Coach Instructions News 5 – Evasive Skills

SPRING 2006
An essential skill for maintaining possession is evading an approaching defender. Children demonstrate an instinct for this when they play tag. You are probably familiar with the game of soccer tag in which a tagger—who may also have a ball—tries to touch other players or kick their ball out of the playing area. In such a game, and of course during a real game, evading and shielding come into play. 

Shielding is putting the body between the ball and the defender to block access to it. Evading is when the attacker moves away from a defender or feints to cause the defender to move away from the attacker. In either case, space is created so the attacker can look up, dribble, pass, or shoot. 

When we start putting fewer players on the field next fall, they will have more opportunities to develop their ability to evade defenders, shield, and move the ball. If you study the professional game, attackers don’t have to confront nearly as many defenders per square yard as 7-year-olds do playing games of 6v6 or more (with far less developed skills). This is why youth games should involve fewer players: to keep clumping to a minimum and give players time and space to develop their skills against competitive pressure. 

Your team’s ability to pass depends on having players who are able to guard the ball and touch it into space; in other words, buy time until they have a good opportunity to pass the ball. I am distinguishing between simply kicking the ball in a positive direction and two players meeting to exchange the ball. This is why with U6-U8 players we focus on ball control, dribbling, and beating defenders. It sets the foundation to start using the pass by U9-U10 to maintain possession, especially as players mature and start sensing when and where to check in to help a teammate. 

Here are some activities to help players develop their evasive skills. 

GAMES OF TAG

1. Set up a dribbling area that fits the number of players. Every player has a ball. Assign one player to be the tagger. Control the way players can be tagged, such as anywhere (evading), or only from the front (shielding). Tagged players must step on their ball until they are touched by another attacker. The game ends when all players are tagged or after one minute of play. 

2. Do the same setup as above, except have tagged players hold hands, creating a tag “wave” that dribblers try to avoid. This helps players learn how to find space against a group of defenders.

3. Assign a chaser to try to kick balls out of the playing area. As each player loses their ball, they in turn become a chaser. Game ends when no one has a ball. 

Note: If you have more than 8 players, split them into parallel tag games. 

SAFE AREAS

Use of safe areas can be applied with 1v1 and large group games. Here are suggested activities that use safe areas as places to get to after evading a defender.

1. 1v1. Attacker stands between two 3x3 safe areas marked by cones. Play starts with the defender, who stands about 5 yards away with the ball. The defender passes to the attacker and chases the ball. The attacker stops on the ball, then rolls or pushes it into a safe area and steps on it.

2. 1v1. The defender stands between two 4x4 safe areas with the ball. Play starts when the defender passes the ball to the attacker and chases it, as above. The attacker pushes the ball to either side of the closing defender, touches it forward into a safe zone, and steps on it.

3. 1v1. The defender stands between two safe zones with the ball. Play starts when the defender passes the ball to the attacker. This time the defender waits for the attacker to dribble forward and attempt to enter a safe zone. The defender tries to block the attacker’s access to either safe zone. 

4. All players. Expand the safe area game to include more players. For example, set up a 15x15 playing area with four 4x4 safe areas in the corners, marked by cones. Have the players dribble from one safe area to another, depending on where you point. You can give the safe areas names of cities and call them out as places to dribble to.

5. Teams. Use the same setup as #4. Divide your players into two teams, like Gulls and Penguins. The game objective is for each penguin to dribble a ball (egg) into an empty safe area (nest). The coach starts play by passing one or more balls to the penguins. The gulls try to kick the balls out of the playing area before the penguins can dribble them into a nest. The coach keeps passing balls into the playing area until they are all nested. The more balls you have in play the less pressure penguins have to contend with. 
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