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The current study explored police trainers’ perceptions of their actual and preferred
methods of acquiring new coaching knowledge; the types of knowledge they currently
require and/or desire; and how they apply new knowledge. A total of 163 police trainers
from Germany and Austria participated in the study. The responses were analysed using
an inductive approach. The results showed that police trainers thought they needed
knowledge of pedagogy, policing, and self-development, with reasons being centred
around a need to optimise learning, training content and the engagement of learners within
the training sessions. Preferred methods of learning focused predominantly around
informal and non-formal opportunities, the reasons for which were social interaction,
the reality-based focus of the content and the perceived quality. Finally, police trainers
identified technical or tactical policing knowledge, or knowledge specific to the delivery of
police training as useful, recently acquired coaching knowledge, mainly because it was
perceived to have direct application to their working practices. Based on these findings, it
is suggested police trainers are in need of context-specific knowledge and support to
develop the declarative knowledge structures that afford critical reflection of new
information.
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INTRODUCTION

In most police departments, institutions, academies and agencies, police training is considered an
essential training setting for recruits and sworn officers to develop and refine their practical front-line
skills, such as self-defence and arrest skills, firearms, tactical skills and communication (Staller M.
and Körner, 2019b; Isaieva, 2019), in order to safely and effectively cope with operational and
conflictual scenarios that are a regularly part of police work (Ellrich and Baier, 2016). Within this
context—sometimes also referred to as police use of force or conflict management training—the
police trainer facilitates the development of recruits through the achievement of learning outcomes
(Birzer, 2003; Cushion, 2020; Staller et al., 2021b). However, research from observational and
interview studies has identified problematic issues with the current delivery of police training in some
quarters. For instance, training might not lead to the achievement of the intended outcomes
(Rajakaruna et al., 2017; Nota and Huhta, 2019; Cushion, 2020; Staller et al., 2021a; Staller et al.,
2021b). Furthermore, there is evidence of outdated pedagogical approaches in practice (Birzer, 2003;
Cushion, 2020; Staller et al., 2021b), and a shortfall in knowledge required by police trainers for
purposeful planning and reflection on training sessions (Cushion, 2020; Staller et al., 2021a). Such
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observations bring the structure of how police trainers are
educated and developed into question. For the purpose of this
paper, we consider the practice of police trainers as coaching
(Staller et al., 2020) and therefore refer to police trainer
development as coach development or coach education. There
is anecdotal evidence from Germany that police trainers are
assigned to coach other police officers often without formal
coach education (Staller M. and Körner, 2019b). Taken in
combination with evidence displaying that when coach
education in police training is offered it varies in content,
depth and duration (Staller et al., 2020), questions about the
type, source and application of knowledge by these coaches arise.

In light of this scarcity of research in the domain of coach
development in police training, the closely aligned field of sport
coaching offers insights. An increasing body of research has
investigated how coaches learn how to coach (Cushion et al.,
2010; Stoszkowski and Collins, 2015). The acquisition of coaching
knowledge takes place in a variety of settings, extending beyond
formal coach education environments encompassing non-formal
and informal self-directed learning situations (Cassidy and Rossi,
2006; Lemyre et al., 2007; Wright et al., 2007; Stoszkowski and
Collins, 2015). Whereas formal coach education is considered as a
highly institutionalised setting that is formally recognized with
diplomas and certificates, non-formal coach education
encompasses organised learning opportunities outside the
formal educational settings, whereas informal education
reflects self-driven searches for knowledge and reflection
(Mallett and Dickens, 2009). In the context of police training,
national regulations provide the framework for the formal coach
education for police trainers. For example, in Germany, the police
regulation 211 (PDV211, 2014) describes the obligation of a
police force to adequately equip their coaches with the
knowledge and competencies needed to deliver a police
training curriculum. These formal coach education courses
differ from state to state (Körner et al., 2019a). Nonformal
coach education settings typically comprise of workshops,
seminars and conferences that police trainers attend.
Opportunities for informal coach education can arise within
formal and nonformal coach education settings. Informal
learning is primarily controlled by the learner and is not
typically classroom based or highly structured (Mallett and
Dickens, 2009). For example, police trainers discussing new
operational tactics over lunch would be considered an
informal learning experience. Finally, informal opportunities
exist in everyday life through job experience, or personally
directed searches on online and offline sources of information.

The different formats of learning seem to have a unique role in
the development of coaches (Lemyre et al., 2007; Wright et al.,
2007). For example, Wright et al. (2007) identified seven different
learning situations accessed by ice hockey coaches as sources for
their coaching knowledge, encompassing formal (large-scale
coach education programs, formal mentoring), non-formal
(coaching clinics and seminars) and informal learning settings
(books and videotapes, personal experiences, face-to-face
interactions with other coaches, the internet). Stoszkowski and
Collins (2015) recruited some 320 participants for an online
survey. They found that coaches prefer to acquire coaching

knowledge from informal learning activities, especially when
activities allow for social interaction, such as talking to other
coaches. Furthermore, the data revealed that coaches employed
knowledge acquired from formal coach education settings, even
though this learning setting was not mentioned as the preferred
source of knowledge acquisition by the majority of coaches
(Stoszkowski and Collins, 2015).

Abraham et al. (2010) used self-determination theory to
explain why informal learning opportunities are valued by
coaches; “Firstly, the coaches have autonomy of choice when
they decide about what to engage with and when. Secondly, the
coaches gain feelings of competence by deciding what ideas and
knowledge they find useful and can work with while choosing to
ignore those they don’t (especially as no one is looking over their
shoulder to check understanding). Finally, by making these
choices, they are more likely to gain ideas and knowledge of
how to relate better to their athletes, other coaches, parents and
officials. In essence, self-driven learning is by its very nature
intrinsically motivating” (p.53).

