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This season, Huddersfield RUFC 
Women’s team are in an Inner 
Warrior league, a format that 

the RFU in England have run for 
about two years. However, this year 
the idea has been expanded upon 
and make it friendlier for those who 
are new to the sport.  Teams are now 
rewarded for playing rugby of any 
format. They can have fixtures with 
anyone inside or outside of their 
league, with a range of rules including 
lots of flexibility in terms of playing 
numbers.

This means that for a new team, like 
the one at Huddersfield, coaches can 
introduce contact games slowly and in 
line with players’ confidence. It doesn’t 
mean that each match has to be the 
next step towards full contact rugby. 
I’m considering it like a sliding scale of 
rugby laws: one fixture we might be 
closer to playing with all the laws, the 
next week we might be more selective. 
It must suit the needs of the team and 
the players’ development. I’ve worked 
within women’s development rugby 
for a few years, with different teams. 
The RFU’s Inner Warrior league is 
exciting because the structure is so 
fluid. 

If the team you coach doesn’t have 
access to this type of league, it doesn’t 
mean you can’t incorporate some of 
its ideas. Organising games of touch 
in between your planned contact 
matches can help newer players or 
those returning from injury. It can also 
mean that players who might not want 
full contact rugby can still feel involved 
in the team. 

After our summer bootcamp ended, 
I've had discussions with attendees 
about trying rugby training nights. 
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Some of these players 
want to use rugby training 
purely to keep fit and 
learn some new skills. 
Hosting touch rugby 
events can make players 
of all levels and abilities 
engaged within the team. 

I want to ensure that 
everyone feels they 
have a purpose and 
a sense of belonging 
within the team. This 
comes from creating 
different opportunities for 
engagement. This might 
mean touch rugby fixtures 
for those unable to play contact rugby. 
This also means offering various ways 
for the players to connect with each 
other, reflect and give feedback. 

I might include a more typical 
huddle in a training session, where 
there is a question asked which helps 
the players reflect on the team’s and 
their own progression. In more recent 
sessions I have also asked the players 
to partner up halfway through or, at 
the end of a session, and give each 
other feedback and some positives for 
the session.  

I’m enjoying exploring these 
different types of reflective moments. 
Like everything in the session however, 
it needs to have a purpose. I include 
the different ways to reflect to create 
lots of opportunities for players to give 
feedback to each other. It also gives 
players who may not know each other 
that well a chance to partner up and 
chat. 

Before we launch into the regular 
season, we’re hosting an event for 
parents and players to come to the 

club and enjoy some games like touch 
rugby and tug of war. This provides 
an opportunity to touch base with 
parents ahead of the season. I will also 
be using some of Gordon MacLelland’s 
advice in this issue. 

Sending digital reports weekly 
or monthly is a great way to keep 
parents feeling connected. It also 
ensures that coaches and parents have 
a relationship, especially if parents 
aren’t able to pick up their players 
from training or matches due to other 
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We support organisations, coaches 
and parents to work effectively 
together to achieve the best 

possible outcomes for young people. We do 
that through resources, providing content, 
live workshops and webinars. 

We think this subject area is something that 
over the years has been a relatively untapped 
area. People are now beginning to recognise 
the parent relationship as being a really 
important part of the sporting journey. 

It’s important to engage parents within a 
sporting organisation. I think we brought the 

topic into the limelight, especially through the 
use of social media. This year, we've already 
spoken to thousands of coaches and parents 
virtually through webinars.

I think we're going to see more effective 
environments around sporting experiences. 
That’s what we all strive for. Ultimately, we all 
want what’s best for the players, whether you 
are a player, parent or coach. 

We’re flexible with everything that we offer. 
Whether we’re supporting a governing body 
or individual sports programme, our content 
is tailored specifically to their needs. There’s 

a different environment in a football academy 
compared to a grassroots rugby club.

We can be general in some content, which 
can be applied to lots of different sports. 
There are subtle nuances and differences 
in different sports and countries. Just like a 
coach, the ability to adapt the content to the 
audience you’re talking to is really important.

At the beginning of WWPIS, we said 
that the information had to be able to be 
understood by all and it had to be done in a 
language that allowed people to reflect, not in 
a way that we’re telling them what to do, how 
to coach or how to parent. The information 
needs to connect on a personal level.

RELATIONSHIP FIRST
Navigating relationships with parents and 
guardians can be challenging, especially for 
younger coaches. Therefore, learning how 
to include parents in the players’ journeys is 
a really important part of coach education. 
Coaches can find it difficult being faced with a 
large group of parents who will all want what’s 
best for their children.

What we can see is coaches defending their 
ground and not recognising the importance of 
the role that parents have. Coaches just want 
to have good sessions so that nobody can 
question or criticise their methods. 

Some coaches still believe that parents 
should be behind a closed door and nowhere 

Master the 
parent-coach 
relationship
Engaging parents is one important way 
to retain your players. If you coach 
junior players then parents or members 
of their family are one of the main ways 
players will be able to attend training and 
matches. Forming a positive relationship 
with parents and guardians is crucial. 

