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What if the risks we accept as “part of the 
job” aren’t as inevitable as we think? In his 
article “Platinum Mining and Warrant  
Service: Lessons in Strategic Risk” on page  
32 of this issue, Joel Schmid draws a  
powerful parallel between platinum mining 
and modern warrant service, challenging 
law enforcement to reexamine long-held 
assumptions about strategic risk, officer 
safety and the choices that shape life-or-
death outcomes.32
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TRAINING

Law enforcement training circles are full of terms 
like spacing, retrieval, context and variability. 
Many instructors can recite their definitions. But 
here’s the hard question: Are these principles being 

applied in training or just spoken about?

Performance at the end of a training day often appears 
good. But as decades of cognitive and motor learning re-
search show, performance is not the same as learning. True 
learning only becomes evident later, when officers can still 
perform days or weeks after training. Even retention isn’t 
enough. Our real measure must be transfer: Can officers 
apply the skills under pressure in new, real-world situations?

This distinction is not just nitpicking. It’s the difference 
between officers “looking good” in training and “being 
good” in the alley, stairwell or during a vehicle stop, when 
they need to adapt to situations that are never the same. 

The uncomfortable truth is that many trainers fall 
victim to the “Illusion of Learning,” a topic covered by Dr. 
Timothy Lee, a world leader in motor learning science, in 
his article “Desirable Difficulties in Training Improve Skill 
Retention,” published in The Tactical Edge.1 Both trainers 
and students can fall prey to the illusion of learning by 
seeing improved performance during or immediately after 

training, but later discovering through personal experience, 
body camera footage or after-action reviews that oper-
ators’ decisions and skills have deteriorated or failed to 
transfer entirely.

Documentation and durability
Even when training is effective, with what’s described by 

Lee and adult learning science as “desirable difficulties,” and 
even when the training is rich in context, real-world design 
and feedback aimed at fostering self-guided assessment and 
growth, the program often remains fragile. One strong in-
structor may carry the training, but when they retire, are pro-
moted or move to another unit, the quality typically declines.

Durable excellence arises from documentation and insti-
tutionalization. When principles are integrated into lesson 
plans, instructor development and agency culture, training 
endures through turnover. It becomes resilient.

One low-cost way to incorporate more evidence-based 
principles into your training delivery is to have your sub-
ject-matter experts (SMEs) evaluate their lesson plans. Have 
them create a list of the key concepts and principles. Then 
guide them through designing priming, boosting and testing 
(retrieval practice) that can be embedded in the lesson plans 

FROM KNOWING T H E  SCIENCE  

T O  DOING T H E  WORK
BY JEFF JOHNSGAARD

This is part one of a two-part series.
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themselves. These primers and boosters can then be shared 
with other instructors teaching their blocks. This maintains 
the same amount of training time while adding spacing, 
priming and boosting to help the learning stick much longer. 
It also avoids problems with scheduling an instructor for a 
primer and booster on top of their normal teaching times. 

Once that’s done, review the structure of your training 
day(s) or week(s). Using the lesson plans created by your 
SMEs, easily incorporate evidence-grounded learning concepts 
for better learning outcomes, such as how to initially moti-
vate learners, establish and clarify context, foster emotional 
engagement by the instructor, and determine what, when and 
how feedback will be provided. These concepts are integrated 
into the written lessons themselves, and the only additional 
step is understanding how to implement them. 

Here’s an example of how to apply spaced practice or 
booster training: avoid explaining, demonstrating or telling 
them what to review. Too often, I hear a well-meaning 
instructor say, “So last time we did X, Y, Z — now practice 
that again.” This is not the best approach. Let the students 
try to recall themselves how the skill went. They will feel 
uneasy, and we need to explain that practicing recall is 
essential to making the information stick. Do not let them 
look it up or ask. Do not tell your classmates if you know. 
Doing so prevents the “effortful recall” of the information, 
which makes learning much stronger. If there is no struggle, 
there is no real learning.

Understanding the science, how to apply it to each of our 
officers, and having that thoroughly documented are how 
we shift from a training program that “belongs” to one in-
structor to one that “belongs” to the agency. This resilience 
is crucial for tactical units, where performance gaps can lead 
to life-and-death situations.

To build this durability, agencies need three things:
1. Buy-in from leadership and trainers, creating an insti-

tutionalized attitude
2. Doers who are willing to put in the work and who 

are not just personalities but process-driven instructors. 
The work also includes strong documentation that goes far 
beyond well-formulated objectives and assessments. If it 
is not documented, it did not happen and is unlikely to be 
sustained in future training.

3. A replicable framework grounded in research, not just 
buzzwords, but principles documented in a way that others 
can carry forward.

Without these, even top-tier training will fall apart over 
time and with personnel changes. I’ve seen it firsthand at all  
levels, from Tier 1 Special Forces units to recruit academies 
with large training divisions and small departments with 
only one or two instructors. After staffing changes, the pro-
gram fades and turns into a mere copy of a copy. The core 
principles are forgotten, and the method for applying the 
research is lost.  

