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One of the primary roles for the team in possession is to keep the ball as they advance it toward the other team’s goal. Before a team of young players is able to use the pass to successfully move the ball and keep possession, it is really up to individual players to protect the ball as they move it. 

Here are activities for players to develop their shielding skills, progressing from static (stationary) to dynamic (movement) applications.

Shield tag.

In the previous newsletter a game of tag was recommended as a fun activity to help develop shielding skills. If you set the rule that the tagger tries to tag dribblers on the front side of their shoulders, then it encourages dribblers to turn away from the tagger, thus putting their body between the ball and the defender. This game will also help the players learn how to turn with the ball under pressure. Encourage your players to use various surfaces of their feet, such as the sole for rolling the ball away from the defender.

Staying over the ball.

Pair up players. One player stands over their ball while their defender stands behind. On your signal the defender tries to move the attacker off the ball with their shoulder. The attacker resists by crouching to a get a strong center of balance. Players cannot use their hands to pull or grab. After about 10 seconds stop the action and have the players switch places to try again. 

Put more movement in the game by having attackers move to another ball to become a defender, while the defender takes possession of the ball that they were trying to possess.

Progress to having attackers keep one foot on the ball, or use the sole of their foot to roll the ball into a safe position as they guard it against a defender. 

Keep the ball.

Setup a 6x6 box with players on one end and the coach on the other. The first player moves into the box to receive a pass from the coach. When the coach passes the ball, the next player becomes a defender who closes in on the attacker and tries to steal the ball. The object for the player with the ball is to protect it as long as possible. Play stops when the ball leaves the box or the defender is able to take possession and pass it to the coach. Rotate through your players. If you have several coaches, have each run their own playing area.

Side to side.

Setup two cones about 5 yards apart. Place an attacker on one side of the cones and a defender on the other. With their back to the defender, the attacker tries to beat the defender to either cone and step on the ball. This game encourages attackers to change direction and speed, and also to try stepover feints to get the defender to lean the wrong way. Also have the attackers try using one foot only to move the ball.

After attackers have learned how to change directions, give them the option of turning and dribbling through the cones when they have the opportunity. This will teach them which way to turn with a defender behind. Have defender touch the back of the attacker so the attacker can feel the defender’s movements.

Turn to shield.

Setup a 6v6 box. This is a controlled activity where attackers dribble from corner to corner as defenders protect the corners from the outside. There are many variations to explore, ala Wiel Coerver:

1. Send attackers through the box one at a time, tracing a path from corner to corner. When they reach the point of origin, step on the ball for the next player to use. This is a warmup to practice the touch you want them to use as you focus on each player.

2. Station four defenders behind each corner who offer controlled defending. That is, they may lunge toward the approaching attacker but do not try to steal the ball. The attackers use their turn technique to shield the ball before moving to the next corner.

3. Start the game with four attackers standing midway between each corner and defenders stationed at each corner. On your signal, attackers all start dribbling in the same direction, making their turn at each corner. Pause the action after one or two revolutions, then start them in the opposite direction.

4. Have the defenders move in the opposite direction so they are meeting attackers at each corner. This teaches attackers to turn behind approaching defenders. You can also do this with only two defenders starting from opposite corners. If you have only four players, have attackers and defenders start back-to-back from opposite corners.

5. Use the same starting setup as #3. This time defenders are stationary, but switch roles with attackers. Have attackers pass the ball to the next defender after their first corner turn. The defender continues with the ball while the attacker takes their position at the corner. And so on.

The turning techniques you can have the players explore are:

1. Use the inside surface. This can be done in either direction using either foot. Advanced players can try pulling the ball behind the other foot as they turn.

2. Use the outside surface. This can be done in either direction using either foot.

3. Step on the ball and touch it toward the next corner with the same foot. Use whichever surface is easily available. 

4. Use the sole of either foot to turn in a single touch. This requires a good twist of the hips.

5. Step on the ball, pull it back, and turn with the same foot using the inside surface. This can be done with either foot.

6. Step on the ball, roll it outward, and turn with the same foot. This can be done with either foot.

7. Step over the ball and turn with the other foot. There are two versions of this: 1) an inward stepover followed by an inside touch with the other foot, and 2) an outward stepover followed by an outside touch with the other foot.

Obviously, such an exercise can be applied to players at any level so pick which version is within the ability of your players. For example, with U6 players you may just have them practice turning using the inside surface, and also step on the ball before turning. Make sure the players practice these skills individually before trying to apply them in motion and against defenders.

However you apply this in practice, the purpose is for the players to develop an effective method for shielding the ball from an approaching defender as they turn. Players should have more than one technique under their belt so they have choices. 

In the next newsletter, we’ll cover moves to beat an opponent 1v1.
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