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Critical Evaluation of Teaching, Learning and Assessment Within Police Training Environments
Introduction
Effective police education is essential in ensuring officers develop not only procedural knowledge, but also the safeguarding awareness, ethical judgement and investigative capability required to protect vulnerable individuals, investigate offences effectively and maintain public confidence. Within contemporary policing, teaching and learning must therefore move beyond the transmission of information and instead develop reflective practitioners who can apply knowledge critically within unpredictable operational environments.

This assignment responds directly to the assessment brief in two parts. Part One critically reflects on two observed teaching sessions delivered within Gwent Police Crime Training: a Stalking and Harassment session delivered by a Detective Constable trainer, and an Investigative Interviewing session delivered by a Police Constable trainer. In line with the requirement to observe at least two professionals in practice, the discussion evaluates key aspects of teaching, learning and assessment within each session, identifies areas of effective practice, and considers how these observations inform my own professional development as a trainer.

Part Two critically evaluates assessment methods within my own professional context of police training. It differentiates between assessment for learning and assessment of learning, considers where these occur within practice, and evaluates their effectiveness in supporting both learner development and organisational assurance. Particular attention is given to the tensions between authenticity and standardisation, inclusivity and accountability, and developmental learning and professional competence.

The assignment adopts a critical and reflective perspective throughout. Whilst contemporary police training increasingly promotes authentic, learner-centred and scenario-based approaches, these methods are not automatically effective or equitable. Their value depends on how well they are structured, how clearly they support learning, and how successfully they prepare learners for the realities of professional policing practice. The discussion therefore draws on educational theory, professional practice and contemporary policing challenges to evaluate both observed teaching and assessment in context.
Part One – Professional Observations and Reflective Practice
Observation One – Stalking and Harassment
The first observed session focused on stalking and harassment investigations, safeguarding, cyber-enabled offending and risk assessment. The session was delivered to police officers and investigators and explored coercive control, victim psychology, technology-enabled stalking, safeguarding interventions and investigative opportunities.

The professional context of this session was highly significant. National inspection findings have repeatedly identified weaknesses in police responses to stalking and harassment, including failures to identify patterns of behaviour, inadequate safeguarding and inconsistent risk assessment (HMICFRS, 2023). Consequently, the learning carried substantial operational importance because ineffective investigation in this area can contribute to escalating harm and, in the most serious cases, homicide.

An aspect of particularly strong practice within this session was the trainer’s ability to contextualise legislation and safeguarding procedures through realistic operational examples. Rather than relying solely on legal explanation, the trainer used scenarios involving tracking devices, social media monitoring, smart technology, fixation and repeated unwanted contact. This enabled learners to connect legal principles directly to investigative decision-making and victim safety, making the relevance of the content immediately clear.

This approach aligns strongly with Knowles’ (1984) theory of andragogy, which suggests adult learners are most engaged when learning is problem-centred, professionally relevant and immediately applicable. Learners were not simply required to memorise legislation; they were encouraged to interpret behaviour, assess risk and consider how investigative decisions influence safeguarding outcomes. However, this observation also reminded me that Knowles’ emphasis on learner experience can be problematic if prior operational knowledge is treated uncritically. Within policing, experience may also reinforce assumptions, bias or outdated cultural attitudes. Watching this session challenged my own tendency to treat discussion based on experience as inherently valuable. I was reminded that experience only becomes educationally useful when it is carefully questioned, reframed and linked back to current professional standards, which is central to critically critical reflection (Brookfield, 1995).

Collaborative learning was also used effectively throughout the session. Learners explored stalking behaviours, victim fear and safeguarding implications through questioning and peer discussion. This reflected Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist theory because understanding was developed through dialogue and shared interpretation. Learners actively constructed meaning rather than passively receiving information. At the same time, the trainer retained sufficient direction to keep the discussion anchored in legal accuracy and safeguarding principles. This balance between open contribution and professional guidance stood out to me as an example of good practice. In my own teaching, I sometimes prioritise discussion because it encourages participation, but this observation made me reflect that discussion without clear framing can drift into anecdote rather than learning. I therefore need to be more deliberate about how I structure discussion so that it remains purposeful and evidence-informed.

