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Abstract

Context: This study is about the teaching method of simulation exercises and is set in a 
police education context. Simulation exercises are a central part of Swedish police edu-
cation, and therefore it is of interest to explore how they are used, and for what purpose, 
by investigating police teachers' perceptions of this teaching and learning method. Police 
teachers are police officers who work as teachers at a police education unit on contracts 
lasting a few years, but which can be extended, and they usually lack any formal pedago-
gical training. 

Approach: In this study, the exploration of the use of simulation exercises was conducted 
through an inductive approach which included semi-structured interviews with 12 police 
teachers. The analysis was carried out in several steps. To promote impartiality in the ini-
tial data analysis the researcher first stayed close to the data and connection with the fin-
dings of previous studies was only considered in the latter stages of this analytic process.

Findings: The findings show that the police teachers perceive that the overall purpose 
of simulation exercises is for students to apply specific content taught in courses, both 
physical techniques and methods, and more theoretical knowledge, in the fluid context of 
scenarios relevant to police work. The results also show that the teachers are aware that 
the purpose of the exercises is stated in the planning documents, but because they inherit 
the designs from previous teachers, they may not be aware of the underlying details of it 
or what is to be achieved in the scenario. The findings also demonstrate that the teachers 
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learn the craft of designing and performing simulation exercises and develop their roles 
as teachers through an informal workplace learning process that involves tacit knowledge 
developed through working together, and by talking to and observing each other.

Conclusion: The paper contributes to the field of simulation exercises in vocational (higher) 
education in that the findings can provide educated arguments for the need for scholarly 
discussions on simulation exercises as a pedagogical tool that supports student learning, 
as well as arguments for why formal pedagogically-oriented continuing education on the 
design and implementation of simulation exercises where learning is in the foreground may 
be needed to support police teachers' professional development.

Keywords: Simulation, Education and Training Opportunity, Police Training, Learning Ac-
tivities, Vocational preparation, Vocational Education and Training, VET

1	 Introduction
This paper deals with simulation exercises in police education and focuses on police teachers' 
perceptions of this teaching and learning method. The starting point for this study, and an 
argument for its significance, is that in order to enable the development of the practice of 
simulation exercises, we need to increase the understanding of how such exercises and their 
usefulness for educational purposes are perceived by the teachers who use them in their 
teaching. In simulation and exercise literature, a few different terms are used to denote this 
teaching/training method. "Simulation" often involves some sort of technical artifact (a si-
mulator) in the scenario (e.g., Davies, 2017 – a shooting simulator), and "exercise" is of-
ten used to describe larger so-called "full-scale scenarios" with role players (e.g., Andersson 
& Lindström, 2017). However, there are no clear and shared definitions of, or boundaries 
between, these terms. 

Simulation exercises are a central part of Swedish police education (Söderström et al., 
2022), and are used both in the teaching of specific subjects, such as weapons and tactics, re-
straint techniques, conflict management and criminal investigation, as well as in larger-scale 
exercises that often involve several different subjects and last longer than a lesson (Sjöberg 
et al., 2019). In this paper, the term "simulation exercise" includes both the nature of the 
event, i.e., simulation (representation) of a relevant part of the professional practice, and 
its purpose, i.e., to practice and/or learn something new. Simulation exercises as referred to 
here, however, are mostly about police students training to solve police work tasks in diffe-
rent scenarios with role-players (both hired actors and other students) acting out key roles. 
Most of the time, these scenarios are focused on everyday situations rather than on disaster 
situations. The police teachers who use simulation exercises in their teaching are employed 
by the police education unit on fixed-term contracts, usually ranging from two to five years. 
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Against this background, another argument for the significance of the study is to increase the 
understanding of the process of how police teachers develop their competence in designing 
and implementing simulation exercises, as it is such a central teaching method of the basic 
police training program.

The methodological approach used in this study involves an inductive process where 
semi-structured interviews with police teachers were used to explore their perceptions of si-
mulation exercises. Using an approach inspired by Gioia et al. (2013), the data was produced 
in several steps and the data structure and analysis are presented, showing how the findings 
and analysis are based on the data material.  In this inductive approach, this work with the 
data is done before previous research is used to analyse the findings and situate them in a 
wider context. This approach is used to avoid the analytical work (what can be known) being 
influenced by what is already known (see Gioia et al., 2013). Methodologically, this deviates 
from a traditional way of working with interview studies, where one first positions the study 
theoretically in relation to previous research and then performs the analyses based on this 
positioning. However, as a researcher in the field of teaching and learning (pedagogy), I have 
a point of departure that involves seeing learning as something that emerges in practice, 
which includes, among other things, that learning is defined as a social activity rather than 
something that is limited to taking place in the head of the learner (c.f. Boud & Hager, 2012; 
Boud & Rooney, 2018). Such a practice perspective of learning questions the often-used ac-
quisition and transfer of knowledge metaphors (Boud & Hager, 2012; Hopwood, 2016). It 
also includes that practice is constituted by both the socio-cultural traditions that provide a 
certain stability and is continuously recreated by the participants as it unfolds (see e.g., Hop-
wood et al., 2016). As Boud and Hager (2012, p. 22) state: "The notion of practice provides 
a holistic way of thinking that integrates what people do, where they do it, with whom and 
for what purpose. It links the person with the activity and the context in which the activity 
occurs".

