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Abstract

The current study aims to investigate the current structure and delivery of police 
recruit training. Using a case study approach, we systematically observed a semes-
ter of police training that consisted of 30 h with a specific focus on police use of 
force training. Field notes and time-on-task data was analysed using an inductive 
approach. The results revealed, first, a lack of constructive alignment of the train-
ing modules and learning tasks within the training settings. Second, an adherence 
to traditional linear approaches to training resulting in high amounts of augmented 
instruction and feedback and a one-size-fits all approach to technical and tactical 
behaviour. Third, a non-efficient use of available training time with low amounts of 
engagement in representatively designed tasks that stimulated problem-solving pro-
cesses. Based on these results we suggest that there is a need: (a) for police trainers 
and curriculum designers to align the objectives, practice structure and delivery of 
police training with the needs of police officers in the field (e.g. conflict resolution); 
(b) for police trainers to employ more learner-centred pedagogical approaches that 
account for individual action capabilities and resources, and allow for high amounts 
of training time with representatively designed training tasks; and (c) for senior 
managers of overall police training decision-makers to provide the necessary trainer 
education, in order to furnish trainers with the knowledge and tools to appropriately 
plan, deliver and reflect upon their practice in keeping with concept of constructive 
alignment.
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1 Introduction

Generating and applying the best available evidence to police policy, practice and 
decision-making is an integral constituent in the process towards the professional-
isation of the police (Brown et  al. 2018; Mitchell and Lewis 2017). However, in 
the context of police training, research has indicated that practice based on tradi-
tion rather than empirical evidence is common (Basham 2014; Birzer 2003; Cushion 
2020). At the same time, research findings have brought into question the effective-
ness of police training in conveying the skills needed for conflict management (Jager 
et  al. 2013; Renden et  al. 2015a). This has led to efforts to show how empirical 
evidence might inform the content and delivery of police training on order to further 
professionalize practice within this domain (Körner and Staller 2018). Researchers 
in the field of coaching and education have proposed constructive alignment as one 
way of drawing in empirical findings in a structured and coherent way (Abraham 
et al. 2015; Biggs 1996; Loughlin et al. 2020). Constructive alignment can be opera-
tionalised at a macro programme level and at a micro session delivery level. Figure 1 
displays a schematic of how constructive alignment operates at a programme level.

This process offers a guide to programme designers to match and align all ele-
ments of design, planning, delivery, assessment with the overarching reality-
informed learning outcomes (Abraham et  al. 2015; Muir et  al. 2015). In addition 
to this programme level view on constructive alignment, a sessional level view 
also exists (see Fig. 2). Here, alignment is considered in terms of the connectivity 
between session outcomes and overall outcomes, and then in terms of the connectiv-
ity between desired session outcomes, task/practice design, coach/trainer behaviour 
and learner engagement. Instructor expertise and effectiveness is evaluated with ref-
erence to what they do and their capacity to rationalise why this is constructively 
aligned. Ultimately, the point of constructive alignment is to facilitate the develop-
ment of desired skills and, where relevant, the transfer of skills from a training set-
ting to a real-life setting (Loughlin et al. 2020).
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Fig. 1  A schematic of the process to develop a constructively aligned programme  (Adapted from Abra-
ham et al. 2015)
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Our focus in this paper is on police use of force training and its constituent com-
ponents (e.g. firearms training, arrest and self-defence training, etc.) rather than the 
whole programme of police development. Concerning training programmes for cop-
ing with physical conflict situations, empirical studies have begun to paint a picture 
of the range of skills needed to deal with such situations (Preddy et al. 2019b; Raja-
karuna et al. 2017) and to different formats of delivery (Renden et al. 2016). Yet, 
besides analysis of police self-defence and arrest training (Cushion 2020), there is 
no known holistic account of the delivery of police training. In order to fill this gap, 
this paper aims to evaluate the delivery of police training by taking a snap shot of 
practice in a German police force and drawing on the concept of constructive align-
ment as a framework for evaluation.

