Note: This is the original, unabridged draft that would later be published as a two-part series
in American Cop.

Thoughts on the Effective Police Firearms Instructor

Contrary to popular opinion, attending a one-week or two-week long class does not, and cannot
make you an effective police firearms instructor (PFl). Sadly, such courses just tend to give a false
sense of competence as to the attendee’s skill. At best these classes certify someone to conduct
qualifications in a mostly safe manner but administering a test is not the same thing as teaching
someone to pass it, let alone apply those skills in a tense, rapidly evolving environment of imperfect
and incomplete information.

A BODY OF KNOWLEDGE & ABILITY TO CONVEY IT

Mike Seeklander famously observed that an effective PFl has a body of knowledge and the ability to
convey that body of knowledge. That is accurate for firearms instructors in general, but the PFI
needs to learn to function in a political and administrative environment. | am not saying that these
requirements will be met in any single class. Rather these areas reflect the needs for lifelong
learning and continual improvement that mark the effective PFI.

Yes, You Have to be Able to Shoot

Whether you like it and agree or not, a PFl is considered a Subject Matter Expert (SME) for all topics
gun related. As a PFl, itis up to you to continually develop your knowledge in a variety of areas.
There are obvious competencies a PFl should possess. First, people are going to expect you to be a
competent shot and gunhandler. You do not need to be a USPSA Grandmaster but you need to
have enough skill that you are clearly competent and one of the better shooters on the range. It has
been observed that the first person you will have to coach is yourself and if you can’t coach yourself
to excellence, why would you be able to coach others? If you can’t demonstrate, on demand, the
skills you expect others to master, you won’t have much credibility.

With Both Hands

Another important related area that is often missing is how to shoot well with either hand. Aright-
handed instructor can’t just tell a left-handed shooter to “just do the same thing but with your other
hand.” The ability to identify and correct common and noncommon shooting errors is an area of
knowledge that warrants its own mention — screaming in increasing volumes, “focus on the front
sight” or “stop jerking the trigger” don’t count.

Handgun or Firearms Instructor?

Remember, you probably aren’t just teaching handguns. If your agency issues shotguns or patrol
rifles, you will need to develop high levels of competency with these systems as well. And you’ll
need to do that with either hand.

Related Topics

An effective PFl also has a base of knowledge about subjects related to shooting other than
marksmanship. For instance, an effective PFl should understand ballistics (especially terminal and
external ballistics); tactical anatomy; target design; concealed carry techniques; the history of
firearms training; the evolution of guns, holsters, and training; steel target safety; low light; related
case law; range trauma response, etc.



Interfacing With Other Disciplines

You also need to develop knowledge not directly related to guns and shooting. An immediate need
relates to the application of the skills you are teaching. For many agencies, the various
competencies (control/defensive tactics, vehicle and street tactics, etc.) are taught as separate
areas by different instructors. While a PFI may not teach control tactics, knowing how control
tactics are currently taught can avoid conflicts between the fields. Similarly, knowing about issues
that arise in the tactical application allow the effective PFI to integrate concerns such as sight
offset into training early enough to matter.

Well Rounded Background

The other areas of relevant knowledge form a long list. For instance, understanding human factors
and especially how the eyes work and how the brain processes information can be important. A
common weakness seen among PFls is knowledge of only the agency’s issued weapons. Having a
broad familiarity with a variety of weapon systems allows the PFl to speak competently about their
respective tradeoffs and allows the PFI to teach seldom considered topics such as how to properly
clear a single action revolver found in the field.

THE ABILITY TO COMMUNICATE

The training community is filled with naturally gifted, brilliant shooters capable of feats that strain
the imagination. The number of those same people who can effectively share what they know and
do is sadly much smaller. While it is popular, “just do what | do” is not an effective technique for
transferring information to someone who doesn’t share the instructor’s kinesthetic gifts.

Teaching is Its Own Skill

Communicating effectively is an entirely separate art and can be studied as such. While the best
way to get good at teaching is to teach, anyone can improve if they focus on the craft of teaching.
While | have never done it, people who | consider very smart recommend the Toastmaster’s
International to become comfortable presenting in front of a large group, especially in a more
spontaneous fashion.

Instructor Skills Development

If you’re looking for a class to help with the ability to relate information, most states have some sort
of instructor development course offered by their POST or equivalent. If you’ve already done that,
or want further refinement, there is an excellent offering from Louisiana State University’s
CBRT/Academy of Counter-Terrorist Education. Available as an in-person or live on-line offering,
the course “Instructor Development Workshop (MGT-323)” strikes the perfect balance between
providing enough, useful information with no excess “fluff” to waste your time. | took it as an on-
line offering which met for four hours a day Monday-Friday. The instructors included a well
critiqued “teach back” as a final exercise. Best of all, this course free if you’re actively working in
any of the related public safety fields.

ADMINISTRATIVE/POLITICAL ACUMEN & MISC SKILLS

Yes, | said the dirty word —“political.” In 2025, no department has unlimited resources. Ifyou are a
PFl you will be competing for limited resources with other parts of the agency. Firearms training is
expensive in terms of ammunition costs, range access/maintenance, time off the streets, overtime
for shift coverage etc. You will have to be able to effectively advocate for the resources you need to
keep your people safe. While not a classic shooting text, a lot of PFls would benefit from reading



and using the material found in “How to Win Friends and Influence People” by Dale Carnegie. The
need for better firearms training is not “self-evident” to most agency managers and the public.
Don’t get upset when challenged — be able to effectively communicate how your plans and
expenditures will improve the current situation.

