Possession Soccer - Increasing the Speed of Play

Introduction 

The previous sections discussed ways for individuals, and then small groups, to achieve possession of the ball, and keep it, even with their back to the play and under pressure.  This section amplifies on this skill to explain the team concept of possessing the ball and increasing the speed of play.

First I think we have to define what we mean by Possession Soccer and Speed of Play.

Possession soccer has several components, the ability and the will to pass the ball with minimum touches, the ability to shield and possess the ball when under  pressure and the use of negative space (passing the ball in the direction of your own goal line) as was discussed in the previous section.

Attributes of possession style players are:

· good passing technique and enjoying passing the ball

· pass quickly (one or two touch)

· pass in the direction they are facing (when they receive the ball)

· use short passes more often than long

· passes are on the ground

· tend to switch fields (playing away from the source of the last pass)

· dribble only to possess or to find passing space

· do not panic when under pressure, able to maintain possession

These players usually have good field awareness and know where they are going with the ball before they receive it.

A possession style player tends to be very conservative and puts priority on ball possession.   A possession style player needs to be constantly reminded to go forward with the dribble and the pass when opportunity presents itself and as we discussed in the previous section, turn the ball and go to goal.   Too often the easy and quick pass are opted for over a more aggressive option, even though the option has an excellent chance of success.

In addition to “Possession”, a lot of us have heard the term “Speed of Play”.   But what is speed of play?  Speed of play can be described as the combination of physical abilities and mental sharpness that leads to correct decision making on the field and then proper execution of that decision.

Speed of play has many components.  Physically, it is affected by our first touch on the ball.  It is affected by how well we prepare for the second touch.  From the mental side, it is affected by the type of pressure that is applied and how we react to this pressure.  It is affected by our situational awareness of the field, i.e. the decision process that is made by the player as to when to turn and take on an opponent, when to drive up the field, when to lay the ball off, etc. etc.

How many times have we seen the ball bounce back and forth between teams like a Ping-Pong ball?  How often have we seen our backs clear the ball, right to an opposing player, when they are under little to no pressure?   How many times have we seen our players turn into pressure simply because they did not check over their shoulder? 

How many times have we seen our youngest just kick the ball into the opponent’s shins?   How many times have we seen our players slow down and try to decide who to pass to instead of checking for their options before the ball reaches them?

In this section we’ll try to show you ways to increase your players awareness of the field and to quicken their decision making process.  We’ll start with very simple exercises and gradually increase the complexity.

The drills and exercises in this section have been shown to work with 8 year olds right up through premier level teams.  Remember to try to keep your exercises age and skill appropriate.    If it isn’t working, go on to something else or make the exercise simpler.

Possessing the Ball – Increasing the Speed of Play 

The basic concept to increasing the speed of play is to gradually increase the pressure and complexity of the drill.  As these two factors increase, more and more field awareness is required to execute the drills.  As was discussed in the previous section technical excellence is as a basic prerequisite.  Players must know how to pass, one-touch, receive, turn, etc. When they get proficient, these skills will be almost instinctive.

The Name Game II

The first exercise can be done with the young ones.  It is a progression of the Name Game described in the Passing Chapter.  At U9 you’ll see that they have trouble with the thinking ahead part of this drill.  They do not appear at first to be able to select a player, and receive the ball at the same time.  Stick with it though.  They’ll get it after a few practices and it helps immensely if they can think even one step ahead.

Set the players up in a circle, the diameter of which is determined by how well they can pass.   Start with one ball.  Pass goes from player to player.  The only criteria here is that the player receiving the pass must call out the name of the person she is going to pass to before she receives the ball.  And then of course she must complete this pass.  No fair passing to the person who passed to you.

What does this do?  Well like all speed of play drills it simply gets them to start thinking one step ahead, which is an essential ingredient to increasing the speed of play.  It also helps with their field vision and communication.

Force at least two touch on the ball.  First touch to prepare, second touch to pass.

Progression of the Name Game II

You can then make a simple progression of this game.  If the player fails to call the name out before she receives the pass, or mis-passes it or if the receiver does not handle it cleanly, they are “Out”.  Have them do a particular skill outside the circle to get back in.

What does this do?  Well it adds the complexity of not only thinking a step ahead but of having to pick their head up to see who is still in the circle.

The Name Game III – More Complex

Spread the players evenly and randomly in a large grid. Coach serves the ball to any player to begin play.

As with the basic game, you must call (VERY LOUDLY) the name of the teammate you will pass to BEFORE you make your first touch on reception. 