In keeping with this view, it is of concern that research has indicated that skills 
learned in police training do not necessarily transfer to the criterion environment of 
dealing with violent encounters (Jager et al. 2013; Renden et al. 2015a). Proposals 
to tackle this observed lack of transfer, regularly include improving organizational 
structures to provide more training time (Buttle 2007; Jager et  al. 2013; Renden 
et al. 2015a); revising what is taught (Renden et al. 2015a; Renden et al. 2016) and 
how it is taught (Cushion 2020; Körner and Staller 2018; Nota and Huhta 2019; 
Staller and Zaiser 2015). Research so far has mostly investigated the structure and 
delivery of police training by interviewing trainee officers (Buttle 2007; Rajakaruna 
et  al. 2017) and trainers (Körner et  al. 2019; Preddy et  al. 2019b). Only recently 
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Fig. 2  Session constructive alignment (Adapted from Abraham et al. 2015)
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did Cushion (2020) provide empirical evidence about the actual delivery of police 
training. Using a case study approach and employing participant observation, inter-
views and time-on-task analysis, Cushion participated and observed three, two-day 
courses of officers’ safety training in the UK. The study showed that practice activi-
ties were delivered in a disjointed fashion and were not representatively designed. 
This adds empirical evidence to the notion that police training methods regularly 
seem to employ an instructor-centric linear teaching model (Birzer 2003; Werth 
2011). This approach is characterized by having defined the relevant conditions and 
stimuli under which the learner has to perform, and comparing the performance of 
the learner with a clear description of criteria by which the behaviour will be judged 
acceptable (Elias and Merriam 2005). The underlying assumption of linear teach-
ing is that skills can be isolated and built part by part in preparation for the crite-
rion environment. The focus in this process is on a specific technique and sequence 
of movements, which must be copied from the trainer’s model and reproduced in 
the event of an emergency (Körner and Staller 2018). For example, Cushion (2020) 
observed that police trainers delivering officer safety training drew heavily from a 
manual of arrest and self-defence techniques to design their programme. Advantages 
of linear approaches include accelerated acquisition of isolated skills in low-stress 
and low variance environments, which is accompanied by the learner (and teachers) 
subjective conviction of technique mastery (Abraham and Collins 2011). However, 
such learning environments (low-stress, low-variance) do not usually align to the 
specific situational parameters of conflict situations in the policing context (Jager 
et al. 2013; Renden et al. 2015a) which should characterise the learning outcomes 
of police training (Cushion 2020; Rajakaruna et al. 2017). More representative task 
design in this context should consist of two components: (a) functionality of the 
task; and (b) action fidelity (Pinder et al. 2011). While the functionality of a training 
activity enables the trainee to experience the pressure conditions and constraints of 
the task expected in the criterion context, action fidelity refers to the learner being 
afforded the full range of responses available in the field. The core element of repre-
sentativeness is the relationship between perceptual-cognitive, motor and emotional 
conditions (Broadbent et al. 2015; Headrick et al. 2015; Staller et al. 2017a, b) and 
which seem to be underrepresented in police training (Cushion 2020; Körner et al. 
2019).

Another drawback of the linear approach to learning often lies in limiting the 
amount of time that learners are actually engaged in practice, due to the adherence 
to blocked practice drills with augmented coach instruction and feedback (Curtner-
Smith et al. 2001; Renshaw and Moy 2018). In the context of police training, Cush-
ion (2020) noted that the available training time was not maximised. Over the three 
courses observed participants spent 54.1% of the training time being passive, while 
the coach(es) demonstrated, briefed the learners and gave feedback. After taking 
into account all activities in which participants observed others or worked as a simu-
lator, the time spent motorically engaged in subject matter-related tasks was between 
20 and 30%. Time-on-task is a necessary factor for the mastering of skills (Erics-
son 2016) and considered a process indicator for learning (Mars 2006). However, 
it is acknowledged that activity alone is not enough. Learners need to be engaged 
and invested in the task at hand (Christenson et  al. 2012) to advance the rate of 
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learning. As such, police training needs to engage police recruits in well-designed 
learning activities (Cushion 2020; Staller and Zaiser 2015). Taken together, linear 
approaches to training may come at the expense of the representative design of the 
training tasks and the low time-on-task of the learner.

Although the literature is critical of the structure and delivery of police train-
ing, empirical investigation of how training is actually delivered is limited to the 
perspective of the trainees (learners) and coaches (trainers) (i.e. Preddy et al. 2019a; 
Rajakaruna et al. 2017 and to a specific component of police training (i.e., officer 
safety training, Cushion 2020). Furthermore, when generalising the findings of 
police training it is important to be cognisant of differences in national socio-eco-
nomic context. With these limitations in mind, the current study utilised a case study 
approach employing participant observation to investigate the structure and delivery 
of police training in Germany and how it is configured to deliver its outcomes.

2  Methods

A case study methodology was implemented employing participant observation to 
systematically garner enough information about police training to effectively under-
stand how it was delivered (Cushion 2020; Thomas 2011) Participant observation is 
a frequently applied field strategy in learning settings (Patton 1990) and is deemed 
appropriate for case study designs where the phenomenon under investigation is 
observable in the natural environment, suitable information can be collected via 
this means, and the boundaries of investigation are open-ended (Jorgensen 2015). 
Ethical approval for the study was obtained by the Ethics Committee of the German 
Sports University of Cologne.

