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Abstract 

In October 2017, a water polo team of fifteen under-15 boys participated in an eight-week 

game-based training programme in an attempt to make the team more adaptable and resilient 

when it mattered most—when circumstances beyond their control did not favour them. Once 

a week over the course of a season, the boys played an impromptu role play game developed 

specifically for this action research project and their participation in this game formed the 

basis of this project.  

This action research project sought to evaluate how regular exposure to unpredictable 

scenarios, albeit in a fabricated environment, could develop an athlete’s ability to cope with 

the ever-changing and unpredictable events in both sport and in life. Developing adaptability 

skills was the focus throughout the project and the boys were given opportunities, as 

individuals and as a group, to reflect upon the improvement of these key skills throughout the 

project.    

When analysing the results of the boys’ reflections, it was obvious that participation in this 

programme brought about a marked improvement in the boys’ adaptability skills and 

temperament. Personally, I have always felt that I have not adequately prepared my teams in 

this regard and this research project provided me with a tool going forward that will form a 

fundamental part of my coaching and teaching repertoire. 

The challenges of the project and the subsequent positive outcomes have reinvigorated my 

coaching and teaching. I have shared many of my findings with the water polo fraternity, as 

well as with the greater Jeppe High School for Boys teaching community. This project sparked 

a curiosity in me that has compelled me to interrogate my teaching strategies in search of best 

practices both in and out of the classroom.  
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Introduction 

The 2017/2018 IBSC topic, Adaptability in a Changing World, has afforded me the opportunity 

to interrogate my coaching practices and philosophies and the chance to devise metrics 

beyond simply winning or losing on which to measure the success or failure of my 

interventions as a coach.  

My interest in the topic of adaptability was borne largely out of frustration. I often felt that I 

was coaching an ever-increasing number of fair-weather teams—teams that performed well 

when everything went to plan, but collapsed when it mattered most or when something 

unforeseen was encountered. They were inflexible, as was I, and I wanted to change that.  

I witnessed that many of the teams I have coached, regardless of talent and conditioning, have 

tended to fall apart when things did not go the way they had anticipated.  My belief prior to 

the project was that the ability to adapt is an intrinsic quality that some athletes possess and 

others simply lack. With this in mind, I accepted no responsibility for the failings of my 

teams.  My hope was that through this IBSC action research project, I would become 

intentional in fostering adaptability in the boys I coached. The flexibility of this research was 

also ideal for me, the coach, as I was as much a participant as were the boys. 

When reflecting on the IBSC action research topic, Adaptability in a Changing World, the 

question that I felt needed to be answered was whether the use of role play scenarios during 

practice matches would enhance the athlete’s ability to cope with adversity. With this in mind, 

I chose to investigate the following question: How might the use of impromptu role-playing 

games in sport enhance a student-athlete’s ability to cope with adversity?  

Action research provided an opportunity to address the issue of adaptability, or lack thereof, in 

my water polo team and to apply Stringer’s (2007) Look, Think, Act reflective model to identify 

and solve the issues that were arising in the team. Stringer (2007) defines action research as “a 

collaborative approach to inquiry or investigation that provides people with the means to take 

systematic action to resolve specific problems” (p. 8). Hence, I identified two of the problems 

within my own practice that I believed were contributing to the inflexibility of the players I 

coach and I designed a research project aimed at mitigating these problematic areas so that I 

could produce athletes who were more adaptable and willing to accept responsibility for 

tackling problems that were not of their own making. 

My hoped-for outcome of the project was that the boys would understand that fault is simply 

the determination of an individual’s blameworthiness, but at the same time be aware that it is 

not intrinsically linked to responsibility. Fault is simply about finding someone to blame. 
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Responsibility, on the other hand, is about facing problems and trying to solve them. Fault is a 

verdict; responsibility is an assignment, a challenge to adapt. I wanted to show the boys in my 

team that they could transition from blame to responsibility seamlessly if they first understood 

and accepted that even though many scenarios, which would be of my making, are 

unpredictable and not of their fault, this did not make the challenges insurmountable.  