Although the research field of simulations and exercises is quite extensive, the pedagogy 
behind simulation exercises and their alignment to the specific purposes they serve has only 
rarely been problematised and theorised, even though there have been calls for such research 
in the literature (e.g., Berragan, 2011; Dieckmann et al., 2007; Hopwood, et al., 2016). There-
fore, the study's empirical focus is to explore the police teachers’ perceptions of the purpose 
of simulation exercises and, as well as on their perceptions of how they themselves have 
learned the practice of simulation exercises, i.e., how to design, organise and conduct such 
exercises. I argue that the findings presented in this paper are useful as they contribute to a 
better understanding of police teachers' perceptions of simulation exercises as a teaching tool 
and that the findings could form a basis for discussions on how simulation exercises and their 
use can be understood and possibly further developed, and how teachers can develop their 
simulation pedagogy to increase the effect of these exercises. 
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Against this backdrop, the purpose of this study is to increase the understanding of the 
teaching tool of simulation exercises in police education by exploring police teachers' under-
standing and perceptions of the use of such exercises in their teaching practice, why they are 
designed the way they are and how the teachers themselves have learned to design and lead 
simulation exercises during their contract time as a teacher at the police education unit. The 
specific research questions are:

	– RQ1: How do police teachers make sense of simulation exercises as a teaching tool? 

	– RQ2: How do police teachers develop their simulation exercises practice?

1.1	 Related Research

This section provides the basis for the study by describing previous research related to simu-
lation exercises and teachers/instructors' competencies and professional development.

1.1.1	 Simulation Exercises 

The review of previous research shows that the body of simulation and exercise research 
has a variety of orientations, and many different concepts are used in the field. Exercises are 
used for different purposes, including the development of knowledge and skills (Sjöberg & 
Inzunza, 2022; Skryabina et al., 2017; Wyszynska Johansson & Andersson, 2024), including 
both technical and non-technical skills (e.g., Eklund et al., 2021). Exercises can also be used 
to train collaboration between organisations that sometimes work together, such as police, 
rescue services and ambulance personnel in emergencies (Andersson & Lindström, 2017; 
Carlström et al., 2019; Eklund et al., 2021). Exercises are also used for testing various kinds of 
capacities and plans (see Andersson & Lindström, 2017; Skryabina et al., 2017). 

When looking at the design of simulation exercises in previous research, various designs 
emerge depending on the purpose of the exercises. The handbook on simulation exercises 
in EU public health settings presents two major groups of simulation exercises used to test 
emergency preparedness (European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control [ECDC], 
2014), viz, discussion-based exercises, including table-top exercises, workshops or seminar-
based exercises (terms may vary), and operation-based exercises, including drills, functional 
exercises/command post exercises and field exercises.

Research on simulation exercises specifically focused on the police has addressed the im-
pact of different interventions and techniques. Bennell and Jones (2004) reported on the 
effectiveness of use-of-force simulations in Canadian policing, and Davies (2017) used a 
teaching intervention for police recruits aimed at developing use-of-force decision-making 
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skills in a case study that involved participation in a simulation exercise using a shooting 
simulator to assess use-of-force. Söderström et al., (2022) looked at how the use of virtual 
police cases to prepare students for simulation exercises affected the outcome of the exercises. 
Werth (2011) focused on how scenario training affected the development of police students' 
higher-stage' thinking skills. Sjöberg et al., (2019) studied what students in secondary roles 
in scenarios, other than police officers, learn from participating in exercises.  Sjöberg, (2014) 
showed how complex a simulation exercise can be for participants and how they need to 
orientate themselves in a hybrid situation that is both educational (where they are students), 
and a professional one (where they are police officers). Andersson (2016) studied a student 
emergency collaboration exercise involving police-, ambulance and fire brigade students and 
exploring boundaries that emerged between collaborating organisations in exercise activities 
and how these boundaries could be understood and used for learning. What also emerges 
from the review of previous research in a police practice and police education context is that 
it is often the researcher who has designed the intervention being tested and that, as a result, 
there has not been much focus on the teachers'/instructors' perceptions and the design of the 
simulations.

There are certain differences between simulation exercises used in an educational and 
vocational context and those intended for professional participants, as students lack "real" 
experience from professional practice. Breckwoldt et al. (2014) defined simulation learning 
as follows: 

Simulation learning denotes learning with a safe educational environment, in which some form 
of reality is simulated. Learners have to learn and act within this environment (…). Simulation 
learning is a practice-based, close-to-authentic kind of learning within a learning environment 
which permits the design of systematic instructional efforts. (Breckwoldt et al., 2014, pp. 673-674)

Further, Chernikova et al. (2020) conducted a meta-analysis of 145 empirical studies on si-
mulation in higher education and were able to draw the conclusion that simulations were one 
of the most effective means to facilitate learning of complex skills across domains (Cherni-
kova et al., 2020). 

However, there is also pedagogically-oriented research showing that the use of simulation 
exercises in an educational context is a highly complex endeavor which is often oversimpli-
fied in both research and practice. From a practice theory perspective, Hopwood et al. (2016) 
question the view that simulations, if designed realistically enough, will automatically bridge 
the gap between work practice and educational practice. Such a view often involves both 
traces of a 'mirror logic' and the idea that what can be learned can, and should, be specified 
in advance and preferably assessed using clear assessment protocols. This, the authors argue, 
is hard to predict in advance as it is difficult to know precisely how a simulation scenario will 
unfold due to its social character (Hopwood et al., 2016; Rooney et al., 2015). Instead, the 
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authors argue that simulations should be seen as a pedagogical tool that is used more free-
ly in relation to the work situation simulated. This kind of practice-based approach moves 
away from instructional design and argues instead for a focus on learning design. Such a 
design foregrounds materiality, bodies and emergence through performance, which enables 
links between prior learning, workplace experience, the simulation students are currently 
involved in and future learning through reflection and discussions ("what if ") (Hopwood et 
al., 2016). However, these authors, and others (see e.g., Berragan, 2011; Dieckmann, 2009; 
Rooney et al., 2015), argue that such changes in approach to simulation exercises also involve 
questioning that such exercises, despite their face value, will in themselves automatically lead 
to learning, and that more theoretical work on simulation pedagogies is needed. 

