Seventeen Steps to Supersonic Soccer using Squashed Squares

Brian Peacock 1989, 2002

You may well say “What a corny title?” But it’s there to get your attention. First there are seventeen key things to learn about the game and second the strategic use of squares has important application in offense, defense and practice. Another purpose of this book is to teach some basic mathematics and science in an interesting and useful way. So read on.

1. Squares

For many years coaches have talked about triangles, particularly in relation to offense. Triangles give the player with the ball three options – pass to one or other of his teammates or take the ball forward himself. But what if he loses the ball? There should always be someone trailing the person with the ball. Similarly, from the defensive point of view, there should always be someone behind the player who is confronting the player with the ball.. In this way we have what systems engineers call redundancy. Other people would call it belt and braces. The other two defensive players do double duty – they cut off passing avenues and position themselves to receive the ball should their colleague obtain possession. So in every play there should be (at least) four players on each team that have a possibility to contribute to the next step in the game. 

If you ever watch a soccer game – whether is be a hoard of seven year olds or national professional teams in the World Cup, you will be able to what happens when you look for the squares or the absence of squares. You may not see perfect squares – sometimes they get a bit squashed and even look more like a “Y”, but you should be able to find four players (one each side) in a position to participate in the next step of the game. 

You will remember learning about squares in your geometry lessons. Well these squares don’t always have equal length sides or right angles at the corners but they do teach the player some important lessons. One lesson is about the length of the sides. It is no good having sides of the squares that are too long or too short, otherwise it either won’t be possible to reach the other player with a pass or everybody will get to close and in each other’s way. So the important lesson is that the players should learn to judge how far away they should be from the person with the ball (or the person defending the person with the ball.) 

While we are in the business of geometry we can ask the question: How many triangles in a square? There are four. Now what if we make two (or three) squares with six people? Then we have 12 triangles. With two lines of four people we have seven squares and twenty-eight triangles and that’s when it starts to get complicated and that’s why it’s such a great game. A great way to learn about soccer strategy and cover is to play a slow motion game with coins on a table top.

Now let us move from geometry to arithmetic. If a game lasts 90 minutes and there are 22 players, then on average each player has the ball for 90/22 = 3 or 4 minutes, or less, if you subtract the time that the ball is out of play or on its way from one player to the next. So why are players so tired after a game in which they only play a few minutes? Because the most important player in the game is the one who is going to get the ball next (either on offense or defense) and because you don’t always know who that will be, you had better get into a good position to be that person. If you look at the heart rates of good soccer players, you will see that they are two or three times their resting rate for most of the game, with occasional relaxation periods when the ball is out of play. Although your share of the ball maybe only two or three minutes, your job is to always be involved. 

If there is one thing I hate, it is to see players standing in a line at practice waiting to do something. In practice, as in a game, all players should be moving into a position to be the next participant in a developing situation. That is how you learn the essential “feel” for the game. When I was a little boy we only had one ball (often a tennis ball) and various numbers of players from one to 22. We rarely “practiced”– we just picked teams and played. If you were on your own you used the wall to play against or a target to shoot at. When there were more players it was often useful to assign general areas of responsibility around the field, but woe betide anyone who said he played on offense or defense. The difference between offence and defense is nothing to do with the particular players – it all depends which side has the ball. If your side has the ball everybody is on offense and should be expecting the ball to come their way. Similarly if the other side has the ball then everybody is on defense – that is moving into a position to prevent one of the other team from doing his job – trying to be in a position to be the next participant in the game. 

We’ll talk more about the strategic use of squares later, but first we have another use for squares – practice.

Squares in Practice

Squares are a very useful and instructive way of running a practice session. Almost every kind of practice session can involve groups of two four eight or sixteen players. I believe that sixteen players is enough for any team; any more reduces playing time to unreasonable levels. When I used to play substitutes were unheard of – you played all the game and if someone got hurt you played with ten. 

The ideal equipment for a practice session is one ball and one cone for each two players and four sets of four different colored bibs. If every player has a ball and a cone and a bib then so much the better. Back to arithmetic. How many ways can you make use of four sets of four different colored bibs? Well you can have greens, blues, yellows and reds playing together; you can have two reds play two greens or three yellows and a blue and so on. The coach with an imagination can mix up the players in many different ways for different exercises and mini games. We can even use soccer to teach arithmetic and geometry.

