
Taijiquan Skill Evaluation— Part 2
Assessing Skill by Stages of Mastery

It is important to know how to assess a given skill or set of skills in order to know how to 
improve. This method of skill evaluation offers no prizes, belts or certificates but is very 
practical in terms of setting achievable goals for training. It allows Taijiquan enthusiasts to 
come to appreciate and learn from the expert, veteran and master more deeply and 
realistically. 

When skill assessment becomes more specific, it is possible to design ways to improve 
weak areas and accelerate growth in strong areas more creatively. It can be applied to a 
single specific skill or to any skill set and is applicable to students and teachers alike. 
Assessing skill is very simple once the method is understood and its application will be 
immediately apparent. 

Skill Evaluation in Taijiquan
Learning Taijiquan is much like learning anything else. The basic acquisition of a skill 
precedes one’s ability to perform the skill consistently. When one can perform the skill 
consistently, one can begin to use it strategically and with style. Below we see seven basic 
stages of skill development superimposed over three broader skill level categories. 

Stages of Skill Mastery

1. Acquisition (Lesser Mastery)
a) Perception
b) Imitation
c) Patterning

2. Performance Consistency (Intermediate Mastery)
a) Adaptation
b) Refinement

3. Skill Strategy and Personal Style (High Mastery) 
a) Variation
b) Improvisation
c) Improvement & Composition

The process involves transformation for both the student and the teacher both individual and 
in relationship to one another.

1. Within the lesser level of skill mastery, ‘acquisition’, there are three basic stages, 
perception, imitation and patterning.



a) Perception — When learning a skill, the student must first perceive it, usually by 
first seeing it (although many visually impaired individuals have learned Tai Chi by touch and 
speech) and then through spoken instruction. Of course the more precise and articulate 
movements and instructions are, the more clearly the student will perceive the instructor’s 
intent. 

b) Imitation — Through visual and aural recall as well as continued observation of 
the instructor, the student attempts to mimic the impressions he or she receives in order to 
have relate them to a kinesthetic experience. It may take many repetitions of the perception 
process before a satisfactory level of imitation is experienced.

c) Patterning — When a clear and defined kinesthetic, sensation is anchored, 
imitation gives way to ‘patterning’. A sign of patterning is the development of the ability to 
perform the skill more or less automatically. Excepting for continued  correction (a return to 
perception, imitation and patterning), the Lesser level of mastery for the skill is now 
complete. 

As the lesser level of mastery is accomplished the role of ‘teacher’ begins to change more 
to that of ‘coach’. As the student’s new skills becomes internalized the instructor now 
offers suggestions for augmenting and improving practice methods, beginning to personalize 
the teaching. 

2. Within the intermediate level of skill mastery, ‘performance consistency’, two levels 
exist, adapting and refining.

 a) Adaptation — The skill now begins to be understood in terms of the student’s own 
body type, personality and experiences with other acquired skills (which are also at various 
stages of maturity). A certain level of creativity enters into the process as specific problems 
in practice need to be addressed at an individual level. Here the instructor evolves into 
clearly into coach but also necessarily into something of a parental figure - an aspect of the 
process which can prove problematic for students and teachers alike.
note: Instructor guidance is important at this phase to keep the student on task and 
the skill exploration in perspective with an overview of the art. The student, feeling 
the inherent  creativity of this stage often experiences an impulse to skip on to what is 
actually a later level of development. He or she may feel they have ‘broken through’ 
via innovations which are actually sourced in adaptation. It is at this stage that many 
students and their teachers have a major falling out. Students who overestimate their 
level of progress can become arrogant. Instructors who do not understand or know 
how to articulate and frame the problem for students often become unnecessarily 
harsh. Many students break off from their teachers at this stage or are asked to leave 
the training program. Continuing their progress on a tangent and incomplete in their 



basic training, student tend to create hybrid or synthetic approaches which may lack 
the basic fundamentals ultimately contributing further to the decay of the art. The 
student feels this way most likely because he or she is, to some degree, in control of 
the fundamental adaptations required in skill development at this stage. There is also 
the unconscious recognition of  and reaction to the changing role of the instructor. A 
good teacher can keep the student on task so the next development stage can unfold 
organically. To move through this stage requires a mutually respectful attitude from 
both teacher and student. 

b) Refinement — With guidance, diligent practice and observation in the adapting 
phase, the student will begin to develop great control of the skill in question. With repetition 
this control will become consistent. Although refining skill is an endless process, when 
performance consistency is achieved, the intermediate level of skill mastery is largely 
completed. 

