
Game Sense, a Theoretical Model for a 
Practical Reality, a Discussion with 

Performance and Community Rugby Union 
Coaches

James Hall

This is a digitised version of a dissertation submitted to the 

University of Bedfordshire.  

It is available to view only. 

This item is subject to copyright. 



   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Game Sense, a Theoretical Model for a Practical 

Reality, a Discussion with Performance and 

Community Rugby Union Coaches 

 

JAMES HALL 

 

A thesis submitted to the University of 

Bedfordshire, in fulfilment of the requirements for 

the degree of MA by Research 

 

The University of Bedfordshire 

 

Institute of Sport and Physical Activity Research 

(ISPAR) 



   
 

i 
 

Declaration of Originality  

 

I, James Hall declare that this is my own unaided work I am submitting for the degree of 

Master of Arts by Research through The University of Bedfordshire. It has not been 

submitted before for any degree or examination in any other University.  I confirm that this 

work was done wholly or mainly while in candidature for a research degree at this University; 

Where any part of this thesis has previously been submitted for a degree or any other 

qualification at this University or any other institution, this has been clearly stated; Where I 

have drawn on or cited the published work of others, this is always clearly attributed; Where I 

have quoted from the work of others, the source is always given. With the exception of such 

quotations, this thesis is entirely my work; I have acknowledged all main sources of help; 

Where the thesis or any part of it is based on work done by myself jointly with others, I have 

made clear exactly what was done by others and what I have contributed myself; none of 

this work has been published before submission. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

ii 
 

Abstract  

The study seeks to discover the extent of understanding, opinions, and the utilisation of 

Game Sense by current senior rugby union coaches’. GS was developed in the mid-1990’s 

by Thorpe and the Australian Sports Commission (Light, 2013). The Game Sense coaching 

model places an emphasis on players developing knowledge and skills through the playing 

of conditioned games (Light, 2006), and incorporates questioning and discussion between 

players and coaches’ as a key learning tool (Light and Evans, 2013).    

Six coaches were interviewed for the study. The interviews involved discussions on their 

backgrounds in coaching, their coaching philosophies, their current practice, their learnings 

as a coach and their opinions, understanding and utilisation of GS. 

The Coaches agree that Game Sense is a vital coaching model, but it must be balanced out 

with other forms of practice, The coaches highlight that both players and coaches may not 

have the knowledge and ability to perform in a GS session, further, that environment does 

not enable them to utilise Game Sense.  Coaches suggest that coaching does not work with 

using one model or another and that instead, practice must suit the environment they are in, 

this results in the coaches adopting the Cafeteria Coaching approach. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 

The purpose of this study is to identify, compare, and contrast the understandings, opinions, 

and utilisation of Game Sense (hereafter referred to as ‘GS’) by performance and community 

rugby union coaches. Chapter One will explain the purpose, intention, and rationale of the 

current research study, and will conclude by highlighting the individual research questions 

the study is aiming to answer. 

 

Chapter Two and Three will set out the findings of a literature review, focusing on topics that 

have informed this study. The literature review will focus on the historical context, the origins 

and explain what GS is, and what makes the model unique from other Game centred training 

methods. The review will emphasise the potential benefits, as well as the challenges and 

drawbacks of the coaching model identified in previous research. 

 

Once the GS model has been explained the literature review will explore the different 

elements that can influence a coaches’ use and understanding of the GS model. The review 

will emphasise how a coach’s philosophy and opinions inform their behaviour and beliefs 

surrounding the use of GS as a coaching model. The review will conclude by identifying how 

coaches perceive GS as a coaching model, and how they utilise it in practice, in both 

performance and community sport.  
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Following on from the review of literature Chapter Four will highlight the methodology and 

methods that were implemented in the study, identifying the participant criteria, how 

Interviews were used as a method of collecting data, and how the data was analysed 

elaborating on the use of Grounded Theory as a framework to draw meaning and 

conclusions from the data. Chapters Six and seven will set out the results of the study. The 

results of the study will be intertwined with a discussion. Chapter Five will emphasise, 

compare, and contrast the key influences that have impacted the forming of the coaches 

philosophies and current practices. The focus will be placed on the individual coaches 

experience as a player, other coaches who have directly or indirectly influenced them, their 

experiences with coaching in other countries, their experiences of different forms of coach 

education and how that has influenced their understanding of GS and their coaching 

practice. Moving forward to chapter Six the’ coaches understanding, and opinions of GS will 

be compared and contrasted, and further, whether the individuals choose to utilise the model 

in their practice and the reasons for that. Chapter Seven will provide a conclusion to the 

study and will provide details of the limitations of this study, and what future research could 

choose to focus on within the subject area. Chapter Eight will detail a review from the 

researcher of how they found the research experience and the development of the thesis. 

Further, as an active rugby coach, the process they went through in order to maintain a non 

bias a non-bias throughout the research. 
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Purpose and Rationale 

 

This study aims to contribute to the current field of knowledge surrounding the GS coaching 

model in rugby union, by reaching out to current coaches at all levels of rugby union, who 

may not typically read academic papers but who want to expand their knowledge of 

coaching, improve their practice, and advance their careers. 

The purpose of the study is to examine the understanding, opinion, and utilisation of GS 

from the perspective of six individual coaches (three performance coaches and three 

community coaches) and how this understanding has been developed through their personal 

experiences. The study will explore participants' coaching backgrounds, philosophies, and 

personal professional experiences, how GS has or has not influenced their preferred 

coaching approach and the reasons for that. 

 

1.1 Rationale 
 

GS is defined as a model which focuses on developing players’ game-related knowledge 

(Evans and Light, 2007; Jarret, 2014) and skills using games (Light, 2011) rather than 

through isolated drill practices (Reid and Harvey, 2014). GS is considered to benefit players, 

as they practice skills through conditioned games, which replicate specific game scenarios 

throughout a training session (Light, 2006). A players’ learning is stimulated using 

questioning and discussions between their teammates and coaches (Reid and Harvey, 

2014) rather than through direct instruction from the coach (Hopper, 2002). 

 GS research has been conducted mainly in the Southern Hemisphere involving Australian 

and New Zealand based coaches and players. In 2006 Light explored the innovation of GS 

through New Zealand based coaches and players which later Pill (2016) explored how GS, 

as a model, forces players to think more deeply about the game and what they are doing 

resulting in the development of players decision making.  
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Existing literature further identifies both the benefits of the GS model, including increased 

player responsibility (Austin, 2017), communication skills (Light, Harvey and Mouchel, 2014) 

motivation, collaboration and engagement in both players and coaches alike (Turner and 

Mortinek,1999; Harvey, 2009; Davis, 2010; Pill, 2016; Armstrong, 2017). The model, however, 

does not exist without its challenges and drawbacks. These include, but are not limited to; 

coaches can struggle to understand the GS model and therefore do not know how to 

implement it properly; (Forrest, Webb and Pearson 2007; Light, Harvey and Mouchel 2014; 

Armstrong (1), 2019) coaches can struggle to focus on several distinct aspects that occur 

during a fast-paced GS training session (Williams and Hodges, 2005), there is currently a lack 

of comparative research involving GS and rugby union coaches understanding, opinion and 

utilisation of the model in the United Kingdom with specific research on GS mainly taking place 

in the Southern Hemisphere (Evans and Light, 2007). Research in the Northern Hemisphere 

mainly focuses on another game centred approach called Teaching Games for Understanding 

(tofu) which was originally developed in the UK to focus on teaching (within Physical Education 

and school games) as opposed to ‘sport’ (Tomas , 2013). Thus, this study will be conducted 

using the GS model to contribute to the body of literature but from a UK perspective. 

 

1.1.1 The Study recognises that every Sports Coach is different  

 

An additional element for the rationale for this study is the recognition that every sports 

coach is different It is argued that a coach’s background and experience shape their 

philosophy and subsequently their coaching practice (Nash, Sproule and Horton, 2008). 

Their coaching outlook, their professional environments and their level of existing knowledge 

will influence their practice and how and if they utilise the GS (Hossain and Light, 2012). It is 

recognised that if repeated with different coaches that the results would not be the same. 

Recognising the complexity of qualitative studies as well as the effect of, therefore 

strengthen the requirement for a study such as this 
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1.2 Research Questions  
 

This study aims to answer the following two questions: 

RQ1: What influences a coach’s philosophy and practice? 

RQ2: What are the coaches’ understanding and opinions of Game Sense and how does 

their current environment influence their use of the Game Sense model? 
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

 

This chapter will consider the literature which has informed not only this study but has 

explored the history, development, and definition of the Game Sense model 

 

2.1 The development of Game Sense and its relation to Teaching Games for 

Understanding 
 

The Game Sense (GS) coaching model was developed in Australia in the mid-1990s by 

Thorpe and the Australian Sports Commission (ASC) and Australian sports coaches (Evans 

and Light, 2007; Jarret, 2011; Light and Robert 2010; Pill, 2016). The concept originated 

from Bunker and Thorpe’s (1982) Teaching Games for Understanding (tub) model that was 

developed in England in the early 1980s (Light, 2004). Towards the end of the 1980s, the 

TfL model was becoming unfavourable with many countries and individual countries sports 

authorities. Instead, countries were beginning to develop teaching and coaching models to 

suit their individual countries’ cultures. Thorpe, together with the Australian Sports 

Commission and individual Australian sports coaches saw an opportunity to create a model 

that focused on sport and coaching (Tomas, Morgan and Mesquita,  2013), while its 

predecessor tub had been developed to specifically focus on teaching and the classroom 

environment (Light and Evans, 2013) 

 

The TfL model emphasises learning through playing small-sided and conditioned games, 

where the teaching of tactics and skills are practised as a team and together rather than 

seeing both as separate entities, and where the teacher/coach will emphasise why a skill is 

required in a game rather than how to perform it (Hopper, 2002; Griffin and Butler, 2005). 

The tub model aims to develop perception, decision-making ability, and the ability to perform 
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motor skills to a high standard in a game environment (Light and Fawns, 2003; Pill and 

Suede, 2020). TfL like GS focuses on players/participants taking ownership of their learning 

through the playing of games but within Physical Education whereas GS was developed to 

focus on sport and Coaching (Uccello, Spittle and Pill, 2014). A further distinct difference 

between GS and tub is how they both utilise questioning as a learning tool (Light and Fawns, 

2003; Reid and Harvey, 2014; Jerrett and Harvey, 2016). TfL due to its setting being in a 

classroom environment (Tomas, Morgan and Mesquita, 2013) utilises questioning to lead to 

a definite answer due to time constraints. The GS model, however, utilises questioning to get 

players to think about several different opportunities within a certain situation, rather than 

just one definitive answer. Due to this GS has been referred to as a more chaotic open-

ended version of tub (Harvey, 2009) 

 

2.2 Game Sense: Defining the model 
 

As mentioned above, GS takes its origins from Australia in the mid-1990s, in part born out of 

an opportunistic development of the TfL model. The alignment of GS to tub and the 

relationship between sport and physical education is one that at times is difficult to separate 

due to the underlying similarities due to TGfU being, in part, the origin of GS. This 

relationship between physical education and sport, particularly in England, can be seen 

when examining how the sport is divided into categories. 

· Invasion Games 

· Net/Court Games 

· Target Games 

· Field/striking Games  

(Forrest, Webb and Peirsol., 2007;  Department for Education, 2011) 
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The coaching model focuses on the games as a whole and not as individual parts (Forrest, 

Webb and Pearson,  2007; Light, 2004, 2006). It is suggested to benefit players by 

encouraging them to develop their communication skills, (Light, 2004), problem-solving 

abilities, decision making (Light, 2006) and tactical awareness (Breed and Spittle, 2011) 

through the context of a game. Using a game-based approach has been considered the best 

way for players to develop the skills they require to play a competitive game (Kirk and 

MacPhail, 2002; Light and Fawns, 2003) 

 

The focus of GS is to use questioning and discussions between the players and the 

coaches, as a learning tool for both sides to better understand their sport, further for coaches 

to be able to fully adapt to their player’s needs (Reference, 2008; Light, 2012). This in turn 

develops players’ team working ability and the coaches’ communication skills (Reid and 

Harvey, 2014).  

 

The model requires players to practice technical and tactical skills in a game context to 

understand the challenges and barriers they may face in a game to better prepare them for a 

match situation (Light 2011; University of Canterbury, 2016) as opposed to practising these 

skills out of context in a drill format. 
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2.2.1 Game Sense: The role of the coach 

 

GS recognises the coach as a co-learner (Light and Evans, 2013) and that both players and 

coaches develop their knowledge in a social environment (Butler, 2014) through engaging in 

questioning and discussion (Mitchell, 2013). In GS, the coach acts as a guide to players 

rather than a hands-on director who controls players on exactly what he or she wants them 

to do. Instead, they [coaches] let the players have more freedom to shape the game how 

they see fit (Mitchel 2013; Reid and Harvey, 2014). 

 

It is suggested by Hooper (1998) that the GS method requires coaches to run a session that 

has a context to the actual game. This is achieved through focusing practice on a particular 

principle of play, rather than the practice focusing on drills, based purely on developing skills 

out of context. The individual principles of play include – Scoring, not scoring, invading 

(attacking), stopping invasion (defending), keeping possession, and getting possession 

(Hooper, 1998). With this study having a key focus on rugby, the principles of play have 

been identified specifically as  

 Apply pressure 

 Score points 

 Contest possession 

 Go Forward 

 Provide Support 

 Create Continuity  

(Hill, 2022) 
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GS requires coaches to design a session that will improve both tactical and technical ability 

using games. It is further recognised that GS uses questioning as a key learning tool to 

develop both players’ and coaches’ knowledge (Jarrett, 2011; Forrest, 2014). 

  

2.2.2 The Use of Questioning in Game Sense 

A key element of GS is its utilisation of questioning and discussion as a learning tool, to 

develop both players' and coaches' knowledge, tactical awareness, and technical 

performance (Reid and Harvey, 2014). Questioning is used to establish an understanding of 

a particular area of performance and to encourage discussions amongst the playing coach 

and between coaches and players (Forrest, 2014). There are four key areas that coaches 

questions should relate to;  

 Strategies of play 

 Rules of the game 

 Technical Execution   

 Psychological Preparation.   

(Jarrett, 2011; Forrest, 2014). 

 

Focusing questioning on these four areas will result in constructive discussion and is further 

suggested will develop both player and coach’s knowledge of the game (Evans and Light 

2007; Harvey, 2009). When utilising questioning within the GS model, it is recommended 

that the questions should be open-ended (Harvey et al., 2019). The advantage of using 

open-ended questions is that it enables a depth of discussion within a playing and coaching 

group, potentially resulting in a greater depth of learning. More so than would exist in a yes, 

no situation (Harvey et al., 2019). 
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 When utilising questioning, it is argued that coaches must be engaged within these 

discussions, so that the suggestions made by the players can shape further questions 

(Forrest, 2014). When considering types of practice, coaches must set up sessions and 

games that will allow for questioning and discussions to occur (Webb, 2008). This can be 

achieved through creating challenging situations and problems that players in turn will have 

to solve. When asking questions coaches must adopt a Solution Focus Approach (SFA). 

SFA focuses on the players’ requirements rather than assuming what they need (Clarke and 

Dombrowski, 2006). This is achieved by asking players what they think about, and want to 

do at training, as well as finding simple solutions to problems without the need to make 

things too complex and difficult to understand (Clarke and Dombrowski, 2006). Adopting this 

approach, players and coaches alike, it is suggested will be more engaged with the practice, 

and discussions will carry more relevance and meaning. (Harvey et al., 2019). When asking 

questions coaches must consider “What am I listening for?” “How do I [the coach] ask 

questions?” “How can I as a coach achieve a greater impact with my questions? Finally, 

what impact do different questioning styles have? (Clarke and Dombrowski, 2006) 

Questioning has been shown to enable players to take charge of their learning which 

demonstrates its importance with regards to its relevance to GS (Harvey, 2016). In addition 

to questioning, a further core element of GS is its use of small-sided games which will be 

discussed below (Forrest, Webb and Pearson, 2007) 
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2.2.3 Game Sense and the use of Small-Sided Games  

 

Small-sided games can be used to develop players sport-specific fitness. Due to the lack of 

player numbers, individuals are required to have more involvement within the game 

(Haluan et al., 2014) establishing its relevance in GS practice. It is important to note that GS 

practice is not the only method that can be used to develop sports specific fitness, as 

traditional fitness drills have been identified to also improve physical fitness (Hill-Hass et 

al., 2012). Therefore, to assume that the use of small-sided games and GS is absolute in 

improving sports specific fitness is not necessarily correct.  

 

Slade (2015) argues that participation in small-sided games develops players psychological 

autonomy and mental flexibility. This occurs through focusing players on using particular 

skills and challenging them to find solutions in different pitch sizes with limited time to think, 

forcing the players to make rapid decisions (Slade, 2015). It is further argued that using 

smaller modified games players develop specific skills and/or improve specific areas of their 

game, such as attacking and defensive play (Hopper, 2002) due to the requirement for 

players to perform skills more often and at a higher frequency (Owen, Twist and Ford, 2004), 

whilst still maintaining the context of the game. When using these small-sided games, 

coaches must explain to players the purpose of these games to engage them and must 

make sure that these games are challenging, relatable to the specific sport that they play 

(Slade, 2015) and further ensure that all players are involved and active in the session. The 

result of which Slade (2015) argues is increased player engagement as the players feel they 

are being included during the session. Thus, highlighting not only the physical benefits of GS 

but also the psychological benefits of the model. The utilisation of small-sided games and 

the inclusion of all participants results in the model becoming a Player Centred Approach 

(Reid and Harvey, 2014) 
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2.2.4 Game Sense as a Player Centred Approach to Learning  

 

The GS model is a player centred approach (PCA) to learning (Reid and Harvey, 2014). 

PCA learning is driven by the players with the key decisions such as solving problems and 

the use of tactics during the game being left up to the player, with little interference from the 

Coach. A PCA forces the coach to provide the players with the opportunity to be creative 

(Davis, 2010) and to offer guidance and advice where needed, rather than telling them what 

they should be doing (Mitchell, 2013). The advantage of a PCA to learning is that it improves 

player engagement, encourages more communication both player to player and player to 

coach (De Souza and Solin, 2013). In addition to this, it is suggested to increase the players’ 

competence in performing a skill as well as increase their motivation and the ability to make 

decisions during match play (De Souza and Solin, 2013).  
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2.2.5 Example of a Game sense practice, obesities and the role of the coach 

 

Below is an example of what a GS game would look like in practice. The game has a clear 

purpose, a minimum number of rules, and coach input, thus allowing players to have the 

freedom to explore. This specific game could be used for less experienced players or as part 

of a warm-up. The game is purely used to develop awareness, movement of the ball, 

support, passing and catching and develop the players ability to  find space. After explaining 

the very simple rules listed below the game would begin, without coaches telling players 

what the game is focusing on. The games purpose is simply to be fun and engaging. The 

players potentially being unaware of the skills they are developing the coach would then stop 

the game at points to question the players and create discussions around what skills they 

think they are developing? What do they think they are doing well as a team? What can they 

improve on? Encourage and give players the opportunity and time to discuss amongst 

themselves solutions to problems and strategies they will choose to implement in order to 

get a positive outcome 
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Four Corners  
 

Mark out a large pitch with a 5m box in each corner. 

1. Split into two teams. 

2. The attacking team can pass in any direction but cannot run with the ball. 

3. To score, the ball must be passed into one of the 5m boxes. However, a receiving 

player cannot remain in the box for more than two seconds and no defender can 

enter the box. 

4. Two points for a score, one point for a defender going into the box. 

5. Turnover the ball after a two point score, dropped balls or interceptions, players 

running with the ball. 

 

 

(Rugby coach Weekly, 2021) 
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Having established the origins, a definition of the GS model, what makes it unique, and 

providing an example of what a GS training game looks like in practice, the paper will now 

move on establishing both the benefits of the model as well as the potential drawbacks and 

challenges of GS 

  

2.3 Benefits of Game Sense 

 

GS has been argued to develop both psychological and physical aspects of performance 

(Harvey, 2009), as training closely resembles the requirements of the actual game that the 

players will be involved in. It is argued further that coaches who provide more game centred 

approaches to training over traditional drills approach, which require minimal decision 

making, result in developing more competent and independent players (Nash and Sproule, 

2012).   

Further specific benefits of GS have been defined as players motivation improving, a positive 

and inclusive learning environment is created and players improving their decision making, 

players knowledge and understanding of the game, in addition to improving the players' 

physical fitness. (The University of Canterbury, 2016) 

 

2.3.1 Psychological benefits  

 

A GS approach to coaching provides its players with multiple psychological benefits. These 

benefits are identified as follows. The first psychological benefit of the GS approach is the 

development of players’ mental stamina during a game. Coaches must understand that as 

well as suffering from physical fatigue players also suffer mental fatigue (Germaine, 

Godbout, and Berthier,  2001). The development of players mental stamina occurs through 

being exposed to a large amount of game context training, it has been identified that the GS 

approach develops players’ mental fitness, as it requires players to continuously make and 
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review decisions and adapt accordingly (Pill, 2016). GS places a key emphasis on 

questioning to create discussion and to get players thinking about the decisions they need to 

make (Webb, 2008; Harvey, 2009). The GS model has been highlighted to further develop 

players understanding and knowledge within their sport (Reid and Harvey, 2014). The 

elevated levels of discussion that is involved in GS help players to develop an understanding 

of both the game as a whole and of how to perform individual skills within a particular 

moment in a game, while mentally preparing for their next action (Light, 2006).  

Further emphasised is how GS develops players' communication skills (Light and Fawns, 

2003; Evans, 2007; Jarrett 2011) The above benefits highlighted are key skills required 

within team sports 

 

The second psychological benefit of GS relates to the players’ level of enjoyment of both 

Game situations and the training sessions (Uccello Spittle and Pill, 2014). Emphasising that 

players find GS training sessions fun and relatable to their game (Jarrett, 2011; Pill, 2016) 

and by leaving the majority of decisions surrounding the game up to the players, the coach 

adopts a role that is there to guide the players rather than instruct them (Light, 2004; De 

Souza and Solin, 2013), resulting in players feeling involved in the game, due to an increase 

in responsibility (Uccello, Spittle and Pill,  2014). Further, it has been identified to increase 

player motivation (De Souza and Solin, 2013; Light and Harvey, 2017) and communication 

skills (Light and Fawns, 2003) due to their [the players] active involvement in not only the 

activity but also team discussions and collaboration (Germaine, Godbout and Bourthier, 

2001) which has been identified as not only beneficial as rugby players, but also to their lives 

outside of the sport (Armstrong, 2017). 
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It has been suggested that GS develops knowledge and understanding through observation, 

interpretation, and analysis of something happening (Light, Harvey and Mouchel, 2014). 

From carrying out this process, it is suggested that players become more competent in 

identifying possible outcomes that could occur because of a particular action taking place 

(Light, Harvey and Mouchel, 2014). This process occurs continuously in a GS training 

session and, as a result, a player's in-action decision making ability develops (Light. Harvey 

and Mouchel,, 2014). This is argued as a result of constantly processing information during 

the game, players improve their ability to read game situations, improving their ability to plan 

ahead and quickly adapt to what is happening within a game (Light and Robert, 2010; Hall, 

Gray and Sproule 2016), resulting in improved individual performance which will positively 

impact on overall team performance within a game, further strengthening the argument for 

the use of GS within a coaching setting. 

 

It is suggested that GS by its very nature creates chaos during training (Austin, 2017) due to 

the coach providing very little structure, and giving very limited information or rules to 

players, regarding the game they will be playing within a session (Hopper, 1998). This 

results in players being required to think for themselves, work together and find solutions to 

problems (Grehaigne, Godbout, and Bourthier 2001; Pill, 2016). It has been further 

recognised that the GS approach develops the players’ ability to manage particular 

situations within a game without the requirement for coach input (Light and Harvey, 2017). 

Games force players to increase the volume and speed that they must process information, 

this increases the individual players learning and further develops their decision-making 

ability (Pill, 2016), which they are then able to implement and benefit from in a competitive 

game environment. 
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GS develops players’ self-awareness of their role within the game and the actions occurring 

in the wider environment around them (Harvey, 2009; Jarrett, 2011). GS through its high use 

of conditioned games enables players to observe their teammates during training, and by 

filming the training sessions, players can observe and analyse their performance during a 

training match. This method allows the player to identify their strengths and weaknesses, as 

well as areas their teammates need to improve on (Harvey, 2009; Jarret 2011), having a 

positive impact on the team's ability to prepare for a competitive game. 

 

GS has been highlighted to have positive implications for coaches’ performance (Light, 

Harvey and Mouchet, 2014). It is emphasised that by observing match like scenarios and 

games, a coaches awareness improves, increasing their ability to highlight both their teams 

and opponents' strengths and weaknesses (Jarrett, 2011). This increase in individual 

coaching awareness is argued to improve their ability to plan and run more worthwhile 

training sessions. As well as having benefits for developing coaches’ performance GS has 

been highlighted to develop players’ creativity as a result of being involved in GS coaching 

sessions. Creativity is the ability to establish several different solutions or ideas to solve a 

particular problem (Memmert and Roth, 2007). This development in creativity will have a 

direct impact on players’ ability to better adapt, problem solve and make decisions (Light, 

2014; Harvey and Mouchet, 2014; Light and Robert, 2010; Pill, 2016). 
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2.3.2 Physical Benefits 

 

As well as the psychological benefits, GS carries with it several physical benefits such as 

players movement of the ball, and their ability to stay actively involved within a game 

improving, because players are required to constantly be moving and actively involved at 

training. This forces them to become familiar with their responsibilities during a competitive 

match (Turner and Mortineck, 1999; Spittle, 2014). Due to the match similarities in training 

players are required to evade other players and move into positions where they will be of 

use in the future, more so than they would be required to do in a stop-start drills-based 

scenario (Forrest, Webb and Pearson 2007). This constant movement of the ball has been 

highlighted to improve players’ agility, as they are having to evade players and make 

multiple changes of direction. It is suggested that the GS model improves sport-specific 

fitness, due to players being required to perform at an intensity replicating or in some cases 

higher than that of an actual competitive match (Evans, 2012; Pill, 2016), due to all players 

being actively involved in the session (Davis, 2010; Pill, 2016). As a result of the competitive 

match similarities, the collective team success rate in attack and defensive physical actions 

has been shown to improve (Harvey, 2009) (effective go forward in attack/effective tackle 

and defensive sets). The GS model allows for players to have a greater number of 

opportunities to execute skills in a specific match environment, more so than they would 

have had in a traditional drill cantered coaching session (Hall, Gray and Sproule 

2016). [HI8] For the employment of these physical and psychological advantages to occur 

coaches must design training to be as close to game pressure and speed as possible (Pill, 

2016). As well as GS having its benefits, like all coaching models, it does have its 

weaknesses, some of these challenges and negatives will be discussed. 
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2.4 Challenges and Drawbacks of Game Sense 
 

One of the challenges with the use of GS is a lack of understanding. The perception that 

players lack a level of ability to perform within a GS session can lead to coaches lacking 

confidence in their players' to actively learn and benefit within a GS coaching session 

(Jarrett, 2011; Roberts, 2011). Further to this, coaches can struggle to implement GS due to 

a personal lack of understanding of the model, and how to implement it to its full potential 

(Roberts, 2011). It is suggested that coaches can struggle to find a balance between how 

much training form (individual drills) should be used during GS practice, whilst other coaches 

believe that there should be complete playing form (games practice) (Hall, Gray and 

Sproule., 2016), For GS to be implemented into a training program correctly and for it to 

have a positive impact on both players and coaches it must be fully understood by the coach 

and the players beforehand (Light and Harvey, 2017). 

 

2.4.1 Players perception of the ‘power’ of the coach  

 

What also needs to be considered is the relationship between the player(s) and coach with 

consideration of ‘power’. Rylander (2015) considers that there are three aspects of power at 

play within the coach/player relationship: ‘expert’ ‘referent’ and ‘legitimate’. Players can tend 

to have a level of expectation and view about their coach as having expert power, this is that 

the player believes and trusts that the coach has superior power over them (Rylander, 

2015). Which could have the effect of players taking what the coach says in terms of 

instruction, and the passing on of knowledge at face value and to be correct (Rylander, 

2015). Referent power, on the other hand, occurs where players have a tendency not to 

challenge the coach even when the player(s) disagree with the planned focus of the 

coaching session (conflicting with what the player perceives their needs to be). This inability 

to challenge can lead to the player(s) aligning their beliefs, behaviours, and attributes 

similarly with their coach’s (Rylander, 2015). It is suggested that the influence of referent 
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power can lead  players not challenging and questioning their coach’s knowledge and or 

opinions of what they need (Rylander, 2015), leading to a lack of discussion taking place at 

training, which may result in a lack of GS practice. Finally, legitimate power, occurs where 

players hold the belief that the coach has the right to influence how they [the player(s)] think 

and how they play (Rylander, 2015). In considering these three power relationships the 

coach must also be aware of their influence over players, particularly when the utilisation of 

the GS model is based upon the need for players to question and or work out the what, the 

why and the how. What the problem is, why is it there and how are we as a collective group 

going to solve it in their training sessions.  

 

2.4.2 Combining skill and knowledge development  

 

As well as a lack of GS understanding and of players perceptions of coaches’ power which 

can potentially limit the use of the GS model. Coaches can further struggle with 

implementing GS as they have to combine several different elements into one game, these 

elements include skill learning, knowledge development, with a focus also on the 

development of players' social and mental skill development (Light, Harvey and Mouchet,, 

2014). This combination of different elements requires coaches to be innovative with their 

practice design, to continuously challenge their players to keep training sessions fresh and 

engaging (Pill, 2012; Butler, 2014).  

 

Coaches must ensure that the players they are working with are actively manipulating the 

practice and that the coach should be taking more of a passive approach (Light, 2004). This 

can be challenging for the coach as they can struggle to hand power over to the player(s) 

and further that players can struggle with the responsibility, and deal with the chaos that GS 

entails (Light, 2004). The use of GS results in creating an unpredictable environment forcing 

coaches to think harder about what they are going to implement to improve player and team 
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performance. The coach may come to a session with a plan to focus on a specific aspect, 

however, when the game starts, they may realise that what they had planned to do may not 

be relevant. GS forces coaches to be more observant and adaptable to what is going on in 

the game, more so than they would have to do if they were just running a linear drill-based 

session (Armstrong, 2019). This analogy can result in coaches refraining from using the GS 

concept as it is suggested to be easier just to use a drills-based practice (Harvey, 2019)  

 

2.4.3 Challenge of Questioning  

 

The challenge related to the use of questioning includes the lack of a coaches 

understanding of how to use it appropriately (Webb, 2008). When using questioning coaches 

must do it in a way that guides players, rather than control them to think a particular way 

(Harvey et al., 2015). Coaches can struggle to gauge when is the best time to ask questions 

during a session (Thomas, Morgan and Mesquita,  2013; Davis, 2010; Roberts, 2011; Reid 

and Harvey, 2014). The use of questioning can also take time, a reality that in a lot of 

coaching environments there is very little of, further continuously stopping games can agitate 

players (Evans, 2012). To ask appropriate questions and create relevant discussions, 

coaches must have a high level of knowledge of both their sport and of GS (Roberts, 2011). 