Pairs

The first exercise should involve pairs of players just kicking the ball to each other, with their right and left feet at varying distances apart – from about 5 to 20 meters and then back to 5 meters. Just keep the ball moving until each player has kicked the ball at least fifty times. You don’t really have to teach children of any age how to kick a ball; if they do it often enough they will learn. It may be useful to put a cone in between each pair so that the players can aim at it around it or over it. You don’t have to pick up the cone every time it gets knocked over, it won’t run away and will still be a good target.

The next variation on this pairs game is to have the players move around their cone in circles of different sizes and in different directions. This way passers will learn to pass the ball in front of a moving colleague, which is most important when the game gets going for real. A variation is to have the pairs move up and down the field passing the ball to each other. This way they will learn for themselves that the game is much easier if they use both feet.

Now with all this kicking going on we didn’t mention stopping the ball. Well it just happened without us thinking about it. Again, it doesn’t matter how you stop the ball, if you do it often enough you will learn to do it well. You will also learn to link stopping the ball with the next move – kicking it. 

A fun pairs game is to start facing each other about 20 meters apart and kick the ball alternately with the object of getting the ball over the opponent’s goal line. This teaches the players how to kick the ball hard and far and makes them run. More about the big “S” – Stamina later. Oh, by the way you can allow the players to punt or throw the ball instead of kicking it or you can have one punt and the other throw or kick and so on. Don’t worry about foul throws – two feet on the ground, hands evenly on each side of the ball, which must be delivered from behind and over the head – they will learn. Anyway, they might be fledgling goalkeepers. Whoops! We spent the last paragraph learning more about stopping a bouncing ball without even thinking about it!

Still in pairs the players can learn about dribbling and tackling. If there is only one cone between two players they can alternate defending and attacking the cone. Two cones, placed 10 or 20 yards apart can become two goals. – first to 10 wins.

There’s even more to this pairs stuff. When the coach blows the whistle, players change partners and carry on with their kicking, passing, stopping, running, dribbling, tackling and shooting games. Before you know where you are the practice session will be over, every player will be tired, they will have kicked the ball a few hundred times, they will be a little better at the game, they will have had a lot of fun, they have only had to think about one other player and nobody had to stand in line.

Here’s a fun game. Line the players up facing each other in pairs about 20 yards apart, one ball between each pair, a cone next to each player. The game is to knock down your opponent’s cone. Every few minutes stop the game, move each player one position to the left (or right) and then continue. The end player will have to cross to the other side. Don’t worry about knocked down cones they will not run away. Keep the play moving. Try the game with the cones further apart.- that will make them run.

Squares Again

For this activity you need 4 players, one ball, and 2 or 4 cones. It might be useful to select 2 players with one color bib and the other 2 with another, but it doesn’t really matter. You start by making a small square – about 5 yards across and have the players keep the ball moving in any direction around and across the square, first time kicking or stop with one foot and kick with the other. You can alternate which foot does what, but the key is to keep the ball moving. Put the cones in the middle and have the players kick around or over them. Enlarge the size of the square, but keep the ball moving. Have the players pass the ball and then move to another corner of the square. Keep the ball moving. Enlarge the square again. Keep the ball moving. You get the idea. 10 minutes of this and each player will have stopped and kicked the ball a whole bunch of times and have worked his heart just like it should be working in a game. 

Now take turns putting one of the four in the middle to act as a docile defender. The other three keep the ball away from the man in the middle and keep the ball moving. The man in the middle doesn’t tackle or even try to intercept, he just gives the others something to think about. Later the man in the middle becomes more aggressive and tries to intercept. But don’t forget to keep the ball moving and use both feet. By the way change the man in the middle from time to time.

Make two goals about 20 yards apart – a single cone will do. Play 2 on 2. After a few minutes rotate the pairs so that they play against other opponents. Keep the ball moving. Run off the ball into a clear position for your partner to pass to you. Try dribbling around your opponent every now and again. 

Stop the play; tell every player to race around the goal post at the end of the field and then back to their mini pitch. There’s nothing like sprinting and racing to get the blood moving and create some fun. 

