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Long term aspects of acquiring technical 
skills in athletics 

Jorg Ramlow 

^ ^ The author here outlines the 
main meihods for the development 
of the technical skills necessary for 
high level performances In athletics. 
He siresses, in particular, rhe 
imporlance of developing general 
coordinaiive abilities and learning the 
basic lechnique of all evenis al an 
early age. 

Dr Jorg Ramlow is a former decathlete 
and a coach in the German Democratic 
Republic. He has also assisted wilh the 
iraining of athletes and coaches in In
dia for the pasl three years. 

Analysis of the resuhs of major ath
letics championships have shown that 
athletes who achieve top level perfor
mances have usually acquired the 
necessary pre-requisites during their 
childhood and youth. Therefore, sys
tematic and continuous training over a 
long period have become very impor
tant for success at the highest levels. 

In the GDR, our concept of the 
preparation of an athlete begins with 
what is called the "foundation phase". 
During this phase, the emphasis must 
be on developing the athlete's general 
coordination abilities, together with 
the general physical fiiness and mental 
qualities which are required for all ath
letic events- The development of all-
round athletic ability, as opposed lo 
early specialization, results in the 
strengthening of the individual from a 
health point of view and it also helps to 
prevent premature "burn-out". 

Later, in t he more advanced or 
"build-up" phase, the aim of training 
will be more towards the development 
of the specific coordination and techni
cal skills, physical conditioning and 
mental qualities required for the ath
lete's event. However, even during this 
time the training process musl remain 67 



many sided. It is only in the final, 
"high performance" phase thai a tran
sition should be made to a high degree 
of specialization in order to achieve the 
highest level of results in competition. 

The entire preparation period, from 
the beginning of training up to the first 
peak performance, covers a span of 10 
to 12 years. Even though this is a long 
period, both the alhlete and the coach 
can experience a period of enjoyable 
training and if the training is ap
proached in a correct manner ihey can 
expect a promising fulure. 

Two points regarding long term 
preparation are important to mention 
here. Firstly, a coach should be given 
the opportunity to look after the same 
group of young athletes for a period of 
at least 5 to 6 years. After such a peri
od, the coach will be able to start to see 
some results of his work. In the GDR, 
if a coach cannot continue to work 
with athletes who have started under 
him he will, nevertheless, be given due 
recognition for his role should one of 
the athleles achieve lop level perfor
mances. Such a gesture supports 
coaches in their efforts to employ a 
correct and thoughtful approach, and 
acts as incentive for their future work. 

Secondly, it is incorrect to simply 
copy the training programme of a suc
cessful alhlete. The achievemeni of lop 
level results by an athlele is the end 
product o fa well prepared plan, which 
is based on that alhlete's particular fea
tures and needs. Such a plan cannot be 
appUed to anoiher alhlete and by no 
means should a training programme 
designed for the "high performance" 
phase of an athlete's career be applied 
to an alhlete who has not yel acquired 
the prerequisites for such a per
formance. 
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consideration the changing relation
ship between the level of the athlete's 
coordination abilities, the level of lech
nique to be applied and the physical 
condition of the individual or group 
being irained. It is clear thai the re
quirements of explosive strength capac
ity are determined by the specific event. 
There is also a significant relationship 
between the level of an athlete's tech
nique and the deveiopmeni of explosive 
strength. 

The ultimale, high level technique of 
an athlete cannol be acquired immedi
ately due, especially, lo the lack of 
physical and coordinative prerequisites. 
However, an athlete musl learn the cor
rect basic technique (keeping in mind 
the imporlant points and decisive fea
tures of high level technique) from the 
very beginning. In facl, the rhylhm of 
performing each event is established at 
an early age. 

If, during any stage of technique de
velopment, the athlete's lechnique is 
bad it simply means that he or she is 
nol able to exercise the specific nature 
and capacity of slrenglh required to ex
ecute the parlicular skill. However, to 
try to increase strength at such a point 
will only lead to the consolidation of 
the bad. If a mistake is made and errors 
are established in the athlete's lech
nique, atlempls to re-learn at a later 
stage may not always be successful. 
Therefore, it is far easier to introduce 
correct exercises relaled to the final 
technique from the very beginning. 

If the coach is keen to establish the 
characieristics and details of high level 
technique in his young athletes, it is 
better not to copy the individual fea
tures and technical points of a single 
top level athlete. Instead, he should 
sludy the features which several top 
level athletes have in common. He 



should then apply his findings as early 
as possible in the development of tech
nique in his own athlele. 

To characterise the level of technique 
that athletes should normally have ac
quired at the end of the "foundation" 
phase the following examples can be 
used: 

a) Sprinting 
The beginning of the dorsal flexion 

of the foot prior to its placement on 
the track 

b) Long Jump 
The high knee position of the lake-

off leg during Ihe last stride 

c) Pole Vault 
The rough " C " position just after 

take-off 

d) Javelin 
The forward-downward action ofthe 

right knee {righl handed thrower) dur
ing the delivery phase 

e) Other throwing events 
The left shoulder kept in line with 

the shoulder axis during the release 
phase 

As the athlete develops strength and 
speed in the "advanced" and "high 
performance" phases, he or she should 
naturally keep improving the .standard 
of technique acquired in training. 
Thus, the development of physical fit
ness and technique is achieved simul
taneously. To make optimum use of 
this fact, the athlele musi have deve
loped his or her coordination abilities 
at an early age. 