Here the role of instructor changes again from that of coach advisor and mentor. The 
student has maximized his or her ability to perform the skill consistently and the instructor 
can now advise from personal experience and from a place of creative observation. It is at 
this level that the instructor’s vast wealth of experience serves as a reference for further, 
more personal development.

3. Within the high level of skill mastery, ‘skill strategy and personal style’, three levels 
exist, varying, improving and improvising/composing.

a) Variation — When the student has achieved a high level of technical skill control 
consistently, he or she will begin quite naturally and appropriately to vary it. Experimentation 
with range, angle, tension, breath, thought, strength, context, etc. can be endless within any 
skill or set of skills. This is the point where many players stop developing because they are 
not sure if it is  proper to vary tradition. Some people spend decades within the tight format 
of a style unaware that the skills they are mastering are the basis for individual development 
and personal freedom. Though lacking confidence at this point, these students are capable 
of more growth. This is the stage which is confused with ‘adaptation’ earlier on in the 
process and it is often due fears around the pitfalls of the adaptation stage that practitioners 
find themselves to be overly cautious and creatively restricted at the variation stage. 
Varying however is quite different and completely necessary in reaching higher levels of 
skill mastery which require full engagement of the imagination.

Here the instructor provides insight as to what works and doesn’t work and suggests new 
ways for the student to vary the skill. The instructor as advisor must however, allow the 
student freedom in which to express his or her ideas and encouragement to work ideas out 
thoroughly. This is often challenging for instructors. 



b) Improvement — The student will ideally begin to improve the skill. This is 
necessary for the furtherance of the art. since; a) no skill is perfectly applicable in all 
contexts since different circumstances redefine the propriety of a skill, b). the student will 
have unique experiences different in some ways from his or her teacher and earlier 
researchers of the skill and c) the student’s body and temperament will suit some variations 
of the skill better than others. Thus the student may add a new dimension which broadens 
the prospects of the art for future enthusiasts.

c) Improvisation/Composition — The student can create new ways of performing 
skills in the context of other skills or particular environments and situations. Skill varying and 
skill improving create the context for skill improvisation which in turn opens the door to the 
possibility of the composition of new expressions of the skill’s nature. When improvising and 
composing become authentic and natural, the student’s knowledge of the skill is extremely 
thorough. At this stage, the high level of skill mastery is completed. The student has enough 
knowledge to easily instruct the skill at the basic, intermediate and, with further experience, 
high levels.

The instructor at this point can share equally with the student in terms of that skill. A 
student’s respect for the instructor at this stage, is sourced in gratitude, admiration, shared 
history and appreciation for the continuance of tradition. The teacher who started as master 
is now ‘grandmaster’. 

Applying Skill Mastery Theory
The understanding of these stages of skill mastery may be applied to any aspect of skill 
development eg. the physical mastery of a movement, development of particular qualities 
within form or push hands or the cultivation of mental, psychological or spiritual  qualities. A 
master instructor will know and be able to create exercises to encourage development at all 
levels of the art. The secret of skill mastery involves the continuous achievement of 
successes within a knowledge of real limitations. Neither overconfidence nor 
discouragement should result from this method. 

The first practical step involves identifying the skill (or skill set) in question and evaluation in 
terms of where it sits realistically within the stages of skill mastery. Next, supported by 
guidance and common sense, examination of what is involved in taking the skill from it’s 
current level to the next. Third, experimentation and research through practice to refine the  
evolving understanding of what skill development demands in the particular situation. Finally,  
reexamination of the skill in light of the results of practice in order to continue the process 
anew. The method requires honest examination, patient exploration and persistent 
application of new insight — all characteristics of personal responsibility. While an instructor 
is vital to much of the process, in truth one teaches oneself.

Given that there are many skills, energies and qualities to master and that simultaneously 



one may be advanced in one aspect and a beginner in another, this method of evaluating 
progress is much more realistic than arbitrary ranking systems which give only a superficial 
sense of one’s progress. This method of examination however does not suit everyone who 
wishes to study Taijiquan however as levels of interest and motivations for practice vary 
widely. It is important to respect those with a more recreational interest in the art or those 
with a passing interest. 


