Teaching Games for Understanding

The Importance of Student Emphasis
Over Content Emphasis

sateacher educator and leader
of workshops on the teaching
ames for = understanding
(TGFU) approach, I am often asked,
“What is a TGFU approach to games
teaching and what’s wrong with teach-
ing skills?” My usual response is that
there is nothing wrong with teaching
skills if students are ready to learn
them. The reason for this question is
based on a misinterpretation of the
TGFU approach. This article will ad-
dress that misinterpretation and pro-
vide an explanation that was devel-
oped by working with undergraduate
students who want to understand what
TGFU has to offer. Essentially, the
TGFU approach focuses on the idea
of progressing from tactics to skills,
not tactics or skills (Griffin, Mitchell,
& Oslin, 1997; Mitchell & Griffin, 1994;
Thorpe, Bunker, & Almond, 1986). It
is commonly assumed that students in
a TGFU lesson merely play games with
guidance from the teacher, but this is
not the case. In the TGFU approach,
skill progression and skill practice are
very important. The TGFU approach
concentrates on teaching students why
askill is needed before teaching them
how to perform a skill. This article
will explain how the TGFU approach
is a “tactic-to-skill” method to games
teaching that synthesizes a “tactical”
perspective and a “technique” perspec-
tive. Throughout the article, “games”
will refer to the array of activities that
use an object and that can develop
into the culturally valued games that
adults play, such as tennis, basketball,
and baseball.

Background to the
TGFU Approach

The phrase “TGFU” was first coined
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in the United Kingdom in the early
1980s. The ideas regarding the ap-
proach were spawned by Thorpe, Bun-
ker, and Almond (1986) and drew on
the earlier work of Mauldon and
Redfern (1981). The TGFU was set up
as an alternative to the technique fo-
cus of games teaching because, as Bun-
ker and Thorpe (1986b, p. 11) noted
a technique approach produces

(a) [a] large percentage of children
achieving little success due to the
emphasis on performance, (b) skill-
ful players who possess inflexible
techniques and poor decision-mak-
ing capacities, (c) performers who
are dependenton the teacher/coach
to make their decisions, and (d) a
majority of youngsters who leave
school knowing little about games.

In general, it was noted that tech-
niques practiced in isolation did not
transfer to game settings. The TGFU
approach was seen as a way of putting
the “why” of a game before the “how.”
In this approach, students are taught
to appreciate the advanced from of
the game by participating in a modi-
fied game that is appropriate for their
physical, social, and mental develop-
ment. This appreciation invites stu-
dents to become tactically aware of
how to play a game in order to gain an
advantage over their opponents. With
tactical awareness, the student is ca-
pable of making appropriate decisions
about “what to do” and “how to do it.”
When students make decisions to work
on a technical skill (e.g., trapping a
ball or striking a ball into a certain
space), they do it because they are
tactically aware of a need for the skill.
In a process of appropriate decision-
making, students can recursively evalu-

ate and develop their own perfor-
mance within a game that gradually,
with the guidance of teachers, evolves
towards an adultlevel of performance.

Differences Between
the Two Approaches
In response to the rhetoric of the
TGFU literature, several research stud-
ies compared the effectiveness of the
skill and tactical approaches (Alison
& Thorpe, 1997; Rink, 1996b; Turner
& Martinek, 1992), and an entire is-
sue of the Journal of Teaching in Physi-
cal Education was devoted to research
on the subject (Rink, 1996a). Though
the results of these studies were in-
conclusive, it was noted that children
in a tactical approach model reported
increased enjoyment when learning.
A key concern of the research stud-
ies was to effectively discern between
a technique approach and a tactical
approach. This concern is problem-
atic because a TGFU perspective is
about teaching tactical understanding
and then combining it with skill devel-
opment, while a skill approach is about
teaching motor skills and then com-
bining them with tactical understand-
ing. The difference between the two
perspectives involves the order in
which skills and tactical awareness are
taught. In reality, one approach be-
comes the other throughout a lesson
or unit of instruction. Depending on
how the teacher sees the students re-
sponding to the lesson, a lesson may
be more tactic- or skill-based.
Comparing the TGFU approach to
a skills approach oversimplifies the
problem of teaching games to stu-
dents. The comparison ignores the
complexity of learning to play a game.
Too often when we seek simple an-
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