2.1  Data Collection

Data collection was conducted at a police academy in Hesse, Germany. A study sec-
tion with 5 full days of police use of force training provided the analytical frame of 
the study with the object being the process of training (Thomas 2011). The study 
section was part of the second year of the recruits’ training and contained 30 h of 
police training and instruction with one weekly training day dispersed over 5 con-
secutive weeks. The study section was embedded between two sections of practi-
cal training out in the field at a functioning police department. A curriculum of the 
to be learned skills and competencies provided the framework for the police train-
ing. In general, the goal of police education at the University of Applied Sciences of 

Police and Public Administration is to develop the competencies needed for fulfill-
ing the tasks of policing (Hessisches Ministerium des Innern und für Sport 2016). 
The stated learning outcomes and curriculum for police use of force training are to 
develop recruits’ individual self-defence concept and being able to apply the learned 
technical and tactical skills in scenario-based exercises (Hessische Hochschule für 
Polizei und Verwaltung 2016). During the 5 training days, aspects of self-defence, 
restraint and control, shooting and tactical training were covered.
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A class of 24 recruits and their trainers were observed during training ses-
sions. The group of 24 was split in two for most sessions; in total 25 trainer-recruit 
delivery sessions were observed (see Fig.  3). Participants of police training were 
informed about the observation in advance of the sessions taking place and provided 

Fig. 3  Structure of observed training days with additional information regarding content, training facility, 
number of coaches, participants and observing researchers, respectively
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their informed consent. Several individuals were absent over the course of the study 
causing attendance rates to differ in each training session. The number of coaches 
also differed depending on the training days and the delivered content. The ratio of 
coaches-to-recruits varied over the five days from 2:7 (day 5; firearms training) to 
1:24 (day 1; self-defence, arrest and control training). The variation in numbers are 
outlined in Fig. 1.

Four researchers (MS, SK, VH, IK) monitored the training as observer partic-
ipants. Three researchers (MS, SK, IK) had more than 10 years of experience in 
teaching self-defence and combat related training programmes. All researchers took 
extensive field notes in addition to a “time-on-task” analysis.

In order to account for the microstructure of the training, a time-on-task analysis 
(Cushion 2020) was employed. For this purpose, the timing, content and duration of 
each training element was. In keeping with the sessional basis of constructive align-
ment researchers paid specific attention to what the tasks participants were engaging 
with (e.g., training activities, listening, pairs, groups, alone) and what coaches were 
doing (e.g., demonstrating, giving instruction). Session objectives were drawn from 
the learning outcomes noted in the introduction. This enabled the recording of the 
type and the duration of each element along with the pedagogy employed by the 
coaches.

The microstructure of each session was noted at 15 s intervals. Additionally, for 
every interval researchers noted what the learners were doing and how the specific 
training activity was set up. This included information about group size (e.g., one 
learner and three simulators) and a precise description of the exercise.

2.2  Data Analysis

Following the data collection phase, curriculum, session plans, field notes and time-
on-task analysis were compared between the two observers within a team. Differ-
ences in the raw data were resolved by discussing the issues in question until agree-
ment about the observation was achieved. The analytic process consisted of two 
distinct phases and followed the protocol employed by Cushion (2020). First, the 
collected raw data (field notes, time-on-task analysis) was broken down into “mean-
ing units” that conveyed one idea or a related set of observations. All field notes 
were examined line-by-line as well as data concerning the time frame of each activ-
ity within training sessions. Second, meaning units identified were grouped together 
to organise common meaning units into lower-order themes. A further level of inter-
pretation compared lower-order themes to organise them into larger more inclusive 
higher-order themes.

Concerning the time-on-task analysis, an inductive approach was employed, 
utilising the process of abstraction to reduce and group the raw data. the inductive 
approach resulted in two themes relating to the training activities that were carried 
out. First, practice activities that focused on reproducing the behaviour demonstrated 
and instructed by the coach. These activities were concerned with “how” to perform 
a specific technical or tactical skill and involved no decision concerning “what” skill 
to use. Second, “problem solving” activities included practice that aimed at solving 
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a given task under certain constraints involving “what”—and “how”-decisions. In 
order to account for training activities with different level of participation and dif-
ferent roles (observer, simulator, player), a player-index was used to calculate net 
training time from total training time within a specific activity. The player-index was 
based on the group size and number of individuals that performed as a player and 
of those who performed as simulators or observers. For example, when a training 
activity consisted of 4 recruits, comprising 1 player and 3 simulators, a player index 
of 1:4 was noted. Net training time was then calculated by multiplying total train-
ing time for this activity with the player index. If the recorded training time for this 
activity was 4 min, a net training time of 1 min was calculated (4 min × 1/4 = 1 min).

3  Results

The higher and lower order themes that emerged from the data analysis are pre-
sented in Table 1. The higher order themes are presented in subsequent paragraphs.

3.1  Structure of Police Training

On a macrolevel, training was divided into the three different training settings of 
self-defence and arrest training, firearms training and tactical training. The total 
time-on-task analysis showed that recruits spent the most time participating in tacti-
cal training and the least training time on firearms training (see Table 2).

On a microlevel, cumulatively recruits engaged in almost 9 ½ hours 
(M = 09:29:00) of practice activities directly related to developing their technical 
and problem-solving skills. Of this time, short of 4 h (M = 03:52:28) was spent as a 
player (net training time) reproducing techniques and tactics that were demonstrated 
by the coaches (M = 02:28:24) or problem solving (M = 01:24:04). The percentage 
of time-on-task as a player (net training time) in each training setting was largest 
for self-defence and arrest training (M = 23.13%) and at similar levels for firearms 
(M = 15.04%) and tactical (M = 13.89%) training.

