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Game Based Coaching and Playing with Purpose. 

 

“Game-based coaching is positioned centrally in athlete-centred coaching. This is not surprising as 

the nature of game-based coaching lends itself to the encouragement of players participation in 

decision making and problem-solving in a shared approach to knowledge and its transmission, and 

ultimately the positioning of the player as responsible for their game development as a self-directed, 

self-responsible, learner.” (Pill, 2021) 

 
I have been greatly influenced by the Game Sense approach to coaching, as a player, a 

teacher and as a coach but, until recently, I wasn’t aware of its influence on me or of the philosophy 

underpinning it, or its key pedagogical features. The aim of this assignment is to clarify my own 

thinking around Game-Based coaching, exploring and communicating the concept, it’s benefits and 

to identify and discuss its potential limitations. 

My first experiences and developing knowledge of it as a coach would’ve been through my 

undergraduate studies, particulalry using The FA Guide to Training and Coaching; by Wade, A., 1967. 

Wade would advocate for training environments that would provoke thought and enquiry.  

It resonated with me, I loved to ‘play’ when I was a player and I loved to solve problems too. 

The nature of games meant that I was playing, working hard, and expressing myself. I hated up and 

down drills or running for the sake of running. He suggested that all coaching should begin with a 

form of realistic competitive situation and that decision-making is “probably the most important 

single factor in developing skill at the game…It follows therefore, that practice situations must 

include these elements.”  

Worthington (1974) supported this and further suggested that,  

“initially, the coach should do no more than organise the players to play…to effect the best transfer 

from what is done in training session, practices should be used which are similar to those that players 

face in the game…the more realistic a practice the better the transfer will be.” 

When moving in to teaching, I (unintentionally) observed evidence of this, looking at classes 

that I would teach in the traditional directive, do as I say or do; being overly prescriptive, heavy in 

instruction, drill and block based. This equated to better performance in training, paradoxically, 

detrimental to game when playing against other groups. The other groups were team-taught 

through small-sided games (dynamic practice conditions that were variable, random, and 

representative of chaos) and had a far greater understanding of ‘how to win’ and manipulate 

situations. 

This led to my own personal road to pedagogical clarity, development, and change. 

Replacing skills and drill and highly instructive, do as I say or do approach to coaching with what 

Worthington (1974) outlines above, supported by Pill (2021); 



“At its core, game-based coaching is a paradigm shift from over reliance on highly directive coaching 

for player replication of what is prescribed by the coach – sport as techniques to be drilled by direct 

instruction.” 

Recently however, as discussed in my previous assignments, I have been affected by self-

doubt when it comes to my activity design and delivery around games. I have felt that I can be over-

reliant on games, the timing of feedback and question the learning is transferred in match play. 

Which has led to the use of drills, cones to which feels contrary to my philosophy. 

This has led me to research, discussions, observations where I was introduced to a concept 

of Game-Based Coaching from Shane Pill; Play with Purpose. 

 This concept reinforces and expands on the Whole-Part-Whole coaching method with 

greater clarity and offers greater depth of understanding as to what each of step in the cycle offer 

and their best practices. 

 
              

Figure 1.1 – The Game Sense approach as a non-linear pedagogy. (Pill, 2021) 

 

I have discussed my preference for coaching through games throughout this program as well as 

my dislike of drills. I promise, I do NOT hate drills. Except that I probably do, I have struggled to see 

how I can get to the same outcomes of learning, energy output and situational creation out of them. 

The concept of Play with Purpose allows for the use of both games and drills, open and closed 

activities. This is important for a few reasons; 

• Game Based or Drill based – player individual likes and preferences, we need to 

consider as a coach in terms of player self-efficacy. (Williams, 2021) 

• Greater transfer of Learning. 

- Block practice, drills and feedback offer great performance in session. 

- Performance, however, is not learning. There is a need to see that change of 

performance transfer to a change in performance in competition. 

- Open practice, games, offer much better outcomes in transfer of learning/skill and 

better long-term retention.  

- Coaches being hands off, let them practice, then instruct. (Williams, 2021) 

• Whole Group Engagement. When we PLAY, we choose to actively engage in 

a tool for development, both as a; 

- participant  

- and as a human being. 

