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Abstract
Our study investigates how knowledge requirements are formulated in policy documents for a police education situ-
ated in an academic context. Through an explorative quantitative and qualitative content analysis, we seek to answer
the following questions: What knowledge requirements are presented in course syllabi for the first semester of five
different police programmes in Sweden? What similarities and differences are there? The result implies that a higher
education policy frame dominates the design of curricula and program profiles. Lower-order cognitive skills are pre-
dominant in the knowledge requirements in the first semester of all police training programmes in Sweden, but with
a balance of academic and professional practices, and of conceptual and contextual coherence in curricula. The uni-
versities differ mostly when it comes to knowledge requirements on a higher-order cognitive level, and here there is
an imbalance in sequence and pace in curricula between different programmes. Both balance and variations are dis-
cussed with the aim of opening up for an innovative debate on knowledge requirements in police education.
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1. Introduction of problems, knowledge gaps and aim
This study investigates how knowledge requirements are formulated in policy documents
for a police education situated in an academic context. In Sweden, the police programme is
offered as a contract education at five universities, with the Swedish Police Authority as the
client. The national Programme Syllabus for the Police Programme (Swedish Police Author-
ity, 2018) is the same for all five universities; however, the course syllabi for each semester
are decided locally at each university. So, even though the Swedish police education is not
yet a university education with a degree, when it comes to the curricula and local profiles,
it is designed as one. Thus, the knowledge requirements stated in the national Programme
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Syllabus for the Police Programme (Swedish Police Authority, 2018) are transformed in dif-
ferent ways on the next policy level, i.e. within the higher education setting. It has been
suggested that the police training should be converted into a higher education programme
(SOU 2016:39), but no formal decision has been made since the proposal in 2016. Thus,
the programme is designed as a bachelor’s programme, but without the formal status of a
bachelor’s degree. Students can, however, apply for credits.

The police education comprises of five semesters, one being full-time in-service field
training (Kohlström et al., 2017). The police education rests on three foundation pillars:
(i) an interdisciplinary scientific starting point including subjects such as criminology, law,
health sciences, behavioural sciences, social work and political science; (ii) a practical police
approach focusing on the knowledge and skills needed to become a professional; (iii) an
interdisciplinary and practical police approach as a whole where understanding the inter-
dependence between theory and practice is central. The five police programmes have dif-
ferent profiles: Borås University has specialised in healthcare; Linnaeus University was the
first in Sweden to build a research centre; Malmö University has gender studies as a profile;
Södertörn University has chosen social work, and finally the police programme at Umeå
University is focused on sports and health.

Not only do the five different profiles and specialities necessitate and make it interesting
to investigate similarities and differences between the programmes and the course syllabi,
but also the fact that the time span between the oldest established police education was as
early as in 1970 and the two most recent ones as late as in 2019. In addition, the feeling
of academic freedom, regulated in the Higher Education Act, is firm in Sweden. Academic
freedom implies every university teacher’s right without restriction to choose what subject
matter to teach and what teaching method to use. As a consequence, teaching in higher edu-
cation, e.g. in the police education, can differ a great deal between universities and between
police educators.

In many countries, the police education has long been organized and governed by aca-
demia. Two examples are the UK, with an academic degree in policing as early as in the
1960s, and Finland, with a reform introduced during 1998 (Lee & Punch, 2004; Myllylä
et al., 2017). In other countries the transition has just begun (Cordner & Shain, 2011;
Bartkowiak-Théron, 2019). In the Nordic countries, Norway has a police education at the
bachelor level, while Denmark has a similar solution as Sweden – awaiting formal status
(Fekjær & Petersson, 2018; Myllylä et al., 2017). In an international perspective, the Swedish
example can be interesting for all interested in the ongoing academization of a professional
police education and the development of knowledge.

