MYSA Travel Soccer Spring Season 
Topic of Focus: Defending, 1 v 1 defending, Team Defending, introducing the second defender
Each new season allows coaches to refocus their attention to what can make their soccer team better. This spring, I am providing each coach with a packet of drills that will focus on defending from two perspectives: 1 v 1 defending and team defending. 

1 v 1 Defending:

All players should be taught how to properly break down and defend an attacker when they are the first defender to the ball. So many times in youth soccer, this is misinterpreted by the players as “run as fast as you can at the ball and try to steal it” where as there are many things wrong with this mentality. Proper 1 v 1 defending will create more turnovers and less goal scoring opportunities for the opposition. 1 v 1 defending is the back bone of Team Defending as it is always important to stop the ball. 
Team Defending:

When your team does not have the ball, there are ten defenders and a keeper. Each player contributes to the team defending mentality. One defender stops/forces the ball, while the rest of the team covers space/attackers. As players get older, the adjustment to this is almost natural but not perfected. In the younger ages it is an advantage to discuss and work through how to properly team defend. This concept builds from 1 v 1 drills, 2 v 2 drills, and works to 5 v 3, 5 v 4, and finishes with small sided, conditioned games of 8 v 8. 
If each travel team focuses each week on the defensive phase of play, the results will be evident in the cohesiveness of your team play and will lead to a more organized attack.

The following is a list of drills that should be completed at each practice session throughout the spring season:

1 v 1 and 2 v 2 training session:

Setup

Split the team into 2 even groups. Put one team in an alternate jersey (Diagram shows Red & Blue teams). Create a grid roughly 35X20 yards. Place 4 small goals (made by flags, cones or pugg goals) along the long side of the grid. The balls should all start with one group.

 

Instructions

Players 1a and 1b pass the soccer ball into two players on the opposing team marked as 2a and 2b in the diagram. Players 2a and 2b quickly attack the goals opposite them while players 1a and 1b attempt to stop the attacking players, win the ball and attack the goals opposite of their starting position. As shown in the diagram, players can attack either of the two goals opposite them. Player 1a should always go against 2a and player 1b should always go against 2b for the 1v1. Allow players 2a and 2b start with the balls after every 5-7 minutes. See variations for additional games.
Variations

· 2v1 (2 attackers vs. 1 defender) – split the balls between each group. Have player 1a pass the ball to players 2a and 2b to begin. Player 1a should step out to defend players 2a and 2b.After this series is over, have player 2a pass the ball to players 1a and 1b.

· 2v2 – with the balls with players 1a and 1b, player 1b passes the ball into players 2a and 2b. Players 1a and 1b defend players 2a and 2b.

· 1v2 (1 attacker vs. 2 defenders) - split the balls between each group again. Have player 1a pass the ball into player 2a. Players 1a and 1b step out to defend player 2a.

Coaching Points 
At a young age players have the tendency to run full speed and reach in for the ball. This is a bad habit that needs corrected right away. Players that dive in and don’t win the ball leave the rest of the defense vulnerable.


EACH PLAYER SHOULD DO THE FOLLOWING:
· The defensive player should sprint to close down space. 
· Break down to defend – on toes, bent over at the waist and force attacker to their weak foot. 
· Keep a close enough distance to apply pressure but not too close that the offensive player can attack quickly since the defender is over committing. 
· PATIENCE. PATIENCE. PATIENCE. There is no reason to reach in right away. Teach players to set up the attacker. THE DEFENDER IS IN CONTROL.

· Once the offense player makes a mistake (touches the ball to far out, doesn’t settle ball well, etc), the defender can go in for the tackle to win the ball.
· Once the ball is won, attempt to control the ball. DO NOT just kick the ball away. In the above drill players look to control and score a goal.

When coaching 2 v 2 or 3 v 2 (see following drill) the emphasis is on the 2nd defender (the defender not on the ball)
	3v2 Possession

· Play in a 10x12

· Three attackers versus two defenders

· Defenders are passive, meaning full speed but not trying to win the ball, forcing the play by working together

Coaching Points:

· Curve your run to force the play

· Cover, spin away to take away thru ball

· Be far enough away to not be split but not too far away as to be split on a pass 
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Notice above how the defender not on the ball, sprints to cover space, while the first defender on the ball is forcing the play.

The second defender must not just watch the ball, the second defender has to change positioning based on the line of the ball to the opposing players (a passing lane). Finding that line and taking it away will help two things:
1. The defender on the ball has support if they get beat.

2. The second defender has eliminated options for the attacker wit h the ball.

The main emphasis for the 2 v 2 and 3 v 2 drills is to get players used to not always covering a player but taking away space, passing lanes, and options for the opposition.

Use the 1 v 1, 2 v 2, and 3 v 2 drills as warm ups as players get accustom to the drills. Research the internet for variations and additional drills incorporating defensive positioning.

Team Defending Training Session: 
No matter what teams defend together. The next drill will get your back line working together against an odd man attack. Communication and positioning from the above drills is very important so the defense does not get caught flat or off balance which leaves room for through balls. A through ball is a penetrating pass that gets behind the defenders that could lead to an easy goal scoring opportunity for the opposition.
Each team has to decide on their own system of play. Many travel  teams use three defenders in the back. The following drill is for practicing with four defenders in the back. It can be used to practice with a three back system, flat back four or three defenders with a stopper/defensive mid. 

