Skill Acquisition

When considering how to train for a specific sport what should be developed first?

Skill acquisition!

SKILL has been defined as “the learned ability to bring about predetermined results with the maximum certainty, often with the minimum amount of time or energy or both,” (Knapp, 1963).

Welford (1969) defines skill as, “an organized, coordinated activity in relation to an object and/or a situation which involves a whole chain of sensory, central or motor mechanisms.”

There are many ways of training for sport. Athletes and coaches incorporate numerous methods in order to get an edge.  They spend hours on conditioning i.e. distance running, strength training, flexibility sessions, and sprinting to name a few. But, what many athletes, coaches and trainers take for granted is skill acquisition. We seem to be preoccupied with the latest trendy conditioning programs and many times forget about training the basic skills of our particular sport. 

The learning and development of skill (the translation from unskilled to skilled performance) should be considered a continuous process. Three clear stages have been identified.

Cognitive stage: Initially, the performer needs to understand what has to be done. The beginner attempts to form a mental plan or scheme of performance that will govern his actions. Once the beginner is able to reproduce a reasonable approximation of the desired movement, he moves to the associative stage of skill acquisition.

Associative stage: This is the refinement stage; the “core element” of the skill has been learned and now the emphasis is on making the movement more efficient and smooth. The emphasis is on how to do the skill rather than what to do.

Autonomous stage: This is the skill acquisition stage of the skilled performer. The movements that make up the motor responses have become automatic. Now he can concentrate on using them to accomplish the whole task. Repeated viewing of the skill helps the beginner to formulate the movement in the “mind’s eye.” It shows the proper performance. Practice should concentrate on the basic aspects of the task and instruction should be highly verbal and visual. During this stage, the coach will direct attention to essential cues to ensure the “core element” of the skill is learned and will give much feedback and encouragement. 

Factors affecting the acquisition of skill: Experience and research has shown that teaching and coaching has a dramatically higher success rate in skill acquisition than merely providing basic instruction or leaving performers to learn by trial and error. When introducing a skill, it is essential that the athlete be shown a demonstration of the skill in good form. The imitative powers of the prospective performer can immediately be tapped. Initially, it is important not to complicate this process with talking or instruction. Allow the beginner to see the movement and appreciate the function, speed and timing of the skill. Let him build an image in his mind of what he is going to do. Then follow with simple instructions and commentary before allowing the performer to attempt the skill.

Success is one of the greatest motivators. Especially when beginning a sport, performers must be kept in a success-achieving environment. Everyone likes to do things they do well and they become motivated by this production of excellence. It is however disastrous for progress to allow performers to only work on their strong points. They must also work at the things they do poorly. Consequently, if the athlete continues to perform only on the things they are good at and neglects poor technique progress will be hindered.  Fatigue is also a factor when training the beginner. Thus long training sessions should be avoided.

One method of skill acquisition that is particularly beneficial is the whole-part-whole method of teaching. That is, show the whole and then train the parts that lead to the whole through progressive stages. 

Some points to remember: The actual chronological age is not as much a factor as the level of maturation. Children in the age range (10-12) learn skills quickly. As we all know, there are some people who are genetically and psychologically gifted for a particular sport.

Many National and World Champions had very humble beginnings but through hard work and dedication, and, of course, top notch coaching, they have risen to the elite ranks.

