


Proposed Title 
Exploring the potential Impact of Experiential Learning and Immersive Technologies on Operational Readiness in the Police Policing Degree Education

Background and Context 
The introduction of university-based policing degrees in the UK reflects a broader movement toward the professionalisation of the police service. Traditionally, policing was viewed as a vocation grounded in experiential learning and on-the-job training. However, recent reforms have positioned academic knowledge, ethical standards, and evidence-based practice as central to modern policing. This shift aims to elevate policing to the status of a recognised profession, comparable to fields like nursing and teaching, where formal education is a requirement.
A pivotal moment in this transformation was the establishment of the College of Policing in 2012, which eventually introduced the Policing Education Qualifications Framework (PEQF) to standardise training and ensure officers are equipped with both theoretical and practical competencies (House of Commons, 2016). Holdaway (2017) describes this as a renewed commitment to aligning policing with the expectations of a modern, democratic society. A service that demands transparency, accountability, and adaptability in the face of evolving challenges such as cybercrime, terrorism, safeguarding, and importantly public trust.
University programmes like the BSc (Hons) in Professional Policing aim to produce graduates who are not only knowledgeable in law, policing and criminology but also capable of ethical reasoning and reflective management. These degrees are designed to meet national policing standards and often include modules on digital policing, diversity, and leadership. Yet, despite these intentions, concerns persist about whether academic programmes adequately prepare students for the unpredictable, high-pressure realities of frontline policing.
Why this research? 
While the literature on police education is expanding, there remains a notable gap in evaluating how well university-based degrees translate into operational competence. Studies on the PEQF (Pepper, Brown & Stubbs, 2021) have explored the framework’s alignment with professional demands, but few have assessed whether graduates emerge with the practical skills needed for effective policing. Kassem & Erken (2024) found that many officers felt current training did not prepare them for the complex, human-centred aspects of the role such as conflict resolution, empathy, and community engagement. Brown (2020) noted that although graduate officers may bring broader perspectives, the direct impact of degree education on policing outcomes remains unclear.
This research will investigate the practical perception how immersive technologies such as simulation rooms and scenario-based digital environments can enhance the practical relevance of university policing degrees. As professional education increasingly embraces technology could this be reflected within the delivery of policing degrees. Thus, enhancing learning, preparing students to engage in real-world situations and training experiences in a safe manner within an academic setting. 
As a lecturer and programme manager for a policing degree, my role sits at the intersection of academic theory and the delivery of operational practice. This research directly supports the academic delivery by considering improvement aligned with evolving operational and ethical demands. The research could also ensure that quality assurance and programme validation process reflect changes.
If university degrees are found to be inconsistent or insufficient in preparing students for understand the demands of police duties, this could have implications not only for the credibility of the qualifications but also for recruitment, retention of students, and public confidence in the police service. 

Research Aim and Objectives
This research aims to explore how university based professional policing degrees can be enhanced through experiential learning and immersive technologies to improve deep practical preparedness for policing. It will investigate the extent to which current academic programmes equip students with the practical, interpersonal, and ethical competencies required in real-world policing contexts. The study will examine how curriculum design, technology-enhanced learning such as immersive rooms and simulations, and institutional partnerships contribute to the development of competent, accountable, and community-focused officers.
A key focus will be on the role of experiential learning in bridging the gap between academic theory and operational practice, and how immersive technologies can replicate complex policing scenarios to foster decision-making, situational awareness, and professional judgement. The research will also assess stakeholder perspectives on the integration of these approaches, including educators, students, police trainers, and technology developers. Finally, the study will consider how policing degrees can better respond to societal challenges particularly declining public trust in UK policing by embedding realistic, ethically grounded, and community-oriented learning experiences that prepare graduates for the evolving demands of the profession.
The research objectives are as follows:
· To examine graduate officers and serving practitioners perceptions of the theory-practice gap in current policing education.
· To evaluate the effectiveness of immersive technologies such as simulations and virtual reality in supporting experiential learning.
· To explore the perceptions of police training professionals and technology developers regarding the use of immersive experiences that can contribute to effective policing education. 

