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Module M6X02274 – Independent Study
“Considering the wellbeing of learners during the remote delivery of teaching on emotive subjects.”

Background
Figures published by the Office for National Statistics  (Office for National Statistics 2020) indicate that almost six percent of adults directly experienced Domestic Abuse in the year ending March 2019, while the charity Living Without Abuse (lwa.org 2020) reports that it affects around one in four women and one in six men during their lifetime.  By extrapolation, we can infer that it is almost a statistical certainty in a cohort of sixty plus Student Police Officers that somebody will have been affected, directly or indirectly, by domestic abuse. The very nature of the training methods – a learning of the legislation followed by facilitated discussion about the application and implications -raises the risk of triggering an emotional reaction in a student. This could have immediate and impactive welfare implications for the learner themselves as well as longer term implications for the vulnerable people that those learners will be providing support to during their policing career.
Such training for Police Officers has been consistently delivered via traditional pedagogic, didactic, classroom methods. Enhanced teaching technology, such as the various presentation software platforms, has replaced overhead projectors and whiteboards, but the delivery methods have remained essentially unchanged for decades. The documents cannot be shared here for operational and confidentiality reasons, but the author’s recent work on a collaborative All Wales training programme for Neighbourhood Policing saw lesson plans submitted from the four Welsh Police forces that were entirely classroom based, driven by PowerPoint. Short breakout periods are utilised, but these take place within the structured lesson. There appears to be a deep-rooted belief that police training must only be delivered in a traditional face-to-face style.
A gradual move towards more blended delivery methods was significantly accelerated by the imposition of the various pieces of legislation restricting movement and gatherings in response to the Sars-Cov2 (Coronavirus) outbreak of 2020. This saw a rapid move towards what Bergmann & Sams (2012) describe as the “flipped classroom”, the concept that the work “which is traditionally done in class is done at home, and that which is traditionally done as homework is completed in class”
Internal evaluations were carried out as part of this development and, although the documents themselves are confidential due to the nature of the business, the findings suggest that one of the key areas of concern in moving towards more remote, digital, training methods is the impact of remote learning on the delivery of emotive subjects. That is, those that involve the examination of awareness, attitudes, opinions, feelings or values (Bloom in Petty 2009). This would include topics such as investigating Domestic Abuse and Sexual Offences. As well as the essential learning-by-rote of the relevant legislation, student officers are encouraged to examine the concepts and societal values related to these offences, considering their own beliefs and values, through facilitated discussion. Building on the work of Bloom, Pierre and Oughton  (2007) describe this as Affective Learning and note that it requires a different approach to teaching to the more traditional Cognitive Learning or that which is concerned with intellectual skills and abilities (Bloom in Petty 2009)

Current Research
Much of the available research into the emotions and emotional responses to remote learning focuses on the emotions triggered or evoked by the learning process itself, rather than the subject matter. O’Regan (2003) cites several sources, all describing similar findings, who recognise that students reported feeling confusion, anxiety, fear, isolation and frustration linked to the various challenges of learning online, including technical problems accessing material and the difficulties of learning to communicate in new ways.  The work of Goleman (1995) in Reilly et al. (2012) tells us that negative “emotions, such as anger, anxiety, and depression, can interfere with learning by reducing the information that students can take in and process”
Kort et al., (2001) observe that a suitably experienced teacher in a traditional classroom setting can recognise visual cues regarding both the learner’s emotional state and the level of their understanding. These are all important factors that we must be very mindful of when teaching in the affective domain. It shows that, not only are there learning implications in moving the delivery of these lessons to a remote method, thereby removing many of these visual cues, there is a legitimate concern that doing so could pose a welfare risk to the learners.
Any teaching must also consider the possibility that, although the police recruitment and vetting process works to reduce the risk, there is a possibility that there may be learners who already are, or have a tendency to become, perpetrators of the type of offences being discussed. The competent trainers’ ability to recognise and challenge relevant behaviour traits must also be considered.
This, when linked to an understanding of some of the issues and underlying behaviours involved, does provide us with some areas for consideration.
The research of Crawford et al. (2009) describes all of the emotions mentioned by Kort and Reilly as also being symptoms of the mental trauma caused by domestic and sexual abuse. 
The challenge for the remote learning practitioner, whether involved in the design or delivery stage, is to conduct the training in such a way that these emotions can be safely managed. Some facilitation is essential to help learners explore and develop their understanding of the concepts of what they are being asked to deal with, but this must be linked with mechanisms that will allow the trainer to recognise the expression of emotion in a remote learner and to either harness it as an aid to the lesson or deal appropriately with any vulnerabilities that arise.
Analysis
To understand how these issues could be addressed in the virtual classroom, it is beneficial to take a brief look at how they might be dealt with in the “real” one and consider which, if any, mechanisms could be transferable.
The fact that these topics must be taught in a facilitated, reflective context is unavoidable. Over a century ago, writers such as Dewey (1910) recognised that exposure to ideas and experiences that fall outside the learner’s normal range are the catalyst for self-reflection and growth. In Policing, we cannot teach dry legislation alone. Police officers need to be much more than walking legal dictionaries and there is a need for them to have an understanding of the emotional factors involved in order to proactively tackle underlying causes and behaviours. This understanding can only come from a reflection on the feelings and examination of one’s own beliefs and values in relation to it.