Success Through Others and Reese’s Cups

| would be remiss if | didn’t point out that being able to interact successfully with those who you’re
success relies on is vital. The entire time | was an agency firearms instructor, | never had my own
range and had to beg and borrow range time from other agencies. While it is important that an
academy director knows your name and tolerates you, knowing who actually schedules the range
time is critical. | quickly learned that if | stopped by the secretary’s office with a pack of Reese’s
cups every time we used the range, | always got the access | needed. People appreciate small
favors that show you’re thinking of them and that the relationship is not one way.

Procurement: Learn The Rules, Play the Game

The procurement processes of most agencies are anything but easy. If you want to increase the
odds of getting what you need, you need to master whatever byzantine process your agency uses.
The more complete a form, the more likely it is to be processed. If you are smart, you will specify
what you need down to the part number and locate the cheapest source yourself. If your agency
requires two more competing quotes, have them ready to go as well. Requesting “some training
ammo” or “some duty rifle ammo” is good way to end up with a bunch of Bubba’s cheapest reloads.
The ability to run common software like Excel, allows you to communicate in “admin speak” and
dramatically increases your odds of success.

Lesson Plans

Another common software program you need to come to terms with is Microsoft Word. While many
amateurs think they are unnecessary, the highly effective PFl relies on written lesson plans and
you’ll need Word to help you write them. Lesson plans allow you to fully form and flesh out a class
before you teach it. A good lesson plan will help you identify what resources you need from
mundane details like round count up to specialized equipment needed. A good lesson plan can
serve as a great way to make sure you stay on task, return from bunny trails, and make sure the
main goals of the session are met.

Effective PowerPoints

The final software you need to be able to use is PowerPoint. In 2025, your audience is going to
expect clean, professional slides for any classroom segment you teach. There is an entire art to
effective PowerPoint design that warrants its own article. Let’s summarize good slide design by less
words and more relevant pictures. Also, in worst case situations, the PowerPoint you taught with
may be introduced in court to document what training you presented. The best source of
information for slide design is an on-line class intended for firearms instructors. Taught by Tiffany
Johnson of Citizen’s Safety Academy, the class will dramatically increase your ability to professional
provide relevant information.

Mechanical Aptitude?

Afinal set of neglected skills for the effective PFl is the possession of some mechanical aptitude
and the ability to perform basic blue-collar skills. Anything downrange will eventually get shot and
broken. If you can repair it yourself, the budget will get stretched further and downtime will get



reduced. Ifyou’re hiring people to work on the range for you, knowing their mechanical abilities can
help make selection decisions in a pragmatic world. As a final thought, people with mechanical
aptitude tend to be better at tasks like mounting optics, working on firearms, etc.

Continual Learning

If this sounds like a lot and something that won’t be mastered in a month, you are correct. Being an
effective PFlis a lifelong commitment to one of the most important arts in policework. There is no
single course or book that will teach all these skills. Any other profession must update their skills
and stay current. You should be seeking out quality outside instruction to help you gain knowledge
in all the areas listed above. This is also a good time to start your library of books so that you can
learn the wisdom and mistakes of those who have gone before. This is the time to join the related
professional organizations such as the International Association of Law Enforcement Firearms
Instructors, National Law Enforcement Firearms Instructor Association, and International Law
Enforcement Educators and Trainers Association.

Borrow the Best Ideas

If you’re going to be effective, you will need to be able to explain any critical concept at least five
different ways to reach as many as possible. You can struggle and work to invent your five ways or
you can take other instructor’s courses and buy your five ways. When seeking outside training my
guideline is this. If you want to become a better instructor — take someone’s basic class. If you
want to become a better shooter — take a performance-oriented class. Since these courses aren’t
free and will take you away from work, | hope you’ve been working on your political acumen and
ability to effectively argue for your needs as mentioned above.

Don’t Steal from the Mediocre

A common mistake made by many is to look down on the private citizen training world. There are
plenty of excellent instructors worth your time whether their class are limited to “law enforcement
only.” Tom Givens of Rangemaster Firearms Training has a well-developed series of instructor
courses that cover many of the areas discussed. LAPD Legend Larry Mudgett’s Marksmanship
Matters has a phenomenal program for taking shooters from zero to competent that is time tested
and open to any responsible citizen. A final course worth considering is Citizen Safety Academy’s
Gateway Instructor course. Gateway students are defined as those who have “overcome
boundaries, obstacles, social disincentives and other adverse odds to learn to shoot for the first
time.” In 2025, many of the police cadets entering the academy are really gateway students and
need to be taught as such.

A Lifelong Commitment

If this sounds like a lot of work —there’s reason. lItis a lot of work, and time, and personal
commitment. Sadly, the term “firearms instructor” is a title that given too cheaply and mostly
refers to folks who can administer the latest dumbed down qualification course once or twice a
year. If you want to be effective in conveying the information an officer will need on the worst day of
their lives, when innocents are at risk, and the level of scrutiny that is unfathomable will continue
for years, you need to do some work.

Links:
LSU: https://ncbrt.lsu.edu/courses/dhs/mgt-323.php
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