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Motor Learning in 
Practice: Skill Acquisition 
Processes
A
Â explain the skill acquisition process;

Â describe the stages of learning a skill;

Â describe the types of feedback and their roles in skill learning;

Â apply motor learning principles to teach a skill;

Â describe the types of transfer and apply transfer principles to learning a skill;

Â use effective practice methods when designing a learning environment.

Letôs explore motor learning....
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Skill Acquisition Process
Starting the Learning Process 
at a Young Age  

Figure 18.1  Getting started early and using scaled-down equipment are two of the most important factors in 
developing movement intelligence.



Providing Sufþcient Learning 
Time  

Being Taught by Qualiþed 
Instructors  

Following the Right 
Progression  

Using Good and 
Scaled-down 

Equipment  

Figure 18.2  When learning to ride a bicycle, 
beginners often start out with a tricycle or training 
wheels before graduating to the two-wheel version.

Figure 18.3  Scaled-down equipment for children is 
a must for proper skill learning. How would you feel 
in an environment where everything was twice its 
normal size? 



Stages of Learning a Skill
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cognitive understanding 
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Cognitive Stage: The task is ýrst 
introduced. Performance may be 
initially slow, jerky, and awkward.

Associative Stage: Focus is on 
reýning smaller details. Greater 
consistency and control is evident.

Autonomous Stage: Attention 
demands are reduced as 
movements become automatic.

Figure 18.4  Many changes take place as learners move from one learning stage to another.



Stage 1:

Cognitive Stage

Players are introduced to basic basketball skills, 
such as dribbling, passing, shooting, etc., and 
perform them under simpliýed, undemanding 
conditions, initially while standing still and later 
while moving.

Stage 2:

Associative Stage

After much practice the individual skills become 
more reýned and are performed with fewer 
errors that are increasingly self-detected and 
self-corrected. This ability is based on gradual 
development of muscle feeling that generates 
intrinsic feedback discussed in the next section. 
Gradually, the coach introduces skill variations 
according to game demands. Variations may focus 
on movement speed (ball or player), distance, 
movement direction, etc. Scoring is attempted 
at higher speeds, from different distances, from 
different angles, and, if necessary, from both left 
and right directions.

Game-speciýc combinations in which several 
game elements are combined into a more 
demanding practice are gradually incorporated into 
training. Initially, the coach chooses combination 
elements/plays that occur immediately before or 
after the skill just learned. Then the easiest forms 
are chosen and are practiced in more demanding 
complex game forms. For example, when 
practicing dribbling, the ball can ýrst be passed to 
a player in a standing position, then while running; 
and later, after dribbling, the ball can be played to 
another player.

In order to strengthen technical skills, the 
coach may then gradually introduce opponents, 
whose impact is guided by the coach. Initially the 
skill is practiced with inanimate opponents (objects 
such as cones, chairs, etc) and then with passive 
opponents (players). Players have to learn to take 
an opponent into account. The passive opponent 
eventually turns into a semi-active opponent who 
agitates a player but still lets him or her ýnish 
the exercise. Players now have to broaden all 
technical skills in order to be successful.

The demands on a player become higher 
when the opponent becomes active, not only trying 
to disturb the þow of movement, but also to hinder 
it. At this point, tactical training becomes important 
and is incorporated into practice gradually.

Stage 3:

Autonomous Stage

The playersô skills have become almost automatic 
or habitual. They have learned how to carry out 
the various skills and combinations of movements 
without much thinking, thus freeing their attention 
for other more tactical or creative aspects of the 
game. The goal of practice becomes learning 
how to apply the technical elements learned and  
complex combinations in a game situation within a 
determined tactical framework.

In the autonomous stage, basketball playersô 
movements become spontaneous. Controlling 
their movements requires no attention or mental 
effort. This freed-up attention enables them to 
observe their opponents and teammates, consider 
tactical aspects of the game, and anticipate their 
own actions.

Application of Learning Stages to Coaching Basketball
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