As Swedish police education is standing at the threshold of higher education, there are
several actors involved on a policy level. Due to the contract form, the programme Syllabus
for the Police Programme is approved by the Swedish Police Authority as a steering docu-
ment. However, the course syllabus is sanctioned independently at every police training
centre, each of them situated at a university. The formulations of forms of knowledge found
in different policy documents in higher education can be traced back to the Bologna Process
and its quality assurance guidelines (Bergen communique, 2005). The universities and each
individual police programme then develop intended learning outcomes (ILO), as in what
the student is expected to know and be able to do after they have completed a course or pro-
gramme. This means that the universities must ensure that the education programmes meet
the requirements formulated in the systems of qualifications, but also that the institutions
are free to choose how they achieve this.
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The police profession has traditionally been characterised by a focus on experience and
practice-based knowledge, but demands are growing for evidence-based knowledge. A more
academically oriented training programme provides police officers with more opportunities
to apply scientific perspectives in practice. The official report “The Police in the Future
– A police higher education programme” (SOU 2016:39) refers to a police education pro-
gramme with close links to research. We can observe a similar trend internationally as police
training programmes have evolved towards integrating both scientific and practical knowl-
edge (Jaschke, 2010).

So, what knowledge should a Swedish police student develop? The professional life of a
police officer is characterised by changing requirements regarding the procedural knowl-
edge expected of professionals in contemporary society. Creative and innovative skills are
required in the application of knowledge. The procedural knowledge can be of a practical
character, such as for administrative duties, but may also take the form of social skills, such
as leadership and the ability to cooperate, and intellectual abilities, such as decision-making
and problem-solving (Bäck, 2020; Ellström, 1992). A possible tension between different
forms of knowledge as well as between adaption and development is not unique to police
training. Similar tensions can be found among university teachers and in programmes for
teachers and nurses (Heslop, 2012). When vocational education becomes more theoretical,
there is a risk of increasing the gap between the education and the practical skills required
in professional life (Lindberg, 2012). Another important question is employability and how
police education prepares students for a career in policing (Pepper et al., 2017).

The complexity of the police profession is highlighted in the Programme Syllabus for the
Police Programme (Swedish Police Authority, 2018). The syllabus states that professional
knowledge and experience, as well as professionally relevant experiences, are a central aspect
of the police programme. Police graduates must have the ability to: make independent and
critical assessments, independently identify, formulate and solve problems, face changes to
their profession; seek out and value knowledge on a scientific level, and also stay up to date
on the development of knowledge. Since it is in the interest of our study to examine how
the knowledge requirements are formulated in the policy documents, we believe that it is of
particular interest to examine all the police programmes in Sweden and compare the first-
semester course syllabi from the different universities. This focus is even more relevant since
there is a lack of research with a focus on what type of knowledge is taught in police educa-
tion (Hove & Vallès, 2020). Have five different profiles and a period of establishment pushed
the police educations’ syllabi in different directions? If so, in what ways? How is the intention
of safeguarding national unity in the same study programme syllabus for all police educa-
tions in Sweden guaranteed?

The aim of the study is to investigate how knowledge requirements are formulated in
policy documents for a police education situated in an academic context. Our study focuses
on the following two questions:

RQ 1. What knowledge requirements are presented in the different course syllabi in the first

semester of the different police programmes?

RQ 2. What similarities and differences are there?
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2. Previous research
Even if academic police educations have existed in several countries for years, there is still an
ongoing debate of the value of higher education and conflicting research results on whether
a police officer benefits from a university degree in terms of occupational career (Paoline
et al., 2015). Others present evidence that higher education could add learning processes to
the police training, processes that are scientifically substantiated with a focus on theoretical
knowledge, communicative abilities and problem solving (Grosemans et al., 2017; Paterson,
2011). Another argument is that higher education helps police officers make decisions in
a reflective manner, which could contribute to the development of the professional culture
within the police force (Cox & Kirby, 2018). There is research to suggest that police candi-
dates do not see themselves as “real” university students, nor do they question the academic
perspective in their training (Heslop, 2011; Jaschke & Neidhardt, 2007). In Bäck’s disserta-
tion (2020, p. 43), it is revealed that when active police officers look back at their training,
they express that they would have liked to see fewer theoretical and more practical elements
over the course of the police programme. On the other hand, Bäck also shows that practical
skills are considered the least important by police candidates, both at the start and the end of
their training (ibid., p. 39). Williams et al. (2019) and Bäck (2020) show that police officers
with higher education are keen to use their acquired knowledge but experience varying
opportunities to apply it to practical police work. In other words, there seems to be a contra-
diction between what is needed in terms of content and what is valued as important forms
of knowledge (Handegård & Berg, 2020). There may also be a lack of understanding among
active police officers, as they might struggle to accept new police officers with an academic
education (Fleming & Wingrove, 2017). Swedish research on police training has focused on
the transition between police training and the police profession (Bäck, 2020), and on police
officers’ individual and collective experiences of being police educators (Bergman, 2016).
According to Bäck (2020), police training programmes are in a constant state of change in
an effort to adapt them not only to higher education but also to the changing demands on
the police officer.

