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COMMENTARY

Coaching and evidence-based learning 
Peter Shipley*

Although the Ontario Provincial Police has existed since 
1909, the Ontario Provincial Police Academy has only existed 
in various forms since the first ‘School of Instruction’ was 
created in 1920. For the first 11 years of the organizations exis-
tence, training was not formally delivered. In fact it was very 
informal and a basic trial and error process by shadowing 
an already serving, experienced officer. Clearly, over the last 
century, there have been a significant change in how train-
ing is designed and delivered. The Canadian Association of 
Chiefs of Police Research Foundation, Canadian Association 
of Police Educators, and the Canadian Society for Evidence 
Based Policing, among others, are all committed to pursuing 
a more evidence based approach to training.

In attempting to address the future training needs of 
police officers, the curriculum needs to be designed with a 
constructivist principled approach. According to a number 
of researchers, the essential features of constructivism in 
practice include the following:

“Learning is characterized by cognitively active learners; 
learning should happen in context and be structured 
around related themes or primary concepts; new knowl-
edge constructs are built upon prior knowledge; new 
knowledge should be applied and feedback provided; 
learner self-reflection on the learning process is a key 
learning activity” (Yoders, 2014, p.12). 

This process is exactly what needs to occur in police 
training and education, especially in the training and educa-
tion of not just new recruits, but Coach Officers, as well. New 
recruits have to learn basic information that is fundamental 
to policing such as the Constitution, the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms, and Provincial Statutes, for example, 
before they can ever ‘enforce the law’. We clearly shouldn’t 
be teaching a recruit to handcuff and search someone before 
they have a clear understanding of what a citizen’s rights 
and freedoms are, as well as what is an indictable or non-
indictable offence or what is meant by summary offences. 
Learning has to be constructed on these related themes and 
built upon. Subsequent to that, they must understand and 
apply the correct ‘arrest procedure’ which incorporates key 
elements including informing the person that they are under 
arrest, as well as providing them with their rights to counsel 
and ensuring that they understand those rights.

As noted in Yoders’ book, Vygotsky’s (1978) work in the 
‘zone of proximal development’ (ZPD) is absolutely critical 

in police training, especially for Coach Officers (Yoders, 
2014). Schunk (2012) describes this area as the difference 
between what a learner can do with or without assistance. 
Vygotsky’s early work of overcoming this difference is “how 
all knowledge is constructed and where cognitive develop-
ment occurs” (as cited in Yoders, 2014, p.13). In police training, 
once recruits master the theoretical knowledge required to 
be a police officer, they have the opportunity to apply this 
knowledge in practical, realistic simulations. Related to this 
training is a key element called scaffolding. This process is 
the educational technique that helps the learner close the 
gap in cognitive ability found in the ZPD (Yonders, 2014). A 
well trained, knowledgeable, experienced Coach Officer will 
be able to effectively guide new recruits through the ZPD.

Another important concept for Coach Officers to 
understand is what Collins (1991) describes as ‘cognitive 
apprenticeship’. This is where the transmission of expert 
knowledge to a novice occurs in a gradual manner via specific 
processes which include: 

a)  task or problem modelling or demonstration; 
b)  provision for performance feedback;
c)  scaffolding via decreasing levels of assistance as the 

learner progresses, allowing the learner to become 
increasingly autonomous; and

d)  mentoring by monitoring progress, evaluating per-
formance, and helping overcome specific weaknesses 
(Collins, Brown & Holum, 1991).

Although this ‘cognitive apprenticeship’ is exactly what 
should occur in policing, we can always improve how this is 
constructed both formally and informally in the field with 
Coach Officers. The focus of how this ‘cognitive apprentice-
ship’ will work in the OPP will be tested significantly when 
a large number of experienced officers retire and take all of 
their knowledge with them. Below is an example of how it 
applies and the appropriate steps as noted by (a, b, c, d).