Further highlighted is that players must be allowed to create their discussions without the 

probing of questions. This can be a struggle if there is a lack of time and understanding both 

by coach and player of how GS operates, and in addition a lack of understanding of the sport 

of rugby (Armstrong (3), 2019). From discovering what GS is and the particular benefits and 

challenges surrounding the coaching model, chapter two will conclude by comparing GS to 

the traditional coaching model to emphasise the differences between the two and, to further 

identify what makes GS unique as a model. 
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2.4.3 Is Game Sense Safe? 

 

With GS using both small-sided, conditioned games as well as more open larger games 

(Jarrett, 2011; Forrest, 2014). (10 v10/12 v12/15 v15) and questioning and discussion as a 

learning tool, (Forrest, 2014), drills and block practices are not used. For new players who 

have never tackled, been tackled, rucked, or indeed taken part in set-piece play (line-out or 

Scrums) all of which have the potential to be dangerous (Cottrelll, 2020). For these 

movements only to be used and practised in a game environment could lead to injury 

(Cottrell, 2020), players are not able to execute the skill as it has not been properly 

explained to them and practised in a block practice. This could lead to not only participants 

getting hurt, but further deflated a lack of enjoyment and they, the participant walking away 

from the game entirely.  

We need to also consider players returning from injury. A player who has come back from a 

long, medium or even short term injury may be lacking in confidence in terms of the contact 

area (McNicol, 2012), further their bodies will not be conditioned to re-enter a game 

environment, even if it is a conditioned or small-sided game. Instead, block practice that 

does not exist as part of the GS model may be more appropriate for a controlled physical 

and psychological return to play (Dymock, 2020). 

 

2.4.4. Does GS support individual skill development. 

 

Rugby has many complex skills and movements such as place kicking, box kicking, catching 

high balls, the hooker throwing into a line-out, forwards jumping and lifting in a lineout, 

scrummaging, pod systems, movement of the ball and both attacking and defensive 

formations, alongside the basic core skills such as tackling, passing, running (Cottrell, 2021). 

Taking the individual skills such as place kicking, box kicks and catching high balls, are 

individual skills that block isolated practice may be more suitable as it offers many repetitions 

of the skill (Kimble, 2016; Salisbury, 2018), which GS practice does not. 
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group practice such as line-out and scrum practice will be more useful to practice correct 

body positioning and specific roles of the players (lifters, jumpers, front row, back row etc). 

Once practiced in isolation and allowing for repatition of both the specific movements and 

formation both in attack and defence can then be moved into a conditioned games( Kimble, 

2016; Salisbury, 2018), This type of practice method may take the form of gradual build up 

(Hopper, 2002; Williams and Hodges, 2005; Light, 2006)., whole part whole practice which 

will be discussed bellow(Kimble, 2016; Salisbury, 2018), which are two of the several models 

that will be discussed bellow. 
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2.5 Alternative Models   
 

In contrast to the GS model, the Traditional Coaching Model (TCM), or Gradual Build Up 

Approach, focuses on breaking a skill or a specific area of a game into individual parts which 

are practised out of context using isolated drills (National 4/5 Physical Education, 2020). 

These drills are developed further to become more challenging until a level of player 

competency is reached. The coach will then move players into a conditioned game, where 

the players will be required to perform the skills they had practised in the drills (National 4/5 

Physical Education, 2020). It is argued that a coach utilising this model believes that a skill 

must be learned first before it can be taken into a game (Hopper, 2002; Williams and 

Hodges, 2005; Light, 2006). This is done by practising a skill in an isolated drill environment, 

this drill has very little context to the actual game of rugby. It has previously been argued that 

a coach employing the gradual build-up model tends to adopt the behaviourist approach 

(Light and Harvey, 2017).  

 

2.5.1 The Behaviourist Coach  

 

The behaviourist approach recognises the individual coach being very coach centred (Light 

and Harvey, 2017) and involves the coach giving players large amounts of information in the 

hope that it results in the player performing in a particular way, that aligns with the coach’s 

beliefs (Light and Harvey, 2017). It is suggested that by adopting this approach, the coach, 

by providing direct instruction, assumes it is the best way to achieve a successful 

performance (Granger and Rind, 2014).  
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2.5.2 The Benefits and Challenges of The Gradual build-up approach  

 

The potential benefits of the gradual build-up approach include the development of tactical 

and structured play that can then be replicated in a game (McKay and O’Connor, 2018). It is 

further suggested as a suitable method for new players to learn basic skills (McKay and 

O’Connor, 2018) and that the best way players learn is through repetition which is suggested 

to be easier to implement through a drills approach. 

 

Counter to this argument is that employing the gradual build-up approach tends to neglect 

the process of developing perception, decision making, and game knowledge (Memmert and 

Roth, 2007). In turn, impacting negatively on skill performance which gradual build-up strives 

to improve. It is further suggested that although developing skilful players, they are out of the 

context of the actual game, and because of this, the model has little to no relevance as it 

does not develop capable, successful players (Hopper, 2002). It is still heavily recognised 

that traditional practice (gradual build-up) is used as a way of developing physical 

performance (Light and Fawns, 2003) and somewhat discounts social, and cognitive 

development, as it does not implement questioning and discussions as a learning tool like 

the GS and tofu models do.   
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2.5.3 Teaching Games for Understanding (TGFU) 

 

tofu is a model that has primarily been used in a physical education setting by teachers. The 

focus of this approach is to develop students application, decision making, tactical 

awareness, with the ultimate goal of improving students’ performance (Light and Fawns, 

2003; Pill and Suede, 2020). The teacher/coach will emphasise why a skill is required in a 

game rather than how to perform it (Hopper, 2002; Griffin and Butler, 2005). A distinct 

difference between GS and tofu is in how they both utilise questioning as a learning tool 

(Light and Fawns, 2003; Reid and Harvey, 2014; Jerrett and Harvey, 2016). tofu due to its 

setting being in a classroom environment (Thomas, Morgan and Mesquita,  2013). tofu due 

to its setting a definite answer due to time constraints. The GS model, however, utilises 

questioning to get players to think about several different opportunities within a certain 

situation, rather than just one definitive answer 

 

2.5.4 Whole Part Whole  

 

The whole part-whole is a practice approach where the session would begin playing a game 

(whether it be small-sided or large numbers) The coach will be clear on what skill the game 

will be focused around. Following the game, a technical practice will focus on the specific 

parts of the skill, with the focus being on developing that particular skill. After the technical 

practice, the skill will then be put back into a game (Kimble, 2016; Salisbury, 2018) This has 

been highlighted to have advantages in terms of players getting the concept of how the skill 

works both in isolation and in a game (Salisbury, 2018). Salisbury (2018) further identifies 

that one of the main drawbacks of whole-part-whole is that players at times can struggle to 

take the skill from the isolated environment and put it back into the game. 
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2.5.5 Team Member mentoring 

 

This coaching approach involves the coach stepping away from a session and allowing 

players to take control. It involves players mentoring one another, in skills that they are 

stronger in than other players in the group Hanson (2014). For example, a player strong in 

the tackle would lead a block practice for other players focused on tackling Hanson (2014). 

This approach would improve players ownership of their training, build leadership and 

simulate game situations where players can’t rely on the coach. Compared to GS where the 

coach at least acts as a guide, this model of practice may not be as effective for players as 

they may be nervous about taking control at training let alone a full session  

Having discussed the benefits, the drawbacks and challenges of the GS model as well as 

highlighting alternative models, Chapter three will move on to discuss coaching behaviour 

and the potential factors that can influence behaviour and coaches’ philosophies. 
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Chapter Three 

Coaching Behaviour 

 

It is suggested that coaches’ behaviour can be a factor in the choice of practice model they 

choose to utilise in their training sessions (Light and Evans, 2013). It is recognised that a 

coach’s behaviour is strongly influenced by their experience as players’, their experience of 

coaching (Hossain and Light, 2012). These experiences will begin to influence and construct 

coaches’ philosophies.  

 

3.1 Coaching Philosophy  
 

A coaching philosophy has been defined as how a coach combines their values, beliefs, and 

how those two aspects influence the individual coach’s coaching practice (Carless and 

Douglas, 2011). It has been recognised that a coach’s philosophy is underpinned by their 

principles, personal experience and priorities. In turn, this will subsequently shape and 

influence their coaching practice, along with their views and opinions of coaching (Cushion 

and Partington, 2014).   

Coaches’ opinions are constructed as a result of previous experiences they have had, either 

as players or as a coach. These experiences it is argued will influence coaches’ practice and 

the coaching model they choose to utilise (Hossain and Light, 2012). Once a coach has 

retired as a player it has been discovered that they will tend to move into a coaching role to 

remain in their sport (Kavanagh, 2010) and that coaches’ actions, opinions and practices will 

be largely influenced by their experiences as players (Kavanagh, 2010). Coaches’ will tend 

to base their practice on their assumptions and beliefs (Hossain and Light. 2012). It is 

suggested therefore that coaches’ playing experience will impact how they coach. A further 

influence that has been suggested as a way coaches’ develop their philosophy and 
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behaviour is the influence and interaction with other coaches, through observation, 

collaboration and discussion (Kavanagh. 2010; Carless and Douglas, 2011; Cushion and 

Partington, 2014).  

 

Chapter three has thus far set the foundation of what a coaching philosophy is and what can 

influence the forming of that particular philosophy and further coaches’ behaviour. The 

chapter will now explore key themes that have emerged from previous research of how 

coaches’ view their position, their beliefs around how players learn, how this informs how 

they [coaches’] approach their coaching and whether GS has any influences. Finally, the 

chapter will conclude with how performance coaches’ behaviour and opinions can differ from 

community coaches’ and the potential reasons for these differences.  

  

3.2 A Coaches’ Perception of Power   

 

Existing research has argued that coaches believe that their position, means they demand 

respect from their players (Light and Evans, 2013). Due to their position, coaches’ believe 

they hold the right to have superior power over their players’ (Light and Evans, 2013). As a 

result, they will tend to devalue the concept of two-way learning and player lead the 

discussion is identified as one of the key elements of GS (Reid and Harvey, 2014). It is 

suggested that coaches’ tend to be very controlling (Light, 2004), for that reason they can 

struggle to hand over control to their players, and as a result do not see the value in the GS 

approach to training (Light, 2004; Light and Evans, 2013). it is recognised that players’ 

expect that coaches’ will act in a certain way and assume in many circumstances that what 

the coach says to be correct (Rylander, 2015). They (the players’) believe the coach should 

lead training and that they the players’ follow the coach, resulting in a lack of GS influence in 

training environments.  
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3.3 Ability leads to the development of Knowledge  
 

Traditionally coaches’ believe that a skill must be learnt in isolation before a player can play 

a game (Hopper; 2002; Williams and Hodges, 2005; Light, 2006; Forrest, Webb and 

Pearson 2007) There is a resistance in the use of GS by both beginner and experienced 

coaches. (Forrest, Webb and Pearson, 2007). There is a belief among coaches’ that players’ 

first learn by being given direct instruction (Light and Harvey, 2017). For this very reason 

coaches’ will tend to base their practice on their beliefs and the experiences they had as a 

player (Light and Harvey, 2017). This mindset can cause coaches’ to accumulate bad habits 

which are not representative of current coaching practise (GS, tofu, Whole-part-whole etc) 

and can be a mindset that can be hard to change (Light and Evans, 2013; Light and Harvey, 

2017). Coaches’ cannot assume that an approach that worked for them as a player will work 

for their current players’.   

For those who may not have had exposure to GS (coaches’ and players’), there may be a 

lack of understanding of how the model works and they may view the coaching style as lazy 

(Forrest, Webb and Pearson, 2007) resulting in that potential resistance in the use of the GS 

model. With a high number of community coaches’ entering their roles without a clear 

concept of what their role will involve (Evans and Light, 2007). It is not made clear to them 

about the level of knowledge they, the coach, will require both of the sport and individual 

coaching practices, thus will enable them to coach at a competent level. With no clear 

avenue of how best to develop their knowledge, coaches’ are left to develop their concept of 

what coaching is and the behaviour they will adopt, themselves (Gilbert and Trudell, 2004), 

resulting in a lack of understanding and therefore use of the GS model at a community 

coaching level (Grehaigne, 2001; Kidman, 2010). 
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3.4 Performance and Community Coaches’  
 

Over the previous 40 years of coach behaviour research, it has been recognised that 

coaches’ should have the following skills and traits 

 The coach feels like they have a sense of control over the players’ 

 The ability to give relevant feedback to players 

 The ability to monitor and manage situations  

(Hall et al., 2016).  

 

Coaches’ tend at all levels of sport to adopt the following traits: They will attempt to make 

training fun, sports specific, focus on individual athlete development, and finally make 

training competitive (Gilbert and Trudell, 2004). In both Community and performance, 

coaches’, it is suggested they will tend to focus on their players' physical performance, and 

what methods they can employ to improve their players’ performance (Light and Harvey, 

2017). It is argued that coaches’, particularly at a performance level, however, will tend to 

prioritise players' ability to solve problems, think for themselves, and prioritise players’ 

development of knowledge (Smith and Cushion, 2006). Furthermore, expert performance 

coaches’ must have an understanding of psychology, pedagogy, sociology, an eagerness to 

develop their coaching knowledge, as well as the ability to communicate. (Nash and Sproule, 

2012). It is argued that coaches at a community level will tend to devalue the human and 

psychological aspects of a players’ development, both inside and outside of the sport 

(Grehaigne, Godbout, and Bourthier 2001; Light and Harvey, 2017). This focus on improving 

physical performance results in minimal attention on the social and mental development of 

players, which is argued to be the main reason for amateur players’ dropping out of the 

sport. The lack of traits listed above occurring in community coaching is a potential reason 

for the lack of GS practice in community sport (Kidman, 2010).  
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The literature review has defined the GS model in depth. Focusing on the benefits and the 

potential challenges of the model, critically comparing it to other alternative coaching 

methods of practice, as well as identifying the potential benefits over the other game focused 

coaching models. Chapter four will move on to discuss the methodology and methods that 

were carried out in the project to understand coaches’ backgrounds, motivations, 

philosophies for coaching and further their understandings, opinions and utilisation of the GS 

coaching model 
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Chapter Four 

Methodology and Methods 

 

This chapter focuses on the methodological approach of the study and the choice of 

methods. It discusses the involvement of the researcher and their position as an 

insider/outsider. In selecting a qualitative approach to the study, the use of an interpretive 

paradigm and the analysis of data through the use of Constructivist Grounded Theory the 

endeavour of which is to improve the credibility and reliability of the study.  

 

4.1 Research Ethics 
 

This study was presented to the Research Graduate School Ethics Panel at the University of 

Bedfordshire and duly awarded ethical approval on 5th February 2020 (Appendix 7).  

This enabled the study to then progress in terms of the recruitment of participants and the 

undertaking of data generation and collection.  

 In compliance with ethics, all participants were provided with a Participant Information Form 

(Appendix 1) and a Participant Consent Form (Appendix 2) which required the participant 

signature. It should be noted that five of the coaches’ were sent this information to their 

email addresses and one was handed to a participant in person. After receiving and reading 

the participant information sheet all participants had the opportunity to ask any questions, 

they had regarding what they would be required to do as part of the study. The participants 

were made aware that at any point if they wish to withdraw from the research process that 

they can do so. On receipt of the completed forms, participants could then be interviewed for 

this study.  

For GDPR signed DPIA forms relating to the off-Site collection of data and Interviews’ were 

signed before the undertaking of this study as part of the ethical submission.  
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4.1.1. Data Storage 

 

All data collected on participants was kept secure on a password-protected laptop as well as 

a passcode-protected mobile phone (used for audio recordings before transfer to the laptop). 

Due to the implications of Covid-19, it was not possible to visit the University to store the 

hard copy of consent forms but this will be undertaken as soon as is viably possible[1]   

Files containing participant pseudonyms were kept on an encrypted USB stick so that the 

participant names and pseudonyms could not be matched in the occurrence of a data 

breach. 

 

4.2 Methodological Framework  
 

This study was conducted as qualitative research, based on semi-structured interviews. In 

selecting a qualitative approach, the study could probe beyond the ‘black and white’ 

positivist approach of a quantitative study. In conducting this study within an Interpretivist 

Paradigm (recognising multiple realities) alongside my understanding as an insider/outsider 

the opportunity to apply a social-constructivist epistemology enabled the co-construction of 

reality (Berger and Luckman, 1966) with each participant and offered a depth to the data 

being generated from the interviews. Thus, being able to analyse data in this study aware of 

the multiple realities of the coaching experience, but then using a social constructivist 

approach within each interview to ultimately understand each reality of the participant and 

how this contributed to the overall aims of the research. 
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4.2.1: Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

The process of using semi-structured interviews enables a greater depth of knowledge and 

opinions to be discussed with the coach, as opposed to asking yes and no closed questions 

(Adams, 2015). Semi-structured interviews instead of being a question-and-answer situation, 

instead take the form of a discussion and conversation. This approach to interviewing can 

result in the participant feeling more relaxed about sharing their views, and possibly result in 

the interviewer finding out more information on a particular topic than they had anticipated 

when coming into the interview (Gray, 2015). 

The six participants were individually interviewed using a semi-structured interviewing 

approach using key themes to develop an interview schedule (Appendix 3). This approach 

aligns with the methodological approach of the study, it is aiming to understand the multiple 

realities of coaches’, the interviews permitted each reality to be constructed and developed 

with an opportunity to understand the reasons for their particular views (Gray, 2015). The 

participants were questioned about their coaching background and the individual key 

influences that they believe have had an impact on their development as a coach. The 

interviews then moved on to talk about what they enjoy most about coaching and what their 

current practice looks like. The second part of the interview discussed the coaches' 

understanding and opinion of GS, and whether they do or do not utilise the model in their 

current practice. 
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4.3 Insider Outsider: The author's role in the research 
 

The researcher is a current acting rugby coach which offers an advantage to the qualitative 

position of this study and the theoretical framework. In being considered an ‘insider’ the 

researcher can co-create the reality of the participant and understand the context and 

language that participants use due to being in familiar territory (Bramnick and Coghlan, 

2007; Hellawell, 2006). The researcher has a familiarity with the ‘rugby’ environment both as 

a player and now coach. This empathy and understanding between researcher and the 

interviewee, a shared knowledge and understanding, has been argued to counteract the lack 

of rapport, intimacy and distance commonly observed in research interviews (Rogan and De 

Kock, 2005)  

It is important for consideration of the trustworthiness, credibility, and reliability of this study 

that the researcher declare their position in the field and make it clear to the reader 

particularly when considering transparency and opportunities for researcher bias. Particularly 

as Heather (2019) highlights researchers are at risk of compromising their role as a 

researcher (‘outsider’) being drawn into the ‘insider’ role and discussing their own opinions 

with the participants. It is imperative that during this study, non-bias was achieved through 

maintaining their role as an outsider, The contribution as part of the research endeavour 

rather than an objective observer (Guba and Lincoln, 1989).  
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4.4 Constructivist Grounded Theory 
 

In understanding the researchers’ position as an insider/outsider, a systematic and analytical 

approach was required and this led to the selection of Grounded Theory (GT). GT allows 

theory to be developed from the data that has been generated and collected (Strauss and 

Corbin, 1990). GT is suited to research that is aiming to answer how and why something is 

happening (Rose, Spinks and Canhoto,  2015). However, due to the unique positioning of 

this study, it was determined that the researcher’s prior knowledge and understanding 

should be recognised and so Constructivist Grounded Theory (Charmaz, 2006) was 

considered.  

The constructive approach to GT recognises that the researcher has an understanding of the 

area that they are researching; therefore, theory and reasoning is easier to construct from 

the data than it would be if the researcher did not have a grounding and a depth of 

understanding surrounding the particular subject area that they are researching (Charmaz, 

2014). 

Adopting the CGT approach recognises that the Data collection, analysis, and comparison is 

done as one and not one after another. Through adopting this technique, the theories and 

comparisons and contrasts that arise from two interviews may not be the same as the theory 

recognised after six interviews. Using CGT the aim is that the research is finding out 

something new and original that has been discovered, developed, and verified through the 

use of systematic data collection (Gray, 2015). This requires the researcher to come into the 

project without a hypothesis. The researcher must clear their mind of what they believe and 

must have no preconceptions about what they might discover. CGT will provide an in-depth 

perspective on a particular topic and also enable new theories to emerge that align with 

previous research or that offers a new direction in which future research can follow  
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4.4.1 Data Analysis and Coding: Interviews 

 

To analyse data generated by the semi-structured interviews, all the interviews had to be 

transcribed and offered the opportunity to ‘know’ the data. In taking several hours on 

average eight hours to transcribe each interview there was an opportunity to listen over 

again to the conversations with the participants, in a detached way. As in the transcription, 

the need to write down the interview verbatim allowed for an objective position to be taken. 

This was an advantage when it came to the coding of the data. In line with the application of 

CGT the interview data, once transcribed, was coded. This initial coding on a sentence-by-

sentence basis permitted the data to be interpreted as well as remain open to all possible 

theoretical directions (Charmaz, 2014)  

 

All the transcribed interviews were coded. Coding is a process that is used to highlight 

themes and meanings within data (Raymond, 1992). This involves a researcher going 

through a set of data labelling quotes and summarising them with a code. Once several 

codes start to emerge, these codes begin to evolve into themes (Holton, 2010). In this case, 

participants' quotes were labelled following a theme. For example, coaches’ mentioned idols 

they looked up to, previous coaches’, experience in different countries, their methods of 

learning. These individual codes were grouped to develop the theme of coaching influence. 

Coding as a process enables for comparisons and contrasts to be made between two or 

more sets of data (Raymond, 1992). For this study and remaining true to the GT approach, 

the interviews were coded as they were seen, no preconceptions were made by the 

researcher of what they might discover. 

The interviews were all coded manually, this enabled the researcher to understand the 

participants’ and the reasoning behind their opinions. Codes were listed in a word document 

file. once coding had been completed, individual codes were grouped to create themes. 
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Once manually coded the interviews were transferred onto the NVivo program which was 

purely used to organise the data (Quotes) in accordance with their themes.  

This approach enabled easy access to relevant codes as they were all in one place. Once 

the themes began to emerge the research questions were developed in accordance with 

those themes. Once again adopting this approach enabled the non-bias approach to the 

study to be maintained. 

  

4.5 Research Setting 
 

The study involved interviewing six current rugby union coaches’, who currently coach senior 

rugby union players (older than 18). Three of these are performance coaches’. Performance 

coaches’ are categorised as currently coaching English Championship level rugby, Scottish 

Premiership rugby, or above. The coaches are currently holding a UKCC level 3 qualification 

or above. The three other coaches’ in the study are community coaches’, these coaches’ are 

categorised as coaching a team that is below the English/Scottish National League and are 

currently holding a UKCC level 3 qualification or below. 

 

4.6 Research Participants’: Recruitment and Information 
 

For the study participants were recruited through purposeful sampling. Purposeful sampling 

is a technique widely used in qualitative research for the identification and selection of 

information-rich cases for the most effective use of limited resources (Patton, 2002). In this 

case networking with previous coaching colleagues, current coaches’, and research 

supervisors who currently work with, have worked with, or personally know of coaches who 

fit the current studies participant criteria. The individual participants’ were contacted through 

email and/or phone calls.  
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In some cases, a face-to-face introduction took place. This introduction allowed for initial 

repours to be established with the individual coaches’, before beginning the formal data 

collection process.   

To keep the participants' identities anonymous, and in adherence to ethics participant names 

were substituted with pseudonyms. The background and experience of each participant is 

detailed in the table below. 

Table 1: Participant background and Information 

Coaching Level  Name  Current position Coaching background 

Community 

coach 

(CC) 

Jim  Senior coach /Club 

Development officer in 

Scotland  

Jim. 28 has been coaching rugby for 10 years, he trained to 

be a development officer for 2 years before traveling to New 

Zealand, Malta and Italy over a course of 5 years where he 

worked as a rugby coach and also played rugby. Now back at 

his local club in Scotland where he has taken up a regional 

development officer role, Jim currently still plays and also 

delivers coach education courses on top of his full-time 

development officer role 

    

CC  Kevin  Coach development officer  After finishing university Kevin (42) began coaching youth 

rugby at his local club as well as taking on a strength and 

conditioning role at the Scottish institute of sport. Whilst in this 

role Kevin began to coach senior rugby as well as coaching 

Scottish rugby (SRU) academy players.  Kevin currently 

works as a coach development officer for the Scottish Rugby 

Union and is currently involved in the development of a new 

coach education model due to be launched by the SRU in 

2021 to replace the current UKCC coaching rugby union 

award 

    

CC Jason Current university coach/  

University student  

Jason (22) began volunteering in 2016 at his local club and 

school coaching youth rugby.  Jason aspires after completing 

his sports coaching degree to coach senior rugby and has 

further aspirations to coach professional rugby at a 

performance level. Jason currently coaches his university 

rugby team. After finishing his undergraduate degree (May 

2020) he plans to move on to study a post-graduate degree in 

sports coaching   

    

Performance 

Coach 

(PC) 

Tony  Women’s English 

Premiership team head 

coach  

Tony (46) has been coaching rugby for 28 years and holds a 

UKCC level 4 qualification in coaching rugby union.  During 

his time coaching he has coached in a number of European 

countries working for the International Rugby Union (Now 

known as world rugby) In this role, he was mentored by a 

previous French international player and former international 

head coach for France.  Tony has coached women’s 

international rugby, winning a number of international 

competitions, as well as a world cup, before moving onto a 

co-head coaching role at a women’s premiership rugby team. 
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4.7 Pilot Testing  
 

Before any formal data collection took place and after ethical approval for the study was 

granted, pilot testing took place.  

Pilot testing is the process of rehearsing your data collection process (Wright, 2020). The 

aim of pilot testing in the context of this study was to ensure that the language and phrasing 

of questions in the interview were appropriate, understandable for the participants’ and that 

the questions asked do not have a particular bias to them (Wright, 2020). The process of 

pilot testing is to practice, analyse, and evaluate the data collection process rather than the 

results themselves (wright, 2020). The process involved two interviews of current research 

students at the University of Bedfordshire who are involved in coaching.  

From this and with the assistance of a research supervisor the phrasing of the interview 

questions were slightly altered before they were deemed appropriate for this study. Most of 

the pilot testing time was spent practising, videoing and analysing coaches’ training 

PC Fraser  Development office/ senior 

coach of a Scottish 

premiership team  

Fraser (34) began coaching when he was at college. In his 

time Fraser has coached university and club rugby in the 

boarders of Scotland. He has worked with a previous Scottish 

Sevens coach, as well as English premiership coaches. 

Alongside his current coaching role as a club development 

officer as well as senior head coach in the Highlands of 

Scotland.  He currently still plays Scottish division two rugby 

and has previously played for Scotland on the Sevens circuit. 

Fraser currently holds a UKCC level 3 qualification in 

coaching rugby union. 

    

    

PC Alex  Current Championship 

coach, Head of 6th form 

(teacher) 

Alex (37) has been coaching rugby for 20 years and has a 

background in coaching academy rugby for an English 

premiership side. He has also worked as a development 

officer and coach educator.  Alongside his coaching he is also 

a P.E teacher. Alex played rugby at a high level until he was 

injured forcing him into retirement, this subsequently was his 

root into coaching. He currently holds a UKCC level 3 in 

coaching rugby union qualification.  He has been offered the 

opportunity to do the UKCC level 4 course. He currently 

works as a teacher, alongside teaching Alex coaches an 

English Championship level side. 



 

44 
 

sessions. This was carried out with an undergraduate coaching class at the University of 

Bedfordshire throughout three practical lectures. Due to the worldwide pandemic and 

subsequently the closer of all rugby clubs (Scottish Rugby, 2019; RFU, 2019), the study 

altered to only incorporate six individual interviews with the six participants. The study would 

no longer involve viewing and analysing coaches’ actions and behaviours within a practical 

coaching session as was originally planned 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

45 
 

Chapter Five 

What influences a coaches philosophy and practice? 

 

This chapter will highlight and critically analyse the key influences that have played a 

part in the construction of the participants’ coaching philosophy, and the intentions of 

their current practices. The first key influence that is highlighted by several 

participants’ is how, after retiring as players, lead them directly into a coaching role. 

 

5.1 Playing and Coaching Background  
 

In this study, four out of the six participants’ started coaching post-retirement from 

playing. This transition from player to coach as a way of remaining in the sport.   

Alex who currently coaches a championship rugby team and who currently works as 

a Physical Education teacher played at a high level of rugby, and subsequently 

transferred to coaching after picking up an injury,  

 

‘…It came about after I was injured, at the time I was a 19-year-old in 

the first-team squad at [said club] in the year that rugby went 

professional...I subsequently got taken on as a coach to do a bit of 

coaching with the academy, and it’s gone on from there really.’ (Alex, 

PC) 

Aligning very similarly with Alex and the literature  is Jason, who currently coaches 

his universities team, whilst studying his final year of a coaching degree (2020/21). 

He suffered an injury during school which later led him into coaching. 
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‘About 3 or 4 years ago, I had a couple of issues that were preventing 

me from playing too much…I started with my secondary school and my 

local club in Epsom.’ (Jason, CC) 

 

Jason’s and Alex’s situations continue to be similar in that both being unable to play 

the game took up coaching roles at their clubs’. Where their situations contrast and 

potentially has had an influence on their current coaching level (performance and 

community), is that Jason coming from a community playing status has resulted in 

him moving into community coaching, while Alex coming from a performance playing 

background has resulted in him entering coaching at a performance level.. Fraser 

similarly to both Jason and Alex, came into coaching on the back of playing, Fraser 

who has played and currently does still at a high level, who also has experience 

playing on the rugby sevens circuit, aligns similarly to Alex in that he began coaching 

at a high-ranking rugby club after playing for [said club]. 

 

‘I started coaching at college. I was given a job by [said University] as I 

was a player there. …I took a development officer role at [super six 

Scottish rugby club] and from there, I spent a year and a half at {said 

club]. I helped out with coaching all the age groups as well as 

delivering rugby in the local schools.’ (Fraser, PC) 
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A theme that is already beginning to emerge from the interviews, is that Alex like 

Fraser both come from a performance playing background, both having played for a 

high-ranking club has possibly resulted in them starting their coaching careers within 

a performance environment. Jason however playing at a community level, has 

potentially resulted in him beginning his career in a community environment.  

 

5.2 Other Coaches’ – Performance coaches worked with other coaches while 

community coaches were influenced by idols  

 

A topic of discussion moving forward is how individuals either directly or indirectly 

have had an influence on their (the participants) coaching philosophies’. Jim explains 

how, from very early on in his coaching career, he idolised a coach.  This contrasts 

with Alex who, instead of talking about an idol, talks about an earlier coaching 

colleague and a mentor he had whilst working at the Rugby Football Union (RFU). 

 

‘I worked with [said coach] a little bit back when I was with the RFU. 

His knowledge and how he viewed the game, wanting to put width on 

the ball had a big impact on how I probably view the game and how I 

formed my philosophy.’ (Alex, PC) 

 

 

For context, [said coach] has worked at the highest level of rugby union and has 

coached English premiership and international rugby. The contrast between both Jim 

and Alex is that whilst Jim refers to an idol, Alex chooses to refer to a mentor figure. 
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Alex is at a performance level of rugby states how he has been strongly influenced 

by the performance coaches’ he has had around him, compared to Jim at the 

community level of rugby who has not had the mentoring from other performance 

coaches’. Jim Instead chooses to base his coaching philosophy and practice around 

his coaching idol.  Fraser's experience of having performance coaches around him 

when he began coaching similarly aligns with Alex’s experience. 