That being said, Abraham et al. (2010) acknowledge that a self-
determined approach to coach development inevitably leaves
gaps in a coach’s repertoire of skills and knowledge (Abraham
and Collins, 2011). because in the absence of conscious
programme design and evaluative processes, most coaches
acquire knowledge that is limited in scope, depth, breadth and
interconnectivity (Gilbert and Trudel, 2001; Mallett and Dickens,
2009; Cushion et al., 2012).

It has been argued that coaches need well developed
declarative knowledge structures (conceptual knowledge) to
check and challenge the value of new knowledge acquired
from informal learning situations (Abraham et al., 2006;
Abraham and Collins, 2011). An advanced declarative
knowledge base guards against coaches mindlessly mimicking
the practice of other coaches (Grecic and Collins, 2013). Similarly,
a heavy or even sole focus on procedural knowledge (how
knowledge) limits the coach’s ability to adequately adapt to
changes in the training environment and the individual needs
of trainees (Staller et al., 2020). Declarative knowledge about the
pros and cons of a wide range of coaching approaches is needed to
make informed decisions and judgements about how best to
navigate the dynamics of police training (Abraham and Collins,
2011; Staller et al., 2020). In short, knowing what to do and how to
do it (procedural) is clearly important to police trainers. However,
it is knowing why they are doing something (declarative), and
indeed why they are not doing something else, that facilitates
adaptability and criticality in coaching.

Results from Stoszkowski and Collins (2015) indicated that
critical reflection and justification of the application of acquired
coaching knowledge was mostly absent within sport coaches.
Based on these results, the authors infer the “necessity of some
element of “up front” formal learning, in order to equip coaches
with the structures to ensure their informal development is
sufficiently open-minded, reflective and critical” (p. 8). Indeed,
appropriate formal learning may actually be crucial for the
majority of coaches at different stages of their development.
This may be particularly true as coaches come to understand
the “relative” nature of knowledge and practice (Collins et al.,
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2012). With regard to police training, the potential lack of
evidence-based knowledge structures for police coaches to
reflect informally acquired knowledge against, may provide an
explanation for the manifestation of traditional pedagogies within
this specific domain (Birzer, 2003; Cushion, 2020). However,
since there is no empirical data on where police trainers get their
knowledge from (the sources), what knowledge domains are
relevant to them (the topics) and what they deem to be
applicable to them, it would be speculative to generalise the
conclusions arising from sport coaching education to the
police training domain. As such, the purpose of this study was
to capture police trainers’ perceptions related to the following
questions:

• What they need to know more about to be a better police
trainer, and why?

• Preferred source and methods of acquiring new coaching
knowledge, and why?

• Examples of useful, recently acquired coaching knowledge,
how it was acquired and how it was applied.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Police trainers from German speaking countries—Germany and
Austria—volunteered to participate (N = 163). The German and
Austrian police training programmes are collaborative in terms of
knowledge exchange and take a similar view on the content and
delivery of police training, which is informed by the same police

training literature. Demographic details of participants are
displayed in Table 1. Police trainers from Austria, Saxony and
Hesse were particularly well-represented.

Online Survey
An online survey was constructed in SoSci Survey (www.
soscisurvey.de) that comprised demographic questions and
seven open-ended questions taken and translated from
Stoszkowski and Collins (2015) who systematically developed
the questions for their highly-relevant study on the knowledge
acquisition of sports coaches. The online survey afforded data
collection from police trainers across German speaking countries.
The seven open ended-questions listed in Table 2 elicited
qualitative responses about the sources the participants consult
for coaching knowledge (questions 4, 6, 7), the topics of coaching
knowledge they seek and acquire (questions 1, 2, 3), and the ways
they use and apply the acquired knowledge (question 5). While
questions 1, 2, 6 and 7 aimed at eliciting the general knowledge
needs and sources of police trainers, questions 3 to 5 were aimed
at their last learning experience.

Procedures
The questionnaire was distributed using opportunity sampling
(Brady, 2006). The survey was initially distributed by email to a
professional network of police training coaches and to
gatekeepers of police trainer networks. The landing page of
the survey contained detailed information about the purpose
and procedure of the study and how responses to the survey
would be handled. Participants were informed that they should
only continue if they were active police training coaches.

TABLE 1 | Demographic details of participants.

- Number of
coaches

- Number of
coaches

- Number of
coaches

Gender

- Male 158 Female 4 w/o specification 1

Age range

- 25–29 7 30–39 63 40–49 53
50–59 37 60 or more 2 w/o specification 2

Country where participants are based

- Germany 104 Austria 59 - -

Police Agencies of the n = 104 German police officers

- Saxony 48 Hesse 46 Customs 3
Federal Police 3 Bavaria 1 North Rhine-Westphalia 1
Rhineland-Palatinate 1 Lower Saxony 1 - -

Number of years coaching experience in police training

- 0–2 years 13 3–5 years 30 6–9 years 33
10–15 years 42 16–20 years 29 21–30 years 29
30 and more 2 w/o specification 2 - -

Number or years police officer experience

- 0–2 years 13 3–5 years 30 6–9 years 33
10–15 years 42 16–20 years 29 21–30 years 12
30 and more 2 w/o specification 2 - -
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Participants were also informed that submitting a response would
constitute consent to use the data and that they could not
withdraw their data once it was submitted as no identifying
information was tracked at any stage of data collection.
Recruitment of participants took place over a 10-week period
before the web link was deactivated.