In summary, prior research shows that there are hopes as to what an academic police
training programme could contribute, such as scientifically educated police officers who
can help develop the profession. At the same time, it is not clear whether students or pro-
fessionals see the same opportunities. There is also a lack of systematic reviews about how
knowledge is formulated in policy documents, and how the educational assignment is pres-
ented with a focus on knowledge and learning aspects. This constitutes a knowledge gap,
and there is a need to investigate the relationship between the police training on the one
hand, and the police profession on the other, with regards to how knowledge requirements
are formulated in the policy documents of the police training programmes.

3. Theoretical framing
To further understand how knowledge requirements are formulated and balanced in a pro-
fessional police education situated in an academic context, the concepts conceptual and
contextual coherence and curriculum could be helpful (Muller, 2009). Inspired by Berns-
tein’s (2000) hierarchical and horizontal knowledge structures, conceptual coherence can
be understood as the core of the discipline with a hierarchy of knowledge – in relation
to police education, this could be the more theoretical scientific knowledge grounded, for
example, in police research or criminology. Contextual coherence is connected to an exter-
nal context for legitimacy. In relation to the police education, this would be the knowledge
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requirements that the police profession imposes on a police training programme. Conse-
quently, knowledge requirements in a police training programme recalls other vocational
curricula with two directions – inwards to academic practice and outwards to professional
practice:

We propose that to understand the logic of vocational knowledge practice is to grasp both of

these directions: its capacity for increasing conceptual complexity and its capacity to engage

with increasingly specialized problem-situations (Steyn, 2016, p. 4).

This way of understanding knowledge blurs the division of theoretical and practical knowl-
edge and resonates more with the idea that there is always a mix of different conceptual and
contextual coherence features between disciplines. Even within a discipline, the emphasis
can vary (Muller, 2009).

In the case of police education, the ambition stated in the Programme Syllabus for the
Police Programme (Swedish Police Authority, 2018) is to mix practice-oriented ‘know-
how’, which is essential for professional tasks, with a disciplinary core, which is the ‘know-
why’ grounded in subjects such as criminology. In our article, the conceptual and con-
textual curricula will be used to deeper understand how different knowledge require-
ments are balanced in the first semester curriculum of Swedish police education. This
theoretical frame is combined with Lauvås and Handals’ well-established praxis triangle
theory (2015), which is based on the idea of supporting the individual in relating valua-
tions and theoretical knowledge into practice. The ability to develop independent reflec-
tion around conscious as well as unconscious knowledge, based on three elements – own
experience, others’ experience, and one’s own values – is central to the exercise of a pro-
fession.

4. Materials and methods
Our study is an exploratory pilot project in which we investigate the institutional course
syllabus and not how the knowledge requirements are interpreted, implemented and practi-
cally achieved. In order to answer our two research questions, we have opted to use explora-
tive quantitative and qualitative content analysis methods (Bryman, 2002). The quantitative
analysis focuses on the verbs used in the police programme syllabi for the first semester, with
the SOLO taxonomy as an analytical framework (Biggs & Tang, 2011). Taxonomies are not
neutral and general; rather, they are based on different perspectives on learning (Säfström,
2017). The SOLO taxonomy focuses on how the students are expected to act to demon-
strate the knowledge they have acquired at the end of a course. However, in our article, the
SOLO taxonomy is used as an analytical tool to illustrate how knowledge requirements are
expressed in the form of verbs, and also how the verbs are distributed in each police train-
ing programme. We were inspired by Braband and Dahl (2009) and use their approach as
a starting point for illustrating how higher learning institutions express their knowledge
requirements and on what levels these requirements can be placed. In other words, the focus
of the study is not how the learning student expresses knowledge, but rather the formulated
requirement levels. The qualitative analysis was inspired by Braun and Clarke (2006), as a
thematic approach to identifying common themes in the material. This process involved
theme searching, theme review, defining themes, and naming themes. One author initially
consolidated the material to identify themes, then the themes were discussed and revised
between the two authors.
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4.1. Selection