The session also demonstrated strong use of experiential learning. Kolb (1984) argues that effective learning occurs through a cycle of experience, reflection, conceptual understanding and application. Learners reflected on operational examples, explored victim impact and then applied their learning to investigative and safeguarding decisions. This supported higher-order thinking because learners had to evaluate behaviour patterns rather than simply recall information. What I found particularly useful here was the way the trainer moved between realistic examples and conceptual clarification. This prompted me to recognise that in my own sessions I can sometimes move too quickly from operational example to the next discussion point without enough pause for learners to consolidate what principle or threshold they are meant to take from it. Going forward, I need to build in clearer moments of consolidation after complex scenarios.

A further strength was the inclusion of cyber-enabled stalking examples such as AirTags, router examinations, Alexa devices and digital location sharing. This ensured the curriculum reflected contemporary offending methods and encouraged learners to consider modern digital evidence opportunities. The session therefore moved beyond traditional safeguarding approaches and reflected the evolving complexity of offending behaviour. It also reinforced to me that professional relevance depends on keeping examples current and operationally credible, rather than relying on dated or generic case studies.

The victim-centred approach was particularly effective. The trainer encouraged learners to consider psychological harm, cumulative fear and the impact of repeated behaviours. This supported trauma-informed learning and promoted empathy. However, there is also a potential risk that emotional salience may overshadow procedural clarity if not carefully managed. Emotional engagement can strengthen memory and professional commitment, but there is also a danger of over-identification with victim narratives at the expense of investigative objectivity. The strongest teaching occurred where emotional examples were explicitly linked back to safeguarding actions, evidential opportunities and investigative thresholds. This caused me to reflect on my own practice, because I know I sometimes use impactful case material to generate engagement. This observation reminded me that emotionally powerful examples are only educationally effective when they are tightly connected to what learners must do professionally as a result.

Some visual resources supported learning effectively, particularly where behaviours were categorised into themes such as surveillance, intimidation and life invasion. However, some slides contained extensive procedural and legal text. Sweller’s (1988) cognitive load theory suggests that excessive information may overload working memory, particularly when learners are simultaneously processing emotionally sensitive content and unfamiliar legal thresholds. Within policing, there is often institutional pressure to include large amounts of procedural material to demonstrate compliance. However, this observation highlighted that excessive textual detail may unintentionally reduce retention and clarity. It also made me reconsider my own use of content-heavy slides. I recognised that I sometimes include too much information because I do not want to omit important policy detail. Having observed the impact this can have on pace and clarity, I would now review my own materials more critically and use shorter segments, process diagrams and staged release of complex content.

Assessment for learning was embedded throughout the session through diagnostic questioning, discussion, safeguarding activities and learner justification of decisions. Black and Wiliam (1998) argue that formative assessment is most effective when it informs teaching and supports learner progression during the learning process. This was evident because learner responses shaped trainer clarification and discussion. The session also promoted higher-order thinking aligned to Bloom’s taxonomy, as learners were required to analyse behaviours, justify safeguarding decisions and evaluate risk rather than simply recall legislation.

However, discussion-based assessment can create the illusion of whole-group understanding. Confident learners may dominate discussion whilst quieter learners contribute less publicly. This raises questions around inclusivity and evidential sufficiency. Observing this made me think more critically about my own reliance on open questioning as evidence of learning. I have often assumed that a strong group discussion indicates widespread understanding, but this session highlighted that visible participation is not the same as inclusive assessment. In future, I would incorporate more structured checking strategies such as short written decision justifications, paired discussion tasks, rotating spokesperson roles or brief reflective prompts. These would allow me to retain the benefits of collaborative discussion whilst gathering a broader and fairer picture of learner understanding.