Gordon MacLelland from Working 
with Parents in Sport (WWPIS) has the 
guide on how to engage parents in your 
sporting environment. 

[continued on next page]
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the coach so you’re an authority figure to all 
the players. 

Parent-coaches have got to be aware that 
you have to separate the roles. However, you’ve 
also got to paint the picture for your children 
about what it’s going to look like when we’ve 
got our coach hat on and when our parent hat 
is on.

It’s also really important to use assistant 
coaches. There’s a natural tendency for parent 
coaches to either go one of two ways. You 
either go overly critical of your own child and 
give them a really hard time, or you give out 
too much praise and rub everyone else the 
wrong way, because it’s seen as favouritism.

Assistant coaches can be good in helping us. 
You can try asking the assistant coach to give 
feedback to your child so you’re not seen to 
be overdoing. Sometimes parents and children 
may have fallen out at home prior to training, 
that emotion can carry over into the sporting 
environment. You can ask the assistant coach 
to do some extra dialogue in the session to 
help. 

HOW TO ENGAGE 
PARENTS
Coaches need to recognise that everybody 

is different and everyone has different 
constraints. Some parents don’t engage with 
the sporting experience, some people overly 
engage. Coaches must always do what is in 
the best interests of the child. If parents aren’t 
around the sporting environment enough, due 
to other priorities, then including a report on 
their child’s progress can help parents feel 
more engaged and involved in their child’s 
sport.

That is potentially extra work for coaches 
to do, but it’s important to try and give that 
extra level of support. This doesn’t have to be 
formal, it could be a regular email if we don’t 
see parents on a face-to-face basis that often. 
It’s a small bit of communication to let them 

know how their children are getting on and 
what they’re doing well at.

UNDERSTANDING 
FEMALE PLAYERS

Research by Women in Sport indicates 
that girls have different motivating factors 
to boys. They suggest the social aspect and 
self-improvement side of sport ranks highly for 
girls. Click here for more on this research.

If male coaches haven’t worked with girls or 
have a daughter, then they need to understand 
that there are differences, I know I have 
certainly realised that having started by trying 
a similar approach with my daughter that I did 
with my son. I was soon told by her that this 
was not going to work!

 If you've got a daughter playing sport, you 
really need to understand their motivations 
for playing and what can potentially get them 
worked up. Wearing the correct fitting kit and 
whether they feel comfortable in their kit for 
example is very important and it is great to see 
some sports starting to adapt to the needs of 
young female players.

For more from Gordon, visit the WWPIS 
website. 

near their sessions. It's not an acceptable 
ethos and in the best interests of the children 
playing sport. 

Coaches have got to be open-minded 
and to recognise that parents have the most 
influential role on their children. They can 
help deliver the messages, philosophy and 
values that we have. However, they can also 
destroy some of that work. Getting parents on 
board to understand what coaches are trying 
to achieve is really important. Parents and 
coaches have to work together. 

Coaches can set the tone. It’s always easy 
to tell which coaches have set a positive 
tone, through a good demeanour and a great 
environment. Players have bought into it, 
parents have bought into it and everyone 
almost feeds off each other. It comes down to 
having effective communication. A coach must 
live and breathe those values on a regular 
basis.

BEING A SUCCESSFUL 
PARENT-COACH
If you are a parent-coach, it can be a difficult 
task to manage. You want to be a successful 
parent and a successful coach. You need to be 
able to separate those roles.

You’ve got to have two hats: the parent hat 
and the coach hat. You’ve also got to have 
conversations with your child. The dialogue 
has to prepare them for this relationship, 
because it's different to being at home. You’re 

Understand not every 
parent can attend training

Set a positive tone

Communicate with 
parents – try a regular 
email update

1

TIPS TO 
ENGAGE 
PARENTS3

2

3

The challenge is for coaches and parents to work with each other with the child in the middle

You are not alone. Gordon's book brings 
together the experiences of top coaches and 
their journeys with their own children

https://www.womeninsport.org/research-and-advice/our-publications/girls-active-stats-pack/
https://www.parentsinsport.co.uk
https://www.parentsinsport.co.uk
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Each Union manages their age grade 
laws and progressions differently. For 
girls rugby there is usually a double 

age band, meaning there are two year groups 
together. 

Depending on your union, there can be a 
jump from one girls age band to the next. For 
players based in England, the leap occurs from 
U13s to U15s. 

A potential U13s player can go from five 
players in a scrum uncontested to an eight 
person contested scrum. That progression 
can be intimidating and can lead to players 
dropping out. Here's what Andy Stevens and 
Kathleen Digby suggest:

Andy Stevens: It’s an interesting time in 
a girl’s rugby journey. They’ve played pretty 
much the same version of rugby for a few 
years, and quite comfortable and confident 
with that. Then suddenly it’s full 15-a-side with 
8-player scrums and lineouts. The key thing is 
to remember they don’t need to be doing all 
the new stuff in week one and it’s a transition 
to the full game for those coming into U15s. 