Data Analysis
The open-ended responses consisted of a mixture of short
statements and longer, more structured sentences and were
subjected to an inductive content analysis (Patton, 2002) using
MAXQDA 2018. The analysis followed a two-stage protocol
(Nelson et al., 2013; Stoszkowski and Collins, 2015). First, the
survey answers were treated as stand-alone meaning units. If they
contained more than one self-definable point, for example,
“visiting conferences and talking with peers”, they were
separated accordingly. The meaning units for each item were
listed and labelled, before they were compared for similarities and
organised into raw data themes. Meanings units were treated as
similar, when they conveyed the same idea; for example, “will
boost motivation of trainees” and “officers will be more
motivated”. In the second stage, the analysis proceeded to a
higher level of abstraction. The raw data themes were built up
into larger and more general themes and categories to form
higher-order concepts (Côté et al., 1993). In order to enhance the
validity of the data analysis, two researchers (MS and SK)
independently familiarised themselves with the data before
discussing meaning units, categories and themes to reach a
consensus. If consensus was not reached initially, the
researchers debated the issue of contention until consensus
was achieved. Having used inductive content analysis to
interpret the data into raw, lower and higher order themes,
the final phase of analysis involved gaining triangular
consensus between the lead (MS) and second researcher (SK)
along with two additional researchers (AA and JP) who acted as a
“critical friend” (Faulkner and Biddle, 2002; Kelly et al., 2018).
The additional researchers were not involved with the data
collection or analysis and were required to confirm, or
otherwise, the placement of raw data themes into lower and
higher order themes.

Enhancing Trustworthiness of the Analysis
Using guidelines relating to qualitative methods (Tracy, 2010;
Tracy and Hinrichs, 2017), checks were made to ensure eight
criteria of high-quality qualitative research (worthy topic, rich
rigour, sincerity, credibility, resonance, significant contribution,

ethics andmeaningful coherence) weremet. Investigating the sources,
topics and application of coaching knowledge in police training was
perceived to be a worthy topic. Data collection and analysis
procedures were carried out systematically following established
guidelines to enhance the rigour of the methodology and data
analysis is described in detail for increased transparency. Sincerity
was observed via two “critical friends” who checked and challenged
the coherence between the data and the presented raw data themes
and higher order themes. This helped maximise the trustworthiness
of the analysis process. To ensure credibility, we ensured that higher
order and raw themes were traced back to the participant’s
statements. Furthermore, we highlighted direct quotations to
support findings, which we argue demonstrated resonance as it
allowed for visual representations of participants thoughts. In
terms of contributing to the literature, we argue the study has
theoretical (e.g., conceptual understanding) and practical (e.g.,
professional training programmes and applied practice)
implications that will further develop this area of study.
Institutional ethical clearance was obtained. We also adhered to
situational (e.g., reflectively discussing the analysis process with the
research team and reflect on data worth exposing), relational (e.g.,
reflection on researcher actions and potential consequences of data
analysis) and exiting (e.g., avoiding unjust or unintended
consequences of findings presented) obligations. Finally, in terms
of meaningful coherence, the study used methods consistent with
earlier studies of coaching knowledge.

RESULTS

Topics of Coaching Knowledge
The topics that participants felt they needed to know more about to
be a better coach tended to be associated with policing knowledge
(47.20%) or related to coaching pedagogy (29.44%—see Table 3).
Specifically, participants felt the need to know more about past
operations and incidents (12.15%) and the criterion environment,
like statistics and current modes of operandi (10.57%). Regarding
pedagogy, the group articulated a need to knowmore about coaching
methodology and didactics, such as teaching methods for firearms
training or learning approaches (10.28%); and coaching tools,
including frameworks for periodisation or training principles
(9.35%). The topics of coaching knowledge specified (see Table 4)
were deemed by participants to be needed mainly for personal
development (26.49%); to optimize learning environments
(23.78%); and to optimize the taught police-specific training
content (20.54%).

TABLE 2 | Questions posed about sources, topics and application of coaching knowledge.

Number Question Aim

1 State the main thing you feel you need to know more about in order to be a better coach Topics
2 Why do you feel that is the case? Topics
3 State the last thing you learned which you found useful for your coaching Topics
4 Where did this idea or information come from? Sources
5 How have you used the idea or information since you got it? Application
6 What would you say is your most preferred way to gain coaching knowledge? Sources
7 Give 3 reasons why you prefer this method of gaining coaching knowledge Sources
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Sources of Coaching Knowledge
Table 5 indicates that the majority of police trainers preferred to
acquire knowledge by informal means (69.29%), particularly
from conversations with and observation of their peers

(32.86%). Fewer police trainers referenced nonformal
continuing professional development (CPD) learning activities
(e.g., seminars, workshops, conferences) as their preferred
learning source (28.21%). Formal learning activities were the

TABLE 3 | Participants’ perception of what they need to know more about to be a better coach.

Raw data theme Frequency % Higher order theme Frequency %

Methodology/didactics 22 10.28 Pedagogy 63 29.44
Coaching tools 20 9.35
Motivation of participants 7 3.27
Perspective/needs of participants 6 2.80
“Pedagogy” 5 2.34
Communication as a coach 3 1.40

Data from past operations/incidents 26 12.15 Policing Knowledge 101 47.20
Knowledge about the criterion environment 23 10.75
Tactical knowledge 17 7.94
Knowledge about police training 16 7.48
Technical knowledge 9 4.21
Legal knowledge 5 2.34
Firearms/Non-lethal weapons 5 2.34

Own learning/further education 15 7.01 Self development 28 13.08
Own operational experiences 8 3.74
Self-reflection 5 2.34

Physiology 3 1.40 “Ologies” 10 4.67
Psychology 7 3.27

Experiences from other coaches 8 3.74 Experiences from other coaches 8 3.74

Nothing 4 1.87 Nothing 4 1.87

TABLE 4 | Participants’ perception of why they need to know the knowledge reported in Table 3.