What is different is this game is random and you may not stand still.  Many teams will automatically one-touch pass but this is not the point as much as vision in passing, making eye contact, and having an option in mind as you receive the ball. It they begin to try to one touch, add the rule that they MUST 3 touch  minimum. This will not hurt their vision since the next receiver's name has already been called aloud (you hope).  This game (as with all great passing) is very much more mental than physical.  Make sure they keep moving. A simple progression of this drill is to add more balls to the mix.

Progression of the Name Game III

Designate one defender (wear a different color) or two depending on the size of space to try to close the open spaces.   Do not pressure the ball yet. Receiving with the first touch should be to move the ball to a safe angle away from the challenging defender.  

As the players become proficient, add more defenders who only mark one-on-one (again with different colors). Now multiple options must be seen and they change more quickly. Ball pressure is also now added.  Players must always keep looking to find their open space and moving teammates for the next pass. Name calling proves to them the proper order of events: LOOK then RECEIVE with control and PASS with accuracy and proper weight. NOT receive, look, pass. 

Coaching Points: 

· Accuracy when passing, move to the ball when receiving.

· Point out how a pass to someone too close makes it difficult for the receiver to do anything intelligent with the ball. (This will help the bunching problem.)

· Notice that sometimes the best pass is not in the direction of the goal.

Second Attacker Support

The next exercise was suggested by Gary Rue a high school soccer coach from Kentucky.    This is a possession, speed of play exercise that once again builds vision, decision making and communication by all players.

The person in control of the ball is, as we know, designated the first attacker.  She obviously has a lot of responsibility when it comes to ball possession and establishing an effective passing game.  But the second attackers, those in direct support of the first attacker, probably have equal, or perhaps even greater, responsibility for maintaining possession.

Why?  Because the second attacker must make herself available to the passer.  She does this through movement to space or by a check back towards the ball.  Communication is key, whether verbal, or non-verbal.  Even when they are not good passing options, second attackers can affect the possession and passing game by clearing the area and perhaps opening it up for a teammate to make a supporting run into the vacated space.

Second Attacker Support Set Up

Set up a 20 x 20 area with three (3) teams.  Each team has either 3 or 4 players and each team MUST wear a different color pennie.  One team is on defense and the other 2 teams possess the ball.  When the defensive team gains possession of the ball, they switch to offense and the team that lost possession switches to defense.  Therefore you always have 6 v 3 or 8 v 4.

Second Attacker Support Play

Restrict players to two (2) touches on the ball.  Restrict players to pass to players wearing the opposite color jersey.  That is if you have red and green playing offense, the red players may pass only to green and the green players only to red.

The coach should be stressing the need for the second attacker to be communicating via voice and movement to the first attacker.  Ideally this should be done prior to the first attacker receiving the ball.

What you should see with this exercise is the players tending to talk more, sometimes it’s to argue who is on defense.  Reinforce the importance of communication as much as possible and the role of the second attacker.

Progression of the Second Attacker Support – Match Related

A simple progression of the second attacker support is to add a few 3 yard goals randomly within the playing area.  The attacking team scores a point every time they complete a pass, between the cones,  to a teammate wearing the opposite color jersey.  Each of the two attacking teams gets a point.

Possession - Buildup In The Defensive Half

This exercise was suggested by Gary Rue, a high school coach from Kentucky.

Play 6v6, including GKs,  with two goals and a midline on a 60x40 layout. Assign two "forward" players on each team. Initially restrict these players to their attacking half. The other three players can go forward but they must retreat into their defensive half as soon as possession is lost. Before the possessing team can attack the goal, they must string together a certain number of passes or have everyone on the team touch the ball. Only the two "forwards" can defend during this time.

[image: image1.png]


[image: image2.wmf][image: image3.wmf][image: image4.wmf][image: image5.png]


[image: image6.wmf][image: image7.wmf][image: image8.wmf][image: image9.wmf][image: image10.wmf][image: image11.png]



[image: image12.wmf]
Initially yellow is on offense and is playing 5 v 3.  As soon as blue wins the ball yellow must retreat to their defensive end.



Blue now plays 3 plus the GK v 2 to keep possession and advance the ball.  No one is allowed to shoot on goal until all members of the offensive team have touched the ball.

Later, allow the two forwards to go back into the defensive half during this possession time or include the forwards as checkers to receive forward passes followed by drops back into the defensive half. The GK should definitely be included in the buildup process.

At some point remove the midline and adjust restrictions to encourage possession with a focus to go forward when the opportunity presents itself.

As coach, keep your focus on your prime directive (ignoring other glaring problems). This forces your charges to put their focus on OWNING THE BALL.

