
      So why don’t they remember it today? 

It was a great practice, the kids “got the new stuff,” understood, executed!  You walk away energized, 
excited, feeling like you’re pretty good at what you do! 

Today, it’s as if that practice hadn’t happened.  The majority of your perfect team has morphed into 
fumbling bodies with sports amnesia. 

Putting aside potential alien abduction, the probable reason is – they actually don’t remember.  Our brains 
are wired in a way that allows us to seemingly “learn” something but never store it in long-term memory. 
The brain is a selection system, and memory is a complex operation. In order for something to get from 
working memory (a portion of short term memory) to the “hard-wired” portion of that brain, several 
things have to occur: 

Motivation is the first piece of remembering.  The neuroscientist Merzenich has shown that when there is 
a reward, the pieces of memory become more strongly bonded.  Motivation is the brain’s understanding 
of potential reward.  

 The more meaningful a task, the better the learning and retention.   Understanding why they are doing 
something and how that contributes to the overall goal not only motivates your athletes, it directs 
attention to the task.  Our bodies can perform a movement or sequence of movements while our higher 
cognitive functions are engaged in other thoughts.  One of the reasons setting broad goals and smaller, 
attainable goals works is that you are automatically providing meaning, hence garnering attention.  (And, 
you are tagging that experience to prior knowledge, providing a ready-made framework of importance 
which also triggers attention.)  Obviously you can’t constantly explain the reason for everything, but the 
first few times you ask your athletes to learn a new movement or sequence, explain why.   

Attention is a complex brain system with four components; arousal, motor orientation, novelty detection 
and reward, and executive organization.  We are pre-programmed to pay attention to certain stimuli and 
for the chemical reactions in our brains to cause specific reactions to those stimuli. (the reason the 
explosive noise of a starter’s gun works so well to begin a race.)  In many cases we have to learn the skill 
of turning off that programming.    For example, once one has reacted to the starter’s gun, the fight-or-
flight reaction to a sudden loud noise has to be turned off so that our motor orientation is not diverted 
from the race.  Paying attention is a learned skill.  When they are learning a new movement or sequence 
of movements, outside distractions will interfere with their attention to task.  New tasks get minimal 
distractions in the environment;  for practice of learned tasks the environment should simulate the 
conditions of the actual event.   

Processing a task in short term memory and moving it to long term memory uses numerous parts of the 
brain. The hippocampus filters new associations, decides what is important and sends packets of 
information to different parts of the brain, or throws that association away.  The neurological process of 
encoding memories, (long-term potentation or LTP) basically works so that the neurological pattern of a 
movement, sequence, etc. will quickly disappear unless the synapses strengthen their connection to one 
another. Repetition of the movement, along with what we will loosely term “visualization,” strengthens 
synaptic connections. 



Research demonstrates that you use the same brain regions to re-create a movement or sequence of 
movements “in your mind” that you do when you actually perform the movement or sequence.  Several 
studies have found that the same neurological pathways are used in “visualization” that are used in the 
actual movement.  We are not talking about the sports visualization techniques for success, but rather 
actually tracing the movement in the mind, concentrating on where each part of the body should be and 
the process to get to those positions. If an athlete “rehearses “ a movement or sequence of movements in 
their mind, research indicates they are strengthening the neural pathways they need to actually perform 
the movement.  Of course, kids being kids, you do want to be certain that they understand that visualizing 
the correct lifting technique but never actually lifting is not going to improve their muscle strength – it 
will help them get the maximum benefit for the workout.  

There are a lot of things that can interfere with forming a long-term memory.  One of the more important 
is that studies suggest that after learning a truly new movement sequence the brain needs 5 to 6 hours 
before it attempts to learn another new movement or the wiring of the first memory will be disrupted by 
the learning of the second.  Erring on the side of caution that probably means that we should only attempt 
to teach one really difficult sequence each day. 

The next time you’re convinced that your team has been replaced by aliens who haven’t ever heard of 
your sport – go through the checklist: motivation, attention, explanation, repetition and visualization, 
limited new sequences  -  which piece made it harder for their brains to learn and hard-wire the memory?  
Slight shifts in any of these areas can often pay big benefits in retention, both in practice and on the field.     

Unfortunately, we have no neurological studies that help on the days when you secretly hope they will be 
abducted by those aliens……………. 
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GAME POINT: Most athletes are more interested in their starts than their 
finishes.  Redirect their thinking;  both are important.   

 