Overall, this observation had a significant impact on my professional development. It showed me that effective police teaching is not simply about presenting accurate content or generating discussion; it is about creating a structure in which realism, reflection and professional standards are carefully balanced. The most important change I would make to my own practice is to be more intentional in how I sequence discussion, consolidate learning and check understanding. As a result of this observation, I would set myself three specific development targets: to redesign complex slides to reduce cognitive overload, to use more structured and inclusive formative assessment strategies, and to ensure that emotionally engaging material is always linked explicitly to operational decision-making and safeguarding practice.
Observation Two – Investigative Interviewing
The second observed session focused on investigative interviewing and the application of the PEACE model within criminal investigations. The session explored interview planning, communication strategies, questioning techniques, rapport building and evidence gathering.

The professional significance of this training was substantial because investigative interviewing underpins investigative quality, evidential reliability and public confidence. National inspection reports have highlighted weaknesses in investigation standards and interview quality across policing (HMICFRS, 2023), while the College of Policing (2022) continues to emphasise the importance of professional, ethical and methodical interviewing practice. Effective interviewing therefore represents both a professional and ethical responsibility, as poor interview practice can compromise evidence, undermine fairness and weaken confidence in the investigative process.

An important area of good practice within this session was the trainer’s use of scenario-based learning to replicate realistic interviewing conditions. Learners practised interview planning, question formulation and account testing using structured scenarios. This strongly reflected Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle because learners engaged in practical activity, reflected on performance and refined their approach through feedback. What stood out to me was not simply the use of role-play itself, but the way the trainer ensured that the activity remained purposeful and clearly aligned to specific learning outcomes. This challenged an assumption I sometimes hold in my own teaching that realistic activities are automatically effective. Observing this session reminded me that authenticity alone is not enough; scenarios need to be carefully framed, debriefed and linked to the standards learners are expected to meet.

The trainer scaffolded learning effectively by breaking the interview process into manageable stages. Learners first explored legal requirements, planning and interview structure before progressing into challenge, topic management and account analysis. This reflected Bruner’s scaffolding theory because learners were gradually supported towards greater independence and competence. This was a useful example of good practice because the trainer did not expect learners to demonstrate full interview competence immediately; instead, complexity was built incrementally. Reflecting on my own practice, I recognised that I can occasionally expect learners to perform too many skills simultaneously when delivering scenario-based activities. This observation reinforced the value of more deliberate staging, particularly when teaching complex professional skills that require procedural accuracy, communication and judgement at the same time.

Behaviourist principles were also evident. Repetition of questioning structures and interview stages reinforced procedural consistency. In policing, procedural accuracy is essential because interviewing must comply with legal safeguards and evidential standards. However, behaviourist approaches can risk becoming overly mechanistic if learners follow process without understanding purpose. The trainer effectively mitigated this risk by asking learners to justify questioning choices and explain investigative rationale. This was especially instructive for me because it highlighted the importance of moving beyond “doing the process correctly” to understanding why a process is appropriate in a particular context. In my own sessions, I would therefore place greater emphasis on learners articulating the purpose behind their actions rather than only demonstrating that they can follow a procedural sequence.

Communication was a key strength throughout the session. The trainer used operational examples, targeted questioning and structured discussion to maintain engagement. Learners were encouraged to consider fairness, ethics, rapport and communication style. This was particularly valuable because investigative interviewing is not purely procedural; it requires emotional intelligence, active listening and professional decision-making. The session therefore modelled a broader understanding of competence than simple compliance with the PEACE framework. This prompted me to reflect that, in police training, there can sometimes be an overemphasis on procedural correctness at the expense of relational and ethical skill. Observing this session reminded me that professional competence should be understood more holistically, especially in skills where communication quality directly affects both evidential reliability and public trust.

The session also promoted critical reflection through structured debriefing. Learners critically reviewed question sequencing, interview management and communication effectiveness. This reflected Schön’s (1983) concept of reflection-on-action, where practitioners improve by critically evaluating previous performance. This aspect of the teaching had particular relevance for my own professional development. I recognised that when I debrief practical activities, I often focus first on what learners did right or wrong. This session showed a more developmental approach in which the debrief drew learners into analysing why particular choices had been effective, what assumptions had shaped their decisions and how alternative approaches might have changed the outcome. As a result, I would now aim to use more probing debrief questions that encourage reflection, rather than relying mainly on trainer-led correction.