The first semester course syllabi from all police programmes in Sweden are included in the
material. The oldest police training programme in Sweden can be found at Södertörn Uni-
versity (previously known as the Swedish National Police Academy, Solna, founded in 1970
and moved to Södertörn in 2015). The oldest contract education hosted at a university is
the police training programme in Umeå, which was started in 2000, followed by Linnaeus
University, which started in 2001. The programmes in Borås and Malmö are the latest addi-
tions, launched in the spring of 2019. The decision to limit the study to the first semester
was made as at the time of writing the police training programmes at Malmö University and
Borås University have yet to complete a full programme. The latest versions of each course
syllabus were obtained from the website of each university.

4.2. Implementation

The starting point is the SOLO taxonomy levels: pre-structural (1), unistructural (2), multi-
structural (3), relational (4) and extended abstract (5). All levels of learning are analysed and
the verbs used have been placed in the taxonomy levels, as in the example below (Brabrand
& Dahl, 2009).

Table 1. Examples of active verbs in different SOLO classifications based on Braband & Dahl

(2009, figure 5, p 539).

Quantitative Qualitative

SOLO 2 SOLO 3 SOLO 4 SOLO 5

Unistructural Multi-structural Relational Extended abstract

Identify
Calculate
Reproduce
Arrange
Decide
Define
Recognize
Find
Note
Seek
Choose
Test program
Sketch
Pick

Describe
Account for
Apply method
Execute
Formulate
Use method
Solve
Conduct
Prove
Classify
Complete
Combine
List
Process
Report
Illustrate
Express
Characterize

Apply theory
Explain
Analyse
Compare
Argue
Relate
Implement
Plan
Summarize
Construct
Design
Interpret
Structure
Conclude
Substantiate
Exemplify
Derive
Adapt

Discuss
Assess
Evaluate
Interpret
Reflect
Perspective
Predict
Criticize
Judge
Reason

Note that the active verb apply can be placed in both SOLO 3 and SOLO 4, depending on
what is being referred to in the intended learning outcome. Braband & Dahl (2009) distin-
guish between apply method (SOLO 3) and apply theory (SOLO 4).

In order to increase interrater reliability, we examined each course syllabus individually and
SOLO classified the verbs that were used. We then discussed the course syllabi and our clas-
sifications with Brabrand & Dahl (2009) as our guiding principle.
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4.3 Methodological deficiencies

Through a quantification of verbs used in the first semester course syllabi using a SOLO
analysis, we have investigated how knowledge requirements are formulated in policy docu-
ments for a police education situated in an academic context. The SOLO taxonomy’s con-
tribution as an analytical tool has contributed to highlight how knowledge requirements are
expressed in the form of verbs in the different first-semester course syllabi. However, the
taxonomy provides a hierarchical breakdown of knowledge that does not capture the whole
complexity of knowledge and skill requirements in a vocational education such as the police
training programme. It also highlights the difficulties of forcing knowledge into an exist-
ing framework. This is why it is important to recall that a quantitative analysis only offers a
limited survey on the institutional level and not on the implementation level. We can note
where the police training programmes decide to place a knowledge requirement in the form
of verbs, but we cannot make any assumptions, linked to the context in which these demands
were created, why they were placed in a certain way, or how educators and students interpret
them. The quantitative SOLO classification was therefore supplemented with a qualitative
thematic analysis.

5. Results
Below, we list the verbs included in the first semester’s intended learning outcomes for all
the police programmes in Sweden. The verbs are classified into SOLO levels by us. We also
report the distribution as a percentage in order to compare the distribution across the uni-
versities. This is followed by representative examples of intended learning outcome formu-
lations in the course syllabi, then we will present a comparison of the verb distribution in the
course syllabi at the different universities. Finally, we present the results from the qualitative
thematic analysis.

Table 2. SOLO classification of verbs for the first semester of the Swedish police

programmes.