Speed of Play – 1 v 1 times 2 Plus 4

Great title huh?  This is a speed of play drill suggested  by Coach Bob Mazaika from  Hopkinton, Massachusetts.  Basically  it is two (2) 1 v 1 games within a 20 by 20 grid.  Each side of the grid has one (1) additional player who is a target.  

The object of the drill is to beat your defender and hit the target player with a pass.  Play is for a specified period of time.











Coaching Points:

· Players must play with their heads up , not only watching their opponent, but the other 1 v1 one game that is going on in the same space and picking out their target to pass to

· Defenders must learn not to just follow the ball otherwise they are always trailing the play

· The target players must “show”, i.e. put themselves in a position to receive the pass rather than remain static on their line

Speed of Play – Match Related

The following was suggested by Coach John Crouch of KickSmart.
So how can we train to play faster? Some might say back pass less. True, but it would not work without all that immediate movement and immediate recognition of exposed space.

How can we teach this immediate movement and immediate recognition of exposed space, practically , without wasting time to think off the ball movement?   

Plus what can we do to develop players to increase the speed of play besides off the ball movement?

The following is an exercise performed at the college level last year to help answer these questions.

The basic exercise is to play  some sort of large field numbers up (example:  11 v 7).  The attacking  team has the advantage, but if defense wins, they can also attempt to go  to their goal being numbers down.

The 11 must play with these inflexible restrictions:

1. 2 touch maximum

2. If you take a touch, you must play forward

In other words, as long as you play 1-touch, you may play anywhere on the field.  But if you take a touch, you must now play forward.

This has to do with vision and decision-making ahead of receiving a pass and is difficult.  It speeds up the thinking about supporting angles.  It speeds up quickness and the need to continually find new areas of space to attack  It speeds up the decision making process concerned with finding  the "right person" to go forward.  You'll want to encourage constant motion and re-shaping of the field to make it click.

Raise or lower the difficulty by altering size of field or numbers on teams, insisting on certain number of passes before going to goal, etc. 

Match Related 3 v 3 plus 2 to Targets

These next two sections were suggested by John Helsdon of the Rushmore Soccer Club in South Dakota.

Set Up

Set up 40 x 25-30 yard grid with a six-yard end zone added to each end of the grid (52 x 25-30).









Execution

Three (3) red and three (3) blue plus two (2) green neutral players.  There is a red target player in  one end zone and a blue target player in the other end zone.

Goal is scored by passing or dribbling into the end zone  AFTER combining with the target player.  Neutrals can combine with either target and score for that team.

All balls are to be played on the ground.  Make a  three-touch restriction.  Target can only be used in attacking combination and may not be used by the opposing team to maintain possession.  

Coaching points:

1.      
The team with the ball must employ patience to maintain possession until they can play long to the target player.

2.
After a player makes a pass, they must move to change their angle of support.

3. Look to play in to a central player to draw the defenders to them ball and then play out and back to a support player who looks to find the target.  If it's not on, maintain possession and switch the point of attack.

Match Condition – Rhythm and Speed of Play

This exercise was suggested by John Helsdon of the Rushmore (South Dakota) soccer club

Set Up and Execution

Set up the field to be 40 long x 55 wide with a half line and 4 goals - one in each corner of the field.  











Play 5 v 5 with 3R v 2B in the red defensive  half and 3B v 2R in the blue  defensive half.  The team must find a target player in their attacking half to play to and then combine with them by sending 1 or 2 players forward from their defensive half to score.  

The target players cannot score.  When possession is lost the 1 or 2 players that went forward must get back to defend in their own defensive half (they cannot defend in their attacking half).  

If, after you have played the ball forward to a target and sent players forward to combine, the play becomes stalled, you can (and should) play back to your own defensive half and restart the play (players who went forward come back), i.e., if you play back across the half line into your defensive half, you have to restart.

Coaching Points

1. Maintain possession in your own half until you can find a target to go to and then get numbers forward to support.

2. Vision is an integral part of developing a rhythm of play.

3. Look to play in to a checking player then out to the side and then to a target, with supporting runs anticipating the pass.  

4. The players going forward must communicate.  If more than 2 go forward, give an IFK to the opposing team.

Possessing – A Complete Practice

The following is a complete practice session borrowed, in part, from Ron Alber who runs Intense Soccer Academy.  I saw this demonstrated by the Commack FC Copa team at the Suffolk County Soccer Coaches Clinic in February 1999.  Since then I have added some simple drills based on the same non-directional play presented at that clinic and have added a directional game that I watched Ron’s younger brother Michael do with my daughter’s Under 12 team in the spring of 2000

Now FC Copa is a premier team that has been doing this type of drill for years BUT we can all learn from it and adapt it to our various age groups.