 

‘I had people like [elite coach] who is a bit of a legend and [said coach] 

the [English premiership rugby team] director of rugby, I think he is now 

in a good performance role in the RFU. They were both just great to be 

around.’ (Fraser, PC) 

 

Adding to the contrast that has been highlighted previously, that coaches’ at a 

community level have come from a community playing background and that 

performance players’ has subsequently landed in high-level coaching roles at high-

level clubs.  As a result of performance coaches’ having been surrounded by high-

level coaches’, as a result, have taken influence from them, compared to community 

coaches’ who take their influence from idols as they have not necessarily had the 

opportunity to be among performance coaches’, A possible reason why performance 

coaches’ can maintain and further their careers in performance coaching, and why 

community coaches’ may struggle to break that barrier into performance coaching, 

as they have not had the same opportunities. This contrast, although clear, may not 

represent all the coaches’. Jason states how both mentors and coaches have had a 

direct influence on him. 
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“’ I have been lucky enough to have some really good mentors and the advice 

from them has been very much do what suits you.’ (Jason, CC) 

 

Although referring to individual mentors, Jason does not highlight the level of these 

particular mentors, rather he began coaching at his local club and secondary school 

(see Table 1, page 42-43). This potentially could suggest that Jason has not been 

surrounded by the high-performance coaches’ that Fraser and Alex have been.  

 

Tony who has been coaching for 28 years, has coached both premiership and 

international rugby, who coached a team to win a world cup and multiple six nations 

titles contrasts the other coaches, he refers to both an idol, mentor and an earlier 

coach, who have all had positive influences on his coaching approach, and 

philosophy. 

 

‘Working with [said coach] for many years which was probably one of 

my biggest influences about game and practice design.’ (Tony, PC) 

 

[said coach] played international rugby between 1967 and 1972. He coached 

international rugby in the 1990s. (World Rugby Hall of Fame, 2018). Tony’s 

experience continues the theme as he aligns with the other performance coaches’ in 

the study in that during his coaching career he has collaborated, been influenced, 
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and learned from other performance coaches. Tony highlights similarly to Jim (AC) 

by identifying a coaching idol that has impacted his coaching philosophy. 

 

‘[said British and Irish Lions Coach] being a prime example. He would 

tell them [the players] what was good and what was bad and it was his 

decision, but again I think he drove that with an intensity and a 

connection with the players, that he was doing what he was doing to 

make them better.’ (Tony, PC). 

 

Tony further highlights a previous coach he had as a player, and that although he did 

not always agree with his coaching approach, from the experience he has taken a lot 

of influence in the way this coach instilled the importance of connection and the 

empathy he had for his players, which has subsequently influenced Tonys coaching 

philosophies 

 

‘We had very different coaching styles, his passion for the team was 

something I took from him. How passionate he was about wanting the 

team to do well, and how hard he worked off the field to give us a good 

environment on a Tuesday and a Thursday. So, he really instilled the 

importance of connection. (Tony, PC) 

Tony had a contrasting experience with another coach when he was a player. This 

experience was a negative one, but through this experience, Tony states it was one 
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that has developed his passion and desire to coach and create a positive 

environment for those people he works with  

 

‘I had always thought deeply about the game. Had a very interesting 

experience with a coach in a game, where I scored from the back of a 

scrum. After I’d scored and run back to halfway, he started screaming 

at me, why hadn’t I kicked from box 6. I then thought that I probably 

have a better idea of coaching than this high-level coach. I then 

thought I’d give it a go’ (Ton, PC) 

 

There are some similarities between both coaching groups in that Jason (CC) 

mentions mentors who have influenced his philosophy and Tony who refers to a 

particular idol, there is a contrast between the influences other coaches have had on 

the two distinct coaching groups. The community coaches’ choose to refer to idols 

on who they have based their beliefs on, as well as generalising previous mentors’. 

The performance coaches’ make direct reference to mentors and colleagues’ whom 

they (the mentors’) themselves work at a performance level of the sport.  
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5.3 Player Coaches 
 

A key influence that is highlighted by two coaches’, Jason (CC) and Fraser (PC) who 

still play rugby, and how they subsequently view that as a positive, as they feel they 

can relate to players’ more easily and make training more suitable, more so than 

those coaches’ who currently don’t play. Fraser believes that as a player, he 

understands what players’ want in training and what they enjoy. 

 

‘With still playing myself and I look at what do I want myself, I still want 

to have fun, but at the same time I want it [training] to be effective, 

efficient, serious and professional.’ (Fraser, PC). 

 

Jim aligns with Fraser's belief that as a player himself he believes he can understand 

more easily what players’ want, which leads to a higher level of player engagement. 

 

‘I feel very fortunate being a player-coach, you know what players want 

to be doing being a player-coach, you feel like you have both hats on at 

the same time. It’s challenging but I feel for engagement it works a lot 

better.’ (Jim, CC) 
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They both are of the assumption that as players’ what they want to do in training, is 

shared by all players. Whilst Fraser sticks to this belief and even admits that how he 

leads sessions’ does not always benefit the group 

 

‘Co coaching, I’m a terrible co-coach, I go through patches of really 

having objectives’ to trust my coaches and trust that they will deliver 

what we have agreed they will deliver and then other times, I’ll forget all 

that and just do it myself. That doesn’t help anybody, it doesn’t help me 

it doesn’t help them, and it certainly doesn’t help the players’ (Fraser, 

PC) 

 

Jim emphasises that on reflection and through collecting player feedback, he has 

realised that what he wants and what players want are two different things.  

 

‘…50% of players, for example, said that they wanted more contact in 

training. Personally, as a player I hate doing contact in training, I know I 

can tackle, I know I can hit a ruck, so I don’t want to do it during a 

week. I’ve seen this filter into my coaching.’ (Jim, CC) 

 

Both coaches’, although coaching at different levels of the sport, share similar views. 

They both assume that their players will share the same interests as they do. This is 

not always the case as seen above. The contrast occurs that whilst sharing these 

views Jim has self-reflected and reached out to his players and discovered that what 
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he wants and needs and what his players want, and needs are two separate entities. 

Fraser on the other hand although reflecting and states that he needs to collaborate 

more with his other coaches’, does not mention gaining any player or coaches 

feedback, instead chooses to continue with what he sees as correct. The reason for 

Fraser's approach may be due to his performance status as a performance coach, 

where the pressure to get results is evident and may result in him choosing to be 

more direct with his coaching, even though being aware that he needs to be more 

open to other peoples’ ideas, he still seems to maintain that tunnel vision.  

With the opinions’ given by these coaches, it is relevant to mention that their current 

playing status has had an impact on their practice approach. 
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5.4 International Experience 

  

Leading on from discussing how a participants’ playing status and the direct and 

indirect influence other coaches have had on the participants' philosophies’ and 

coaching approach, Jim and Tony discuss how their experiences of travelling and 

working in different countries has had an impact on their coaching philosophy, and 

their practice.  

 

Subsequently, Jim believes his coaching approach and philosophy has been heavily 

influenced as a result of that experience he had in New Zealand, in the way he 

emphasises that he sees himself as a relaxed coach, a coaching culture he 

experienced in New Zealand, and the behaviours’ and tendencies of their [New 

Zealand ] coaches has subsequently had a direct influence on Jim’s practice. 

 

‘I’m very relaxed as a coach, and whenever I go to a new environment I 

always want to try and bring that relaxed approach. For me, that’s what works, 

and I think for a lot of people [players and coaches] it does.’ (Jim, CC) 

 

He further describes his philosophy as 

 

‘I would say my coaching philosophy is the game is the teacher the players 

are the pupils, and the coach is the calculator. The idea here is that everyone 

enjoys the game being the teacher. We don’t want 15 robots on the pitch. The 

coach has been the calculator is that you are there to assist and provide 
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advice to players who are struggling and we let the games flow and players 

figure somethings out’ (Jim, CC) 

 

Tony emphasises similarly to Jim (CC) that his experience working within different 

cultures’ and countries’ has been a worthwhile and positive experience. Working with 

different coaches has developed his knowledge of different coaching styles, which 

has subsequently made him more adaptable as a coach  

 

‘…I’ve worked in a lot of different countries’ for the IRB. Working with [said 

French elite coach] for many years which was probably one of my biggest 

influences about game and practice design with [said French elite coach] ... 

Having experiences’ of coaching in Bosnia, Poland, Hungry, Slovenia, 

Croatia, Latvia etc, just gave me such a wide variety of style, things that did 

work, didn’t work. Which gave me the ability to find myself at the end of a long 

journey.’ (Tony, PC) 

 

Whilst both coaches’ highlight the positive impact that their experiences’ coaching in 

different countries’ has had on their coaching. Jim mentions more of how the 

experience has affected his coaching outlook and behaviour, with regards to how the 

relaxed approach he experienced out in New Zealand has filtered into his coaching, 

emphasising that he wants to be relaxed as a coach. aligning with previous research 

which suggests that a person's beliefs and actions are directly influenced by past 

social and cultural experiences’ (Light and Evans, 2011; Heriman, 2016). Tony 

explains more of how the experience has impacted his coaching performance, 
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whereas Jim emphasises how his experience has shaped his coaching philosophy 

and outlook more. Although at different levels of coaching, both of their practices’ 

and abilities to coach have in some way been shaped by these experiences. 

 

5.5 Teaching  
 

Alex as well as coaching is also a teacher. He emphasises how his experience as a 

teacher has had a direct influence on his coaching philosophy, and the type of 

practice, he wants to use.  

 

‘For me, it’s much more using a questioning style approach, I think that comes 

from the teaching and the knowledge and understanding perspective. I can 

ask players what they have done? why have they done something? and if 

they would do anything differently?’ (Alex, PPC) 

 

Alex further emphasises that he tries to base his Physical Education lessons’ using 

the GS approach, which concurs with the previous finding that states that teachers’ 

will choose questioning as a learning tool within their Physical Education lessons’ 

(Pill. 2011; 2014).  

 

‘My P.E. teaching was based around a game sense approach. Everything I 

could teach I would do through games, in terms of improving engagement and 

individual activity level was great. My core P.E. lessons were all based around 

going out playing, questioning, challenging.’ (Alex, PC) 
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Alex’s use of GS within his teaching is not representative in all previous findings that 

contrast his current views’, instead previous research findings state that there was a 

proportion of physical Education teachers’ whose practice was not influenced by GS, 

due to a lack of understanding of how to implement the approach into lesson plans 

and units of work (Pill, 2011). Alex has not only come through degree education and 

teacher training but has also had exposure to several different coaching settings’ and 

mentors’, from which he has taken learnings. Having this varied approach to his 

development as a coach and teacher may be the reason for him being able to 

implement the GS approach within his lesson plans’, whereas other teachers and 

coaches have failed to be able to do so. 

 

5.6 Coaches, Philosophy and Current Practice 
 

Key areas have previously been highlighted by the coaches that they believe have 

had a direct influence on their coaching philosophies and their current practice. 

These include the experience of having played the game, and in some cases still 

playing the game, the influence of idols, other coaches, and how they have directly 

or indirectly impacted the individual coach's philosophy and coaching approach, how 

they experience different coaching cultures in other countries, and one coaches’ 

case, how their experience as a teacher has influenced their coaching philosophy 

and their practice. Below the individual coach’s philosophies and practices will be 

highlighted, from which a conclusion will be drawn to what extent do these influences 

impact the coach's actual practice and further what comparisons, and contrast can 

be made between the performance and community coaches. 



 

59 
 

5.6.1 Performance Coaches  

 

Among the performance coaches, they are all very similar in that their philosophies 

are centred around ensuring that training suits the players and that their practice has 

a context to the actual game of rugby. Tony explains that the most important thing is 

the ability to make connections with players and that his practice has a context to the 

game of rugby. 

 

‘A lot of my coaching is based around what would look primarily like a game. 

But I’m not scared to do some technical work within it…I think the coaching 

continuum is understanding your players and understanding what is right for 

them.’ (Tony, PPC) 

 

Tony previously mentions one of his key influences as a coach he had as a young 

player, and even though sharing differing views on practice design, he really related 

to his coach's ability to connect with a group, and this has subsequently filtered into 

the way he approaches practice. 

 

‘We had very different coaching styles, his passion for the team was 

something I took from him. How passionate he was about wanting the team to 

do well and how hard he worked on the field to give us a good environment on 

a Tuesday and a Thursday. So he really instilled that importance of 

connection, and we still keep in touch to the day.’   (Tony, PC) 
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Fraser differs from Tony when he emphasises his approach to coaching and training 

in so much that instead of emphasising the importance of connection, he instead 

discusses what the substance of his training involves 

 

‘Something as simple as fun, serious fun. When we [coaches and the team] 

are being serious and professional about things, but making it fun at the same 

time, that’s when what we do is most effective…The game would have its 

tactical problem; the skill zone would look at developing a core skill that would 

help compliment solving that problem in the game.’ (Fraser, PC) 

 

Fraser similarly to Tony, emphasises that his practice must have a context and uses 

games intertwined with technical practice. In both Tony’s and Fraser’s explanations 

of their coaching philosophies and practice approach, it is evident that previous 

experiences have influenced the reasons for these approaches. Tony highlights that 

it is vital to gain an understanding and build a connection with his players, this 

highlights the influence of observing [said coaching idols] behaviour and his focus on 

building connections resulting from his previous experience with a former coach, 

which has influenced his philosophy. Further referencing what he enjoyed as a 

player the most was the game at the end of the training, but also enjoyed the 

individual skill practice, would explain the reasons for Tony’s current practice; that it 

has been heavily influenced by what he enjoyed as a player. Fraser explaining that 

his practice has a context and is centred around games relates to his previous 

experience as a young player where his coach’s practice would be heavily influenced 

using games and GS 
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‘Coming through the youth system at [said club] we had a coach that was a bit 

of a 7’s legend at [said club] who loved games, so we played a lot of games. 

That was fun for us and we accepted it.’ (Fraser, PC) 

 

Alex, unlike the two previous performance coaches' highlights that at his current club 

his philosophies and beliefs do not represent themselves in his practice. Alex’s 

philosophy is not too dissimilar to Tony’s in that training must suit the players' needs. 

 

‘My philosophy is much more about the player, it’s about developing their skill 

and knowledge, making them feel more comfortable so when they are in 

confined places, they can make decisions and be adaptable.’ (Alex, PC) 

 

Although Alex mentions that he wants his GS teaching approach to come out in his 

coaching, unfortunately, the environment he currently coaches in does not enable 

that to happen.  

 

‘Each week at the club is very structured. Which can sometimes go against 

where I stand as a coach…The sessions will be put in place to meet the 

demands for what we [the team] need on the Saturday.’ (Alex, PC) 
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It is clear from the example above that coaches’ previous experiences impact their 

philosophies, with all three coaches sharing the beliefs that training should have a 

context and that it should suit the group that you are working with. Further, although 

having similar philosophies and beliefs, these may not represent themselves in the 

practical coaching environment. In Alex’s case, his beliefs surrounding the use of 

games do not come through in his practice. This may be due to the elite level where 

there is pressure to get results and for that reason, the training environment is a 

more structured coach-controlled environment, previous findings suggest that 

coaches will tend to design training to improve physical performance, more so than 

psychological aspects such as knowledge, communication, and decision making 

(Light and Harvey, 2017) does not represent itself in these findings as the coaches 

are much more about making connections and understanding the psychological 

needs of the players rather than the physical performance needs. It is important to 

emphasise that it is wrong to assume performance coaches view will be the same as 

another, instead with coaching being subjective, each coach must be treated as an 

individual, rather than being labelled as a group. 
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5.6.2 Community Coaches   

 

Whilst the three performance coaches are very clear in their philosophies and what 

has influenced them, further how their philosophies and beliefs surrounding coaching 

have or have not transferred into their coaching practice. The community coaches in 

some cases are not so clear about their philosophies. Whilst Jim (aligns very 

similarly with Tony and Alex (Both PC) in that he is very much about making that 

connection with players. 

 

‘You are coaching rugby but more so you want to make people better and 

that’s probably what it is about for me, is that you are hopefully making better 

people…The way I want to coach is a large part of the session being at high 

tempo and game-based. A big focus for us this season is that any opportunity 

we have, we want players having to make decisions.’ (Jim, PC) 

 

Jim’s explanation of his use of games suggests that he has been heavily influenced 

by his experiences in New Zealand and also his observation of an idol, who also 

centred practice around the use of Games. Jim’s potential reasoning for his current 

philosophy and practice approach concurs with previous findings that state that a 

persons' actions and beliefs are heavily influenced by experience, taste, and 

interactions with others, either directly or indirectly (Light and Evans,2013; 

Herriman,2016; Foley,2017). Jason, unlike Jim, does not give a clear explanation of 

his coaching philosophy, this could be due to his lack of experience of coaching, 

instead, he chooses to explain his motivation for coaching, and how studying for a 
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coaching degree has heavily influenced how he approaches coaching, in terms that 

he is very experimental with his current practice. 

 

‘I have really become fascinated with the higher levels of the game and really 

want to coach at that level…I try and use a different method of coaching every 

week to highlight the pros and cons of each, with relevance to my 

environment… I actively try and use questions and discussions, I will give 

them [the players] a minute in their teams to have discussions about simple 

things, to begin with, such as what are we doing well, what can we do better? 

Get their ideas back through a quick discussion, then go back into a game.’ 

(Jason, CC) 

 

Jason, like Alex (PC), coming from a degree background, emphasises the 

importance of challenging, questioning, and having discussions within training to 

stimulate player learning. Jason and Alex may have this in-depth knowledge of 

coaching models including GS due to their educational knowledge being more 

current, as they are actively working or in Jason's case studying in the academic field 

of coaching, unlike the other four coaches.  
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Kevin describes his philosophy as very much about building an environment that will 

give coaches' and players' the opportunity to thrive. He believes that the community 

game is what builds the foundations for the performance levels of the sport to  

 

‘it’s not necessarily our national governing bodies or [said professional clubs] 

that make this game, it’s the community guys, it’s the people down at the 

grassroots level that turn up every Sunday morning in the pouring rain and 

coach kids poorly for the love of the game. People working in NGB’s and the 

professional game are getting paid for what they do. Grassroots aren’t getting 

anything, they are doing it for the love of the game, they are the ones that 

make the game. What is not to love about going out and speaking to and 

teaching these guys with hoping to make a better game for these kids and 

grass-root players’ (Kevin, CC) 

 

5.6.3 Comparison and Contrast  

 

Previous experience has influenced the forming of the individual coach’s habitus and 

philosophy (Light and Evans, 2013; Hassanin and Light, 2012; Herriman, 2016; 

Foleys, 2017) across both groups. The contrast occurs in that performance coaches 

tend to have been influenced directly through their work with other performance 

coaches, whilst community coaches have been indirectly influenced by idols. A 

comparison occurs whereby both performance and community coaches’ beliefs 

surrounding their practice has been heavily influenced by their experiences as 

players, and further, that practice design should be heavily influenced by the use of 

games. A contrast further appears between those coaches that have studied degree 
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education (Jason and Kevin) regardless of their coaching status they can go into 

more detail about the GS model over the other PC and CC coaches  

 

To conclude, although coaches’ philosophies have been shaped through previous 

experience, there is no clear contrast between performance and community coaches 

of how these experiences have influenced their actual current practice. With Alex 

being the exception who emphasises that although in favour of GS and player-

centred practice, the environment that he works in does not allow his intention to 

come through, highlighting that coaches’ intentions and philosophies may not always 

represent themselves in their practice as it may not be suitable for the environment 

that they are in.] 
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Chapter Six 

What are the Coaches’ understandings and opinions of Game 

Sense and how does their current environment influence their use 

of the Game Sense model? 

 

Chapter Seven will move forward to examine the coaches’ understanding and opinions of 

Game Sense, and further, what influences their use of the model within their practice 

environment, by comparing between the community and performance coaching groups.   

 

6.1 Coaches Understanding of Game Sense  
 

Both community and performance coaches in the study recognise that GS is the use of 

conditioned games, to develop players' game understanding, decision making and 

contextualised skills. Alex describes GS as 

 

‘A lot of both player and coach development being based around games, training 

being functioned through the playing of games… I think the more you can replicate 

game situations and game intensity the better their output will be on a Saturday. The 

more you can put players in situations where they have to make decisions as they 

would in a game, then that ability to question and challenge and discuss those 

decisions the better players will be prepared for a game.’ (Alex, PC) 
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Jason aligns similarly with Alex in stating that;  

 

‘It’s about using modified games in training to increase tactical awareness and 

decision making of players and improving individual skills alongside that. Rather than 

having training, poorly focused on improving just skills.’ (Jason, CC)  

 

Jason continues to emphasise the importance of questioning and relates it to a classroom 

environment which will provide an increased understanding for those outside of the coaching 

environment. 

 

‘questioning and discussion are so important. Let’s take it out of a coaching context 

for a minute, when I was at school, if a teacher told me something a week later I 

would probably have forgotten what it was, however, if the teacher instead of telling 

was to question, what do you make of this or how would you go about this? Which 

results in you actively and critically thinking about something instils it as knowledge 

and not just a memory because you have had to actively find the answer out for 

yourself with the teacher as a guide, which I think actively feeds into the coaching 

process[JH6]  (Jason, CC)  
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Alex continues to elaborate similarly to Jason on the emphasis of using questions as a key 

part of the GS model 

 

‘My P.E. teaching was based around a game sense approach. Everything I could 

teach I would do through games, in terms of improving engagement and individual 

activity level was great. My core P.E. lessons were all based around going out 

playing, questioning, challenging.’ (Alex, PC) 

 

Jason’s and Alex’s understanding of the purpose of questioning within GS aligns with Evans 

and Light, (2007); Harvey (2009); Light (2014) and Harvey et al., (2016) state that 

questioning is used in the GS model as a tool to create discussion and develop players' 

understanding. The potential reason for this depth of understanding could be due to Alex's 

background in teaching. The reason for Alex being able to provide more depth in his answer 

than Jason who is still studying for a degree is that Alex has had greater experience, taking 

his learning into the practical field with both his teaching and vast coaching experience. 

 

The potential reasoning for Jason’s and Alex’s similar clear understanding of GS is 

potentially due to their experiences within degree education. Croad and Vinson (2017), Reid 

and Harvey (2014), and Roberts (2011) all argue that coaches who come from a degree 

background will all tend to have been exposed to a depth of learning into different coaching 

models that non-degree learners have not. With Alex and Jason both having degree 

experience, they have had exposure to in-depth learning surrounding coaching models and 

their purpose. 
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Fraser aligns with Alex and Jason in explaining that GS is a model which emphasises 

training being relatable to the game and developing skills within context. He also aligns with 

Alex, as he recognises that training functions using conditioned games as a way of learning.  

 

‘Game sense is learning through a game; the game is the teacher. It helps players 

develop core skills, self-organisation, and awareness all within context…Focusing on 

certain little details I think that’s when it becomes Game Sense. Games having a 

clear tactical problem and clear objectives, for me, that’s Game Sense.’ (Fraser, PC) 

 

Fraser identifies a key element of when a session goes from being just a games-based 

session to a GS session, that is when games are set up to have clear tactical problems for 

players to solve. This aligns with previous literature (Kirk and MacPhail, 2002; Light, 2006) 

but contrasts with the view that only those who come through the academic field i.e., degree 

education, have a stronger understanding of coaching models than those that do not 

(Roberts, 2011; Reid and Harvey, 2014; Croad and Vinson, 2017) Fraser’s ability to 

recognise this key element could be down to his learning both as a player and as a coach 

being surrounded by the GS model. 

 

‘I first started looking at [the GS model] it when I was considering how I could 

become a better player and what would I enjoy doing. Coming through the youth 

system at [said club] we had a coach that was a bit of a 7’s legend at [said coach] 

who loved games, so we played a lot of games. That was fun for us and we accepted 

it.’ (Fraser, PC) 
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Fraser emphasises that, unlike Jason and Alex who have taken their understanding of GS 

from their learning in degree education, Fraser instead has taken his from practical 

experience. This strengthens the contrast to previous literature (Cushion, Armour and Jones, 

2003; Nash and Sproule, 2012) who suggest that coaches without a coaching degree 

education lack a depth of understanding and knowledge of the GS model. Frasers' 

explanation of GS and his ability to articulate the key component of the purpose of using 

games under the GS approach would suggest differently.  

 

Tony continues the trend established by Fraser, that it is wrong to assume that a coach who 

has not studied degree education has a limited understanding of the GS model (Cushion, 

Armour and Jones 2003; Nash and Sproule, 2012), through identifying that GS sessions 

have a key focus on developing player understanding and knowledge. 

 

‘Within the Game Sense context, it’s ensuring that everything is relating to what the 

outcome is. It’s really important to not just be a referee in those games and to not just 

play games for game's sake. Having a defined outcome of what success is, is so 

important if you are going to adopt the Game Sense approach… Players gain an 

understanding of the knowledge with very little technical input. The main focus is on 

how to beat the game and ways to perform within that game.’ (Tony, PC) 

 

It is important to emphasise that although the previous coaches identified that they recognise 

that GS focuses on the development of knowledge, decision making and developing 

technical skills within context, aligning with earlier findings (Kirck and MacPhail, 2002; Light, 

2006) Tony does not recognise it as a tool to develop technical ability. Referring to Tony’s 

background, he highlights that although his favourite part of training as a player was the 

game at the end of a session, he still recognised the value in block skill practice. 
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‘I always thought that back in those days when you get a 10-minute game at the end 

of training, which was always the best bit., but also being a scrum half, I always 

thought that I got better in the week having a bag of balls in the back of a car, 

stopping at a tree and hitting a tree for an hour, as I wouldn’t have enough time in 

training… As with everything, the practice approach is the about right time, right 

place. A lot of my coaching is based around what would look primarily like a game. 

But I’m not scared to do some technical work within it. An example today of a player 

that has been playing a long time and has an ok pass, but loses power through the 

pass. I think definitely that just giving her freedom to go out and find a better way to 

pass, obviously hasn’t worked for 10 years and this is a player that is playing at 

premiership level. That’s where a coach’s eye is important, bring attention to it and 

help find a solution. As it transpired it was an easy fix. That is an example where I 

think it was the right place, right time. As a coach, it is my job to then see if a pass is 

better and more successful. This can be done by watching the player in the session. 

The role of the coach is trying to get the balance right to what suits the players.’ 

(Tony, PC) 

 

Tony, having this experience as a player, has influenced his understanding and potentially 

his opinion too of GS. It is not that he disagrees with the use of the GS model, he just 

recognises that there are potentially more appropriate ways of developing technical skills. He 

highlights a further prevalent point that forgets the theory that suggests something is 

absolute and instead does it suit the individuals in the environment that you are trying to 

implement it (GS). The model is instead one of many tools that can be implemented by a 

coach.  
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Advancing on from Tony’s explanation of GS we know move onto Jim and Kevin’s 

understandings of GS, which differ slightly from the earlier coaches as they cannot give 

definitive definitions of the GS model, and further what makes the model unique. When 

asked about their understanding of GS they give little information. Jim for example states GS 

involves  

 

‘The game to be the teacher and for players to learn through playing the game. You 

have to be using that game time to watch players, pull players out, test and check for 

understanding and then pop them back in [to the game.]’ (Jim, CC) 

 

Jim recognises that a coaching session should revolve around games and that to develop 

player understanding the coach should use questioning. His subconscious understanding is 

potentially due to him taking a large amount of his coaching influence from his time in New 

Zealand. Previous research has emphasised that New Zealand rugby coaches recognise the 

value in questioning and interacting with players to develop their learning (Light, 2014) and 

that further New Zealand rugby coaches although seeing the value in several different 

coaching models will tend to align their practice to the GS approach (Evans, 2002). This 

would suggest that in a practical setting coaches use GS subconsciously. Jim (AC) with 

taking large amounts of his learning from his practical experience in New Zealand has 

resulted in his subconscious understanding of the model. It is subconsciously ingrained in 

his coaching behaviour, due to his previous experience of being practically exposed to the 

model in New Zealand. In Kevin's case when asked about GS, he states that he has never 

heard of it being called that, however, he explains what he thinks it is. 
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‘I think the playing of games has always been a thing, but it wasn’t until it became 

this massive thing that it then started moving into coach’s realising this is what we 

need to do. Is that what game sense is to you, learning through games that are 

relevant to the 15 aside game? We sometimes use small-sided games to hide 

conditioning elements. These games also allowed an introduction of a more technical 

and tactical element of how you would train your players. So small-sided games 

allow for a conditioning element but also for coaches to see a snapshot of the game.’ 

(Kevin, CC) 

 

Kevin has never heard it been called GS may be due to as a community coach not having 

the exposure to different forms of coaching models that performance coaches have had. 

With GS being a predominantly Southern Hemisphere used model (Evans and Light, 2007; 

Light and Robert2010, Jarret, 2011; Light, 2013; Pill, 2016), and TGfU largely been 

recognised as a Northern Hemisphere model has led to his explanation of never hearing 

about GS. His background in strength and conditioning may also add to his lack of ability to 

recognise the GS model. With his experience as a coach educator, he can recognise that it 

is potentially like the TGfU model is similar to the GS model, resulting in Kevin’s assumption 

of the GS model being correct. Kevin is the only coach who states the conditioning element 

of the model, concurring with previous literature that emphasises that due to its game-like 

demands GS carries with it a Sports specific fitness development element (Evans, 2012). 

Kevin’s understanding of this is a result of his background in Strength and Conditioning. He 

recognises the value of training, being closely related to the game as coaches develop a 

better idea of what their team looks like within a game. 
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6.1.1 Comparison and Contrast  

 

Previous literature (Reid and Harvey,2014: Roberts 2011; Nash and Sproule, 2012) states 

that coaches’ outside a degree environment do not have an in-depth understanding of GS. 

The results would suggest that is not the case in this situation. The Coaches who have 

studied a degree do give a clear and precise explanation of what GS is and that the model 

emphasizes asking questions and creating discussions when directly asked. That is not to 

discount the other four coaches’ explanations, which build as the discussions advance 

through their interviews. The contrast lies in that non-degree coaches have taken their 

understanding from other areas such as, in Tony’s case, his work with other performance 

coaches, in Fraser’s case who developed his understanding of GS through being 

surrounded by coaches who utilise the model subconsciously in their training session, and 

as he states that he as a player just accepted that as the correct way to coach. In Jim’s 

case, he has been heavily influenced by the cultural way New Zealand coaches use the 

model, it has just become subconscious for him. This aligns with previous research which 

states that action, taste, and preference are constructed from personal experience within a 

particular setting, and that will influence the coaches to practice and behaviours (Light and 

Evans, 2013; Herriman. 2016; Foley, 2017). The non-degree coaches have developed their 

understanding of the model through practical coaching and observing others which aligns 

with previous findings that suggest coaches choose to take their learning from practical 

experience (Evans and Light, 2007)  
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6.2 Coaches Opinions of Game Sense  
 

Once the participants' understandings of GS were established the discussion moved onto 

emphasising what their opinions of GS are and the reasons for their views. The participants 

emphasise that there must be several different elements to training, and although all 

participants highlight that they are in favour of using games both the community and 

performance coaches agree on the point that GS by itself cannot just be used independently. 

