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Abstract 
The relationship between law enforcement agencies 

and communities of color in the United States 

remains shaped by a long history of racial 

inequality, institutional distrust, and contested 

legitimacy. Historical systems of policing in the 

American South evolved, in part, from slave patrol 

structures designed to regulate and control Black 

enslaved populations prior to the Civil War. 

Following emancipation, many policing institutions 

continued to function in ways that reinforced racial 

hierarchy through selective enforcement, 

segregation, and criminalization of Blacks now 

referred to as African Americans and other 

marginalized groups. These historical realities 

continue to influence contemporary perceptions of 

policing legitimacy among African American and 

Hispanic communities. 

This article examines the historical foundations of 

police-community tension and evaluates emerging 

reform strategies centered on community-oriented 

policing, procedural justice, diversity initiatives, and 

experiential civic education. Particular attention is 

given to the role of nonprofit organizations in 

facilitating dialogue and trust-building between 

police officers and historically marginalized 

communities. Using the Black Law Enforcement 

Association (BLEA) Positive Law Enforcement 

Interaction Training (PLEIT)certificate program in 

Houston, Texas as a case study, this article explores 

how experiential learning, community engagement, 

and collaborative educational programming may 

contribute to improving police-community relations. 

The findings suggest that structured interaction, 

transparency, and participatory education may 

provide a viable framework for rebuilding trust and 

fostering cooperative public safety partnerships. 
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I. Introduction 
The relationship between policing 

institutions and communities of color in the United 

States remains one of the most debated and 

politically sensitive issues in criminal justice 

scholarship. Public concerns regarding racial 

profiling, excessive force, procedural injustice, and 

inequitable treatment intensified following  the 

highly publicized 2020 police arrest of Geroge 

Floyd who died in police custody. The incident 

garnished international attention and reignited 

national discussions regarding systemic racism, 

police brutality, legitimacy, accountability, and the 

future of community-oriented policing (Ba et al., 

2021). 

Although contemporary debates frequently 

focus on individual incidents of misconduct, 

tensions between law enforcement and minority 

communities of color are deeply rooted in historical 

systems of racial control and social inequality. In 

many Southern states, early organized policing 

systems evolved from slave patrol structures 

designed to monitor, discipline, and restrict the 

movement of enslaved Africans. Historical 

documentation associated with Rice University 

further indicates that founder William Marsh Rice 

owned enslaved persons and reportedly participated 

in local patrol activities in Houston prior to the Civil 

War. 

https://blacklea.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://blacklea.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.rice.edu/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Following emancipation, many policing institutions 

enforced Black Codes, segregation statutes, and 

discriminatory criminal justice policies that 

disproportionately affected African Americans. 

Hispanic communities likewise experienced 

discriminatory policing practices associated with 

immigration enforcement, labor regulation, and 

racialized surveillance. These historical patterns 

contributed to longstanding perceptions that law 

enforcement institutions often functioned as 

mechanisms of social control rather than equal 

public protection. 

Contemporary research continues to identify racial 

disparities involving police stops, searches, arrests, 

incarceration rates, and use-of-force incidents 

involving African American and Hispanic 

populations (Griggs, 2017). Such disparities have 

contributed to diminished trust in law enforcement 

institutions, particularly within economically 

disadvantaged urban communities. 

This article examines the relationship between 

historical policing structures and contemporary 

community distrust while exploring practical reform 

approaches grounded in education, procedural 

justice, and collaborative engagement. Particular 

emphasis is placed on the Black Law Enforcement 

Association (BLEA) certificate program in Houston, 

Texas as a nonprofit community- partnered 

educational model designed to improve 

communication, transparency, and experiential 

understanding between police officers and local 

residents. 

 

II. Literature Review 
Historical Foundations of Police–Community 

Distrust 

Understanding contemporary police-

community conflict requires historical 

contextualization. Scholars increasingly recognize 

that mistrust toward policing institutions among 

African American communities reflects 

intergenerational experiences involving 

discriminatory enforcement and institutional 

inequity rather than isolated incidents of 

misconduct. 

Slave patrols operating throughout the 

antebellum South represented some of the earliest 

organized forms of law enforcement in the United 

States. Their primary responsibilities included 

surveillance, capture of escaped enslaved persons, 

and suppression of rebellion. Following the Civil 

War, many municipal policing systems evolved from 

these structures and continued enforcing racial 

segregation and discriminatory laws, and 

criminalization of Black movements.  

The legacy of these practices remains 

visible in contemporary policing outcomes. 

Numerous studies indicate that communities of 

color experience disproportionate police contact 

relative to White populations. Research further 

demonstrates that heavily policed neighborhoods 

often perceive law enforcement presence as 

surveillance-oriented rather than service-oriented 

(Risi & Graif, 2024). 

