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Defensive Line: Basics and Fundamentals

Don DeRosa

Hello Coaches,

This is Coach D and on behalf of the California Football Coaches Association I will be talking about the Defensive Line: Basics and Fundamentals.

The topics on this slide are the areas we will cover during this session.  By no means do I consider this 50 minute session complete with everything you need to know to teach your defensive linemen into being the most dominant line in your league – but it is a good start.  The graphics will give you an idea of some of the techniques we use to teach our linemen on our youth teams and football camps.

I believe in having a wide variety of weapons or techniques in my arsenal of skill development.  The players don’t have to use all of them each game, but they will use some of them depending on the situation.  And some athletes have their favorites and the ones that works best for them.  What works best for one athlete may not work so well, yet, for another athlete. 
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It is important to understand that no everyone learns the same things at the same rate.  Then we have to consider what is “age appropriate” and part of the stepping stones towards complete development.  One of the best things to do is to take a look at the final product – what should a senior in high school know by the end of his senior season.  Then we work backwards from there.  Obviously we cannot expect to teach our Mighty Mites all the techniques listed above and then expect him to use them to perfection.  It’s kind of like teaching math in school.  Teachers start with the basic – number recognition, what the “plus” sign means, what the “minus” sign means, etc…   Then they go to 1+1, 2+2 and proceed to what is accepted as what a kindergarten or 1st grader should know.  As the years in school progress, so does the difficulty of the math.  This progression grows each year until they are in high school taking algebra, geometry, calculus, and such.  Just as we couldn’t expect a 1st grader to learn calculus, we can’t expect our youth linemen to learn all the techniques listed on this slide.

You can see an appropriate progression of techniques from this slide.  And yes, it might seem like this is a lot – it is – but it is also challenging.  Challenging is also motivating for athletes.  Some get bored when they master a technique and are just itching to learn more.  While at the same time, other linemen, at the same age are still trying to learn the basics.  

Take a look at the Mighty Mites.  I might teach them a bull rush and pursuit at the beginning of the season, then mid-season begin teaching them how to slant while continuing to review the bull rush and pursuit with different drills so they don’t get bored.  Depending on my linemen and if I think they are ready toward the end of the year I might introduce the “read technique” that they will definitely learn next year, but lets’ begin to teach now.  I might even have them try the “read technique” in the last game or so.  All this while still coming up with different drills for “bull rush, pursuit & slant techniques”.

Remember our old English teacher who said a perfect essay or story included: WHO, WHAT, WHEN, WHERE, WHY & HOW.  When teaching something to the team or position group or an individual, you might want to consider doing the same thing.  Yes, it will take longer, but the dramatic results include: #1. More athletes understanding the skill or play or reason for something, thus they will be more motivated to do it 100% of the time and #2. Their rate of learning and retention is much greater, thus the need to constantly review is drastically reduced (not eliminated) and now you can move on to more things.
Everyone learns differently.  

· Some people are visual learners: they read and remember, they see on the chalk board and remember, they see how its done on the field and they remember.
· Some people are auditory learners: they hear and they remember.  Sometimes they look like they aren’t listening, but they hear and they learn.
· Some are kinesthetic learners:  they have to physically do the play in order to learn it.  You can tell them all you want, you can have them write it down all you want, but they won’t get it until they actually do it at a slow pace and gradually increase to full speed.
If you follow this guideline in everything you do, I GUARANTEE your players will learn faster, retain longer, make fewer mistakes and perform better while you will be less frustrated, and will actually be able to do more teaching.  While you won’t get in as much as you normally do by the first game, you will have more in by mid-season than you ever did at the end of any other year.
“IT’S NOT HOW YOU START, IT’S HOW YOU FINISH”
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PROPER STANCE: If you don’t demand a perfect stance (you won’t actually get it, but you will be close), nothing else really matters.  The DL stance is different from an OL stance.  More weight is on the front hand, there is a longer stagger between front heel and rear toe and the feet not as wide as they are in a universal OL stance.  WHY – a DL only goes forward or slants Left or right.  He doesn’t drop back to pass or pull so he doesn’t need that universal stance.  To increase speed and power, putting the inside hand (the one closest to the football) down is better.  This puts the inside foot back which then makes it the first foot to step towards the LOS on the snap.
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· ALIGNMENT: The older athletes in high school will understand “line up in a 3 position” or lining up in the 5 position.  But to the young guys it will go over their head.  Teach  “head up”, “inside or near shoulder”, “outside or far shoulder” and “gap”.
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MOVEMENT ON BALL: With an OL, it is important to teach stance & starts to various counts.  But with DL, they need to work on stance & starts to the movement of a ball.  Those 5 yard penalties for jumping off-sides never come at a good time.
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VARIOUS TECHNIQUES:  Refer to the age appropriate list of techniques.  Sure, your list may vary from this list, but that’s okay.  Just don’t teach too much, too soon.  