Opposing squares

Play four on four mini games. Think about getting into position to receive the ball and don’t forget the trailing player – behind the man with the ball and the man who is confronting the man with the ball. Every few minutes blow the whistle and ask each player to say what he is doing and where he is going next. This is called “heads up football”. It makes the players think about the squares and about how the game is happening. If you do this too often the players will complain that you are interrupting their fun. A great lesson for coaches – allow the players to play and keep out of the way most of the time. Remember that with 8 players in a mini game each player only gets the ball about 1/8 th. of the time but should be running all of the time. This 4 on 4 level is probably the optimal level of competition. Don’t forget to swap the teams around so that the mini teams play against different opponents and with different colleagues. But keep reminding them of the importance of moving off the ball and covering the player with the ball. Once the players have mastered this kind of competition they are ready to go.

That’s enough about squares for a while. It is now time to move on the seventeen steps to supersonic soccer using squashed squares. The use of squares in the game and in practice will occur at each step.

Stamina

Why do people play soccer? Well some who are good enough play to make a living, but most play to have fun and many play to keep fit. There is probably no other game that stresses the cardio-vascular-respiratory systems as much as soccer. It is even more strenuous than running. Why? The answer comes from mechanics. The energy cost of accelerating, decelerating, starting and stopping is much greater than that consumed by running at a steady pace. And soccer is all about sprinting, stopping, turning, moving forwards, sideways, and backwards, and jumping and falling down (sometimes) and getting up and pushing ( so long as you do it shoulder to shoulder) and so on. When you’ve played a full game of soccer you have probably raised your heart and respiration rates to close to their maximum for much of the game. The good players are still running hard at the end of the game. A good practice should keep everybody moving most of the time. Do not have players standing in line waiting to do something.

During practice you can start slowly passing the ball backwards and forwards between pairs or among squares. But soon you must accelerate the practice by having players move after they have passed the ball into a new position to receive the ball back. A simple game is to have twos or fours move in circles of varying sizes keeping the ball moving. Don’t forget to pass the ball in front of the receiving player. Next you can run around the pitch in your groups keeping the ball moving all the time. Blow the whistle. Leave the balls where they are, every runs hard around two goal posts (or to two touch lines and back to their ball. That will get the heart going.

If you want to work on stamina without the ball you can do repeat sprints – line up at one end of the pitch, jog to half way, sprint to the other goal line, turn, wait for everybody to catch up, jog back to half way, sprint to the goal line. Repeat 5 or 10 times. If you get similarly talented runners to stay near each other you can add the incentive of racing to work on those lungs. By the way coach – you should join in – it will be good for you and you’ll get the respect you deserve.

There are literally hundreds of variations on this theme. Have the players do shuttle runs. Have races within and among the groups. Drop to the ground and stand up half way through each run. Use the cones. Have the player leap and head an imaginary ball. If you want use the ball during the runs. Kick the ball, throw the ball, carry the ball, but above all keep everybody moving. Stamina wins games. Standing in line listening to the coach doesn’t do anything for stamina and probably doesn’t do much for other aspects of the game.

Now about that homework. There is no reason why anyone shouldn’t run a few miles a day. Why do parents drive their children to practice at the local school that is only a mile or two a way? Run or walk with them, it will get easier once you have made it a habit. Now if it is raining you may think that you will be able to skip that stamina homework. Did I say skip? Back to physics and gravity. If you accelerate your body up against gravity you use a lot of energy, especially if you keep it going for twenty minutes or more. And skipping is fun. If you haven’t got a rope then just jump up and down a couple of hundred times.

Probably the best stamina training is to play four on four for a couple of hours a few times a week. Just keep running.

Strength

Strength and stamina go hand in hand – the exercises like running, jumping, skipping, stopping and starting make your legs strong. You need strong legs to kick the ball a long way. Probably the best way to develop the strength to kick the ball a long way is by kicking the ball a long way a lot of times. It is great fun to have kicking competitions in pairs or fours – kick the ball alternately and try to move your opponent back to his own goal line. Alternate left and right feet. By way of a change punt or throw the ball – one hand or two. Don’t always run forwards. Try backwards and skipping sideways. Walk on all fours – either facing up or down. Play “crab football.” Jump as high as you can – at least ten or more times. 

There are other ways of developing strength, but they all require work. Squats, sit-ups and push-ups are all familiar and have a place in any strength training routine. If you can reach the cross bar or there is a jungle gym close by add in pull-ups. Be careful that the goal doesn’t fall over. 