 

Procedural Justice and Legitimacy Theory 

Procedural Justice Theory provides one of 

the most influential frameworks for understanding 

police legitimacy and community cooperation. Tyler 

(2006) argues that individuals are more likely to 

comply with the law and cooperate with police 

when they perceive law enforcement actions as fair, 

respectful, neutral, and transparent. 

Legitimacy Theory similarly suggests that 

institutional trust depends heavily upon public 

perceptions regarding fairness and accountability. 

When policing institutions are viewed as biased, 

arbitrary, or abusive, public cooperation declines 

substantially. Reduced legitimacy weakens crime 

reporting, impairs investigations, and undermines 

broader public safety objectives. 

These theoretical perspectives suggest that 

rebuilding police-community trust requires more 

than public relations talking points and tactical 

reform. Sustainable legitimacy depends upon 

procedural fairness, transparency, and consistent 

community engagement. 

 

Diversity, Representation, and Organizational 

Legitimacy 

One frequently proposed reform strategy 

involves increasing diversity within law 

enforcement agencies. Research indicates that 

agencies with greater racial and ethnic 

representation may experience improved community 

perceptions, fewer excessive force complaints, and 

more effective communication with minority 

residents (Skogan, 2001). 

However, scholars caution that 

representation alone is insufficient to transform 

organizational culture. While increasing racial 

diversity within police departments may improve 

representation and strengthen relationships with 

some communities, representation alone may not be 

sufficient to reduce racial disparities in policing 

outcomes. Minority officers often work within 

organizational structures, policies, training systems, 

and performance expectations that were developed 

long before they joined the profession. 

Consequently, regardless of their personal racial 

https://blacklea.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://blacklea.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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identity or experiences, they are expected to enforce 

the same laws, follow the same procedures, and 

operate within the same institutional culture as their 

colleagues.  If those procedures or organizational 

norms contribute to unequal outcomes, simply 

changing the racial composition of the workforce 

may not produce meaningful systemic change 

without accompanying reforms to enforcement of 

policies, equitable recruitment, mentorship, 

promotional pathways, and organizational 

accountability structures. 

Importantly, community legitimacy depends less 

upon symbolic representation alone and more upon 

consistent officer behavior, procedural fairness, and 

departmental transparency. 

 

Community-Oriented Policing and Experiential 

Learning 

Community-oriented policing (COP) represents one 

of the most widely discussed reform frameworks in 

contemporary criminal justice literature. Unlike 

traditional reactive policing models focused 

primarily on arrests and enforcement metrics, COP 

emphasizes collaborative problem-solving, 

relationship-building, and sustained community 

engagement (Gill et al., 2014). 

Research suggests that successful COP initiatives 

often include: 

• Community advisory boards  

• Transparency regarding departmental 

statistics  

• Independent complaint review mechanisms  

• Anti-bias education  

• Neighborhood engagement initiatives  

• Youth outreach programs  

• Collaborative problem-solving councils  

Experiential learning models have emerged as 

particularly promising because they allow residents 

to directly observe the complexities of police 

decision-making while simultaneously allowing 

officers to better understand community concerns 

and lived experiences. These reciprocal interactions 

may reduce stereotypes, improve empathy, and 

strengthen perceptions of legitimacy. 

 

III. Methodology 
This article utilizes a qualitative case study 

approach examining the Black Law Enforcement 

Association (BLEA)PLEIT certificate program in 

Houston, Texas. The case study method is 

appropriate because it allows for in-depth 

examination of a community-partnered  education 

initiative designed to address broader social and 

institutional issues involving police-community 

relations. 

The analysis is based upon: 

• Program structure and curriculum review  

• Organizational materials published through 

the BLEA website  

• Participant enrollment data  

• Observational analysis of instructional 

activities  

• Existing scholarly literature involving 

community policing, procedural justice, 

and police legitimacy  

This article does not present formal quantitative 

findings or experimental outcomes. Rather, it offers 

an exploratory evaluation of a nonprofit-led 

educational model designed to improve community 

engagement and public understanding of policing 

practices. 

Because this study primarily evaluates publicly 

available organizational information and educational 

programming rather than human subject 

experimentation, formal Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) oversight was not required for this 

preliminary analysis. 

 

The Black Law Enforcement Association 

Certificate Program 

The Black Law Enforcement Association 

(BLEA)a nonprofit organization whose mission is to 

bridge the gap between citizens and the criminal 

justice system, using innovative collaborative 

education and training, and public safety 

solutions,developed a community-based certificate 

program designed to improve communication and 

understanding between Houston residents and law 

enforcement professionals. The program is 

conducted on the campus of Texas Southern 

University, a Historically Black College and 

University located in Houston’s historic Third Ward 

community. 

