USARUGBY FOOTBALL
Structuring & Improving Unstructured Attack

by
Darren Coleman.

The author presented this paper at the Churchilh€ong Conference in Canada in
June, 2004. He is a graduate Bachelor of Human Muwré Science and has a wide
coaching background. He is Head Coach to the Caldrugby Union Mavericks in the
Canada Super League, has experience in the It&eme ‘A’ National League with US
Rugby Benevente, has been with the NSW Warratadns assistant coach in the Super
12 and in their academy and this year he coachedCilinada ‘A’ XV against the
England Counties.

The reason | chose this topic is that | feel CaamaéRugby, in general, has a weakness in
its ability to attack with imagination and creatwoutside the set piece and initial pre-
planned two to four phases. | feel this is a bydpiai of many of the players taking up
the sport so late in the teenage years and noh¢alve necessary time to develop their
attacking skills and imagination. This, along wéthack of regular exposure to the
viewing of international star players and mimickihg things they may see on TV as
impressionable young players, perhaps leads tarttler-development of creativity.

There are many factors contributing to good attaciuding solid set-piece work,

plays’, whereby the first three to four phases fitbmn set-piece are rigidly planned. This
presentation/paper will focus on areas where tineegases a little of its structure and
your team has the ball and is searching for tharglbrtant line break.

The three parts to the presentation, which | segtalscontributors to a team’s ability to
attack, are:

1. Individual Passing A player’s ability to pass accurately over a latigtance at
pace and the teaching points and drills for imprguthis.

2. Individual Footwork: The ability of a player, when presented with a€an-one’
opportunity in attack, to have the skill to takevatage of it or at least create a
half break.

3. ‘Phase Plays’ When the breakdown ball is static and the deféems&uctured
and organized. Getting groups of players not in@dlin the breakdown having
the ability to run three, four or five-man playsiatwill create a gap when they
are under pressure and fatigued.

PASSING.
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Not only in Canada (where players on average picl tugby ball later in life than in
other countries), but the world over, elite playgrsiggle with the most fundamental skill
of passing the ball accurately over a reasonaltamte when running at speed.

In this section | will focus purely on the develogmh of the spiral/spin pass. In my
opinion, for any pass over the distance of fiveragetthis pass is the most accurate and
reliable due to the spiral spinning of the balliggrits flight path more consistency than
you tend to get with other passes. | do understaadappreciate the need to develop all
types of passes. However, if coaches can devetptdam to pass accurately over a
greater distance, it gives the team an opportuaigttack with greater width, thereby
opening up the gaps between defenders and creating opportunities for players to get
‘one-on-ones’ against defenders and use the fo&tskils we will cover in the next
section.

| feel coaches, as a rule, do not allocate theirediiime in training sessions to
developing this pass, preferring to focus on ‘bigyre’ plays. However, if ‘player ‘A’
cannot pass the ball eight metres to player ‘Bhwibnsistency and precision, the ‘big
picture’ plays will never be realized.

Many of the following exercises can be used at wapto give you time efficiency in
practice as opposed to running laps or runnindgsdiVhen using these drills as a warm-
up, coachemust coach and must not be content to let players continub poor
technique while you organize the next segmentanitng.

In my opinion, eighty percent of the work in therappass comes from the back hand,
both in giving power and direction to the pass;ftbat hand is merely there in a
supporting role. You will see players, when pass$iog their non-dominant side,

wishing to use too much of their front or dominhand. Secondly, as with all target
sports and activities, the follow-through of thexdnant hand (in this case the back hand)
must be full and must finish pointing in the diieatof the target; a good example is the
basketball free-throw. In the learning stages, liaatd should be left up for a few seconds
after the pass to ensure good learning habitseing tbollowed.

Hand Position: The fingers must be spread and the back hand posditowards the
base (not the tip) of the ball. The back hand/vaisiuld also be slightly cocked or
rotated to give the ball its rotation. It is theiac of the wrist and fingers, not the arm,
that spins the ball. The front hand should be po®d towards the front of the ball to
assist in holding the ball in the back hand amqavides slight assistance in the spinning
action of the ball.

As mentioned above, | feel that about eighty pearoéthe work comes from the back
hand. You should, therefore, use drills that dgvétas aspect without the assistance of
the front hand. | have listed some basic one-haddésd that increase in difficulty and
specificity; they finish with some two-handed pagsilrills.
* One-handed passing in the air to the coach, fogusirback hand work and a
good even spiral of the ball.
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* Front-on one-handed partner passing that startsfouemetres and progresses to
greater distance as the skill develops. Focus od gall flight and follow-
through with the hand finishing by pointing at taeget. Initiate the pass from the
hip to develop the strength, co-ordination and posfehe wrist and forearm.

* Progress this to work with two balls, working orpopite sides of the body. Keep
in mind that when the player is focusing on catgttime incoming ball, his
follow- through hand drops earlier. So two batlay go against training a good
follow-through.