Fundamental Phase – Warm Up

Start off this practice like any other, with a 10 minute (minimum) coerver, footskills session.  You can follow this up with 10 minutes of 1 v 1 and then move on to the meat of the practice

Fundamental Phase - Basic Possession – No Pressure

Start with five players in a circle.  Simply have them pass the ball around.  The only condition is that they don’t do more than two-touch and the ball cannot be returned to the person who passed it.  The ball must also never come to a complete halt.  This is approximately a 10 minute warm-up period.

Coaching Points

1. Technical excellence since there is no pressure.  This is the first essential element.

2. Heel down toe up on receiving

3. Everyone is prepared to receive a pass

4. Pass must be to the feet of the receiving player.  If they are not, slow the drill down until they are.

5. Players must be aware of where to go next with the ball.  This is the second essential element (after technical excellence) to increasing the speed of play.  They can’t think about where it goes next after they have received the ball.  They have to be thinking ahead.

Progression

1. Use non-dominant foot only

2. Use one touch only

3. Use outside of foot to receive

Fundamental Phase Progression #1 - Check In  

The first progression of this drill is a simple check–in and lay off.  One player  starts in the middle.  The ball starts on the outside.  The ball comes inside to the middle player who plays the ball back outside but not to the player who passed her the ball.  The middle player follows her pass.  The initial passer checks into the middle and receives the ball back.  This sequence, Pass Inside, Check–In,  Pass Outside, Follow the Ball is then repeated.

Coaching Points

1. Two-touch passes on the outside.

2. One touch passes from the middle if possible

3. Encourage the players to play the ball square and to sometimes dummy the ball through, or to turn the ball and pay it through.










Fundamental Phase - Progression #2 – Check-In - Across, Inside , Outside

The next progression adds another dimension to the check-in by adding a driven pass across the circle.   An additional difference between this drill and the previous drill is that BOTH the inside player and the outside player have to think one step ahead.  

Set-Up and Execution

No one is in the middle to start.  The ball starts outside and goes across to a second outside player on the first pass.    The first passer then checks to the middle.  The ball is played to the middle and then played back outside.

The across, inside, outside pattern is repeated.  The player making the pass across the circle always checks to the middle.

You’ll find that the player receiving the ball from the middle player wants to check in, especially if you run this sequence right after the one we previously described.  That’s where the thinking ahead part comes in.  Their pass is across the circle.



Fundamental Phase - Progression #3 - Check-In  With an Overlap

The next progression of this drill will also help increase the speed of play.  Here we add an overlap performed after a pass has been driven across the circle.  The first passer overlaps the player to their immediate right and checks back into the center of the circle.  

This type of movement simulates the game environment where a player runs off the ball, hopefully drawing an opponent, or freeing herself.  She then quickly changes direction and comes back toward their teammate.

Now there are three things you can do here:

1) You can have the player checking back into the circle two –touch (and then after a comfort level has been reached, one-touch) her pass back to another player.  This is probably the easiest thing to do to start.   The sequence then restarts.

2) A more complicated pattern would have the player receiving the first pass laying the ball off to someone else in the circle who then hits the player checking back.

3) A still more complicated pattern would have the person receiving the first pass hit a third player checking into the middle who would in turn hit the player coming off the overlap with a  takeover



Coaching Points

· Make sure that the players make their pass and then make their run

· Make sure that the player overlapping comes back between two players at speed.

· Have players overlap both left and right.  If you make it random then the players really have to concentrate and think ahead, increasing their speed of play.

· Initially have the player checking back prepare the ball with the first touch and pass it off with the second touch.

· The constant switching of position makes the players anticipate their teammates moves, makes them keep their heads up so they know where to go next with their pass.

All passes from the outside go to the inside. 

All passes from the inside go to the outside.  

Each passer follows their pass, whether going to the middle or going to the outside.  Since all the players, save one, are on the outside, there really is no big decision making process for the outside players.  However the middle player has to take that one quick look as they are checking to the middle so that they know where to go next with the ball

You can make a progression on this drill by having passive defenders wander the circle so that the middle player has to account for them.

You can also make the middle players pass be a one-touch.

Match Related – Possession - Adding the Defender

Because we are increasing the speed of play and adding the complexity of a defender, it is imperative that we identify those defenders visually.  That means they both have to have the same color jersey and the both have to have a different color than those on the outside of the circle.  That means PENNIES.   Don’t listen to the whining about wearing them, make them put them on and keep them on.

The progression of possessing the ball now moves from a 5 on 0 to a 5 on 2.  Start out both defenders at ½ speed until everyone gets use to them being in the middle.  Transition them to full pressure as quickly as possible but maintain the integrity of the drill, i.e. if they are winning everything, slow it down.