Smarter training, not more training
The standard objection is: “We don’t have more time, 

money or resources.” The good news is, you don’t need 
them. You just need to train smarter within the time you 
already have.

1. Leverage existing time with spacing and retrieval. 
Begin each session with brief retrieval drills on previous 
material. Instead of recapping for them, have them ac-
tively recall information themselves. Break long sessions 
into spaced practice rather than front-loading the basics. 
This approach allows sleep to help consolidate skills into 
long-term memory and allows some “forgetting,” making 
retrieval necessary later. The key point is to ensure new 
skills are integrated into context as early as possible. This 
doesn’t add extra time; it enhances the effectiveness of the 
time already spent.

2. Document for durability. 
• Review lesson plans with a research-informed eye. I 

have other articles on doing this, specifically, if you would 
like more information.

• Build principles into the structure itself, like priming, 
boosting, retrieval, variability and feedback that uses well-
formed questioning, not pushing or telling students. 

• Ensure your training can outlast any change of in-
structor by identifying and teaching the next generation the 
“why” behind the training.

3. Representative design and contextual variability —
the biggest win. Representative design means the cues and 
decisions officers rehearse during training should align with 
those they will encounter in real situations. However, in law 
enforcement training, especially with firearms, this principle 
is frequently violated.

Representative design is the most powerful principle of 
training, and the one most often violated, which greatly 
decreases effective transfer to the street. 

The standard objection is: “We don’t have more time, money or resources.” The good news is, you don’t  
need them. You just need to train smarter within the time you already have.
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• Real-world cues — such as a 
role player being escorted suddenly 
tensing up and turning toward you, 
or a 90-degree elbow bend on a role 
player pulling a pistol from their 
back waistband —must be embed-
ded in the locations and situations 
where they will be found. 

• Officer repetitions must occur 
because they made sense out of the 
cues and implemented actions to ne-
gate threats or act decisively if unable.  

• Lastly, there must be a degree 
of variability that at least matches 
likely real-world outcomes for each 
intervention or option an officer does. 

Following the “Challenge Point 
Framework,”2 a model for thinking 
about motor learning, I add this 
variability as “contextual pressure” 
to have operators regulate and prac-
tice attentional focus amid increasing 
emotional demands. These pressures 
can be tailored to the individual, and 
skilled trainers must calibrate ac-
cordingly for each training session.  
I refer to this as giving each person “5 
pounds on their barbell” at a time. 

Here is an example from a unit I 
recently observed where a few small 
adjustments resulted in much better 
outcomes and long-term learning. 
This unit aimed to help operators 
recognize lethal-force situations, 
identify potential unsafe back-
grounds and quickly adjust their 
position. Their three-evolution drill 
progression looked like this:

• Evolution 1: Solo operator 
with six numbered IPSIC targets. In-
structor calls out a number. Opera-
tor searches the targets for the called 
number, assesses the background, 
and, if safe, engages with marking 
cartridges or moves to engage safely. 
The background was unsafe because 
the targets were placed in a “U” 
shape, with some angled and others 
in the background. 

• Evolution 2: Pair of operators, multiple photo-realistic 
targets, some designated shoot/no-shoot. Engage on com-
mand as outlined in Evolution 1.

• Evolution 3: Live role players emerging from cover, 
possible deadly threat or not.

On the surface, this progression looks to meet the objec-
tives of the training day. However, upon closer examination, 
we find some potential negative impacts.
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Issues observed:
• Operators searched for numbers to detect threats, using 

an artificial cue and incorrect cue placement.
• Engagement was initiated by the instructor’s voice, not 

by the environment.
• Operators performed many repetitions, but few to none 

of these were what the instructors would want their opera-
tors to do on the street. As a result, the repetitions were not 
high quality, and ultimately, a well-intentioned bad idea and 
a poor use of training time. 

Since repetitions were understood as the goal, opera-
tors failed to perform post-engagement actions, including 
trigger reset and threat assessment, nor did they move to 
advantageous positions or communicate effectively. When 
they did communicate, they didn’t actually press the radio 
transmit button; they just spoke aloud with their hands on 
their firearm. 

Much of the post engagement issues stemmed from the 
lack of variability in the threat’s response to their firing 
or even the timeframe for how quickly the threat ceased. 
Again, this is reinforcing behavior that we do not want to 
happen on the street, when their attention is pulled by other 
demands and their “muscle memory” fails them because we 
have allowed it in our training design. 

All of this because they focused on the number of repe-
titions they could get, not the quality of the practice. This 
is what I call training the wrong cue set. Officers are being 
wired to act on information they will never see on the street, 
occurring in locations we would not want them attending to 
in the real world.

Contrast the previous training with a representative 
design of training:

• Role players present both threats and non-threats that 
evolve over time. I have used one role player and 15 operators 
across different locations simultaneously, which saves time. 