1.1.2	 Teacher/Instructor Competencies

It has also been argued that the design and application of exercises in educational contexts need to 
be further developed (see Berragan, 2014; Dieckmann, 2009; Hopwood et al., 2016). Such deve-
lopment concerns pedagogical issues and the competence of the instructor/teacher who organises 
and conducts the exercises. This knowledge has been described as "simulation competencies" and 
includes pedagogical design, how to support learning, and how to deal with issues of relevance, 
realism and the hybridity of a situation (Rystedt & Sjöblom; 2012; Sjöberg, 2014).

Dieckmann et al. (2012) conducted an interview study with instructors and educators about 
success factors for, and barriers to, successful use of simulation exercises. Their findings showed 
that educators stated that their own competencies, the attitude, motivation and openness of par-
ticipants and the learning atmosphere were success factors, and that a lack of willingness on the 
part of the participants to actively engage in simulation and time pressure were barriers. One con-
clusion drawn from that study was that, in order to support student learning, there is a need for 
specific competencies among both teachers and students to deal with issues in connection with 
simulation exercises (see also Rystedt & Sjöblom, 2012).

1.1.3	 Professional Development of Teachers

Learning how to design, organise and conduct simulation exercises can be seen as part of a 
teacher's continuous professional development. Boud and Hager (2012) describe that profes-
sionals mostly learn, informally, through their work practice by dealing with challenges that 
occur in their everyday work and not by formalised learning. As the concept implies, infor-
mal learning does not involve formal training or planned continuing education. Although 
there is no clear boundary between formal and informal learning, a distinction can be made 
for contrasting purposes. Informal learning emerges in the activities of everyday work and 
is described as located within a work practice (Billett, 2004; Boud & Hager 2012). In the 
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corpus of research literature, informal workplace learning is characterised by its social and 
collaborative nature, which includes sharing of knowledge in the workplace and reflections 
on actions performed there (Boud & Rooney, 2018; Sjöberg & Inzunza, 2021; Tynjälä, 2008). 

Teachers' professional development through informal workplace learning has been spe-
cifically studied in previous research. In the literature, teachers' professional development is 
described as something that changes an individual and is always connected to the learning 
of a specific practice (Kyndt et al., 2016). Being a competent teacher therefore implies a good 
knowledge of the subject matter and of how things are done and arranged at their workplace 
(see Boud & Hager, 2012). Teachers' informal learning in a police education context was the 
focus of two studies (Sjöberg & Holmgren, 2021; Holmgren & Sjöberg, 2022), which repor-
ted on the value that police teachers placed on informal learning activities and how central 
such activities are, both for their professional development and for the development of their 
teaching practice. The teachers described a professional transformation from instructor to 
a teacher with more pedagogical knowledge that took place over time. The authors also de-
monstrated that the triggers of informal learning activities can be intentional, for example 
when someone is facing a challenge in their work and seeks help, or spontaneous, for examp-
le, when a discussion in the lunchroom gives rise to a new idea or way of performing a task.  

2	 Research Design and Methods 
This section describes the methodological approach of the study, the context, the participants 
and how data was collected, collated and analysed.

2.1	 Methodology

The methodological approach applied in this study for studying the phenomenon of simu-
lation exercises in police education was to explore the teachers' perceptions of that practice. 
An inductive analysis approach inspired by Gioia et al., (2013) was used in the study. Patton 
(1980) describes this type of analysis as follows: "Inductive analysis means that the patterns, 
themes, and categories of analysis come from the data; they emerge out of the data rather 
than being imposed on them prior to data collection and analysis" (p. 306). The approach 
was to initially avoid applying theories and concepts which might lead to important know-
ledge emerging from the informants being overlooked, and instead aim at developing new 
concepts, based on the data. Methodologically, this stance means that previous research or 
theories are not used until the analysis has been grounded in the empirical data. As Gioia et 
al., (2013, p. 21) put it, "[…] one might also term this stance as 'willing suspension of belief ' 
or witting (as opposed to unwitting) ignorance of previous theorizing in the domain of inte-
rest". Only when this step is completed are the findings positioned and discussed in relation 
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to relevant previous research. A starting point for this approach is that the people who are 
working in a specific practice are the ones who understand it best, and they can therefore be 
seen as "knowledgeable agents" (Gioia et al., 2013). By the term concept, I refer here to an 
expression or notion that captures the phenomenon under study and is of theoretical inte-
rest. The overall methodological focus can be summarised as staying close to the empirical 
material and giving a strong voice to the informants (see Gioia et al., 2013). In a later section, 
I will demonstrate how the data and the development of concepts are connected and, in the 
discussion, summarise how this analytical work helps to answer the research questions. 

