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Introduction 
A History of Teaching Games and Sport for 
Understanding from Mauldon and Redfern 
to Bunker and Thorpe, Until Now 

Ellen-Alyssa F. Gambles and Linda L. Griffin    

This edited book marks the 40th anniversary of Bunker and Thorpe’s seminal 
work published in the Bulletin of Physical Education special edition, which 
presented the Teaching Games for Understanding (TGfU) model as a concept 
for games teaching and learning. In the late 1960s, physical education (PE) 
practitioners were starting to explore game-based approach (GBA) concepts 
however, it was not until the 1982 Bulletin that there was an acceleration of 
interest amongst both academics, practising teachers and coaches. 

Since the inception of the TGfU model, GBAs have been proposed as 
leading practice for the design and delivery of PE sports teaching and 
coaching. TGfU’s influence has spread across the globe, and elaboration has 
given rise to the development of a variety of ‘second generation’ pedagogical 
models stemming from TGfU. There has been a considerable body of 
research to advance the model that has described both a sound pedagogical 
underpinning and detailed tools for practical application. Despite these ef-
forts, there has been conceptual confusion at many levels and a sense of 
theory vs theory and model vs model within the field of teaching games for 
understanding. 

The intention of this book is to provide a coherent, non-versus under-
standing of the rich diversity of the various ‘second generation’ models and 
inform their implementation in practice. In doing so we hope to engage our 
GBA community of practitioners and provide them with possibilities and 
perspectives on game-based teaching and sport coaching. 

We recognise readers of this book will have differing levels of knowledge 
about GBAs. We hope that this edited book will support games teaching 
and learning for undergraduate and postgraduate students, practising 
teachers, sport coaches, teacher educators and coach developers to learn 
more about how GBAs can help your research and practice. Each chapter 
provides conceptual and methodological clarity of GBAs, which can assist 
readers to understand and stimulate reflections on their own teaching or 
coaching. This edited book summarises current global debates, knowledge 
and practical considerations about what teaching games for understanding 
means as well as providing direction for further practical, pragmatic and 
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research considerations of the concept and its pedagogical principles. In this 
chapter we will provide (a) a brief history of GBAs and TGfU, (b) a 
description of the growth and consolidation of GBAs, (c) an overview of 
each chapter and (d) some final thoughts. 

A brief history of Game-Based Approaches (GBAs) 

In the first half of the 20th century the recurring concerns of war led to a 
focus on military drills in the UK PE curriculum. Later, gymnastics and 
systematic exercises were widely adopted to promote health and fitness 
(Donovan et al., 2006). PE teaching in the 1950s and 1960s exhibited a 
paradigm shift towards emphasis on student proficiency (i.e., mastery 
approach) in sports techniques (Kirk, 2010). Games teaching in this 
approach focused on ‘skills and drills’ both prior to, and in isolation from, 
gameplay. Whilst the mastery approach was widely adopted, some educators 
had growing concerns about children not ‘knowing’ and understanding 
games (Bunker & Thorpe, 1982). In the late 1960s, some practitioners 
began to move away from skill-based mastery based on the behaviourist 
model – what is now referred to as the ‘traditional approach’ to games 
teaching – and embraced the ideas of researchers such as Bruner, Piaget and 
Vygotsky that focused on learner-centred learning. 

The rudiments of a GBA as applied to an English primary school setting 
described in 1969 by Mauldon and Redfern, presented a challenge to the 
prevailing skill-based mastery approach of games teaching. In place of 
teaching individual sports, they proposed a thematic curriculum of games 
with similar properties or game classifications to guide pupils’ perceptions of 
the underlying principles of games in their wider sense. They based their 
four-stage approach upon the capabilities of the developing young child, 
progressing from exploratory play towards an emphasis on a fuller game that 
included competition and an understanding of rules and tactics (Mauldon 
& Redfern, 1969): 

to share ultimately in the process of making a new game or a variation of 
one already known, finding answers to problems arising and then 
playing it according to mutual consent, is surely of greater value than 
only learning prefabricated games with externally imposed rules. 

(Mauldon & Redfern, 1969, p. 17)  

This quote embodies a vision of a learner-focused GBA for thinking players. 
The work of Mauldon and Redfern was a part of the changing tide towards 
more innovative sport pedagogy during this time, however, their ideas had a 
limited impact on transforming PE. 

Similarly, at Loughborough University in the 1960s, Allen Wade, Eric 
Worthington and Stan Wigmore had introduced their students to the 
possibilities of small-sided games and teaching through the principles of 
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play. Although they were exploring the use of small-sided games, it is 
important to note their focus was primarily on teaching ‘games skills’ 
(Thorpe & Bunker, 1986, p. 5). At the time one student, David Bunker, 
was employed as a school PE teacher and involved with National Governing 
Body coaching awards. He expressed a sense of dissatisfaction with the lack 
of progress he saw from his students when using a skills-based mastery 
approach in his teaching (Thorpe & Bunker, 1986). In 1968, Rod Thorpe 
moved to Loughborough and was later joined in 1972 by David Bunker, 
where they began to investigate a more conceptualised approach to teaching 
children incorporating modified equipment into modified games. This 
conceptualised approach led to the setting up of an undergraduate course 
with Rex Hazeldine and Stan Wigmore, which foregrounded the core ele-
ments of games and understanding what they were about (Thorpe & 
Bunker, 1986). 

In the late 1970s, Loughborough University had become a focal point for 
researchers who shared the desire for educating students to understand the 
wider concepts of games and the problems that they raised. Len Almond, 
David Bunker and Rod Thorpe collaborated with a team of colleagues to 
refine their ideas into what would become known as the TGfU model 
(Ovens et al., 2021). 

The 1982 publication of the Curriculum Model, commonly referred to as 
the TGfU model (Bunker & Thorpe, 1982), was the watershed event that 
launched GBAs, gaining national and global attention in the sporting 
community. Alongside it was numerous articles that focused on this dif-
ferent perspective in games with its editor, Len Almond, inviting a dialogue 
from readers into the potential of teaching games for understanding 
(Almond, 1982). 

The Loughborough team sought to build upon the 1982 Curriculum 
Model, and throughout the 1980s they tested ideas at seminars and in 
practical sessions with teachers before sharing their ideas in several publi-
cations (Thorpe & Bunker, 1986). The impact of the 1982 articles was such 
that most English local education authorities set up working parties to 
investigate the practicalities of the ideas or ran courses for teachers (Thorpe 
et al., 1986a). In the following 1983 spring edition of the Bulletin of 
Physical Education, Rod Thorpe and David Bunker responded to this 
interest and request for specific examples, with further articles that discussed 
GBAs and detailed their practical application for teachers and coaches. 

Len Almond was aware of the work of Terry Williamson, PE advisor for 
Suffolk, on raising questions around games, and together with the 
Loughborough team, introduced their ideas to PE teachers across the UK 
(Thorpe & Bunker, 1986). This collaboration led to a long-term action 
research project on understanding games by Len Almond, that consisted of 
Rod Thorpe presenting practical sessions to a group of teachers working in 
Coventry and culminating in a book publication of their findings entitled, 
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