However, there are limitations to scenario-based competence assessment. Simulated interviews cannot fully replicate operational complexity, emotional pressure, legal representatives or unpredictable suspect behaviour. Consequently, strong classroom performance may not always transfer directly into live investigations. This raises important questions regarding the validity of scenario-based competence judgements. For me, the main implication was not simply that scenario work has limits, but that those limits need to be recognised openly when designing learning and judging performance.

Assessment for learning was evident through trainer questioning, peer feedback, observation and debriefing. Immediate feedback enabled learners to refine questioning strategies and improve communication techniques during the session. This supported learner confidence and progression. However, formative assessment within policing can also introduce subjectivity, particularly where different trainers may emphasise communication style, procedural compliance or investigative judgement differently. Observing this made me more aware of the need for clearer success criteria and more balanced forms of evidence when supporting learner development.

The session also prompted reflection on how competence is recognised in practical environments. Learners who are confident in live role-play may appear more capable, yet visible confidence does not always indicate deeper understanding. This reinforced for me the importance of using multiple ways for learners to demonstrate competence, rather than relying too heavily on performance in one activity.

Overall, this observation reinforced the importance of structured coaching, scaffolded learning and reflective debriefing within professional skills training. It also highlighted the need for assessment methods that balance procedural compliance with communication, ethics and professional decision-making. The most significant implication for my own development is that I need to design practical sessions more deliberately so that authenticity is supported by clear structure, inclusive assessment opportunities and deeper reflection on professional decision-making. As a result of this observation, I would set myself three development targets: to scaffold scenario-based learning more gradually, to strengthen debrief questioning so that learners explain the reasoning behind their decisions, and to use a broader range of evidence when judging competence rather than relying too heavily on performance in one live activity.
Part Two – Assessment in Context
Assessment plays a fundamental role within police education because it provides both developmental support for learners and organisational assurance regarding professional competence. Within policing, assessment must evaluate not only knowledge acquisition but also communication, safeguarding awareness, ethical decision-making and operational judgement within complex and often unpredictable environments. This makes assessment in police training inherently more complex than simple classroom testing, because trainers are not only checking whether learners know policy or legislation, but whether they can apply that knowledge safely, proportionately and professionally in practice (Gravells, 2021).

Assessment for learning refers to formative approaches that support learner development during the learning process. Black and Wiliam (1998) argue that formative assessment is most effective when it provides actionable feedback that improves future performance. Within police training, formative assessment commonly occurs through questioning, peer discussion, trainer observation, scenario feedback and reflective debriefing. In my professional context, this can include verbal knowledge checks during safeguarding inputs, trainer questioning during discussion of evidential thresholds, feedback during role-play interviews, group debriefs following case-study analysis, and short reflective tasks after scenario-based exercises. These approaches are valuable because they allow misconceptions to be addressed before unsafe or ineffective practice becomes embedded.

Formative assessment offers several advantages within policing contexts. It promotes learner confidence, encourages critical reflection and allows teaching to be adapted in response to learner understanding. For example, when learners complete an investigative interview role-play, immediate feedback on question design, rapport-building and account challenge can help them refine their technique before a later assessed exercise or workplace application. Similarly, brief decision-justification activities during safeguarding inputs can reveal whether learners are applying risk principles accurately or relying on assumptions. In this sense, assessment for learning is not an optional supplement to teaching, but a central mechanism through which professional decision-making is developed. Carless and Boud (2018) further argue that learners must develop feedback literacy if they are to interpret, use and act upon feedback effectively, which is particularly relevant in professional training environments where performance improvement depends on repeated application.

However, formative assessment also presents limitations. Verbal participation may create the appearance of competence without guaranteeing genuine understanding. Confident learners may dominate discussion, whilst quieter learners may remain less visible. Trainer interpretation may also vary significantly, with some trainers prioritising procedural compliance and others giving greater weight to communication or professional decision-making. In police training, this can create tension between developmental learning and organisational accountability, because what feels educationally useful in the room may not always provide sufficiently robust evidence of competence. Recent research in professional programmes also suggests that diverse, learner-centred formative methods can help learners develop their own assessment capability, rather than relying on a narrow set of teacher-led checks (Parmigiani et al., 2024).