The incorporation of role-playing games on top of my traditional coaching strategies, in the 

safe space offered by a practice session, served as a way of leveraging the power of engagement 

and imagination when faced with trying situations. Having gone through this process, the 

players did not merely rehearse their responses to random scenarios but, hopefully, developed 

their own ability to adapt by challenging themselves in authentic learning scenarios. 

I designed a Monopoly-style deck of chance cards that were used during practice matches. The 

boys I coach and teach love to play games and I tapped into this in my game design. 

Throughout practice, boys would take turns to draw cards for their team. Scenarios presented 

to them on these cards ranged from unanticipated injuries to poor adjudicating by the referee. 

Ultimately, what I hoped to do was make change a part of the game. The result of this 

intervention was that the boys in my team actually enjoyed drawing their cards and looked 

forward to and actually had fun while developing their adaptability skills.   

Literature Review 

In this action research project, the aim was to investigate the correlation between the use of 

impromptu role-playing games in sport and an improvement in an athlete’s ability to cope 

with adversity. Kapp (2012) points out that games can be successfully used to create authentic 

learning environments that, although safe, still encourage adaptability. Kapp’s (2012) assertion 

is that, “games give experiences meaning, they provide a set of boundaries within a ‘safe’ 

environment to explore, think and ‘try things out’. Games provide motivation to succeed and 

reduce the sting of failure” (p. 21). In addition, Kapp (2012) points out that, “games are the ideal 

learning environment with their built in permission to fail, encouragement of out-of-box 

thinking and sense of control” (p. 22). My hope was to create a training environment and 

regime that introduced change and unpredictability through various role-playing scenarios in 

a way that was enjoyable for the players and afforded them the opportunity to learn that 

change is inevitable and can be treated as just another element of the game they are playing, 

and of life in general. If the boys were able to do this, they would be able to intentionally 

improve their “bouncebackability” (Foster, 2018), a term coined by former Crystal Palace 



 4 

Football Club manager, Iain Dowie, when describing his team’s ability to comeback from the 

brink of defeat time and time again.  

While adaptability is certainly not the panacea that will ensure sporting success, it is no doubt 

a crucial part of the puzzle. Mummery, Schofield and Perry (2004) point out that as a variable, 

resilience is a key differentiator in influencing the way in which individuals respond to 

negative situations: 

One approach to understanding the differential abilities of people to cope with 

the same negative experience has been the examination of moderator 

variables, characteristics of persons or their environments that make them 

more or less vulnerable to the negative effects of stressful life events (Anthony, 

1987). Resilience is one such moderator that has helped us to understand why 

one person reacts with negative symptoms to an objectively minor event when 

someone else may not experience distress even in the face of apparent major 

disruption. According to Rutter (1987), resilience is a set of protective factors 

that modify, ameliorate, or alter a person's response to some environmental 

hazard that predisposes one to a maladaptive outcome. (p. 316) 

Riordan (2010) contends that there are several markers of mental toughness from sport 

psychology that might serve players well throughout their lives both professionally and 

personally. Number one, according to Riordan (2010), is flexibility:  

Game-ready leaders have the ability to absorb the unexpected and remain 

supple and non-defensive. They maintain humor even when the situation 

becomes tough. If something isn’t going well or doesn’t turn out as expected, 

they remain flexible in their approach and look for new ways to solve the 

problem. Just like a quarterback faced with a broken play, a leader may have to 

decide quickly on a different way to get the ball down the field (para 10). 

In this intervention, I wanted to intentionally and purposefully coach adaptability. 

Adaptability is defined by Martin as a “student’s capacity to adjust their thinking, behaviour, 

and emotion to successfully navigate uncertainty and novelty” (as cited in Street & Porter, 

2014, p. 2).  If athletes do not accumulate positive experiences with regards to overcoming 

adversity, there is every risk, as noted by Mummery, Schofield and Perry (2004), that the 

“psychological aspects associated with a single poor performance may beget future poor 

performance” (p.15). I wanted the players in my team to overcome unpredictable and 
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challenging circumstances as often as possible so as to be better prepared to deal with the 

challenges they will inevitably face in the future.   

