The Speed To Beat A Man

We, as coaches, are always talking about speed. Speed of play, speed of pass, speed on the ball, and speed off the ball, always speed. I have even heard some very experienced coaches lecture ‘you can not coach speed’. Rubbish. It is not that you can’t, just maybe you have not been educated how to. The issue of speed I wish to cover is not fifty, not ten, not even five yards; I am looking at the ‘explosive’ speed of two or three paces. Once this has been obtained, the attacking player has the advantage creating; the breakaway, time to continue his penetrative dribble or utilizing the space/time created via speed of pace to make the pass or shot. All in all, I am not talking just the athlete, but by understanding the body mechanics of beating a player one on one, it applies to all players.
Look at your players, watch their body position going into tackles or dribbling at defenders, unless you are dealing with well coached, or players exhibiting natural skill, chances are they are ‘standing tall’. That is, they are very much their own height, having very little ability left to extend their body and drive through and beyond the defender. Or once the ball is won from an attacker having access to instant speed, just from body shape.
This is where we have to step back and think off the pitch. What is the biggest group of muscles in our body? Correct the quadriceps. Where are they located? Correct the front of the thighs, balanced by the hamstrings at the back of the upper legs. Ok, that was the anatomy, now for the kinesiology. A muscle has two major states, flexion and extension we are interested in both. In the case of the quads, they are in flexion when in a squat/lunge type position and extension when straight.
Think about when you jump in to the sky, you bend your legs (flex) then jump out of that position (extend), and along with your arms (never forget the arms) and you propel your body into the air. Now try doing it with out flexing your quads or using your arms, don’t get very high, do you? 
And that’s all there is to beating a player with speed, that is my sketch, my picture will develop more over the next few paragraphs.
Moving out of the classroom and back into sport, look at how a 100m sprinter starts in the blocks, no longer a Jesse Owens! He is in a flexed ‘bullet’ position and using thighs (quads) and arms, extends powerfully exploding, creating his winning 30m before becoming upright and finishing the race. His 30m is our 2 paces, starting to get the picture? 

Back to the pitch; imagine yourself as an attacker with the ball going one on one with a defender. The defender, as he is taught, manages to slow your approach down, requiring you to have change of pace and speed. If you are ‘tall’ or as we have discussed your thighs are fully extended you have very little extra power available to draw on. However, if you drop down, bending your thighs (flexing) hence, lowering your center of gravity. You have put your self in a strong position of extreme potential speed. A mistake often seen is players bending at the waste, rather than using the thighs. Correct this as soon as you see it. By adjusting your body shape correctly in this manner, you now have the ability to beat and get behind the defender; the rest is left to timing.
As the ball is played past the defender and ‘body body ball’ is created. It is the flexed front leg that full power is demanded from, lunging forwards and upwards until full extension is reached. By this time the front leg has become the rear leg and the same flexion action is now working with the other leg. Not forgetting our arms, creating space and forward speed momentum. All the time standing up and through the defender. We have only made two paces but these have been so explosive in their speed, we are in and behind the defender. Watch your players the ones that get low and gain success and the ones who remain tall denying themselves ballistic speed. To put this whole coaching statement in to a phrase, ‘go in low come out high at pace’, that’s all the players’ needs to know! It does not matter if you are fat, thin, young or old it is the technique, now what happens after you have beaten the defender if he is allowed time to recover is another matter! 
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