Coaches highlight that players must first have the ability to participate, and coaches must be 

able to run a worthwhile GS session. Further to this, it may not always be the safest 

approach or the most productive way to run a session. 

 

‘…it all depends on the players you have and on your technical knowledge as a 

coach. It’s important with your strengths as a coach of how you are going to deliver...’ 

(Tony, PC) 

 

‘You need to give players the building blocks first. You can’t for example teach the 

breakdown through games all the time. The players might not have the competency 

to do it effectively and safely.’ (Jim, PC) 

 

‘…if we are having issues with the scrum. Would a game with conditions which allow 

for a couple of scrums be as effective as a 15-minute focused block of a session that 

is allocated to the scrum?’ (Jason, PC) 

 

Jason and Jim both working in the community environment recognise that their players may 

lack the ability to carry out potential skills to an adequate and safe level, which mirrors the 

finding of previous research that coaches can be wary of implementing the model with 
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inexperienced players (Light and Roberts, 2010; Jarrett, 2011; Roberts, 2011; Harvey et al., 

2015: Armstrong (1), 2019), would suggest that this opinion still exists in the current 

coaching field.  

 

Moving forward the coaches highlight the following views surrounding GS; they believe that 

a level of ability is required before the development of knowledge. The external factors that 

affect the utilisation of the GS model at p performance and community level of the sport 

include players’ needs, desires, safety, the lack of training time and, at the performance 

level, in particular, the pressure to get results. The pressure to get results leads to training 

becoming more structured and dictated more by the coach. All the factors listed above are 

assumed by the participants to be valid reasons why they may move away from purely using 

a GS approach. 

 

6.2.1 Level of Ability leads to the development of knowledge 

 

The coaches highlight players must have the ability to execute skills before they can perform 

in a GS session. Both community and performance coaches' agree on that fact. Tony 

explains that  

 

‘You can have as many games as you like, but if you can’t pass and catch, the game 

becomes pointless.’ (Tony, PC) 

 

‘You can have as many games as you like, but if you can’t pass and catch, the game 

becomes pointless.’ (Tony, PC) 
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Tony’s explanation aligns with a previous point he made when he explains his understanding 

of GS. He emphasises that he does not recognise that the model improves technical ability, 

which would offer reasoning for the statement he makes above. Like Tony, Fraser is also of 

a similar belief that training must be complemented with core skill practice and not just pure 

GS sessions. He has mixed views on whether GS is the most productive way to develop 

core skills. 

 

‘We (the club) have players who know how to play the game as they are getting a lot 

of opportunities to do that, but are their core skills developing, possibly but maybe not 

like you would get from doing block practice.’ (Fraser, PC) 

 

As highlighted previously (6.2, page 75 -76) by both Jason and Jim in their community 

coaching environments, their players do not necessarily have the skill set to perform 

potentially dangerous movements in a game, and instead need the skill broken down first, 

these include breakdown movements (Jackaling) and scrum movements. Jason highlights 

that these skills should be focused on in isolation, to make the practice more productive, 

rather than playing a game where there may be limited opportunity and focus on scrums. It 

would appear from Tony and Fraser’s opinions, that even at the performance level this is 

also seen to be the case. The contrast occurs where the two community coaches may be 

more directly affected by the lack of player knowledge, while Tony and Fraser recognise this 

issue, but due to them working with a higher ability player, are not directly affected and for 

that reason are more likely to utilise the GS model in their practice, more than the community 

coaches are. Alex, although in support of the GS model, similarly aligns with the other 

coaches in that the GS model may not always be the best choice for improving core skill 

ability and therefore multiple training models should be incorporated into a session.  
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‘The more you can put players in situations where they have to make decisions as 

they would in a game, then that ability to question and challenge and discuss those 

decisions the better players will be prepared for a game…if you are identifying that a 

player is always dropping a ball, then you need to be able to take the player, break 

the skill down and practice that skill first. I think to teach them a technique is probably 

a better term, before then going back into a game and back under pressure.’ (Alex 

PC) 

 

Due to this, he recognises the benefits of isolated drill practice. 

 

‘I think there is an element of the more ball contacts you can get a player in a training 

session, the better their skill level is going to be. So, I think you need to look at the 

two different ideas. [drills and games]’ (Alex, PC)  

 

Although the coaches are in favour of the GS model, the evidence above would suggest that 

they believe players and coaches alike must have a skill set to make the GS model a 

worthwhile training approach. For this reason, it may be assumed GS plays a greater role in 

performance coaching practise than it does in community coaching practice, due to the 

assumption that both coaches and players have advanced knowledge and ability. Moving 

forward, a focus will be placed on comparing and contrasting the performance and 

community coaching environments, and the participants' utilisation of the GS model within 

their practice, to establish whether or not GS is utilised more in the performance coaching 

environment, more so than the community environment. 
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6.3 Professional compared to Amateur coaching environments 
 

It has been recognised previously (Breed and Spittle, 2011) that the short amount of time 

between fixtures plus the pressure to get results limits the use of GS by performance 

coaches. In Alex’s case, this is true as he states that although in support of the GS model it 

does not play a part in his current coaching environment, with the focus on structure and 

results.   

 

‘To some extent, it’s difficult for me because at the moment at [his English 

championship club] we have a coaching point of view that is very much; this is what 

we need to do for this week and that’s what is going to happen, and this is where we 

are going to do it… Each week at the club is very structured. Which can sometimes 

go against where I stand as a coach, it’s very much focusing on you have 5 points up 

for grabs each week.’ (Alex, PC)) 

 

However, in Tony’s case, he highlights that his practice does incorporate a GS approach, 

however stressing that it must be balanced with block and skill practice. 

 

‘A lot of my coaching is based around what would look primarily like a game. But I’m 

not scared to do some technical work within it... If we genuinely want to be player-

centred and that even though passing in twos and threes is in my eyes is something, 

I’m against, but players want to, and they like it as they get more touches on the ball 

and that it gets them into the session. Player centred by its nature is listening to 

players.’ (Tony, PC) 
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The argument can be made here that you have two elite coaches who are both in favour of 

the GS approach but due to in Alex’s case the focus of the club does not incorporate it, and 

that even though Tony intends to focus his coaching on GS he explains that in his current 

environment the players want to play fewer games 

 

‘The feedback I have had over the last couple of weeks from players is that on a 

Thursday when we are preparing for a game. The bits when I play games, they would 

like that time to work on team preparation. This is really interesting to me, I think 

completely the other way around and would rather do very little team prep and play 

more games. It’s interesting to me that the dichotomy of a coach is that for me I 

would want to play games but being player cantered my players have come to me 

and said that actually, we would like fewer games sometimes. Which is really 

interesting, so do I now go and impose and change my philosophy as a coach and 

say no you can’t because I’m the coach and we are going to play games or if I’m 

player-cantered I’m going to do what they want and that is to play fewer games.’ 

(Tony, PC) 

 

The above statements would suggest personal beliefs and intentions may not always come 

through into practice, as it may not suit the playing group, they the environment they are 

working in, and therefore the coach must adapt their practice to suit. Tony’s explanation 

above is an example of this. He champions the use of games; however, his performance 

level players think differently and want more time for individual preparation. Tony highlights 

that if he were to carry on using GS then actually, he would be going against his player-

centred approach. This raises the question that is GS as player cantered as it claims to be? 

Instead of viewing it as a stand-alone theory, that the model is player-centred, instead, it 

should be viewed within its practical context, in some cases yes, the model will be player-
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centred however, in Tony’s elite coaching environment the GS model is recognised not to be 

player-centred.  

 

Assuming that player, coaching knowledge and ability are higher in performance sport, it 

may be assumed that GS plays a greater role in a performance sports environment however, 

as the results suggest this is not always the case. Alex and in many cases Tony state that 

their practice is tailored towards getting results, and that in Tony’s case, his players want to 

play fewer games to allow for a more structured focus. This contrasts with earlier research 

which recognised that performance coaches would tend to design training to help develop 

players’ problem-solving ability and decision making (Smith and Cushion, 2006). This is not 

the case in Alex’s environment states that coaching is structured and very much focused on 

process and results, however, it does align with both Alex and Tony’s intentions to have 

players training focused around games, developing understanding and knowledge through 

questioning and discussions. These intentions do not necessarily align with their actual 

practice, due to factors such as other coaches, players' needs, wants, and the pressure to 

get results. This suggests that GS may not always be the most suitable model for a coaching 

environment. Fraser along with Tony highlights, that GS is crucial if it is balanced out with 

block practice. 

 

‘…the game would have its tactical problem; the skill zone would look at developing a 

core skill that would help compliment solving that problem in the game… There are 

times when we go this is what is going to happen, but also times when we ask 

players, what do you think? It’s about finding that balance which is our [the clubs] 

challenge at the moment.’ (Fraser, PC) 
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The ability for performance coaches to utilise GS potentially is because the players they are 

working with are of a superior performance level compared to that of a community player. 

Fraser in what he says states that there is not necessarily a right or a wrong way to coach 

and that instead it is finding a balance, and as Tony also emphasises that practice must suit 

the players and the environment in which it is used. If GS is to play a part in establishing that 

balance and suits the environment then it will be utilised, or not as the case may be. The 

model must be recognised within the individual context in which it is being used. Rather than 

looking at it as a stand-alone theoretical model which either works or does not. 

 

6.3.1 Community Coaches  

 

Concerning the community coaches in this study, they too concur with the performance 

coaches that GS at times is a suitable model to use within their coaching setting, however, 

they too state that it must be balanced out with skilled block practice. Jason highlights that a 

game may not always be the best way to run a session, and within his environment time can 

be a key factor, which can dictate his use of GS as the approach with its use of questioning 

and discussion, can be time consuming  

 

‘…finding that balance, sometimes that individual practice will be relevant to a game, 

with only getting an hour a week sometimes the game will focus on something then, 

the practice has to be used for something else, which sometimes the game isn’t the 

best way to do it.’ (Jason, CC) 
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He agrees with Tony that the training environment must be suitable for the players you are 

working with. 

 

‘…practice will be very tailored to the environment that I am in. That has involved a 

lot of observation of the players and figuring out what best suits their improvement.’ 

(Jason, CC) 

 

Although Tony (PC) and Jason (CC) agree that coaching is about finding out what suits the 

players, their utilisation or lack thereof GS is for two separate reasons, Tony explains that his 

players with their higher-pressure environment would rather have more time for individual 

technical preparation, whereas, with Jason’s, he lacks the time in a training week to fully 

utilise the GS model. This constant struggle for coaches to find a balance with training has 

been previously emphasised that coaches can struggle to find the balance between how 

much direct practice (drills and direct instruction) and how many players lead practice a 

group needs and wants (Hall, Gray and Sproule,  2016). Jim (CC) differently from Jason 

(CC), highlights another aspect of training that coaches must be aware of, which is that 

using only one coaching model, he suggests may lead to players losing interest in the 

session. Further coaches must have the knowledge and ability to utilise GS properly.  

 

‘I am a fan of using it, [GS] as long as it’s not all-encompassing. It’s about balance, 

you can’t just do the same model every session as players will lose engagement… 

You have to have the Game Sense in there, but it must be interlinking with coaching, 

if you just have a game been played and you just step back and watch, it’s a bit lazy 

if you ask me.’ (Jim, CC) 
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In what he says Jim’s opinions of GS align with Previous literature in that, the GS model 

must be fully understood by the coach for it to be utilised correctly, and to make it a 

worthwhile training experience (Roberts, 2011). Furthermore, in his use of the term ‘lazy,’ his 

opinion of coaching further aligns with the suggestion that players expect coaches, that they 

set the stall out in training and that they lead the players, furthermore, if players do not 

understand the GS model, they tend to view the coach as potentially not for filling their role 

(Hall, Gray and Spoule., 2016). Jim concludes that the GS model is not always a safe form 

of practice.  

 

‘You can’t for example teach the breakdown through games all the time. The players 

might not have the competency to do it effectively and safely.’ (Jim, CC) 

 

Kevin (CC) carries on the theme that Jim emphasised above, that those involved in the 

session may not have the competency to execute GS properly. Whilst Jim focuses on the 

players' ability Kevin chooses to focus on the level of coaching ability when he emphasises 

that Community coaches may lack the knowledge and ability of both rugby and coaching, to 

run an effective GS session. 

 

‘I’ve seen this a lot is that you look at a lot of coaches set up a game and just play a 

game for game's sake because there is very little awareness and knowledge in these 

coaches to realise and identify what the outcome of the game should be… People a 

lot of the time refer to questioning as a soft skill, I disagree with that I think it’s a vital 

skill, the ability to give feedback and ask relevant questions is a very hard thing to 

do…As a coach, coaching through a game you have to have that ability to look 

through a game to recognise the component that you are focusing on.’ (Kevin, CC) 
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Kevin recognises this can be a challenge for inexperienced community coaches. Both Jim 

and Kevin’s concerns of the model align previously with Light (2006) who recognised that 

unless coaches understand GS and can utilise the model correctly, the approach will not 

work, as you will end up with players playing games with little context and, coaches who are 

not able to coach specifics through those games (Harvey et al., 2015; Armstrong, 2019). 

This may come from the coaches’ inability to ask focused questions as they lack a depth of 

understanding of the pedological approach and the game of rugby (Webb, 2008; Roberts, 

2011). Finally, there is potential for the game to become unsafe, which has not been 

recognised in earlier research. Both performance and community coaches highlight that 

although in favour of GS they do not use it as their only coaching approach. Instead, they 

prefer to link it with other coaching models to make training suitable for the players they are 

working with. This form of coaching is known as cafeteria coaching. 

 

6.4 Cafeteria coaching  
 

Cafeteria coaching is a method of coaching that does not align with a particular set model 

(Gradual build-up, TGfU, whole-part-whole, GS). Instead, the coach will take what they see 

as the most appropriate parts from different coaching models to suit the environment that 

they are in (Signature Studio Spotlight, 2020). It is strongly suggested that the days of one 

technical model suiting all athletes' learning have gone (Oxford Brookes Health and Life 

Sciences, 2016). It is more so recognised now that it is about shaping practice design and 

approach around the players you are working with, and that unless you understand what 

your players need then ultimately the practice approach and design becomes irrelevant 

(Oxford Brookes Health and Life Sciences, 2016). This can be seen across both coaching 

groups within this study, for example, Tony and Jason emphasise that 
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‘I think the coaching continuum is understanding your players and understanding 

what is right for them.’ (Tony, PC) 

 

‘Recently my practice will be very tailored to the environment that I am in. That has 

involved a lot of observation of the players and figuring out what best suits their 

improvement.’ (Jason, CC) 

 

The above examples would suggest that the coaching groups align their practice overall to 

suit the players, which leads to them using elements of the GS model but not using it 

independently. The coaching groups do, however, contrast with one another in the reasons 

why they may not utilise the GS model in their practice. performance coaches state that with 

the pressure to get results, and in some cases, players want fewer games to focus more on 

individual and technical preparation in the lead up to a competitive game.   

Community coaches highlight that there is a time restriction that results in drilled structured 

practice being a more practical choice for skill improvement, community coaches further 

highlight that player engagement may drop if all they are doing is the same form of practice 

every session. Most evident is the contrast that community coaches and players may not 

have the ability, knowledge, and therefore the confidence to run and take part in an effective 

and safe GS training session than that of the performance coaches and their players. 

 

To conclude Chapter Seven, it is suggested that both coaching groups, although in favour of 

the GS model, do not use it as their sole approach. Performance coaches, although in favour 

of the model, are influenced heavily by the environment they are in. Alex’s (PC) aligns with 

previous research that pressure on results affects his use of GS, however, Tony does not 

align with that as he is in favour of games if it suits the player. 
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The players, however, through gaining feedback want to play fewer games. To look at the 

theory of GS as a PCA is wrong in Tony’s opinion, if the theory does not suit the practice 

environment, then it may not be relevant. It may be wrong to look at these two community 

and performance groups as absolute and instead focus on the individual environments in 

which each coach operates, due to the reality that no two coaches or the environments that 

they operate in are the same.  

 

The coaches' intentions and beliefs do not always follow through into their practice as they 

state it is just not suitable for that environment. The findings within the study suggest that 

there are three areas that limit the use of GS at a performance level; the pressure to get 

results, player preference, and that core skills would be better trained in a block practice 

setting then put back into a game. Community coaches highlight similarly that although they 

want to shape practice around games as much as possible it can be challenging. They 

highlight four reasons why they may not use GS, these being time constraints, low player 

ability, low coach understanding and safety considerations. 

 

Although clear answers are given to question two, several questions are raised, that could 

potentially be carried on into future studies, they are as follows. Does ability lead to 

knowledge or does knowledge lead to the development of ability? Are coaches able to 

implement GS properly and is it suitable for their players' needs, and further do the players 

want it? The coaches in this study align their practice with the cafeteria approach.  

The coaches agree practice must have a context of the game and therefore GS is vital, 

however, it is not the only approach. Instead, the coaches choose to draw on other elements 

from different models to develop a coaching model that suits both their players and their 

ability and knowledge. This aligns with Light (2010) who states that coaches do see the 

value in games, but do not see it as the only way to coach. The coaches' understanding of 
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GS similarly aligns between both coaching groups, however, two coaches (Alex PC, Kevin 

(CC) and Jason CC) can give a clearer and more precise explanation of GS. This may be 

due to their experience within degree education.  
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Chapter Seven 

Conclusion 

 

Chapter Eight will conclude the study, and further highlight the limitations of the current study 

and recommendations for future research. 

 

The study set out to discover what a particular group of rugby coaches understanding, and 

opinions of GS are, and if and how they utilise it within their coaching practice, to indicate the 

comparisons and the contrasts between performance and community rugby coaches 

practice. As the study advanced it was clear that there were several other layers to this 

study, including gaining an understanding of the individual participants' backgrounds, their 

learnings as a coach, coaching influences, their coaching philosophies, current practice, and 

the various influences on that practice. By doing this, the researcher was able to gain a more 

complete understanding of how their (the individual participants) past experiences, current 

coaching environment, and their opinions surrounding coaching, have led to these coaches 

particular understandings, opinions, and utilisation of the GS model. The study recognised 

that both performance and community coaches have based their practice and philosophies 

on observing, and working with other coaches, The difference being that Community 

coaches tend to take their learning from observing idols. With performance coaches being 

mentored and surrounded by other performance coaches from a young coaching age, and 

with them coming into coaching having previously played at high-level rugby, are potential 

reasons why these individuals have reached the performance level of coaching whilst the 

amateur coaches have not.  
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When coaches were questioned about their current practice, both groups emphasise the 

importance of practice suiting the playing group that they work with and further try to shape 

their practice as much around a game as possible. Previously it has been suggested that 

performance coaches tend not to see the value in several game-related activities in training, 

(Hall. Gray and Spoule, 2016) however with all three performance coaches emphasising 

their desire to shape training around the use of games would suggest that GS would play a 

large part in both coaching groups coaching practice. 

When participants were questioned about their understanding of GS, both coaching groups 

emphasise the models' use of conditioned games and the focus on developing players' 

communication, problem-solving, and decision-making skills. The contrast between 

performance and community coaches does not occur, and it is more so the comparison 

between those coaches who have an academic degree background, compared to those that 

haven’t. Alex (PC) and Jason (CC) are very assured and clear in their explanation and are 

the two coaches who without being questioned further knowingly emphasise the GS models 

use of questioning and discussion as a learning tool. Kevin (CC) also coming from a degree 

background along with Jason and Alex can identify the fitness conditioning elements that 

come with the GS training model 

 

This is not to disregard the coaches who do not have a coaching/teaching related degree 

background. The other coaches were able to understand and explain what GS is, even if it 

was not as precise as the degree coaches. The suggestion then that coaches from outside a 

degree environment lack an understanding of the complexity of coaching and of GS 

pedagogy, that has been previously suggested (cushion, Armour and Jones 2003) 

Partington, Cushion and Harvey 2014; Reid and Harvey, 2014) is not the case, and that 

instead knowledge of the GS model can be developed through collaboration and observation 

of other coaches and coaching within a GS cultured setting (Jim PC coaching experience 

whilst in New Zealand) 
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Where contrasts do occur between the performance and community coaches is when 

questioned on the utilisation of the model. The community coaches emphasise that although 

in favour of the model, both players and coaches in a broad sense may lack the ability to 

perform and run a GS session, speaking more personally they emphasise that in their 

environment time constraints can be an issue and that it is sometimes quicker to tell and 

give direct instruction than it is to question and have discussions. 

   

Community coaches further emphasise that movements such as scrums and breakdown 

techniques, games may not be the safest way or indeed the most productive way to practise 

these particular skills. A performance like community coaches emphasises the importance of 

the model as a part of training. Performance Coaches emphasise that in many cases the 

pressure to get results can play a part in the way training is run. Alex (PC) stated that 

training is very structured and put together to suit what is required for the following game. 

Tony (PC) emphasises that his players want fewer games in training, and he raises the 

question that although GS may be recognised as a player centred approach (PCA) if he was 

to follow his beliefs and use the model, even though his players would rather have more time 

for individual and technical preparation, it would result in the model appearing to be a coach 

centred approach.  

 

What is surprising about the results is how closely the coaches align with one another in 

their understating of the GS model, and further how they view coaching practice, Although 

having different learning experiences, with some studying degrees, whilst others chose to 

gain international coaching experience and learn in the practical coaching environment, 

whilst some have coached international and premiership rugby whilst other have coached 

community, academy and university rugby, they all emphasise that Instead of viewing 

coaching practice as using a standalone model, whether that be GS or another one for that 
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matter (Gradual build-up, TGfU, whole part whole etc), Coaching instead is about 

implementing several different models to develop a coaching practice that suits you the 

coach, and more importantly the environment that you are coaching in.  

 

Performance and community coach understanding, and opinions of GS generally align with 

one another. Where the contrast occurs is more so in how they can utilise the model within 

their practice. Instead of choosing to have the tunnel vision of one model working whilst 

another one does not, the coaches emphasise that the cafeteria coaching approach is most 

suitable, where several different models are combined to suit their environment. 

 

To conclude, although theory suggests that the GS model is a player centred approach 

(Light and Evans 2013; Zuccolo, Spittle and Hill, 2014; Reid and Harvey, 2014; Light and 

Harvey, 2017; Armstrong, 2017). Is there a lack of practical context to this theory.? Several 

coaches emphasise that it may not be the safest way to train certain movements in a game 

and that not all players may have the ability and understanding to carry out core skills in a 

GS setting. Further emphasised by Tony (PC) is that his players would rather have time to 

practise individual skills in a drill-based setting, He states that to go against them and use 

GS because it’s highlighted as PCA, when actually in this situation it would result in the 

model being a coaching centred approach. The question then is, does a theoretical model 

always make sense in practical reality? With several opinions shared in this study some 

would suggest it does not  
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 7.1 Limitations of the current study 
 

Whilst gaining opinions and knowledge from acting coaches on GS, and how the model 

should or should not be utilised in practice, and further gaining an insight into the participants 

backgrounds, their philosophies, and what their current practice involves Due to the 

worldwide pandemic, none of these coaches were viewed in a practical setting coaching, as 

was originally planned, this was due to the closure of all rugby clubs (Scottish Rugby, 2019; 

RFU, 2019), as a result of this, the coaches use of the GS and the factors that influence their 

practice are not able to be justified. A coach may say that they do something, however, do 

they do what they say they do? Are the explanations and opinions they are stating in their 

interviews what they believe, or are they answering questions in a way to please the 

researcher? For that, the study lacks a depth that would have otherwise existed. 

 

A second limitation of the study is the insider-outsider situation of the researcher. It is 

recognised by the participants as someone of a similar level (in this situation a coach) they 

(the interviewees) may feel more comfortable sharing knowledge and points of view with the 

researcher (Heather, 2019). As a researcher, understanding the coaches' language and 

points of view more easily than a researcher who is not involved in coaching, and who lacks 

knowledge of rugby, the limitation arises of that of maintaining a non-bias. Although lacking 

in knowledge an outsider carrying out this study may find it easier to maintain a non-bias, as 

they are not actively involved in the community they are researching, this may result 

however in a lack of depth of knowledge and understanding than that of an insider. 
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Due to sports coaching being a very subjective profession, every coach will have slightly 

different backgrounds, different philosophies, different views on the game, and different 

ways in which they run their practices and the reasons for that. This leads to the conclusion 

that no two coaches are the same. The potential limitation of this study is that a broad 

conclusion can’t be made for this study. The study can only draw a conclusion based on the 

coaches that were involved, and not on the coaching community as a whole.  

 

7.2 Further Studies  
 

Future studies once an interview has been held should view the coaches in their 

environment coaching, to see if their explanations of their current practice and beliefs align 

with how they coach. This would give a clearer and more evidence-based conclusion to what 

a coach’s practise looks like and their utilisation of GS. Future research should focus on 

whether or not GS is as player cantered as it claims to be in theory.  

 

Future studies could discuss, compare and contrast the use of particular coaching models 

and highlight which one is potentially better than the other. The purpose of this study was 

never to highlight why GS was a better model than any other. Instead, the goal was to gain a 

perspective on coaches understanding, opinions and utilisation of the model. This particular 

research framework could be implemented for other coaching models, not just GS 

 

Future Research focusing on Game Sense could be to question coaches using the 

Grounded theory approach, what comes first, the playing of a game, then practising the 

Specifics of skills that are in that game or does the practising of skills leads to the playing of 

the game. 
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Chapter Eight 

Personal Reflection of Research Study 

 

Chapter Nine will highlight the reasons for carrying out the research both external and 

personal reason. The benefits and the challenges of the research and the process that was 

required to maintain a non–bias throughout the data collection process. As a current acting 

rugby coach, some may assume the non-bias was a very difficult thing to maintain, after all, 

coaches have different ways of planning, different opinions surrounding different practices, 

differing ways they have been influenced, and different backgrounds. 

 

The focus of this research project was to offer a relatable research study not just for coaches 

in rugby unions but those involved across other sports. A piece of work coaches could pick 

up and relate to. My motto for this project and it is something that has carried me through 

has always been “by a coach, with coaches’, for coaches”. If this thesis is picked up by 

coaches’ and can help them in developing their knowledge, practice and is relatable, then it 

has carried out its purpose. Based on this being developed through an academic process, I 

hope that this adds to the current research in this area and offers avenues for further 

research to follow. 

 

Personally, the project has had benefits in developing my academic writing, my knowledge in 

methods and methodologies of carrying out research, my spelling and grammar, furthering 

my knowledge around GS as well as different coaching methods and my adaptability, 

changing from an office and academic environment to working at home due to the global 

pandemic, has developed my ability to work independently for long periods. With not having 

supervisors available as much to have face to face conversations and meetings over a 

coffee, instead took place over zoom. With not having that close support as was previously 
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available. Self-motivation was a key area of development. With not being actively coaching 

during covid, the ability for me to stay involved in other ways through the development of this 

study, through interviewing coaches, reading articles and content focused on coaching 

practice and the overall development of the study were the key reasons I maintained 

motivation. Having gone through 15 drafts of the thesis before submission, motivation at 

times became difficult, reflecting on the fact that there was no rugby or coaching taking place 

at this time. This was the only way that I could actively be involved in coaching and in rugby, 

which certainly was the reason for me maintaining motivation even through the most 

challenging of times 

 

Carrying out the research, it has had a very positive impact on me as a coach, I have 

developed my ability to reflect and adapt which is all-important in the caching profession. It 

allowed me to expand my coaching network through connecting and reconnecting with other 

coaches’. During the interview process it was very insightful to hear coaches’ stories, their 

experiences, their influences, their philosophies and their reasoning behind their choice of 

coaching practice, has been all inspiring. To experience and be mentored within a Women's 

premierships rugby environment, which developed my knowledge and ability as a coach, this 

opportunity probably wouldn’t have been accessible if I wasn’t studying for a Masters by 

Research 

 

During the development of the studies methodology, it was highlighted by my supervisors 

that I was an insider-outsider researcher, due to the fact I was carrying out research in an 

area I am actively involved in. At this early stage, it was highlighted to be one of the main 

challenges I would face, in that it was going to be difficult for me to maintain a non-bias. As 

an active coach, I have my opinions on certain methods of practice, for example, and that 

during the interview and analysis I had to push that aside and become the researcher and 
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not let my opinions come through during the questioning during my interviews, and the write 

up of the results. I had a very clear mindset when entering an interview in that I am going in 

there to listen and learn, this focus was maintained during the analysis and coding process.  

I likened it to a coaching scenario. In a team, you will naturally have players who you warm 

to more than others and vice versa, but it is important to pick the best players to go out on 

the pitch and perform even if they're not one of your favourites. The learnings I have taken 

from this process is  being that what you think necessarily is not always correct, or the best 

way of doing things, and you need to be open to alternative processes. 
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Appendix 

 

 

Appendix 1 - Participant Information Sheet 
 

 
The understanding, opinion and utilisation of Game Sense 

by elite, sub-elite and amateur rugby union coaches 
-a comparative study    

 
Principal                James Hall, University of Bedfordshire 
Investigators:        Dr Helen Ives , University of Bedfordshire 
 

Project date:  September 2019 – September 2020 
 

Email:  james.hall@study.beds.ac.uk; Helen.Ives@beds.ac.uk 
 

Telephone:  01234 793160 
 
 

1. Study title – Game Sense, a theoretical model for a practical reality. A 
discussion with Rugby Union Coaches’ 
 

2. Invitation paragraph 
 
You are being invited to take part in a research study.  Before you decide it is important for you to 
understand why the research is being done and what it will involve.  Please take time to read the 
following information carefully and discuss it with others if you wish.  Ask us if there is anything that is 
not clear or if you would like more information.  Take time to decide whether or not you wish to take 
part. Thank you for reading this. 
 
 

3. What is the purpose of the study? 
 
Game Sense is a coaching method that was created in Australia in the mid-1990s. Previous research 
has focused on the general concept of the approach, is enough being done to educate coaches in the 
concept, as well as the challenges and the benefits associated with it. There are however limited 
comparative studies that have been conducted on the subject that compares coaches understanding, 
opinion and utilisation of Game Sense at three different performance levels of rugby union (elite, sub 
elite and amateur). This study will allow coaches at all levels to gain ideas as well as learn from one 
another. It will offer a greater understanding of what Game Sense is and how it can be better utilised 
by coaches at all levels of rugby union.  This study will go some way in bridging the gap between the 
three levels of the sport and potentially provide a pathway for coaches who want to progress to an 
elite level of coaching. 
 

 
 
4. Why have I been chosen? 
 
Nine coaches from nine separate clubs have been selected to take part in the study. Three elite 
coaches who are categorised as coaching at a premiership level or above. Three sub-elite coaches 
who are coaching a championship level or a semi-professional team who plays in the national one 
league. Finally, three coaches who coach at amateur level which are categorised as coaches who are 
not being payed to coach or that fall below national league standard. You have been invited to take 
part in this study as you are a current coach who f into one of the three above categories. 
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5. Do I have to take part? 
 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part.  If you do decide to take part you will be given this 
information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent/ascent form. If you decide to take part you 
are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a reason.  A decision to withdraw at any time, 
or a decision not to take part, will not affect the standard of care you receive 

 

6. What will happen to me if I take part? 
 
 
Below is a table detailing what you as the participant will be required to do 
 

Part of Study  Information  

Consent and 
information 
form 

 I will meet with you prior to the first interview for you to fill out the 
consent form as well as read over the information sheet (if a meet is 
not possible a phone or skype call will take place and the 
information will be exchanged through email) 

 This is an opportunity to have a conversation and for you to ask any 
questions – anything discussed in this first conversation will not be 
used as data for the final study  

Interview  The interview will be semi structured and will cover the following topics  

 Your background in rugby union coaching  

 Your coaching philosophy  

 Your current practice 

 The experience within coach education 

 What is your understanding of Game Sense? (if there is no 
understanding the discussion will change to talk about Game 
centred approaches to training) 

 What is your opinion of Game Sense? 

