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PEDAGOGICAL CASE #8 

MPE in Youth Team-Sports: The New Zealand Rugby Approach 

Nick is the coordinator of a youth football (soccer) organization. Football has always 
been a very popular sport in his hometown. Several years ago he, along with the help of a 
few involved adults from his community, created a youth football development program 
for players aged 6-14 to ‘feed’ the representative program currently in place for the top 
players aged 15-19. It was thought that the development program would provide a 
structured football experience for young athletes, helping them to develop their skills and 
adequately challenge them in order to maximize their potential. The program was 
structured so that in each age group, players would be selected for either an A, B, or C 
team depending on their skill level. Players would remain with those teams for the 
duration of the season until tryouts the following year. While the A team would often 
travel to compete in tournaments against high caliber teams from other cities and towns, 
the B and C teams played in fewer matches and mostly participated in intense practice 
and training sessions to improve upon their skills. Despite the success of the top tier (A) 
teams, several of the development program coaches told Nick that they were having 
trouble finding kids to come regularly to play/train for the B and C teams and that 
participation seemed to be decreasing throughout all age groups. 

In the third pedagogical case in our series, we briefly examined how the features of 
Meaningful PE can be used to frame long-term participation without compromising the 
athlete’s individual success. We did this by considering Norway’s approach to junior 
sports. Following a similar line of thought, in this case we draw upon specific ideas from 
the New Zealand All Blacks’ approach to junior rugby player development that align 
with certain features of MPE. The All Blacks organization is well recognized for their 
international dominance in rugby. Although it may be their performance at the highest 
levels of competition that have earned them this distinction, their grassroots approach to 
developing young players is also equally impressive for the lasting effects it has had on 
the activity habits of rugby players in New Zealand. By prioritizing junior player 
participation and experience, the organization has not only been able to help a greater 
number of children experience the benefits of regular physical activity, but has also led to 
the luxury of having a larger talent pool of future professionals to choose from as these 
players reach maturity. 

So how do the All Blacks keep their young athletes coming back year after year? Buck 
Anderson, the head of youth player development, suggested in a recent interview that 
junior coaches are encouraged to think about the aspects of sport that are meaningful to 
young athletes, such as having fun and playing with their friends; aspects that are often in 
sharp contrast to the “win-at-all-costs” mindset that is so pervasive in junior sport today. 
This emphasis on participation and the experience of the young athlete has also affected 
the way they structure their youth teams. Rather than selecting teams based on skill-level, 
youth rugby programs in New Zealand are moving towards creating a greater number of 
equally balanced teams so that more kids have the opportunity to participate and develop 
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their skills.  

To return to the case of Nick, structuring activities to better relate to the interests of 
young players rather than adults may serve as one way to positively change his 
organization’s approach. As mentioned above, the lower tier teams football teams were 
more dedicated to training than gameplay, which may have been one reason why players 
were dropping out. The All Blacks advocate for an approach that provides players with as 
much as opportunity as possible to play, which is based on the idea that when people sign 
up to be involved in rugby, they sign up to actually play, not just to train for it – they 
want to be players, not trainers. In the fourth case in our series, we used the metaphor of 
an equalizer to think about how the features of MPE can be integrated into PE and the 
importance of ‘adjusting the levels’ of different features to reflect the ‘pitch’ of a 
particular lesson. Although the features of motor competence and challenge may be at the 
core of Nick’s own personal philosophy (and that of the organization), they would do 
well to increase the emphasis on fun and social interaction. Importantly, in structuring 
their junior development program, the All Blacks made certain to speak to the children, 
not the adults, to understand what it was they wanted to do and what would keep them 
coming back week to week and year to year. If younger athletes tend to enjoy the fun and 
social aspects of sport associated with gameplay then it may be beneficial to start there.  

Nick’s organization may also be better off creating balanced teams at each age group 
rather than dividing athletes into three teams based on skill level. Although structuring 
teams based on skill level may seem like a good way to ensure that all athletes are 
participating at the appropriate level of challenge, young children’s football abilities are 
more often then not related to their development than their actual potential in the sport. 
As a result, dividing young footballers into teams based on skill level at a very early age 
may not be the best way to help their development or encourage participation, as those 
who develop later may be put at a distinct disadvantage. By creating 3-4 equal teams, 
higher level players will still have the opportunity to play regularly against other high 
level players, while those who may be new to the game are still exposed to the same 
opportunities without the negative feelings associated with being cut from a team. Other 
alternatives include implementing small-sided games to maximize the amount of time 
each player has with the ball. If coaches still find that the skill-level differences between 
players are very large and that certain players are not being adequately challenged, 
coaches could also work together to coordinate their matchups to ensure that stronger 
players are matched up and less experienced players are matched up respectively with 
their counterparts on other teams during gameplay. It is not much fun losing a football 
match 15-0 every week, nor is it especially satisfying to win 15-0 every week either. 

If the All Blacks’ approach to player development has taught us anything, it is that a 
junior sport program’s value should not be assessed solely on how many championships 
they’ve won, but more so on how many athletes come back to participate each year. With 
this in mind, Nick’s situation allows us to see how emphasizing features that players 
identify as meaningful such as fun and social interaction, without compromising those of 
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challenge and skill development can help to ensure a more meaningful experience for 
players of all ages.  

***Case developed by the LAMPE team based on: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4q4abWsyOu8 

https://www.the42.ie/brent-anderson-new-zealand-rugby-kids-3035464-Oct2016/ 

 

 

 

Meaningful Physical Education in Practice:  

• As coaches and instructors, we should always try to put ourselves in the shoes of 
our young athletes and seek to prioritize the aspects of sport that are most 
meaningful to them when planning activities. For example, although Nick saw the 
features of challenge and skill development as being most important, some of his 
junior athletes may have benefited from activities that were geared more towards 
the features of social interaction and fun.  

• Increasing opportunities to participate in modified gameplay can be more 
personally relevant and developmentally beneficial for junior athletes than an 
emphasis that relies predominantly on training. Structuring team sports in ways 
that keep athletes engaged and involved can also help them to develop the game 
sense necessary to make the training more meaningful when they do reach the 
level where they can benefit from it most. 

• Ensuring that teams are structured in a way where the challenge needs of athletes 
of all different levels are met is an integral component to making sure they 
continue to participate in sport throughout their lifetime.  

 


