Spacing & Balance

Drill 1
The first thing to do is start with a warm up for this drill.  Set a number of gates up throughout half of the field like below.  Each gate should be 2 yards wide (a gate is imply two cones set up as things to go through such as a goal)


          
Have half the players wear white and the other half blue.  Have a white and a blue player match up with each other with one ball per pair.  This is simply a 1v1 game where the players try to score points by dribbling through as many gates as they can.  The white player starts with the ball and tries to score as often as possible in the first one minute half.  If the blue player wins the ball, then she tries to score goals.  The only restriction is that the players can NOT dribble through the same goal two times in a row.  After a one minute half, they rest (and stretch) for a minute, then play the second half with the blue player starting with the ball.  With a team of 16 players, there will be 8 games of 1v1 going on at the same time.  This will encourage the players to dribble with their heads up (or run into each other). At the end of the second half, you might let the winner rest for a minute while the loser does some type of "punishment" such as burpees.  The key is to turn this into a very competitive match.  The next game should feature a white winner matching up with a blue winner and also have the losers match up with each other.  You can do this three times and get a very strenuous work out going which will continue into the next drill.

The  next progression of this series (which will begin to work with spacing and switching fields) is set up the exact same way with the gates remaining the same.  It's essentially the same game with the major change being that there is only one ball for the whole team.  Now it's all of the whites against all of the blues.  In order to score a goal, the ball must be passed through a gate and received by a teammate. Those are the only rules that need to be explained.  Start them off playing a 6 minute game with a 1 minute break at "halftime".  This break is very important because typically, the first 3 minutes of this drill is dreadful.  It has been my experience that players will try to dribble to a gate and then pass the ball through to a teammate who inevitably is marked up.  During this one minute break, explain to the players that it actually takes 3 players to score a goal and not just the two they are trying to use (the player with the ball and the target through the gate).  The three players are the player with the ball, and then two other player who are working together to find an open gate.  Once they find an open gate, the player with the ball can drive (or chip)  the ball to one of these open players who then play it through the gate to the other one).  Once they start to think in terms of needing three players to score a goal and that two of them must find an open (or unmarked) gate, then they will start to experience success in this game.

As the players get accustomed to this game, they will get more comfortable with playing with their heads up and looking to players who have proper support and spacing.  This drill is a great way to prepare for the next drill that will continue to work on getting better spacing and the switching of fields in the attack.  

Drill 2
The second part of this progression is to set a field up as shown in diagram 1
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diagram 1

The dimensions will depend upon the numbers playing but with 16 or so players, you would use half of a full sized field.  The corners have a small area designated by cones (the two sides of the triangle that make up the right angle should be 3 yards long). 

The 16 players are broken up into two teams (team A and team B).  Team A would place one player in the upper right corner and also one in the lower left corner.  Team B would place one player in the upper left corner and the lower right corner.  

Team A scores a goal by passing the ball into either of the players in their corners and then that player must one touch the ball to a third player for the goal to count.  If the goal is scored, the player who originally passed the ball into the triangle then goes in the corner and the player who originally was in the corner joins the others on the field.

Just like in the previous drill, players will originally try to dribble toward the goal and then pass it to their teammate.  Also, just like the previous drill, this will NOT be effective.  Building on the last drill, explain how in order to score a goal, their must be three players involved (however, now it's almost four players).  Instead of trying to dribble the length of the field, the player with the ball should look for two players working together and play the early first pass to them.  Then those two players will play the ball into the corner and make the proper runs in order to get open. (pretty cool progression!)

As the players get more accustomed to this game, they will automatically start to get better spacing as they realize that instead of forcing the ball into one corner, they can change directions and go the other way if they have proper balance.

Any balls that go out of play are kick ins and even a kick in can be played into the corner to initiate a goal.

Of all of the drills that I have ever used, this might be the most enjoyable for me because of how quickly I tend to see improvement and then combined with the next drill, how well they are able to take this improvement and actually apply it in a game situation.

The next step in this progression is to change the field slightly to look like the one in diagram 2
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diagram 2

This field has the same dimensions but now, instead of triangles in the corners, there are small 2 yard wide goals (just place a goal in each corner and then another one 2 yards in on the end line.  Also there is a square in the middle.

Again, there are 2 teams but now to score, the ball must be played through the the goals.  Team A would be scoring into either the top left goal or the bottom left goal and Team B would be scoring into either the top right goal or the bottom right goal (this part is set up like a standard 4 goal game.  The rectangle in the middle represents a one touch zone (for younger players this can be a two touch zone).  By having the goals in the corners, it encourages the players get wide early and by putting in the one touch zone, it discourages the players from trying to dribble from one side of the field to the other.  You will start to see players doing a much better job of spacing with players running through the center to receive the ball and play one touch soccer.  

The other thing this central zone does is encourage both width and depth.  Instead of playing all balls either square or forward, they will realize the advantages of player balls back and around the zone (just like you want them to switch balls around the back of the field in a real game).  

One of the reasons I like this game so much is that the spacing comes almost naturally and I believe the more a player can realize on their own without it having to be explained in great detail, the more they will really progress.

To make this game even more difficult, you can also put in a one touch finish restriction.  This simply means that in order to score a goal, it must be played one touch into the goal.  This will help them to get back into the thought process of working in 2's and 3's instead of just playing by themselves.

Drill 3
The next step is to take the field as laid out below
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The dimensions will depend upon the numbers involved in the drill but can be the same in the previous drill.  The center rectangle from the previous drill still is there and has the same restrictions of one touch (or two touches for younger players).  Instead of the 4 small goals, we now add two full sized goals centered on the end lines.  Now the rules are quite simple.  One touch in the middle and before you can go to goal, the ball must go into the offensive third of the field (in most cases, the field will be set up so that it is reasonable to be able to shoot from the middle third of the field).  Those are the only restrictions (the dotted lines in the diagram above are ways to represent the middle third and the other thirds).  

By using these two restrictions, it will force the players to use width (since it's one touch in the middle third).  Since the box will encourage the use of width.  The restriction of having to get into the offensive third will force the use of depth in the attack.

To start with, you can allow offsides in the attack since you the depth but gradually, force the players to stay onsides. 

The last step in this progression is to pick up the center cones and let them play unrestricted but encourage them to maintain width and depth  and proper balance and shape.