 How do you think you utilise Game Sense?  

 The interview will last for 45 mins – 1 hour and will be recorded 
using a mobile phone 

 
 
 
7. What are the possible benefits of taking part? 
 

The potential benefits of taking part in the practice include  

 

 The opportunity to learn about and or expand current knowledge of Game Sense 

 To engage in discussion about coaching practice both in general terms as well as personal 

practice 

 The potential to work on and improve coaching practice from discussing various coaching 

methods 

 To have your opinions and knowledge shared in an academic paper   

 
 

8. Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 
 
All information which is collected about you during the course of the research will be kept strictly 
confidential.  Any information about you will have your name and address removed so that you cannot 
be recognised from it.’ 
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9 What will happen to the results of the research study? 

 
once completed and marked for the purpose of the masters course, it is intended that the final thesis 
will be published. At this stage there is no guarantee that my finished thesis will gain publication 
 

 
10 Contacts for Further Information 
 
If you wish to have any other information or have any questions please do not hesitate to contact 
myself or my supervisor on the bellow contacts 

 
James Hall: james.hall@study.beds.ac.uk 
 
Supervisors 
 
Dr Helen Ives: Helen.Ives@beds.ac.uk 
Telephone: 01234 793160 
 
David Pears: David.Pears@beds.ac.uk  
 
 
‘Alternatively, if you would like to speak with someone independent from the research study please 
contact: add Research Institute Director details 

Thank you for taking your time to read this information letter! 
Please keep this form for your records 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:james.hall@study.beds.ac.uk
mailto:Helen.Ives@beds.ac.uk
mailto:David.Pears@beds.ac.uk
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Appendix 2 - Participant Consent Form 
 

Game Sense, a theoretical model for a practical reality,  
a discussion with rugby union coaches  

 
Principal                James Hall, University of Bedfordshire 
Investigators:        Helen Ives, University of Bedfordshire 
 

Project date:  October 2019 – September 2020 
 

Email:  james.hall@study.beds.ac.uk; Helen.Ives@beds.ac.uk 
 

Telephone:   01234 793160 

 
Please circle as appropriate: 
 
Have you received, read and understood a copy of the Information Letter?    Yes / No  
 

Do you understand that your participation in this study is entirely voluntary?   Yes / No  
 

Do you understand that you are free to refuse participation and have the right to  
withdraw at any time for any reason, and that all data collected from you at that 
time will be removed?          Yes / No 
 

Do you understand that your name will not be displayed in any reports, presentations 
or publications and you will be assigned a pseudonym (another name) for this purpose?  Yes / No         
 

Do you confirm that you have had an opportunity to ask questions and that your 
questions have been answered to your satisfaction?      Yes / No  
 

 
Name of Participant  

 
Signature  
 
Date  

 
 

Thank you for your participation! 
Please complete and return this form to the research staff. 

 
*NOTE: There may be additional statements you need to add for specific projects (i.e. if you are audio-recording 
interviews, taking blood samples, video-recording teaching/coaching sessions etc.). 
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Appendix 3 - Interview Questionnaire  

 

Opening Questions (to establish rapport) 

When did you first start coaching rugby union? 

What were your first clubs? 

How did you find the experience? 

What brought you to this club?  

 

Establishing coaching background/ethos/philosophy 

Why did you choose to start coaching rugby union? 

How would you describe your coaching philosophy? 

  Player centred? 

  Copying previous coach? 

  How was it formed? RFU materials? Club support? PE teacher? 

 Coach Education? 

 

What do you enjoy about coaching here?  

  Different to other clubs? 

  Benefits? 

 

Describe to me your current coaching practice? 

 

 

Can you describe how you structure your coaching sessions? For example, 

how to you plan them, what do you focus on? Do you use skills and drills and 

if so, how then do you apply them to a game situation? 

 

 

Game Sense 

Have you ever heard of game sense? 

If yes: questions will focus on their knowledge or interpretation of what Game 

Sense is TO THEM. 

How were you introduced or learnt about ‘Game Sense’ as a way of 

coaching?  

 

If NO: Understanding of Game Centred Approaches  

 

 

What is your opinion of Game Sense? 

 

How do you utilise Game Sense in your practice? 
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Appendix 4 – Community Coaches Interview Transcriptions  

 

Jason (CC) – Interview Transcription  

 

Interviewer  Morning Jason, welcome to you is first interview for my masters by 

research study, how are you? 

 

 I’m good thanks mater, how are you? 

 

Interviewer I’m excellent thank you. The way in which this interview is going to go 

is we will first discuss your coaching background, why you got into 

coaching and what you enjoy most about coaching.  Then we will 

move onto talk about your experiences and opinions with regard to 

coach education.  You being a student we can discuss your 

experiences with that and if and how that has impacted your coaching 

as well as the more rugby focused education such as UKCC and CPD 

etc. 

 

We will then move onto talk about your current coaching practice, 

what it looks like and how you came to that current practice. 

 

We will then move onto discuss Game Sense (GS) where we will 

discuss your understanding of the model as well as your opinion of it 

and if and how you utilise it in your practice. The interview will 

conclude with discussing how you are using the lockdown times 

effectively, if so at all. (Personal development, keeping in touch with 

players etc). 

 

Does that sound ok to you? Any questions at this point? 

 

 No happy to go ahead, that all sounds good 

 

Interviewer Why did you get into coaching rugby? 

 

 About 3 or 4 years ago, I had a couple of issues that were preventing 

me from playing to much and I have always been keen on sport, that 

kid that’s mad on sport.  I got involved in volunteering and really 

enjoyed seeing players develop at the grass roots of the game.  

Whenever an opportunity came up to do more coaching, I took it, I 
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ended up just wanting to do more and more and it was something I 

looked forward to doing. 

 

Interviewer Those clubs that you started with, are you still in touch with those 

clubs or have you moved on somewhat? 

 

 So it started with my secondary school and my local club in Epsom.  

I’m still in touch through their WhatsApp group and happy to ship in 

whenever they are looking for ideas. 

 

With my secondary school I left to go to university. But I still have a 

god relationship with the P.E staff, so I occasionally still stray in touch.  

Less so on the rugby side of things and more on the relationship 

social side of things. 

 

Interviewer You mentioned, you enjoy seeing players develop. What is it that you 

enjoy most about coaching? What has made you want to advance 

your career? 

 

 I have been lucky to have had exposure to a number of different 

coaching environments at quite a young age.  It started for me that if 

players are interested and having fun in my sessions that gave me a 

bit of a buzz, the fact that I was providing that.  Seeing players 

become better people as well as better players.  As the years have 

gone by I have really become fascinated with the higher levels of the 

game and really want to coach at that level.  With my aspirations 

surrounding the detail and complexity of the elite level.   

 

What fascinates me is that yes you are coaching rugby but more so 

you want to make people better and that’s probably what it is about for 

me is that you are hopefully making better people out of it and when 

you see it. 

 

It’s not about coaching awards, obviously it is nice recognition but to 

me it’s more about the thankyou from the players knowing that you 

have done something meaningful for the players. 

  

Interviewer You mentioned awards, have you been nominated or won any awards 

over your years of coaching? 



 

116 
 

 

 I won a few small regional stuff when I was very young. That was a 

mixture of volunteer and coaching awards. It’s very flattering that I 

have won one every year. Went to university and have won some sort 

of inter club awards. I was short listed for the England student coach 

of the year which was nice.   

 

So yes, there has been a few but I repeat again the recognition is nice 

but it is not the reason why I do it, seeing players and more 

importantly people develop is the reason I coach 

 

Interviewer You mentioned university rugby? Are you currently coaching 

university rugby? 

 

 Yes so it’s strange I kind of landed rightly or wrongly into taking 

charge of running the 3rd to 10s teams with being head coach of the 

thirds with being able to go and observe the 1sts and 2nds training 

sessions which I am very lucky to have that open door policy. 

 

That’s been a great opportunity to learn.  Also getting the opportunity 

to lead the coaching team for the thirds on match day has been great 

exposure. 

 

Interviewer How do you find coaching university rugby in comparison to coaching 

other teams? The reason I ask you this is I coached university rugby 

last year so I am interested to hear your thoughts. 

 

 It is a different level of challenges because, I think naturally the boys 

has less commitment. You get less calls from players saying they are 

struggling to be somewhere. 

The big difference I see is that there is a mixture of boys who want to 

play and get better and other boys who want to play but they are quite 

happy just taking part with a training session with their mates and 

don’t really care about what team they are in as long as they are with 

their mates.   

 

So that ability to adapt your own practice in order to relate to what the 

different type of players want. 
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Next year going into the adult game I have already been advised that 

it is a completely different environment so I’m really looking forward to 

that. 

 

Ion Interviewer So, the university coaching experience has been positive and 

worthwhile? 

 

 Yes massively, the exposure and the trust I got with it coming in as a 

first year, being able to do so much. Go into an environment lead a 

session, review it and repeat it. That exposure of reviewing 

something, having discussions, adapting things has been great for my 

development. 

 

Interviewer With regards to coach education what experiences have you had? 

 

 I have been very fortunate to have done 2 years of study at university, 

taken part in UKCC as well as other courses and also had that 

practical experience? 

 

Interviewer Do you see the benefit of having had that parallel of learning the 

theory and being able to put that into practice almost instantly? 

 

 Yes, so how the university works is that in kind of the module is 

mapped out so you will learn something in a lecture but then after 

move down to the sports hall and practice what you have learned with 

all your course members. Obviously, that is not a regular thing and it 

feels very fake and forced. 

 

In that sense it has helped but it hasn’t been amazing, luckily because 

I am able to coach a lot outside of that academic environment with the 

rugby I have probably got a lot more out of it because from having 

used the knowledge in practice I am able to comment and critically 

analyse it a lot more than others who maybe don’t have the same 

practical coaching opportunities. 

 

Interviewer You mentioned with the degree education that it feels false, describe 

to me how it feels false? 
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 For example we will have a seminar on the Monday where we will talk 

about the challenges of TGFU, which is interesting but when you 

come to put it into practice the people you are working with know what 

the sort of questions you should be asking and you already know what 

they want to hear. 

 

It’s not the same as if I was to walk into a school and say we are going 

to do an hour of football and I can coach in a way to get player to 

reflect and analyse without any bias. These kids don’t know what 

model I’m coaching in and why I am using that model. 

 

 

Interviewer With previous research it has highlighted that formal coach education 

isn’t really relatable to the actual coaches environment. 

 

 Yes, you get and this is similar with coaching courses, you get a really 

good blue print of stuff, which is great but the flexibility and 

adaptability around that blue print isn’t really elaborated on.  You 

come away from these courses thing great I have this great blueprint 

that I can use in my environment which doesn’t work. On that course 

you are coaching other coaches and not players. 

 

Interviewer What would you say suits your way of learning? 

 

 For me it’s practically.  I like having the teaching definitely and from 

having the practical coaching knowledge when I am being taught 

something I can visualise whether or not that would work in my 

environment. 

 

Having that allows me to shape that theory knowledge to my practical 

environment, try it out and refine it to suit the environment. 

 

Having little things for example I have a go pro which I use to record 

my sessions, which I can use to go back to and also give to other 

coaches to have a look through and give me feedback on my 

coaching 

 

Interviewer So by speaking with other coaches, do you enjoy the mentorship 

approach to learning? 
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 Yes definitely, there are so many ways you can run a session and I 

think it’s wrong to jump to conclusion of what is right or wrong so 

getting other people’s feedback definitely helps with regard to 

learning.  I try and use a different method of coaching every week to 

highlight the pros and cons of each with relevance to my environment.  

 

For example if we are having issues with the scrum. Would a game 

with conditions which allow for a couple of scrums be as effective as a 

15 minute focused block of a session that is allocated to the scrum? 

 

Whereas if our decision making is lacking a more TGFU, GS 

approach would be of better use. I think the use of different coaching 

methods varies. 

  

Interviewer It is clear that you have had a broad range of different types of coach 

education. First of all, what is your opinion of formal degree coach 

education? 

 

 With my experience I do enjoy it a lot the range of models that we 

have is very interesting.  The style of how each module is taught and 

assessed differs.  Having large written assignments has taught me 

other skills such as time management, how to constructively look at 

stuff and develop critical thinking has developed a lot. 

 

In terms of coaching I think it has developed me.  At the start I think it 

was very much what do I know change about my practice and at that 

time I didn’t think I had to change a lot.  But through learning about the 

education and discussions that have taken place with fellow student 

and tutors, it has broadened my mind, it has made me consider more 

before acting, I don’t jump to conclusions as much anymore. If I see 

something that I want to feed back on, I will consider what the best 

way in which I do that is and also what type of player I a giving 

feedback to, if I can question the player then great.  However, this 

player may be the type to shy away from questions, instead of singling 

out him can I include him in a small group. It has enhanced my 

coaching and enabled me to be more flexible with my coaching. 

 

Interviewer Moving onto discuss your CPD, UKCC more specific rugby education 

what has been your experience with that? 
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 I haven’t been on one that I haven’t enjoyed and not been on one 

where I haven’t at least taken one thing away from it, in my 

experience they are as good as they can be. They tend to me one 

evening, 2 days or 3 consecutive Sundays.  It’s not easy to have 30 

adults in that time to learn a massive amount of knowledge and get 

them all coaching. I think what they do and what they are there for 

works very well. 

 

For example, with my levels 2 was very tailored to age grade rugby 

and it was very relevant to that. 

 

So it has always been fit for purpose and I have always taken 

something away from it. 

 

I think with the time they have available and for what they are about I 

think it would be wrong to explore one practice in detail as they don’t 

have time to really do that. I think it’s good that they are more focused 

on what coaching is and less so on how you should be coaching 

(models, methods, pedagogy) 

   

Interviewer Having experienced a number of different coaching education 

environments, do you think it is right that in order to coach you 

currently don’t need to undertake any form of coach education? 

 

 I personally didn’t do my level 2 for a number of seasons; I think it 

personally comes down to how you learn best as a person. At the end 

of the day having a discussion with a coach, there competence as a 

coach isn’t going to be whether or not they have done a level 2 

course. I think I have taken little bits from all my education 

experiences.  Some have helped more than others for sure but again I 

think that is what they are trying to do anyway. 

 

I think working in a coaching team you have that constant mentorship 

anyway which obviously is relevant to the UKCC level 3 course. 

 

If it is preferable to do a course, if a coach walks away from a course 

and has taken nothing from it, what was the point in doing that course 

anyway. 

 

I think as well with coach education giving this blue print, if everyone 

is to follow that to the letter you are going to have 200 coaches who 
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coach in the exact same way. Coaches who haven’t sone that course 

can come with some different ideas which is great to create 

discussion. 

 

Interviewer It appears that you are very individual in the way that you learn.  You 

have wanted to learn in a way that suits you? 

 

 Yes, I have been lucky enough to have some really good mentors and 

the advice from them has been very much do what suits you. 

 

For me who wants to reach a very high level of coaching more so than 

a number of people who do these courses has forced me to be very 

specific about my development and doing that has really beneficial for 

my development as I am learning in a way that suits me. 

 

Interviewer Now moving onto discuss your current coaching practice, can you 

describe to me what it looks like? 

 

 So more recently in the environment I was in it was about getting 

teams better quickly. Recently my practice will be very tailored to the 

environment that I am in.  That has involved a lot of observation of the 

players and figuring out what best suits their improvement.  How can 

we develop players quickly?  I don’t want to tell players stuff; I will lead 

towards a game orientated session with interjected isolated practice 

as and when required. 

 

Interviewer Have you seen the benefit of that, have players improved quickly? 

 

 Yes, going back to my background, there were a couple of our unit 

 teams that were losing by 40/50 points every week. Through 

changing our practice method, we managed to turned it around, got to 

a cup semi, probably would have stayed up, obviously because of the 

pandemic the last games never got played.  

 

Obviously, it’s hard to distinguish was that down to the training being 

more game based or more the fact we were winning did that lead to 

more wins, they are causalities of themselves. We had more players 

turning up to training, more players were messaging me asking for 

feedback. So everything sought of turned quite quickly. Making the 
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sessions more effective and productive I think would have gone a long 

way in resulting it that turn around happening. 

 

Interviewer You mentioned that you approach your sessions with a game focused 

approach with sections of block practice, as a coach do you find that 

easy to do? What I mean by that is do you come to a session with a 

mapped-out plan of when you are going to interject block practice or 

depending on what you see in a session do you do it on the spot? 

 

 I would say at the moment it tends to be more planned.  It’s planned 

based off what has happened in the previous week, what feedback 

have I had from players, what have I seen myself, what have I asked 

players and what have they given back to me.  Those are the factors 

that influence it, which actually I think makes it safer to be planned.  

It’s finding that balance, sometimes that individual practice will be 

relevant to a game, with only getting an hour a week sometimes the 

game will focus on something then the practice has to be used for 

something else, which sometime the game isn’t the best way to do it. 

 

So, although training follows very much a plan, many factors influence 

that plan, so it’s not like we turn up and it’s I think we should do this, 

then we should have a break on this. 

 

Sometimes in sessions if the numbers that turned up aren’t what you 

expected, you have to change the session to suit the amount of 

players are there.  As long as the session aim is maintained there is 

nothing wrong in changing the session to suit. 

 

Interviewer With what you have just told me, would you align yourself with being 

player centred (PC)? 

 

 Yes definitely  

 

Interviewer Moving on now to talk about GS  

 

Have you ever heard of the model? 

 

 Yes, am I right in thinking that it is very similar to TGFU? 
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Interviewer Yes, so could you now describe to me what you see it as? 

 

 It’s about using modified games in training to increase tactical 

awareness and decision making of player and improving individual 

skills alongside that.  Rather than having training poorly focused on 

improving just skills. 

 

Interviewer 

 

So, would you interject tactical and skill practice together? 

 

 I think with GS you are providing an exposure to situations where you 

will have repetitions of a skill and also require decisions to be made, 

which is very relevant and transferable to the actual Game, hence the 

term game sense. 

  

Interviewer What is your opinion of the model? 

 

 I like it I think it has become more relevant in recent years with the 

way in which coaching has evolved. I think coaches have more of a 

focus now on being PC and making practice as relevant as possible to 

the game, whilst not answering all the questions, it does answer the 

majority of well we worked on this in training why hasn’t it worked on 

matchday, I think the game sense model goes someway in answering 

that as it is so close relatable to the match.  

 

You hear a lot of top coaches come out and say that they train at 

match intensity. Coaches will hear that and take from that well we just 

need player running more and at a higher intensity, when actually it’s 

about making it feel like the game.  You need the pressures the 

decision-making opportunities to go with that.  It’s not just about 

making people feel tired like they would in a game.  They don’t really 

mean it like that 

 

Interviewer If I were to ask you about questioning and discussions, do you see the 

value in asking questions and allowing for discussions? 

 

 Going back to the way I coach and trying to be as PC as possible 

questioning and discussion is so important.  Let’s take it out of a 

coaching context for a minute, when I was at school, if a teacher told 

me something a week later I would probably have forgotten what it 
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was, however if the teacher instead of telling was to question, what do 

you make of this or how would you go about this? Which results in you 

actively and critically thinking about something instils it as knowledge 

and not just a memory because you have had to actively find the 

answer out for yourself with the teacher as a guide, which I think 

actively feeds into the coaching process. 

 

I actively try and use questions and discussions, the way I go about it 

is that players will be split up into small groups and I will give them a 

minute in their teams to have discussions about simple things to begin 

with such as what are we doing well, what can we do better? Get 

there ideas back through a quick discussion, then go back into a 

game. 

 

If what they have fed back and discussed is actively matching what is 

happening in the game, I will further question the players based of 

that, following the process of what, how, why?   

 

Interviewer Have you seen the quick improvements you are looking for from using 

this questioning and discussion approach?  Obviously, questions and 

discussions can be quite time consuming? 

  

 Yes I appreciate that questions need to be relevant and themed, if not 

they can drag on for longer than they need to, in my situation it has 

worked. If questions were tailored in a way which lead to a bath of 

answers if anything it just made players stop and think about what 

they were doing and think differently. 

 

I’m fortunate that I coach a number of very good players who if they 

wanted could play at a higher level, so they already have that ability to 

answer those questions, think differently and have meaningful 

discussions. 

 

I think if I were to go to even a lower university level, players might 

take longer to answer questions, think of solutions to problems and 

need more help in finding those solutions, whit the players I have they 

tend to be able to come to conclusions and find solutions quicker due 

to that background knowledge. 

 

There are definitely times when I will go in with solutions and direct 

instruction but that is very minimal, it is much more about me laying 
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the platform for players to find solutions, that has definitely worked for 

the player group I am coaching  

Interviewer At times you mentioned you would interject with direct instruction, 

could you give me an example of when you would do that? 

 

 

 For example I might freeze a game so the players have a picture to 

look at, interject with a question, the player then might involve me in 

the discussion by asking a question, at that point I would interject with 

my thoughts and instruction of what I think the players should be 

doing. 

 

If I’m asking questions and the answers, I am getting are so far of 

what they need to be I would interject 

 with a direct tell sentence, which just keeps the session flowing and 

the players stay on the tracks of what the session is focusing on.  

 

Interviewer Currently obviously in the times of this pandemic and lockdown, how 

are you using this time? Are you keeping in touch with players, 

focusing more so on personal development? 

 

 It’s been very weird obviously from a rugby point of view there is 

currently none.  It has resulted in coaches having a lot more time so I 

have currently been networking and having some great discussions, 

lots of webinars going on.  From a personal development point of view 

I am trying to get really specific about what I need to work on. So yeah 

having lots of different discussions with different specialist coaches 

(Attack, defence, scrum) sharing ideas and getting their thoughts.  

 

In terms of players we had our end of season awards over Zoom, 

selecting a new committee and having lots of conversations and 

touching place with players just to keep the club connected and above 

all of that make sure everyone is staying healthy and safe. 

 

Interviewer Excellent well it has come out for me through this interview that you 

are very much a verbal and visual learner, would you say I am about 

right with that? 

 

 For sure at the moment that is where I am, observing practice, 

listening to webinars and podcasts and recognise where that fits into 
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my coaching practice and beliefs and where it can improve my 

practice. 

 

Interviewer Thank you very much for taking part in this interview James and I look 

forward to further coaching discussions. 

 

 Thanks Jason see you soon.  
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Kevin (CC) – Interview Transcription  
 

Interviewer  Welcome Kevin, thank you for coming on board with the study. How are 

you first of all? 

 

participant Amazing thanks mate 

 

Interviewer My first question for you Kevin is why did you decide 

 to get into rugby coaching? 

 

participant That’s a very difficult question because I’m a relatively old person, when 

I began playing rugby it was such a long time ago, it was a completely 

different game. 

 

When I went to university I stopped playing, I had played through school 

days but I stopped playing when I got to university.  I then moved up to 

the very north of Scotland and I was shocked that there was no kids 

rugby, so I kind of fell in love with the game again.  With not playing 

through university or through 20’s I’d lost a lot of love for the game.  I got 

back into coaching minis at my local club, looked at the seniors and 

thought one day I want to coach them. I put myself through coaching 

courses and CPD courses, really anything that was available in those 

times.  Separate to that I became a strength and conditioning coach with 

the institute of sport in Scotland and again tying it up with rugby more 

and more and ended up coaching with the senior team, got involved with 

coaching SRU academy players.  A job then came up with Scottish 

rugby to be a coach development office last year, I applied for it and 

luckily got it so now I am a coach development officer for the highlands 

and islands. 

 

Interviewer What do you enjoy about that role? 

 

participant I get to travel round one of the most beautiful countries in the world 

speaking and coaching coaches about rugby, what’s not to like? 

 

The very first week I started Scottish rugby had a road show, we went 

out and met all of our local clubs, it’s not neciserally our national 

governing bodies or Glasgow warriors or Edinburgh that make this 

game, it’s the community guys,  it’s the people down at the grass roots 

level that turn up every Sunday morning in the poring rain and coach 
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kids poorly for the love of the game.  People working in NGB’s and in the 

professional game are getting payed for what they do.  Grass roots 

aren’t getting anything, they are doing it for the love of the game, they 

are the ones that make the game.  What is not to love about going out 

and speaking to and teaching these guys with hoping to make a better 

game for these kids and grass root players.  

 

interviewer I love the outlook, moving now on to focus on the game sense model, 

have you ever heard of the game sense model and if so, what is it? 

 

participant I’ve never been heard it called game sense before as such. So I’m going 

to tell you what I think it is, we sometimes use small sided games in 

order to hide conditioning elements.  These games also allowed an 

introduction of a more technical and tactical element of how you would 

train your players.  So small sided games allow for a conditioning 

element but also for coaches to see a snap shot of the game.  When I 

first started, I was very much a drill coach, as was everyone in those 

times.  We always remember those times of waiting your turn to hit a 

bag as is the same for kids a lot of the time.  Seeing 15 kids in the 

soaking wet rain waiting for their turn to hit a bag, to me that wasn’t right. 

 

I think the playing of games has always been a thing but it wasn’t until it 

became this massive thing that it then started moving into coaches 

realising this is what we need to do. 

 

Is that what game sense is to you, learning through games that are 

relevant to the 15 aside game? 

 

Interviewer I resonate a lot with what you just said, I have been coaching now for 9 

years and when I started it was very much how was I coached right 

that’s how I’m going to coach, lots of drills and then a 10 minute game at 

the end of the session. 

 

I got properly got introduced to this game sense model about three years 

ago working with Iain Chisholm at Highland rugby club.  Running the 

academy system together, it made so much sense to me.  I’m one of 

these learners that when introduced with something I throw myself in to 

and almost surround myself with it, get a full understanding of it and test 

it out. Once I’ve done that I’ll then step back and see where it fits in with 

the bigger picture. 
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Game Sense for me is the learning through a game.  The game must 

have a purpose and a message whether that be technical, tactical or 

both together 

 

The mistake I made with it was i completely forgot myself as the coach, I 

set this game up for them to play right that’s enough from me.  It 

probably took me the best part of 6 months to realise yes here is a game 

James but you are still the coach, you need to interject with ideas, 

feedback, knowledge. 

 

It’s probably only really come to me in the last year and a half that 

through academia and lots of reading that I have realised the aspect of 

creating discussion and asking questions is such a massive part of the 

game sense model.  In a lot of coaching situations and coach learning I 

have seen game sense explained as set up a meaningful game and that 

seems to be there where it stops, it doesn’t seem to delve deeper into 

the questioning and discussion aspects. 

 

participant Yes, I’ve seen this a lot is that you look at a lot of coaches set up a 

game and just play a game for games sake, because there is very little 

awareness and knowledge in these coaches to realise and identify what 

the outcome of the game should be.  

 

Games put a lot more pressure on coaches and they need to pick out a 

component that they are looking for.  Say I’m looking for X.  They need 

to be able to watch this game and see X.  You must have a really fine-

tuned coaches’ eye to be able to watch a game and pick out this one 

particular component.  You need to first know what outcome your 

looking for but secondly you need to be able to communicate that to the 

players,  otherwise and I’ve seen this standing on a touchline players 

shouting at coaches what is the point of this game, because to them it’s 

just a meaningless game of touch. 

 

For us as coaches we need to know what we are looking for, choose the 

right game, coach that threw the game,  make sure players are made 

aware at some point what that outcome is and be able to stop, change, 

constrain the game to make sure we are focusing n the outcome we 

want to see. That can be very difficult for some of our coaches, our low-

level coaches within the community game, the reason they go back to 

drills Is because it’s a safe place, they can control it and they don’t have 

to have that coaches eye  
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Interviewer It’s hard for coaches to stick looking at X but at the Same time a Y and a 

Z might come up which is fine but for lower level coaches that might be 

hard for them to understand and recognise. 

 

participant As we all know rugby is a chaotic game, but as a coach, coaching 

through a game you must have that ability to look through a game to 

recognise the component that you are focusing on.  That becomes very 

difficult as there is so much going on.  

 

What I tend to find is that when we ask coaches to coach through the 

game, say I want to focus on realignment and I get a game going, I know 

what I want to look at, a player then knocks it on and then I end up 

coaching a game about handling.  I then do a handling drill because I 

have seen something else.  It can become very difficult for coaches to 

coach through games because so many different things are happening, 

what your focusing on might not be happening that much so you need to 

be able to constrain a game as such to make somewhat you are 

focusing on, you are seeing that happen. 

 

That is very difficult, it takes years of experience, a lot of rugby 

knowledge,  so a lot of our coaches will turn up with a whole part whole 

plan and they will work through that plan, right I’m going to play a game 

then stop and have a bit of a skills zone then go back to a game, without 

really realising what is happening in the session.  Because they don’t 

have the knowledge and experience, they just stick to that plan and don’t 

really realise what they are seeing. 

 

I think coaching through games is great but you have to have those 

individual skills to be able to back that up. I think a lot of coaches would 

rather see a 4 man passing drills when the players are catching the ball 

perfectly every time, rather than putting it into a game where there is lots 

of chaos and they drop the ball 25 times in 2 minutes. 

 

That’s why we revert back to our comfort zones because we don’t want 

to see mistakes  

 

 

Interviewer What is your opinion on Game Sense? 

 

participant There are a couple of things and this is more observations than opinions 

at the moment.  Everywhere you look now it’s about play games, online 
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there is some quality stuff out there, up at highland rugby club Iain has 

been producing some content around just playing games.  London Irish 

guys have also been producing a lot of that. Th trick is coaches need to 

understand why they are getting the players to play that game. 

 

I can give you a game just now where you need 6 aside, a game of 

touch every time a player makes a touch they need to drop off to the 

wing.  That looks great in isolation as a stand-alone game but as a 

coach we don’t know why we are doing that. 

 

That is a big problem, playing games and game sense is good but it has 

to be part of a bigger picture. Individual skill practice is interjected little 

and often. As coaches we have to know how is what we are doing going 

to impact and what the outcome is going to be in the 15 aside game. 

 

If I play a game with an attack focus what does that mean to the defence 

and vice versa. How do I manipulate both components either side of the 

ball so both are improving?  So, game sense is brilliant but it can’t just 

be the game for game sake.  It can’t just be forgetting about individual 

skills.  Coaches must know the outcome of the game and know how it 

fits in to the wider context.  Otherwise we would just go onto the internet 

and pull up 101 rugby games and my session would be just playing this 

game in week one the second in week 2 etc. So, Game sense is vital but 

it is only part of the equation.  

 

Interviewer Moving forward now what is coach education doing or not doing to 

support this coach learning? 

 

participant So, the SRU are working on a brand-new coaching model. What we are 

doing is the UKCC level 1 is being replaced by the Essentials course 

which is much more rugby focused and about creating a good learning 

environment. How we are backing that up is we are almost going to have 

game cards 

 

You will have the ability to look at a game card, these cards will have 

questions that the coach should be asking himself, should be asking his 

or her players.  There will be regressions and progressions of the game.  

