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During the last three decades or so much behavioral research on motor learning has been 
motivated from conceptual dichotomies reflecting different theoretical orientations. Dichotomies 
that figure prominently in the literature are internal versus external focus of attention, implicit 
versus explicit learning, “errorless” versus trial and error learning, variable versus repetitive 
practice (e.g., differential (or “differencial”) learning versus traditional learning) and self-
controlled versus externally-controlled practice. The general picture that emerges from this large 
body of work is that motor learning is most effective (in terms of performance improvement, 
transfer and retention) when (i) an external rather than an internal focus of attention is adopted, 
(ii) implicit learning methods such as analogy learning and “errorless” learning are employed, 
(iii) practice is highly variable instead of repetitive and (iv) practice is self-controlled rather than 
imposed. However, the available evidence for each of these statements varies in volume, strength 
and consistency, and several exceptions to the general picture have been reported. There may be 
two reasons for the diversity of research findings. On the one hand, relevant factors such as the 
skill level of the participants, the nature of the to-be-learned task and individual differences in 
information processing and learning styles, as well as the interactions between these, have not 
been systematically investigated. On the other hand, it might be an intrinsic feature of motor 
learning that it can take many forms, implying that the dichotomies in question are in fact much 
less categorical than suggested by their either-or framing. More research is needed to determine 
how task-specific changes in motor control and coordination support behavioral outcomes, as a 
function of skill level and individual characteristics. In addition, future research should focus on 
the effectiveness of blended forms of learning, in which different methods of learning are 
combined so as to identify the most effective learning protocol. The latter endeavor may also 
allow for a potentially more productive form of interaction with professionals in relevant applied 
fields like physical education, sports, dance, music and rehabilitation. As it stands, the currently 
prevailing insights into motor learning are often at odds with conventional wisdom and common 
practice. Within the aforementioned fields there is an increasing recognition of this fact as well 
as a preparedness to modernize more traditional learning practices on the basis of current 
insights. Examples of recent developments drawing from elite sports and rehabilitation will be 
presented , followed by a discussion of how, conversely, research on motor learning might 
benefit from the experience and expertise of professionals in these domains. 