Literature Review
The foundations of the modern British policing system trace back to 1829, when Sir Robert Peel introduced reforms that reimagined policing as a centralised, professional body accountable to the public rather than being run by the government (Emsley, 2018). Fast forward to today and policing still goes through various states of changes to reflect modern day society including The College of Policing launching the Policing Education Qualifications Framework (PEQF) to formalise education standards and elevate policing to a graduate-level profession (Loftus, 2009). This framework mandates degree-level education for new police recruits, aiming to promote ethical standards, operational competence, and public trust. This review explores existing literature to assess whether university policing degrees meet these goals and align with the practical realities of frontline policing.

Evaluating the Alignment Between University Professional Policing Degree Curriculum and Frontline Policing Demands.
The introduction of the Professional Policing Degree (PPD) in the UK, licensed by the College of Policing, marked a significant shift in police recruitment and education (Pepper & Mcgrath, 2025) and addressed Neyroud’s (2011) desire for education within policing.  Designed to professionalise the entry route into policing, the degree aims to equip aspiring officers with the theoretical knowledge and practical competencies required for contemporary policing. 
Hogget et al (2019) argues that elevating standards and strengthening leadership within policing are seen as key drivers for enhancing public trust. Emphasising professional development enables officers to remain attuned to the evolving demands of their role while continuously updating their knowledge through education. The incorporation of broader educational frameworks has also shifted police training away from internally focused, and often limited, knowledge bases toward more expansive learning opportunities that support sustained personal and professional growth throughout an officer’s career.
Questions persist regarding how well university curricula align with the real-world demands of frontline policing. Although the professional policing degree curriculum is set by the College of Policing and there are practitioner comments highlighting a disconnect between academic preparation and operational realities (Eason & Starr 2024). For example, students may excel in theoretical modules however, they often lack exposure to the unpredictable, high-pressure environments of frontline policing. Real-world policing involves rapid decision-making, emotional resilience, and interpersonal skills that are difficult to replicate in classroom settings. Graduates may enter service with unrealistic expectations or insufficient practical experience, particularly in areas like conflict resolution, use of force, and dealing with trauma (Grant et al, 2024). University degrees foster critical thinking, ethical awareness, and research literacy, which are increasingly vital in a data-driven, scrutinised policing landscape. Evidence-based policing, for example, benefits from academic and analytical skills cultivated in higher education settings. Additionally, many universities encourage students to engage in volunteering, special constable roles, or community projects, which offer valuable experiential learning.
Explore graduate perceptions of their preparedness for real world policing challenges.
The shift from university education to operational policing represents a pivotal stage in the professional development of graduate recruits. This transition for graduates is frequently marked by a perceived disconnect between academic preparation and the complex and unpredictable realities of frontline policing (Kadry & Lambert, 2022).
Grant et al. (2024), highlight the disconnect between academic training and operational demands. Many graduates reportedly feel confident about theoretical knowledge but underprepared for emotionally charged tasks such as managing trauma or navigating violent confrontations. This misalignment often results in early career disillusionment. Brown (2018) extends this concern and suggest that while higher education fosters critical thinking and ethical awareness, it may fall short in instilling the practical competencies required on the beat. Graduates often feel ill-equipped to apply theoretical models to spontaneous and high-risk scenarios such as use of force or conflict resolution.
Millie and Hirschler (2018), researched new police recruits, and reveal that many graduate officers underestimate the cultural and institutional pressures present in policing. Their work suggests that while academic programmes encourage reflective practice, they may inadequately address the realities encountered on the job. As a result, graduates may struggle to reconcile personal values with organisational expectations. Furthermore, Holdaway (2017) discusses the role of police socialisation in shaping officer identity, noting that many graduates must quickly adapt to informal norms and expectations that differ sharply from classroom ideals. This 'cultural shock' can further hinder the application of academic learning to real-life policing challenges. These studies collectively highlight a perceived gap between academic preparation and the multifaceted demands of professional policing. While graduate programmes offer foundational knowledge and ethical grounding, the literature points to a need for more immersive, scenario-based training that better simulates the pressures of policing. 