Table 1  Table of themes

Higher order theme Lower-order theme

Structure of police training Macrostructure of police training

Microstructure of the training sessions

Content and delivery Prominent focus on the use of force

Disconnected modules of training

Lack of representativeness Simulators

Non-representative task design

Differences between technical performance and 
performance under representative circum-
stances
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The Structure and Delivery of Police Use of Force Training:…

Net training time, spent in training activities including problem solving accounted 
for on average of 6.37% in self-defence and arrest training, 0.00% in firearms train-
ing and 7.77% in tactical training. Coach Delivered Information activities accounted 
for nearly 9 h (M = 08:51:00) of training time with Instruction (M = 13.62%) and 
Feedback (M = 11.54%) the main activities (see Table 3).

Concerning the time spent in different training sessions, results revealed that 
most total training time was spent in tactical training (M = 11:31:20). However, the 
net training time of each participant in tactical training was less (M = 01:35:47) than 
in self-defence, arrest and control training (M = 01:50:56), but more than in firearms 
training (M = 00:25:55).

3.2  Content and Delivery

The analysis of the curriculum and the session plans and the observation of train-
ing yielded two main findings. First, there was a prominent focus on the manage-
ment of conflict by the means of force. Only one brief simulation in the five training 
days aimed at resolving a conflict by communicative means. Second, there was a 
lack of connection between the different modules of police training, namely self-
defence and arrest training, firearms training and tactical training. At a macrolevel, 
the modules appeared disjointed, in the sense that one element did not inform or was 
not deliberately integrated within another. At a microlevel, there appeared a discon-
nect in the topics (skills) covered within a single training session. An example was 
observed in self-defence and arrest training:

The training goes from defending against grabs to the wrist, to applying arm 

bars, joint locks and handcuffing. In the end, the recruits had to do a relay 

race with a partner, where they had to handcuff a person who was already 

stood against the wall. (Field notes, day 5, self-defence and arrest training)

3.3  Lack of Representative Task Design

A prominent feature of the police training observed was the lack of representative-
ness. A common observation was that simulators in training tasks lacked the pres-
entation of valid information for the learner to act upon. Especially in activities 
involving the delivery of blows and strikes, simulators seemed afraid of what the 
player (key learner) was about to do. As a result, attacks on the learner were slow 
and nonaggressive:

Recruits have to stop a charging attacker and to perform a takedown and to 

arrest the person. The simulators do not attack properly and players perform 

the technique at the wrong distance. Another technique would be more appro-

priate at this “wrong distance”. It looks like a choreography. The simulator 

did not resist and helped the learner by going down even if the technique was 

performed at the wrong distance. (Field notes, day 2, self-defence and arrest 

training)
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As illustrated, such activities mostly resulted in non-representative interactions, 
which lacked valid feedback for the learner. The coaches did not explicitly instruct 
the simulator about how to act or intervene during the activity to adapt or optimise 
the simulator behaviour. There were a lot of training tasks that lacked representa-
tiveness by design of the training task:

Teams of five competed against each other in a relay race. Four recruits laid 

on the floor, their hand behind their backs. One recruit had to handcuff eve-

ryone - and releasing the handcuffs before handcuffing the next partner. The 

partners on the ground helped the recruit who was working, because every 

team wanted to be the fastest team. Each round lasted for approx. 2 minutes. 

So every recruits laid down 4 times for 2 minutes and worked once for 2 min-

utes. They all laughed and had a lot of fun during this exercise. (Field notes, 

day 5, self-defence and arrest training).

In this example, the task itself was designed in a non-representative way, with five 
recruits lying next to each other waiting for being handcuffed. Learners rushed from 
one person to another order to be the fastest team. As such, recruits were not able to 
perform the behaviour as it would be needed in the field. This lack of action fidelity 
could also be observed in firearms training. For example, recruits were tasked with 
math problems before shooting.

Participants were in ready position and had to shoot the target the coach was 

calling out. Targets were geometrical objects with numbers in it. The coach 

said: “yellow 1” or “blue 3”. Recruits shoot two rounds at the specified tar-

get. In the next exercise the coach set a calculation task: “Square root of 9” 

– Recruits had to shoot a the “3”. All shooting tasks did not involve a repre-

sentative stimulus. (Field notes, day 3, firearms training)

In the field, like in this practice activity, police officers have to react to specific 
information sources, however, the information is context specific, unlike this activ-
ity. In tactical training, paper targets were used to represent suspects in a “enter and 
search” practice activity.