Coaching Points

1. Attempt to split the defenders (as shown above) at every available opportunity, BUT do not force the pass

2. Switch defenders often.  They will get fatigued quickly

3. This is not a static drill.  Players on the outside must pass and move.  Stress the concept of support and providing a target for the through ball

4. Discourage shielding the ball.  In this drill if you shield you are turning your backs on all of your teammates and severely limiting your options.

5. Don’t allow the players heels to touch the ground.  Everyone on their toes, either moving or ready to move

Match Related Phase Progression #1 – Adding the Midfielder

It is going to take time for your players to get comfortable with possessing the ball.    Build on success.  Do not move on too quickly.  The teams I have seen demonstrating this are very successful with it, BUT they have also been doing it with the same coach for years.

Once your players have gotten used to these drills you can expand the practice as described here and shown below.

This progression adds the element of midfield play.  You’re now going to have 3 groups of players, 4 defenders in one color and 2 midfielders in another color in the center of the field.  Everyone else is in yet another color on the outside.

The mids are not allowed out of the center.  They are to act as target players, checking back to the outside ball handlers to receive a pass and then dish it off to another outside player.

The defenders are there to disrupt the play.  Start them at ½ speed until the offense gets the hang of it.

This drill stresses good vision, concentration, and preparing the ball on the first touch to go where you want it to go. (i.e. all of the elements for increasing the speed of play)












Coaching Points

1. Players on the outside are not stationary.  They must move to provide clear passing lanes

2. Mids must constantly check in and check out.

3. Good vision by mids.  They must have the next pass thought out and prepare the ball for that pass.

4. Switch the field if possible.  At the older ages players should be able to chip ball over the heads of all center players.

5. Switch mids often.   If their work rate is up, they’ll tire quickly

Have defenders one-touch the ball if they gain

The Center Mid Link in a Possession Game

The center midfielders (CMs) are the links between the backs and the forwards.  They provide the angled positions for passes into the center and back out wide. They are the turning point of switching fields. They deliver the through balls behind the defense. In other words, they are critical to the success of a team's possession and attacking play.

The following exercise, suggested by Gary Rue, a Frankfurt Kentucky high school coach, can be used to focus on the movement and passing of  the CM. It is based upon systems that use at least two center halfbacks,  such as a 4-4-2 or a 3-5-2.

Setup: 

Teams can be either 5v5+2 or 6v6+2 or 7v7+2; the (+2) are neutral attacking players;  

The field is 60x45 field with two small goals (or a large goal with GK) on each goalline.  

Play is normal except the team in possession must pass the ball to one of  the 2 neutral (center halfbacks) players every third pass.











Coaching Points

· The CMs should be centrally located. 

· They should change their positioning based upon ball and the movement of their partner CM. 

· When  one CM is back the other is forward. 

· The play should be restricted to one or  two touches. 

· They should be asked to play the way they are facing. 

· Their  prime objectives should be to find opportunities to switch the point of  attack or to find penetrating forward passes. Otherwise, they should  maintain possession with conservative and simple passes.

Match Condition Phase – Directional Play – 4 v 4 plus 1

2v2+1 or 3v3+1 or 4v4+1 can be used for smaller sided games. The  coach may want to restrict the CM from scoring in the small sided games.  Also, he may or may not want any defensive pressure to be applied to the CMs, depending upon the level of skill.

Set up a rectangular field the size of which is dependent upon the abilities of your players.  The tighter the space, the more difficult the exercise is.  Put a goal at each end of the field.  One ball, both teams in different color pennies and the neutral midfielder in a third color.  It is important to train the vision of the players as well as their other skills, so color identification , via jersey color, is important.

The midfielder is the link for both teams through the center of the field. She plays for the offense, no matter who has the ball.












The key in this game is to use the mid fielder, checking back to set up passes and runs off the ball.  The goal is to score.  Don’t let anyone “play keeper”.

Coaching Points

· Vision, always check over the shoulder for the player defending

· Non verbal requests for the ball such as a run

· Quick combination play
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 1 v 1 





Pass #1


Run #1





Pass # 2


Player follows pass switching with the person she passed to





This man restarts the sequence, driving the ball across the circle and checking in








Return Pass to middle





One touch to the outside





Driven Pass across the circle.


Check In to Middle





Player #2 Plays the ball back to the original passer who is checking to her between two other players








Player #1 Overlaps and checks to the middle





Player #1 Drives pass across the circle





Player #1 then touches her ball to another outside player who re-starts the sequence





Checking In





Checking Back Out
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Third pass is to the neutral player
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