
 

 
Stages of learning 

 
The stages of learning may be considered on a continuum as the participant improves  
due to effective practice strategies and feedback. 

 
 
The early stage 
In this stage the participant typically thinks about the action that needs to be performed to achieve the 
intended result. Often the participant internally or externally verbalises what is required in an effort to 
perform the correct movement pattern. 

 

Characteristics Suggestions/recommendations 
Tries to understand 
what is required 

• Provide a clear demonstration and explanation of the movement so the 
participant has something to copy. 

• Limit the amount of information you provide, eg, ‘During the demonstration 
just watch the length of the back swing’. 

• For a participant with an intellectual disability, or very young participants, 
you may need to ensure that they are positioned to avoid distractions. 

Usually highly 
motivated 

• Have the participant practise the movement immediately. 
• Provide lots of opportunities for practice. 
• Be enthusiastic and positively reinforce the correct aspects, eg, ‘Alan you 

really kept your head down. Well done’. 
• Praise effort, eg, ‘Pam, that was a great attempt to follow through towards 

the target’. 
• Shorter more frequent coaching sessions are beneficial especially for 

participants who have short concentration spans. 
Parts of the movement 
are missing, 
particularly the 
preparation and follow 
through 

• Use cue words, eg, ‘When serving, pretend to scratch your back with the 
head of the racquet’. 

• Focus on the components that are missing, eg, ‘Keep the backswing the 
same but this time see if you can finish with your hands above your head’. 

• Ask the question ‘What can the coach do to give the participant the best 
chance of performing the skill?’ For a vision impaired participant this may 
result from bouncing the ball (provides an auditory cue). 

Rhythm coordination 
and control are not 
evident 

• If the movement is complex, teach the components that are linked, eg, 
‘During the over arm stroke, let’s just focus on your arm action and your 
breathing’. 

• Identify aspects that are performed correctly, eg, ‘The timing of your 
breathing and your arm action is good’. 

• For some participants with a vision impairment, it might help to let the 
participant feel the coach perform the movement (noting the Code of 
Ethics information regarding physical contact). 

Movements do not use 
all the necessary body 
parts. That is, some 
body parts are stiff 

• Use imagery to encourage the participant to use all body parts eg, ‘Throw 
the ball as far as you can, pretending you are a flippy-floppy scarecrow 
moving all your body parts.’  

• Use reinforcement to maintain the participant’s positive feelings about the 
movement eg, ‘Your wrist is nice and loose, now focus on your upper body 
as you throw’. 

Performance is 
inconsistent 

• Have the participants score out of ten each throw, eg, ‘My second throw 
was worth seven because I used my upper body and the ball went further’. 

• Have the participant practise the same skill to try to improve consistency in 
the performance, eg, in lawn bowls ‘try to roll the jack within 20 centimetres 
of a spot eight times out of ten’. 

• As soon as possible have the participant practise under variable conditions.
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The intermediate stage 
During this stage the parts of the skill are refined and modified as the participant associates their 
actions with movement results. 
 
Characteristics Suggestions/recommendations 
The participant learns 
to detect and correct 
their own performance 
errors 

• Ask the participants to evaluate their own performance, eg, ‘What did you 
do well in that shot? How could you be more effective next time?’ 

• Video the performance and ask the participant to evaluate themself, eg, 
‘What did you do well and what do you need to do differently?’ 

• Have the participants practise in pairs using a checklist to compare their 
movements to the criteria on the checklist 

While the overall 
movement produces 
reasonable results, 
some components are 
performed incorrectly 

• Ask questions of the participant, eg, ‘What did you do well in that turn? 
What do you need to do differently on the next turn?’ 

• Use reinforcement to maintain the participant’s positive feelings about the 
performance of the skill. 

• Use modified games to practise the movements, eg, ‘Use bounce passes 
only in this game of keepings off’. 

Performance of the 
movement becomes 
more consistent 

• Use a checklist to confirm the consistency of the individual movement 
components 

• Measure progress, eg, ‘You scored six out of ten that time, see if you can 
improve on that score this time’. 

• Include practise under variable conditions, eg, play a game that requires 
kicking the ball to team-mates who lead from different distances or angles. 

• Have the participant randomly practise a number of skills, eg, ‘Try to run 
and get in front, receive a pass and shoot for goal on the run’. 

 

The final stage 
During this stage the participant automatically performs the movement at a high level of performance. 
Participants are able to unconsciously perform skills under pressure. Performance becomes more 
consistent and, importantly, skill errors are often identified by the participant. 
 

Characteristics Suggestions/recommendations 
Automated 
performance of the 
skill 

• Challenge the participant to process other information while performing the 
skill, eg, ‘As the fullback you have to quickly pass the ball to the best 
option’. 

• Attempt to apply distractions to the participant as the participant performs 
the movement, eg, ‘While you are taking a shot at goal the defender is 
going to wave their arms to distract you’. 

• Develop a pre-shot routine that permits the participant to develop an 
automatic response 

• Structure practise scenarios that are game specific, eg, ‘While you are 
batting in the nets try to score four runs from every six deliveries’. 

• Use questions to have the participant reflect on their own performance, eg, 
‘How would you defend that situation differently next time?’ 

• Develop the participant’s capacity for self-analysis 
• Have the participants practise under random and variable conditions, eg, 

play a game that requires shots at goal from different positions. 
• Set achievable measurable and realistic goals. 

Often when 
modifications are 
made to technique 
there is a decrement in 
performance 

• Alert the participant that performance may deteriorate for a period of time 
• Be patient and continue to encourage the participant 
• Record progress 

Participants are 
challenged by solving 
‘higher order’ motor 
problems 

• Structure activities to replicate more complex motor problems, eg, a cricket 
coach wishes to teach the concept of running fast between wickets and 
turning quickly for a second run especially when the ball is hit to a less 
skilful fielder 

Beginning Coaching General Principles – Stages of learning 2

 