In tactical training recruits were presented with a scenario (possible burglary 

in progress), which they (teams of two) had to respond to. The two recruits 

had to enter safely the premises and search for the suspect. The coaches hid 

paper targets (picturing a man holding a gun) in the apartment. Recruits had 

to talk to the paper targets (e.g. “Drop your gun!”). After the scenario the two 

recruits talked among themselves. [Recruit A] said: “That was good. We have 

to do this more often”. [Recruit B] answered: “I find it difficult to practice 

with those paper targets. They don’t react”. (Field notes, day 5, tactical train-

ing)

Furthermore, due to official restrictions on tactical training involving simulators 
with guns, recruits knew in advance that coaches would not shoot at them, making 
the scenario predictable and likely reducing the anxiety levels within learners (Nieu-
wenhuys et al. 2012). As such, the task was less representative.
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One team was performing a scenario (entering a building after a potential 

burglary); the others observed. One recruit said “Nobody is shooting at you” 

(the coaches are not allowed to shoot at the recruits in that kind of training); 

The other recruit replied: “Then it’s not that bad”. (Field notes, day 4, tactical 

training)

Performance of recruits also varied between isolated technical training activi-
ties compared to those that allowed for the integration of information and action. 
Whereas recruits seemed to perform quite well during technical training—that is, 
they applied the technique according to the instruction and feedback of the coach—
they were not able to apply the trained technique to a more representative setting 
later in training. Instead, the recruits found different individual solutions to the prob-
lem set:

Recruits were taught a controlling technique on the ground. After 15 minutes 

of technical training with corrections from the coach, recruits should team up 

and fight against each other with one being the suspect and the other being 

the officer trying to control and arrest the partner. Recruits were not able to 

apply the taught technique. Every recruit tried different solutions to control 

the opponent. Some succeeded, some not. But nobody maintained the shown 

position longer than a few seconds. (Field notes, day 3, self-defence and arrest 

training)

4  Discussion

The current study fits into efforts to professionalize police training in Germany 
(Körner et al. 2018). With a focus of these efforts to provide evidence for the reflec-
tion of current practices, the aim of this body of work is to provide empirical evi-
dence about the actual delivery of police training and how it is configured to deliver 
its outcomes. The observation and the data analysis provided insights into the actual 
practice of police training in a German law enforcement agency. Similar to the 
themes presented in the results section, the discussion will focus on (a) the structure 
and delivery of police training, (b) the level of representativeness in police training.

4.1  The Structure and Delivery of Police Training

The macrostructure of police training seems to lack a consistent rationale that is 
grounded in functional skill development and constructively aligned with the objec-
tive of developing competent police officers. Furthermore, police training seems to 
adhere to a traditional, linear structure both on a macro- (isolated training elements) 
and a micro-level (isolated techniques and tactics). Finally, the current microstruc-
ture of police training provides recruits with a relatively small percentage of training 
time actually engaged in practice focused activities, especially involving problem-
solving skills.
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4.1.1  Lack of a Consistent Rationale for the Structure of Police Training

The overall structure of police training is built around providing solutions to con-
flict situation problems. For the solving of operational problems with weapons, 
recruits engage in firearms training. In order to be able to solve conflict without the 
use of weapons, recruits participate in self-defence and arrest training. The integra-
tion of these elements can sometimes be seen in tactical training, when scenarios 
are employed as training activities. However, often the focus of such sessions is not 
firearms and/or self-defence, but the teaching of tactical behaviour like situational 
awareness and the enter and searching of apartments. This structure around solutions 
of conflict situations can be found in other states at a national level (Hochschule der 
Sächsischen Polizei 2016; Hochschule des Bundes für öffentliche Verwaltung 2015) 
as well as in other countries at an international level (Cushion 2020; Renden et al. 
2015b). This is problematic, insofar that (a) tasks are isolated from the context in 
which they occur and (b) taught content may not be aligned with the needs of the 
learners and their working context.

Decontextualizing practice in order to develop understanding and rules how to 
solve specific problems is useful on a temporary basis (Price et al. 2019). However, 
the lack of context may lead to the practice of disintegrated, “off-the-shelf” solu-
tions (Cushion 2020) and the lack of functional task alignment (i.e. learners do not 
act on the actual information that is present in the field) when designing representa-
tive learning tasks (Pinder et al. 2011). As such, it may be advisable to structure the 
training content around problems, like citizen-police interaction, terror intervention 
or domestic violence interventions instead of physical coercion, de-escalation or the 
use of firearms. Focusing on problems instead of distinct solutions (e.g. use of force, 
arrest techniques, de-escalation) would allow learners to use their individual capa-
bilities and conflict resolutions strategies (Körner and Staller 2018; Rutter 2020). 
This approach is supported by data from scenario training in police agencies, where 
the same problems are solved differently by men and women according to their own 
capabilities (Jaeckle et al. 2019). A problem-based approach would also compliment 
the ecological dynamics perspective advocating the developing of skills based on 
the action capabilities of the performer and the task at hand (Seifert et al. 2019).

