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directed? Did the methodology allow sufficient challenge 
for the participants to learn how to adapt to environmental 
demands, pay attention to critical features, and actively 
engage in practice. Acquiring skill does not only mean 
to repeat and consolidate but also to invent and progress 
(Whiting 1980); practice is a particular type of repetition 
without repetition (Bernstein 1967). Did they practise 
moving at different speeds, were they encouraged to push 
themselves to their ‘limits’? Did they have the chance to 
make mistakes – making errors is part of learning.

Interestingly, it seems that the results of this study support 
the principle of specificity of training. The study has also 
opened up a most interesting area of investigation, and we 
are sure the article will stimulate considerable interest as it 
has for us.

Janet Carr and Roberta Shepherd
Faculty of Health Sciences, The University of Sydney, 

Australia
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Response

We thank Professors Shepherd and Carr for their letter and 
interest in our paper (Harvey et al 2011). We largely agree 
with their insightful comments and interpretation of the 
literature.

We have three brief comments in response to their 
discussion:

1. We should have clarified that by ‘unsupported sitting’ 
we were referring to sitting without trunk support. As 
Shepherd and Carr rightly point out, it is not possible 
to sit (or stand) without some sort of support.

2. We are aware that a couple of participants from 
the Sydney study site commented that the training 
was tedious, which may have prompted Professors 
Shepherd and Carr to question the structure of our 
training. That is, they questioned whether the training 
could have been better structured to make it less 
tedious for participants and hence more effective. 
We would challenge any therapist to achieve the 
same intensity of training for 6 weeks as we achieved 
for one specific motor task in this clientele without 
a couple of participants passing comment about the 
repetitious nature of the training. This is particularly 
so for this consecutive sample of predominantly 18 to 

25 year old males admitted to a government-funded 
spinal unit. Our therapists were highly experienced in 
working with this clientele and set goals, progressed 
training, provided variety, and set up a motivating 
training environment appropriate for this age group.

3. In a parallel trial, we used exactly the same training 
strategy and demonstrated a treatment effect 
(Boswell-Ruys et al 2010). The only differences 
between the studies were that participants had chronic 
spinal cord injury and were not concurrently receiving 
training for functional activities. This prompted us 
to conclude that intensive and specific training for 
unsupported sitting (that is, without trunk support) 
in people with recent spinal cord injury is redundant 
if they are concurrently receiving intensive training 
for functional activities. We stand (or sit) by this 
conclusion.

Lisa A Harvey, Donna Ristev, Mohammad S Hossain, 
Mohommad A Hossain, Jocelyn L Bowden, Claire L 

Boswell-Ruys, Hohammad M Hossain and Marsha Ben
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