Thanks to the dual age banding, the older 
girls are able to handle these new elements 
while we get those just coming into the group 
up to speed. However, parity with the boys 
game would help as we’d be adding more of 
the game at an earlier age. 

Kathleen Digby: One of the difficult things in 
managing the jump from U13s to U15s is that it’s 
there's big leap in not only laws but the attitude 
towards rugby.

It can go from a festival atmosphere at U13s 
to U15s where it can become a bit more serious. 
There’s also a difference in the players, both 
in size and in maturity. It’s about getting the 
balance right for the girls that are at your club. 
There’s not a one size fits all approach.

MANAGING THE 
NERVES

AS: I think there’s an element of nerves and 
trepidation for some of the players as they’re 
suddenly exposed to a vastly different game. 
It’s really important that coaches make that 
transition as smooth, painless and stressless as 
possible. 

Yelling at a 13-year old girl because she can’t 
hold her shape in a scrum isn’t going to help 
anyone. It’s also really important that we don’t 
pigeonhole players based on their body shape 
and our conceptions of what a player of a 
certain position should look like. 

One girl who I thought would be a great 
hooker is now an amazing centre in U15s. It’s 
vital the players have input into which position 
they play and the role they take within a game. 
Telling someone that they have no chance of 

Managing the leap
 
Two coaches, Andy Stevens and Kathleen Digby have their guide on how to 
introduce age grade transition rules without scaring players. If you’re coaching 
within another union, players may experience a jump in laws differently, but it can be 
managed using a similar ethos.

[continued on next page]
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playing a certain position could stop someone 
from playing.

KD: Your plans might have to change from 
season to season depending on the players 
within your club. Each playing group is 2 years, 
so you may have a group that’s all 2nd year 
U15s or 1st year. 

It’s important to have those discussions 
when you play other teams. If you have a group 
of U15s that are all 1st year, you can chat to 
another club and be flexible with your rules. It’s 
got to be safe and enjoyable. You don’t want to 
put off any U15s who are brand new to the laws 
or put them at risk, especially at the scrum.  

I think clubs have got to appreciate the 
difficulties of having a double year band in girls 
rugby. Coaches must have the confidence to 
look at their team and then adapt their match 
rules to what works for them at that moment.

AS: Regularly talking to the girls, either as a 
group or individually, is key to helping manage 
the transition. Hot feedback and affirmations 
work really well when someone is trying 
something new and not quite getting it. 

I often ask a player to repeat their comment 
and add the word “yet” to the end: “I can’t kick 
a rugby ball”… “yet”. If nothing else, it relaxes 
them and usually brings a smile where they’ve 
previously been struggling inwardly.

KD: Although it’s good practice to include 
the RFU Activate exercises for U13s, when 
players move to U15s it becomes really 
important. The body is put under different 
pressures. U15s players will have to build 
strength, not to the point where they need to 
lift weights, but as coaches you have to think 
about what their body is going to go through. 

It’s not just looking after them physically 
though, coaches need to be mindful of the 
emotions as well. The U15s laws can be a big 
leap and players might be going through other 
issues in their mid-teens as well. I always say to 
parents that if your daughter comes home from 
a rugby session and they’re not happy, I want 
them to tell me why.

Players aren’t going to continue with rugby 
if they’re not enjoying it. I think sometimes 
coaches and parents have to be careful that 
we don’t assume anyone playing rugby is 
automatically tough. We still have to take care 
of people. 

USING GAMES TO HELP

AS: Most of our sessions are games based, 
with skill practices and skill zones  to enforce 
the particular part of the game we’re looking 
to work on. This means it’s pretty dynamic and 
adapts to cater for what’s actually happening 
in the session. We might lengthen or cut short 
activities and go on tangents. 

We don’t really have any specific games 
we use repeatedly as we like to adapt the 
practices to keep challenging the players and 
keep offering them something different. Our 
coaching team are good at working to our own 
strengths while supporting each other through 
each session. 

The most important part though is it has 
to be fun for the players and for the coaching 
team. It’s a game at the end of the day, and 
games are played for fun.

KD: I prefer a gradual introduction of the 
new laws to players. With Covid-19, there’s 
been limited or no contact so our U13s and 
U15s have been training together. If coaches 
can get players training together then that 
works well. The U13s can see what’s happening 
further along the pathway. They can also have 

role models and 
friends within the 
U15s.

We have played 
games with both 
age groups where 
you can split the 
playing area into 
sections. 

The U13s can 
be in one channel 
and the U15s can 
be in another, but 
they still work as 

a team. That way you can have different rules 
for different channels. You can also give players 
differently coloured bibs according to what 
age band they’re in, so you can have U13s and 
U15s playing together and getting to know each 
other. It also helps U13s understand what rules 
they’ll encounter in the next age band.

ENGAGE PARENTS
AD: We’ve always been very open with the 

players’ parents. We don’t really talk to them en 
masse. We’ll have conversations or comment 
individually before, during and after sessions.
It could be highlighting their tackling or the 
growth in confidence. If a coach mentions it 
to a parent, it will most likely feature in the 
conversation for the car ride back home. 