Policing Staff Perspectives on Degree-Holding Recruits
The professionalisation of policing through academic qualifications has sparked considerable debate among policing staff regarding the readiness and performance of degree-holding recruits. While the professional policing degree aims to enhance critical thinking and evidence-based practice, Wood (2020) states that frontline staff have expressed mixed views on its practical impact. Holdaway (2017) critiques the professionalisation agenda, arguing that it risks undermining traditional policing values and experiential knowledge. They noted that some experienced officers perceive the emphasis on academic credentials as devaluing the ‘craft’ of policing, which relies heavily on intuition, interpersonal skills, and situational awareness developed through experience. Also, some graduate police recruits found that they experience a disconnect between academic ideas and operational realities. Their colleagues without degrees often dismissed academic qualifications and that they are unnecessary for effective policing with many favouring traditional, experienced based training (Hunter and May, 2019). This can also be identified by Charman (2017) who identified that informal learning shaped policing identity. Policing staff often act as gatekeepers to cultural norms, influencing how recruits interpret and apply their training. Degree-holding recruits may struggle to reconcile academic principles with the informal expectations of their peers, particularly in high-pressure environments.
What many believe is that obtaining higher education in policing helps with career progression. Wadley & Phillips (2024) identified that having a degree does not always adequately prepare recruits for the emotional and procedural complexities of policing, but it can be seen as vital for improving accountability, ethical decision-making, and public trust, as well as supporting career advancement. The introduction of the PPD has formalised this shift, requiring new recruits to either hold a degree or undertake one as part of their training. However, this shift has created a cultural divide within policing. Officers who joined prior to the degree requirement often relied on experiential learning and traditional “on-the-job” training, which they view as more practical and grounded in real-world policing. Many of these longer-serving officers express concern that academic qualifications may undervalue their experience and question whether formal education truly enhances operational effectiveness. This tension can lead to resistance within teams, as newer recruits may be perceived as lacking practical insight despite their academic credentials. Bridging this gap requires recognising the value of both experiential and academic learning, fostering mutual respect, and creating opportunities for knowledge exchange across generations of officers (Eason & Blandford 2021).  

Operational Readiness and Policing Degree Programmes 
The Professional Policing Degree, developed in alignment with the UK College of Policing’s national curriculum, is designed to prepare new recruits for the multifaceted demands of modern policing.  Its core aim is to equip aspiring officers with a robust foundation of theoretical knowledge, ethical understanding, and practical competencies essential for operational readiness in today’s dynamic policing environment. By integrating academic study with real-world policing principles, the programme fosters critical thinking, evidence-based decision-making, and a deep appreciation of community engagement and public protection. This degree serves as a gateway to professional practice, enabling recruits to transition into frontline roles with confidence, adaptability, and a commitment to upholding policing standards (College of Policing, 2025). As with any academic qualification, the requirement for police recruits to undertake a PPD Degree invites both commendation and critique.  Research by Watkinson-Miley et al (2022) indicates that recruits undertaking policing degrees demonstrate improved analytical skills and further understanding of society, which can enhance decision-making in complex operational settings. Academic frameworks also provide officers with broader sociological and psychological insights into crime and community dynamics, potentially contributing to more empathetic and informed policing (Signori, et al, 2023).
However, concerns persist regarding the limitations of degree programmes, particularly in their alignment with practical readiness. Long-serving officers often argue that experiential learning fosters situational adaptability and resilience in ways that academic instruction may not fully replicate (Eason & Blandford, 2021). The disparity between classroom learning and frontline duties can create tensions between newer recruits and seasoned personnel, where operational effectiveness is perceived to hinge more on practical judgment than academic theory. Additionally, the pace and complexity of real-world policing such as responding to volatile incidents or engaging with vulnerable individuals may not be adequately simulated within academic environments (Snowden, 2023). Moreover, some critics question the accessibility of degree pathways, citing barriers for candidates from non-traditional educational backgrounds, underrepresented communities, or those who will struggle getting formal education however, join the police with real world experiences such as those from the military or social workers (Braverman. 2022).  
Technology
The integration of technology into police education has gained momentum as institutions seek to bridge the gap between theoretical instruction and operational readiness (Jacks, 2024). Simulation-based learning such as immersive rooms and virtual reality (VR) tools offers immersive, experiential environments that replicate real-world policing scenarios, enabling learners to develop practical skills in a controlled, low-risk setting. Simulation-based learning has been shown to enhance decision-making, procedural knowledge, and stress management in policing contexts. Burnes et al. (2024) argue that simulations provide authentic, situated learning experiences that elevate the preparation of recruits for tasks traditionally taught through text-based methods. By replicating investigative environments, simulations allow learners to engage tactilely and cognitively with complex scenarios, improving knowledge and retention.
