Developing Skill Part 3. They say you can’t learn feel...!

A fresh look at the role of instructions, demonstrations and feedback in learning.
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Movement variability and an external focus of attention

Recently | observed an interesting paddlesports coaching session*. It was on sheltered water,
but at the limit of the remit due to the wind. The coach had two clients whom they had just
met. After a detailed conversation about ability and goals for the day, they agreed to
concentrate on forward paddling in kayaks for the first session. Both clients were
experienced and were already coaches at a lower level, however, there was a big difference
in their self-evaluated ability and confidence.

The coach moved to the most sheltered spot available, which was still a little windy, and set
the two paddlers the task of paddling around three buoys in a triangle. This triangle gave a
great view of the learners from all angles and the coach proceeded to individually give them
very specific technical information about their forward paddling each time they completed
the triangle. Lots of different explanation examples were used. Information was given
verbally and visually and there was a good use of flags and markers, however, it was also all
very prescriptive, detailed, and form based. The instructions, based on the position of body
parts and the blade, internalized the focus of attention to create an idealized forward
paddling technique. | watched and | listened.



Two things jumped out at me. The first was that if | closed my eyes it sounded like the session
could have been runin a gym and on an ergo. There was no mention of the environment or
attempting to adapt to it. There was no inclusion of outcome measures, learner decision
making, or any motivational or psychological elements of performance. The second was that
the less experienced paddler was becoming progressively less competent if you measured
the outcome.

Sure, the forward paddling looked technically more correct, but it did not fit with the wider
picture. The focus on a ‘perfect’ technique was at odds with the environment. It ignored the
side wind and achieving success around the triangle; it completely ignored the lack of
steering, accurate timing, turning on the move, balance, motivation, and stability. The paddle
was going in and coming out of the water where the coach had prescribed, but there was less
fluidity, tighter and smaller movements. It became more robotic looking, less connected to
what the water and wind were doing. As | watched it appeared that ‘imposing’ the technique
onto the environment and increasing power transfer was simply confounding and increasing
the lack of steering, timing and balance. It was preventing the development of ‘feel’ and
adaptability.

The coach was very pleased with the session and saw it as an excellent example of what they
had been trained to deliver. Whilst | appreciate that this is an extreme example (those are
the ones that stand out), it is very typical of a technique based coaching session. And, if you
believe that you can learn a movement pattern in isolation of the environment in which it is
being performed, it was a very good session. After a short chat, the coach agreed that for the
next session they would focus more on adapting to the environmental conditions. This was
likely to include developing balance and coordination, a focus on autonomy and motivation,
an external focus of attention and exploring movement solutions. This time, the level of
success as a measure of change in ability was huge. So were the grins on the faces of the
clients after achieving, in their words, ‘more than they ever expected’.

Developing shared perception-action coupling. Photo by Lizzie Canoe



Developing opportunities for movement

So, what does this mean to us? If we are trying to develop ourselves, or help those we coach
to become more skilful, what information do we need? To answer this question it may be
useful to have an understanding of how we learn movement skills. In the article about the
stages of learning, this is explored in more detail. For this article, let’s explore what a skilful
performance is. Adventure sports are outcome orientated (you make the line on your skies,
trail or river; or reach the hold in balance when climbing) and not about form, like gymnastics
(although the outcome is still very important).

Adventure sports require a mixture of balance & coordination and the ability to ‘read’ the
environment. This resonates with the way that my son Sam practised on the Tryweryn in part
2, the second coaching session in our example above, and the experiences of the elite
performers that we shared in part 1. Both Aled and JD described the opportunities for
movement (or affordances) that their respective environments were offering them.
Affordances that, to me, were totally alien and did not exist!

If we use Newell’s (1986) model of how we learn, we can describe learning as developing the
ability to organize various body parts (i.e. neurons, muscles and joints) in coordination with
each other (known as co-coordinative structures or coordination patterns), and in response
to options for movement that seem possible from the perceptual information (affordances)
that is being picked up from the environment. Or, in other words, the development of
perception-action coupling. The elusive ‘feel’! Instead of our focus being on guessing what
might be happening internally (to motor neurons or muscle fibres), we focus on the person-
task-environment interaction.

Learning to run requires an understanding of how to adapt to different surfaces and terrains.
Through experience we learn that it is generally a good idea to run around obstacles and we
change our gait, stride length and balance on slippery surfaces and steep, unstable slopes. If
we were blindfolded on unknown and uneven ground, what would happen to our running
gait? It would become pretty rubbish. Why? We have not lost the ability to run, just the
perception-action coupling that we have developed using visual information. Being able to
run on a treadmill, a perfectly flat, grippy and obstacle-free surface, does not mean that we
can run with skill everywhere.

Representative Learning Design

In dynamic environments, no two performance movements are likely to be identical. This
repetition (of outcome) without repetition (of movements) is achieved by practising in a way
that encourages movement variability. Extensive practice by experimenting with lots of
movement solutions in real environments increases the development of perception-action
coupling. This is the ability to ‘read’ the environment and respond. Practising 'trying to do
perfect technique' will not develop perception-action coupling. What constitutes adaptive
technique, will look different at each stage of learning; for example, a child learning a new
skill cannot, and should not, mimic the movement pattern of an elite adult.



We, therefore, need to focus on two key aspects:

1. to develop the adaptive coordination patterns that we need for our particular sport;
2. to develop the ability to identify and use the relevant information in the environment.

So, this is the important bit. The two parts of skilled performance need to be learnt together —
perception and action! We have evolved to learn to move within the environment in which
we are moving; not to learn a movement pattern first, then try to impose it onto the
environment after.

In summary; we learn to move skillfully by developing coordination patterns that are linked
to perceptual information in the environment. This perception-action coupling requires a
focus on all of the relevant information (e.g. visual, auditory, haptic [touch and pressure], and
kinesthetic.. etc.) that can inform movement options. Each person has and develops their
own unique movement options that are a mixture of what they perceive, what they think
they can do, and what they want to achieve (affordances). To learn adaptive skills like
adventure sports, we need to be able to explore lots of movement solutions in an
environment that is real (authentic in the perceptual information available). To develop full
body coordination, we need to be able to do that in a way that preserves full body
movement.
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Preparing to practice on sheltered water. Is this representative of a moving water environment?

If our goal is to facilitate accurately identifying and using movement relevant information
from our environment to achieve effective and efficient outcomes; then how we practice,
and the information we use should support this. This is referred to as a 'representative
learning design' or RLD. In part 4 we will explore how to make sure that we are becoming
attuned to the information that is actually relevant for us, and not accidentally tuning in to
incidental or 'background' information.



* The coaching session was one that | was observing in my role as an IV officer (Internal
Verification) for the National Governing Body. It was to sign off the assessor, not the coach. |
don't make a habit of randomly spying on other people's coaching sessions, honestly! :)
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of complexity here requiring skilful reading of the environment. Dan Wilkinson using the river features with finesse in the Granite Canyon of the
Rio Apurimac, Peru. Photo by James Bruton
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