Borås University

SOLO 2 SOLO 3 SOLO 4 SOLO 5

Unistructural Multi-structural Relational Extended abstract

Understand (5)
Write (2)
Use (1)
Classify (1)
Show (1)
s:a= 10 (16%)

Account for (11)
Describe (5)
Conduct (3)
Differentiate (1)
Apply method (1)
Revise (1)
Communicate (1)
s:a= 23 (36%)

Analyse (4)
Explain (3)
Apply (3)
Relate (2)
Revise (1)
Reason (1)
s:a= 14 (22%)

Reflect (9)
Evaluate (5)
Criticize (1)
Judge (1)
s:a 16 (26%)
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Linnaeus University

SOLO 2 SOLO 3 SOLO 4 SOLO 5

Unistructural Multi-structural Relational Extended abstract

Identify (4)
Use (2)
Produce (2)
Seek (1)
Read (1)
Record (1)
Recognize (1)
s:a 12 (23%)

Account for (11)
Conduct (4)
Apply method (3)
Describe (1)
Formulate (1)
Classify (1)
Present (1)
Solve (1)
Use method (1)
Prevent (1)
Secure (1)
s:a 26 (49%)

Apply (3)
Analyse (3)
Explain (3)
Reason (1)
Relate (1)
s:a 11 (21%)

Discuss (2)
Interpret (1)
Argue (1)
s:a 4 (7%)

Malmö University

SOLO 2 SOLO 3 SOLO 4 SOLO 5

Unistructural Multi-structural Relational Extended abstract

Identify (2)
Seek (1)
Complete (1)
s:a= 4 (8 %)

Account for (15)
Describe (1)
Solve (1)
Illustrate (1)
Conduct (1)
s:a= 19 (37%)

Explain (3)
Apply (2)
Analyse (2)
Relate (2)
Implement (1)
Motivate (1)
s:a= 11 (22%)

Discuss (7)
Evaluate (1)
Reflect (5)
Reason (2)
Criticize (1)
Problematize (1)
s:a= 17 (33%)

Södertörn University

SOLO 2 SOLO 3 SOLO 4 SOLO 5

Unistructural Multi-structural Relational Extended abstract

Identify (1)
Seek (1)
Act (1)
s:a= 3 (10 %)

Account for (9)
Describe (3)
Present (1)
Apply method (1)
s:a= 14 (46%)

Explain (3)
Apply (3)
Relate (1)
s:a= 7 (22%)

Discuss (3)
Evaluate (1)
Judge (1)
Reflect (2)
s:a 7 (22%)

Umeå University

SOLO 2 SOLO 3 SOLO 4 SOLO 5

Unistructural Multi-structural Relational Extended abstract

To know (5)
Define (3)
Identify (3)
Divide (2)
Find (1)
Show (1)
s:a=15 (26%)

Account for (7)
Apply (2)
Describe (5)
Conduct (5)
Execute (4)
Understand (2)
s:a=25 (43%)

Explain (10)
Apply (5)
Solve (1)
s:a = 16 (28%)

Discuss (2)
s:a = 2 (3%)

The multi-structural level (SOLO 3) is the most common at all the universities. The pre-
dominance of SOLO 3 (36, 49, 37, 46 and 43 %) also means that all police programmes
place most of their knowledge requirements on a multi-structural level, as in a focus on a
number of different aspects on one subject that are not related to each other, nor analysed
and discussed (Biggs & Tang, 2011). However, the examples from the universities show that
SOLO 3 covers formulations for intended learning outcomes that Jaschke (2010) refers to as
both scientific and practical knowledge. This means that the most commonly used verb in
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all the syllabi – account for – can be used to both “Give a general account for the sub-sections
of civil law; Account for the basic principles of democracy and human rights from a national
and international perspective; Account for the organisation and governance of Swedish public
administration; Account for the regulations and general advice specified in the Swedish Police
Authority security guidelines regarding information processing with the help of IT” as well as
“Account for how individual stress affects the ability to act adequately.”

The extended abstract level (SOLO 5) is the level that sets the universities most apart.
Malmö University tops the list with 33 % of its verbs being placed at the highest level, fol-
lowed by Borås University and Södertörn University with 26% and 22% of their verbs in the
SOLO 5 level respectively, while Linnaeus University and Umeå University have 7% and 3%
of their verbs in the SOLO 5 level respectively. SOLO 5 entails requirements of being able
to integrate several different aspects, to see complete pictures and make comparisons, and
to draw conclusions, discuss and apply knowledge in other contexts (Biggs & Tang, 2011),
which these examples clearly illustrate: reflect on how attitudes and values of one’s own can be
affected by the future professional role; make reasonable judgement of what legal consequence
may be appropriate for a certain crime.