The ultimate role and funclion of 
the coordination abilities of an athlete 
in training are currently being inves
tigated in many countries. However, it 
is already a known fact that the coordi
nation abilities of an athlete are mainly 
conditioned by the sensory and motor 

control processes of the individual and 
that Ihey are closely related to the 
speed and quality of motor learning. 

The most importanl coordination 
abilities are as follows: 

a) Differential and combined abilities 
These are abilities which are required 

for coordination and adjustment of 
separate body movements as well as the 
ability to make a specific distinction 
between force, time and space 
parameters. Included in such abilities is 
the ability to produce a conscious exe
cution of the timing of the muscle to
nus and lo be able to relax it in the re
quired manner. 

b) Rhythmic sense 
This is required for implementing 

the characleristic dynamic changes 
during movemenis. 

c) Adaptive ability 
This means to be able to modify 

physical actions to new conditions. 

d) A sense of orientation 
This includes balance and reactive 

ability. 
By enumerating these coordination 

abilities, their value for a parlicular 
event becomes clear. Al the same time, 
the importance of all the coordination 
abililies for implementing physical ex
ercises as a whole must be underlined. 

The higher the level of coordination 
abihties acquired the more the learning 
and mastery of the technique of a par
ticular event will be facilitated. In this 
conneclion, il is worth mentioning as 
an example that the outstanding javelin 
thrower, world record holder Uwe 
Hohn was able lo throw an ordinary 
match stick close to 20 metres, thus in
dicating his extremely high level of spe
cial coordination abilities, which in 
turn were based on his general coordi
nation abililies. 69 



An alhlete with a poor level of coor
dination abililies (mostly caused by 
one-sided development) may not be 
able 10 develop an excellent technique. 
As an athlele develops strength and 
speed within his development process, 
the dynamic structure of an exercise 
changes when only one factor is al
tered. If the athlete cannol adjust to 
the new conditions which demand 
coordination, he will not be able to 
achieve the new quality of technique re
quired. Most coaches have observed 
situations where an athlete becomes 
faster and stronger and yet does not 
improve his or her performance. 

In order lo develop coordination 
abilities young athletes (the most sensi
tive phase being before puberty) must 
learn as many exercises as possible. 
Variations of exercises and techniques 
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should also be included In this process. 
The stress musl be on learning the vari
ations of the exercises and lechniques 
and. in addition, the athlete should be 
able to perform them with technical 
precision. Learning the techniques 
should be a continuous process right 
up until the high performance phase is 
reached. 

Sometimes coaches demonstrate ex
ercise only initially and believe that the 
alhlete has stored a sufficiently good 
model of the movements in his or her 
mind. However, ihe more the ex
perience an alhlete has in his eveni, the 
more imporlani demonstrations of all 
kinds for improving skills become. The 
correct image of the movemenis in
volved in a technique is acquired only 
in the course of exercise and training. 
This fact is crucial for successful learn
ing and ultimate mastery of the re
quired technique. 

While learning other exercises beside 
the track and field events, considera
tion of the demands of the actual event 
to be performed should be given. An 
equal amounl of allention should be 
given to other exercises as to the aclual 
track and field event or evenis them
selves. All general exercises (i.e. ball 
games, gymn&stics, running and jump
ing "A", "B" , "C" exercises and lead-
up exercises) should be performed as 
technically exact as possible. 

These are the main methods of ap
proaching the development of coordi
nation abilities and lechnical skills 
which are in tune with the general aims 
of long term preparation. 

Covering all the track and field 
evenis and their respective exercises in 
the early stages should automatically 
lead 10 being able to select a particular 
event or combined event in an easy and 
nalural manner at a later slage. 



These facis are quite different in the 
case of mature athletes who especially 
due to different condilions and ap
proaches have not undergone long term 
preparation at all. To create new incen
tives and to set a new basis for future 
development, it is recommended that 
even older athletes should, during cer
tain concentrated periods, learn impor
lant coordinated motor abilities as ele
menls of ihe " foundat ion" and 
"build-up" phases. 

The whole process requires a cons
cious cooperation by the athlete. Espe
cially if re-learning is necessary, the 
athletes must be convinced of the effi
ciency of acquiring coordination abili
lies and techniques wiih a properly 
planned approach so that they are in a 
posiiion lo identify themselves with the 
objectives and activities. 

Moreover, it is necessary lo make 
them anticipate the problems which are 

to be faced when re-learning and re
structuring a technical skill. For exam
ple, there is often a temporary decline 
in performance. Therefore, training 
must be planned on a long term basis 
.so that any re-structuring process is un
dertaken during an "off" year or years 
when parlicipalion in major competi
tions should be avoided. 

In any case, a newly acquired wider 
basis of coordinafion abilities is benefi
cial both for re-learning as well as for 
future development of a sufficiently 
high degree of skill that has been estab
lished but which may have reached a 
certain point of stagnafion. 

It may be observed from the results 
of the curreni group of jumpers from 
India that those who have followed the 
above meniioned guidelines have 
benefited and achieved improved 
results. 
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