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Go ahead, cue your patient to do their “best Richard Simmons impersonation” rather than “pick your 
knee up higher”! The OPTIMAL Theory of Motor Learning proposes that attention and motivation 
contribute significantly to behavior and, therefore, motor learning. Evidence has shown that providing 
an external focus of attention can enhance motor performance and make movements more automatic 
than internal cues that focus on movement of a particular body part itself. OPTIMAL also uses the 
principles of autonomy and enhanced expectancies to leverage motivation, and therefore participation. 
Autonomy can be provided by offering calculated choices within a treatment session to foster a sense of 
empowerment. Similarly, enhancing expectations such as reminding them of how they did in a previous 
session or asking them to predict their ability for the current session builds self-efficacy and, coupled 
with past successes, leads to more future success. The purpose of this session is to discuss the 
supporting evidence and rationale behind OPTIMAL Theory, explore the three key principles, provide 
examples of how to implement them into clinical practice, and actively generate ideas that will be useful 
for the clinic on Monday. The presenters will also discuss application of OPTIMAL with patients with 
stroke, TBI, and iSCI during high-intensity gait training.  

1. Discuss the evidence for OPTIMAL Theory of Motor Learning as it applies to optimizing motor 
performance 

2. Describe OPTIMAL including the principles of external focus, autonomy support, and enhanced 
expectations  

3. Develop strategies to implement OPTIMAL into clinical practice 

4. Examine real experiences of OPTIMAL applied to patients in an advanced neurological elective 
course"  
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