2.2	 Context

The research context is a Swedish police education unit which offers the basic police training 
programme. Basic police education in Sweden consists of a two-and-a-half-year commissioned 
programme located at five different universities. The programme content is governed by a syl-
labus designed by the Swedish National Police Authority, but the police education units have 
a certain degree of freedom to make their own decisions about the teaching content and de-
sign. The first two years of the programme are located at a university and the last six months 
are spent in probationary training in the police authority. Swedish police education can be 
described as a mix of vocational and higher education (see Green, 2018 for a more extensive 
description of Swedish police education). The police education unit studied provides both a 
campus-based and a distance-based mode. The campus-based program had been running for 
over twenty years and the distance-based one for four years at the time of this study. In the last 
few years, political decisions to increase the number of police officers in Sweden have resulted 
in an increased number of students on the program, and the unit has also provided a number 
of variants of the basic training for different kinds of specialists. The programme comprises 
theoretical subjects such as law, political science and behavioural sciences, and police subjects 
such as weapons and tactics, communication and conflict management, mental and physical 
preparation, car driving, and use of computer systems and radios. 

2.3	 Participants and Sampling

The participants in the study were police teachers working at the police education unit. Police 
teachers are employed on fixed-term contracts at the police education unit. They have often 
been instructors in the police organisation but usually lack any formal pedagogical training. 
At the time of the data collection, the police education unit employed 40 police teachers, all of 
whom were invited to participate. However, to ensure a certain level of teaching experience, the 
participants should have been teaching for at least two semesters. A total of twelve teachers who 
met the criteria agreed to participate; six women and eight men. Their age ranged between 31 
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and 62 years and their teaching experience between one to 18 semesters. Five of the recruited 
teachers can be described as inexperienced teachers, with a maximum of one year of teaching 
experience at the unit. The sampling for the study was voluntary (Robinson, 2014) and parti-
cipants could opt out at any time. Purposive sampling (Silverman, 2010) was also used in the 
recruitment in order to ensure that there were "knowledgeable agents" among the participants. 

2.4	 Methods Used

The police teachers who volunteered to participate signed a consent form and were informed 
about the terms of participation and anonymity prior to the data collection. The empirical ma-
terial used in this study was drawn from semi-structured interviews with the teachers and their 
lived experiences of simulation exercises as a teaching/pedagogical method for expanding stu-
dents' learning of police work. Interviews offer rich possibilities for participants to reflect in 
depth on the phenomenon in focus and to co-produce narratives about their experiences (see 
Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014). The interview method used in this study can be described as a 
"focused discussion" between the researcher and the informants, where the latter were encou-
raged to reflect freely on the different themes in the interview guide, rather than as a strictly 
questions and answers approach (as Kvale and Brinkmann [2014] put it, the interviewer is seen 
as a "traveler"). The interview guide was a close operationalisation of the research questions and 
contained the following themes relating to the informants' work practice in police basic educa-
tion: 1) Background question 2) The purpose of simulation exercises 3) Content and focus of 
the training in simulation exercises, 4) Students' learning in and from simulation exercises, 5) 
Teachers' role in simulation exercises, 6) The design of exercises and their history (i.e., why they 
are designed the way they are) 7) How the teachers have learned how to design and perform 
simulation exercises. The interviews for the current study lasted between 30 and 45 minutes. All 
interviews were conducted by the author. 

2.5	 How I Worked With the Material

Inspired by an approach proposed by Gioia et al. (2013), I used procedures that aim for qualita-
tive rigor, and I wanted to present findings that demonstrate the connections between data and 
emerging concepts and discuss the findings grounded in the data. The interviews were conduc-
ted face-to-face and the audio was recorded. After verbatim transcription and overall reading 
of the interviews, the analytical work began. The interviews were inductively analysed in several 
steps - see Figure 1 (c.f. Braun & Clarke, 2006). After familiarization with the data, the inter-
views were first openly coded in a first-order analysis. This process was iterative, alternating 
between reading the transcribed material and reviewing the codes. I tried to stay close to the in-
formants' narratives and focus on their first-hand experiences (i.e., how they understand, and/
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or discuss, a particular phenomenon). Patterns among the codes were then identified and grou-
ped into themes. In this second-order analysis, the process became more researcher-centered 
and aimed at building on the informant-centric codes from the first-order analysis in order to 
develop more theoretically-driven themes (concepts) that capture the meaning of the codes. I 
tried to distance myself from the material and ask two questions to the empirical material in an 
iterative and comparative process, viz., "What is going on here?" and "How can we make sense 
of it?" (see Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014). The quotes that were selected to illustrate the analysis 
were translated from Swedish into English by a translator. The translation was done in consul-
tation with me to ensure that the quotes convey the gist of the interviewees' descriptions, and all 
translations were reviewed based on how they were originally expressed in Swedish.  The quotes 
that are presented in the findings, include references to which police teacher it concerns (PT 
and number), showing which of the 12 interviews the quote is taken from (the source). 

In the final step of the analysis, the findings were related to previous research. This inclu-
ded discussing the teachers' perceptions of the purpose of simulation exercises and contrasting 
them with simulation research and using a practice perspective on learning and the concept 
of informal workplace learning to discuss the implications of the findings in relation to police 
teachers' professional development. 

3	 Findings
This section presents the data structure that emerged in the analysis work, followed by a pre-
sentation of each second-order theme developed and its empirical connection to the codes. 