- It takes approx. 400 repetitions to create new synapses in the brain. Unless it’s done 

through PLAY, which would only be 10-20 times. (Hope, 2021) 



Training games and activities are therefore designed with purpose, to “allow for the 

contextual emergence of a cognising moment.” (Pill, 2021).  

This concept has given me greater clarity in how I go about using games and drills, their 

mutual relationship and how they can support each other. “There are times when it is necessary for 

direct instruction or a focus on technique” (Light, 2013). Rather than being ‘against’ drills, it’s about 

developing and understanding of how they work within this concept and how to utilise them in 

terms of reinforcing learning. It’s a question of balance. 

 

Relationship of Games and Traditional Drills 

 Scott Wisemantel (2020), whilst delivering to our NSW Emerging Coaches Program, indicated 

that every GAME ACTION involves the following elements;  

• Decision 

• Skill 

• Physiological  

• Psychological 

• All 4 elements must be trained together, not in isolation 

• Therefore, the above should be trained together as much as possible. 

Light (2013) suggested four pedagogical principles identify a game-based approach; 

• Deliberate design of the game as a learning environment 

• Emphasising questioning to promote inquiry and interaction 

• Promoting inquiry through problem solving 

• A supportive environment 

Very similar in approach, but in different ways and terminology, Wismantel’s Game Action 
Elements are a great tool when it comes to activity design around drills as well as games. It provides 
clarity in what a coach is trying to achieve and how they are trying to achieve it through a drill. 

By definition, drills are all about controlled repetition. They are an easy focus for players as 

there are ususally only two or three factors to concentrate on and they can often be familiar, players 

know what to expect. There is a certain comfort in drills for players, not just for coaches.  

Wisemantel also suggested that, ‘keeping players on their toes’ was vital, and would 

routinely turn drills in to games. His example was the below. A basic Lateral Pass drill, the old classic 

of 4/5 in a line running forwards and passing along the line with coaches feeding/receiving on the 

ends. As a progression, the coach would feed the ball to anyone in the line, two players would run 

out, pass the ball along to the receiving coach, who would then re-feed as the two player turn and 

become defenders in a live 3v2. 



 

Figure 1.2 – Scott Wisemantel Lateral Pass Progression 

 

The relationship between game and drill within this concept is it’s strength, though it must 
be said, the importance and significance of Inquiry cannot be underestimated within the Play with 
Purpose construct. This is where we, the coach have our main interactions and opportunity to 
question, check for understanding and challenge our players’ knowledge, learnings and insights. 

During this phase, it’s important that players are fully engaged as this engagement helps 
them achieve “a deeper level of understanding than often occurs in the more coach-directed 
sessions. It is also important in these discussions that there is a balance between considering what 
went well and what didn’t.” (Gordon, 2015) 

Gordon continues; “Good questions need to take the learner beyond the recall of basic 
information and challenge.” Deeper and meaningful questions lead to more questions and 
therefore, answers. An example is a coach asking a player ‘Was throwing the miss pass the right 
decision?’ Perhaps it’d be more appropriate, ‘What were the reasons that made you decide to throw 
the miss pass?’ This would require a deeper level of cognitive engagement from the player. 

As a coach, I like to believe that I am there as catalyst, my role is there to assist player 

development as well as their ability to self- regulate and self-develop. These questions are weapons 

in my arsenal to do this. 

 

Why Game Sense? Benefits of Game-Based Coaching 

Kane jury (2021) defines Game-Based Coaching as the “Mastery of skills in a really fun and 

competitive environment.” Rugby is a Chaotic and Multi Directional Game, in order to ensure 

specificity of activity, we need to ensure that this chaos and multi directionality is replicated. Games 

are the perfect activity model for this. 

He also identifies the points of what he sees as the benefits to the use of Game-Based 

Coaching, whilst also suggesting that there are far more. We will delve a little deeper into them, with 

a greater focus on some identified factors. We’ll also discuss some of the challenges involved in the 

interest of fairness! 



 

 

Questioning 

Game-Based Coaching allows for opportunities for deeper questioning. Jury (2021) suggests 
that these interactions, the inquiry phase of Play with Purpose, are a fundamental tool in creating 
both individual/self and team awareness.  

Not only do these opportunities of deeper and more meaningful questions in games create 
reflection, but Jury also suggests that any problem solving that happens is far more solution based 
from the playing group. The conversation and insights generated aren’t just of problem 
identification, but also of varying solutions of how to deal with the identified issues.  