Reichert and Hawley (2010) assert that the transitive nature of a learning opportunity will 

contribute to whether or not it will be meaningful and appealing to boys. It was vital that the 

project be tailored in a way that it held specific appeal to boys. With this is mind, I focussed on 

making the experience one in which transitivity underpinned the instruction. The surprise, 

anticipation, and excitement derived from the drawing of the cards was the element of the 

project which elevated it from being a fun drill to a more meaningful transitive learning 

opportunity. Reichert and Hawley (2010) make clear the importance of transitivity:    

By “transitivity,” we mean the capacity of some element of instruction — an 

element perhaps not normally associated with the lesson at hand — to arouse 

and hold student interest. That is, the motor activity or the adrenal boost of 

competing or the power of an unexpected surprise in the classroom serves not 

merely to engage or delight; it is transitive — it attaches to and carries along a 

specific learning outcome. (The elements of engagement, para. 1) 

Having established that an athlete’s ability to adapt to change correlates with his chances of 

succeeding, the challenge in this action research project was to coach adaptation as a skill. 

Central to this, was teaching boys to understand the difference between fault and 

responsibility. Manson (2017) says it succinctly when he states that “we are responsible for 

experiences that aren’t our fault all the time. This is part of life” (para 20).  

Research Context 

Jeppe High School for Boys is located in the heart of Johannesburg; South Africa’s Central 

Business District. It is Johannesburg’s oldest public school, having been established in 1890 in 

Fairview, Johannesburg. Hawthorne and Bristow (cited on the Jeppe High School for Boys 

website, n.d.), note that “perhaps more than any other Johannesburg school, it reflects the 

history and the changing character of the city and has always been a melting-pot for children 

of diverse socioeconomic, language and cultural backgrounds (para. 2).” 

Recognised as one of South Africa’s Top 20 boys’ schools, the defining characteristics of the 

men it produces often centre on the principles of loyalty, honour, and friendship. Jeppe’s 

ability to shape the characters of boys into men is its greatest success. 
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There are approximately 75 full-time academic staff members and just over 1000 boys at Jeppe 

High School for Boys—300 of whom are boarders and live on our bustling campus.  

My action research project took place over the course of an 8-week water polo season. I 

worked with the 15 boys in my under-15 water polo team. The boys trained four times per week 

for 90 minutes and played one match per week on a Saturday. I used one session per week to 

conduct my research. All parents gave written consent for their boys to be involved and the 

anonymity of all boys was ensured where necessary. 

The Action 

The project commenced with a guided discussion with the boys on adaptability followed by a 

survey that provided a baseline indication of how well or poorly they felt that they adapted to 

changing conditions when playing sport. This formed part of their self-reflection.  

Once the initial survey and discussion were completed, I explained the chance game to the 

team and subsequently incorporated the game into our weekly practice games over the course 

of 8 weeks. The chance cards, 15 in total, presented the boys with various role play scenarios, 

some quite common and others more outlandish, but all of which had been experienced at 

some stage in my coaching career. The scenarios ranged from “your goalie was stung by a bee” 

to “the referee is not watching off-the-ball incidents,” as well as some tournament specific 

scenarios such as, “you need to win by 5 goals to win your pool.” I set the scoreboard clock to 

countdown and the teams drew scenario cards every ten minutes throughout the course of the 

practice match. I did not intervene while the scenarios were being played out by the boys. 

Throughout the project, I closely monitored the participants’ reactions to the cards they were 

dealt over the course of the project. I interviewed boys three times over the eight-week period 

in the hope that they would be able to see an improvement in their adaptability skills or, at the 

very least, an acceptance that change – in sport, as in life – was inevitable, albeit unpredictable. 