There will also be suggested skills and technique zones. 
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If the main game is about scanning and looking for space, the game 

might be an overload attack game the skill zone might be about a 2 on 

one game and the technique zone might focus on hand catch. 

 

We are working hard to try and have a game-based approach but also 

stressing that it is not just about games, there needs to be skill and 

techniques zones.  Also giving the coach the what happens next through 

offering progressions and regressions. That is the thrust of what our new 

level 1 will look like. The course will be a face to face and the coaches 

will get these cards to go away and try whilst still stressing that this is not 

the be all and end all. 

This resource may be a physical resource or it may be an online 

resource. A real comprehensive resource of why you would play the 

game rather than just go and play it for the sake of it. 

 

It much more of a coaching resource that will be given to coaches after 

they complete their level one, whether physical or online that is still in 

discussion. 

 

Interviewer With the new model how are you going to monitor and ensure coaches 

carry on learning? 

 

participant Previously with level 1 and level 2 (UJCC) wasn’t linear, level 1 was for 

the minis game and level 2 was for the youth and adult game. It was up 

to you if you went for a CPD, whereas now there  will be a 2 year 

accreditation where you will have to hit minimum standards rugby right 

and PVG are a given but on top of that you must attend at least 2 

relevant CPD courses within those 2 years.  So, 1 a year say.  Those 

CPD courses have been written and changed to be more specific to the 

level you are coaching. 

 

For example, if you are a minis coach, really focusing on what does a 

minis coach really want to and need to learn.  So, the difference now is 

you can be a level 1 minis coach and/or a level 1 youth coach and the 

CPD will be different for those levels because the games are completely 

different. More technical and tactical elements are in the youth game 

than there are in the minis game. With a minis coach the CPD might be 

about creating a good learning environment and introducing games than 

can just let them play with a little bit on skill development. 

 

There will be follow up and it will be online with whatever the strand you 

are coaching. 
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Interviewer Are you focusing more around the actual coach and the level they are 

coaching at? 

 

participant Well yes and no.  So give you an example the old model if you were a 

level one you were a minis coach and a level 2 you were a youth coach, 

we could be standing in a pub and I could say to you I’m a level 1 coach 

and you say to me well I’m a level 2 coach.  Does that neciserally mean 

you are a better coach than me. They were never joined up. 

 

Both of us could now go on what’s been called an essentials course that 

instead being ladled by the age of player you are coaching it is more 

centred around, how you coach, how to create a good learning 

environment. It’s much more of an interdictory level course.  Then from 

that CPD and resources will be offered relating to that coaches level that 

will then help you build up to the next course replacing the UKCC level 2 

which is the aspiring course. 

 

I’m a level 1 minis coach who will have different CPD then you but will 

then go on the aspiring course at the same time as you 2 years later,  

working in different strands of the game but still been developed at the 

same rate, from that aspiring course we will then follow different paths 

with follow up and CPD related to our area (minis/youth/seniors) 

Interviewer So, the main change is then what happens after the physical course? 

 

participant Yes, they CPD may take place or online but there is certainly going to be 

a massive amount of CPD for coaches to tap into. As a minis coach do, 

they neciserally need to go and do a line out specialist CPD no but I 

want to go and do some fundamental movement, bear crawls etc.  So, 

we will have coaches who go on the same courses but it is the follow up 

that is different. 

 

Interviewer What is your opinion on how coach education is delivered currently, prior 

to this model being introduced? 

 

participant I’ve sat through a number of UKCC course and I was privileged to get on 

a couple of pilot courses for this new model. There have only been 2 or 

3 pilots done for each level and there are still being re writes done.  The 

new courses are much more relevant to coaching whereas the previous 

UKCC the models within them some of them felt like they were there just 

for the sake of being there.  The level one now, the essential course is 

now a 1 day course, 7 – 8 hours of this is how you set up a good 
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environment,  this is what you should be doing it terms of what you 

should be doing as a coach to make your players get better..  It is a bit 

more of an interdictory offer in that, we are not here to give you all the 

answers and cover everything but we are going to give you key hints 

and tips on how to set up a good environment, an onsite into how 

players learn, the importance of player learning, here are some games 

and guides to help make that happen. If you tick these essential boxes 

you will have better players and you will be a better coach.  We will 

catch up with you at CPD somewhere down the line. 

 

I felt that with the UKCC somethings just weren’t there all the time.  As a 

coach do, I need to have a safeguarding module on a level 2 course 

when I have already done it on my level 1. The new model has been 

much more content and is much more coach relevant much more rugby 

coach specific which at the end of the day is why you choose to go on a 

rugby coaching course.  

 

 

There is also a potential and again this is still at the discussion stage but 

for our new aspiring course which is the new level 2 course that a form 

of observation will take place. Whether that is through video or an 

educator comes to you in your club. 

 

If you think about the UKCC level 2, if I’m on that course and I’m 

coaching 14 or 15 adults, I get my boxes ticked but is that right because 

the educator has never seen me in my environment, coaching my kids.  

The UKKCC environment is a very unreal environment. Coaching 15 

adults who play and now the game you don’t really have to go into the 

details as you maybe do coach kids in your environment.  So, it gives a 

false sense of confidence that you can do something, when it doesn’t 

relate to your environment. 

 

Also, with the UKCC using numbers that is part of the problem as well, 

just because someone is a higher number than someone else does that 

neciserally make them a better coach.  What that results in people would 

walk back into clubs saying I’m a level 2 coach I must know more than 

you, bow before me kind of thing. 

 

It’s even worse when you talk about level three’s 
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So, what we have done is we have tried to give them different names, 

it’s now coaching essentials, explaining to coaches how and why to do 

things, the coaching process, the use of questions. 

 

People a lot of the time refer to questioning as a soft skill, I disagree with 

that I think it’s a vital skill, the ability to give feedback and ask questions 

that are relevant is a very hard thing to do.  That is focused both in the 

essentials and the aspiring courses.  That is something we have noticed 

as Scottish rugby is coaches lack the ability to give feedback, ask 

questions in the appropriate manner.  In the UKCC level 2 as an 

educator I have a tick box and, in your session, you need to ask one 

open question and I would give you a tick.  It is now assumed by UKCC 

standards that you can ask great questions because you got that tick. 

 

It’s not that at all, you just happened to ask one open question within the 

space of 3 days of a course.  This model is much more rugby coach 

centred. 

 

It should be good, I’m very excited for it, it’s just a pity with everything 

that has happened that we can’t steam ahead with it.  I think all level of 

coaches will really enjoy it and get real benefit from it. 

 

Interviewer It sounds like a great new concept 

 

participant Yes, mate you will have to come up and sit in on one when this is all 

over. 

 

Interviewer Yes, I would love to come up and experience it. 

 

participant My main take way is that coaches are very strange creatures because 

we are telling them that games are important, they now think that we 

must just play games, which is the way that they think. Games are 

important yes, but if you don’t have the underlying focus, skills, 

technique and skill zones interjected it won’t work. My advice to 

coaches’ is doesn’t do one way of coaching or the other, take the best 

from all the models and combine them. 

 

Coaches need to self-reflect more, there is no perfect way to coach it’s 

about finding out what works for your players, the environment and what 

works for you. 
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Jim (CC) – Interview Transcription 
 

Interviewer  Morning Jim, thank you for agreeing to be part of the study, exciting to have 

you here, how are you? 

 

 Good thanks James 

 

Interviewer Couple of opening questions for you just to establish your coaching 

background and where it all started for you.  When did you first start 

coaching rugby? 

 

 So, I went through the Scottish rugby modern apprenticeship program, 

which was a two-year course. Basically, designed to give young coaches 

the skills that wanted to advance into development officer roles.  After 

which I spent 5 years traveling, coaching and playing rugby. I did a year in 

Malta, a year in Italy and a year in New Zeeland with a mixture of coaching 

and playing roles from New Zealand schools first 15 coaches to player 

coach in Millan. Then returning home as a player coach and development 

officer for Ross Sutherland rugby club 

 

Interviewer Why did you start coaching rugby, what was it that enticed you into 

coaching? 

 

 I’ve always played the game; I’ve always enjoyed the game and then you’re 

getting to that upper high school stage when you are trying to figure out 

what you want to do with your life.  I wanted to do something in sport and 

within education and the thought of going into a teaching degree at the time 

didn’t suit me and that’s when the modern apprenticeship program came 

up, so I thought I would go and give that a go for two years and then go into 

teacher training, but loved the program so much so just decided to stay in 

with the program. 

 

Interviewer You mentioned you’ve had experience coaching in different experiences, 

have they had any influence on the coach you are now? If so in what way? 

 

 I was very fortunate that the clubs that I played for were premiership level 

teams, so you were exposed to high level coaching and playing.  The 

biggest thing to me was it’s a different mindset to rugby on and off the field. 

Normally in the UK it can be seen as very intense. It’s almost professional 

from an amateur status. In New Zealand even at professional level it’s 

relaxed, when you had to switch it on people could switch it on.  I saw that 
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through the coaches to the players and not vice versa, I found that quite 

interesting that they could have the social side, but they could flip the 

switch and be professional but then they were able to switch back and have 

the social side. 

 

 

 

Interviewer Do you think the fact that rugby is such a culture in New Zealand, they live 

it, they breath it and that over here there isn’t such that culture do you think 

that is the reason they are more relaxed? 

 

 I think we put more pressure on ourselves over here. I don’t like the term 

we are outcome based not process based but because as you said 

everyone knows rugby in New Zealand, it doesn’t seem to put people up or 

down dependent on results. If they know they’ve put the best effort in.  we 

are a lot stricter about the win, loose, play well, play poorly. 

 

Interviewer You mentioned also Malta and Italy, not as developed as far as rugby goes, 

how did you find those experiences? 

 

 Both were very interesting, the set up I experienced was that you had 

forum-based coaches and players running the programs. So, I was a 

community-based coach whilst I was over there, so schools, youth teams 

and the senior teams.  Nearly every team at senior team and a forum coach 

and a forum leadership team.  The biggest thing was there was a transition 

of trying to upscale everyone, but we saw a lot of conflict, it was such a 

young sport, they had poor habits from day 1 and they didn’t want to move 

away from them. So, with the coaches your trying to change the mindset 

and trying to get them into a more modern way in thinking about sport 

 

Interviewer Do you think changing habits is one of the hardest things you can do as a 

coach? 

 

 Yes 

 

Interviewer You mentioned with the sport been new in Malta, did you recognise a 

change between the time you arrived and then by the time you left? 
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 I don’t think I stayed there long enough to see growth; I’d like to see from a 

personal point of view rugby as well as my career it’s also a hobby. I’m very 

relaxed as a coach and whenever I go to a new environment I always want 

to try and bring that relaxed approach. For me that’s what works, and I think 

for a lot of people it does.  So, what I saw at the end of my time in Malta 

players were having a bit more of a laugh. Pregame and post-game. When 

I first arrived, it was clear to me that they have their game heads on from 

the minute they arrive to the minute they leave.  I tried to implement a little 

bit of that particularly in Malta and Italy. 

 

Interviewer Coming back to Scotland and now being at your current club, how are you 

finding the experience, did the experiences you have just talked about have 

any influence when you came back? 

 

 

 As you mentioned it’s a mindset thing.  The big one for me, was the 

environment at training.  Part of what I have seen, whilst doing some 

reviews of players just now, is that we have a really good mentoring culture 

for younger players but that seems to stop when they hit 20 right, they’ve 

had enough now their senior players they now everything they need to 

know.  We are trying to create an environment where we are mentoring 

players through their whole career or at least until they are ready to take on 

a mentoring role themselves. We have only put it in recently and we have 

seen some massive results. Previously you would see a massive drop of 

people who get to a certain age then stop playing.  Are focus has to be on 

retaining players.  We are trying to create a cycle of you get mentored, you 

play, you then mentor younger players and stay in the club. 

 

Interviewer Are players seeing the value in that? 

 

 This season just gone was really difficult. I really wanted to move away 

from abrasive physical rugby as we don’t have the kind of players that are 

able to do that. I wanted to move to a higher tempo game and creating an 

offload mindset.  This resulted in a real disconnect with the youth and the 

senior players. We had 5 players who hung up their boots because they 

weren’t interested in playing in this new way because they didn’t want to 

change. 

 

We played the first half of the season without them, then half way through 

they realised that it was actually the right thing, 4 out of the 5 of them came 

back after Christmas. They bought really into the mentor ship role of what 

can they do as senior players to really bring on and develop our young 

players so they are ready to start senior rugby next year. 
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We did get met with a few brick walls trying to transition but I think changing 

that mindset to we can do something different that suits us and once they 

realised that we had a real buy in. 

 

Interviewer Moving on to discuss now your coaching philosophy, how would you 

describe your coaching philosophy? 

 

 Tony Brown who was with the Otago highlanders and was also with the 

Japan squad for the 2019 world cup, loved him as a player I remember 

watching him as a boy when he played for the highlanders and the All 

Blacks.  What I love about him is he is creative he is resourceful and he’s 

fun. With Otago they have the smallest group of players available and 

probably have the least amount of natural talent of all the New Zealand 

franchises. 

 

I spent 2 years down in Otago and their just so different to the rest of the 

country. What he does is he uses what he has.  He doesn’t have the 

biggest and strongest player, so what he has done he’s created trick plays 

that he uses all the time to unlock defences.  You listen to interviews with 

his players and they all say that every session they do is fun.  He uses a 

games-based approach that he links in with blocks of technical and tactical 

skills practice. 

 

From that I would say my coaching philosophy is the game is the teacher 

the players are the pupils and the coach is the calculator.  The idea here is 

that everyone enjoys the game been the teacher.  We don’t want 15 robots 

on the pitch.  The coach been the calculator is that you are there to assist 

and provide advice to players who are struggling and we let the games flow 

and players figure somethings out. 

 

We video our games so if a player is able to say what they have done and 

why they have done it in a particular situation you are onto a winner. 

 

As a coach you are there to direct and not tell them what to do.  I feel very 

fortunate being a player coach, you know what players want to be doing, 

being a player coach, you feel like you have both hats on at the same time.  

It’s challenging but I feel for engagement it works a lot better.  The way I 

want to coach is a large part of the session being at high tempo and game 

based but speaking to a lot of our players, we don’t do enough skill work.  I 

really want to increase that.  The players have said they want to learn more 

so I as the coach want to give them the tools to do that and then put that 

back into the game.  I don’t want to be a sheep and follow everyone.  I want 



 

140 
 

to do a load of 3 man line outs next year cause we have no one over 6, 3, 

so we do a load of no jump line outs and movement and trick plays of that 

and then the last part for me is  to be a professional amateur,  I don’t want 

players to stress out about results, if work or family needs to come first then 

that’s fine.  But if you can get to training all come 10 minutes early and do 

skills, all be on time unless you have a good reason. 

 

More importantly once the game at the weekend is done, go have a beer 

and relax.  That’s a phrase I want to use all the time is be a professional 

amateur  

 

Interviewer You’ve explained there that you have a philosophy and that a lot of 

influence has come from an idol and the fact that you also play yourself and 

having both hats on. 

 

Moving onto to know discuss coach education, has that impacted on your 

philosophy in anyway? 

 

 Yes I think it’s probably come more from leading coach ed.  You know what 

it’s like having played and coached you’ve got both hats on, being a coach 

educator I have a third hat, which I feel if you can get into the head of a 

coach, as you’ve probably seen, amateur coaches probably worry more 

than players. For me it’s trying to get into their head and sating if a coach is 

relaxed your team will be relaxed. Having the coach ed experience it just 

gives you another hat to work from. 

 

Interviewer Do you think coach education needs to have more focus on coaches 

scanning ability and also the ability to analyse and think about multiple 

things at once.  With drills it’s quite an easy task but with games that can be 

more challenging 

 

 Yes 100% this is something I’ve noticed particularly this year is that rugby 

is actually really easy and it’s taken me 10 years to realise that. People use 

the chechia, it’s an easy game coaches try and make difficult, and they are 

right.  We need coaches who are willing to challenge themselves and try 

new things and not be scared to make mistakes as we expect our players 

to do.  As I have said we can give them all the tools. But if they are always 

going to resort back to their safe zone, we are not stretching our coaches 

enough. 

 

With coach education you need to put coaches outside their comfort zone 
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Interviewer How does coach education currently do or does not do that? 

 

 Take for example the SRU UKCC level 2, coaching youth rugby with a little 

bit of technical content. It was a three-day course which I would say 70% of 

which was indoor.  What’s missing is there is not enough continuous follow 

up.  Ideally if you are an amateur coach, you want an expert checking up 

on you every other month who will challenge you, they’ll watch a session 

and question you on what and why you’re doing it. 

 

The new aspiring courses being brought in by Scottish rugby are a lot more 

one day and evening courses, but you have to attend a certain number a 

year to keep your accreditation. But for clubs without development officers 

there is not nearly enough continuous coach development happening.  

 

Interviewer I look back on my level 2 and I reflect on how much did I actually learn? 

Materia stuff maybe but context skills I don’t think I learnt much at all. 

 

 Form me I think you want a level 3 or a level 4 holding the hand of a level 2 

but that level 5 coach needs to remain with that level 4.  It’s difficult 

because like any business you only have limited resources. 

 

 

 

Interviewer With regards to coach education do you therefore think that it is to 

generalised? 

 

 Yes 100%. You are trying to cover the whole game of rugby in 2 and a half 

days, you and I can sit here and say we have been doing the game for 9/10 

years with a lot of education behind us and we still don’t know the whole 

game yet. 

 

Whilst this is quite a prevalent topic with regards to the corona virous I 

would say I have probably done more CPD and coach education in the last 

10 days than I probably have done in the last 3 years.  There are so many 

resources online that are interactive, they are short and sharp.  I mean 

considering a course last for 3 days, I lose concentration after 2 hours, so a 

webinar that lasts 45 minutes bang and then I can crack on with my day. I 

hope moving forward we can have consent information coming to us online, 
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it’s the way the worlds going.  Then you have the hands-on stuff which 

needs to be more practical and better attended. 

 

  

Interviewer A big part of the study has become about how coaches are using their time 

with this pandemic.  You have mentioned a few things you have been 

doing, so it certainly sounds like you’re being productive with focusing on 

your personal development.  Have you been focusing on player 

development at all? 

 

 What I am doing in this interim period is that I have had a 1 to 1 phone call 

with 35 of my senior players or a face time,  I have made a 7 question 

questionnaire on how last season went, it covered everything from training, 

playing styles, how the squad was managed on and off the field, how we 

mentor our players and also asking players what their strengths and 

weaknesses are and discussing them. The aim is for me to do this with a 

further 10 or so this week.  I’ll collect the data to show them what we have 

through a group zoom, it’ll show the players our depth in particular 

positions, our common concerns.  50% of players for example said that 

they wanted more contact in training.  Personally, as a player I hate doing 

contact in training, I know I can tackle, I know I can hit a ruck so I don’t 

want to do it during a week. I’ve seen this filter into my coaching.  We have 

an extremely young team this year, average age of 22 and these players 

haven’t clocked up the contact hours at senior rugby that other players and 

teams have. For that reason, they don’t feel that confident, I would probably 

have never known that if I hadn’t done this questionnaire. 

 

We are really looking at how we can change our environment and our 

culture.  Our over 30 more experienced players will be taking on more of a 

mentorship role next season.  I really want to make it informal, so whenever 

there is a break in play or training, I’m expecting these players to be talking 

to the younger boys and bringing them on.   

 

Interviewer To wrap up at our coach education section, at amateur level you don’t need 

to do coach education to be a coach? 

 

 Correct 

 

Interviewer Is that right in your eyes? 

 



 

143 
 

 I’d like to say it’s case by case, but everyone needs some form of coach 

education. A player transitioning, if you have been a long time player 

hopefully you have seen a number of coaching styles which hopefully 

means you can transition easier. From a safety point of view there needs to 

be some form of education for any coach who wants to coach at whatever 

level.  Whether that is content, environment or even you have to be able to 

learn what you can and can’t do as a coach, there has to be some form of 

education. 

 

I will be the first to admit, working in a relatively small coaching team, I try 

and do too much, I try and coach attack, defence, line out and try and force 

culture, which you know doesn’t work coming from just one. 

 

For me I want next year to be as much player lead as possible so we are 

learning from each other as much as possible. I want players to lead 

content and discussions in particular parts of the session, as I think that will 

really develop retainment of knowledge and player confidence. We might 

waste a couple of minutes every session having these player lead 

discussions and practices but if it’s going to test ability, knowledge and also 

develop that then it is worth while 

 

Interviewer With the points you have just made, do you see yourself as player centred? 

Do you see the value of discussion and questioning? 

 

 Discussion yes, questioning is quite a funny one because I know I can be 

an advocate for teeing people up for saying what I want them to say. I know 

it’s an awful term but everything has to have a balance, you would have 

seen over the past couple of years in the UK there has been a big theme of 

you have to constantly ask questions.  We also talk about we want training 

to be short and sharp and sometimes it’s a lot easier to just tell.  There is 

nothing wrong with telling 

 

Interviewer Have you ever heard of Game Sense and if do what is your understanding 

of it? 

 

 

 Game sense is rather prevalent now in a lot of CPD course, we want the 

game to be the teacher and for players to learn through playing games.   

 

I really bought into the concept last season; I would say at some points are 

sessions would be 85-90% of our session would be games. 
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What I realised was that the game is the teacher but you need to give 

players the building blocks first. You can’t for example teach the breakdown 

through games all the time. The players might not have the competency to 

do it effectively and safely 

 

Yes, you have to have the game sense in there but it must be interlinked 

with coaching.  If you just have a game been played and you just step back 

and watch, it’s a bit lazy if you ask me. 

 

You have be using that game time to watch players, pull players out test 

and check for understanding and then pop them back in 

  

Interviewer Do you think that that is incorporated in the Game Sense approach? 

 

 I think it can be, but I don’t think it is done effectively enough 

 

Interviewer Do you think you do game sense effectively enough? What does your 

current coaching practice look like? 

 

 Warm up would tend to start with a chat of what we are going to cover, this 

could be in a big group, or a couple of smaller groups. Warm ups will 

always involve games and ball skills, we finish our warm up with skill 

acquisition and some speed mechanic work. 

 

The session would always start with a game relating back to the theme of 

the session, play max 10 minutes of a game. What I have really started to 

do know is to give players individual missions, for wingers they can’t leave 

the touchline, but I will only tell those players that task.  The big thing for 

me is are other players identifying what these task players are doing and 

are they adapting to that.  

 

We would have a 5-minute chat about different offloads you would do in 

different situations we would then go back into a game and test it out. 

 

We might change the perimeter of the pitch/rules/different ways you can 

score so by this point you are probably 45 minutes into a session. At this 

point we would split for 15 minutes and do some set Pease work with the 

backs and forwards. After which move back into a 10-minute game then 
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finish the session with a skill zone. In these skill zones create some 

competition. I’m a big fan of hiding things from players and seeing if they 

can problem solve it. For example, your telling one team its first receiver 

touch but not telling the other team and to see if they can notice it. 

 

That would be an average session at ross Sutherland at the moment. 

 

Interviewer Do all your games have a message and a context behind them? 

 

 Yes, we never play a game just for the sake of playing a game, there is 

always an underlying theme.  It’s whether we tell players what that is or we 

let them try and figure it out. 

 

Interviewer When would you decide to jump into a game to offer direction? 

 

 If we are looking at offload practice and I’m not seeing any offloads. I would 

probably speak to some of the defenders to defend in a way that puts the 

attack in position to do the offload. 

 

I’m a big believer in the principle of if your focusing on an attacking 

principle, you coach the defence and vice versa. 

   

Interviewer How quickly into a game would you choose to interject? 

 

 Say we have a 10-minute game, I would give them 2/3 minutes to see if 

they are getting a feel for it and if they aren’t, I would interject. 

 

The focus on a conditioned game is to create situations where they can and 

can’t do the skill and within that the focus is on, can the player make that 

decision and in that you are developing decision making. 

 

The season before last we played the 3 same games every week for our 

warm up, the aim of these games was to improve our handling. We 

dropped a third less balls but our mindset become such that we have to 

offload whatever the situation was. We were going into 2 v 1 situations 

trying to go into contact and offload, instead of drawing and passing.  So, 
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we had almost overcoached the offload.  We are now focusing on the 

offload is something you do when you can’t get past the man. 

  

Interviewer  It seems that you realised the errors of your ways somewhat and that whilst 

still playing games you aren’t afraid off seeing other skills come through as 

well 

 

 The 2 most important skills for me in rugby is scanning and decision 

making, which I think as coaches we focus on the least because we 

assume players have them,  but if players can’t make the decision at the 

right time from grass roots all the way up to your top flight professionals 

you’re not going to get the outcomes you want. 

 

A big focus for us this season is that any opportunity we have we want 

players having to make decisions, we are really opening with challenging 

our players, we are not afraid to stop a session and ask a player why did 

you do this?  We want players to have the conviction to back themselves, 

whether they are right or wrong we want them thinking what did I do and 

why did I do it. 

 

Interviewer It’s developing confident players then? 

 

 Yes absolutely 

 

We have a couple of players who just want to be like Carlos Spencer and I 

love it because that is the rugby that you want to see.  But then do they 

only try and be like sonny Bill, sometimes you have to make that decision to 

pass early and let someone else do it. It’s about the right place and the 

right time. 

 

Interviewer To round it up you mentioned that Game Sense is important and you strive 

to use it in your sessions but that you have to have balance, game sense is 

only a part of it and that you interject with skill zones 

 

 With game sense you are trying to teach players scenario work through a 

game. There is a big miss understanding that you need to play 15 aside all 

the time to develop learning.  With my coaching environment that isn’t 

possible for a whole season. 
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For game sense we really focus on one decision at a time, that may be as 

simple as carry or pass and hopefully that can come through to the 15 

aside format 

 

Interviewer Do you use a lot of small side games? 

 

 Yes, a lot of small sided games, position specific, for example in the 22 and 

the middle of the park how are we going to play in these positions of the 

park both in attack and defence 

 

Interviewer What’s your opinion on Game Sense? 

 

 It does work but if you just do Game Sense it won’t work as a session.  

Game Sense is a very French way of playing the game, unless they’re 

playing 15 aside, they are not interested.  But that’s why they are probably 

the most instinctive nation out there bare the All Blacks. 

 

I am a fan of using it as long as it’s not all encompassing 

Interviewer You mentioned balancing Game Sense out, what needs to balance it out? 

 

 Players need to have the skill set to perform under the pressure in the 

game sense approach session.  It also has to be applicable to what you are 

doing.  Say for example you are a team that plays 15 man expansive rugby 

and that’s what you do in training twice a week but then you come to a 

Saturday and you played 10 man rugby up the guts have you had the game 

sense under those conditions.  Gam Sense is very much forward thinking, 

what are we going to be playing like at the weekend.   

 

If depends on the level and the type of opposition you are playing.  People 

say you play 20% based on yourselves and 80% based around what the 

opposition do. Which doesn’t really work with the game sense approach. 

 

Another example with having a young squad we are very fit and can run all 

day, playing edge to edge expansive rugby.  The league that we are in I 

would say 2 3rds of the teams play 10-man rugby, all middle-aged men 

who are physically more mature than our players. With our season being 

very long and playing through a cold wet winter, our playing style doesn’t 

suit those conditions. 
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As a coach I should have stripped it back and said no we are going to work 

on breakdown and contact skills to emulate what we are struggling with on 

a Saturday 

 

Interviewer With those isolated skills how did you approach improving them? 

 

 I am a hedge fan of whole part whole; I think it went out of style when the 

game sense approach came in and everyone seemed to jump ship. For me 

whole part whole is the way forward, you have a theme for a session you 

play a game that challenges that, do a skilled block practice that challenges 

that then go back into a game back into a drill after then back into a game 

once again. 

 

You’re getting such a mix on the 1 theme and getting exposed to so many 

different tempos. 

 

I find that if you are playing a game for 10 minutes it’s not at the same 

intensity as it is on a Saturday, you don’t play rugby for 10 minutes solidly 

 

I’m really changing my coaching moving forward is that everything has to 

be short and sharp, it could be a 3-minute game but you take a 30 second 

break in the middle because that’s what rugby actually looks like.  A theme 

that we have discussed through this is having player lead mentorship and 

through those breaks having group discussion, through chat they will 

naturally get more game sense about them.  

 

I find with trends the last 3 years has been play games play games play 

games, and there hasn’t really been any depth to why and how to facilitate 

those games.  You then have elite coaches talking and you realise that 

actually what they use is whole part whole, 

 

It’s about balance, you can’t just do the same model every session as 

players will lose engagement. 

 

Sometimes we will play a game for a whole night, other times we will spend 

30 minutes doing drill, just to keep the player on their toes, it has to be a 

different picture every time  
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Appendix 5 – Elite Coaches Interview Transcriptions  
 

Tony (EPC) – interview transcription  

Interviewer This is interview 1 with Tony for the purpose of my Masters by Research 

study. Welcome Tony, how are you? 

 

Participant I’m very well thankyou 

 

Interviewer Excellent. My first question to you is when did you first start coaching rugby 

union? 

 

Participant First started coaching rugby union in 1991, where I got involved at my 

rugby club coaching, then I started working through the RFU awards  

 

Interviewer What brought you to rugby coaching, why did you decide that it was for 

you? 

 

Participant I had always thought deeply about the game. Had a very interesting 

experience with a coach in a game, where I scored from the back of a 

scrum. After I’d scored and running back to the half way, he started 

screaming at me, why hadn’t I kicked from box 6. I then thought that I 

probably have a better idea of coaching than this high-level coach. I then 

thought I’d give it a go. 

 

Interviewer  What was it that then took you to your first club as a coach? 

 

Participant  So, I played at my club sat of Edwardians, always had different coaches, 

the coach at the time that I was very inspired by, but there was always a 

coaching need, there were 5 teams running at the time. Plus a kids team on 

a Sunday, we really wanted to try and get a youth section going, coaches 

thought that would be a good way to get me started. I ended up being 

instrumental in getting an under 13’s team started, so yeah that’s where it 

all started  

 

Interviewer With regard to you mentioned that coach that really brought you on, did he 

have any impact on your coaching, did he help you on initially? 
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Participant We had very different coaching styles, his passion for the team was 

something I took from him. How passionate he was about wanting the team 

to do well and how hard he worked of the field to give us a good 

environment on a Tuesday and a Thursday. So he really instilled that 

importance of connection and we still keep in touch to the day. 

 

Interviewer So that deeper drive, almost more than rugby? 

 

participant Yes, that deeper connection with, having had a lot of coaches, that coach 

that really cared about yourself and the team, was huge  

 

Interviewer You mentioned that you had set up that under 13’s team, how did you find 

that initial experience? 

 

 

participant Because they were such a good bunch of lads who want to learn, I think the 

initial period when you get a group of lads that want to improve and that 

appreciate you as a coach, I think they’re the ones that you really want to 

work for.  I think again that trust within the group, the ability to connect with 

a group is probably one of the best things about the job. 

  

Interviewer Would you say it’s more about the person than a particular skill level 

 

participant Oh yes 100% 

 

Interviewer At this club now Harlequins, what brought you to this club? 

 

participant Opportunity, through the head of the academy at the time, the vision of the 

club of what they wanted to do for women’s rugby was a really strong 

driver, they wanted to be the best women’s rugby club in the world, having 

been part of the best women’s team in the world that was a really strong 

factor for me. The passion that they seemed to have for the game. 

