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My name is Jim Gordon and I serve as a lieutenant in charge of the training division with my department, the Stanislaus County Sheriff’s Office.  Our department, and California law enforcement in general, has undergone substantial changes since many agencies started offering enhanced retirement benefits allowing personnel to retire as early as 50 years old.  As a result, a significant number of senior law enforcement managers are retiring, leaving somewhat of a leadership “vacuum” as we struggle to find ways to develop new leaders. 

Adding to the problem, the Great Recession and the effect on law enforcement budgets has all but halted all forms of non-essential training (anything but legally mandated subjects), and leadership training is not among the list of mandated requirements.  As a result, my department has asked that I develop an online supervisor “transition” course for newly promoted sergeants, focusing on leadership/team building, risk management, employee training, etc., allowing them to learn more about their new role without having a major impact on staffing.  The question is, how do we effectively teach leadership and team building in an online course format?  
Traditional Leadership Training


Have you ever been to a leadership course when the instructor asks you to think of a “leader” then using an Easel chart bullet point some of the characteristics of that particular person?  Or maybe you watched a movie clip, maybe something from “We Were Soldiers” and were asked to identify some of the leadership traits of the different characters in the movie.  After all that, maybe as a class you discussed some of the things you saw or felt and maybe you came up with some discussion points.  That’s all great, and certainly reflecting on the actions of great leaders is an important part of self-development, but what we really have to ask ourselves is, does the curriculum really meet the student needs?  Can students actually leave this class and put leadership principles into place based on the curriculum?  I’ve been to a number of leadership courses and received lots of great information on leadership theory, though I can honestly say I’m not sure I can adequately measure how much of the material I’ve been able to put into place. Without question, leadership in law enforcement, particularly that at the sergeant level, is critical to a law enforcement agency.  Sergeants are viewed as the critical link between management and line staff personnel, and they certainly have the most impact on the troops (Waters, 2004).
Understanding Training and the Law Enforcement Culture

As I looked at the dynamic of developing this course, I had to really ask myself how I might incorporate meaningful leadership and team building training into an online training format.  Without being face to face, how would we collaborate and get some different ideas we can use to engage employees?  How do we understand and apply leadership principles?  Will students really get quality training of this type from an online course?


These were just a few of the questions to answer.  An important first step in designing a course is to take a look at the 
student base we plan to serve and understand a little bit of the law enforcement “culture”.  On the professional side, by nature cops are problem solvers.  That’s what they do; they respond to people in time of crisis and make decisions on how to resolve the issue at hand.  And they have to solve problems for people from all walks of life, whether it be people from varying ethnicities or particular segments of the population, a key part of their job is to take a look at what happened through the eyes of the victim. And, they perform their duties within a quasi-military hierarchy, with a fairly well defined chain of command and list of operating procedures.

On the personal side, cops (in general) are introverted people.  They remain a “close knit” society, and new officers are often “sized up” based on their actions and interactions with the rest of the officers.  If you get along with others, pull your own weight, and handle your own beat then you will do just fine.  If not, you’re on your own!  
What does culture have to do with any of this?

Believe me when I say I asked the same question.  I had to look at this from a cop’s perspective, as I learned to be a law enforcement officer well before I learned to teach.  To be effective at law enforcement, cops have to get to know the citizens in their beat.  They have to understand their backgrounds, demographics, culture, and lifestyle.  Well, the same holds true for an educator.  To be effective, instructors have to get to know the students in their course and strategically decide how they will utilize the backgrounds they bring to class.  As suggested by Wang & Reeves in “The Meaning of Culture in Online Education: Implications for Teaching, Learning, and Design” (2007) the definition of “culture” is a hotly debated topic.  In their writings, they referenced a book titled “Cultural Anthropology: Tribes, States, and the Global System  (Bodley, 1994) in which Bodley suggested looking at culture in three aspects of what people think, what they do, and what they produce.  Wang & Reeves (2007) decided rather than trying to redefine culture once again, they would look at it from a different perspective, the everyday practices of a particular group or members of society.  
From an educator’s perspective about to embark on course design, the first thing I thought of when I read the literature was “learner characteristics”.  Simply put, course design would have to be based on the characteristics of the students (what do they have in common, what makes them “tick”, what’s their background, how do they apply personal beliefs, what biases might they bring to the class?).  True, the class might have some limitations because there might only be a small number of students in any one course (maybe 5 to 10) and the students won’t have the ability to learn from a “global” sense in collaborating with students from multicultural perspective, though the underlying dynamics are the same.  As future leaders and team builders, students in this course will have to learn about the players on their team (Clark, 2012).  They will have to figure out and understand the backgrounds of their officers, take personal beliefs into account when making decisions, communicate effectively with one another, and identify strengths and weaknesses of each person to strategically determine his or her best fit within the team.  
How do we wrap this all up in an online training program?