* One or two balls, front-on and using the one—harmss$ accompanied by pitter-
patter steps to teach that players should be aljags comfortably off either
hand when either foot is planted.

» Side-on, one-handed pass using one ball. Passthghve inside foot only slightly
back to give a natural and realistic angle of tbdybwhen passing laterally.
Coaching focus here should be on the path of thie &ian being in the direction
of the target, not pulling across the body to asgith giving the ball spin.
Remember the spin comes from the wrist and fingers.

» Side-on one-handed passes with one ball and wir{patter steps.

* You can now repeat this sequence of exercisestwihands.

The use of an over-weighted ball can be incorpdrat® practice. (I know Gilbert
produce one called the ‘Morgan Pass Developef’ have seen many coaches use sand-
filled balls, although these may be a little to@¥eand cause poor technique.) My
theory on this is that this extra specific strendglrelopment will increase the length of a
player’s pass, not that he needs to be able tothadsll twenty metres. However, when
he has to only pass it ten metres he should nphisically strained so that he can focus
on the accuracy of the pass.

| find that the pitter-patter steps whilst passnag only works on developing the pass
from either foot, but also develops basic foot sihe® ordination and gives the session a
warm-up or conditioning option as well as basidl sl@velopment.

How you progress this from here is limited onlyymur own imagination. The most
basic, and sometimes overlooked, method is forgptato go up and down the field over
a set distance in width passing the ball at vargpeeds. Ensure that you have enough
balls so that players get as many repetitions asiple in the time you have. Players
working in groups of five will pass once everyliifpass and players working in pairs will
pass once every second pass, thus achieving aasgein skill repetition that leads to
faster improvement. Once you are happy with théckesecution of the spiral pass you
can begin implementing decision-making scenarits your drills, but | stress thét
players cannot pass accurately consistently it doesmatter how many times they take
the right option, the ball will never arrive at itsitended receiver.

FOOTWORK.
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Again, this aspect of the game is where coache® Ipayers to their own devices too
much because they perhaps feel it is not an arethyvof valuable training time. | do
agree that players have differing levels of ab#itd limits in this area and we are not
going to turn all players into Jason Robinson,Ehgland full-back/wing and a quality
attacker. An example | do know of, however, is fritva personal experience of working
hard on the footwork of David Lyons, the Wallaby.8ldoNVhen he was a younger
Warratah Academy player, we worked very hard os éispect of his game and to see the
effects now that a 115kg/260Ibs ball runner witlbdjéootwork has on the field confirms
to me to that it is an area worth pursuing.

It is not only used by outside backs when presewitddspace to make a clean break, but
also very relevant to tight forwards when taking-Ups’ into a wall of defence. Having
the ability to put effective footwork into pre-caiat lets the player avoid being hit in a
clean tackle. He can, therefore, make a brealoygatthe gain line or, in the worst case
scenario, win the contact and leave the handsdreéfload or offer a good presentation
of the ball.

| do not confess to be a world leader in the dgvalent of foot speed, agility and evasion
and | see many strength and conditioning coachesays using work to develop fast
feet in their practice sessions. Many of the bdsits/exercises | will show you have
been taken from other sports, some modified to tmecagby specific, others left simply
as they are. Surely, though, we should be prepgarkxbk into other sports to learn and
the one that comes immediately to mind is Gridifenerican Football. The footwork
training that goes into their running backs is \aa®d begs the question of how much we
could use this with our players when we are looldahglayers improving their ability to
get over the gain line or beat a defender one-an-on

A basic progression | see is initially developimgidraining the player to move his feet
quicker whilst in a wide base stance. This can basic pitter-patter drill over a short
time frame (not to fatigue), emphasizing the widséas it is needed when we wish to
change direction.

This can be then progressed to include co-ordinaBaction activities. For example,
when the players are in the pitter-patter drilhdeues for where they have to quickly
move their feet out to a position (or point) andlwithout losing rhythm.

From there, other stimuli can be used, such asic@oded cones, reaction to a hand
signal to take off in a certain direction or reantto an approaching defender.

Another effective method of developing foot sperd eo-ordination is the use of speed
ladders and numerous variations in exercises ageds of difficulty can be used or
invented. Again | find ladders a good fun way tamvaup as players are not overly
stretching-out too early in the session.
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Once a player has a reasonable base in foot speeudination and reaction that have
been developed from the above line of drills, tinge to put him into game-specific

drills. I find it is best to tailor these to thegitions they play; for example the tight-five
forwards, who more often hit-up very close to theakdown and work in limited space,
need to practise in this specific scenario and geike. The drill replication for them
usually requires them having more a stutter typgteyh with a small angle change and an
emphasis on leg-drive just after contact; reabdiyc the number of clean breaks they
make from this position is minimal and the main @no enable them to avoid being hit
squarely and cleanly, to get past the point ofacindr to be able to get their hands free.
With these players a trade-off has to be foundmmal body height as well.