Data Collection 

Qualitative data were collected throughout the research process and then scrutinised in order 

to assess the success of my research action. By utilising a qualitative research approach, I was 

able to gain clarity about whether or not the boys were becoming more adept in their 

approach to difficult scenarios. It was important for me to collate the data in a way that would 

give me, the researcher, a better understanding of the unique perspective that each participant 

brought to this project. 
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The data collection for my project started with a baseline survey (Google Forms) using a 

combination of open-ended questions as well as a number of questions where a linear 

performance scale was used — this proved incredibly useful as I was able to track any 

improvements or regressions. This survey was completed on two more occasions by the boys 

— at the halfway point and at the end of the project as part of their final reflections. The final 

reflection also required the boys to complete a self and peer-assessment rubric where they 

reflected upon their adaptability skills. This provided me with a wealth of qualitative data and 

my hope was that this process would move the project from the “look,” to the “think,” to the 

“act” stages of action research as described by Stringer (2014). In addition, I kept extensive field 

notes throughout my team’s sessions and their official organised fixtures in order to keep track 

of any behavioural changes that occurred.  

One of the primary objectives of my project was to ascertain whether or not the boys would 

embrace unpredictability and change as unofficial/unwritten constants in sport and life. I used 

a video recorder to capture the practice sessions when we used the chance cards and from the 

footage it was clear that there was much enjoyment derived from playing the game. 

The boys in my team recorded their reflections digitally in blog style posts or voice notes via a 

Google Classroom, which I created for the team. The responses and reflections were not shared 

publicly in the hope that the boys would be more candid in their responses. Some boys chose 

to send these as voice notes, which I transcribed. I looked for any overarching themes and 

patterns that emerged when unpacking the data derived from these reflections. I did not limit 

the maximum number of posts that the boys could make, but I did ask that the boys reflect at 

least three times over the course of the project. 

I conducted an interview with a focus group consisting of seven boys in my team who I 

identified as most volatile and susceptible to adversity and changing circumstances. These 

boys were picked from those who gave a positive response to the following questions on the 

baseline questionnaire: “Have you ever sulked after receiving an incorrect/unfair decision from 

a match official?” and “What is your reaction when a teammate makes a mistake or acts in a 

way that jeopardises the team?” Two additional boys were added to this focus group, based on 

my own experience of them and on anecdotal evidence garnered through the year—essentially, 

as Stringer (2011) encourages, I used my intuition:  

 Action research is open minded about what counts as evidence (or data) – it 

involves not only keeping records which describe what is happening as 
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accurately as possible… but also collecting and analysing our own judgments, 

reactions and impressions about what is going on (p. 347). 

One of the major challenges I faced was getting boys to reflect honestly and wholeheartedly 

about their deficiencies as student athletes, but I have come to realise that this is not a 

straightforward undertaking when dealing with the egos of 15-year-old boys. What I did 

observe, was that the depth of response became more meaningful as the project progressed. 

The place the boys considered safest when responding was by individual private blog posts 

sent to me in the Google Classroom.  

To conclude this action research project, once the participants had completed the project’s 

final activity, each boy completed a self and peer-assessment rubric where they reflected upon 

their adaptability skills and the success or failure of the programme. These experiences were 

compared to the initial data collected. The evaluation of all the data assessed the effectiveness 

of the overall action research project. 

Data Analysis 

 At the end of the season, I had collected numerous video recordings — all transcribed, digital 

journals, my own field notes and Google Form responses. I had also transcribed the one-on- 

one interviews that I conducted with the boys. The transcripts were analysed in order to link 

to the other written data that were collected. As described by Stringer (2014), coding and 

categorising allowed me to recognise links between the data gathered. To do this, I had a 

comprehensive Google Sheets spreadsheet and I used the Highlighter add-on tool to label and 

group common words and phrases in order to help in the identification of trends and themes.    