Similarly to Gordon (2015), Jury (2021) suggests that the type of question asked is vital to be 
successful in facilitating meaningful discussion and generate solution finders to problems. “What did 
it feel like” – a question that he “loves to do”. Asking around the feel of a skill or an outcome for 
example, not necessarily checking for the academic knowledge of how in situations, acknowledges 
what was good about the feeling, and why was there success…or failure? 

I have personally found that naming players, before question ‘keeps them on their toes’, far 
more so than after the question. 

The ability to question around game-like scenarios offers up the ability to develop leadership 
within the group as well as identifying other potential leaders. The flow on effect of this means that 
over time, we hope as a coach that we become obsolete, where this discussion can be player led and 
player facilitated, mirroring our hopes for what is required on match day. The fact that players are 
having discussions based on problems and solutions means that key relationships are being built, 
developing cohesion and bond within the group. 

 

Developing Thinking Players and Problem Solvers. 

Price et al (2017) assert that it is “not possible for any coaching approach to do everything 

for player development” and that we should instead consider, “how it is likely to positively impact 

player learning and performance.” 

Developing thinking players, problem solvers and good decision makers are enormous benefits of 

play with purpose. During game-based scenarios, it is observable that players look to plan how an 

advantage is created and achieved, and, perhaps more importantly, how this advantage can be self-

monitored and evaluated during the game itself. Our players are more likely to relate to a game’s 

demands (intensity, problems, decision making) if they are experiencing these problems for 

themselves, in comparable scenarios and pictures. 
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“For games players, thinking strategically is particularly important due to the dynamic and complex 

nature of games themselves. Events that occur in any one game can never occur in the same way 

again and so requires game players to be responsive to: the task at hand (considering factors such as 

score, time remaining, weather conditions, subs): the opposition (their capabilities, common plays): 

self and teammates (their capabilities, common plays).” (Price et al, 2017) 

Due to the complexity of games, developing a deep understanding of the game will see 

players continuously plan for, monitor, and evaluate their approach towards achieving their 

identified advantage, using the chaotic nature of events that occur in a game. Price et al also discuss 

the idea that players who use this knowledge in game play are more likely to be flexible in their 

approach to making decisions in varied situations and rationalise their decision based on what and 

how they are thinking. 

“Players can develop sophisticated tactical understanding, independent of their levels of skill 

and experience. For this reason, the DTP approach keeps tactical understanding at the forefront of 

coaching session, as this can be the foundation from which all other learning occurs. Tactical 

understanding is also an area of games and sports that many participants find both challenging and 

engaging, and gaining tactical appreciation adds an element of enjoyment to the experience.” 

(Gordon, 2015) 

It’s very clear, to become good decision makers, players need to have opportunities to 

practice making decisions in authentic and realistic practical contexts. 

 

Why Game Sense? Challenges of Game-Based Coaching. 

As coaches, we need to be aware of and understand the challenges that a game-based 

approach can have. We need to be able to ensure that these don’t affect our sessions and therefore 

our players adversely. Jury (2021) sets out the below as the concept’s main challenges. 

• Can Lose Key Focus – With so much going on, it can be easy for coaches and players to 

slip and lose sight of what the key focus was, as well as its key factors for success. 

• Less Involvements – Players can often hide in games; how can we manipulate them and 

their positioning (or the game itself) so that they can’t? 

• Lots of Failure – We need failure, and we need to encourage it. But games can offer up a 

lot, and with excessive failure comes diminished motivation and enjoyment. Can we keep 

the success to failure ratio to around 70:30 or 80:20? 

• Too Much Going On – It can be tough on a coach with so many moving parts. It’s very 

easy to want to coach everything that we see. 

• Individual Over Team – At times, games can turn in to a reliance on one individual over a 

team. The success of a team can often be a result of one player’s ability. 

• Inquiry Phase Time – We may only get a small ‘block’ of time as a coach (certainly as an 

assistant or skills coach) and inquiry can lead in deeper, and therefore longer, discussion. 

 

 

 

 



How to Design Games. 