Back rows or inside backs, who may more frequemdlye their ball-running
opportunities a little wider with a little more witdbetween defenders as well as working
space between them and the defensive line, wik l@aligger lateral component to the
sidestep with more of an emphasis on making a deasak, even if they do not have the
hands free to offload. | try to replicate thesenseg®s with defenders in suits or holding
bump pads.

Moving out, we get to outside centres, wings anddacks, who more often are
presented with one-on-one chances with reasonabie to move and they generally
arrive at the situation with a little more speebpto receiving the ball. Therefore, the
drills for this group are tailored this way and ggally it is too much baggage for the
defender to use a shield or pautl defend realistically. When you build up this work,
have the defender approach the attacker from diftgositions, i.e. front-on, side-on
and from outside to in, so that you replicate tifieicbnt scenarios they will confront in a
game.

Generally, for all these type of evasion skillplayer must be taught the basics of setting
up their defender(s) for the evasive move. It isopinion that many players’ evasive
moves do not work because they have not posititm&d opposition tackler well by
drawing him in one direction and into a train abtlght before hitting the big step and
changing direction.

The key points when teaching this are:

» Setting up the defender.

* Analyzing what is or will be in the space you abewat to step back into.

* A hard breaking, direction-changing step. With fibat landing in front of the
knee, it requires a good power-to-weight ratichi@ stepping leg.

* A quick/acceleration step with the foot landing inehthe knee so as not to lose
forward momentum after the change of direction.

* Foot speed and acceleration away from the poirdsgo turn this into a full line
break.

Many players who possess natural ability at thishvave their own idiosyncrasies that
they have developed over years of unstructuredrgayjf they are effective at it, do not
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try to change too much - just provide them with dpportunity to practise it and further
develop their skill.

Exercises/drills to replicate and practise evasiod footwork are limited only by your
imagination. This segment is purely designed teehaw understand the basics of it and
its teaching points as well as its importance. Ndwvave you thinking about it, you must
develop fun, specific and innovative ways to pssctt.

PHASE PLAYS.

What to do when the ball isslow coming from theruck, the defence isreasonably

well organized and has plenty of numbers? Kick? Yes, it is an option, but you may
already be in good field position and may not wardgive the ball back to the opposition;
sometimes, all it takes is that one half breakabayer the gain line and our attack has
impetus again and, better stike have the ball.

| refer to three, four or five-man plays ghase plays.” They are designed to break up
this well-set defence and put players into a halé lor, even better still, a full one to get
your team going forward again.

The objective of this section is not to teach yaadreds ofspecial’ plays, as once
teams analyze the&pecial’ plays they become redundant. It is rather to ageyour
eyes to their worth and to appreciate a systemoanth practise and teach them.

| have found over the last five years that it ipartant to find the right balance as to the
amount of time you spend practising them relateitiéanumber of occasions you use
them in the game. For example, if you spend fifteetwenty percent of your practice
time drilling them and only use them three or foores in a match, is it worth it? The
other side of the coin is if the players have resrbdrilled enough in them and are not
totally confident in their ability or the abilityf those around them to use these plays
quickly and under pressure and fatigue, they vaiter be used and your problem of
breaking a defensive wall is still there. Wors#, stithey are not precise and accurate in
using them, the ball will go down and you would édeen better off just continuing to
bash it up.

A basic teaching progression for giving teams thafidence to use them might look
something like this:
1. Give the play a name and explain the running lofdbe play, such as who takes
the ball, where he goes and who he passes it to etc
2. Walk through the play slowly and without pressuvih everybody being clear
on the role of each participant as well as optistatting positions. This is
important forall participants.
3. Identify roles within the play. This can be dong¢hanmames or numbers and begin
to get players to call these names or numbers thiecplay has been called.
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4. Organize a chain of command. Once the play had taéd, for example, who

8.

9.

calls it? Then identify the order in which playéagke the roles. In, say, a ‘double-
switch’ that is called by the playmaker, make gtied the player receiving the
first switch pass shouts, “I'm one”; “I'm two” iséen called by the player
receiving the second switch pass. You may wishwe griority to certain players
for certain roles so that you have the ball intthads of your more dangerous ball
runners more often.

Run through the play with no time restraint fromenht is called and when it has
to be executed, therefore giving them time to og@without pressure.

Run through the play with a time restriction frorhem the play is called to when
the roles are identified and the play executed.

. Explain what you are trying to do to the defendersont. You might say

something like, “This running line is designed @& this defender here, the
decoy is to take out this defender and this passfiad the hole between these
two defenders”.

Run the play when players are tired and fatiguetlcamcentration levels are
down.

Run the play against a defence so that timing,espad the role of each member
of the play is being learnt and the play is becamircreasingly familiar.

10.Incorporate the play(s) into games, warm-up aatisiand team runs.

Next | have provided two basic co-ordinate runrings and two simple phase plays to
demonstrate and provide impetus for you to furtheestigate this part of attack. If we
continue to attack off static ball without imagiiat and variation, we are relying purely
on defensive errors in tackling, not judgement, andeams in the modern era spend
more and more time on defence these errors magomoé before we make an error in
attack and turn the ball over.
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