Strength training involves resisted muscular activity and what better resistance is there but your playing buddy, providing you are about the same size. Do arm wrestling. Have pushing and pulling competitions. Lift and carry your partner. Do squats with your partner on your back. Have push up and sit up competitions. Try squat thrusts and burpees – bend your knees, touch the floor and then jump up as high as you can – at least ten times. Then progress to: bend your knees, hands on the floor, jump your legs backward then forward and then jump up and repeat, repeat, repeat.

Just look at how strong the pros are. They can kick or throw the ball more than half the length of the field. Strength rules.

Speed

The difference between top players and those less gifted or practiced is the speed with which they do t5hings. They get to the ball quicker, they control the ball quicker, they kick the ball faster and they seem to be able to think faster. One practical example of the advantage of speed is that the first player to the ball usually wins the tackle. Another is that the fisrst player into an open space provides a good target for a passer. Finally the fastest runner will move around and away from an opponent and into open space more quickly. Speed is important but sometimes the cliché “more haste less speed applies”. You should always have your brain in gear before you set your feet in motion! But this takes practice.

There are two basic measures of human performance – accuracy and speed. Accuracy means that you achieve your objective and speed means that you do it quickly. Sometimes there are speed – accuracy tradeoffs. Most children of all ages like to run races, because it is usually clear who the winner is and,, because most people eventually come across someone faster than themselves, losing isn’t a big deal – it just makes you try harder next time, or chose the right opponents.

In practice coaches should make use of races to improve speed. The races may be of any distance – from 5 yards to the length of the pitch. They can involve turns around the cones or shuttle runs. They can be forwards, sideways or backwards. They can use two feet or hands and feet. They can involve jumps, swerves, falling down and getting up. They can even involve the ball. You can kick the ball, with one or alternating feet. You can kick it a long way ahead or keep close control. For a change you can carry the ball or throw it up in the air and catch it. Races can involve two or more players. Shuttle runs, ball control runs, and reciprocal passing races at various distances apart. Races rule. They are fun. And races develop speed in all aspects of the game. Even the coach can join in. Most practices should include races of one kind or another. They are intrinsically motivating.

Skill

This is what it is all about. All players have skills, but some have more than others. Some have different skills. Skill in football is about connecting your brain to your feet, via a whole bunch nervous system connections. There is a simple truism about skill – the more you practice the more skillful you will become at the thing you are practicing. In fact it is possible to continue to improve speed and accuracy over millions of practice cycles. But there is a complication. It is possible to learn bad habits and repeat mistakes. It is also possible to focus on just a few skills to the exclusion of others. Good players have a wide variety of skills and can play in any position. There is one famous exception that proves this rule. One of the greatest players of all time – Stanley Mathews - couldn’t (or didn’t) kick the ball with his left foot, rarely headed the ball and hardly ever scored a goal. But he was a brilliant right winger who regularly tied the left full back in knots and, to use a term that post dates his era, was responsible for many “assists.”

How can you measure skill? There are two ways – accuracy and speed. Accuracy means that you do what you planned to do – like scoring a goal, making a successful pass, getting the ball under control or tackling and opponent. Speed is measured by the time it takes to do these things. The complicating thing about skill is that the transaction usually has to be completed in the context of opponents, ground and weather conditions. It’s one thing to be able to juggle the ball with your feet, head and knees a hundred times; it is an altogether different challenge to receive a high ball with your back to the goal and a defender close behind you, chest it down, turn and shoot past the advancing goalkeeper. There are two theories about the acquisition of skill. The first is that you learn the elements individually, then put them together and finally do them under game conditions. The alternative theory is that you practice game situations and the skills are acquired incidentally. I happen to think that the latter approach is more fun and therefore likely to be more successful in the long run. 

There really are only four kinds of skill in soccer – ball control, tackling, kicking and strategic use of these elements. Ball control skills involve the process of receiving the ball from any direction and at any height and at any speed, dribbling it and preparing to pass or shoot the ball. Tackling is all about timing. There are a few guidelines that are worth mentioning up front. Watch the ball not your opponents feet or eyes. Either get in quickly before your opponent has control of the ball or hang back a little and wait for your opponent to give it to you. Surprisingly the latter strategy is often the most successful. The kicking skill is basic and can only be acquired through practice, practice, practice. You can kick the ball with any part of your foot – inside, top, outside, toe or heel – they all have their place. Kicking skills are best learned through mini games of shooting and passing, not by listening to the coach tell you how to kick. 