Wiggins and McTighe (2006) said it best in their book “Understanding by Design”.  In it, they suggested the goal in training design was to mimic, as closely as possible, the circumstances under which the students will be asked to perform out in the field.  Cops are problem solvers, so the most plausible design approach is that of a problem based learning model (Kumar & Natarrajan, 2007).  As a training manager, one of the complaints I often hear is that our training is too “compartmentalized”, and what we mean by that is all too often we focus on one single subject, lecture on it, then test on it.  Once tested, we move on to the next subject, and some even refer to this as the “learn and purge” system of training.  

In this case, there are five different major components of the course, those are; public safety/risk management, employee supervision, employee training, leadership, and department specific procedures.  In a linear format, those topics might be one module of the course, and then move onto the other.  But speaking from experience, I know that cops, and particularly those required to now supervise cops, have to be able to juggle lots of things at once.  Taking Wiggins and McTighe (2006) literally, then we would have to think about the circumstances under which our newly appointed supervisors would perform their duties.  They wouldn’t necessarily have the opportunity to approach a situation one item at a time, they will be required to address potentially complex scenarios requiring they address all 5 categories at once, in one decision.  

What if rather than a linear format the course is designed entirely around a leadership/team building model through a virtual learning community?  All of this sounded pretty intriguing, and after reading an article by Dr. Khalsa in “Multicultural e-learning teamwork, social and cultural characteristics and influences” (2010) designing this course requiring virtual teamwork was the best way to go.  In her study, Dr. Khalsa details feedback from 45 graduate students who had been engaged in virtual teamwork, and the goal of the study was to generate suggestions for improving the virtual team experience.  One quote that drew my attention had particular relevance for what I needed to do in this course, “E-Learning team interactions require intellectual, emotional, and social support, some unlearning, relearning, and deep appreciation for the innovative process and what it will provide team members”.  Simply put, this type of an approach would help transition the new supervisor from functioning as a solo beat cop to that of a leader, mentor, and team builder.

Dr. Khalsa’s study had some great quotes from students who participated in virtual teams, some very positive toward their experience, and some very negative.  The students detailed their team communications, gaining respect for one another, understanding leadership challenges in deciding which team member would be responsible for the overall product, and compensating for team members who didn’t pull their weight.  Though this is only a partial list of the full study, the feedback had tremendous merit and implications for my course design.

After reviewing all the material, it was clear the best way for the new supervisors to learn about leadership and team building was to require the team approach in working through each course assignment.  Each module in the course would be a “shift” and the team would be presented with a number of different problems to address during that shift, just as they do out in the field, whether it is an underperforming employee or a critical public safety function.  By doing so, the new supervisors will learn how to identify the strengths/weaknesses of team members as they progress through assignments, apply peer pressure to those not performing at acceptable levels, communicate effectively as they work together, and make them all accountable for the end product, reinforcing the theory that the team is only as strong as its’ weakest link.  Afterward, the team would be required to undergo a thorough “debrief” of the team experience, and how the principles could be applied as they transition to their new leadership role.  Here is how it would look:
· Shift begins (each week is a new shift)
· Team receives a “briefing” from the instructor and provided with a scenario of an event that is occurring on their shift. 

· Team begins the communication process to select the following:

· Team Leader

· Team Researchers

· Team Project Editors

· Final Review Process

· Team sets the expectations for the following:

· Communications/dialogue 

· Workload distribution

· Expectations

· Setting Deadlines

· After each assignment, the team conducts a thorough debrief to determine the following:

· Self-evaluation of the strengths/weaknesses in a particular role

· Adequacy of team communications

· Adequacy/detail of the team expectations

· Areas for improvement in the team process

· Suggestions for students rotating into the new assignments (students would be required to rotate after each shift).

Conclusion

In general, law enforcement has been slow in moving toward online education for officers, in part because of state regulations along with traditionalist views in the quality of education.  Without entering that debate, available data presented here suggests learning leadership and team building through a virtual team can be a very effective method of placing new supervisors in a position requiring them to learn and apply leadership skills, rather than looking at examples and figuring out how those examples might work for them.  

Without question, the “key to the castle” so to speak lies with course design, and having the imagination and knowhow enabling students to live the roles they will soon assume, rather than read about it. 
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