Figure 1: The Data Structure Demonstrates the Process, From the Themes of the Interview 
Guide to First-Order Empirical Codes, and Second-Order Theoretical Themes (Concepts)
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3.1	 The Purpose (Theme 1): Experience of Acting as a Police Officer in 
Police Situations 

In the analytic work, the police teachers' accounts of the purpose of simulation exercises in 
police education and their perceptions of how students learn in and from these exercises 
had so many overlaps that these themes from the interview guide were merged in the fin-
dings. The purpose of simulation exercises is generally that scenario training should, in vari-
ous ways, help students to apply different kinds of knowledge in practice and give them the 
experience of acting as police officers in more complex situations. The first code, applying 
theoretical knowledge, emerged as a commonly shared view in the teachers' accounts, for 
example, when they talk about 1) learning theoretically about some aspect of police work, 
such as legal frameworks, criminology, or tactics, and 2) the transfer of skills-training in, for 
example, physical intervention techniques or communicative skills and then applying these 
in more dynamic situations. The following quote from an experienced police teacher (PT) 
exemplifies the former:  

(…) it is one thing to study the theory on your own, but when it comes to dealing with people in 
different types of situations, you need to apply the theory in practice. I think that is very important 
(...). (PT3)

This quote illustrates the teachers' perception that students need to understand and feel, in 
their body, the complexity of the work of a police officer, who, as one teacher put it, "experi-
ences many different processes going on at the same time" (PT10). As a result of the percep-
tion that students need to experience the inherent complexity of policing, the police teachers 
also touched on the need to create police situations that are as realistic as possible for the 
students to experience.

Another purpose of simulation exercises commonly mentioned in the teachers' narratives 
was putting techniques and skills into a context. In the different practice-oriented subjects, 
the police students practice skills and develop knowledge of self-defense, police tactics, con-
flict management etc. A teacher who teaches physical police techniques and methods (i.e., 
intervention and self-defense techniques) stated: 

(…) it is about putting what we do in the training environment into a practical context. To apply 
it in dynamic environments. The training in the gym can be very static and technical. Now we try 
to apply it in a more situated manner, the way it should be applied in a police situation. (PT8)

This quote illustrates how exercises are viewed as a method of situating things the students 
have previously learned in a more static context, such as in the training gym, in a "realistic" 
and dynamic context, where a lot of things are going on at the same time which a police of-
ficer needs to deal with. This makes the use of, for example, correct physical techniques more 
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challenging. Further, the teachers perceived that police students learning from participating 
in simulation exercises can be described with the 'toolbox metaphor', meaning that students 
need to acquire knowledge about which tool to use and when. One teacher described the 
"toolbox" and "tools" as follows: 

(…) the complexity of what it is like to be a police officer. That they (the students) acquire a 
"toolbox" of techniques and methods, and learn which tool in the toolbox will work for them in a 
particular situation and how to use it. (PT2)

This quote illustrates the "toolbox metaphor" and the importance of choosing the right tool 
based on both the nature of a situation and one's own individual capabilities and preferences. 

The second code emerging in the teachers' narratives involves the students experiencing 
the complexity of a police situation and learning how to first assess the situation and then 
decide what to do (decision-making), using the knowledge they have acquired about a specific 
situation in the different course modules. This is exemplified by the following quote:

Because there are so many situation-specific parameters to take into consideration in a profes-
sional situation, which you cannot learn theoretically, such as "(…) but he was over there" or "a 
car came from (...)" or "the other one said that (…)" or "what should I do if (…)". There is a vast 
amount of information that needs to be processed in a given situation and you can see that in the 
students. The complexity in the legislation, in the communication and in the decision-making is 
unique to that situation. That is what you want them to learn. (PT3)

This quote illustrates the specific knowledge that needs to be merged and applied when par-
ticipants are acting in an exercise scenario which can be conceived as a realistic and relevant 
professional situation. The police teachers described simulation exercises as a method of trai-
ning the assessments a police officer must continuously make in different situations and the 
ongoing decision-making required to handle such situations. The argument emerging in the 
findings is that a police officer needs to assess and determine what it is that is going on (the 
type of situation), and based on that assessment determine what actions to take, and that this 
is a continuous process, as the initial assessment might be inaccurate. One teacher described 
this "software" as the most important aim of scenario training: "So, I would say that the main 
purpose of most exercises is to practice decision-making and communication, to apply those 
skills in a context and a process" (PT12). This is a quote that highlights the common notion 
found in the accounts that exercises are a means to train students in decision-making, and 
that developing one’s decision-making skills is a central part of becoming a police officer.

The third code emerging regarding the purpose of simulation exercises is students getting 
experience of police situations. Police situations refer to all the different types of situations 
that police officers encounter, and the teachers provided specific examples of situations that 
are quite unique to police work. These can be situations involving threats and violence, or 
which are stressful in other ways, for instance when a failed intervention or action results in 
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a negative outcome. One teacher describes how scenario training is a way of getting students 
to experience situations they probably never have been in before: 

For many (students), the worst conflict they have ever had is with their mother five years ago. They 
have not seen the situations you need to act in as a police officer. If I were to tell them that now, 
that they should reflect on what it means to be exposed to threats or violence, the students would 
have nothing to refer to. So, an exercise can be a way to give them an idea of what that can be like 
and how you feel in such situations. (PT8)

3.2	 Teacher Role (Theme 2): Teachers as the Knowledgeable Guide

In the interviews, the teachers were also asked to reflect on their own roles in the planning 
and carrying out of exercises. Two codes emerged in their narratives. The first one is the 
distanced approach, in which the teacher's role is mainly viewed as a designer of exercises. 
This involves being a planner and initiator of exercise activities where their role is more about 
capturing what happened during the scenario and providing feedback after the scenario has 
played out and the simulation exercise is over, as exemplified by a quote from this relatively 
unexperienced teacher: "(…) the students act out the scenario, we give them feedback on 
their performance, and then they reflect on their actions in the exercise" (PT4).