It is the discussion of these topics, and the linked behaviours, that poses the risk of introducing traumatic reflection, or in the case of survivors, re wakening historic trauma.
Again, there appears to be little in the way of published research into this issue that is directly related to police training – much of the referenced literature is based on teaching similar subject matter to medical students and, even then, it relates to traditional classroom delivery rather than more modern flipped learning methods.
The first thing to recognise, as discussed by Kumangi et al (2017), is that there is no easy way to identify, in advance, all of the potential triggers. Events and discussion topics that the majority of trainers and learners may perceive as perfectly normal or benign may awaken or reawaken the most traumatic of memories in other individuals, depending on their history or experience.
The most common strategy for trainers dealing with potentially disturbing or distressing material is to begin a classroom session with a “trigger warning”, a notice either in the joining instructions or given verbally by the trainer that the subject matter may be distressing to some. To some extent, this can be seen as putting the onus on the learner to manage any discomfort, to recognise their own distress and either bring it to the trainer’s attention or remove themselves from the training. The trainer, as well as the organisation, though still has a duty of care to the learner, though. A competent and compassionate trainer will be constantly monitoring a class engaged in this kind of reflective learning, looking for any signs of discomfort and being ready to support an affected learner by whatever means are appropriate at the time. In some instances, a learner may actively announce their discomfort, possibly by speaking out or by removing themselves from the lesson. Anecdotal evidence from trainers and the author’s direct experience suggests that this is not the norm though. Learners are more likely to withdraw from any attention, to go quiet or avoid eye contact, and it is down to the trainer to recognise any nonverbal communications (NVC’s) in order to make the appropriate interventions.
The work of App et al (2011), explores the hypothesis that different emotions are communicated via different channels of nonverbal communication. Their study found that participants were more likely to express emotions such as anger, sadness, and fear by their facial expression whilst body language was more likely to be used to express feelings of guilt, embarrassment, and shame. Even if they are not aware of the specific link between the channels and emotions, a trainer who is experienced in delivering these topics will know the signs to look for, the indications that something may not be quite right and that some intervention or support is required.
Moving this teaching away from the traditional classroom makes the identification and assessment of these NVC’s much harder whilst also removing, or at least severely restricting, the more overt channels.
Walther et al (2005) cite a number of sources, all arguing that “online interaction lacks the level of intimacy and self disclosure that normally accompanies offline communications.” This can be seen in the virtual classroom where is neither need, nor incentive, for a learner to draw any attention to themselves as they take steps to disengage from a distressing lesson. A trainer responsible for anything more than a very small group of learners could be totally unaware that such a withdrawal had taken place, or that an individual is in need of pastoral support. This in turn could lead to reinforcement of the feelings of isolation and anxiety in the learner.
Facial expression and body language are a little easier for the trainer to monitor but there is a great deal of reliance on the infrastructure and technology, as well as participant cooperation. The format of most webcams means that only the face is shown, making the various cues indicated by body language much harder to spot. With a larger group, the individual frames may be quite small, and may not all fit on one display screen meaning that it is essentially impossible for a single trainer to monitor the NVC’s and to teach at the same time.
In fact, there are indications that attempting to do so may even have health and wellbeing implications for the trainer. “Zoom fatigue” is a term that has grown in popularity since the first introduction of the various lockdowns in March and April 2020. Kaye (2020) describes one reason that conference calling (and by extension, conference teaching) can be problematic. 
“fatigue may simply be from technical restrictions and our inability to be able to fully use the usual array of social cues and non-verbal communication. Within video calls, the bandwidth of social cues is much narrower, and we have to pay additional attention to others’ behaviour to enable us to monitor social interactions effectively. These extra attentional efforts can become tiring over time.”
Franklin, in Sklar (2020) goes further, suggesting that the brain is simply unable to decode all of the NVC’s from all of the participants so that none are received in any meaningful way. The end result is that the brain becomes overwhelmed by unfamiliar excess stimuli while being hyper-focused on searching for non-verbal cues that it can’t find. This is analogous to a mobile phone in an area of weak signal which repeatedly attempts to make a connection to the network, burning through the available battery power in a fraction of the time that it would with a strong, reliable, signal.
Even where learners are willing and able to engage in a two-way verbal exchange, if the technology restricts the visual NVC’s, all that is left for the trainer to rely on is the tone of voice.  Studies carried out by de Gelder and Vroomen (2000) suggest that, while tone of voice is an important factor in identifying emotion, it is most effective when combined with other, visual, cues.
There is one remaining communication channel in the synchronous remote learning environment and that is simple text. Most virtual meeting platforms include the option to use a side chat for basic communication. It can often be difficult to determine any emotional expression from this at all. Short snippets of text with no context can convey whatever emotion the reader projects onto it, making this particularly unreliable as tool for the concerned trainer.
All of the research indicates that the majority of the NVC channels available are removed, muted, or overwhelmed by the psychological equivalent of “white noise” in a synchronous remote learning environment making the pastoral role of the trainer very difficult to manage.
It should also be obvious that there are no such channels available when the learning is delivered asynchronously.
Conclusion
When considering the remote delivery of emotive subjects, this study would suggest that further research, including detailed primary research and study, is necessary. Whilst certain cognitive elements of the teaching could be considered, i.e., the “by rote” learning of the relevant legislation, the remote management of the emotions involved in affective domain learning needs to be much better understood before this type of training can be safely applied to emotional and traumatic subject matter.
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