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In the landscape of educational psychology, the classification of learning objectives is foundational to curriculum 

design and instructional efficacy. While Benjamin Bloom’s taxonomy of the cognitive domain and David Krathwohl’s 

affective domain are widely recognized, the third pillar of human learning—the psychomotor domain—is frequently 

overlooked or misunderstood. In 1972, Anita J. Harrow published her seminal work, "A Taxonomy of the 

Psychomotor Domain: A Guide for Developing Behavioral Objectives,"providing educators with a

sophisticated, hierarchical framework for classifying human movement. This guide serves as a technical manual for

understanding Harrow's taxonomy, analyzing its structural components, and implementing it within contemporary

instructional environments.

The Theoretical Framework of the Psychomotor Domain

The psychomotor domain focuses on the development of physical skills, coordination, and the use of the motor-skill 

areas. Development in these areas requires practice and is measured in terms of speed, precision, distance, 

procedures, or techniques in execution. Anita J. Harrow’scontribution was revolutionary because it shifted the

focus from purely academic achievement to the physical manifestations of learning, which are critical in fields

ranging from physical education and vocational training to surgical medicine and performing arts.

Harrow’s model is built upon the premise that motor development is a progressive process. It begins with

involuntary, reflexive actions and culminates in highly creative, expressive movements that communicate complex

ideas without the need for verbalization. For the technical writer or instructional designer, this hierarchy provides a

roadmap for sequencing instruction, ensuring that learners have the physical prerequisites before attempting

advanced maneuvers.

Detailed Analysis of Harrow's Six Levels of Movement

Harrow’s taxonomy is organized into six distinct levels, each representing a higher degree of complexity and

neurological integration. Below is a granular breakdown of these levels, their subcategories, and the physiological

requirements associated with each.

Level 1.00: Reflex Movements

At the base of the hierarchy are reflex movements. These are involuntary motor responses to stimuli that form the

functional basis for all subsequent movement development. In an educational or therapeutic context, these are

rarely taught as behavioral objectives but are essential diagnostic indicators of neurological health.

•  Segmental Reflexes: Involve a single spinal cord segment (e.g., the stretch reflex).

•  Intersegmental Reflexes: Involve more than one spinal cord segment (e.g., the crossed-extensor reflex).

•  Suprasegmental Reflexes: Involve higher brain centers, such as the postural reflexes that maintain equilibrium.

Level 2.00: Basic Fundamental Movements

This level encompasses the inherent movement patterns that are formed by combining reflex movements. These



typically develop during the first year of life and are the building blocks for specialized skills.

•  Locomotor Movements: Movements that transport the body from one point to another (e.g., crawling, walking, 

running).

•  Non-locomotor Movements: Movements performed in place (e.g., twisting, stretching, swaying).

•  Manipulative Movements: Coordinated actions involving the handling of objects (e.g., grasping, reaching, 

releasing).

Level 3.00: Perceptual Abilities

Perceptual abilities involve the kinesthetic, visual, auditory, and tactilesensations that provide the brain with

information about the body and the environment. This level is technical because it requires the integration of the

sensory system with the motor system.

•  Kinesthetic Discrimination: Awareness of body position in space.

•  Visual Discrimination: Tracking objects and distinguishing shapes/colors.

•  Auditory Discrimination: Identifying the source and nature of sounds.

•  Coordinated Abilities: Hand-eye or foot-eye coordination (e.g., hitting a ball with a bat).

Level 4.00: Physical Abilities

This level focuses on the functional characteristics of the human body that are necessary for high-level movement.

Unlike perceptual abilities, which are sensory-based, physical abilities are related to the efficiency of the metabolic

and cardiovascular systems.

•  Endurance: The ability of the body to withstand long periods of exertion.

•  Strength: The amount of force a muscle can exert against resistance.

•  Flexibility: The range of motion around a joint.

•  Agility: The ability to change direction quickly and accurately.

Level 5.00: Skilled Movements

Skilled movements represent the acquisition of a degree of efficiency when performing complex tasks. This is the 

level where most formal athletic, vocational, and artistic training takes place. The movement is characterized by its 

economy of effort and precision.

•  Simple Adaptive Skills: Mastering a basic skill with a specific tool (e.g., using a saw).

•  Compound Adaptive Skills: Managing multiple movements simultaneously (e.g., typing on a keyboard while 

reading).

•  Complex Adaptive Skills: Mastery of intricate patterns (e.g., performing a gymnastics routine).

Level 6.00: Non-discursive Communication

The highest level of Harrow’s taxonomy involves the use of movement to communicate meanings or emotions. This

is the realm of interpretive dance, mime, and advanced physical performance where the body becomes a tool for

expressive communication.

•  Expressive Movement: Communicating feelings through body posture and facial expression.

•  Interpretive Movement: Creating an aesthetic experience through highly stylized movement (e.g., classical 

ballet).

Technical Comparison: Harrow vs. Simpson vs. Dave

In the field of psychomotor research, three primary taxonomies dominate: Harrow, Simpson, and Dave. While they

share commonalities, their focus areas differ significantly. The following table provides a side-by-side comparison to



help instructional designers choose the right model for their needs.