Raw data theme Frequency % Higher order theme Frequency %

Desire for personal improvement 21 11.3 Personal improvement 49 26.49
Eliminating of own deficits/uncertainties 16 8.6
Perceived as basic prerequisite 6 3.24
Is needed to stay “up-to-date” 6 3.24

Would make coaching sessions more effective 35 18.92 Optimizing of learning environments 44 23.78
Would help to design training in a more practical way 9 4.86

Optimization of taught training content 26 14.05 Optimization of police-specific training content 38 20.54
Would help to adapt content to current needs 10 5.41
Better preparation for future missions 2 1.08

Would help to increase the motivation of the participants 9 4.86 Optimization of individualization and motivation 29 15.68
Would help answer questions from participants 7 3.78
Would help with the individualization of training 6 3.24
Would help to identify the needs of participants 5 2.70
Would help for additional explanations 2 1.08

Increases credibility/acceptance as coach 9 4.86 Social reasons 14 7.57
Feedback/exchange with others 5 2.70

Would help to standardize teaching 5 2.70 Organisational reasons 7 3.78
Would help break up old training structures 1 0.54
Would help limit “copy and paste” coaching 1 0.54

Education/CPD is sufficient 1 0.54 Reasons for no reported need of knowledge 3 1.62
Informed enough by own commitment 1 0.54
Dealt enough with coaching 1 0.54

No answer 1 0.54 No answer 1 0.54
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least favoured source. Three police trainers (1.07%) preferred to
acquire knowledge from formal coach education programmes.
The reasons reported for why coaches prefer particular methods
of acquiring coaching knowledge were wide ranging (see
Table 6); however, perceived quality of the source (31.63%),
social interaction (24.82%) and the preference of knowledge that
is grounded in reality (19.46%) were most common.

Topics, Sources andApplication of Recently
Acquired Knowledge
Concerning the last topic police trainers found they had learned
or found useful, the results tended to be either content specific to
police training (57.54%), particularly technical or tactical
knowledge, or specific to the delivery of police training, that is
pedagogy (29.61%—see Table 7). Police trainers indicated that
knowledge was mainly gained from accessing a variety of
nonformal (46.33%) and informal learning opportunities
(44.63%; see Table 8). CPD seminars, workshops and/or
courses either organised by the police force or privately
attended were the primary source of knowledge identified.
Concerning the application of that knowledge (see Table 9),
police trainers primarily reported that they immediately utilised
the knowledge to inform their own coaching practice (78.36%).

Police trainers also reported to have further considered the newly
acquired knowledge to reflect on and/or adapt their practice
(9.36%); although, in nearly 10% of the cases police trainers
acknowledged that the knowledge had not been used at all.

DISCUSSION

Given recent concerns about the quality of police training
delivery and the lack of empirical data about how police
trainers learn to coach, the current study was designed to shed
light on the acquisition of knowledge by police trainers.
Structured around three main research questions, the results
provide insight into what knowledge police trainers think they
need, where they prefer to get it from, and how they apply their
recently acquired knowledge.

Context-specificity of Police Training
Knowledge
For this sample of police trainers police training specific
knowledge about what to teach was commonly identified as a
development need. Most frequent was the need to know more
about past operations and incidents, as well as statistics and

TABLE 5 | Participants’ preferred method of acquiring coaching knowledge.

Raw data
theme

Frequency % Lower
order
theme

Frequency % Higher
order
theme

Frequency %

Coaching course 3 1.07 Formal coach education 3 1.07 Formal learning 3 1.07

Seminar/workshop/course 76 27.14 Attending CPD activities 79 28.21 Nonformal learning 79 28.21
Conferences 2 0.71
Trade shows 1 0.36

Discussion with other coaches 70 25.00 Other coaches/colleagues 92 32.86 Informal learning 194 69.29
Discussion with other officers 13 4.64
Observing in the learning environment 6 2.14
Observing in the criterion environment 3 1.07
Books 12 4.29 Reading 22 7.86
“Reading” 4 1.43
Academic journals 3 1.07
Operation reports 2 0.71
Magazines 1 0.36
Internet 20 7.14 Internet/Intranet 30 10.71
Youtube/Videos 5 1.79
Online social networks 2 0.71
Intranet 2 0.71
Share point/Cloud storage 1 0.36
Theory 2 0.71 Theory 2 0.71
Experience as practitioner in training
settings

21 7.50 Practical experience 40 14.29

Experience as officer 7 2.50
Reflection 7 2.50
Experience as coach 4 1.43
Other sport 1 0.36
Self-study 8 2.86 Self-study 8 2.86

No answer 1 0.36 Reasons for no preferred
method

4 1.43 Reasons for no preferred
method

4 1.43
Learned nothing in the past 1 0.36
Every way is right 2 0.71
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further information about the current situation on the street. The
importance of domain specific content knowledge for coaches has
been identified in sport (Nash and Collins, 2006; Abraham and
Collins, 2011). In the distinct domain of police training, the focus
on specific content knowledge may reflect the need to better
understand the criterion environment and uncertainty of how to
best cope with (un-)armed conflict situations in the field; andmay
explain the observed failure of skills learned in readily transfering
to the field (Jager et al., 2013; Renden et al., 2015). Identification
of the technical or tactical skill set needed on the front-line will
help trainers develop a more comprehensive police training
curriculum (Renden et al., 2016; Körner and Staller, 2018).