The type and characteristics of the problems set should be based on a need analy-
sis of the taught officers, which may vary depending on the specific context they 
will operate in. In keeping with box 1 in Fig. 1, constructive alignment of the learn-
ing program should be based around intended learning objectives that have been 
informed by the demands of the working context to be entered and the needs of 
the recruits relative to those demands. This becomes the basis for designing long-, 
medium-, and short-term plans that will enable these objectives to be achieved and 
that provide a key reference point from which police trainers and decision-mak-
ers can monitor and adjust the effectiveness of their programs, plans and delivery 
(Abraham et  al. 2015). Our interpretation of the course curriculum and our prac-
tice observations suggest that the macrostructure of the programme was not obvi-
ously guided by a clear view of what recruits should be expected to cope with at 
this point in their training. Instead, a specific set of skills was selected seemingly on 
received wisdom. Such an approach appears to limit the curriculum designers and 
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coaches’ perspective of police training. Coping with operational situations—which 
are often conflictual in nature (Ellrich and Baier 2016; Hine et al. 2016)—demands 
more than the use of use of force, tactical behaviour and shooting skills (Todak and 
James 2018; Todak and White 2019; Zaiser and Staller 2015). Communication and 
de-escalation skills were not part of the police training in the study section observed. 
The lack of training activities focusing on communication and de-escalation skills 
has been criticized by trainees of Australian police forces (Rajakaruna et al. 2017). 
As such, police training would benefit from more clearly aligning the structure of 
the programme and its delivery with the intended outcome of police recruits being 
able to cope with conflict.

4.1.2  Traditional, Linear Structure and Delivery of Police Training

It appears that underlying the structure of police training (macrostructure) and 
the delivery of training (microstructure) is a traditional, linear and reproductive 
approach to skill acquisition. In this case study, police training was structured at 
a macro-level into three isolated parts or “modules”: self-defence and arrest train-
ing, firearms training and tactical training1 (Hessische Hochschule für Polizei und 
Verwaltung 2016). In the domain of policing this siloed approach is known as the 
applied learning model (Adang 2011), which is common in police educational set-
tings in Germany (Hochschule der Sächsischen Polizei 2016; Hochschule des Bun-
des für öffentliche Verwaltung 2015). Skills are first practiced in isolated (technical) 
modules before they are integrated in a scenario training consisting of interactive 
simulations between learners (players) and role-players (simulators). In the current 
study, interactive scenario training was carried out during tactical training; however, 
beyond these examples, representative simulations were scarce. Instead, training 
was heavily focused on training isolated techniques in a reproductive manner.

The performance difference of recruits in isolated training tasks compared to rep-
resentatively designed tasks, showed that recruits were not able to apply the formerly 
learned skills in contextualised environments. This is in line with predictions from 
both naturalistic decision making (NDM) and ecological dynamics’ interpretations 
of human performance (Seifert et al. 2019). In short, the lack of functional coupling 
and integration of the different elements (perception, cognition and action, brain and 
body, use of force and de-escalation) that are needed in order to solve conflicts (Rut-
ter 2020) will inevitably limit the transfer of skills to practice. The approach of iso-
lating modules (firearms training, self-defense and arrest training, tactical training, 
de-escalation) that are later put together (as a whole) is based on the assumption of 
“modularity”, which is a characterizing feature of the traditional linear approach to 
learning. The assumption is that isolated processes (e.g., techniques) can be decou-
pled from the action in the performance context and effectively integrated back 
into the whole system to advance performance ((Renshaw et  al. 2019). However, 

1 The de-escalation and communications module is not part of police training, instead the subject of 
Psychology is in charge of teaching the recruits these skills (Hessische Hochschule für Polizei und Ver-
waltung 2016).
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this assumption is not supported by other theoretical rationales, like the NDM and 
ecological dynamic frameworks (Ashford et al. 2020; Correia et al. 2018; Renshaw 
et al. 2019; Seifert et al. 2019) which argue that skills are best developed in context.

At a micro-level the results also showed evidence of a traditional linear learning 
model. These linear models of learning are characterised by: (a) “ideal models” and 
the existence of single solutions of skills-to-be-learnt (Moy et al. 2016; Orth et al. 
2018; Seifert et al. 2019); (b) ideal techniques are demonstrated by the coach and 
repeated by learners in isolated drills before put into application within the perfor-
mance context (Metzler 2017; Moy et  al. 2014 2016); (c) complex skills are split 
into smaller parts (Metzler 2017); (d) training consists of highly structured teaching 
sequences (Moy et al. 2016); and (e) detailed prescriptive instructions and correc-
tive verbal feedback provision by the coach (Correia et al. 2018). Highly structured 
sequences were observed in the current study, especially in the training of self-
defence and arrest, and firearms. Furthermore, detailed descriptive and prescriptive 
instructions, as well as corrective feedback were given regularly by the coaches. 
These findings are consistent with those from studies of police educational settings 
in general (Shipton 2012; Werth 2011) and police training in particular (Cushion 
2020), which also found a high prevalence of teacher-centred linear approaches to 
learning.