Assessment of learning refers to summative approaches used to determine whether competence standards have been achieved. Within policing, summative assessment often includes written knowledge tests on legislation or policy, structured practical assessments, portfolio evidence, tutor or supervisor sign-off, and workplace competence reviews. In crime training contexts, this might include a written assessment on interview legislation, a graded scenario exercise assessing application of the PEACE model, supervisor confirmation that an officer has demonstrated required practice in the workplace, or a portfolio containing case reflections and evidence of completed operational tasks. These methods are important because policing is a high-risk profession requiring public accountability. Organisations must therefore be able to demonstrate that officers meet required professional standards and can apply learning safely within professional policing practice.

Summative assessment provides structure, consistency and formal assurance, but it also has limitations. Written assessments may encourage surface learning focused on recall rather than reasoning. Portfolio systems may become overly bureaucratic and risk prioritising evidence generation over meaningful reflection. Operational sign-off can also vary depending on the expectations and confidence of supervisors. A learner may therefore pass an assessment process without necessarily demonstrating the full depth of adaptive judgement required in complex operational situations. This illustrates a persistent difficulty in professional education: competence is easier to record than it is to capture meaningfully. Biggs and Tang (2011) would suggest that this risk increases where assessment tasks are not closely aligned with intended learning outcomes and the actual demands of practice.

Authentic assessment has become increasingly influential within professional education because it attempts to replicate real-world practice. Scenario-based exercises, suspect and witness interview simulations, safeguarding decision-making tasks, case-file reviews and structured debrief activities encourage learners to apply theory within realistic contexts. This aligns with constructivist approaches because learners actively use knowledge rather than simply reproduce it. It is also particularly relevant in policing, where professional capability cannot be assessed adequately through knowledge recall alone. Officers must demonstrate communication, ethical reasoning, safeguarding awareness and professional decision-making in dynamic situations. Current College of Policing standards for investigative interviewing emphasise professionalism, integrity, planning, rapport and methodical practice, reinforcing the importance of structured assessment and clear expectations in police learning environments. Recent discussion of realistic professional assessment in professional education also notes that authenticity is valuable only when assessment is carefully designed to reflect practice without oversimplifying the complexity of professional decision-making (Bearman, Tai and Ajjawi, 2023).

Nevertheless, realistic professional assessment also presents challenges. Complete realism is impossible to achieve fully within training environments. Simulations cannot perfectly reproduce risk, uncertainty, emotional pressure, live supervision, legal representatives or the consequences of operational decisions. In addition, authentic tasks may privilege learners who are verbally articulate, socially confident or operationally experienced. Recent literature on inclusive assessment argues that assessment should be designed so that all learners have equitable opportunities to demonstrate achievement, rather than requiring alternative arrangements only after barriers appear (Bain, 2023). This has direct relevance to police training, where confidence in role-play may be mistaken for deeper understanding, while quieter or neurodivergent learners may demonstrate stronger competence through structured reflection, planning documents or written rationale.

To improve assessment within police training, several recommendations can be made. Firstly, structured observation frameworks should be introduced more consistently during practical exercises, using clear behavioural indicators linked to operational competencies such as safeguarding decision-making, lawful process, communication quality and professional decision-making. For example, investigative interview role-plays could be assessed using a shared rubric that identifies performance descriptors for planning, rapport, questioning, ethical conduct and evidence gathering. This would improve consistency between trainers and strengthen reliability.

Secondly, feedback systems should combine immediate verbal coaching with concise written developmental records. After role-play interviews, safeguarding exercises or scenario debriefs, learners should receive brief written summaries identifying strengths, development needs and agreed next steps. Digital feedback forms would reduce administrative burden whilst improving continuity between classroom learning and later workplace support. This would also strengthen learners’ evaluative judgement by encouraging them to recognise quality in performance and apply feedback more independently over time (Ajjawi, Tai, Dawson and Boud, 2020).