CPD activities in police training, like workshops and seminars,
mainly involve police training specific content, like technical or
tactical behaviour. As such it is not surprising, that this domain
specific content knowledge is actually picked up by coaches from

this source as the current data showed. Also, within these settings,
information of past operations or incidents is disseminated via
case studies and anecdotal accounts of the personal leading the
CPD activities (coach developers), which satisfies the need of
police trainers for further knowledge within these areas. Such
educational settings also afford social interaction with other
coaches and colleagues, which were a preferred knowledge
source for many police trainers.

Besides the need for specific content knowledge, the findings
of the current study also support the interpretation that police
trainers long for police training specific pedagogical knowledge,
since police trainers reported that (a) they generally wanted to
know more about pedagogical aspects and (b) they prefer
nonformal and in-formal sources to acquire their knowledge.

Research has consistently highlighted the importance of
gaining coaching knowledge through informal, self-directed

TABLE 6 | Participants’ reasons for preferring particular methods of acquiring coaching knowledge.

Raw data theme Frequency % Higher order theme Frequency %

Too few/no officers on duty 22 5.35 Official obstacles 27 6.57
Official information is too slow 4 0.97
Only official knowledge is permitted 1 0.24

Contributes to safety of colleagues 1 0.24 Contribution to safety 2 0.49
Contributes to own safety 1 0.24

Makes fun/is enjoyable 4 0.97 Fun/joy 4 0.97

Can gain own experience 26 6.33 Grounded in reality 80 19.46
Works in reality 26 6.33
Includes practical training 19 4.62
Allows for reviewing one’s own knowledge base 9 2.19

Information is not filtered 8 1.95 Filtering function 14 3.41
Information is pre-selected 6 1.46

Food for thought 5 1.22 Food for thought 5 1.22

Fast and easy access 31 7.54 Logistics 39 9.49
No distraction 4 0.97
Expenses 2 0.49
Autonomy in terms of what is attended 1 0.24
Plannable 1 0.24

Exchange of experiences 41 9.98 Social interaction 102 24.82
Perspectives from other coaches 16 3.89
Questions can be asked directly 15 3.65
Social relatedness 9 2.19
Contributes to a uniform perspective 8 1.95
Enables change of perspective (participant view) 5 1.22
Own experience can be brought in 4 0.97
Internationality 4 0.97

Good for knowledge expansion 34 8.27 Perceived quality 130 31.63
Good for learning 26 6.33
New ides/Information 25 6.08
Up-to-date 18 4.38
Competent personnel/experts/professionals 16 3.89
Officially verified knowledge 6 1.46
Evaluation of the source is possible 3 0.73
More suitable than CPD on duty 2 0.49

Own licensing 1 0.24 Own licensing 1 0.24

Not specified 5 1.22 Reasons for no specific answer 7 1.70
Can only be learned from own experience 1 0.24
No preferred way 1 0.24
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learning situations (Lemyre et al., 2007; Erickson et al., 2008;
Mallett et al., 2009), which is also in line with findings from
Stoszkowski and Collins (2015) who identified other coaches and
colleagues as important sources of coaching knowledge.
Interactions among coaches can provide valuable learning
situations, in which coaching issues are discussed and
strategies are developed, experimented upon and evaluated to
resolve these issues (Gilbert and Trudel, 2001; Lemyre et al.,
2007). Therefore, self-directed learning activities allow police
trainers to tackle their specific coaching issues, an aspect that

is more difficult to focus on in formal learning settings, where the
agenda is somewhat fixed by the ones delivering the program. The
limited impact of formal coaching courses has been documented
throughout the coaching literature (Abraham et al., 2006; Lemyre
et al., 2007; Jones et al., 2010). A possible explanation is that
coach-education programs fail to cover complex contextual
factors in the specific coaching environment (Lemyre et al.,
2007; Jones et al., 2010). This is also supported by the
reported need for police trainers to know more about police
training specific content knowledge and pedagogical aspects. An

TABLE 7 | Last thing participants’ perceived they had found useful for their coaching.

Raw data theme Frequency % Higher order theme Frequency %

Specific coaching method/technique 11 6.15 Pedagogy 53 29.61
Specific training activities 10 5.59
Skill acquisition 10 5.59
Pedagogy 8 4.47
Effective planning 7 3.91
Communication as coach 7 3.91

Technical knowledge 60 33.52 Policing knowledge 103 57.54
Tactical knowledge 30 16.76
Data from past operations/incidents 4 2.23
Coping with stress 4 2.23
Attitude/Mindset 4 2.23
Legal knowledge 1 0.56

Self-awareness as coach 5 2.79 Own development 7 3.91
Self-awareness as practitioner 2 1.12

Psychology 3 1.68 “Ologies” 4 2.23
Physiology 1 0.56

Social interaction/discussion with other coaches 3 1.68 Social interaction/discussion with other coaches 3 1.68

Not specified 9 5.03 Not specified 9 5.03

TABLE 8 | The source of the last thing that participants perceived they had learned or found useful.

Raw data
theme

Frequency % Lower
order
theme

Frequency % Higher
order
theme

Frequency %

Coaching course—attended as part of duty 11 6.21 Formal coach education 16 9.04 Formal learning 16 9.04
University course 4 2.26
Coaching course—attended privately 1 0.56

Seminar/workshop/course—attended as part of
duty

61 34.46 Attending CPD activities 82 46.33 Nonformal
learning

82 46.33

Seminar/workshop/course—attended privately 16 9.04
Conference/Symposium 3 1.69
Lecture 2 1.13

Internet 3 1.69 Internet/intranet 6 3.39 Informal learning 79 44.63
YouTube 2 1.13
Intranet 1 0.56
Books/Magazines 6 3.39 Reading 6 3.39
Experience as practitioner in training settings 15 8.47 Practical experience 25 14.12
Experience as coach 6 3.39
Reflection 4 2.26
Another coach 27 15.25 Other coaches/

colleagues
42 23.73

Another officer 11 6.21
Feedback from observers 2 1.13
Feedback from participants 1 0.56
Observing another coach 1 0.56
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aspect that was also reported by police trainers in in-depth
interviews about the importance of pedagogy in police training
(Körner et al., 2019a). The 30 police trainers interviewed
highlighted a lack of context specificity of content as a
limitation of formal coaching courses.