The second code, the involved approach, is a broader and more active approach to the role 
of the teacher in exercises. It involves coaching and more direct support for the students' 
learning during the exercise and in the scenario. This is shown in the following quote from 
an experienced teacher:

Often, I think it's about complementing the exercise in ways that involve a bit more coaching, 
but in a subtle manner. For example, if I run a stakeout exercise where I am the team leader (in 
the scenario) (…). Then, if I notice that the students are not making progress, I can support their 
actions a little bit. For example, if I see them with a suspect and they haven’t been able to decide 
what they can do legally because they have not pieced together the whole "puzzle" yet, and I know 
that all the information they need for an intervention is there, I might guide them by saying "Okay, 
has anyone seen the handover (of drugs)? Have these people been in contact with each other?". In 
that way, I can help them to start putting the "puzzle" together. (PT10)

This quote illustrates a more coaching approach to the teacher's role in exercises. It also de-
monstrates a view of the exercise itself as something that is not just about letting events and 
actions play out regardless of what happens, with no interference in the scenario in order to 
maintain realism. This approach is exemplified in the above quote; this teacher supports the 
students by taking part in the scenario and guiding them if they are not making progress 
because they are at a loss for what to do. The interviews also indicate certain differences 
between the two codes. It seems that the more experienced teachers believe that teachers 
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should more actively support the students' learning, while most of the less experienced ones 
who were using the distanced approach saw the feedback after the scenario as the time and 
place for them to support the students' learning. 

3.3	 The Design (Theme 3): Opaque Perception of the Design of Exercises 

In the interviews with the police teachers, they were asked to reflect on why the exercises they 
are involved in are designed the way they are. Three codes emerge in the teachers' accounts. 
Most of them found it difficult to comment on the reasons behind the design of exercises – 
they do not know why. This is the first code. It captures that the teachers had not really reflec-
ted on this issue before. As one police teacher put it: "I don't really know, but I think they are 
well designed because they resemble police work" (PT4). This quote also points to the notion 
of a common understanding among the police teachers that a realistic representation of the 
work practice is the basic reason for exercises and thus the reason for their design. The next 
code that emerges is tradition, meaning that the teachers perceive that the exercise designs 
have always been the same. This is exemplified by a police teacher who stated that "it is dif-
ficult to say how a particular design came about, but it is probably based on both tradition 
and what we think is the best content" (PT7). Further, the interviews mostly demonstrate that 
the exercises the police teachers are involved in and use in their teaching were already there 
when they started working at the police education unit, i.e., the designs are inherited. This 
code is demonstrated in the following quote: 

I think that many of the large-scale exercises (not scenarios in everyday training) are inherited. 
We started using them once upon a time and there was a basic reason for their design and how 
they should be organised. We just use them and there is very little time to redesign them (PT12).

This quote illustrates that the police teachers' perceive that they 'inherited' the exercises alrea-
dy in place when they started working at the police education unit and that they do not feel 
that they have time to reflect on their designs. They seem to be taken for granted. However, 
while the teachers were aware that there were documented plans for the exercises containing 
overarching aims, they did not seem to have acquired any deeper understanding of their 
design.

3.4	 Learning the Practice (Theme 4): Informal Learning About 	
Simulation Exercises

It emerges in the interviews that the police teachers had difficulty describing in any concrete 
way how they learned to plan and carry out exercises. Based on what appears in the findings, 
this learning process seems to involve tacit knowledge and informal learning processes within 
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the framework of the work teams. One police officer said: "But there are also some informal 
aspects, you observe your colleagues and ask them how they run a particular exercise" (PT6). 
The police teachers describe that learning how to run exercises involves learning from each 
other in different ways, both in their own teaching team and across teams. This was coded as 
collegial learning. One police teacher also expressed that this knowledge was difficult to ac-
quire just by studying the aims and planning of simulation exercises in the existing manuals:  

Because you can't learn that just by studying the exercise manual, you need something more and 
above all, I think, or know, that we have to be better at observing each other when we run the 
exercise in order to improve our exercise competence (PT10).

The interviews also reveal that teachers who were relatively newly employed at the unit drew 
on their experiences from exercises they themselves had previously participated in: "I think 
sometimes we create exercises without knowing exactly why we choose a particular design, 
but then you realise that we participated in similar exercises ourselves before starting to work 
here, and we sort of used that knowledge" (PT2). This quote exemplifies the code previous 
own experience, as the teacher talks about his own experience of participation in similar 
exercises. Emerging in the findings is also a general perception among the teachers that the 
knowledge and competence of organising and leading exercises have developed over time 
during their employment at the police education unit. This code is exemplified by a teacher 
who describes the outcome of this learning process as: "(...) In the end you have acquired a 
bank of knowledge, you know what you should do in order to succeed in the planning and 
execution of an exercise" (PT5).

