International Police Association that had facilitated my exciting trip.
Several times over the first few days, I heard the Latin phrase 'Oculus Animi Index' - the eyes are the windows to the soul.  It became evident that the eye examinations we were being taught would become a very important part of the overall program.  As we were being taught how to conduct the examinations, it was a bit odd as we all (17 students and our instructors) stood in a nearly darkened room, gazing into each other’s eyes with nothing more than the light from a pen torch to see how the pupils reacted!
We perfected our skills at administering the standard divided attention tests of Romberg balance, walk and turn, one leg stand and finger to nose and then learnt how to take blood pressure, as well as monitor other vital signs, like temperature and pulse.  We even had some willing volunteers from outside the class (friends, teachers and others) who gave up their time to drink large quantities of free beer or wine over a relatively short period of time and then be our 'guinea pigs' for a couple of hours!  Of course, we knew they were all under the influence of alcohol and not drugs (hopefully!), but it simulated real life tests for us and demonstrated how poorly people performed those tests when impaired.  Our newfound eye examination skills also allowed us to accurately estimate just how much alcohol had been consumed by each volunteer.
I studied each evening after class, reinforcing what we had gone over during the day, learning definitions, making sure I knew the seven categories of drugs inside out - Central Nervous System Depressants, Central Nervous System Stimulants, Hallucinogens, Dissociative Anaesthetics, Narcotic Analgesics, Inhalants and Cannabis and memorising how each category of drug affected the human body.  I was not going to return home a failure!
All my work paid off at the end of the second week when, thankfully, I passed the exam and was awarded with my certificate!  When all the stress was over, we had a fun session in the afternoon, learning even more about street drugs, how they are transported and hidden inside everyday objects and we conducted one or two weird and wonderful experiments.  I can't really say what they were, other than it was a legal part of our training and no drugs were consumed!
With the first hurdle over, I then had to go to work with the California Highway Patrol for three night shifts at their South Sacramento Office.  Their Officers brought people into me, who they had caught committing various offences and whom, through their observations out on the streets, they believed to be under the influence of drugs.  I conducted the systematic, standardised, 12-step program on 6 different offenders and identified which category or categories of drugs I believed they were under the influence of.  I also observed 12 other offenders being examined by fellow officers.  At the end of that, I completed my reports and further written examination, before being given access to the California Highway Patrol computer system as a fully-fledged Drug Recognition Expert.  How exciting!
There are only a handful of Drug Recognition Experts in the United Kingdom.  I am proud to say that, with the help of the International Police Association and the Arthur Troop Scholarship and of course the California Highway Patrol, I am now one of those specially trained officers.  As usual, in everything I do with the International Police Association, I have had some wonderful new experiences and met lots of new friends.  I would definitely recommend the Arthur Troop Scholarship to fellow officers for the opportunities it provides.  Thank you for this wonderful opportunity.