The square is a good way of practicing ball control skills. The four players should just pass the ball about as the square gets bigger and smaller and changes shape, rotates and progresses around the field. The key rule to this practice of ball control and kicking skills is to tell the players that the ball must not stop. You can play first time passing or two or three touch. As the control skills develop players will control the ball and move it into a position for the next pass all in one movement. A fun game is to have one of the four players act as a passive defender in the middle while the others move about and keep the ball in motion. It’s surprising how often a passive defender will get the ball on an interception. A progression of this game is to allow the defender to become more aggressive, but then you will often find that it is easier for the three to keep the ball away.

Now to kicking. As I said earlier the ball may be kicked with any part of the foot, but players will usually get more distance and accuracy if they use the “instep” – the top / inner side of their foot. Generally, the non-kicking foot is placed next to the ball, and the head and shoulders are over the ball. But kicking a football is like hitting a golf ball – there are many variations on the theme. If you want the ball to go hard and low you put your body over thye ball. If you want to lift it in the air you should approach the ball at an angle of up to 45 degrees place your stance foot a little further away, you lean back a little and undercut the ball. You can make the ball swerve by hitting it with the outside or inside of the foot. Players should practice all of these variations as the pass the ball around the square. Perhaps the best kicking practice is a one on one or two on two in which the teams kick the ball alternately with the aim of getting the ball to the other goal line. 

One thing to remember. If the ball is passed along the ground it makes the receivers control task much easier than if the ball is bouncing.

Dribbling

See

Great players have eyes in the back of their heads. In technical terms they have good situational awareness. Players should practice looking around and listening to their teammates calling for the ball. One way of encouraging situational awareness skills is for the coach to blow the whistle to stop play during practice games. Each player then has to say what he is going to do next and what the other players are going to do – both teammates and opponents. Players should be encouraged to play ‘with their heads up”. The next part of seeing is anticipating – predicting where your teammates and opponents are going to move in the next few seconds.

Shout

A natural partner to seeing and space is shouting or using other signals to attract the attention of a teammate. A potential receiver should shout the name of the ball player as he moves into position. Alternatively, a third player should shout the name of an open receiver. Pointing or raising your hand or making eye contact with a colleague are all ways of helping. There is a fine line between legal tactical shouting and “verbal obstruction”. You should always shout a name and not things like “my ball” or “square ball” You should not shout if you are not in an open position. Shouting that is aimed at deceiving the opposition may be penalized.

Space

The effective use of space is the most important tactical part of the game. Space is somewhere where where you or a teammate is and your opponent isn’t. When you get more advanced in your analysis space is where you, your teammate or the ball is going to be in the next few seconds.  In the early days of traditional formation – two full backs three half backs and five forwards the players had fairly rigid territories. But as the game has progressed thye job of a player is not to cover his designated opponent or area of the field. Rather it is to move strategically with the play, move into open space and always remember the need to cover the player who has the ball.

Whatever basic lineup is adopted players will find themselves participating in various squares that cover the field. A typical situational square will include the player with the ball, two teammates within fairly close passing distance and a fourth player behind him. A change in the direction of the play will find players participating in a different square. The defensive counterpart of the offensive square is that there should always be a player between an offensive player and the goal.

Three on one or two on two games are very good ways of making players find space. Again it is often good to play with passive defense – the team without the ball doesn’t tackle – they just look for interceptions. The paser should pass the ball in front of a moving colleague. Good players like an opponent to commit to a tackle – it gives them a better opportunity to dribble around him or pass the ball. One thing on slide tackling – a very important part of the game at the right moment. But you must get the ball and not the player. You must also remember that you will end up on the ground and therefore will be out of the game if your tackle is not successful.

As players become more experienced space can be created by decoys and strategic shielding – placing your body between your opponent and the ball. But pushing off will get you called for obstruction.

Shoot.

 Shooting at goal is the occasional end result of a long build up around the field and, because it is so occasional, it is important not to squander the opportunity. The trick is to increase the probability of a successful outcome – score a goal. The first rule of shooting is to get close enough to the goal – the closer you are the better your chance of scoring. I*t is rare for children to score from outside the penalty area, because they can’t kick the ball hard enough. Even the professionals only have a 50:50 chance of scoring from outside the box if the goalkeeper is in a good position to see the ball coming. There are two reasons for not shooting from too far away – space and time. The space thing is that the target – the goal is relatively smaller the further you are away – so that a good shot from close up will go just inside thye post, one with the same angular direction from further away will miss the goal. The sewcond problem is time – the more time you give the goalkeeper to see the ball coming and move into its path the more likely it is that he will save it. Therefore the first rule of shooting is - get in range!

