Coach Instructions News 3 – Cutting into Space

SPRING 2006
In our previous newsletter we listed some ball touches for your players to develop. These touches are first explored in a “static” manner, without much movement and without competitive pressure, so players can focus on getting a feel for the ball. The next application is “dynamic,” meaning you add movement to the touch, like having the players move around a playing area as they practice the touch. Gradually introduce pressure, by increasing the speed of their movements, decreasing the size of the playing area, and by adding defenders. Defenders can start off being passive, i.e., delaying the attacker but not trying to steal the ball. As the players gain more ability, defenders can be instructed to attack the ball.

In your practices, create 1v1 situations so your players learn when to use the touches they are developing. For example, what are a player’s best touch options when a defender is closing directly in front, from the side, or from behind? How does a player create space to dribble through? These are the types of problems that young players can learn to solve through the right kind of practice activities. Your challenge as a coach is to create activities that present many opportunities for your players to solve situations they will frequently experience in a game.

Note: If you have players who are not getting touches in a game, then there may be too many players on the field. I saw a 7v7 game played by 7-year-olds on Saturday where two players, though they played the entire game, did not get a single touch on the ball. Several others got at most two touches. This is like Little League baseball players never getting their turn at bat, which would severely limit their growth as hitters.

Wiel Coerver’s method is to demonstrate the touch and have the players practice it while you circulate and correct. You can have a few players model the skill so other players see that it is possible to learn. Create a controlled activity that teaches them when to use it in a 1v1 situation. Finally, have them explore its use in small-sided games. Here is an illustration.

Cutting into space. 

This is a good attack move when approaching a defender. The attacker looks up to briefly “read” the situation. Is the defender leaning, moving, back on their heels, or up on their toes? Which side of the defender is there space to dribble through? A good dribbler will create space by touching the ball toward one side of the defender and notice if the defender moves or leans in that direction. If so, the attacker “cuts” the ball to the other side of the defender and accelerates past. If not, then the attacker simply accelerates past without changing direction. 

Let’s break down the skills that are needed for this situation, create the activity where players learn to see space and react to different defender decisions, and then let them apply their new skills in a small-sided game. 

The touches to practice are:

1. Moving the ball forward using an instep surface (inside, laces, or outside of the front part of the foot). 

2. Cutting the ball across the body using the inside surface.

Have the players tap the ball between their feet and move slowly forward. Stop when they reach the other side of the playing area, turn around, and dribble back. Start slowly. Gradually have them increase speed while keeping the ball close. Now work on changing speeds, like dribbling slowly in one direction and faster on the return, or dribbling slowly until the halfway point, then accelerate the rest of the way.

Add the “cut” touch, where the player “wraps” their foot around the ball and touches it across their body at a sharp angle. Combine both touches.  Have the players move the ball forward with a few instep touches, then cut the ball to their left side with right foot. Touch the ball ahead with their instep touches, and cut the ball to their right side with the left foot. And so on to the rhythm of tap-tap-cut, tap-tap-cut, as they change directions.

The defender reactions to experience are:

1. The defender does not change position.

2. The defender turns “side-on” toward the attacker.

3. The defender moves into the path of the attacker.

Place yourself in the middle of a small playing area. Have each player dribble up to you and cut the ball into space and accelerate behind you. The next progression is to take a “side-on” position so the attacker learns to cut the ball behind your front foot. Finally, move into their path so they learn to cut into the space you just left. Eventually have players take the role of the defender, gradually becoming more active in their effort to stop the attacker from getting behind them. Explore this activity enough during the season so the players learn to master the subtleties of the situation. 

Small-sided games to play are:

2 x 1v1 + 2S. This is a game for 6 players separated into two teams. Set up a 15x15 playing area. One player from each team rests behind their own endline (substitute). The other two players are involved in their own 1v1 situation (two balls are in use). The player in possession can pass back to their resting teammate at their discretion, exchanging places, but are encouraged to keep possession as long as they can. If the ball leaves the playing area without being passed to a resting teammate, then possession switches to the defender. 

2 x 1v1 + 2K. This is a variation on the game above with one ball in use. A goal is marked on each endline with cones. The third player takes the role of a goalkeeper, but can only use their feet to make a save. They can use their hands to distribute the ball. The object is for the player in possession to dribble up to the other team’s endline and shoot to score. 

1v2 + 1: This game was presented last week. If you have 8 players, you can play two separate 2v2 games with goals, 2 players per team. The team in possession drops one player back to provide balance while their partner tries to dribble past the other team’s two players and past their endline. 

Next week, we’ll explore touches and moves to beat defenders who are closing in from the front and the side.
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