4	 Discussion 
The present study used an inductive approach to explore police teachers' understanding and 
perceptions of the use of simulation exercises in their teaching practice, why the exercises are 
designed the way they are, and how the teachers themselves have learned to design and lead 
simulation exercises. The purpose of this design was to increase the understanding of this 
specific and central teaching practice in police education by investigating how it is perceived 
by those who use it in their day-to-day teaching. The present study contributes to the field of 
simulation exercises in vocational education in that the findings can provide educated argu-
ments for both scholarly discussions on simulation exercises as a teaching and learning tool, 
as well as for the possible need for formal continuing professional development for police 
teachers regarding the design and implementation of simulation exercises that are learning-
focused. In the following, the findings are discussed in relation to the research questions and 
related to previous research and a practice theory perspective on learning. Finally, the study 
limitations and suggestions for future research are presented.



475Sjöberg

4.1	 RQ1: How Do Police Teachers Make Sense of Simulation Exercises 
as a Teaching Tool? 

The findings show that the police teachers perceive that the purpose of simulation exercises 
is for students to apply specific content taught in courses, both physical techniques and me-
thods and more theoretical knowledge, in the fluid context of scenarios relevant to the po-
lice work practice. These findings are not surprising and in line with how the purpose of 
simulation exercises is described in related research where participants have been shown to 
develop both knowledge and skills by participating in exercises where the content of theo-
retical elements of the training is put into practice (cf. Andersson, 2016; Chernikova et al., 
2020; Skryabina et al., 2017). The findings also show examples of police teachers' percep-
tions that simulation exercises offer students the opportunity to experience the complexity 
of police work, and provide training in assessing situations and deciding on different actions 
based on their assessments. Such decision-making skills were perceived by the teachers as 
something the students need to develop. These findings indicate similarities with previous 
research within the police context in that exercises are seen as an opportunity to develop the 
students' so-called "software", including decision-making skills in different police situations 
(cf. Benell & Jones, 2004; Davies, 2017).

Although on a personal level (i.e., in the interviews), the police teachers can describe how 
they perceive the overall purpose of simulation exercises and also the aims formulated for 
specific larger-scale exercises they use in their courses, the findings show that there are am-
biguities and uncertainties when it comes to the origin of the designs. In previous research, 
exercise design often includes a briefing, the scenario, and some debriefing activities (see 
e.g., Dieckmann et al., 2012; Eklund et al., 2021), which is in line with descriptions emerging 
in this study. However, the teachers often seem to be unsure why the exercises they use are 
designed the way they are, i.e., the deeper reasons behind the design are not always clear to 
them. Statements in the teachers' accounts, such as "this is how the exercise was designed 
when I started working here", indicate that exercises are inherited from previous teachers. 
This phenomenon is understandable, considering that the police teachers often work at the 
police education unit for a limited time (on fixed-term contracts) and with a busy day-to-
day schedule find it convenient to use someone else's simulation exercise. Thus, even though 
planning documents include descriptions of the overall purpose of a particular simulation 
exercise, they do not provide any deeper explanation for why it is designed the way it is, and 
what is supposed to happen in the scenario. Further, when the thoughts behind a particular 
exercise design are unclear or not described at all, this presents another challenge for a voca-
tional education such as the basic police training program. If a teacher does not continuously 
question and reflect on how an exercise should be designed to give the students the specific 
content intended, there is a risk that the teacher's own  personal preferences will decide the 
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focus of the exercise, and that the students’ learning experience will be different than that 
originally intended.

The analysis shows that the police teachers perceive their role in simulation exercises as 
being the "knowledgeable guide", which captures the notion that their role involves guiding 
the students' learning. The findings show that this can be done in different ways; after the 
scenario through feedback on the student's actions and the reasons behind their decisions, 
or through more active participation in the scenario. The analysis also indicates certain diffe-
rences between the teachers. It seems that some of the experienced teachers tend to be more 
actively involved in the scenarios, providing support for the students' learning 'in situ', while 
the less experienced ones seem to be more inclined to let the scenarios run their course and 
then focus on providing feedback after the exercise. The analysis did not reveal any gender 
differences in the teachers' perceptions of simulation exercises. 

Although previous research has rarely problematised the teacher's role in the context of 
simulation exercises, one can find arguments for supporting student learning with a more 
flexible approach to the role of the teacher (e.g., Sjöberg, 2014; Rystedt & Sjöblom, 2012). 
Chernikova et al. (2020) discuss the potential added value of support, and state that teachers, 
by taking over some elements, can support the learner "(…) to solve problems through mo-
difying tasks and reducing possible pathways, and through hints helping the learner to coor-
dinate the steps in problem solving or interaction" (p. 505). However, they also propose that 
this needs to be done in relation to prior knowledge. It could be argued that this might be 
more relevant in more complex scenarios where it may be necessary to guide the students 
towards the purpose of the exercise in order to avoid them getting stuck on something that is 
not relevant to the purpose of the exercise.

4.2	 RQ2: How Do Police Teachers Develop Their Simulation Exercises 
Practice?

The findings demonstrate that the teachers learn the craft of designing and overseeing simu-
lation exercises and develop their roles as teachers through an informal workplace learning 
process that involves tacit knowledge developed through working together, and by talking to 
and observing each other. They do not receive any formal pedagogical training in how to run 
and design exercises, but learn from their colleagues and use their own previous experience 
of participation in simulation exercises. Previous research on how teachers learn the simula-
tion practice has not been found in the literature reviews conducted for this paper. However, 
the findings of this study are connected to research on informal workplace learning and how 
professionals mostly learn, i.e., informally by dealing with challenges that occur in their eve-
ryday work, rather than through formalised learning (see Billet, 2004; Boud & Hager, 2012; 
Sjöberg & Holmgren, 2021). In line with previous research, this study shows that professional 
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development at work is characterised by its social and collaborative nature, which includes 
sharing of knowledge in the workplace and reflections on actions performed (Boud & Roo-
ney 2018; Sjöberg & Holmgren, 2021; Tynjälä, 2008). However, based on the findings that 
indicate conservatism, one question to ask is whether the teachers' informal learning when 
it comes to simulation exercises can be seen as preserving the way such exercises have "al-
ways" been carried out, or whether there is room for development opportunities without 
any formalised pedagogical support for the teachers. I argue that this study shows that the 
teachers working at the police education unit on fixed-term contracts need the support that 
well-planned formalised pedagogical continuing education can provide.