The second rule is to choose as big a target as possible so as to reduce the chance of missing the goal and the chance of the goalkeeper stopping the ball. The target is the space around the goalkeeper – above and to the side – but within the goal posts. Note that it is generall harder for a goal keeper to reach a low ball than a high one – it takes him a longer time to dive and move his hands to the bottom two feet of the goal than to the upper six feet – assuming that the goalkeeper is six feet tall. But if small children play in full size goals then it makes sense to kick the ball over the goalkeeper’s head. If the goalkeeper advances to “narrow the angle” then you should shoot towards the side with the biggest gap – often the far post. When you become very good at the game you may be able to lob the ball over the head of the advancing goalkeeper – but this takes a lot of practice – you have to learn to control the trajectory by hitting the ball just hard enough – otherwise the ball will go over the crossbar. 

As the plaer becomes more skillful at kicking he will become more adept at “bending” the ball around the advancing goalkeeper. If you want to swerve the ball to the right hit it withy the outside of your right foot or the inside of the left foot. And vice versa. One more thing – if you want the ball to dip then you hit the ball with the inside of the foot with a glancing upwaqrd blow – so as to impart top spin. 

The ball is rearely stationary when the player is about to shoot, except for a penalty kick or a free kick. The shooter has more time to prepare for his shot if the ball is rolling toward him than if it is delivered from the side or behind. Thus the golden rule for the assisting player is to play the ball back to the shooter or if there is sufficient space between the shhter and the goalkeeper, to place the ball in front of the shooter so that he can run on to it. This kind of pass is a low probability one as the advancing goalkeeper will have more chance to come out of his goal and narrow the angle. It is difficult for a player to receive a ball from behind but it is even more difficult to receive a bouncing ball, because the shooter will have to time his movement to the ball more precisely and may hjave to control the ball first and then shoot. 

Shooting like any skill can only be improved by practice, practice and more practice. Thyere is no value for a dozen or so players standing in line waiting for their turn to shoot. Perhaps the best form of shooting practice is in groups of four players. Place two cones to make a goal, have one player act as goalkeeper, two in front and one behind and practice passing and shooting none stop. Rotate the players frequently. With this practice form it is possible to demonstrate the effectiveness of different forms of assist – coming back towards the shooter, coming from behind and bouncing. Another level of practice is to have one of the pair in front of the goal provide passive defense so that the shooter hjas to move sideways to get a clear shot at the goal. If he scores and then the goal keeper can turn and provide passive defense for the new shooter that was standing on the other side of the goal.

Situations

Set Plays

There are quite a few stoppages in soccer – when the ball goes out of bounds, when a foul has been committed or when the game starts or restarts after a goal. Quite a few strategies have been tried after a kick off. One interesting one is to boot the ball as far forward as possible – of course this gives the ball to the opposition, but at least the play will be continue to the other team’s goal. The more common, conservative tactic is to retain possession by passing the ball to a colleague standing close who in turn passes the ball back to a half back; then the midfield possession game can start. There are other more risky and innovative starts – pass the ball directly to a winger, dribble the ball up field or a pass back followed by a kick up field to attackers that have had time to run into a position where they have at least a 50/50 chance of receiving the ball. Note that the ball must travel forward from the kick off. This rule is an anachronism and really serves no useful purpose.

Before the change in rules regarding goal (dead ball) kicks it was common for the goalkeeper to pass the ball sideways to a fullback who then returned it to the goalkeeper. The goalkeeper would then advance to the edge of the penalty box, bouncing the ball every four steps, before booting it up field. Nowadays this tactic is not allowed and is not really an issue except for young children as the balls used nowadays have a much greater coefficient of restitution and can be kicked much further than the old soggy leather balls. Also nowadays goal keepers can usually reach at least the half way line with a goal kick and often well into the opponents half with a punt. A few other things have changed – mostly for the better. Those heavy soggy balls would not bounce well on a soft muddy goalmouth – this gave rise to all sorts of odd situations and encouraged attackers to confront the goalkeeper. Indeed it shoulder charges on the goalkeeper used to be allowed and even encouraged. Clever attackers would stand in front and slightly to one side of the goalkeeper so that he couldn’t punt the ball with his preferred foot – usually the right one. A big no-no was raising your foot in front 