The comparison shows that a police student studying at Malmö University, Borås Univer-
sity and Södertörn University will be faced with a considerably higher number of knowledge
requirements with verbs of the highest level in the course syllabi during their first semester
compared to a student at the police programme at Linnaeus University or Umeå University.
When comparing the percentage distribution, the following pattern emerges:

The percentage comparison illustrates that the two recently launched police programmes
in Malmö and Borås have the highest levels when applying the SOLO taxonomy regarding
the verbs used to describe knowledge requirements in the first semester of the programme.
This means that early on in their training, police students at one of these universities will
be exposed to course syllabi where, according to the SOLO taxonomy level classification of

Figure 1. Percentage distribution of verbs into SOLO levels at all police programmes.
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verbs, the level of requirements is higher compared to, for example, Umeå University, which
is at the bottom of the taxonomy and has existed within academia the longest (launched in
2000). The illustration also reveals that the police programme with the most even distribu-
tion of words, based on the levels of the SOLO taxonomy, can be found at Södertörn Univer-
sity, home of the oldest police training programme, even though it was moved to a university
as late as 2015.

In summary: Our results accentuate great differences between police training universities
in curricula design when it comes to using active verbs stimulating abstract thinking, and
expose the dominance of verbs on a multi-structural level. The total number of verbs in the
course syllabi for the first semester differs between the various Swedish police programmes.
A police student attending Södertörn University, with the oldest police program, will be
faced with 31 verbs during their first semester, while a student at Borås University, with the
youngest police programme, will face 63 verbs. The course syllabi for all police programmes
are dominated by knowledge requirements on SOLO level 3, i.e. a multi-structural level,
during their first semester. There are similarities in how the universities use verbs placed in
SOLO 3, and the verb Account for is the most frequently used, covering both scientific and
practical knowledge. The universities differ primarily when it comes to knowledge require-
ments on SOLO level 5 – the extended abstract. This level is dominated by the two most
recently launched programmes (Malmö and Borås), while the oldest programme situated
within academia (Umeå) has the lowest percentage. The police programme with the most
even distribution of verbs based on the SOLO taxonomy levels is Södertörn University.
However, we can gain a deeper understanding of the formulation of knowledge require-
ments through a qualitative thematic analysis. In the following section we present themes
that concern different aspects of balance and imbalance.

5.1 Imbalance in framing on a policy level

Our results reveal a professional police education not only situated in higher education, but
also outbalanced by higher education policy when it comes to curricula and local university
profiles. The contract police education is applying the higher education way to formulate
knowledge requirements, with goals and active verbs and a constructively aligned curricula.
The higher education frame is also visible in the variation of learning goals. A police student

Figure 2. Illustration of balance and imbalance in the formulation of knowledge requirements.
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can choose between five different police programmes in Sweden, with different ways to
formulate knowledge requirements in their curricula, all in accordance with the policy in
higher education. The variation is highlighted through the number of verbs, through the
choice of different verbs, and through the different SOLO levels.

The Programme Syllabus (Swedish Police Authority, 2018) is a national document, and
it adheres to the Higher Education Ordinance’s method for formulating intended learning
outcomes. This means that all police programmes could basically have similar course syllabi,
but the Swedish police programmes adhere to the framework of academia, i.e. the univer-
sity’s freedom to ascribe a profile to the programmes. For an academic programme, it is not
unusual for the universities to present their course syllabus and knowledge requirements
differently. For example, in nurse training, medical education and teacher training, it is
common for universities in Sweden to have local profiles. The Higher Education Ordinance
(HF) (SFS 1993:100) specifies the requirements students must meet. In addition, univer-
sities write local programme syllabi that show how the programme in question covers the
requirements set out in the Higher Education Ordinance. This is also a chance to give the
programme a profile.