The reported reasons for preferring specific sources provide an
indication of what police trainers want in terms of the quality of
the knowledge and how it is delivered. Specifically, this group of
police trainers identified a need for knowledge that was credible,
current and expanded their knowledge base. References to
sources being preferred because they were grounded in reality
(being reality-based) suggests the need of some police trainers for
a practical focus to the delivery of knowledge, whether it is
experiential or has credibility in that it is known to work in
practice. Furthermore, many police trainers value the exchange of
experiences, perspectives of colleagues and opportunities to
directly ask questions afforded by the social interaction
facilitated by some sources. The three main reasons for
preferring certain knowledge sources all appear to point
toward the accepted need of police trainers to acquire
coaching solutions that tackle the specific issues of police trainers.

While the criteria of a source being high in quality and
grounded in reality provide a functional reference point for
what knowledge is needed and where to get it from, there is a
problem attached to that argument. In the self-defence domain, a
reference to reality has been identified as a major selling point for
technical and tactical behaviour advocated by different self-
defence systems (Staller, 2016). However, research indicates
that the conception of what works in self-defence situations
differs between individuals (Heil et al., 2017; Heil et al., 2019).
This may provide a rationale for the reported need of coaches to
acquire further knowledge about the criterion environment (“the
reality”). However, if anecdotes of colleagues are used as a
primary source for information about the criterion
environment compared to relying on sound and rigorous
analyses of operational situations (Staller M. and Körner,
2019b), police trainers perception of reality might not
accurately reflect reality.

The surveyed police trainers predominately reported police-
specific content knowledge, like tactics and techniques, as nearly
twice as often as pedagogical knowledge compared to the topic of
knowledge they last acquired that they found useful. The reported

knowledge was predominantly acquired by accessing non-formal
and informal learning settings. Specifically, the source for
pedagogical knowledge were mainly informal learning settings,
whereas domain-specific content knowledge was mainly acquired
though non-formal learning settings. All knowledge topics could
be applied in practice in nearly 80% of the cases. These findings
show two things: First, police trainers mainly find and use
context-specific content and pedagogical knowledge in non-
formal and informal learnings settings compared to formal
learning settings like formal coaching courses. Second,
informal learning settings are the main sources for pedagogical
knowledge, whereas non-formal learning settings are the primary
source for domain-specific content knowledge. This adds to the
current data from coaches’ preferred sources and topics,
suggesting formal coaching courses may lack context
specificity and as such direct applicability for police trainers.

The dominant difference between reports of police-specific
content and pedagogical knowledge in the last meaningful
learning experience indicates a shortfall of pedagogical
knowledge compared to police-specific knowledge. This
might explain a observed prevalence of out-dated
pedagogical approaches in police training (Birzer, 2003;
Cushion, 2020; Cushion, 2022; Staller et al., 2021b). Recent
studies advocate for strengthening the focus on pedagogical
aspects of police training centred coach education (Staller and
Zaiser, 2015; Staller MS. and Körner S, 2019a; Nota and
Huhta, 2019; Cushion, 2020). Knowledge of pedagogy is
considered an attribute of coaching excellence (Nash and
Collins, 2006; Abraham and Collins, 2011), which is widely
acknowledged by sport coaches (Stoszkowski and Collins,
2015). While some police trainers acknowledged the need
for pedagogical knowledge, many more reported the need for
police training specific content knowledge. Such views may
reflect the “shadowy existence” the topic of pedagogy has in
the German police training domain (Körner et al., 2019a;
Staller M. and Körner, 2019b). While police training specific
content (e.g., tactical behaviour and use of force) and
“ologies” (e.g., psychology) are explicitly referenced in the
official regulations about how police training coaches in
Germany should be qualified for their work (PDV211,
2014), there is no direct mention of the need of
pedagogical knowledge.

TABLE 9 | How participants perceive they used the acquired knowledge.

Raw data theme Frequency % Higher order theme Frequency %

Applied/used in practice as coach 119 69.59 Direct application in role 134 78.36
Applied/used on operational duty 12 7.02
Applied/used in own training as practitioner 3 1.75

Base for further thought/reflection 7 4.09 Stimulated reflection and sensemaking 16 9.36
Reflected and adapted for own context 5 2.92
Experimented and adapted 4 2.34

Not used 14 8.19 Not used 17 9.94
Application is forbidden 2 1.17
Application has to be agreed upon 1 0.58

No answer 4 2.34 No answer 4 2.34
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When asked about their last learning experience, police
trainers reported that they primarily acquired pedagogical
knowledge through self-directed informal learning settings.
This further supports the notion that finding and tapping into
the sources of such knowledge primarily rests in the hands of
police trainers. This adds to evidence from interview data from
police trainers reporting that the potential for pedagogy for police
training has not been recognised comprehensively within
policing (Körner et al., 2019a). As such, it may be fruitful to
further strengthen and communicate the value of pedagogy for
effective coaching in police training (Körner and Staller, 2018).

