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Leadership training and ice-breakers.
The Gwent Police Leadership Academy was recently set up to provide supervisors with the skills to manage people and situations effectively.  The course was delivered by professionnal trainers, one of which was a retired Chief Inspector and the other, a serving Sergeant with many years experience as a qualified trainer.
The course was set up as 5 one day training courses over a period of months to build the skills and knowledge to develop as a supervisor.  
The course began with introductions to make everyone feel welcome and to understand who was in the room which is particularly important in the policing environment due to the rank structure. The introductions were very jovial and the trainers made everyone feel at ease which is an important part of the role as a trainer. The initial stage of a course can set the tone of the rest of the training so its vital to build relationships and bond the group to maximise learner engagement.  
The Training Sergeant then introduced a fun pop quiz and asked questions to every learner which created maximum egagement from the group.  The quiz also created questions and answers from the learners that included personal music preferences and humerous anecdotes that made everyone feel comfortable and feel included which fulfills the first part of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.
Ice-breakers are widely used to make learners feel comfortable and build relationships with a group.  They are often short, fun activities that are not associated with the subject matter and are purely used to create a team bond and put the learners at ease. Kings College London suggest that ice breaker activities are great for ‘improving rapport between and among educators and students will have a positive impact on student engagement, success and well-being’.
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Ice breaker activities can also be utilised during online teaching or training which helps build a good atmosphere with the participants.  Online teaching or training can be difficult to encourage learner engagement through a screen, so arguably it is even more important to have time initially to build the team bonds and make the learners feel comfortable through ice breaker activities amongst other strategies.  
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Whether the training is in person or online it can, however, be beneficial to use ice breakers that are related to the topic being taught as this creates a safe space that the learners may all relate to. Dr J. Kirby from University of Sussex highlights that some subjects can be harmful or discrimanatory,
 ‘Be wary of questions that might elicit unwanted disclosures (of criminal activity) or that highlight classroom inequalities (‘your best ever holiday’).
As a trainer it is crucial to be inclusive and promote equality and diversity into every aspect of the learning experience.  I have used an ice breaker game called ‘going on a picnic’ at the start of a 9-week training programme that encouraged learners to bond as a group.  The learners were asked to say the phrase I am going on a picnic with, then stated the name of the person sat next to them, then chose an item beginning with A at the start of the alphabet, the next person then repeated the phrase and said the item of the previous person and chose an item beginning with B.  This activity has always proved to be successful as the learners remember each other’s names quickly which breaks down barriers.  It also creates funny stories of the items being chosen to go on the picnic which are then associated with the learner throughout the course! I have found that this light-hearted activity bonds the group and creates a comfortable environment in a short space of time.
Whilst initial interaction ice breakers should be for the purpose of engagement, there are other types of ice breakers including Sharing Ice breakers that can bond new teams which I use with experienced officers during training but also team building ice breakers that can assist with dysfunctional teams or those with new leadership. 
Ice breaker activities should aid communication, co-operation, and build a safe and supportive environment for every participant to feel comfortable.
The Leadership training certainly broke down barriers between the participants on the course which is crucial for the policing environment due to the rank structure and disciplined nature of the organisation.  I certainly felt comfortable engaging with the training and sharing information due to the professionality of the trainers who created the safe learning environment. I believe if there were no ice-breaker activities at the start of this training, it would have limited my engagement as I would not have felt comfortable with the other learners who have senior rank positions.
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