KD: Coaches need to communicate to parents 
on how to manage the transition. You need to 
explain what the difference between the age 
groups is and what the girls are expected to 
do. We run parent sessions at the start of the 
season, almost like a parents’ evening. We ran a 
few so that parents had the option of different 
days and times. We had almost 100% of parents 
attending. Parents are interested and want to 
know what is happening. As much as we need 
to educate girls when they’re new to rugby, we 
need to educate the parents as well.  

Start with touch games: year 2 
girls have to do a two-handed 
touch, year 1 girls a one-handed 
touch.

Progress to hugby (grab tackle 
– players aren’t tackled to the 
floor).

Do tackling and mauls at walking 
speed rather than full speed.

ADAPTIONS TO 
USE IN U15S 
TRAINING GAMES

These rules are ideal if you’ve got U15s in their 
first year playing with second year U15s:

"I often ask a player to repeat their 
comment and add the word “yet” to the 

end: “I can’t kick a rugby ball…yet”. 
If nothing else, it relaxes them and 

usually brings a smile where they’ve 
previously been struggling inwardly"

See Kathleen's activity 
on page 14
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The greatest difference between our 
children’s sporting experience and our 
own is the rise of year-round, sport-

specific organizations that ask, even require, 
season after season of participation in order 
to stay in the player development pipeline.

The pressure to have your child specialize in 
a single sport at a young age has never been 
stronger. As a result, parents ask me all the 
time “When should my child specialize in one 
sport?”.

In fact, I get asked this so often I wrote 
an entire eBook on it - Is It Wise To 
Specialize?.

When I tell them the science says to 
wait, many tell me: "That’s not possible. 
If my child does not specialize early, she 
will be left out, not make the high school 
team, and have no chance of playing in 
college. You live in a fantasy world."

They tell me about coaches who have told 
them they need 10,000 hours of organized, 
structured practice, and their fear that other 
kids will be getting a leg up on theirs if they do 
not specialize. They are stuck in a downward 
spiral that is detrimental to their children, but 
feel helpless to change course.

In the words of Kirk Anderson, director 
of coaching education for the US Tennis 
Association: "Even if parents and coaches know 
and understand age-appropriate principles 
for children, I think they would be reluctant 
to accept them because they would fear 
their child would fall behind the kid in a more 
structured program that focuses on training, 
competition and deliberate practice."

Why early specialisation 
may be harming childrenmay 

Children who specialize account for
50% of overuse injuries in young
athletes according to pediatric
orthopedic specialists.

A study by Ohio State University
found specializing early in one sport
led to higher rates of adult physical
inactivity. Those who committed to
one sport at a young age were often
the first to quit, and suffer a lifetime
of consequences.

Children who specialize early are at
a far greater risk of burnout due to
stress, decreased motivation and 
lack of enjoyment.

In a study of 1,200 youth athletes, Dr
Neeru Jayanthi of Loyola University
found early specialization in a
single sport is one of the strongest
predictors of injury. Athletes in the
study who specialized were 70% to 93% 
more likely to be injured than children who 
played multiple sports.

Early sport specialization in female 
adolescents is associated with increased 
risk of anterior knee pain disorders 
including PFP, Osgood Schlatter and 
Sinding Larsen- Johansson compared 
to multi-sport athletes, and may lead to 
higher rates of future ACL tears (added 
May 2014).

Don't make your talented youngsters choose from an early age, says JOHN
O'SULLIVAN - playing other sports can produce more rounded individuals.

[continued on next page]

FIVE STUDIES ON EARLY SPECIALIZATION WHICH  
SHOW IT MAY NEGATIVELY AFFECT CHILDREN

1

2

3

4

5

This fear has forced kids into sports that 
often are not of their own choosing, and 
in many cases compels them to remain in 
activities that are not enjoyable or intrinsically 
motivating, nor congruent with their actual 
athletic abilities.

This path fails to consider many of the 
physical, emotional and social costs to children 
who only play a single sport. 

There is a different path. It is the one based 
in science, psychology and best practices of 

athletic development. It is one that serves 
the needs of children for a lifetime, reduces 
injuries and burnout, increases enjoyment and 
motivation, and produces better athletes. It is 
the path of multiple sport participation and less 
structured play. 

But don’t take my word for it. On these 
pages are some facts and statistics that should 
make every parent think twice about early 
specialization in rugby and other sports where 
athletes typically peak in their 20s.
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An additional thought is provided by top 
youth sports researchers Jean Cote and Jessica 
Fraser-Thomas, who suggest that at no time 
should a young athlete participate year-round 
in a single sport.

While they recommend that athletes in sports 
whose competitors peak after age 20 need to 
accumulate around 10,000 hours of general 
sports participation, no more than half of that 
needs to be deliberate practice of their chosen 
sport.

As a general rule, they recommend the 
following age breakdown for athletes trying to 
achieve elite status in a specific sport:

Prior to age 12: 80% of time should be spent 
in deliberate play, and in sports other than the 
chosen sport.