Simple

KISS – Keep it simple sweetheart! Is good advice. A high probability pass into good space is better than a 50/50 ball to a colleague who is closely marked or a long hopeful boot up field. But, when the ball is in your own penalty area, don’t play about, get it out of there. In the old days a pass back to the goalkeeper was an important a perfectly legitimate way of playing safe. But some teams abused this strategy in order to waste time. So the law was changed to disallow the goalkeeper from using his hands from a direct pass (with the foot) by a colleague. This doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t pass back, only that you run a greater risk of losing the ball if you do. Bu remember always pass back wide of the goal, in case the goalkeeper misses the ball.

Wherever possible pass the ball to a colleague along the ground, because a bouncing ball is harder to bring under control. Shoot from in front of the goal and not from a narrow angle. If you are out towards the wing and approaching the goal – pass the ball back towards a collweague runningt into the penalty area – he will have a better chance of scoring than you. 

Passing the ball is usually better than trying to dribble it around an opponent, unless that opponent is not covered, in which case you have more space to play with. 

Don’t try to develop complex sequences – remember that fours are about as much as our tginy minds can deal with.

Safe

Playing safe, particularly on defense, is of great importance. Clear the ball out of your own penalty area. Don’t pass across your own goal in your half of the field – this will often lead to an interception and no defensive cover.. Pass to a close colleague who is not marked. Play the game in your opponents half of the field.

Always have someone covering the player with the ball – usually about 5 to 10 yards so that if he is tackled there is a good chance that the covering player will be able to regain possession quickly. Forwards are responsible for defense – they must come back and cover behid the player who is challenging for the ball.. There is usually no hurry to get up field, unless you have drawn the opponents defense out of position. 

Unless you are a genius try to get the ball under control before you do something else. Pass to a close colleague who is not marked. Pass into clear space but don’t provide 50-50 passes and get your teammate creamed.

Save

Goalkeeping is a special skill. It relies on anticipation and agility. Narrow the angle. The key to effective goalkeeping is to provide the smallest possible target to the opposing players by advancing off your goal line. But be careful not to come out too quickly or too far, as this will provide your opponent with the chance to lob the ball over your head. Always cover your near post when the attack is coming from a wing. Keep your legs together or go down on one knee to provide a solid wall. When going out to meet an opponent that is in the clear, dive sideways to block as much of the goal as possible. 

Catch the ball rather than punch it. From corner kicks start on the far post and move out and forward toward the ball – you don’t want to let it go over your head. Remember that if the ball is in the goal area you should consider it yours.

Distribute the ball to a player that is in the clear. It is often better to throw the ball to an unmarked player out towards the wing rather than boot the ball up filed. Also look for a winger who is coming back for the ball close to the half way line – he will often be unmarked. Another ploy is for a mid fielder to run into space towards the touch line – thus providing a large unmarked target area. . 

In the last resort or when you have the wind behind you boot the ball down filed as far as you can. Such a kick is especially effective on hard grounds when the ball boubnces high. 

Strategy

There are three levels of control of a game. Ball control – executing the basic skills like kicking, dribbling and tackling. Tactical play like creating space and passing in to space and using the wind, sun and ground conditions to your advantage. Finally there is strategic play – carrying out pre planned attacking moves and defensive cover. Play on your own team’s strengths and the opposing team’s weaknesses.

Play long balls into the wind and square balls when the wind is behind you in your opponents half – this will prevent you from giving the advancing goalkeeper an easy job. Curl the ball into the goal with the wind from the wing and use the wind to make the ball move away from the goalkeeper. Present the goalkeeper with high bouncing balls on hard grounds. Play long balls over the head of the opposing fullback into space for your winger to run in to. Pull the ball back for a colleague who is following up. Never give the goalkeeper an easy ball to intercept or catch. 

Overlap by rotating the cover player out towards the wing while making sure that someone else fills in behind the player with the ball. . Forwards run out towards the wing to spread the defense thus creating large holes. Get into a position for a pass. Come back and wide for a throw from your goalkeeper. Send a plaer up field as a decoy while another comes across for the ball.