Furthermore, the current curriculum emphasises the existence of ideal models of 
technical and tactical behaviour in specific situations. As such, the curricular struc-
ture suggests a one-size-fits all approach. All recruits, irrespective of their body 
composition and action capabilities, were expected to learn certain self-defence and 
arrest techniques. The assumption that one movement pattern acts as an optimal 
template for all learners has been rejected on an empirical basis (Chow et al. 2009; 
Schöllhorn 1999; Schöllhorn et  al. 2012). Hence, this traditional linear approach 
lacks in providing the learners with opportunities to develop their individual strate-
gies for dealing with conflict situations. This problem has been addressed recently 
(Körner and Staller 2018; Rutter 2020; Staller and Körner 2019b), by advocating 
a more goal-oriented approach to conflict situations, which emphasises the discov-
ery of individualised solutions to problems faced according to the learner’s action 
capabilities and prerequisites. Despite for the most part adopting a linear, there were 
examples of coaches, especially in self-defence and arrest training and firearms 
training, attempting to deliver goal-directed tasks that were constrained to guide the 
practice of context-specific functional solutions.

4.1.3  Low Amount of Qualitative Time-on-Task

In the current case study, a relatively low amount of qualitative time-on-task was 
observed (M = 40.82% total activities with practice focus). This is in line with results 
from Cushion (2020), who also found that officers spent less than 50% of the train-
ing time actively engaged in a task. Since time-on-task is a necessary factor for the 
mastering of skills (Ericsson 2016) and considered as a process indicator for learn-
ing (Mars 2006) police training would benefit from increasing the time-on-task of 
the learners.
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However, practice per se is not predictive of learning efficacy, since the quality 
of practice task also plays a fundamental role concerning skill development (Cor-
reia et al. 2018). With regards to quality, two aspects have to be considered. First, 
the amount of practice time, where the learner actually is able to act upon the envi-
ronmental constraints; that is, the amount of practice time when the learner has the 
role of the player (and not the simulator). Second, the amount of training time spent 
engaging in representative simulations; that is, training tasks that incorporate high 
levels of functionality and action fidelity. As such, training tasks focusing on the 
technical reproduction of a certain behaviour could be deemed as low-quality inter-
actions. In the current study, time-on-task involving partner interactions that sat-
isfy these two desirable criteria (player-status and no technical reproduction) was 
approximately 6% of total training time. Since claims for optimizing police training 
regularly include the call for more training time (Jager et  al. 2013; Renden et  al. 
2015a), the current results would suggest first optimizing the available training time 
by developing high quality training tasks (simulations). Tackling this issue would 
require dealing with two aspects. First, to reduce the high amounts of time recruits 
spent passive, and second, to optimize the partner interactions in a way that repre-
sentative simulations can take throughout the learning programme rather than just at 
the end as is common in a traditional modular approach (Staller and Körner 2019a).

4.1.4  Representative Learning Design in Police Training

The results indicated that the levels of representativeness differed across the dif-
ferent training settings. In firearms training, representativeness was lacking by 
design due to the necessary safety constraints of live fire shooting (Adang 2011; 
Staller et al. 2017a, b). Instead, numbers, static images or coach instructions served 
as non-representative cues for initiating a shooting response. In self-defence and 
arrest training, it was observed that many exercises contained no functional cou-
pling between the information presented and the action of the learner. For example, 
a training activity was observed which had recruits lying on the ground waiting to 
get handcuffed rather than talking or taking them down. Moreover, it was observed 
that recruits acting as attacking simulators charged slowly towards learners, which 
in turn performed their defending behaviour at a distance, where they did not reach 
the attacker. However, the attacking partner reacted to the defending behaviour like 
it was the right distance. The need for recruits to literally act as simulators meant 
that learners were responding to information that was not likely representative of 
the information presented by a civilian in the field. This stresses the importance of 
ensuring optimal partner interaction by developing partners as good simulators by 
introducing roles and responsibilities of good training partners (Staller and Körner 
2018). There is empirical evidence that recruits acting as simulators elicits positive 
learning effects (Sjöberg et al. 2016), providing an additional argument for shifting 
the simulator role away from the coaches as the sole simulator.

It was found that tactical training was most representative of the criterion envi-
ronment when recruits had the opportunity to solve problems posed using scenario 
training. However, after the coaches gave, often large amounts of, corrective feed-
back, recruits repeated the same scenario, which now lacked the unpredictability 
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and surprise of the first training experience. Such observations indicate that scenario 
training is not representative by design per se and as such may not be capable of 
fostering “realism” in training as advocated by the literature (Adang 2011; Murray 
2004). Analysing training tasks alongside the framework of representative learning 
design may prove the more functional alternative in ensuring skill transfer (Krause 
et al. 2017). Hence the simulations should be representatively designed regardless of 
their complexity (regular partner interaction vs. high-end scenario training). Prac-
titioners and researchers alike may consider high quality partner interactions as a 
quality criterion for police training (Staller and Körner 2019a).