Age 13-15: 50/50 split between a chosen 
sport and other athletic pursuits.

Age 16+: Even when specialization becomes 
very important, 20% of training time should still 
be in non-specialized sport and deliberate play.

But how do you approach people with this 
information?

Every adult involved in youth sports will 
come up against people who advocate 
for single-sport specialization. Some think 
their child is the next Tiger Woods, Venus 
Williams, Lionel Messi or Megan Rapinoe, so 
are getting in their 10,000 hours. Others are 
afraid to go against the grain, and fear they 
are disadvantaging their own child by not 
specializing.

I meet these folks too, and I blind them with 
the science. I then ask for the data and research 

that supports their theory. 
Cue the cricket noises, 
because it does not exist.

If you know these 
folks, direct this article to 
them. Send it to your club 
director and your coach 
who thinks you should skip 
Grandma’s 90th birthday 
because your Under-11s 
team has your fourth 
tournament of the summer 
that weekend - an actual 
call I took by the way.

Of course, this will not 
work all the time - or even 
most of the time. After all, 
despite an abundance of 
science on the hazards of 
smoking, it has little impact on some folks.

At some point, parents need to ask 
themselves: 'Does my 10-year-old really need 
to keep playing 11-and-a-half months of rugby a 
year in order to have a chance of success? Am I 
really doing her a disservice by making her play 
multiple sports, and trying to help her find one 
she is passionate about?'.

I think we are ready for an alternative. I think 
people are sick of 11 straight months of 6am 
trips to the ice hockey rink, or weekend after 
weekend of expensive out-of-town soccer 
tournaments for 'elite' 11-year-olds. I know I am 
not alone in thinking this.

The best sports psychology is on our side. 
The best research into athletic development 

and physiology is on our side. The top minds in 
sports medicine are on our side.

Aligned against us are a few people who 
stand to profit from promoting the mythology 
surrounding single-sport specialization. Not 
scientists. Not researchers. Not top coaching 
minds. Profiteers, often backed by parents and 
coaches living out their own unfulfilled sports 
dreams through the children. 

I like the company I am keeping these days. 
For the sake of our kids, I hope you will join me.

Better overall skills and ability: Research shows early
participation in multiple sports leads to better overall
motor and athletic development, longer playing careers,
increased ability to transfer skills between sports, increased
motivation and confidence.

Smarter, more creative players: Multi-sport participation
at the youngest ages yields better decision-making and
pattern recognition, as well as increased creativity. These
are all qualities that coaches of high-level teams look for.

Most college athletes come from a multi-sport
background: A 2013 American Medical Society for Sports
Medicine survey found 88 per cent of college athletes
participated in more than one sport as a child.

There are many paths to mastery: A 2003 study on
professional ice hockey players found that, while most had
spent 10,000 hours or more involved in sports prior to age
20, only 3,000 of those were involved in hockey-specific
deliberate practice (and only 450 of those were before 12).

10,000 hours is not a rule: In his survey of scientific
literature regarding sport-specific practice in The
Sports Gene, author David Epstein found that most elite
competitors require far less than 10,000 hours of deliberate
practice. Even Anders Ericsson, the researcher credited
with discovering the rule, says the misrepresentation of his
work, popularized by Malcolm Gladwell in Outliers, ignores
many of the elements that go into high-performance sport
(genetics, coaching, opportunity, luck) and focuses on only
one - deliberate practice. That, Ericsson says, is wrong.

Free play equals more play: Early specialization ignores
the importance of deliberate/free play. Research shows
that activities which are intrinsically motivating, maximise
fun and provide enjoyment are incredibly important.
This is 'deliberate play' (as opposed to 'deliberate
practice', activities motivated by the goal of performance
enhancement). Deliberate play increases motor skills,
emotional ability and creativity. Children who are allowed 
deliberate play also tend to spent more time engaged in a sport
than athletes in structured training with a coach.

All research and stats provided by John 
O'Sullivan. A version of this article appeared 
on his blog at changingthegameproject.com

SIX REASONS FOR MULTI-SPORT PARTICIPATION

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Our women’s section at Huddersfield 
RUFC launched in between the 
lockdowns in the UK. As a result, 

it’s been hard to gain any momentum until 
recently. We decided to not have any break 
from training in the summer off-season. 
Instead of running a traditional summer fitness 
programme, we discovered a way of working 
that has the potential to expand our season 
and possibilities. 

The women’s training sessions are every 
Tuesday evening. For 6 weeks during the 
summer I ran a women’s bootcamp on 
Wednesday evenings. They were called 
RugbyFit Bootcamps, and were marketed as 
fitness inspired by rugby. I’ve run programs in 
the past similar to this at other clubs. However, 
this year I felt the programme was more 
considered and better tailored to the attendees.

The practice design of the bootcamp felt 
more thought through this year. I thought 
about how to make any activity relatable back 
to Tuesday rugby training but also accessible. 
If attendees just wanted to complete the 
bootcamp programme and not transition over 
to rugby training, they would still gain benefits 
from taking part. 