5.2 Balance in conceptual and contextual curricula – SOLO 3

In all the police programmes’ introductory course syllabi, we can find traces of knowledge
requirements integrating both practical and theoretical knowledge. The multi-structural
level, SOLO 3, based on the categorisation done by Biggs & Tangs (2011), concerns the
active verbs in the course syllabi stating that several relevant details are to be reported in the
answers, but the details do not need to be related to each other, and can also be an unstruc-
tured list. However, our material, based on the examples from SOLO 3 and the verb account
for, shows that knowledge requirements on this level are formulated in a more complex way
and focus on both practical skills and knowledge of a more abstract character. In this aspect,
the universities’ method for presenting knowledge requirements is in line with the need
for the integration and practical and theoretical knowledge as described in the Programme
Syllabus (Swedish Police Authority, 2018) for the Swedish police training programmes, and
as a prerequisite for the police profession (Fleming & Rhodes, 2018). This integration also
resonates with the understanding of a typical vocational curriculum with a balanced mix
of academic and professional practices, and a balanced mix of conceptual and contextual
coherence (Muller, 2009; Steyn, 2016).

5.3 Imbalance in sequence and pace of knowledge requirements

However, a strong focus on the integration of different types of knowledge can result in a
weaker focus on conceptual coherence or progression (Chisholm et al, 2000). We have detec-
ted an imbalance between the different police programmes when it comes to sequencing the
knowledge requirements during the first semester. In the percentage comparison, the two
recently launched police programmes in Malmö and Borås have the highest SOLO levels in
verbs. All police training programmes contain what Biggs and Tang (2011) refer to as the
qualitative shift towards the higher levels of the SOLO taxonomy (levels 4 and 5), where
knowledge is to be placed and applied in a new context. These are requirements that are also
presented in Programme Syllabus (Swedish Police Authority, 2018). However, when it comes
to the first semester, we were only able to find traces of the shift between SOLO 2 – SOLO
5, these being given a great deal of space in the police programmes at Borås, Malmö and
Södertörn. The results signal a variation in sequence and pace between the programmes and
a need to be observant of how a curriculum maintains a congruence with both professional
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and scientific disciplines (Muller, 2009). These are results that require additional research
and a move from the policy document level to an implementation level in the form of, for
example, participatory studies and interviews with police students and police educators.

5.4 Imbalance in conceptual and contextual curricula – SOLO 5

A large number of intended learning outcomes on the extended abstract level of the SOLO
taxonomy (SOLO 5) with knowledge requirements such as being able to discuss, evaluate,
and reflect early in the first semester could cause the education to be perceived as theoreti-
cally abstract. When a police program, as in the example of Borås, Malmö and Södertörn,
introduces knowledge requirements like this early on in the education, it might reflect an
idea of the complexity of professional knowledge as something that cannot be learned in a
linear, hierarchical process. The local programme variation and examples of high number
of verbs in SOLO level 5 early on in some programmes signals an innovative and non-
hierarchical way of thinking about knowledge requirements. Knowledge requirements on
this level could also be a result of curricula design with the ambition to connect personal
experience with both practical and theoretical knowledge. To be able to discuss, evaluate
and criticise, one needs to build on personal experience as well as practical and theoretical
knowledge (Lauvås & Handal, 2015).

In contrast, a low number of verbs on SOLO 5 could mean that the police students do
not practice using their acquired knowledge with a critical approach early enough. It may be
relevant to ask whether the police students are experienced enough at the very start of their
education, or are ready to perform these qualified and abstract tasks. There could be a risk
that the professional knowledge is outbalanced by the training of generic academic skills.
Herein lies the challenge of creating a curriculum that is both conceptually and contextually
coherent (Muller, 2009), but also variated and flexible enough to meet the changing knowl-
edge requirements in policing.

6. Discussion of findings and implications
What then are the concrete implications of our study in connection to the various knowl-
edge requirements? Returning to the research questions of our study, we discuss similarities
and differences and two findings that are worth emphasizing: a critical approach and the
value of variation.

The similarities are illustrated by the balanced mix of conceptual and contextual coher-
ence in the knowledge requirements when it comes to the SOLO 3 level. There is also a
similarity in imbalance when it comes to the dominant higher education frame on a policy
level, for all police programs. The similarities on the SOLO 3 level, with knowledge such as
being able to account for, describe and present, can be interpreted as a consensus among
the five different police programmes of the enduring competencies and practical skills that
are sometimes referred to as highly valued, real police work (Kohlström et al., 2017). In the
police education there is an appreciation of developing and mastering facts and practical
know-how in combination with more theoretical know-how in order to become a compe-
tent police officer.