 

Interviewer How does this differ from previous experiences that you have had? 

 

participant I think it is the first time I have been involved in a club where the women’s 

game is treated so seriously as much as the men’s. Having a high 
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international level, but at club level. That was quite new and also their 

vision of having a professional team was just a really interesting thing to be 

a part of 

  

Interviewer As serious as the men’s, how would you describe that? 

 

participant With working with England and the RFU, the role, it was the first time I’d 

seen a women’s team have full time staff, strength and Conditioners, 

physios etc. Harlequins having that, being the first women’s club to have 

that was ground breaking really  

 

Interviewer Are you aware of any clubs that are starting to follow you? 

 

participant Yes there is a lot more of that now at Saracens and probably the top 7 

teams in the Tyrells prem are going down that model. Next year hopefully 

all 10 sides will be part of the minimum operating standards, if clubs are 

driven correctly all clubs should be part of that minimum standard 

 

Interviewer Do you think that Harlequins’ have championed and drove that? 

 

participant Yes 100%, we have definitely made other clubs have to do that, we want to 

do something new again next year, providing medical insurance for the 

squad which again no other club are doing, which will hopefully drive others 

to do it as well   

 

Interviewer Moving now on to chat about your personal coaching, could you describe to 

me your coaching philosophy 

  

participant Yes for me it’s about creating scenarios and involvements that force 

players to find solutions in an intentionally pressured, intense environment. 

   

Interviewer What shaped that philosophy? Was it from playing experience, you 

mentioned previous coaches? 

 

participant I think I went down the game-based route when I initially started, I always 

thought that back in those days when you get a 10-minute game at the end 

of training, which was always the best bit. I always thought, but also being a 

scrum half, I always thought that I got better in the week having a bag of 
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balls in the back of a car, stopping at a tree and hitting a tree for an hour, 

as I wouldn’t have enough time in training. So for me it was just seeing the 

benefits of both. Taking that into games which tested my technical ability. 

So I was driven by that. Having been fortunate to coach for 28 years now, 

I’ve been able to develop and see what works with different groups, 

different experiences from player feedback, success, failure and exploring 

stuff really and being intrusted in observing and listening to other coaches. I 

think coaches are magpies by trade, you nick stuff and ideas that you see. 

But I think you get to a point where you have to be you, which has been 

one of my concerns in the last few years of coaching, people have tried to 

be something that they aren’t. I think you have to find bits but then get back 

to the heart of why you are coaching and how you think it should be done.  

 

Interviewer  You’ve mentioned that it’s important to not lose the point of why and how 

you coach. You’ve talked about how you’ve taken a lot from the vast array 

of experiences. What has you experience been with regards to coach 

education, you mentioned you had done a number of levels, what level are 

you? 

 

participant Level 4  

 

Interviewer Has coach education fuelled your philosophy in any way? 

 

participant Yes definitely I think a lot of it has led to me having good contacts, on my 

level 4 particularly there were some really good coaches. Kevin Barren who 

was in charge of coach ed at the time, really made me think about the 

coach tell sell continuum. It’s about being flexible and good coaches being 

able to pick the right bit at the right time. I think that’s the bit that definitely 

had a big impact on my coaching  

 

Interviewer It has been a mixture then, not just one particular  

 

participant It has been a whole host patch of different experiences. I’ve worked in a lot 

of different countries for the IRB. Working with Pier Vilpra for many years 

which was one of my biggest influences about game and practice design 

with Pier. Having experiences of coaching in Bosnia, Poland, Hungry, 

Slovenia, Croatia, Latvia etc, just gave me such a wide variety of style, 

things that did work, didn’t work. Which gave me the ability to find myself at 

the end of a long journey. 
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Interviewer With that philosophy would you say that you are player centred or try and 

be player centred? 

 

participant Yes, I think so. A lot of people talk about being player centred. I think it is at 

the centre of everything I do.  I don’t just think it’s on the field, It’s the 

influence you also have off the field.  I think the relationships you make off 

the field make the connections on the field better.  Most of the captains that 

I have had have played the games with my eyes. Me and Katie Mclean who 

we won a world cup together. I saw that she had written something in a 

book about, how I wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea, but I played the game with 

Gary Streets eyes. The trust that we had about decision making and what it 

should look like were very similar between the pair of us. 

 

Interviewer Is that one of the things you enjoy most about coaching, is having that 

connection? 

 

participant Having that connection and building that trust so that players can make 

their own decisions.  Talking about Katie again during my early days when 

we won the six nations. I thought I’d come up with a great solution to a 

particular problem we had had with a sin bin substitution, and I’d sent the 

message down to go and tell Katie we were going to do this. I knew that 

she’d received the message. The team ended up doing the complete 

opposite to what I’d suggested. I phoned the water carriers to check that 

Katie had got the message. They said that she had, but she didn’t like the 

ideas and that she wanted to do it her way. At that stage I thought that that 

is perfect, that was one of my best moments in coaching, to know that a 

player could trust me enough to disagree with me and say I was going to do 

it my way. Knowing that it wouldn’t result in being dropped or having a 

negative effect on the team. She had the trust in me that I would let her do 

what she thought was right. 

  

Interviewer Did that have a ripple effect through that England squad? 

 

participant Yes, we had frameworks but, we had a phrase we used call swinging the 

bat. We would go out and not be pressured into not playing the game. Wins 

lose or draw we wanted to go out and play our rugby and play with a 

freedom.  We wanted to get rid of the brackets that surround women’s 

rugby. We believed that we could be as good if not better than the men. We 

are never going to be 6ft 7 and 18 stone, we can’t rellie on physical 

dominance however can we be the most skilful team in the world, make 

some of the best decisions in the world. There is no reason being male or 

female effects decision making. There are instances that can affect the way 

in which decision making differs in females, which is something I studied 
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quite heavily and understanding it and how then to coach around that. But 

we wanted to be just a great rugby team and just wanted to play. 

 

Interviewer You mentioned that you had studied the differences in the way in which 

men and women handle information, what were the answers you got from 

that? 

 

participant It altered some practices, some language, the research from lots of studies 

on neuroscience, again it’s a generalisation but the majority of studies have 

found that under pressure the women’s brains perform differently from 

men’s, and that they take a less risk approach, whereas men would take a 

more gun ho approach. I’ll go over the top on my own even if there is 100 of 

them, I’ll beat them. As appose to I’m going to find some friends before we 

go forward. We wanted to take away the language of risk element and 

focus more on what would be the best decision to make. We would 

replicate in training a number of problems that we had had in the world cup. 

Instead of looking it as a we don’t want to make it worst mentality and more 

of a swing the bat mentality which enabled the girls to come up with their 

own practice design about what would we do differently.  At the end of the 

world cup final where we were losing 13 – 10, I went to a real risk averse 

strategy where I wanted to make sure we didn’t lose 16 – 10. The best 

decision was to take a real high-risk gamble, if we lose a penalty, so be it 

we might get the ball back.  We worked hard to change the mindset that 

risk averse wasn’t neciserally the right way. We had to change their 

perception of if it’s not going well, let’s not make it better.  Let’s instead 

swing the bat, give it a go and leave nothing behind.  We wanted to 

improve women’s rugby, change the perception of women’s sport and really 

raise the bar, you can’t do that if you go within yourselves. We talked about 

maximising our potential, taking our opportunities. so, we changed a lot of 

our language around activity particularly. 

  

Interviewer Interesting, you mentioned that you’ve been in rugby coaching for 28 years, 

and coached at a high level of women’s sport, what was it that brought you 

too women’s sport? 

 

participant I think anyone that has been involved in coaching women’s rugby will find 

an enthusiasm and an appreciation from the players. I was coaching under 

18’s boys at the time and anything that you would do it would be responded 

with, well we’ve done that before, we know this, we know that who are you? 

With women’s rugby there was a lack of quality surrounding women’s 

rugby, it was a lad from a local club.  So, my passion just to help get 

players better and that at the time in women’s rugby there was a big gulf in 

skill sets at the time due to the lack of high level quality coaching. So very 

quickly you could bring on technique and they were very appreciative, 

numbers were great and steadily growing. The enjoyment of seeing the 
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players improve, their self-enjoyment as well as that connection. Just made 

real sense of what I wanted to get out of my coaching  

  

Interviewer You mentioned that there were very low-level coaches involved, is that 

trend now changing? Are more coaches getting involved in coach 

education? 

 

participant There is still an element of the volunteer dads which I see on a weekly 

basis, where that hasn’t moved on since the 70’s. The higher you move up 

the sport a whole different element comes in which is that of academia., 

which was never a thing when I started.  Skill acquisition, constraints lead 

theorem etc which was never really talked about.  We as coaches were 

there to add good technical and tactical knowledge, imparting their wisdom 

into players, which was seen as been a good coach. Jim Telfer been a 

prime example. He would tell them what was good and what was bad, and 

it was his decision, but again I think he drove that with an intensity and a 

connection with the players that he was doing what he was doing to make 

them better. Although that is not a trendy way of coaching these days, he 

was doing it for all the right reasons. He wanted to make players better.  It’s 

funny that we have gone away from coaches knowing stuff and the players 

having all the answers. For example, In the scrummage in Jim Telfers case, 

there are biomechanically different positions that will result in a better 

scrummage which as a player you probably aren’t aware of as much as a 

specialist scrummage coach. This led to great success and players 

regarding him as one of the best coaches they have ever had.  That’s why I 

think the coaching continuum is understanding your players and 

furthermore understanding what is right for them. 

  

Interviewer With coach education there is no requirement for people to do it if they want 

to coach.  What is your opinion on that? 

 I think to have a clarity on better process, I think coach education is 

important, but I don’t think it’s the answer to everything.  I think people 

regardless of the number on their badge means that they are neciserally 

better or worse than another coach.  I do think that coach education has an 

issue in that it thinks that it is going to change someone’s behaviour within 

an hour of sitting in a room, is never going to have a long term effect, can it 

have short term effects and make people go on a different path and think 

that I need to know more? I’d like to think so. Are you going to learn stuff on 

one off coach education classes not no.  But if we do drive people to 

understand that there is a whole host of different things out there and if it 

promotes to go out and find different ways and more importantly find your 

way, then yes, it is important 

Game Sense section  

Interviewer What’s your understanding of Game Sense? 
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participant I think a lot of academia in the last couple of years has had a focus around 

players finding their own way, through games based and constraints led 

approaches. Players gaining an understanding of the knowledge with very 

technical input. A focus on how to beat the game and ways to perform 

within that game. 

 

Interviewer If you were to walk me through a coaching session, what would a Game 

Sense coaching session look like? 

 

participant So, 2 self-organised teams with the freedom to be creative, generally there 

would be some challenges within the game, either based around individuals 

having special powers or abilities to do other things.  In a good Game 

Sense lead session, it is about having a good outcome about what 

behaviours we are trying to influence and some really good ideas around 

constraints and how they can improve what we are trying to improve. 

 

Interviewer Ok so talk me through some ideas of constraints and influences? what is 

your role as a coach in that context? 

 

participant Within the Game Sense context, it’s ensuring that everything I am relating 

back too what the outcome is. It’s really important to not just be a referee in 

those games and not just playing games for games sake. Having a really 

defined outcome of what success is, is so important if you are going to 

adopt Game Sense approach. Its vital coaches can watch on and off the 

ball ability and mainly be able to understand decisions players are making 

whether it’s around there technical or tactical knowledge or the constraint to 

then be able to access why we would or would not play that game.  If there 

is not detail within the game, then it is just a game. 

 

Interviewer You discussed there about the number of different key elements a coach 

needs to be aware of in a game.  Do you think that may be a reason for 

coaches not adopting the method as such? 

 

participant I think there are a couple of reasons, some coaches use it a lot because 

they don’t have a deep understanding of what they need to be coaching 

and that they think that coaching is just the playing of games when actually 

it’s refereeing.  The coaches that don’t use games again are potentially 

scared and don’t understand the tactical nuances within the games. 

Leading them to do more technical practice as an easier option and where 

they have a high level of knowledge about.   
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Interviewer Leading on from your understanding, what is your opinion on Game 

Sense? 

 

 As with everything is it about right time, right place.  A lot of my coaching is 

based around what would look primarily like a game. But I’m not scared to 

do some technical work within it.  An example today of a player that has 

been playing a long time and has an ok pass but loses power through the 

pass. I think definitely that just giving her freedom to go out and find a 

better way to pass, it obviously hasn’t worked for 10 years, and this is a 

player that is playing at premiership level. That’s where a coach’s eye is 

important, bring attention to it and help find a solution. As it transpired it 

was an easy fix. That is an example where I think it was right place right 

time. As a coach it is my job to then see if a pass is better and more 

successful. This can be done from watching the player in the session. The 

role of the coach is trying to get the balance right to what suits the players. 

 

Interviewer We’ve spoken about player centred previously, how do you bring that 

player centred approach into a session? 

 

 With small groups it can be more challenging to do game sense, as it’s very 

hard to just play a game with 3/4/5. There is definite adaptation by pitch 

size, pitch shape, pitch design.  This can be interesting to observe how 

players solve the same problem with a different pitch marking. I find that 

fascinating that by making a box bigger or smaller does affect decision 

making.  I think on coaching that requires a deeper level of understanding 

of why players have come up to different solutions to a similar problem. 

Which can then inform you going forward about how you design practice.  If 

there is an area of the game that you want to improve, then that 

background of knowledge about how players think based around a design 

is the bit where coaching is an art and not neciserally just what I’m doing on 

the pitch at the moment. But more what next session, next week, next 

month, next year might look like.  That’s the deeper bit of coaching not just 

thinking about the now 

 

Interviewer Do you think Game sense enables you to have that look forward and to 

plan? 

 

 Yes, I think so, at the end of the day rugby is a game and that if you get the 

balance right with other fundamentals. The game is about catch and pass. 

It’s a strange game where you can only pass back to go forwards. You can 

have as many games as you like but if you can’t pass and catch, the game 

becomes pointless.  So, there is a balance, over the years I’ve seen many 
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things come and go in terms of practice design. I think most of the time with 

most of your session you’re playing mostly a game with a technical input on 

what’s required from that particular group. That’s again about a coaches 

keen eye, about what if we were going to do something less game based 

and more technical what is it going to be. If you are going to spend 5-10 

minutes on something what is it and how are we going to improve it. Could 

it be game based yeah probably, with a real technical fix put in, yeah it all 

depends on the players you have and on your technical knowledge as a 

coach. It’s important with your own strengths as a coach of how you are 

going to deliver.  I’d be wary of trying to improve someone’s scrummaging 

shape but happily improve someone’s passing technique 

 

Interviewer You obviously the do utilise Game Sense in your session, how does it build 

into your session? Do you tend to always start with games? Do you start 

with block practice? 

 

 Being player centred is very interesting, I personally would always want to 

start with a game.  The feedback I have had over the last couple of weeks 

from players is that on a Thursday when we are preparing for a game. The 

bits when I play games, they would like that time to work on team 

preparation.  Which is interesting to me?  I personally think completely the 

other way around and would rather do very little team prep and play more 

games. It’s interesting to me that the dichotomy of a coach is that for me I 

would want to play games but being player centred my players have come 

to me and said that actually we would like less games sometimes. Which is 

really interesting, so do I now go and impose and change my philosophy as 

a coach and say no you can’t because I’m the coach and we are going to 

play games or if I’m player centred I’m going to do what they want and that 

is to play less games.  That’s such an interesting conundrum as a coach, 

the players are saying we want less games, is it then player centred to then 

go and play more games. This is what backs up my thought process of that 

there is no right or wrong way to coach. If we genuinely want to be player 

centred and that even though passing in twos and threes is in my eyes 

really is something, I’m against but players want to and they like it as they 

get more touches on the ball and that it really gets them into the session. 

Player centred by it’s nature is listening to players, then it can be those 

drills based exercises. Now the coach must ensure that is 5- 10 minutes 

and not 55 minutes, it is the job of the coach to offer nudges and advice of 

how to improve that particular area/skill. 

 

Interviewer From your vast experience as a coach it is clear you have formed your 

practice from many different areas and furthermore you seem to have a 

level of understanding of what Game sense is, What do you believe are 

your main strengths are as a coach? 
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 Connecting, creating a learning environment and creating problems for 

players to solve. 

  

Interviewer What are the things you would like to improve about your performance? 

 

 Staying fresh, having been involved in coaching for such a long time it’s 

easy to get caught up in your own ways. Being able to change judgments 

on players from past performance, to keep a fresh eye. Players can be put 

in a box by coaches which is formed by previous performance, rather than 

what they are doing presently and what they can do in the future. Having 

clouded judgment on players that you know better; I think that sub 

conscious brain of having longevity on a player and seeing that they are 

better. Seeing the good sides but not the bad side, and vice versa with 

other newer players.  This is a constant battle with the sub conscious self. 

An example of this was a super 4’s competition, 4 squads which would be 

allocated 2 coaches from inside our network and have the team for the 

weekend.  The sub conscious self-became incredibly biased post that 

process. Which gave me a genuine wake up call to go oh my god, this is a 

huge rose-tinted glass for the team you were coaching, that you wouldn’t 

have involvement with apart from that weekend.  We would then do an 

England selection post the games.  They had them for one weekend and 

then on the Sunday evening the coaches would go in and pick what they 

thought the England team should be, having watched both games. Over 

half the England squads from each of the coaches were made up from 

players from there own team that they had coached for the weekend. This 

was consistent over a 4 year period. There only assimilation with them was 

that weekend, but all there thoughts are our players are better than there 

players.  It was incredible for me to go, 8 objective coaches who weren’t 

trying to be bias because it doesn’t really matter to them. But in there eyes, 

the team that they had had for 2 days over half should have been in the 

England team. The captain in each side was always in. It was such a great 

example to me of unconscious bias. All coaches watching the same games 

with the same coaching eyes all came out with the same trends of half 

there team making up the final England squad.  So to have someone for 20 

years of coaching the objectivity of players that you have worked with for a 

long time is something you always have to be really aware of. 

 

Interviewer So been able to self-evaluate constantly? 

  

 Yes and self-awareness. Checking back on video analysis and stats really 

helps you look objectively at stuff. 
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Interviewer Being at that elite level you have the resources to do that. Do you think that 

that is easier for you to do more so than an amateur coach? 

 

 Yes, it gives me a real quick objective view of what players have done well 

and areas that need improvement.  Having access to this stuff and having a 

second look, allows for you not to be blindsided I thinks important. 

 

Interviewer Thank you for your time Tony really appreciate it and I look forward to 

future conversations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alex (PC) Interview  
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Interviewer Morning Alex, so today, very looking forward to discussing with you your 

coaching background, why you got into coaching, your experience with 

coach education, including non-formal such as mentoring right the way up 

to formal degrees and UKCC courses, before moving onto discuss what 

your current practice looks like and then move on to talk about your 

understanding of Game Sense (GS), your opinion of it and if you utilise it 

or not in your practice. We will then chat about how you are using these 

lockdown times to keep up with personal development and methods you 

are using to stay in touch with players. Please also feel free to ask me any 

questions as we go through. 

 

When did you first start coaching rugby union? 

 

Participant  I have been coaching now for 22 years. It came about after I was injured   

At the time I was a 19 year old in the first team squad at Bedford in the 

year that rugby went professional.  I thought it would be a good idea to 

play a bit of 5 aside football, I was injured and recked my knee in the 

game which basically was the end of my playing career. 

 

From that I subsequently got taken on as a coach to do a bit of coaching 

with the academy and it’s gone on from there really.  And between then 

and now I’ve done a variety of things in and around coaching.  When I 

was at university, I realised quickly that university boys’ sides don’t really 

want to be coached.  So instead got involved with coaching the girls’ 

team, which was great fun and we made it to a few semi-finals.  So those 

two experiences were sought of my first forays into coaching. 

   

Interviewer So, what do you enjoy about coaching, what has kept you engaged and 

involved over the years? 

 

 It’s very interesting, so I have gone from the whole player development 

end of things, youth squads, academy etc right the way through to elite 

performances where it’s very much focusing on you have 5 points up for 

grabs each week. 

 

It’s very interesting for me how the game is quite new and is always 

changing. Every time you look at something you will see a different set of 

opinions.  Also the outcomes, when you look back and you see a player 

that you coached pull on a premiership shirt for the first time or an 

international shirt you sit back and think I we had a little bit to play in that. 

 



 

162 
 

It’s nice to know that all the effort and time has been worth it. 

 

I  

 

 . 

   

Interviewer You mentioned that you see rugby as a simple game, have you come 

over any coaches in your time that try and complicate things? 

 

 Several, so I used to work for the RFU as a development officer.  You 

mentioned the UKCC stuff, I was a development officer when all that stuff 

was coming into place.  Even at that point when you are looking to 

develop coach education at level 1 that’s your real basic stuff. Some 

people would come on at that level and try and complicate the game at 

such a basic level, with trying to complicate stuff at that level that then 

leads to over complicating everything that comes on after.  A couple of the 

coaches I currently work with at Ampthill, there is currently a team of 

coaches that do the first team, I do the second team,  with some coaches 

the focus can change week on week with what we are trying to achieve 

which can impact on the clarity with what our focus is as a team. But also 

for the boys to know where we are heading with everything we are doing. 

 

That can be because the coach has such an incredible knowledge of the 

game and he sees things and always has seen things differently to 

everybody else,  it can be challenging for him to have the empathy with 

everyone else who does not have that level of knowledge and can’t 

understand things in the same way he does.  But he has 50 years’ 

experience.  

 

Interviewer Do you then think that the challenge is as a coach is being able to realise 

that yes you have all this knowledge but it’s about simplifying to the level 

of your particular group? 

 

 Yes, you have to coach in a way that suits your group 

 

Interviewer You mentioned that you are currently at Ampthill, what brought you to the 

Club? 
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 So, this is going back a while now, I took a break from the game for about 

3 or 4 years. I was the head coach for Bedford Blues Academy for a 

couple of seasons and the director of rugby at my club at the time 

approached me.  His son was in the Blues academy at the time and he 

approached me at the end of season dinner and made me an offer to go 

down there and get involved in competitive league coaching with the first 

15 head coach, which I did. I was involved for 3or 4 seasons then 

subsequently left. 

 

They approached me again 2 years ago, they were looking for a coach to 

come and run the 2nd team on a relatively easy commitment, which 

worked well for me. 

Interviewer What are the differences you have noticed in coaching youth, academy 

and development level to coaching senior competitive men’s rugby? 

 

 It’s a difficult one because with our second team we have a real mix, we 

have some lads coming up from our academy, where there is still an 

element of player development required needed for these boys as there 

may be a lack of skill set and understanding.  But on the other hand, there 

are 5 points on offer every week and we have a game plan and they need 

to understand that game plan. But sometimes their skill level and or 

understanding isn’t good enough to execute that game plan.  So, it’s 

about trying to find that half balance. Which can be a challenge because 

these boys have aspirations to play championship level rugby but don’t 

yet have the skill set to do it yet. So, it’s a fine balance for example this 

season and last season I could have a player who has 20 international 

caps for tonga at number 8 and a 19 year old lad whose played at 

Ampthill for all his playing life, so it can be a challenge to find that balance  

 

Interviewer Moving on to talk about coaching philosophy.  If you were to describe to 

me your coaching philosophy in a couple of sentences what would it be? 

 

 I can probably do it in one word and that is jioua, it interesting I had a 

conversation with a friend of mine about this and he was talking about a 

series on YouTube at the moment called the Season.  It’s very interesting 

when you look at how dictatorial some coaches can be in what they want. 

 

To some extent it’s difficult for me because at the moment at Ampthill we 

have a coaching point of view that is very much this is what we need to do 

for this week and that’s what is going to happen and this is where we are 

going to do it. 
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It’s very much if you hit this plan, follow it we will win games. 

 

My philosophy is much more about the player, it’s about developing their 

skill and knowledge, making them feel more comfortable so when they are 

in confined places, they have the ability to make decisions and be 

adaptable.  It’s important that they have all the tools to be able to do the 

right thing at the right time. 

 

For me it’s much more using a questioning style approach, I think that 

comes from the teaching and the knowledge and understanding 

perspective. I can ask players what have they done, why have they done 

something and if they would do anything differently? Through my teaching 

I’m able to go through those process and much prefer it to the direct 

approach of do this, do that.  For me that doesn’t make them a better 

player. 

 

Interviewer And how did you come to that philosophy? You mentioned your 

background in teaching, 22-year experience in the sport, how have you 

arrived at this philosophy? 

 

 I think a little bit of it stems from the way I like to play the game, as a 

player I never liked being told what to do.  I think there was a defining 

moment when I was working as a development officer, we had a coaching 

clinic at Car croft.  One of the guys that was running the session gave us 

a task of how do we breakdown a flat line defence. I was put at 10 and a 

lad I knew pretty well was at 12 and we had played a reasonable amount 

of rugby. The coach said I want you to do this, you run here then there 

and at this point you pass the ball.  I thought yep no problem.  We did it 3 

or 4 times and we were getting absolute smashed every time.  We were 

walking away and discussing how we should try something differently and 

we came up with this move. We did it, we went of script and we scored. 

 

I got absolutely torn to pieces by the coach.  I thought then I’ve solved the 

problem for you.  The focus was on scoring and we have done that for 

you, but I just got torn to pieces.  I thought then that there is no way I want 

to do that with players.  If they see a better option than me absolutely go 

with it but justify with me what that option is and why it’s better than what 

we have in our plan.  I have no problem with that. 

 

I am very mindful since that moment that if a player see’s an opportunity 

then go for it.  My point of view is about teaching player the realise visual 

cues to put themselves in the right structure to give them as many options 
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as possible but then giving them the confidence to not be scared to make 

a decision. 

 

With my work through coach education.  I used to be a level 1/2/3 RFU 

tutor and through that process I learned that in order to get better coaches 

we have to question them. 

 

To get better coaches you ask them to gain their understanding. It was a 

very simple thing to transfer that from coaching and I’m telling coaches 

that is what they need to do, I would be a real hypercritic if I wasn’t doing 

that myself. 

 

Interviewer I was speaking to a previous college of mine 3 or 4 weeks ago now and 

we were talking about previous coaches we had worked with and by 

enlarge coaches are so focused on process that they tend to forget about 

the end result.  Coaches will come in with the mindset of I know what they 

want to see and that’s right and if they don’t see it there not going to be to 

happy. 

 

 I think in my experience for example coaching 16/17/18 year old lads it 

has very much been about giving these guys the skills so that if they step 

up into the first team at Bedford or go of to play in the premiership that 

they are able to deal with that fast paced environment. I think as you 

alluded to that attack is that the end result is about scoring tries.  I think in 

my purist philosophy, if we score a try of every attack that’s great, but I 

think I’ve toned that back a bit to if we do a couple of things successfully, 

we will gain significant territory , we’ll get an opportunity for points or we 

will put ourselves in better positions.  Originally, I was very much of the 

view you don’t need forwards in the game, you push you shuff but then 

get out the way.  I have become much more pragmatic now with the 

mindset of if we as a collective group can work together to manoeuvre 

ourselves into better positions then those tries will come. 

 

If we retain the ball for 4/5 phases that will lead to disorganised defences 

and opportunities will come.  I can almost guarantee that with 3 positive 

interaction we will have scored, gained 60 or 70b metres or we will still be 

in possession and those are our three main principles that we look to.     

Interviewer You mentioned that you have had experience being a coach educator, 

What level of coach are you currently? 

 

 Level 3, I was considering doing the level 4 but that was around the time 

when I came out of coaching, I had a young family, those sorts of things. 
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A.  I don’t want to spend £1500 to do the level 4 qualification  

B. I don’t have the time to do the level 4 qualification  

 

However, depending on a conversation, I am having later on today, that 

may change  

 

Interviewer What’s your opinion of coach education, first looking at the UKCC model, 

What’s your opinion of the model? 

 

 It’s difficult because I haven’t directly been involved in that model for 7 or 

8 years in terms of coach education or anything along those lines.  I have 

found myself recently talking to a friend of mine who recently went 

through his Level 4 it’s been enjoyable discussing and bouncing ideas of 

each other.  I’m also working with Dave Ward who has just done his level 

4, talking to him about the process and what he got out of it. 

 

I think from where I was witnessing the complete jungle of what we use to 

have to where it is now, where it is so well accredited and highly 

regimented with what you are asking people to look at and consider, it’s 

certainly been a huge improvement to when I started as a development 

officer.20 years ago.  There were 3 different strands of education, there 

was a mini and junior strand, youth strand and an adult strand.  With 

those strands you had foundation, level 1 etc all in all there was probably 

20 od different courses. 

 

I think now from what I saw from delivering was the outcomes we were 

getting better coaches after the courses. They understood in more detail 

of what coaching was rather than just going down on a Sunday morning 

with some juniors and organising sessions, instead they actually saw and 

understood what the coaching process is and actually how to coach. 

 

Interviewer Is it much more now then how to coach rather than what to coach? 

 

 Yes  

 

Interviewer You mentioned that you have been out of coach ed for a while/ Do you 

still get involved with CPD, informal coach ed stuff? 
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 I have certainly been doing a lot more in the last couple of weeks funnily 

enough.  It has been very interesting, I looked at the Stuart Lancaster 

seminar that he did last week and I was watching it with a friend and he 

said that I exactly like you were 5 years ago. 

 

Stuart took a lot of his learning from Brian Ashton, I worked with Brian a 

little bit back when I was with the RFU.  His knowledge and the way in 

which he viewed the game, wanting to put width on the ball had a big 

impact in how I probably view the game and how I formed my philosophy. 

 

I probably haven’t done as much as I should, but working now back at the 

club with the likes of Paul Turner, Dave Ward has been really interesting 

picking up on the things they do and I will always challenge what 

someone is doing, not always verbally but I will always have a thought of 

why are we doing that. 

 

I think that comes from teaching, that constant review of why did we do 

that, why did it or did it not work if it didn’t let’s have a look at it. 

 

Interviewer On this point do you see the potential value more then informal coach ed, 

seminars, discussions, practical learning actually on the field than you 

would in heavy theory formal coach ed? 

 

 Yes but only because that suits my style of learning, I can learn a heck of 

a lot more by going out and getting involved with coaches doing 

something or observe them doing it. Observing a plan of we are going to 

do X Y and Z then having the time with the coach to review it, what was 

good, what can we improve and how do we get that improvement  

 

One thing we do which was seen as a bit of the wall when we started.  

When at the blues a group of us limited ourselves to when a group of 

players came in, it was one coach no more than 3 points and it was less 

than a minute. We recognised that if you keep players standing still, 

particularly 17/18-year-old lads for more than a minute they’ve switched 

off.  We also moved away from at the end of training getting into a big 

review in a huddle,  we didn’t do that, we are making judgments on things 

we don’t know yet until locking at the video,  it was very much more well 

done lads, get your nutrition and hydration on, see you Monday. 

 

For me I would rather, watch challenge and observe a coach than sit 

looking at a PowerPoint, yes I think you can pick some great things up in 

theory learning but for me I would much rather have a quick 5 minute chat 



 

168 
 

then see it done in practice with 25 players on a field. Actually, show me 

how it works. 

 

Interviewer With being involved in an elite level 

 of the sport, mentioning you do a lot of video analysis, do you think this 

gives you more of an opportunity to go back and review your own practice 

as a coach? 