 

Program Structure 

Initially launched in Spring 2024 as a five-

week initiative, the program later expanded into a 

six-week certificate course due to significant 

community interest and impressiveenrollment 

demand. 

Applications are submitted through the 

BLEA website, and enrollment is intentionally 

limited to approximately 25 participants per cohort 

to preserve meaningful classroom interaction and 

experiential engagement opportunities. According to 

BLEA program data, more than 100 applications 

were received during 2024 enrollment cycles. 

https://blacklea.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://blacklea.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://blacklea.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://blacklea.org/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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Participants represent a diverse cross-section of 

Houston residents, including: 

• College students  

• Retirees  

• Faith-based leaders  

• Civic engagement advocates  

• Criminal justice professionals  

• Educators  

• Community activists  

• Local residents  

Many participants self-reportentering  the program 

with prior negative experiences involving law 

enforcement or exposure to longstanding 

community distrust toward policing institutions. 

 

IV. Experiential Learning Components 
A distinguishing feature of the BLEA 

program involves an experiential educational 

framework that emphasizes active participation, 

critical reflection, career readiness, and 

interdisciplinary knowledge exchange. The 

framework integrates real-world scenario-basedlaw 

enforcement exercises, culturally responsive 

analysis, civic education , and positive police 

interactions activities.  All designed to nurture 

sustainable partnerships between law enforcement 

and community members. BLEA works  alongside 

academic and professional expertise, making sure 

the program advances collaborative approaches to 

public safety and community well-being.  

I. The Origins and Evolution of 

Policing in America 

A key component of the program is educating 

participants about the historical development of 

policing in the United States and its relationship to 

Black communities and other communities of color.  

This educational module provides participants with 

a foundational understanding of the historic events, 

policies, and institutional practices that have 

contributed to both cooperation and distrust between 

law enforcement and the communities they serve.  

Through facilitated discussions, historical analysis, 

archival materials, and interactive learning 

activities, participants examine how policing 

evolved over time and how historical systems of 

racial inequality, segregation, discrimination and 

unequal enforcement practices have shaped 

contemporary public perceptions of law 

enforcement. The curriculum also explores the 

changing role of policing in American society, 

including major reforms, legal developments, 

community policing initiatives and ongoing efforts 

to strengthen accountability and public trust. 

When placing current public safety challenges 

within their historical context, participants gain 

deeper understanding of why trust may differ across 

communities and generations. This historical 

foundation encourages informed dialogue, critical 

reflection and greater empathy among both 

community members and law enforcement officers.  

Participants are better equipped to recognize how 

historical experiences continue to influence present-

day interactions and identify opportunities for 

building stronger, more equitable and community-

centered approaches to public safety. 

 

II. Police Simulation Training 

Participants  actively engages in scenario-based 

exercises designed to stimulate real-world law 

enforcement decision-making. Participants utilize a 

police training simulator placing them in realistic 

law enforcement scenarios involving: 

• Traffic stops  

• Domestic violence responses  

• Active shooter incidents  

• Escalating civilian encounters  

These simulations expose participants to the 

complexity and time-sensitive nature of police 

decision-making processes. 

 

III. De-escalation Instruction and 

Dialogue 

Participants receive instruction regarding verbal de-

escalation techniques, conflict resolution strategies, 

and use-of-force continuum principles. Scenario 

exercises demonstrate how rapidly encounters may 

escalate under stressful conditions. This helps 

community participants gain a deeper understanding 

of the responsibilities, constraints, and safety 

considerations officers face in the field. 

The program also incorporates interactive role-

playing exercises that allow both community 

members and law enforcement officers to 

experience encounters from one another’s 

perspectives.  During these simulations, officers are 

asked to assume the role of citizens while 

community participants may take on the role of 

responding officers.  This role-reversal approach 

helps officers better understand the concerns, fears, 

vulnerabilities, and decision-making process that 

many residents, particularly Black and other people 

of color, experience during police encounters.  

Following each Scenario, participants engage in 

facilitated dialogue and reflection sessions where 

they discuss what escalated or de-escalated the 

encounter, identify alternative approaches, and 

explore the emotional and psychological impacts of 

police-community interactions. These conversations 
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create opportunities for officers to learn about the 

historical trauma, mental health concerns and lived 

experiences that shape residents’ perceptions of law 

enforcement. This reciprocal process helps the 

program build capacity, empathy, communication 

skills and mutual understating among both law 

enforcement and community stakeholders and 

supports more effective community-partnered public 

safety outcomes.  

