Coach Instructions News 4 – Finding Space

SPRING 2006
In our previous newsletter we focused on developing the attacker’s skill of cutting into space. Keep in mind that you will probably need to adapt suggested activities to suit the age, skill level, and “coach-ability” of your players. For example, a first-time soccer player may only be able to navigate successfully around a stationary defender, while a player with more experience may be able to find space around a moving defender.

LOOKING UP

You may need to review or build foundational skills in order to develop a more complicated one. Obviously, a prerequisite skill for a player to cut into space is looking up to find space to cut into. You can help players develop the habit of playing with their heads by giving reasons for them to look up, like having them call out how many fingers you are holding up as they dribble about in a playing area, or catch and toss back a ball you toss to them as they dribble. 

DRIBBLING THROUGH GATES

A dribbling activity for looking up and finding space is dribbling through an open “gate” that is not occupied by a defender. Set up two gates on a single line with a defender standing between them. As the dribbler approaches the defender commits to blocking access to one gate. The dribbler touches the ball through the open gate without stopping. Add a goal behind the gates for the dribbler to shoot through after moving the ball through a gate. To encourage keeping the ball close, move the goal progressively closer to the gates. When the players are doing well with one set of gates, add another set behind the first, simulating beating two defenders in succession.

1v1 GAME WITH GATES

Have the players test their skills in a 1v1 contest with an attacker trying to dribble through gates against a defender. Mark a 10x10 yard playing area with cones. Place a gate midway on each sideline. The defender stands on one endline with the ball, passes it to the attacker on the other endline, and closes in. The attacker tries to dribble the ball through either gate. The soccer intelligence attackers may develop is luring the defender toward one gate in order to suddenly change direction and dribble through the unprotected gate. 

Non-gate versions of this game are for the attacker to try to dribble the ball past the centerline of the playing area, or place a goal on each endline for the attacker to try to shoot through. These games also help develop good defenders since they are playing to protect space, close in and delay, and block shots.

1v2 GAUNTLET

When your players are ready, have them attempt to get past several defenders in succession. Set up a long dribbling area. Send dribblers through the area in succession with the object of getting to the other side without losing their ball to a defender. Condition the game as follows:

1. Place a defender on each side so they are covering different parts of the dribbling area. Defenders can only run to the other side without stopping. This will help teach attackers to anticipate space opening up behind a defender who is approaching from the side. 

2. Place a defender in the middle and one at the end of the dribbling area. They are to run directly at the attacker without changing direction. This will teach dribblers to touch the ball to the side of a charging defender.

3. Place the defenders in opposite corners. They are free to converge when the dribbler enters the dribbling area. This will teach the dribbler how to guard the ball against a defender approaching from behind while anticipating a defender approaching from the front.
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