However, if players wanted to attend 
bootcamp and then try a session of Tuesday 
training, they would find similar games, 
movements and equipment. We used tackle 
columns and pads in our circuits and assault 
courses. One of the reasons for this was so 

new players got used to the equipment before 
they potentially got used in a Tuesday training 
session. 

Players also gained knowledge of basic rugby 
movements within the bootcamp environment. 
They did some bearcrawls, for example, later 
progressing from this to pushing a tackle 
column using the same position. Bearcrawls 
are a great foundational movement for rucking, 
tackling and scrummaging as well as a great 

way to develop some fitness. 
It was important on social media to stress 

that the bootcamp was for everybody. 
Whatever their level of fitness, everything can 
be adapted for each player. If you make any 
statements like this for your team, then it is 
vital it’s reinforced by your actions when you’re 
coaching. This message must become lived 
within your practice design and ethos. 

It’s important to keep reminding people that 
there are different levels to each activity. It 
doesn’t matter whether you’re doing level 3 or 
whether you’re remaining at level 1 by the end 
of the activity block or programme. 

For example, one week we did some 
plyometric work. This was new to the players. 
It’s important that any new movement is 
attempted after a warm-up and you check 
in with the players about how they and their 
bodies are feeling.

Everyone started their movements off at level 
1, which was a walking march. They repeated 
this four times. If they felt comfortable to 
try they could advance to level 2, which was 
exaggerated skips. Once they had completed 
this, they could move to bounds. 

By the end of the activity we had several 
people on each level. They were comfortable 
and at the level where they could complete the 
movement correctly, with minimal risk of injury.  
The levels are not fixed either, a player can do 2 
repetitions at level 3 movement and then move 
back down to level 2. 

How to adapt to 
be inclusive

It can be difficult to find ways of making adjustments for players who may struggle 
with their fitness or are returning from injury. Jess Bunyard details her summer 
coaching, explaining how she's found ways to include everybody in the activities.

[continued on next page]

"I joined the team a few weeks ago and 
have really enjoyed the activities. Every 

session is different, we're slowly building 
up our skills and knowledge of the game. 
There's always an opportunity to expand 

your knowledge and push yourself as much 
as you feel comfortable." 

Lizzie
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“The modifications have suited 
people who have never played before and 

or being reintroduced into the sport for 
people who have been out of it for some 

time. The bootcamp was really challenging 
but there was no pressure to keep up with 

anyone else as everyone is at different 
fitness levels and some have mobility 

issues from previous injuries.” 
Jem
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PLAYING GAMES LIKE 
WE SHOULD

This ethos carries through into our games 
as well. We have a group of players who can 
have very diverse needs in a game. We have 
some players who are returning to the game 

after a long absence, there are some players 
who suffer with chronic pain. We also have 
attendees who are brand new to the game. The 
team also has a wide range of ages.

As Jem, one of the players, highlights in her 
quote above, players can also bring old injuries 
with them from previous sports or accidents. 
As well as being mindful of current injury 
prevention, coaches need to be aware that 
players may bring aches and pains with them 
from outside of rugby. 

One of the reasons why a team sport is 
wonderful is because it can unite people who 
may be in completely different circles away 
from the pitch. Using rugby, they’ll become 
friends for life. 

This means that as a coach you have to 
acknowledge the different goals and needs that 
your players have. They will all have one large, 
shared vision: to improve at rugby. However, 
this can mean different things for people. 

The goals can also change from week to 
week, depending on players’ mental and 
physical health prior to training. The ethos that 
provides modifications and levels within the 
fitness and movement blocks needs to carry 
over into the game-based activities.

  For example, if a player’s chronic pain is 
hurting today or they simply need a breather, 
but they still feel able to take part in the game, 
there’s a role for them. They can either move 
slowly, walk or be a static player. They can be 
stationary. 

This means they move occasionally but 
can receive and pass the ball. Being a static 
player also has it’s advantages, as players 
can potentially see more in the game and 
develop their tactical awareness. This means 
their team’s tactics might develop or change 
based on what the static player is seeing and 
communicating. 

This approach means it’s not a full on fitness 

session. If a player is physically able to run 
for the entire session they can, but there’s no 
pressure to do so. Rugby often preaches about 
its inclusivity. Coaches have an opportunity to 
prove that within the delivery of their session. 

Think about providing levels for your players. 
Level 1 might be supporting from the sidelines 
if they’re injured or need a full break from the 
game. Level 2 could be a static player and Level 
3 is running or being more physically active.  

It’s important to communicate that these 
modifications exist within your coaching 
session. If not, players might assume that they 

have to be a certain level of fitness or age to 
play rugby. 

I've learned that I need to make the games 
more accessible. A lot of the games we’ve 
played this summer we’ll develop and progress 
to suit the team’s needs.  The same has 
gone for the bootcamp attendees that have 
transitioned over. I have communicated that 
there’s no pressure for them to play matches. If 
they want to just use Tuesday training to keep 
fit and learn new skills then that’s brilliant. 