Half Field Defensive Preparation
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Purpose
The main purpose of this drill is to practice on your teams defensive shape. The drill focuses mainly on the defenders and in the way they organize themselves around the ball. The main objective is to gain possession of the ball from the attackers and this should be well practiced by the defenders so that they get to know their roles, positions and responsibilities. 

Drill Set Up
Separate your players into attackers and defenders. Decide whether you should play with 3- or 4-line defense. Attackers should play in groups of three. Their mission is to get past your defenders and finish with a shoot at goal. 

Performing The Drill
Attackers are given ball position and they have to dribble through the defense and score. In this case it starts with only three attackers. The defense should have three or four defenders and a goalkeeper and the attackers have to find their way through the defense and score without losing ball position. The defenders should be able to gain ball position at all cost so as to prevent the attackers from scoring. Remember to focus on covering/ second defenders. All defenders should shade towards the side of the field where the ball is. If the ball is in the middle, all defenders should be well behind the ball to cover any penetrating passes.
Coaching Point
· Solid on ball pressure (see 1 v 1 drills above)

· Second defender is covering space behind and closing passing lanes down to opponents in that area.

· Third and/or fourth defender (these are the other defenders that are not 1st or 2nd to the ball) are positioned towards the ball side but are looking to cover the opponent in their area while staying deep (meaning 10-15 yards behind the ball). See Diagram below of how we shade towards the ball. 
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Notice how each defender is towards the ball. It would be very hard to get a ball behind this defense for a solid chance on goal. 

Variations
You could vary this drill by restricting the amount of passes between the attackers, add attackers, add defenders. Also a small goal could be introduced for the defenders to try and attack if they win possession.

As a coach, I love this drill to see how my defenders will play in a match like situation. Early in the season this drill can greatly improve the shape and communication of your back line. 
If you are interested in coaching the flat back four, there are excellent resources on the web.

Ending each practice with an 8 v 8, 9 v 9, etc. will allow you as a coach to analyze if the players are properly applying the drills and game scenarios in practice. Look to correct the following immediately:
· Players diving in for the ball

· Players not getting back to cover the middle

· Players not covering as a second defender

· Players are not on their toes and are standing straight up to defend.

· The team is not shifting as one unit, rather only individuals at a time are engaged. EVERYONE SHOULD BE ENGAGED WHEN TEAM DEFENDING!
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Above Diagram: Notice all players are in a position to support as well as cover the opponent in their zone. Notice how the midfielders provide support.
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Above Diagram: Although slightly exaggerated, notice how every player shades towards the ball. The second and third defenders are there to take away options for the ball. The first defender is not isolated to guard the ball alone. They have support.
Game Day (An overview of defensive responsibilities):
As you prepare your team for games and include all field players, each has a responsibility to defend. 

Forwards/Strikers: Force the other teams defense to one side of the field and try to discourage passes through the middle.

Inside Midfielders: Track back through the middle to get an angle on the ball and find the central midfielders of the opposition. If the opposing central midfield has possession, one central mid defends the ball, while the second defender gets in a position behind the ball to take away space and passing lanes.

Outside Midfielders: They are most susceptible to getting beat by not being deep enough to cover. Many outside midfielders get caught up in the attack, they neglect to get back. Outside midfielders must have a lot of stamina. When the ball is on the opposite side of the field, the outside mid must get more central to defend. If the ball is played across, the midfielder will use the time the ball is in the air to travel back wider (if necessary). The outside midfielder on the ball, must make sure not to reach and give the opposition a chance to serve the ball. This is when being on your toes and in a good defensive position can escalate your chances of winning the ball.

Outside defenders: Play is similar to that of an outside mid, discourage serves if on the ball. Also if the forward for the opposition has the ball, reaching in to tackle could be costly and result in an open look on goal. If the ball is in the center of the field, outside defenders must play more central and discourage passing lanes.
Central defenders: They are the backbone and must communicate as much as the keeper. They must let the other defenders know where the runs are being made and which forwards need to be covered. The central defender must cover each outside back as a second defender to hinder penetration.

Keeper: Sees everything! The keeper must communicate to anyone that is out of position. They have to make sure when the ball is on one side of the field, the weak side is shading toward the ball. They have to look to call out midfielders that need to mark or need to cover.
Summary
Focusing on defending, no matter how new to the game or how advanced a team may be is a technique that can always be improved upon. As players get faster, stronger, bigger and more creative, team defending is essential to neutralize and combat an explosive opposition. As a coach you will find it rewarding when you can have a solid defensive plan when your team steps on the field of play. This packet provides each coach with distinct points that can be focused on right away, starting now! The games you watch may change. You may be used to seeing a team have the ball quite a bit with many scoring chances. Now you can build the confidence of your team to take away those scoring chances which leads to more opportunities for your squad. Good Luck!
Coming in the fall….Now that we can defend and win the ball, what do we do with it? 
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