 

Multi- Subject Matter Expert Speakers 

A cornerstone of the program is the Mult- 

Subject Matter Expert Speakers, which exposes 

participants to a diverse range of perspectives on 

community development, public safety and civic 

engagement. The series brings together 

professionals from multiple disciplines and sectors  

including: 

• Federal law enforcement  

• Criminal justice 

• Public health 

• Mental health 

• Public education 

• Community development 

• Government 

• Social services 

• Academia 

Engaging with professionals who approach public 

safety from different vantage points, participants 

gain a more comprehensive understanding of the 

complex social, economic, cultural and institutional 

factors that influence community well-being and 

safety.  

Throughout the program, guest speakers share their 

professional expertise, experiences and research 

findings, and statistical data related to public safety 

and community development. The presentations 

encourage critical thinking, informed dialogue, and 

interdisciplinary learning while helping participants 

explore innovative solutions to community 

challenges.  

The speaker series also provides opportunities for 

participants to engage directly with experts, ask 

questions, examine different viewpoints, and 

develop a broader understanding of how 

collaborative community-partnered approaches can 

strengthen public safety, and improve quality of life. 

 

V. Discussion 
The BLEA certificate program represents 

an example of how nonprofit organizations and 

educational institutions may supplement broader 

police reform efforts through structured community 

and civic engagement initiatives. Unlike traditional 

public relations approaches, the BLEA model 

emphasizes experiential learning, direct 

communication, and sustained interaction between 

officers and residents. 

Several aspects of the program align with 

existing procedural justice and community policing 

scholarship. First, the program encourages 

transparency by allowing community members to 

observe and participate in realistic law enforcement 

training scenarios. Second, the program facilitates 

direct interpersonal contact between officers and 

residents, which may reduce stereotyping and 

increase empathy. Third, the inclusion of community 

leaders and civil rights advocates introduces 

multiple perspectives into discussions involving 

public safety and policing legitimacy. 

The program also demonstrates the 

potential value of universities serving as neutral 

civic engagement spaces where difficult public 

policy conversations may occur outside adversarial 

environments. 

However, there remains several 

opportunities for deeper knowledge and stronger 

more sustained programming.While BLEA’s 

certificate program includes pre-and post-surveys, 

the e program  can benefit from  longitudinal data 

measuring whether attitudinal changes persist over 

time. This can be done using a 3-, 6-and 12-month 

review of participants’ views and experiences post 

certification. the review recognized that participant 

self-selection bias may influence outcomes because 

individuals volunteering for such programs may 

already possess greater openness toward civic 

dialogue and law enforcement engagement than the 

broader public population. BLEA, is currently 

exploring partnership opportunities with schools, 

local governments, and community organizations to 

embed the certification program within existing 

community programs and educational settings. This 

strategy is designed to diversify the participant pool 

by engaging individuals who may have limited prior 

involvement with law enforcement or may be less 

inclined to participate in police-community 

engagement activities.   

 

VI. Future Research Recommendations 
Future research involving nonprofit-led policing 

education programs should incorporate: 

• Pre- and post-program trust surveys  

• Longitudinal participant interviews  

• Comparative analysis across cities  

• Quantitative legitimacy assessment scales  

• Officer perception analysis  

• Community crime reporting metrics  



 

  

International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM) 

Volume 6, Issue 4, Jul. – Aug., 2026, pp: 07-12                             ISSN: 3048-6874  

www.ijhssm.org                                                      

 

 

 

DOI: 10.35629/6874-06040712     | Impact Factor value 7.52 |   ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal           Page 12 

• Participant demographic trend analysis  

Researchers should additionally evaluate whether 

experiential education programs influence 

recruitment interest among minority populations 

considering careers in criminal justice and public 

service. 

Mixed-method research designs incorporating both 

quantitative and qualitative measures would 

substantially strengthen future scholarship involving 

police-community engagement initiatives. 

 

VII. Conclusion 
The historical relationship between 

policing institutions and minority communities in 

the United States remains shaped by centuries of 

racial inequity, exclusion, and contested legitimacy. 

Nevertheless, emerging evidence suggests that 

collaborative education, procedural justice, 

transparency, and community-oriented engagement 

may provide meaningful pathways toward 

rebuilding trust. 

The Black Law Enforcement Association 

(BLEA) certificate program offers an innovative 

case study demonstrating how nonprofit 

organizations, educational institutions, and law 

enforcement professionals may collaboratively 

foster dialogue and mutual understanding. While 

additional empirical evaluation remains necessary, 

experiential community education models may 

contribute to reducing polarization and 

strengthening cooperative public safety partnerships. 

Future reform efforts should prioritize 

sustained engagement, measurable accountability, 

and inclusion of community voices in shaping 

public safety strategies. Reimagining policing in the 

twenty-first century requires not only institutional 

reform, but also civic partnership grounded in 

dignity, transparency, legitimacy, and shared 

responsibility. 
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