As a coach, you have to be flexible. Would 
you rather have players attending to not play 
matches but to keep fit or do you want to turn 
those people away? If you say your club and 
team is inclusive, then the answer must be the 
former.  

Games have different levels  
of potential activity

Communicate clearly to players that 
you can modify any activity
to suit their needs.

Understand that players needs 
can change.

When planning a game or an activity, plan for at 
least three levels of player involvement and activity:
Level 1 – Watching/observing/giving feedback to the 
group
Level 2 – Static player, limited movement but some 
in-game involvement
Level 3 – Full game involvement 

HOW TO MAKE YOUR COACHING INCLUSIVE WITH LEVELS

1

2

3

EXAMPLE OF A 
BOOTCAMP SESSION
This is an example of a session that was 
designed for the Huddersfield RUFC 
Women’s players. It’s important to tailor 
each session to the wants and needs of 
your players.
Warm-up: Rugby Netball with 
activate movements

Players can’t run with the ball, but can 
pass in any direction. After the player 
makes a pass they must do an activate 
movement.
Multidirectional touch

Players can run with the ball, when they 
get touch-tackled they must stop and pass. 
The pass can be in any direction.
Circuit

Working in pairs, players complete 
a circuit with 4 or 5 stations. Players 
spend 30 seconds active on the station 
before their partner takes over. I always 
communicated that it was at their own pace 
and as many exercises that they wanted to 
do in the time limit. 

One of the circuits we used was:
 > Punch the tackle pad
 > Push the tackle column
 > Standing T
 > Sit-ups

Assault course
This might be carrying a lightweight 

piece of equipment, like a junior tackle 
column, or piggybacks. Everything is a 
race between two teams. The coaching 
emphasises teamwork.
Return to multidirectional touch

Finish the session with a light-hearted 
game.

“I only started playing rugby a month 
ago, all activities are inclusive and adjusted 
to suit my fitness level and ability. Throw in 
a huge dose of fun and I feel like I've always 

been part of this team.” 
Michelle

“In our summer training, we’ve explored 
all schools of thought in both attack and 

defence. We’ve been thinking inside, 
outside and right around the box. Our 

bootcamp was vital to players’ progression 
and tons of fun.” 

Meg
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Bulldogs with balls
Try this activity as a warm-up or as a skill activity. Add in some contact rules later in 
the session to some tackling practice.  
Time
10-15 minutes
Minimum level of equipment
Cones, 3 balls
Core skills
Support in attack, exploiting overlaps
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HOW TO...SESSSIONS
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This month we’re inspired by external events and games. We’ve brought them onto 
the pitch to help players buy into the activities and their purpose.  

Quickfire guide to our activities

Music has
stopped.
You’re out!

P12

P13

P15

P14

Musical chairs
Based on the childhood game, this short activity is ideal for a skill zone. You can 
also use it to end a session with some skill retention and smiles.
Time
5-10 minutes
Minimum level of equipment
1-2 balls
Core skills
Reactions, handling

Transitional channel
Use this game if you’ve got a blend of age groups. Ideal if you want to get different 
ages playing different rules alongside each other. 
Time
10-15 minutes
Minimum level of equipment
Cones, 1-2 balls
Core skills
Passing, support in attack, communication

Go Toyko
Two activities you can use together for the main focus on your session. Ideal for 
developing confidence in contact and tactical awareness. 
Time
10-15 minutes
Minimum level of equipment
Cones, 1-2 balls
Core skills
Contact preparation, passing, tactics 
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HOW TO DO IT
> Create a rectangular box large 
enough for 10 players.
> Split the players into 3 defenders 
and 7 attackers (or about that ratio).
> The attacking team have 3 balls. 
> Starting at one side of the box, the 
attackers must reach the end of the 
box with the balls.
> Attackers may pass the ball in any 
direction.
> The defenders are only allowed to 
touch tackle the ball carriers.
> If the ball carrier is touched, that 
ball is no longer in play.

DEVELOPMENTS
> The ball must only be passed 
backwards.
>  Defenders can tackle the ball 
carrier. If the ball carrier is brought 
to ground with the ball, the ball is 
no longer in play.
 

NOTES
This game is good as a warm-up or 
as a skill activity during the main 
section of training. 

It creates spontaneous 2 v 
1 situations and helps players 
work on tackling. Players have 
to communicate effectively and 
it allows them to work on their 
support and passing.

This adaptation on the game of bulldog creates opportunities for players to work on 
exploiting an overlap in attack. Thanks to Southwark Tigers for this activity.  

Bulldog with balls
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 Attackers must 
use their overlaps 

to get all the balls to the 
opposite side of the box

� Have up to seven 
attackers, with three 

balls against three defenders
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DEVELOPMENTS

� Add in a tackling rule.
Encourage ball carriers 

to offload in contact to keep 
the ball alive

Pass Ground covered Direction of run



HOW TO DO IT
> Set up a small box for 4-6 players.
> Give one of the players a ball.
> Play some music.
> Players must keep passing the ball 
to each other.
> When the music stops the player 
holding the ball is eliminated.
> The activity stops when there’s 
one person left. 