Share

The biggest crime in soccer is to hold on to the ball when a colleague is in a better position to shoot or progress up the field. Soccer is a game of sharing. There are super stars but the best players are team player. Running off the ball, covering a player who has moved up field, providing a good target for a pass, not shouting when you are in a marked position are all ways that the player without the ball can share – and help the player with the ball to share. There are other ways of sharing – warning a colleague of an opponent behind him, always getting back to help the defense when you have lost the ball, congratulating a colleague that makes a good play – shot, tackle, run into space or pass. And most of all, be quick to forgive and forget mistakes made by a colleague. After all nobody intends to make a mistake and your turn may be next.

Simulate

It is easy to simulate the game with poker chips on a table. Work on set plays and defensive and offensive strategies. Always look for the squares, with one player trailing the player with the ball. Show how decoys and overlaps create space

Sport

Soccer is a great game; some people call it a sport. And the players, coaches, officials and spectators should be good sports. If you play long enough you will win a few games and loose a few. Especially if you progress or gravitate to your own skill level. Of course the purpose is always to win, but if you won every time you would soon lose interest in the game because there would be no challenge and therefore no sport. If you foul an opponent deliberately, stop the ball with your hands or protest a referees decision, you are missing the whole point of the game. Coaches, referees and teammates should be particularly vigilant regarding the following bad behaviors- jersey pulling, loose elbows, deliberate tripping, pushes in the back, tackling through the ball, charging or kicking the goalkeeper, shouting to distract an opponent or in other ways acting offensively. Do not retaliate, this will usually get you in bigger trouble than the initial offense; do not argue with officials, coaches, opponents or spectators – they all usually do their best to play the game. Remember that referees may often play the advantage rule and thus ignore even a deliberate foul. Do not criticize your colleagues mistakes. Coaches don’t tell the player that he messed up – he didn’t intend to and probably feels bad enough already without your help. Soccer is a game of skill and serendipity. Sometimes the play goes as intended but more often it doesn’t. 

The Laws of the Game

There are 17 Laws governing the game of soccer:

2. The field of play

3. The ball

4. The number of players

5. Player’s equipment

6. Referees

7. Linesmen

8. Duration of the game

9. The start of play

10. Ball in and out of play

11. Method of scoring

12. Fouls and misconduct

13. Free kick (direct and indirect)

14. Penalty kick

15. Throw in

16. Goal kick

17. Corner kick

Most of these laws don’t really matter and neither do the thousands of pages of “decisions of the international board (FIFA)” If you really want to learn about them you can obtain a copy on the World Wide Web, buy buying one of many books on soccer or through your local association. And I suppose if you want to avoid arguments then you should read the laws and the interpretations.

Why?

Laws are general guidelines that are intended to provide some order in the game and provide safety for the players. The “decisions” or rules are much more rigid interpretations that are needed to resolve disagreements regarding the laws. But millions of children all over the world play very happily by interpreting the laws (which they have never read) with common sense. 

The “field” is any fairly flat surface with one or two goals. The size of the field and goals depend on how many players there are, how big the players are and how big the ball is. A regular tennis ball on a patch of concrete provides a venue for endless soccer fun. Even law #12 “Fouls and Misconduct” is really common sense. Don’t use your hands and kick the ball not your opponent. 

Even in the top level of soccer the job of the officials is to keep the game moving and only interfere when a player may gain an unfair advantage by contravening one of the laws. But people play the game and people are competitive and like structure, especially when it is important which team wins. So we are stuck with all these interpretations. 

Despite all the decisions of the international board and a variety of local rules by well meaning administrators, there is still room for on the spot interpretation. Was the trip incidental? Was the handball accidental? Was the player in an offside position actually interfering with play? Was the ball completely over the line? Did the goalkeeper move before the penalty kick was taken? (Usually!) Is the defensive “wall” 10 yards away from the ball until a free kick is taken? Is a slide tackle or a jumping tackle dangerous? (sometimes) Was a shoulder charge too robust? Was a throw in performed “correctly?” Did the offending player gain an advantage from his misconduct? Was the action malicious? Who was to blame – the high kicker or the low header? Is high kicking a crime? Was the shielding fair or obstruction? Good referees make these judgment calls all the time and good players accept their decisions, even if they are wrong. 