[bookmark: _Int_89IIwxUZ]See and Davies (2024) conducted a systematic review of simulation-based training in policing, identifying its effectiveness in developing competencies such as de-escalation, major incident management, and tactical response. Authentic, true-to-life training simulations were particularly valuable for short, intensive training modules, while longer scenarios requiring negotiation skills still relied on live role-play or hybrid models.
Virtual reality has emerged as a complementary tool, offering immersive experiences that foster empathy and situational awareness. Ashworth (2025) highlights VR’s role in training officers to recognise coercive and controlling behaviour, noting its capacity to simulate emotionally charged environments that are difficult to replicate in traditional classrooms. The College of Policing, in collaboration with the UK Government’s Open Innovation Team, has investigated the use of virtual reality (VR) headsets for scenario-based training. Their 2022 review of national and international trials concluded that VR offers significant potential to enhance realism, reduce training costs, and improve accessibility by allowing officers to engage with complex scenarios remotely and repeatedly (Open Innovation Team, 2022). These findings align with broader efforts to optimise police learning environments and highlight a promising avenue for integrating technology-enhanced practical training into university-based policing degrees. The evidence shows that immersive training helps train those police officers, but Jacks (2024) ultimately argues that giving immersive experiences through higher education for PPD students are crucial in preparing future officers more effectively for modern policing challenges.
Despite its promise, technology must be constructively aligned with curriculum aims and assessment strategies to ensure educational fidelity (Chernikova et al., 2020). Moreover, VR and simulations should not replace human mentorship or field experience but rather augment them.

Proposed Research Methods
This study will adopt a qualitative, exploratory research design to investigate how university-based policing degrees can be made more practical and applicable to real-world policing. Given the complexity of operational readiness and the diversity of stakeholder perspectives, a multi-perspective approach will be employed. The research will draw insights from key groups: current students, police officers who have completed university-based policing degrees, police training staff involved in operational of police training school and technology specialists working in police education or simulation environments. This design is well-suited to the study’s aim of bridging the gap between academic theory and frontline practice through epistemological approaches, supporting the development of evidence informed support within education.
Research will be collected primarily through questionnaires and focus groups allowing for in-depth exploration of participants’ experiences and views while maintaining flexibility to probe emerging themes (Simpson, 1984). Distinct participant groups will be targeted. The first group will consist of police officers who graduated from university-based policing degrees. Those participants will be invited to reflect on their transition into police training requirements as well as operational roles, with questions focusing on perceived gaps in preparedness, the relevance of academic content, and suggestions for curriculum improvement. The second group will include police training staff, such as operational trainers or learning and development leads. They will be interviewed to gather insights into how academic graduates perform in practice, and what skills or knowledge are most lacking from their perspective. These participants will also be asked to comment on how university curricula could better align with policing demands and the evolving needs of policing (Pepper et al, 2025). The third group will comprise technology specialists working in educational technology. This may include simulation designers or virtual reality developers and trainers. They will be consulted to explore how immersive or tech-enhanced learning could support practical skill development within policing degrees. Their input will help assess the potential role of technology in bridging the theory-practice divide and enhancing experiential learning opportunities. Final group will be current students who will participate in immersive experience designed to enhance their knowledge and practical skills. They will provide feedback on how the experiences influenced understanding. 
Sampling Strategy
A purposive sampling strategy will be used to recruit participants with direct experience relevant to the research question (UWTSD, 2025). Recruitment will be facilitated through alumni networks which are university programme records of past students. These participants are well-placed to reflect on the extent to which their academic preparation aligned with the demands of policing and to identify areas where the programme may have fallen short. Their perspective as former students and hopefully as current police officers can offer valuable insights into the theory practice gap and opportunities for curriculum changes. Recruiting professional contacts within police forces and training units, and industry connections in police education technology will be essential. These participants will be identified through existing professional networks, institutional partnerships and academic conferences. They will be best placed as they could identify how technology is currently being used but also give recommendations for embedding practical competencies through digital technology for students' readiness. Technology specialists will also be considered within the research as their experience within the technological field offer a unique perspective on how operational scenarios are translated into experiential learning environments, revealing the pedagogical intent and design logic behind the simulations. Their insights could identify the technological advantages and constraints that shape how realism, interactivity, and decision-making are embedded into training experiences.