Feature Harrow (1972) Simpson (1972) Dave (1970)

Primary Focus Physiological development 
and movement levels.

Perception and readiness 
for action.

Efficiency and 
naturalization of skill.

Starting Point Involuntary reflex 
movements.

Sensory cues and 
perception.

Imitation of a modeled 
behavior.

Complexity Peak Non-discursive 
communication (Artistic).

Origination (Creating new 
movements).

Naturalization 
(Automaticity).

Best Use Case Physical Education, 
Physical Therapy, Sports 
Science.

General Education, Early 
Childhood Development.

Technical and Vocational 
Training, Industrial Skills.

Developing Behavioral Objectives Using Harrow's Taxonomy

Writing behavioral objectives is a technical skill that requires precision. According to Harrow, a well-defined 

objective must include a measurable action verb, a condition, and a standardof performance. Below are

examples of how to construct these objectives across different levels of the taxonomy.

Level 3.00: Perceptual Abilities

Objective:"Given a moving tennis ball, the student will track and strike the ball with a racquet using a forehand

swing, making contact on 8 out of 10 attempts."

•  Action Verb: Strike.

•  Condition: Given a moving tennis ball.

•  Standard: 8 out of 10 attempts.

Level 4.00: Physical Abilities

Objective:"After a 5-minute warm-up, the student will perform a sit-and-reach stretch, reaching at least 2 inches

past their toes to demonstrate trunk flexibility."

•  Action Verb: Reach.

•  Condition: After a 5-minute warm-up.

•  Standard: 2 inches past toes.

Level 5.00: Skilled Movements

Objective:"Using a standard soldering iron and PCB, the technician will create a 'tack weld' that meets IPC-A-610

standards for surface tension and connectivity within 30 seconds."

•  Action Verb: Create (Tack weld).

•  Condition: Using standard tools.

•  Standard: Meeting IPC-A-610 within 30 seconds.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for Educators

To successfully integrate Harrow's Taxonomy into a curriculum, instructional designers should follow a systematic

workflow:

1.  Diagnostic Assessment: Determine the learner's current level. Are they at the 'Physical Ability' stage (Level 



4), or do they already possess 'Skilled Movements' (Level 5)?

2.  Task Decomposition: Break down the final movement into its constituent parts. For example, a golf swing 

requires visual discrimination (Level 3), core strength (Level 4), and refined coordination (Level 5).

3.  Sequencing: Structure the lessons to follow the hierarchy. Do not attempt to teach skilled movements if the 

learner lacks the prerequisite physical endurance or perceptual coordination.

4.  Feedback Loops: Provide immediate corrective feedback. Since psychomotor learning is physical, sensory 

feedback (feeling the movement) must be paired with external feedback (instructor's critique).

Case Study: Surgical Training and Psychomotor Development

In medical education, particularly for surgical residents, Harrow's taxonomy provides a framework for measuring

competency. A resident does not begin by performing a complex laproscopic surgery (Level 5/6). Instead, the

training program follows a technical progression:

•  Stage 1 (Perceptual): Using a VR simulator to understand depth perception and instrument orientation in a 2D 

space.

•  Stage 2 (Physical): Developing the fine motor strength and finger dexterity required for prolonged instrument 

manipulation.

•  Stage 3 (Skilled): Practicing suturing techniques on synthetic materials to achieve precision and speed.

•  Stage 4 (Complex Adaptive): Performing the surgery in a live environment, adapting to unexpected 

anatomical variations.

By using Harrow's framework, medical instructors can identify exactly where a resident is failing. If a resident has

the knowledge (cognitive) but cannot perform the stitch, the instructor can determine if the issue is a lack of

perceptual depth (Level 3) or a lack of manual dexterity (Level 5).

Common Pitfalls and Troubleshooting in Psychomotor Instruction

Even with a robust framework like Harrow's, several operational challenges can arise:

•  The "Plateau" Effect: Learners often stagnate at Level 4 (Physical Abilities). To overcome this, instructors 

must introduce higher-level cognitive-motor challenges that force the transition to Level 5.

•  Assessment Bias: Subjectivity in assessing 'Non-discursive communication' (Level 6). Solution: Use 

standardized rubrics that define specific aesthetic or expressive markers.

•  Ignoring Prerequisites: Attempting to teach skilled movements to a learner with poor perceptual-motor 

integration. Solution: Revert to Level 3 exercises to stabilize the sensory-motor foundation.

Synthesis and Future Implications

Anita Harrow’s 1972 taxonomy remains a cornerstone of movement education because of its logical, physiological

basis. In an era dominated by digital learning and cognitive-heavy curricula, the importance of the psychomotor

domain is resurging. From the development of haptic interfaces in virtual reality to the training of robotics engineers

and the rehabilitation of patients in physical therapy, the hierarchy of movement provides the necessary structure

for human-machine interaction and physical recovery.

By understanding the progression from involuntary reflexes to communicative, expressive movement, educators

and technical trainers can craft objectives that are not only measurable but also physiologically sound. Harrow’s

work ensures that the physical body is treated with the same intellectual rigor as the mind, creating a truly holistic

approach to human development and behavioral mastery.
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