“Coaching must be based upon the idea that for improvements in training to transfer to the game on 
the weekend and improve game performance it must be contextualised in conditions that replicate 

aspects of the game.” (Jones, 2015) 
 

“Everything should replicate part of the game – SPECIFICITY” (Wisemantel, 2020) 

 

 The notion of contextualised specificity has been widely supported throughout all references 

for this paper. Rather than just discuss the concept of game-based coaching, through play with 

purpose, I wanted to also include a ‘how to’ as well as give some examples. Wismantel also outlined 

the outcomes required from activity design; 

• Create game habits – automated control  

• Training fits game model you want 

• Prepare players to understand and react more quickly to every possible game situation. 

 

Jury (2021) suggests the following process for game and activity design; 

• Identity – What is your team identity? The game must match and replicate. 

• What is your Attack/Defence Identity? Set Early, Where’s the Space, Take the Space. What’s 

important to us? Adding in multiple facets would mean a huge amount for team reflection. 

• What are the key actions/points that we want to observe for success? 

• What Outcomes did you want to achieve? 

• Can you make the game adaptable? Games can be ‘scaffolded’ to suit needs. Designing a 

game so that it’s easy to progress. 

 

Which is very similar to Wismantel’s (2020) suggested process; 

 

Figure 1.3 Activity Design Process (Wisemantel, 2020) 

 

Using the “Game as the Teacher” is a point that resonates. This has reinforced the notion that 

means a change in the coach’s traditional role; the authoritarian coach evolves into the facilitator; 

creating opportunities for players with the “more implicit, questioning approach more successful, 

than the telling approach.” (Jones, 2015). It’s also supported by a concept from Williams (2021), 

where we need to design games considering “What is the LEAST amount of feedback required?” 



There should be a consideration that we design games where the feedback is implicit, and players 

are encouraged to find solutions for problems a great opportunity to do this in our inquiry phase of 

Play with Purpose. 

Williams (2021) asks if we should consider the “nature of activity over coach?”, adding that 

ensuring that there are failure points, as failing is the stimulus for growth and development. We 

should look to overload so that our players can adapt to pressure. Training should have higher 

pressures than in a game. 

When it comes to game and activity design, one thing clearly resonates. 
 

Specificity. 
Does it look like competition? Do I see that on the field of play? 

 

 

Practical Examples. 

Using the Field. 

The lines on a rugby field offer up some great spaces to utilise for game-based sessions or 

activities, whether it’s replicating field position or constricting or expanding space to suit outcomes, 

the rugby field can be well utilised to support game-based sessions. 

Jury (2021) offers an example of using the whole field for large groups, with four separate 

games, each with their own drill box, which is a great thought and insight for use with a play with 

purpose session. 

 

Figure 1.4 Four Games Field Use (Jury, 2021) 

1. Overload Attack – More attackers than defenders 

2. LQB vs Jackal – 1v1 live ruck touch. Create Lightning Quick Ball vs Jackal Opportunities 

3. Offload City – Only offloads allowed v Choke tackling team 

4. Play the Space – Sectioned spaces to gain advantage from 

 

 

 



Adapt - CHANGE IT 

The ability to adapt games within a game-based session or activity is a vital skill coaches 

have in their locker. Planning potential changes to achieve desired outcomes is advises, but often, 

coaches will need to change rules or put limitations on the game. 

The Australian Sports Commission offer a resource to aid coaches with their design and 

adaptations, CHANGE IT. A tool that includes variations to games to maximise participation and 

while meeting key outcomes. CHANGE IT highlights some of the elements of a game that can be 

changed to add, change, or reduce pressure, to include and challenge all players. The CHANGE IT 

elements are outlined, with some examples, in the table below. 

 

Figure 1.5 CHANGE IT Elements and Variations (Australian Sports Commission, 2007) 

 

There are a huge number of variations we can adapt and change during games to achieve 
desired outcomes. 

Score - Keeping Score is a great feedback tool. Players react well to score and reward, but also, as 
discussed above, competition. It’s a great motivational tool. 
But it can also reward the key factors that you’re looking for. Points awarded for good skill 
execution, which could be tiered. 

1 point – Good ball carry 
2 points – Good carry with a line bend 
4 points – Line break 

Subtraction of points can often lead to good humour too, as well as ensuring behavioural change. 
 