After the recruits have successfully completed their basic 
training they are assigned a Coach Officer or Field Training 
Officer (as they are called in the United States). The recruit is 
on probation for one year (varies with agency) after they have 
completed all their basic training requirements. The Coach 
Officer is responsible for teaching, mentoring, supervising, 
and assessing their performance. The Coach Officer is also 
responsible to ensure that a new recruit can transition from the 
theoretical safe haven of the Academy to real-world application. 
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The Coach Officer, for instance, will demonstrate how 
to conduct a professional vehicle stop, then have the recruit 
perform that task (a). If they make a mistake on the steps, they 
are provided feedback (b) and are provided opportunity to 
demonstrate proficiency again. One of the ways our police 
training has implemented scaffolding is through a process 
of feedback and achievement. For instance, recruits will 
ride with a Coach Officer until the recruit has demonstrated 
proficiency to the Coach that they have developed the com-
petencies to ride alone. This process enables recruits to have 
their ‘day wings’, which means they can ride on their own, 
with a Coach nearby, because they have demonstrated profi-
ciency in such areas as the safe operation of the police vehicle, 
knowledge and accurate application of the law, and profes-
sional use of discretion. Once the recruit has demonstrated 
proficiency of being on their own during the day, they receive 
their ‘night wings’; then they become totally autonomous and 
can be recommended for full-time employment (c). 

There have been recruits who have been released during 
their probationary period because they just cannot make that 
transition from the theoretical aspects to practical application 
in the field. Just because a recruit scores 95% on their Academy 
examinations, that does not guarantee they will make a 
good police officer. One of the key questions is whether or 
not they are able to ‘apply’ what they have learned. Recruits 
will make mistakes, which is one of the ways in which we all 
learn. When a learner understands how to apply knowledge 
in different contexts, then transfer has occurred” (Ertmer, & 
Newby, 2013, p.52). If, however, the recruit is not demonstrat-
ing some of the competencies, then they are put on a ‘work 
improvement plan’ (WIP) and provided with opportunities 
to succeed. They are mentored continually by Coaches who 
monitor their progress, evaluate performance, and assist them 
to overcome specific weaknesses (d). 

Although behavioural and cognitive strategies are very 
valuable and applicable to police training, the constructivist 
strategies appear to have a higher correlation to the levels 
of learner’s task knowledge. “As all students’ learning will 
involve errors, tasks should offer opportunities for self-
assessment, correction, peer discussion, teacher feedback, 
and other ‘reality checks’” (Teachers Toolbox, n.d., para 1). In 
fact Smith (2000) notes that “almost every training program 
I design benefits from a combination of behaviourist and 
constructivist approaches” (also cited in Cronje 2006, p. 405). 
A blend of all three approaches maybe needed or, as Ertmer 
and Newby (2013) point out, we need ‘adaptive leaners’ when 
“optimal conditions do not exist, when situations are unpre-
dictable and task demands change, when the problems are 
messy and ill-formed, and the solutions depend on inventive-
ness, improvisation, discussion and social negotiation” (p. 63). 
In other words, these authors describe very succinctly, that 
‘police learners’ must be ‘adaptive learners’. If we are going 
to develop and support adaptive police learners, then orga-
nizations need to develop ‘predictive learning analytics’ that 
are specific to the individual as well as to the organization. 
Although a fairly new phenomenon from higher education, 
there is a direct application for police leaders to improve how 
training and education is approached. 

Brown, Iszler and Hall (2012) indicate that between 
60–80% of learning takes place outside of formal contexts, 
yet we spend the bulk of our staff development resources on 

formal training. Van Dam (2012) estimates that the rate is even 
higher, at a 90%. Still others report evidence of up to 70% of 
what is needed to learn to perform the tasks of the job do, in 
fact, occur informally in the field or “on-the-job” (Giovengo, 
2017, Biech, 2017, Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, 2015). It is safe to 
conclude that the majority of our learning occurs informally. 
The high quality training that recruits receive, make us hope-
ful that the ‘errors’ in judgment that new recruits make in the 
field will be minor in nature. The role of the Coach Officer 
has never been more critical than it is today. Police train-
ing institutions must take an evidenced-based approach to 
learning in order to design and implement the best possible 
training curriculum that focuses on supporting the Coach 
Officer in the field.

This latest research just confirms Collins’ (1991) work 
on the importance of ‘cognitive apprenticeship’. If most of 
the learning is occurring informally, ‘in the field’ and not at 
the formal police training institution, then policing needs to 
pursue more evidence-based approaches, as well as develop-
ing the appropriate ‘predictive learning analytics’ in order 
to have the right kind of supports available to our Coach 
Officers in the field. 
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