Discussion of Results 

As I navigated my way through the data generated over the course of this project, three main 

themes emerged.  Through participation in the chance-card games, which were used to 

augment their regular training regime, it became clear that the participants, having completed 

the programme, demonstrated improved adaptability in the following areas: 

1. Teamwork 

2. A willingness to engage with adversity 

3. Self-awareness and accountability 
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Teamwork 

As the boys were participating in a team sport (water polo), I thought it obvious to assume that 

this alone would contribute towards a culture of working for one another as a team. My 

baseline survey administered at the commencement of this project revealed, to my surprise, 

that this was not the case, and that there were many deep-rooted divisions within what, at face 

value, was a happy and harmonious team. It was clear that the more prominent or star players 

in the team could get away with actions that were to the detriment of the team. Boy C said, 

“I’m not the only one that make[s] mistakes during matches but my teammates shout at me 

more than anyone else.” This sentiment was echoed by Boy F who stated, “If you’re one of the 

superstars, you can do what you want.” Both of these players, when reflecting on the action 

research intervention, suggested that there had been an improvement in the team culture as a 

result, particularly when mistakes were made. Player F reflected that “it’s nice that I can make 

a mistake and not get screamed at by S.”  

As a result of having rehearsed their reactions during the role-play scenarios, 12 of the 15 boys 

in the team thought they were now better equipped to pick up the slack when mistakes were 

made, or unforeseen incidents arose. Boy A said, “in training I looked forward to my captain 

receiving a red card or my goalie being stung by a bee.” The boys started to accept that 

mistakes and accidents are as much a part of the game as any of the official rules and, as such, 

developed a willingness to make things right when one of their teammates let them down. Boy 

A said, “if I mess up I want my teammates to help me and I will do the same for them.” A 

willingness to be part of, and work for, a team has permeated through this team since we 

embarked on this programme, improving the team’s ability, as a whole, to respond to adversity 

in game situations.  

A willingness to engage with adversity 

Of all the themes to emerge from this project, the improvement in the willingness of the boys 

to be tolerant of the errors made by their teammates and themselves, both forced and 

unforced, was most surprising.  

Baseline surveys showed that the boys were quick to apportion blame when circumstances 

beyond their control resulted in matches not going their way. As their coach, I was shocked by 

how long they were holding on to the perceived injustice of certain results. Boy E commented 

that “we’ve lost a lot of games over the years because, ‘D’ gets kicked out for chirping,” and “I 

remember one game where ‘R’ had a tummy bug and didn't make it to the game that we lost,” 

or “when ‘Mr A’ refs us we know we’ll never get any decent calls.”  
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Whilst collecting and coding the data, particularly the video footage of the simulated games, it 

became clear that the boys were revelling in the challenge of overcoming the obstacles. The 

boys did not feel victimised and, as a result, stopped blaming those around them when faced 

with adversity. Blame was, instead, replaced with a willingness to fix and to overcome; to take 

adversity on the chin, so to speak. One of the most telling pieces of feedback in this regard was 

Boy A stating that, “it’s a bit like playing Call of Duty on Veteran level.”  Boy G went so far as to 

quote the already clichéd, “when the going gets tough, the tough get going.”  

I really wanted to make the overcoming of obstacles something the boys looked forward to, 

and on numerous occasions during my practice sessions, the boys asked to play for longer in 

anticipation of the next card being drawn. Player B said, “I really enjoyed drawing cards, 

especially when I got to choose who got taken out from the other team.” As a result of the 

intervention, the boys developed what Dowie (cited in Foster, 2018) termed 

“bouncebackability”; the capacity to recover quickly from a setback, or even to thrive on the 

challenges posed by adversity. 