• Non-lethal technology, preferably blank cartridges 
instead of marking ones. This allows for cues from the role 
player that are not visible to the student when wearing PPE. 
It is the best way I know to train operators to read the sit-
uation and make predictions about when to draw, when to 
fire, how much to fire and when to stop. (Note: Some of you 
may question the use of blanks instead of marking cartridg-
es, and I will share my thoughts on both in more detail in 
part two of this article.) 

• With trained role players, cues match reality; threats 
are genuine, and the timing of evolving threats is considered. 
Body language, hand movements, distance and environment 
now should accurately mimic real situations, taking time to 
cease once engagement is decisive. 

The importance of decision-making in each repetition 
is significant, but training operators to focus on irrelevant 
areas of a person trains them to attend to the wrong cues. 

Then, providing a visual cue to fire that is not realistic, or 
stating “threat,” forces them to mentally make personal 
adjustments to transfer this non-representative training to 
real-world scenarios. 

During this specific training, we had no time to train our 
role players, but we made a few quick changes that signifi-
cantly improved the quality of the training. If given more 
time, I would add more context, but these few suggestions 
had an immediate impact on the training, which, once com-
pleted, received 100 percent buy-in from both training staff 
and operators. 

• Use only photo-realistic targets; do not use IPSIC tar-
gets with numbers to identify threats. 

• Remove the center of the photo-realistic target so no 
operator just shoots at targets with holes and does their own 
scan and assessment. 

• Turn off the lights and have operators use their own 
lights to actively search and engage what they find when 
they discover it — realistic engagement cues. 

• Arrange operators together and ensure they focus on 
follow-through and post-engagement skills. 

• Have representations of cover to compel an evaluation 
of movement before, during or after engagement. 

• And the biggest win of all, have the operators do this 
first with live role players and provide them with all kinds 
of variability. Then you can take and isolate specific parts of 
that “whole picture” because the operator knows where that 
isolated piece fits within the context of the total incident. 

If that is too much for some reason, you can have all the 
operators observe the unfolding scene acted out by the train-
ing staff. I would use a list of well-formulated questions to 
draw out the operators’ concepts, principles and decisions, 
establishing the foundation for subsequent practice. 

I cannot overstate the great benefits of using live role 
players or another method to establish context and address 
potential real-life variability first. If I were going to switch 
to paper targets at all, it would only be after my operators 
had learned many patterns of variability first. This is where 
competence increases. Then I would go and shoot a specific 
part of this with live fire, framing the operators for each by 
telling them, “Remember when this part of the drill hap-
pened, that is the target setup now in front of you.” This 
live-fire application is where confidence grows. 

TRAINING

Officers are being wired to act on information  
they will never see on the street, occurring in  
locations we would not want them attending to  
in the real world.
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The research is clear:
• Vickers & Lewinski (2012) found that elite officers did 

not move faster than rookies; they moved sooner, because 
they recognized critical cues earlier.3 

• Gary Klein’s Recognition-Primed Decision (RPD) 
model shows that under time pressure, decisions come 
from recognizing patterns, not deliberating options. Our 
training needs to offer as many likely patterns to operators 
as possible.4 

• Representative training builds that pattern library, the 
“Rolodex of cue cards” that allows officers to move sooner, 
anticipate and dominate encounters.

• Pinder, Davids, Araújo, & Renshaw (2011) demon-
strate that representative learning design is directly tied to 
transfer; the closer practice resembles real-world cues, the 
more likely skills are to transfer.5 

I believe this is the core of game intelligence or “Game 
IQ” — training officers not just to shoot, but to see, antici-
pate, decide and act as fast as reality demands.

Barriers to change
Of course, barriers remain: vertical retirees and those 

whose egos cannot handle being challenged to examine 
what they believe; instructors who don’t know what they 
don’t know; agencies that focus on evaluating perfor-
mance rather than on learning. But these challenges can be 
addressed by highlighting the difference between current 
performance and future transfer, documenting training 
procedures and demonstrating the critical consequences  
of poor representative design.

If your agency wants to move from understanding  
science to taking action, focus on representative design  
and document it. 

Develop your unit’s:
• Hands-on training: Live courses where your instructors 

demonstrate and implement these principles in real time.
• Consultation and lesson-plan review: Evaluate your 

training to identify illusions of learning, document processes 
and develop lasting programs.

• Instructor development: Focus on teaching the artful 
application, not just the definitions — so every instructor 
becomes a process-driven “doer,” not merely a personality.

You don’t need more money or additional hours. You 
need research-informed training, purposeful application and 
institutional support for lasting impact. That’s how we de-
velop adaptive officers who act faster, make better decisions 
and survive the fight.

Conclusion
The NTOA has always represented tactical excellence. 

To achieve this, we must ensure our training goes beyond 
classroom performance; it must also focus on retention, 
transfer and durability in real-world situations.

By embedding research-grounded principles, document-
ing them for institutional resilience and insisting on repre-
sentative design, we prepare officers not just to perform in 
training but to succeed in the field. And we can do it with 
the time and resources you already have.

Part two of this series will dive into how to train cues for 
decision-making. 
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