It appears that the modularized organizational structure of police training as well 
as the linear oriented microstructure is geared towards what is regularly called “real-
istic scenario trainings” (Andersen et al. 2016; Sjöberg and Karp 2012). However, 
the amounts of training time spent as learners in such tasks was low. Long wait-
ing times seem to have costs concerning valuable training time-on-task. Also, the 
motivation of learners seems to be negatively affected by long waiting times (Staller 
et  al. 2021). Due to high numbers of recruits compared to the low numbers of 
coaches that are available, a sustainable solution for this problem may lie in render-
ing partner interactions with peers as “mini” scenarios, being highly representative 
simulations that get more and more complex over time and are dependent on the 
resources that are available.

4.2  Limitations

Case study methodology has inherent weaknesses. The current case took place at a 
specific time period in the education of young police officers, in a specific training 
institute with a specific focus on police use of force training. Therefore, the results 
cannot be readily generalised to police training in other law enforcement agencies at 
a national or international level. As such, further observations of police training for 
different populations (recruits, regular officers, specialized teams, etc.) in different 
settings (agencies, states, countries) with different trainers are needed to get a fuller 
picture of the practice of police training. That being said, since police institutions in 
Germany have been reluctant of providing access in order to research coaching in 
police training (Staller and Körner 2019b), the current case study for the first time 
provides insights into such programs and may serve as a catalyst for further research 
into the structure and delivery of police training.

5  Conclusion and Practical Implications

The current study aimed to shed light on the structure and delivery of police training 
in Germany and how it is configured to deliver its outcomes. The key point of refer-
ence being programme and sessional constructive alignment.

From a macro programme perspective, our study suggested that problems existed 
in learning outcome design and subsequent programme design. We noted a lack of 
realism in connecting the learning outcomes around what recruits were expected to 
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overcome and the demands of the role they would fulfil in the field. At face value the 
outcomes of having a self-defence concept and being able to apply the learned tech-
nical and tactical skills in scenario-based exercises make intuitive sense. However, 
we suggest they lack important context and aligned perceptual, cognitive and motor 
skills. For example, the skill of recognising, communicating and de-escalating with 
a capacity to adapt behaviour seems to be underrepresented within existing train-
ing programmes. Drawing on these ideas, an alternative outcome could read: the 
recruit will be able to recognise and respond to potential threats of violence in dif-
ferent contexts through means of negotiation and/or physical use of force. In keeping 
with constructive alignment, such an outcome would give clearer guidance on how 
this would be assessed, how tasks might be designed and how modules could be 
connected.

Given the problem of a lack of constructive alignment at a programme level, it is 
not surprising that we observed a lack of constructive alignment at a sessional level 
in the training modules. In particular, an adherence to traditional linear approaches 
to training with high amounts of augmented instruction and feedback was gener-
ally observed. This approach typically offers a one-size-fits all approach to techni-
cal and tactical behaviour in specific situations, which is at odds with being able 
to resolve conflictual situations in police-citizen interactions. As such, training pro-
grammes and activates could be structured and designed to develop a broader skill 
set for coping with conflict in the field at the expense of technical training of dis-
tinct techniques. We do not completely discount the role of repetitive drills, rather 
we would suggest that if they are used it is within a spiral curriculum (Harden and 
Stamper 1999) that layers and returns to the necessary concepts in different contexts. 
By structuring police training in this spiral fashion, where the main concepts are 
learned in an iterative and progressive fashion, skill development of police officers 
could take place on a much more individual level by maintaining the demands posed 
by the field at each skill level.

Finally, our data suggests that available training time in police training seems not 
be used efficiently. Active time-on-task, especially engagement in representatively 
designed tasks, involving problem-solving capabilities was low given that the police 
literature advocates representatively and interactively designed training tasks as the 
gold standard for training (Nota and Huhta 2019; Staller and Körner 2019a). Again, 
this may well be explained by a lack of constructive alignment in the programme, 
which limits up front planning as there is a lack of a clear learning outcome and, 
therefore, a clear view on how to achieve that outcome. We noted, in the course 
of this data collection that police trainers were afforded only a limited amount of 
time to plan and reflect. While this needs further investigation, a lack of planning 
time along with a programme that is not constructively aligned could explain much 
of the issues we have identified here. We are aware that the results here are criti-
cal of the trainers we have observed; however, these trainers were experienced and 
open to observation. We suggest the issues identified are more about limits in origi-
nal design than in trainer capacity. However, in order to achieve transformations in 
coach delivery, coach development in police training should expose police trainers 
to alternative contemporary pedagogical approaches to skill learning. This should 
include first-hand experience of and reflection on the pedagogical tools available to 
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coaches and the teaching of the learning theories underpinning the pedagogy. Like-
wise, traditional pedagogies and their genesis within the knowledge structure of the 
coach should be reflected upon, in order to check and challenge current practice 
(Cushion 2020; Hoy and Murphy 2001).
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