The Semantics of Heading the Ball
After recently instructing on one of the NSCAA’s Non Residential Courses a technical phrase that I have taught for years suddenly, in my mind, became semantically obsolete: That technique was the label of ‘attacking and defensive heading’. A little background first.
In soccer, as we know, there are two types of headers, so called attacking and defending. An attacking header is a downward penetrating ball released from the player’s forehead with pace and penetration towards the goal or target. A defensive header is a ball played from the middle to upper half of the player’s forehead and released in a clearing ‘rainbow’ shape over the heads of other players.
I digress, back to the main point of this article. If a player with the ball is the ‘first attacker’ and his/her job is penetration, by pass dribble or shot, labeling the two weapons of their arsenal in this matter might be sending an incorrect technical message to a developing player. A right back might only think to use a defensive clearing header to release the ball from his/her possession (as coached), Creating ‘hang time’ for a fifty/fifty challenge.  When a better option, possibly, could be a penetrating attacking header to the foot of his outside midfielder, to initiate the counter attack. To cure this, I believe the technique should be corrected to ‘Penetrating and Clearing Headers’: Why?
By labeling them thus, we are not tuning out either use of the technique to a tactical area of the field, and either technique is audibly directed at both the attackers and, or, the defenders. Think about your team; once you mention defending what do your attackers do? Count the clouds, or adjust the grass! Semantically they have removed one of the techniques, possibly because of their positional perceived stereotype, classing themselves as either an attacker or a defender and hence play the labeled techniques accordingly. You as a coach might not be teaching the correct technical decision because of indoctrinated labeling given to these heading techniques. The answer; change the name of the techniques to Penetrating and Clearing, giving both open options to all players.
This semantic issue becomes even more important as we vertically integrate the use of techniques with the progression of tactics. According to Alan Wade’s ‘Tactical Principals of Attack’, the first role of the player with the ball (1st attacker) is penetration. If we start coaching attacking and penetration, then throw in phrases like ‘defensive heading’, this can lead to confusion, by offering buzz words like clearing and penetrating it might just offer new visions of breaking out of the back or create ideas in the final third.
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