What, then, does all this mean? The findings show that there is interconnection between 
the two research questions. The informal ways in which the police teachers learn the simu-
lation exercise practice appear to be potentially problematic due to the fact that previous 
teachers' designs are often reproduced. This risks making exercises somewhat less effective 
or at least different, as the ideas behind specific arrangements and set-ups are not clear to 
the teachers. I argue for a need to further educate the teachers who come from an instructor 
background (see Sjöberg & Holmgren, 2021; Holmgren & Sjöberg, 2022 for further discus-
sion) and to provide support for their professional development in more formal ways. In such 
continuing education, connections can also be made to the purpose of simulation exercises. 
Using a practice perspective on simulation exercises, a broader and more fluid understanding 
of such exercises and how to use them can be achieved. Such theorisation can go beyond 
discussions about how realistic scenarios need to be and questions the "out-there" – "in here" 
mirror approach and instead focus on what is relevant to include for pedagogical purposes 
(Dieckmann, 2009; Hopwood et al., 2016). An understanding of how different practices (pro-
fessional/educational/simulation exercises) are present simultaneously in a particular situa-
tion and to pedagogically alternate between them can enable students to learn in practice by 
acting in the scenario, and also learn about the practice by reflecting on 'what if ' questions 
with support from the teacher (see Hopwood, 2016; Hopwood et al., 2016). Such theorisation 
can also change the perspective on learning from the often-used concepts of "acquisition" 
and "transfer" of knowledge and skills to an understanding of learning as embodied and 
enacted through practice (Hopwood, 2016). This has the potential to change police teachers' 
view of the purpose of simulation exercises and their own role in them. 

Considering these key results, and answering previous research calls for increased theori-
sation of the simulation exercise practice (e.g., Berragan, 2011), I use two theoretical concepts 
to capture how the professional development of police teachers who use simulation exercises 
can be understood. The first is "simulation competencies", denoting pedagogical knowledge 
of simulation exercises (see Rysted & Sjöblom, 2012). In a previous work (see Sjöberg, 2014), 
I have used this concept in relation to students' actions in simulation exercises. These compe-
tencies include understanding the students' experience of the hybridity of scenario situations 
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as they are simultaneously students and police officers and move between these roles during 
a simulation exercise (Sjöberg, 2014). Simulation competencies also include putting learning 
in the foreground, not just as an instrumental way of designing realistic set-ups where the 
focus is on specifying knowledge to be used in the scenario, but also as a teaching and lear-
ning tool which can support student learning in different ways. When learning is prioritised, 
the focus shifts to creating learning situations instead of devising exact recreations of profes-
sional situations, which, as a consequence, becomes less important (see Dieckmann, 2009; 
Dieckmann et al., 2007). Using a practice theory approach implies that learning through 
participation in simulation exercises can be thought of in a much broader sense which, in 
addition to material set-ups, includes the social dimension of action and affords students 
with experiences of different kinds (cf., Hopwood, 2016). Here the second concept, "future 
professional selves", can also be used to deepen the understanding of the design (see Hop-
wood et al., 2016). This concept points to the opportunity simulated scenarios give students 
to experience the work practice before they are "real" professionals. It can be a vehicle to help 
teachers to go beyond a narrow focus on students developing and applying specific and spe-
cified knowledge and skills in a scenario and to include elements of developing identity and 
becoming (a professional police officer) in the simulation exercises. 

4.3	 Methodological Discussion and Future Research

There are (always) some limitations in the choice of methodology. Interviews provide an un-
derstanding of the informants' descriptions of their own understanding of the phenomenon 
studied. These descriptions could be strengthened by also using methods that capture the si-
mulation exercise practice as it unfolds 'in situ'. Observations and/or video recordings could 
have been used for this purpose, which also is a suggestion for future research. To observe 
the police teachers in their natural setting working with this teaching and learning practice, 
including how they plan and set up simulation exercises and how these are then performed 
and followed up. Another suggestion for future research is to further explore the views of the 
police teachers in this study on student learning. It might be interesting to study how they 
understand and describe learning generally, and the learning process in the context of simu-
lation exercises specifically, as this forms the basis of the entire teaching practice and their 
view of their role as teachers. 

4.4	 Implications

In summary, this paper contributes to the field of simulation exercises in vocational (higher) 
education in that the findings can provide educated arguments for the need for scholarly 
discussions on simulation exercises as a pedagogical tool that supports student learning. The 



479Sjöberg

results also have implications for organisers of basic police training, as an argument as to 
why formal pedagogically-oriented continuing education on the design and implementation 
of simulation exercises where learning is in the foreground may be needed to support police 
teachers’ professional development. Especially if the teachers, as in the Swedish context, only 
work with police training for a limited time before returning to the police organisation and 
therefore do not have the opportunity to develop this knowledge through informal work-
place learning.
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