Methods
This study will adopt a quantitative approach, combining questionnaires with an observation group to explore how university-based policing degrees can be made more practical and applicable to real-world policing. The use of questionnaires aligns with a positivist model, which seeks objective, measurable information to identify generalisable patterns across the broad sample. In contrast, the observational focus group reflects a phenomenological approach, aiming to understand the lived experiences and subjective interpretations of those involved in police education and digital learning. Questionnaires will be distributed to recent graduates of Professional Policing Degree programmes to gather broad insights into perceived gaps between academic preparation and operational readiness. This method allows for the collection of standardised data across a diverse sample, enabling comparison of experiences and perceptions. The use of closed and open-ended questions will provide both measurable trends and reflections (McNeill & Chapman, 2005). To complement this, a focus group will be conducted with specialists involved in police education and digital learning developers. The observation will offer deeper insight into how experiential learning and technology-enhanced teaching are being implemented, and the challenges faced in aligning academic content with policing realities. Current students will also be given a questionnaire to gauge their understanding before and after the immersive room. The combination of methods is justified by the complexity of the research question, which requires both breadth and depth of understanding. While questionnaires provide stakeholder views, focus groups allow for exploration of context, interpretation, and innovation in practice. This triangulation strengthens the validity of the findings and ensures that recommendations are grounded in both lived experience and expert insight. The chosen methods also reflect the interdisciplinary nature of modern policing education, where collaboration between academia, operational policing, and technology providers is essential for curriculum reform.
Ethical Consideration 
This research will adhere to established ethical principles to ensure the protection, dignity, and autonomy of all participants. Given the sensitive nature of policing and the professional contexts involved, particular care will be taken to secure appropriate permissions, maintain confidentiality, and uphold institutional and legal standards throughout the research process (Martin & Tong, 2023). The researcher will uphold ethical guidelines and approval by the university. Informed consent will be obtained from all participants, and they will be assured of their right to withdraw from the study at any time without consequence. Consent will also be obtained from those organisations who will engage within the research. Data will be anonymised thus protecting participants identities and confidentiality will be maintained throughout. All transcripts and recordings will be stored securely and deleted after analysis. Given the professional status of participants, particular care will be taken to ensure that responses do not compromise their employment or institutional relationships.
Accessing participants will require formal clearance from relevant gatekeepers (Fitzgibbon, 2016) To engage with former students of Professional Policing Degree programmes, permission will be sought from the university’s alumni office. This will ensure that outreach complies with data protection regulations and institutional policies regarding contact with graduates. Participants will be invited voluntarily and provided with clear information about the study’s purpose, their rights, and how their data will be used. No personal data will be accessed without prior consent, and all responses will be anonymised to protect individual identities. Consideration will also need to be considered as some of these pasted students may be servicing police officers and therefore, permission from the relevant police force may needed to be granted. 
Engagement with police trainers will require approval from the relevant police force. Initial contact will be made through professional networks such as working with the All-Wales Policing Academic Collaboration ALPAC (Wales Innovation Network, 2025).   Where formal channels have been developed such as working through the delivery of the Police Education Framework with South Wales and Gwent Police forces. These channels could provide a credible and structured route for approaching senior officers and training leads. To ensure ethical compliance, formal requests will be submitted to senior officers or designated gatekeepers within each force, outlining the research aims, participant roles, and safeguards in place. This will include a summary of the study’s purpose, ethical approval status, and assurances regarding confidentiality and voluntary participation. Where necessary, letters of support from the university will be sought to reinforce the legitimacy of the research and clarify that participation will not influence professional or performance standing. Care will be taken to avoid any perception of coercion, particularly given the hierarchical nature of policing organisations. Officers will be approached individually and invited to participate on a voluntary basis, with clear information provided about their rights, the use of data, and the option to withdraw at any time. This approach ensures that access is gained respectfully, ethically, and in alignment with both academic and operational standards. Participation will be entirely voluntary, and officers will be assured that their views will be treated confidentially and will not be attributed to them or their organisation.
All participants will receive a detailed Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form outlining the nature of the research, their right to withdraw at any time, and how their data will be stored and used. Interviews will be recorded with permission and transcribed securely. Data will be stored on encrypted university systems and retained only for the duration specified by institutional guidelines. Ethical approval will be sought from the university’s Research Ethics Committee prior to data collection. The study will be designed to minimise risk, avoid harm, and ensure that participants feel respected and valued throughout. Given the professional status of participants, the research will also be sensitive to reputational concerns and institutional affiliations. Findings will be reported in a way that protects anonymity and avoids any unintended consequences for individuals or organisations.
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