Time – Time can be used as a pressure system. How many points can a team score in a certain 
amount of time. But also, it can be a reward; if a line break is achieved, that team are awarded 
another 30 seconds on their allotted time. 
 
Pause/Freeze – A fantastic tool that offers a great opportunity for players to reflect and review. On 
calling a PAUSE, players have a picture of what the field of play looks like, where everyone is placed. 

As coaches, we can ask, what are you experiencing here? Allowing players to develop 
strategies to create more successful outcomes within the game. 
 



Review – Inquiry offers an opportunity for player input, player to player interactions, and as above, 
the ability for reflection on the game being played. One tool that I have often used is for one team to 
feedback to other team, I’ve found that this leads to excellent sharing of knowledge, feel and 
experience from the player’s point of view, not to mention leadership and relationship development. 

 

Examples of Games 

Pork Chops – Only Chop tackles allowed. Small-sided game inside a field with good width.  
Addition of the swiss ball as the ball in play. If a player goes to high, they’ll bounce of the swiss ball, 
so must get underneath to complete a chop tackle. 
 
3v3 – Open and dynamic, environments creating opportunity for decision making and creativity. 
The focus of the session is important, or we could be open and let the players identify strengths and 
areas to develop as we inquire. 
 
Exit Touch – Players have 2 phases to enter opposition half. Ball starts from multiple points in 
multiple situations from set piece to kick return. More points awarded if they do it within 2 phases. 
Implicit Learning, as players work out best ways to exit effectively and efficiently, whether that be 
through kick, or run, either way, it’s about finding space. 
 
10 v 7 – Overloading the attack, playing within the 22m and 15m lines. 
 
3 Channel Touch – 3 channels of both 15m and the middle. One phase allowed in wide channels and 
2 allowed in the middle. The aim is to ensure ball movement and to manipulate the short side on the 
reload. 
 
Offset Touch – The defender making a touch takes a knee, receives the ball, and returns it to the 
same attacker who is scooting to a side. This creates an overlap to the side in which the attacker 
scoots to. 
 
Transition Touch – Two to three players on each team are bibbed differently and will always be on 
the attacking team, creating an overload at every turnover. 
 
Drop Touch – The classic. The touching defender must return to his try line before re-entering the 
game, creating space in the defensive line. 
This game can be manipulated to suit your outcomes quite easily. Maybe that dropping defender 
drops out entirely, creating the need for different defensive systems for one team. 
The returning defender is also in prime position to receive a ball on the turnover with momentum, 
so could be adapted into a game of transition or kick return touch. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusion. 

This paper in intended to engage coaches, coach educators and teachers, with it’s content 

providing insight, learning and opportuniites to develop ideas and thought around playing with 

purpose through game-based coaching. 

This assignment and it’s reading, listening and observations around it has given me greater 

clarity in my own coaching philosophy and my own use of games. Inner battle with game v drill, 

feedback how much, implicit learning. 

I hope that it assist readers and practicing coaches provide a deeper inshight in to the 

concept of game-based coahing, stimulating self-reflection, developing their sense of their own 

coaching and coaching philosophies. 

I have hopefully added clarity of activity design with functional examples, knowing that we 

learn so much when we’re young, playing our ‘street games’ (Williams, 2021) in an informal, chaotic 

manner with no feedback from coaches, which leads me to my learning from this paper. 

As a coach, I want to be a Catalyst. Can I shape behaviour, that’s not direct instruction? I 

hope to have the confidence and empathy to commit to the long-term development of players as 

well as their teams. To develop good decision makers, thinking players and problem solvers, players 

need to have opportunities to practice making decisions in authentic and realistic practical contexts, 

USE THE GAME AS THE TEACHER.  

I will always ask myself; does it look like competition? Do I see that on the field of play? 

 

“Breaking rugby down into a range of basic or fundamental skills that are separate from the 

actual game will improve those specific skills and techniques but not necessarily improve how the 

game is played or how the skills contribute to the team playing better as a team…This means that 

Japan has produced players with good technique and who can perform skills in isolation perfectly 

but not in the chaos of rugby where skills are performed poorly, too frequently. This also involves 

change in the coach’s role – the authoritarian figure must give way to more of a director of the 

players with the more implicit, questioning approach more successful, than the telling approach. 

Players learn to think and skill-correct, making the learning more permanent.” (Jones, 2015) 
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