Need for Knowledge Structures for
Reflection
The synthesis of the results indicate that police trainers are in
need of knowledge structures that allow for reflection, especially
when they come in contact with new information. The findings
yield that police trainers prefer police-specific content knowledge
more than pedagogical knowledge and draw mainly from
informal learnings settings, especially from interactions and
observations of other coaches. Also, related to their last
meaningful learning experience, police trainers reported that
other coaches and colleagues are a useful source and that
pedagogical knowledge is primarily acquired through self-
directed informal learning activities. Finally, the vast majority
of recently acquired knowledge has been directly applied.

While these findings do not directly indicate a need of
knowledge structures that allow for the filtering and reflection
of new information, they may serve as an explanation for results
reported in other studies (Birzer, 2003; Cushion, 2020; Staller
et al., 2021a; Staller et al., 2021b) indicating that police trainers
use outdated pedagogical approaches and that declarative
knowledge structures are missing allowing for a critical
reflection of police training delivery (Körner and Staller, 2018;
Staller et al., 2021a). In order to tackle out-dated pedagogical
approaches, police trainers need to be aware of what approach
they are using and what assumptions about learning governs their
behaviour as a coach. They also need alternative approaches with
the underlying knowledge of why a specific approach might be
useful in a given situation. Acquiring this knowledge and being
able to reflect on it seems hard to achieve through self-directed
learning activities, which was predominately reported as the main
source for pedagogical knowledge. Instead, it seems more likely
that coaches stick to the pedagogical approach they know, which
seems to be a traditional approach to learning (Birzer, 2003;
Cushion, 2020; Staller et al., 2021a; Staller et al., 2021b). This
traditional model of police training heavily relies on a linear
approach to training, with large amounts of repetitive practice of
isolated skills, that are later put together in complex training
scenarios. Without the knowledge structures about pedagogical
approaches, and without guidance for what and where to look for
new information, self-directed learning activities may become a
self-reinforcing mechanism for traditional pedagogical
approaches (Hoy and Murphy, 2001).

This potential lack of reflecting capacity also becomes
problematic when police trainers draw knowledge from social

interactions with peers and observation. The main purpose of the
coaching environment is coaching the trainees—and not coach
learning (Trudel et al., 2010; Stoszkowski and Collins, 2015). For
coaches it is hard to know how appropriate or relevant
information by other coaches is, particularly considering the
differing needs of both coaches and participants and the
differing contexts within which coaches coach (Stoszkowski
and Collins, 2015). Just because a “successful” coach applies a
specific method or uses a specific drill, does not necessarily mean
that it will be appropriate or effective for another coach in another
context (Abraham and Collins, 2011; Cushion et al., 2012).
Likewise, this argument holds true for police training specific
content, like technical or tactical behaviour. Just because on
operator successfully applies a specific technique in a specific
situation does not necessarily mean that the application of the
same technique will be effective for another officer and/or in
another situation (Staller and Körner, 2020). Moreover, there is
evidence from the sport coaching domain that the social milieu of
coaches encourages perceiving aspects of training as relevant that
actually are not (Nelson et al., 2013), and that much of the
coaching practice that coaches observe and discuss in the
coaching environment is more influenced by tradition
(Abraham et al., 2006; Lemyre et al., 2007; Jones et al., 2010)
than the critical consideration of current research (Stoszkowski
and Collins, 2015). The precedence of traditional knowledge has
also been identified in observational studies of police training
(Staller et al., 2021). In sum, even though when reflected against
the current literature the coaches in the current study seem aware
of what they need, it seems that they do not seek this in a
sufficiently critical and reflective way and via the best routes.

In order to engage in meaningful discussion with other
coaches and colleagues, a declarative knowledge base is needed
to allow coaches to reflect new information against (Nash and
Collins, 2006; Abraham and Collins, 2011; Staller et al., 2020).
However, the current results indicate that newly acquired
knowledge is directly applied, suggesting that the knowledge
has been critically reflected upon before application or that it
has been uncritically applied. In the case of an uncritical
application of newly acquired knowledge this would suggest
that many participants may lack an overall knowledge
structure against which they can compare, contrast, and reflect
new knowledge against. Evidence from recent studies
investigating the planning, delivery and reflection of police
training (Cushion, 2020; Staller et al., 2021a; Staller et al.,
2021b) indicate that this might be the case. The lack of
declarative knowledge has been pointed out as problematic in
sport (Martindale and Collins, 2013; Stoszkowski and Collins,
2014; Stoszkowski and Collins, 2015) and martial arts domains
(Staller et al., 2020). The need for such knowledge structures,
providing clear and justifiable criteria against which questions,
practice, habits, standards, values and beliefs can be reflected
against have been continuously highlighted as being important
with regards to coaching practice (Gilbert and Trudel, 2001;
Abraham et al., 2006; Abraham and Collins, 2011). As such,
without these structures, there is potential for police training
coaches (a) to uncritically adopt information from the dominant
culture, especially if the main source of learning is another coach
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or someone who is perceived as an expert without necessarily
being one (Staller and Koerner, 2021), and (b) to incorporate
information through self-directed learning settings without
appropriate filters. Strengthening the acquisition of declarative
knowledge structures within police trainers would prevent the
implementation of potentially undesired, ineffective and/or
dangerous practices that are otherwise simply being accepted
at face value (Rynne and Mallett, 2014).