The differences are highlighted by the imbalance between the different programmes in
sequence and pace of how knowledge requirements are presented during the first semester,
and finally, in how three programmes have a large number of verbs on the SOLO 5 level,
thereby risking that professional knowledge is outbalanced by the training of traditional
academic and generic skills. The difference on the SOLO 5 level, with verbs such as being
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able to discuss, evaluate and reflect, together with the imbalance in sequence and pace, can
be interpreted as disagreement within the programmes on the so-called new competencies
(Kohlström et al., 2017) comparable to academic and generic competencies. We understand
this disagreement as ongoing work from the actors in the different police programmes on
when the scientific knowledge on the extended abstract level should be introduced.

An important implication of our study is that educational organizers such as university
teachers and administrators need to engage in critical discussion around the consequences
of how knowledge requirements in learning goals are formulated in course syllabi and when
they are introduced during a programme. University teachers and course administrators
need to make explicit and motivate police students with regard to why different competen-
cies are needed at different stages during the programme. For example, police educators need
to be aware of the vast predominance of active verbs on the multi-structural level (SOLO 3)
at the early stages of a university programme and the imbalance between the different pro-
grammes in sequence and pace of active verbs on the extended abstract level (SOLO 5).

According to Kohlström et al. (2017), students in early career stages have difficulties in
differentiating competencies, and thus perceive both new and enduring competencies as
important to learn. Consequently, since students have problems in understanding and pri-
oritizing which competencies are key at different stages in the police education, police edu-
cators and course administrators need to take responsibility for this process. Local syllabi
variations may not be a problem as long as the need for competencies and timing are well
anchored, explained and understood by the students.

Teachers and education trainers are given the important task of taking a critical approach
to the manner in which knowledge requirements are formulated in the course syllabi. Both
the choice and interpretations of verbs influence the choice of content, teaching methods
and examinations (Brabrand & Dahl, 2009). Curricula also direct how police educators and
students perceive the training programme, and even if this particular study is conducted
within a Swedish context, we argue that the results could be of use in an international police
education context.

In the delicate act of balance between different interests, the praxis triangle theory (Lauvås
and Handal, 2015) can support actors such as police educators and students in the effort of
making police training a place for collaboration between practice and theory based on per-
sonal experience, others’ experience and one’s own values.

Another important implication is that variations in syllabi should be protected to create
a dynamic police training programme where both the police profession and academia are
given room to manoeuvre, and also the opportunity to influence the knowledge require-
ments. The interplay and tension between academia and different professions, or the room
to manoeuvre, is by no means limited to the police profession or the Swedish context – on
the contrary, this tension is acknowledged in professions in most countries.

However, programme profiles are not commonplace in an international context, and
many countries have moved the other way. In Norway the curricula have been revised
towards a more meaningful whole and a balance between research-based and practice-based
knowledge in order to strengthen the professional profile (Hove, 2012). In England and
Wales, there is a development towards a standardisation of the policy documents for police
training in the form of the Police Education Qualification Framework (PEQF). Williams et
al. (2019) argue that even if a framework has been developed in collaboration with academic
institutions, these institutions are still responsible for the practical interpretation and imple-
mentation of the PEQF. Otherwise, standardisation risks limiting what is considered valid
police knowledge (Williams et al., 2019).
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7. Conclusion
Our study investigates how knowledge requirements are formulated in policy documents
for a police education situated in an academic context. One conclusion is that variation and
imbalance in knowledge requirements can be a good thing, opening up for a vivid discus-
sion between students and educators not so much about what knowledge a Swedish police
student should develop, but when. What type of knowledge is important at the beginning
of a police programme and what type of knowledge is more important at the end? Further-
more, the discussion could also focus on how practice-based knowledge and evidence-based
knowledge are integrated and why. Another conclusion is that there is a need to make the
knowledge requirements well anchored with and well understood by the students in order
to make the syllabi an active part of the police students’ learning process.

In the research presented in this article, we have deliberately chosen a limited perspective
in scrutinizing the syllabi of the first semester of police education. The results merely reflect
what is found in writing and are limited to the formulations in course syllabi. However, what
actually takes place in the practical teaching and learning situation is still unknown. Conse-
quently, a relevant next step in future research is to study how the knowledge requirements
are recontextualised into practice, for example by studying how police educators and stu-
dents perceive and interpret the intended learning outcomes. What happens in the recon-
textualisation of the knowledge requirements in the pedagogical practice?
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