Self-awareness 

Another trend that emerged from the data was that many boys either did not recognise or, in 

some cases, did not acknowledge, the effects of their response to adversity on their own 

performance and the team dynamics. In early surveys, Boy E stated, “I don’t really think about 

changing the way I play when a teammate gets kicked out.” The same player also stated that, 

“It’s unfair to be responsible for other people’s mistakes.” Based on feedback from my baseline 

survey — as well as having the benefit of watching these boys as their coach — sulking, 

petulance and poor body language are responses that have plagued this team for years and, in 

my opinion, they have very much been a fair-weather team. Once the project had concluded, 

Boy E stated that, “when the chips are down it's important that I up my game”. Boy C 

acknowledged, “I realise that lipping [sulking] makes things worse.”  

One of my project imperatives was getting boys to understand and acknowledge the difference 

between fault and responsibility. I believe that I was successful in achieving this. An 

interesting occurrence which transpired was that some boys went so far as to apologise not 

only to their teammates, but also me as the coach for previous indiscretions. Boy B, for 

example, apologised for an incident that occurred over two years ago; he said, “Sir, I’m sorry 

about the red card I got in the quarter-final at Ken Short (a national u14 tournament)”, while 

Boy C regretted a missed penalty from two seasons ago. He said, “I still remember the penalty I 
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missed against Parktown that cost us the game.” While this programme confirmed my 

suspicion that many boys were not adept at resetting and moving on from their mistakes in the 

moment, I had not anticipated that this intervention would uncover the fact that some boys 

had not made peace with mistakes that had long since been forgotten.  

The heightened sense of self-awareness and willingness to take accountability for mistakes 

emerged as a significant marker that these boys’ ability to cope with adversity was impacted 

positively by the impromptu role-playing game I introduced to their training regime. In the 

post-action classroom sessions and in the final reflection survey I encouraged the boys to 

consider and communicate all that they felt they had learned about dealing with unpredictable 

events, during games. Boy I said, “something unpredictable happens almost every game so it’s 

really good to bring it to training,” while Player D acknowledged that accepting 

unpredictability in sport, as a given, goes a long way towards dealing with it under match 

conditions. He said, “when I get a bad ref nowadays I have to work even more.” 

Conclusion 

In more than a decade of coaching and teaching I had never been explicit in my teaching of 

adaptability skills. From an early stage, I began to see the potential that this project had for me 

as an educator and the boys who were participating in the project. I wanted the boys to acquire 

skills that would make them more flexible and better equipped to navigate an increasingly 

complex and unpredictable future. This project has certainly done this.  

I have seen first-hand, the effect that this project had on the boys I coach. For the first time, 

many of the boys, much like me, began to empathise with their teammates and I witnessed a 

marked decline in self-destructive and impulsive behaviour. This IBSC action research project 

also made me acutely aware of the fact that I cannot and should not try to separate myself 

from the learning process. I realised too, that I am not the finished article. 

This project opened my eyes to the importance and power of self-reflection in education and, 

as a result, I can’t help but feel that I have let others down along the way. I have come to 

realise that all stakeholders in my school can benefit from this project by interrogating their 

practices and by adapting when their current strategies are deemed unsuccessful. 
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Reflection 

This IBSC action research project has fundamentally changed the way in which I view 

education. I feel that I am a far better educator as a result. I have had the opportunity to 

explicitly question my many long-held beliefs on teaching, coaching, and, most importantly, 

understanding of the boys in my care. My love of learning and commitment to lifelong 

learning has been rekindled as a result of my involvement in this project. 

As a deputy principal, my biggest challenge was allocating the time necessary to do this project 

justice. The one saving grace was that I devised a project that ran in conjunction with what I 

was currently doing in my coaching sessions. Once I was able to see that the project would be 

successful it became far easier to dedicate time and resources to it.  

I am grateful to Jeppe High School for Boys and both my former and current headmasters, 

Messrs Dempsey and Jackson, for supporting my participation in the IBSC Action Research 

Programme and to Mrs Collette Rattray, my mentor and friend, for her assistance in getting 

me over the line on more than one occasion. I must also thank Bruce Collins and the educators 

in team Plasticiteam. Bruce’s mentorship, encouragement and example are, as his former 

headmaster often says, “world class.” Thank you, thank you! 
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