Thirdly, assessment should occur progressively through staged authentic learning activities. Rather than relying on one final practical task, learners could first complete planning templates, then participate in supported simulation, then undertake self- and peer-assessment, and finally demonstrate competence through workplace observation or supervisor review. In police training, this might mean moving from a mock safeguarding decision exercise, to a coached interview role-play, to reflective review, and then to evidence of operational application. This would provide a fuller picture of competence and improve transferability into practice.

Fourthly, inclusive participation strategies should be embedded more consistently within both formative and summative assessment. Think-pair-share, written decision logs, rotating spokesperson roles, anonymous response tools and short reflective commentaries would reduce overreliance on confident whole-group verbal participation. This is especially important in police learning environments, where occupational culture can sometimes reward confident performance more visibly than reflective thinking. Inclusive assessment design should therefore be planned in from the outset rather than treated as an adjustment after difficulties emerge.

Fifthly, trainer calibration and moderation sessions should be introduced routinely to improve consistency in assessment judgements. Trainers should periodically review sample learner work, discuss assessment decisions and compare how criteria are being applied across different sessions. This would support fairness whilst still allowing for professional decision-making and contextual flexibility.

Finally, police training should make greater use of evaluative reflection as part of assessment. Short post-scenario reflections, learner self-assessment against competency frameworks, and structured professional development targets would encourage learners to explain not only what they did, but why they acted in a particular way and what they would improve. This is particularly important in policing because professional decision-making develops through reflection on action as well as performance itself, and because critical reflection is central to professional learning (Brookfield, 1995).

Overall, effective police assessment depends on combining clear standards with developmental feedback and authentic tasks with inclusive design. Rather than seeking one ideal method, the stronger approach is to use complementary forms of evidence that support both learner development and organisational assurance.

Personally, this evaluation challenged some of my own assumptions regarding assessment within police learning environments. Prior to undertaking this module, I often viewed formative assessment primarily as a mechanism for checking learner understanding during delivery. However, critically evaluating the observed sessions and wider literature highlighted that assessment also shapes learner confidence, professional identity and reflective capability. I recognised that within my own teaching practice I can occasionally prioritise operational realism without always considering whether quieter learners are being given equitable opportunities to demonstrate competence. Consequently, this assignment has encouraged me to adopt a more balanced approach that values inclusivity, structured feedback and staged development alongside operational authenticity.
Conclusion
This assignment has critically reflected on two observed teaching sessions and evaluated assessment practices within the context of police training. Taken together, the discussion shows that effective professional education in policing depends not simply on accurate content delivery, but on how well teaching and assessment develop reflective, ethically aware and operationally competent practitioners.

The two observations demonstrated clear examples of effective practice, including realistic contextualisation, scaffolded learning, strong use of discussion, purposeful scenario-based activity and reflective debriefing. However, they also revealed important tensions. Learning that feels authentic may still exclude some learners. Discussion that appears engaging may not provide sufficient evidence of understanding. Realistic training can strengthen relevance, but without careful structure it may reduce consistency, clarity or fairness.

The evaluation of assessment in context reinforced that these tensions are not weaknesses to be eliminated entirely, but realities to be managed thoughtfully. In police education, assessment must balance developmental learning with accountability, professional decision-making with standardisation, and authenticity with inclusivity. This means that no single assessment method is sufficient on its own. Rather, effective practice requires a staged and balanced approach that combines formative feedback, structured observation, reflective review and workplace application.

The most significant outcome of this reflection is its impact on my own teaching philosophy. I now recognise more clearly that effective training requires deliberate design: discussion must be structured, scenario work must be scaffolded, assessment must be inclusive, and feedback must actively support improvement rather than merely record performance. Going forward, I will place greater emphasis on inclusive formative assessment, clearer consolidation of complex content, broader evidence of learner understanding and more explicit links between classroom activity and professional policing practice. In this sense, effective assessment should not only judge competence, but help to build it.
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