DEVELOPMENTS
> Add in another ball.
> Add in a rule that the ball must 
not be held for longer than 2 
seconds.

COMMENTS
It doesn’t matter whether you have 
a large speaker or a phone, as long 
as you make sure all players can 
hear the music. Try looking at your 
device when it’s time to stop the 
music, so that the timing is 
completely random.  

This quick-fire skill based activity uses music to help players work on their reactions 
and handling. Based on the game of musical chairs but using passing and catching, 
players will be improving skills and laughing.

Music has
stopped.
You’re out!

Musical chairs
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Pass Ground covered Direction of run

 Players must 
pass the ball 

continuously

� Create a small 
playing area and 

ensure all the players 
can hear the music

� Continue until there’s 
one person left
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� Randomly stop the 
music, whoever 

is holding the ball is 
eliminated



HOW TO DO IT
> Set up a box wide enough for 
8-a-side teams.
> Split players up into two teams, 
each with equal U13s and 4 U15s.
> Split the box down the middle 
separating the different age groups.
> Players are not allowed to cross the 
middle line, but must work together 
to score or defend try lines.
> The ball can cross the middle line.
> Players are only allowed to 
touch-tackle the ball carrier.

DEVELOPMENTS
> Add in rucking. When the ball 
carrier is touched they must present 
the ball, one person from each team 
contests for the ball. Players must be 
the same age group.
> Add in tackling. Players must be 
the same age group.
> Split the box into several columns 
and organise the players in 
alternating age groups: U13s, U15s, 
U13s. 

NOTES
We’ve used U13s and u15s as our 
example, but depending on your 
union and age grade laws you can 
use it to aid any transition or to have 
a game where different groups play 
together. 
If you only have a small number of 
one age group, try modifying the 
game, for example: three U13s per 
team and five U15s. Create a channel 
in the middle of the game for the 
U13s. One U15 can come into it to 
pick up the ball after a ball 
presentation and then return into 
their U15s channel. 

COMMENTS
As well as working on aiding players’ 
transition from U13s to U15s, it helps 
players develop their vision in attack 
and know when to pass the ball 
across the middle channel.
If players aren’t passing the ball 
across, try adding a rule where the 
attacking team gain 1 point every 
time the ball crosses the middle line.

This game is ideal if you’re wanting to ease the jump between two age groups. By 
creating channels for different age groups you can have them playing alongside each 
other. By Kathleen Digby, Head coach of Alton RFC women’s and girls’ rugby.

Transition channel
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Pass Ground covered Direction of run

 Players can pass 
the ball across the 

dividing line
� Players cannot cross 

the dividing line

� Split the two age groups into two 
halves of the pitch

 Allow tackling 
and rucking (non-

contact or full contact)
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� Split the pitch into more 
channels, with age across 

more than one channel

DEVELOPMENTS



HOW TO DO IT
Set up two playing areas, one is a 
box for touch rugby and the other a 
circle for wrestling.
Split players into three teams of 4-8 
players. Two teams play in the super 
strength game, one goes into the 
queen of the ring. Play for 5 minutes 
and then rotate.
Super strength game
Teams play touch and pass rugby, 
once the ball carrier is touch tackled 
they pass the ball to a teammate. 
Teams pick a country out of a hat, 
the country they get represents the 
rules each team plays with.
Fiji: Offload to score double points.
France: Kick to score double points.
New Zealand: If there’s a supporting 
player offering another scoring 
opportunity in attack near the ball 
carrier, the score is worth double 
points.
Queen of the ring
Two players (in contact suits if 
possible) must attempt to push 
each other out of the ring.
Any safe technique is allowed.
The winner stays in the ring

DEVELOPMENTS
Once all players have played the 
queen of the ring, add in the rule 
of ‘hugby’. Defenders can hug and 
wrap the ball carrier. After the wrap, 
the defender releases and allows the 
ball carrier to play the ball.

COMMENTS
By creating a narrative and theming 
sessions, I believe it creates a 
curious environment. Encouraging 
players to feel free to express 
themselves and have fun. 

Theming creates lots of learning 
moments for the players, it 
can be scaled and directed 
depending on the experiences 
and ability of the group.  

With the Olympics and Paralympics, there’s been a lot of inspirational sports and 
stories. Use this to create a theme (rugby 7s and Sumo wrestling) to develop 
problem solving and getting ready for contact. By Jess Kavanagh of Rygbi 7/11

Go Tokyo
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Pass Ground covered Direction of run
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� Teams get assigned different rules 
depedning on their "country"

 Split the group into 
3 teams 

� The winner stays on

� Create two playing areas: one 
box for a game and one circle 

for wrestling

� Split into pairs and 
players must 1v1 

wrestle to push each other 
out of the ring

� Encourage players 
to think about how 

they can defend against the 
other team’s rules

SUPER STRENGTH GAME

QUEEN OF THE RING