 

 I think I’s really beneficial.  With one of my years at Bedford we had a guy 

with us doing a study, he’s now working with the USA, we were having a 

discussion with regard to this coaching principle.  With having videos both 

players and ourselves as coaches can look back at performance and see 

areas in which we can improve our performance   

 

Interviewer With having access to these videos have you found that your coaching 

sessions have been more focused and valuable with less time being 

wasted? 

 

 The problem that we have is that all our training focus is on what the first 

team need and as a second team we are kind of just there to assist.  We 

train Monday, Tuesday, Thursday. Monday is video session with a review, 

Tuesday we will lock at our opposition and the session will focus on our 

defence and on Thursday our focus is attack and how we can beat our 

opposition defence. So the sessions will be put in place to meet the 

demands for what we need on the Saturday. 

 

I think one of the biggest skills of coaching is understanding who you are 

coaching and going back to know that some players need and like to be 

told, whilst others need assurance that if they make mistakes, don’t worry 

about it, within this structure you have the freedom to be creative.  Whilst 

some enjoy this other would freeze at that thought.  Understanding the 

diversity within a group can be one of the toughest skills in coaching. 

 

Interviewer Moving on now to discuss Game Sense (GS). Have you heard of it and if 

so, describe it to me? 

 

 My interpretation? 

 

Interviewer Yes, your interpretation  
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 A lot of both player and coach development being based around games, 

training being functioned through the playing of games.  I think the beauty 

of games of games is you can tailor them to suit the player, the time and 

the opposition, in order to meet the demands of what they you want the 

player to do.  

 

I think the more you can replicate game situations and game intensity the 

better their output will be on a Saturday.  The more you can put players in 

situations where they have to make decisions as they would in a game, 

then that ability to question and challenge and discus those decisions the 

better players will be prepared for a game as opposed to standing in lines 

running across a grid passing a ball 

 

Interviewer You mention the running across a grid passing a ball, do you think there is 

a place for that? 

 

 Absolutely, I think there is an element of the more ball contacts you can 

get a player in a training session, the better their skill level is going to be. 

So, I think you need to look at the 2 different ideas. 

 

I think sometimes of a game sense perspective, if you are identifying that 

a player is always dropping a ball, then you need to be able to take the 

player, break the skill down and practice that skill first. I think teach them 

a technique is probably a better term, before then going back into a game 

and back under pressure.  

 

I think it’s vital to not be scared of drawing things back and going back to 

basics if something isn’t working. 

 

We still pride ourselves at the club of not dropping the ball and that is 

because every week every player is getting plenty of ball contacts. 

 

There is definitely an element that if done well and with a purpose that 

running across a grid can be beneficial. 

 

Interviewer Is it then about marrying up the best of both worlds? 
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 Yes, I don’t think you can poorly use one model.  There are so many 

external factors within a coaching session, you could even break it down 

to the idea of the weather, the conditions of the ground under foot, where 

are you in the session, what week is it. 

 

You can’t just say we are going to do it this one particular way because it 

doesn’t work like that. 

 

Interviewer If you were to describe to me your current coaching practice what would it 

look like? 

 

 I can tell you exactly what it would look like, each week at the club is very 

structured. Which can sometimes go against where I stand as a coach.  If 

we pick a stereotypical Thursday night, we are out there jimmy runs all the 

mobilisation stuff with the boys, then forwards and backs will split straight 

away, forwards will do scrums and lineouts, backs will focus on some skill 

work, 1 v 2 and 2 v 1 that sort of stuff,  we will then come back together 

and do some team runs for 15 – 20 minutes and do a contested 15 v 15. 

 

There is usually a 10 – 15 minutes where the boys will do individual skill 

development, catching high balls, goal kicking etc. 

 

That is hands down every Thursday looks like that. 

  

Interviewer You mentioned that it goes a little bit against your philosophy, how do you 

find coping with that? 

 

 It’s ok, it’s interesting the boys really enjoy playing for the 2’s. they 

recognise that there is a lot more freedom on a Saturday playing for the 

2’s than they would playing for the first 15. Which is what we want, we 

want the boys expressing themselves and putting their stamp on the 

game.  Would I do it differently if I had the chance, yes probably but for 

me at the moment with balancing work, family life and coaching, it is very 

easy for me to turn up and follow a plan 

 

Interviewer With regards to Game Sense what is your opinion of the model? 

 

 In comparison to what? 
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Interviewer Take for example to gradual build up approach 

 

 I think the majority of what you would see me personally do even as part 

of a warm up there is a ball and a game involved.  I don’t think you can 

have enough situations where players are having to make decisions.  The 

more decisions players are having to make, the better.  I think in terms of 

a model when you look at how I perceive the game to be and the teams I 

have worked with, it has worked.  With Bedford in the academy we 

produced some good players.  A number of years ago working with the 

Saracens academy, we had a similar philosophy and a number of those 

boys have gone onto play in the premiership. 

 

At Ampthill we seem to be for the bits where I get involved the players 

seem to really enjoy it, there is a buzz amongst the player and we are 

actually pretty successful for a little village club. 

   

Interviewer Would you say the that your coaching is suiting the environment and what 

the players want? 

 

 Yes, as I have mentioned I know don’t get the prep time I used to do the 

game sense approach as much as I would like.  As a second team we 

might get a week of as we don’t have a game on Saturday.  That whole 

session goes from being less structured to much more adopting that 

game sense approach. Then go back into with the first team to do 15 v15 

stuff.  Where we can in still try and implement it when I can do. 

 

I love the model, the challenge of it, the variety of it for the players. It 

staves of boredom.  So, I think I’m all in for it. 

  

Interviewer Do you recognise any potential challenges or drawbacks of the model? 

 

 I think it depends who you have delivering it. I think some people can run 

a game and put players into games, however I think the skill is then to 

recognise faults and not be afraid to stop the game to address that fault.  

It’s not the one-off things, it’s the things that are happening time and time 

again. These are the thing that you need to be able to go back break it 

down and fix it.  As a coach you need to know how to fix it and then how 

you can put it back into that game. 
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I think the drawback of the model is that do coaches have the skills to run 

a worthwhile game, recognise faults and also then the skill of the coach to 

question players in order to get positive outcomes out of it. 

 

To have that ability to ask purposeful questions in order to develop player 

understanding because that is what it is, it’s about developing player 

understanding. 

 

Interviewer On that point do you think questioning is quite a challenging thing to do 

correctly? 

 

 To do correctly yes, it is very easy to go and ask players questions, the 

challenge is and coming from an educational point of view is trying to ask 

the right level of question for the right level of player.  To go back to my 

philosophy my P.E teaching was based around a game sense approach. 

Everything I could teach I would do through games, in terms of improving 

engagement and individual activity level was great. My core P.E lessons 

were all based around going out playing, questioning, challenging, right 

let’s go play again and away we go. 

 

 

 

Interviewer With questioning, at Ampthill and also previously with your academy 

players do you allow them time for discussion after a question has been 

asked? 

 

 Yes definitely, it’s also vital that players are allowed to get things wrong.  

As long as a player can tell me their thought process and justify why they 

have come to that conclusion I don’t think you can knock that.   

 

Could there have been a better outcome if they had gone through a 

different process, I think that is the skill of getting them to recognise if they 

had made decision A instead of decision B what is outcome B going to be. 

The key is trying to get the players to recognise that. 

 

You can tell when you have been successful with the game sense 

approach because you end up having minimal input because the players 

themselves recognise what is going on.  When you have ticked that box 

you can light a cigar at that point because you have cracked it.  If players 
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are recognising what they are doing wrong and coach themselves in a 

game and improve the outcomes, that is the utopia of game sense. 

   

Interviewer With the pandemic going on how have you been using this time with 

regards to coaching? 

 

 I have definitely been doing a lot more personal development, probably 

more than I have done for the last couple of years. It’s been either through 

watching series and documentary such as these all or nothing series 

which is interesting to reflect on others coaches’ practices, picking up on 

some of the online webinars have been quite interesting to watch.  It has 

been interesting, reaching out to coaches who I have not spoken to for a 

while, discussing what they’re doing and bouncing ideas of one another. 

 

In terms of players we have been keeping in touch with the boys on a 

weekly basis, in terms of setting fitness challenges, zoom meet ups and 

some quizzes. Focus being on maintaining that comradery amongst the 

boys. 

 

Like everyone we are just gagging to get back. 

  

Interviewer Well Alex I think I have everything unless you want to add anything? 

 

 I can’t think of anything at this point, all I would say it’s been great fun 

chatting away about this whole process and if you need anything at a later 

date please let me know and good luck with the rest of the study 

 

Interviewer And thank you for taking part I look forward to speaking to you soon  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Fraser (PC) 
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Interviewer  Fraser welcome to this interview today for my Masters by research 

study, how are you doing today? 

 

Participant I’m very good pal 

 

Interviewer Excellent, basic overview of this interview, first couple of questions will 

be discussing your coaching background, your coaching philosophy, 

your reasons for starting coaching, how you built up your coaching 

philosophy, your experience with coach education, academia etc. We 

will then move onto discuss game sense, in particular your 

understanding of it, your opinion of it, what you think both does work or 

what doesn’t work about the method.  The interview will then conclude 

with how the current climate of Covid – 19 is impacting on your 

coaching  

 

Participant  Excellent no worries  

 

interviewer My opening question for you is why did you start coaching rugby 

union? 

 

Participant I started coaching at college.  I was given a job by Edinburgh Akees as 

I was a player there.  I got stuck into coaching the 15’s and 16’s.  I had 

people like Duncan Harrison who is a bit of a legend and Steve Bates 

the Newcastle Falcons director of rugby, I think he is now in a good 

performance role in the RFU. They were both just great to be around. 

After this I took a development officer role at Biggar RFC and from 

there, I spent a year and a half at Biggar. I helped out with coaching all 

the age groups as well as delivering rugby in the local schools.  I was a 

player with the seniors as well.  

 

The offer then came up to move up to Highland RC.  I moved up here 3 

years ago.  I have been heavily involved in all key aspects such as club 

development but mostly in the development of the senior section.  I am 

currently the director of rugby at Highland going into our 4th season. 4 

years ago, we started in national 3 and now we are sitting 3rd in the 

Scottish premiership. Unfortunately, we are not going to get to finish 

our season and see where we could end up. 

 

Interviewer Yes, obviously that being a bit of a pain at the moment, not being able 

to finish for obvious reasons.  You mentioned that you came up to 
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Highland, how have you found the experience in comparison to you 

experience at Biggar? 

 

Participant It was different coming up and working with a group of players and 

group of coaches that didn’t have an awful lot of rugby about them.  

 

There was a lot of strong players who could pass but they didn’t really 

know the game,  that’s obviously a combination of playing experience 

and the level of coaching and how coach education was at the time. 

 

interviewer Touching on that what sort of techniques and themes did you bring 

from Biggar and try and implement them into Highland? 

 

Participant I didn’t neciserally bring it from Biggar. I enjoyed bringing my own 

ideas, I didn’t neciserally get to bring my own ideas from Biggar.  I had 

ideas of how I wanted to play the game, what I enjoyed about it.  I 

enjoyed solving tactical problems, playing to space and that was the 

first thing that we brought to the club and what we needed. 

 

We worked of 3 pillars which were Game Sense, developing our core 

skills and improving are athleticism. Our sessions all have to have 

these three themes included.  With the seniors in particular we came 

up with a shape that we wanted to play off.  We showed everyone the 

completed jigsaw.  We then went about splitting the pitch into different 

areas and what that different area meant to us, whether we had the 

ball or not.  We have really stuck to our principles, where we want to 

play a lot of games. A lot of the time early on we find that you can just 

get stuck playing a game. Now we have really learned that there needs 

to be clear objectives and problems that need to be solved, there 

needs to be a high percentage of failure a well as success within our 

sessions and our training games. 

 

interviewer You have obviously had quite an involvement in the last 3 years, you 

mentioned that to begin with the coaches and the players not having 

much rugby about them, also mentioning about coach education, what 

is your background in coach education and has it helped you in you 

coaching? With regard to specific UKCC, practical experience, 

academia  

 

Participant There is a new coach education model coming out very soon, which I 

am quite excited about, I’ve always thought UKCC’s are great at 

bombarding candidates with information and giving candidates the 
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(Coach 

Education) 

sense that oh I’ve got all this info I can now go and coach, I’m now 

ready to do my level 2 the problem is that there is no follow up to it. 

 

Someone can be a level 1/2/3 coach but who is quality assuring that 

the rest of the time and this really bothered me. The majority of the 

time a UKCC level 1 is sitting indoors. A lot of the time this is 

someone’s first experience of coach education is sitting looking at 

slides. This is where we should be giving people the tools of what to 

do, how to do it, how to shape a good environment.  That is something 

I’m really excited about with the new model, it’s far more tell and it’s far 

more here’s a bag of games you can go and play and drills to 

compliment those games. Go away and do it and try not to speak to 

much, I think this is pretty important especially when you are working 

with young kids. 

  

interviewer Having spoken to a number of coaches there seems to be similar 

opinions of right ok let’s go sit round for an hour, listen to somebody 

talk and that’s apparently enough to constitute coach learning. 

interviewer Do you think there is a lack of context then? 

 

Participant Yes, and what does it look like in their environment is the most 

important thing. The SFA, football do it really well, where they have 

1.1, 1.2, 1.3. This forces people to be really accountable for their own 

development. They’re not just going to a two-day course, then going 

cool that’s me a level such and such. It doesn’t actually secure your 

ability as a coach, it’s just a number at the end of the day. 

 

interviewer You have obviously been coaching a number of years, different clubs, 

ability levels, age groups, different roles. If you were to tell me what 

your coaching philosophy is, what you stand by, what would it be? 

 

Participant Play a game that inspires, I suppose coaching and playing philosophy 

are going to be two different things, playing wise control the ball, 

control the space, something really simple. 

 

Whereas a coaching philosophy is something as simple as fun, serious 

fun. When we are being serious and professional about things but 

making it fun at the same time that’s what we do is most effective  
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interviewer With regards to that philosophy how did you come to that conclusion, 

how was your philosophy formed? 

 

Participant As all coaching philosophies do, that has evolved over a period of time 

and with still playing myself and I look at what do I want myself, I still 

want to have fun, but at the same time I want it to be effective, efficient, 

serious and professional. But it’s important to realise that you’re not 

going to get that without the fun part first. 

 

We have that agreement at the club that it has to be fun first and the 

rest will follow. 

 

interviewer You talk about serious fun, if you were to describe to me what one of 

your sessions would look like. What would serious fun look like? 

 

Participant Starting right at the beginning of the session, we would have our 

session plans out on a Sunday night ready for the Tuesday and are 

Thursday sessions. We always try and theme are weeks for example 

counter attack or link it to a principle of play.  

 

We then have a pre session meeting with the coaches at 6 pm then in 

with the players at 6.45, it’s no more than 10 minutes.  

 

The session starts with a number of warm up games based around our 

core skills, for example if our theme of the week is support, we will 

probably play 2 touch in our warm up game with a bit more of a 

physical SandC integration.  Where are SandC coaches are focusing 

on how quickly we can get up of the ground. Again, depending on what 

we are focusing on we would be looking at tactical games, we would 

be looking at 12 v 8, overloads, are effectiveness at the breakdown, it 

just really depends on what the theme is at the time.  W would 

probably spend 40 – 45 minutes on that. We would then go into 20 

minutes of 15v15, we like to call this test match Tuesdays. These 

games never really contain a lot of contact, the focus is more on using 

our imagination and how to solve particular problems.  We had a zoom 

meeting this morning with all our coaches of the 1/2/3 team as well as 

the under 18’s to discuss next season. Having a look at what our sort 

of structure is going to be like next year and how we can manage 

space a bit better.  We spoke about integrating SandC into what we 

are trying to do.  For example, 7-8 half an hour forwards would be in  

the gym and backs would be out on the field doing skills then they 

would swap over. Then we would have 45 minutes of all the players 

together and the majority of that would be a game zone with a skill 
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zone section.  So, the game would have it’s tactical problem, the skill 

zone would look at developing a core skill that would help compliment 

solving that problem in the game.  Our 15v15 is very much constant 

nonstop, there will be different coaches in different areas of the field.  If 

they see something, they don’t like in their area of the field they will 

role a ball in for a turnover and it’s really constant.  I feel that we get a 

lot of our conditioning out of this, we are able to find good attacking 

shape, develop good defensive habits, good kick chase and good 

transitional habits when we do a lot of this. 

 

 It seems that everything you are doing is relating back to the game? 

 

Participant It has to look like the game 

 

Interviewer Within these sessions how much involvement do you and your fellow 

coaches have? 

 

Participant Within our skill zone element, we have block practice, we have skill 

development blocks which is a simple instead of at the start of the 

session playing our game, we will have 5 minutes of simple catch pass, 

5 minutes tackle tracking, 5 minutes on carry and clear. This would be 

done in three different groups and they would just rotate.  

 

Most of the questioning and discussion happens over what’s App when 

we are doing our analysis. There is still a lot of opportunity for chat and 

review when we are in sessions. We have a lot of players that make up 

a leadership group, leaders in defence, attack, scrum, lineout etc. 

 

For next year we have renamed them our bomb squad, everything is 

going to have a modern warfare theme. These leaders will lead to their 

sub groups and in their area with a coach attached to that, this is 

where all the discussions do currently will take place. 

  

interviewer Would you say that your sessions are therefore player centred and 

player lead? 

 

Participant Sometimes, especially early on in the week it is very tell, there has to 

be a time in the week where you say this is what you are doing. As the 

week goes on and we get to Thursday we can hand over control and 

Friday nights especially this is an opportunity to have a lot on 1 0n 1’s 
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with players, look over video with them and have a lot of recap with 

them. On game day all the messages go through the leaders.  On a 

Saturday our job is to fill up the players, motivate them and make them 

feel good and excited about the game. 

 

We are lucky in as such that there is a good knowledge base around 

the players. The questions they are answering and the feedback we 

are getting from players is very advanced now.  It is something that we 

are very pleased about.   

 

There are times when we go this is what is going to happen, but also 

times when we ask players, what do you think?  It’s about finding that 

balance which is our challenge at the moment   

interviewer What do you enjoy most about coaching? 

 

Participant Connections, I really enjoy having a purpose and being useful and you 

enjoy, I mentioned earlier building that jigsaw of how you want a team 

to play and what it looks like, you enjoy getting to the end of that 

jigsaw.  Continuously finding a new challenge. 

 

I would have said early on I was probably in it for myself and focusing 

on how far I could get.  I’m now very much within Highland, it’s within 

me.  I’ve had offers to go elsewhere, but I’m happy here, pretty keen 

on seeing things out and seeing how far we can go. 

 

interviewer Having worked with yourself for a year and having known you for three, 

it’s pretty incredible to see the evolution of the senior team in three 

years 

 

Participant We haven’t outwardly said it, but we are doing individual development 

plans at the moment. We have a number of players who maybe 

thought a year ago that they Wanted to give up. Now they want to carry 

on playing till they physically can’t. we have an unwritten rule that once 

you have worked your way up to the first 15 and are toward the end of 

playing, you work your way down to the third 15 which I think is a really 

healthy culture, we have players who want to stay involved for as long 

as they can. A lot of people who want to give back to coaching once 

they have stopped playing 
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interviewer Moving onto now discuss Game Sense pedagogy have you ever heard 

of it? 

 

Participant Yes 

 

interviewer What is your understanding of the model? 

 

Participant Game sense is learning through a game, the game is the teacher.  It 

helps players develop core skills, self-organisation and awareness all 

within context  

 

Context is absolutely key for me.  We could do something in a drill then 

try and transfer that into a game and that might not work.  So, if we 

have a focus of a core skill within a game that is massively important 

for me. 

 

For me Game Sense is using the game to teach players  

 

interviewer When were you first introduced to Game Sense? 

 

Participant I first heard about it when I was probably 15, it was TGFU firstly which 

essentially the same thing.  I first started looking at it when I was 

considering how I could become a better player and what would I enjoy 

doing. Coming through the youth system we had a coach that was a bit 

of a 7’s legend at Jedd who loved games, so we played a lot of games. 

That was fun for us and we accepted it 

 

interviewer You’ve mentioned a number of times through the interview, using 

games, but stating that those games must have a purpose.  Do you 

think that is an element of Game Sense?  As a coach we both now that 

you could just play games for the sake of games  

 

Participant I think that’s important for younger kids, backyard games are part of 

their everyday life, at breaktime and lunch time, at the weekend. 

 

I think as we start to get more tactical, when we start to focus on how 

we move the ball around, why we move the ball around, focusing on 

certain little details I think that’s when it becomes Game Sense.  
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Games having a clear tactical problem and clear objectives, for me 

that’s game sense  

 

interviewer What’s your opinion of the method? Does it work, does it not work? 

 

Participant Am I allowed to say the horrible term, it depends? 

 

interviewer Of course, you are, lets discuss that then. 

 

What does it depend on? 

 

Participant The coach, the players, the area you have around you, the equipment 

you have, the lighting, the weather conditions. 

 

I think game sense is absolutely crucial and it’s one of our pillars of 

performance, by this it means that we are not neciserally 100% of the 

time delivering game sense sessions. But rather as coaches and 

players you must have game sense, you must have an understanding 

and a knowledge of the game. This is a key aspect on whether or not 

as a player you will be selected or not. 

 

Game sense is massively important when it is complemented by a core 

skill practice. 

 

It’s vital that you understand that what players want and what players 

need are 2 different things.  If a player wants to do something and you 

align with the fact that players would benefit from that there is nothing 

wrong with 5 minutes of individual practice for example. 

 

One of the downsides of game sense is we have really poor game 

managers, all of our young kids want to play from everywhere which is 

great because we want those skills but if for example we don’t have 

tactical kickers, if we don’t have people who can speed and slow the 

game down when it matters, when they get to senior rugby and they 

are camped out on a shit day when it’s lashing rain and wind.  We 

need players who can grab the game by the scruff of the neck and 

drive the bus for us.  That is not what game sense delivers  
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interviewer So, there is a time and a place for it but it’s vital that there is a balance 

and a variation to practice and until you go and gain practical 

experience in how coaching methods are used you don’t know how 

effective they actually are. 

 

 

Participant Absolutely it’s about pulling the best of all different types of practice. I’ll 

go back to the point about it depends, between December and 

January, our ground was hard it was cold, freezing, snowing. We don’t 

want guys outside for 2 hours getting cold, unwell at it being 

counterproductive.  We implemented a lot off of-field learning, which is 

going to the them up for the fixtures coming up, the skills we need to 

develop.  Then when we get outside, we are ready to put that into a 

game.  Sometimes a game will have very vague objectives, sometimes 

we will have lots and elements coaches that we want to see from 

players and we will go round and engage in conversation with groups 

and individual players.  But on a freezing cold night we want players 

moving around. As a consequence of that we have players who know 

how to play the game as they are getting a lot of opportunity to do that, 

but are there core skills developing, possibly but maybe not like you 

would get from doing block practice. 

 

But as a whole we are developing our ability to read the game, what 

cues to look for from attackers and defenders and stress test particular 

skills. 

  

interviewer Now moving away from game sense, we are going to discuss what you 

believe your strengths are as a coach before moving onto to discuss 

aspects that you would like to improve in your performance. So, 

starting with your strengths? 

 

Participant I have a clear vision in how I want the game to be played and I think I 

am a very good salesman for it. 

 

I am a good motivator; I make good connections with players and I 

think I am pretty good at picking up details in particular areas that 

others may miss 

 

interviewer Moving on now to discuss what areas you would like to work on? 
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Participant Co coaching, I’m a terrible co-coach, I go through patches of really 

having objectives to trust my coaches and trust that they will deliver 

what we have agreed they will deliver and then other times, I’ll forget 

all that and just do it myself.  That doesn’t help anybody, it doesn’t help 

me it doesn’t help them and it certainly doesn’t help the players. 

 

Top of my list is to be a better co coach and also to delegate a little bit 

more in terms of how I support my co coaches, how I support the 

players better.  So having lots of little conversations where it’s not 

neciserally about rugby, more about how their feeling, what their 

struggling with, what’s challenging them and trying to create a positive 

environment.  I think we create a really good environment but I still 

think it could be better, I think it could be unique to highland, trying to 

create that and trying not to be scared of making mistakes on the way 

to create that. 

 

interviewer What do you personally think you will have to do to better your ability to 

co-coach, you’ve mentioned analysis sessions and team meetings, do 

you tend to lead those or do you allow other coaches to do that? 

 

Participant I would say I tend to facilitate it, I don’t neciserally lead it.  I find that if I 

don’t facilitate it, we will sit around discussing the taste of the coffee.  I 

think I facilitate it so it’s something that all are coaches and are 

leadership group are assigned a part of a sit-down sessions/meetings 

and they’re responsible for filling that particular part.  I’m just there to 

quality assure it and challenge them. Something we are really trying to 

develop for next season is to try and not take anything personally.  

Sometimes we are not able to give truly honest feedback because we 

know someone will take it personally. For me it’s gaining real clarity in 

whose doing what and why they are doing it and trying to be more 

open and more forth coming with how I think something should be 

done and not scared about potentially hurting someone’s feelings. 

They shouldn’t take it personally; it’s supposed to be a learning 

environment and that’s what we are aiming for. We want to be dealing 

with facts and not feelings which is something that we speak about a 

lot.  I think that is going to be super important in terms of my own 

development as well as those around me. 

 

interviewer You obviously working with a number of volunteer coaches, due to 

their lack of experience and exposure do you find that that’s potentially 

a factor? 

 

Participant I think the way we are playing and the way the club has been run over 

the last 3 years is my vision, what’s probably helped that happen but 
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also at the same time has probably held me personally back a little bit 

is that fact that nobody has challenged me on it.  Success is a poor 

teacher, as long as things are going well I don’t think I will be 

challenged on it. I am someone who isn’t going to take things 

personally, we as a coaching team are really trying to create that 

challenging and questioning others opinions.  So, I’m not just saying 

something and their going cool just for the sake of it. We are asking 

each other why? If we can’t explain it to ourselves there probably isn’t 

much point in trying to explain it to our players. 

 

interviewer It sounds like you have contingency plans moving forward. 

 

Participant You know me James I am super planned, never leave a stone 

unturned. You need to have a plan for when the plan does go to plan 

and you need to have a plan for when the plan doesn’t go to plan. 

 

interviewer Final question, obviously in the current environment with Covid-19, 

how are you as a coach dealing in this with obviously no current rugby 

taking place how are you keeping players and coaches learning and 

developing knowledge?  

 

Participant So much content mate, I’ve probably given them far to much if I’m 

honest.  We’ve got lots of webinars going out based around our 

principles and how we want to play. Lots of coach education stuff all 

linked to quizzes.  On Tuesday night we have all out youth and senior 

players listening into a presentation based around defence then they’ll 

have a quiz to fill out after. 

 

The more that players buy into this sort of stuff particularly at this time 

the better it is going to be for them. 

 

We train at a higher intensity than what we play at, so this is somewhat 

of a welcome break for everybody.  So I’m spending a lot of my time 

pulling together a lot of resource that is relevant to us and pulling 

together lots of ideas and banking it. At the same time showing little 

videos to are players and seeing what they think about it. 

 

The feedback I’m getting it great from players. We are using this time 

to do individual development plans for our players and our coaches.  

I’ve never really done development plans for 92 people so it’s going to 

take me a wee while, I’m getting through 5 a day so hopefully by the 

end of the lockdown we can look back and say we have really used 
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this time effectively.  Using this time to plan and have clarity in 

everything we want to do, so that when we go back we hit the ground 

running 

 

On the community side of things we are making sure our community 

director has a plan to take back into the schools. It’s obviously difficult 

because nobody know what is going to happen and when we are going 

back, it might be august it might be November. It’s just vital that when 

we do go back we have a plan 

 

interviewer Thank you very much Iain for your time today and I look forward to 

catching up soon 

Participant  

interviewer  
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Date  Details of Activities  

 

 

October  

 Began reading to gain a foundation of knowledge of what Game 

Sense is and where it originates from 

 Drafting research questions  

 Began drafting methodology   

 Began networking with coaches and rugby clubs 

 Began ethics proposal  

 

 

November  

 Began reading about the benefits and the challenges associated 

with delivering Game Sense pedagogy.  

 Completed and submitted the first draft of ethics proposal to 

supervisory team  

 Continued networking with coaches and clubs 

 

 

December  

 Made corrections to returned ethics proposal to supervisors  

 Made alterations to methodology  

 Began planning literature review lay out  

 I began reading through research on coach behaviour and coach 

education.  

 Submitted completed ethics  

 

 

January  

 Drafted video observation sheets 

 Drafted interview themed tables  

 Began writing literature review  

 Reading focused on utilisation and perceptions at different 

coaching levels (elite and amateur  

 

 

February  

 Ethical approval was granted on the 5th of February  

 Completed Literature review and Methodology first draft 

 Ran first interview 

 Transcribed interview and put key content into themed tables 

 Began preparing Mipp document  

 

  Due to coronavirus outbreak started preparing contingency plan 
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March  

 Due to the UK lockdown the decision was made to run interviews 

electronically through skype or Zoom 

 No videos would be taken of any coaching sessions. 

 If a suspension of studies is granted videos be taken at a later 

date, if this was not the case the study would only involve the 

interviewing of coaches.  

 The first draft of Mipp submitted to supervisors  

 

 

 

April  

 Posted advertisement of study on Linked in as a recruitment 

strategy 

 Mipp was returned from supervisors  

 amendments to Mipp were made  

 Mipp submitted  

 Mipp presentation constructed and practiced 

 Continued with interviews/transcriptions and coaches individual 

themed tables  

 Revise learning methodology  

 

 

May 

 Continue to practice Mipp presentation  

 Present 30-minute Mipp presentation 

 Continue with interviews/ transcriptions/individual themed tables  

 Develop literature review and expand methodology 

 

 

June  

 Continue interviews / transcriptions/themed tables 

 Begin thesis write up 

 Compile individual themes from all the interviews and group them 

into an elite coaching group and an amateur coaching group.  

 Complete data collecting 

July  Read up on Grounded Theory 

 Reanalysed all data using a Grounded Theory Approach 

 Submitted work to Supervisors    

August   Make amendments to the returned thesis   

September   Submit thesis draft 2 

October  Submit thesis draft 3 and 4 



 

188 
 

November   Submit thesis draft 5/6 and 7 

December   Submit thesis draft 8/9/10/11 

 Submit study data to supervisors  

January  Submit final  
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05/02/20 

ISPAR Ethical Approval Confirmation 

Proposer: James Hall 

Proposal title: The understanding, opinion and utilisation of Game Sense by elite, sub elite and 

amateur rugby union coaches – a comparative study 

 

Dear Proposer 

 
Your research proposal has now received ethical approval from the Institute for Sport and Physical 
Activity Research (ISPAR) Ethics Panel and you are now able to proceed with the data collection 
for this study. 

 
Approval number: 2020ISPAR001 

 

Please note that if it becomes necessary to make any substantive change to the research design, 
the sampling approach or the data collection methods a further application will be required. 

 
Please be advised that your research project may be subject to an ethical audit at any given time. 
If you require any further information please contact the ISPAR Ethics Chair, Dr Laura 
Charalambous. 

 

 
Kind Regards 

 

 
Dr Laura Charalambous (ISPAR Ethics Chair) 
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