Furthermore, the need for knowledge structures for reflection
also concerns the choice of where police trainers look for new
information and knowledge. When asked to identify the source of
the last thing learned that they found useful, it is notably that a
portion of the CPD activities from which knowledge was drawn
were privately attended seminars, workshops or courses. This
adds to findings indicating that police trainers do what they do
because they like it and are privately invested in it and as such are
influenced by their personal background stories, especially with
regards to martial arts or self-defence systems (Körner et al.,
2019b). On the one hand, the finding might suggest that police
trainers are highly engaged in their subject matter; however, on
the other hand, it might suggest that there are perceived gaps in
content and/or knowledge provided by police programmes that
motivated trainers may be seeking out. Especially in the light of a
lack of higher levels of reflection concerning the assumptions
governing their behaviour this may become problematic. For
example, communicative and de-escalative conflict resolution
strategies in police training have been identified as blind spots
in the delivery of police training (Rajakaruna et al., 2017; Staller,
2019; Staller et al., 2021b). As such, a police trainer who attends
a physical combat and fighting workshop needs to be aware if
the taught content is needed to become a better coach for. It may
be advisable, that police trainers remain self-reflexive about
that issue.

Practical Implications
The context a police trainer operates within may differ widely
(Staller and Koerner, 2021) from teaching recruits at the academy
over a period of time, to isolated CPD activities for officers, to the
training of special operators. Each context differs with regards to
the wants and needs of the learners, the curriculum, the learning
environment and the organisational context. Police trainers seek
out knowledge to tackle specific problems they face in their
coaching practice. As such, coach education in police training
needs to be mindful of who, what and how police trainers are
required to coach in order to provide access to an appropriate
suite of resources for support and coach development.

Second, police trainers have to be aware that coaching in the law
enforcement domain is a pedagogical endeavour (Basham, 2014;
Körner and Staller, 2018). The current data implies that police
trainers want a better understanding of pedagogy. This is
reassuring given that police training coaching is essentially a
pedagogical endeavour. As such, it is important that nonformal
coaching activities are built around pedagogical knowledge and
are reflected upon from this perspective. A strong focus on
pedagogical aspects in nonformal (and formal) learning settings,
may result in pedagogical issues becoming the topic of informal
activities as well. It is important to note that this does not call for

downsizing the importance of police training specific content
knowledge. However, valuing coaching as a decision-making
process (Abraham and Collins, 2011) and as such a focus on
knowledge structures allowing for the effective plan,
implementation and review of police training sessions, may be
beneficial for formal coach courses as well as for nonformal and
informal learning situations. Thinking and reflecting tools such as the
Coaching Practice Planning and Reflecting Framework (Muir et al.,
2011; Muir et al., 2015) or reflective cards (Hughes et al., 2009) may
help coaches with the demands of this ongoing, dynamic and
adaptive process of coaching. Consequently, regulations about the
qualifications and the development of police training coaches should
acknowledge the importance of a sound pedagogical knowledge base;
police training coach development courses should be designed to
cover these aspects and facilitate the development of the needed
knowledge structures.

Since social interactions with other trainers and colleagues and
in self-directed learning settings seem to provide valuable
context-specific knowledge for the police trainers, the need to
be wary, critical and open minded to make the best use of these
interactions. Preparing police trainers for continuously making
the best out of informal and nonformal learning opportunities
may be one of the main goals of formal coaching education in
police training. In order to achieve this, formal coach education in
police training has to be fundamentally changed. Stoszkowski and
Collins (2015) suggest that a primary purpose of formal learning
is to equip coaches with the knowledge structures that promote
critical and reflective thinking in informal and nonformal
learning settings. Coach learning “episodes” should be
designed to expose and challenge pre-existing values and
beliefs that coaches may have formed about a certain topic
(Stoszkowski and Collins, 2015). Based on these experiences,
context specific theoretical knowledge could be introduced to
provoke, stimulate debate and to raise awareness of alternative
and potentially more effective ideas about what to coach and/or
how to coach it (Werthner and Trudel, 2006). Planned learning
episodes used to check, re-visit and monitor the appropriateness
of new beliefs and knowledge and regular interactions in the
coaching context could then be interspersed and periodically
implemented. This would allow coaches to move forward towards
a more critical understanding of their thinking, reasoning and
behaviour (Cushion et al., 2003; Abraham et al., 2010;
Stoszkowski and Collins, 2015), and reduce the copy and paste
mentality of some coaches.

Limitations
There are limitations inherent to the survey approach employed by
this study. Since police trainers answered the survey questions
independently, there remains the potential for response biases due
to participants’ interpretation of the questions (Evans and Mathur,
2005).Hence, future studies in police training could incorporatemore
interactive approaches (e.g., interviews) to further illicit how
knowledge structures are developed in police training.
Furthermore, participants in this survey were mainly recruited
from three police agencies (Saxony, Hesse and Austria). Although
no differences in patterns of responses were detected between the
three main communities during the analysis, caution is warranted
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with regards to the generalisation of the results, especially if states
fundamentally differ with regards to coach education in police
training. Future studies should therefore incorporate other states
and federal agencies as well.

CONCLUSION

The current study focused on coaching knowledge in police
training. Specifically, it aimed at answering questions about (a)
the types of knowledge they currently require and/or desire (the
topics), (b) their actual and preferred methods of acquiring new
coaching knowledge (the sources), and (c) how they apply the
acquired knowledge (the applicability). Many of the police
trainers surveyed indicated a need for knowledge about what
to coach and the criterion environment, as well as pedagogical
knowledge about how to coach. In light of the out-dated
pedagogical approaches observed in police training (Cushion,
2020) and the lack of focus on pedagogy within coach education,
the development of police trainers pedagogical knowledge should
be prioritised. Finally, the findings show that nonformal and
informal learnings settings are a prevalent and preferred source

for police trainers to acquire new coaching knowledge. In order to
make best use of these settings, police trainers need the
declarative knowledge structures that allow them to be wary,
open-minded and critically reflective about any new topic
knowledge, received from any source, before it is applied to
their coaching practice.
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