“PERFECTION MAY NOT BE POSSIBLE,

BUT STRIVING FOR EXCELLENCE IS ALWAYS REQUIRED”

So this is what we are shooting for when teaching a DL stance.  Notice the “down hand” is out in front of the helmet.  Notice the other arm or hand is not “resting” on the knee.  Notice the “head up, back straight, Z’s in the knees”.  Think about 60%-80% of the body weight on the down hand and front foot.  This keeps the back foot light and easier to move forward on the first step, making the DL that much quicker.

A large number of DL who have played before will probably have heard head up, inside shoulder, outside shoulder and gap.  Some probably never really understood in the first place, thus causing lots of advantages for the offense just by their alignment.  The new DL, have never heard this terminology before and most won’t truly understand a coach when he says “just watch the guy in front of you” or “watch the older guys”.  This would be a great time to review these alignments with the experienced players while teaching the newer players.  Besides, the experiences players were probably never taught the: who, what, when, where, why & how of alignment.

· WHO: The entire defense is responsible for a certain alignment so the entire field is covered.  Some have gap responsibilities, some have man and others may have zone responsibilities.
· WHAT: basically where your head or helmet or nose is in relation to the offensive player
· WHEN: can be done anytime on the field
· WHERE: can be done anywhere on the field
· WHY: lining up in a certain alignment gives a defensive advantage by closing off a certain area or creating confusion on the OL.
· HOW: lining up on a certain shoulder may tell the offense you are responsible for that gap, but it also makes it harder for the OL to block you out of that area and if you are good enough, it will take 2 of their guys to block you.  Going head up gives you a “5-way GO” (slant left, slant right, loop w/another DL, bull rush straight ahead or read.)
With a proper stance and good alignment for the defense called, movement on the ball is so much easier and faster.
· BLAST OFF: The first step is really short, just enough to get you moving in the direction of the LOS.  The second step is the power step.  Think of it like this.  Would you rather collide with someone while you have a running start or would you rather collide with him just coming out of your stance.
· TECHNIQUE:  The technique of choice should be started on 2nd-3rd step.  Although you may teach 4 different techniques to a mighty mite player, he may only like to do 2 of them.  A senior should have been exposed to maybe 10 techniques, but he will only like and do 4-5 of them.  That’s okay, keep changing the techniques every play to confuse the OL.  The DL should plan which technique to use while the offense is in their huddle.  It makes it so much harder for an OL to figure out how to block the DL when #1. he doesn’t know which way the DL will be going and #2. he doesn’t know which technique will be used against him.
· SEARCH FOR BALL CARRIER:  After the 2nd – 3rd step while performing the technique, eyes should no longer be on the OL, but rather in the backfield to find the ball.  Now often, the OL will tell you which way the ball is going just by his first step, this makes it much easier.
· TACKLE:  Disengage from the OL and pursuit to the football.  The goal is to get to the heels of the OL quickly, then shuffle left or right a step or two to eliminate the immediate threat of the ball carrier diving at or near you.  If the ball goes off tackle away from the DL, just turn down the LOS and pursue. If it’s a pitch or sweep away, then take a great angle of pursuit.

Teaching “FIT” or “GUNSLINGER” position is a good place to start.  Start by showing the “end product” or what it will look like – Heads up, back straight, Z’s in the knees, hands “engaged” on the chest pad of OL and elbows close together.  Just have your DL do this with a partner.  Once they are doing this, then move to the next step of the teaching process.
· BOTH KNEES w/PARTNER: play a game of “who has the quickest draw”.  On your command, say go and each player will try to put their hands in “FIT” position before his partner. Go best out of 5 then switch partners.  Work your way to the “World Championship” for Gunslingers.  
· CANS, BAGS & SHIELDS: replace the partner with a garbage can on top of 2 pieces of pvc pipe.  Do FIT position on one knee, out of a 2 pt stance, then 3 pt stance, then 4 pt stance.  Require perfect stance and perfect 2 step get-off., Then repeat versus dummy bags, then repeat versus shields.
· GOING LIVE: Now go “live” by getting back with the partner who is in “hit position”.  Perform FIT position in walking pace, then ¼ speed, then ½ speed, then ¾ speed then full speed.  Don’t knock down the partner; just get to “FIT” as fast as possible while barely making contact.  Then repeat walk/1/4,1/2,3/4,full speeds versus an OL who is now in a 3 point stance who is taking his first step at the same speed.  Then go live full speed.  Don’t do a 1 on 1 drill (size/experience versus size/experience of course) until each athlete has had this many reps beforehand.  Why put them in a situation where they are expected to go full speed but aren’t quite ready.  They will be frustrated and so will you.

Yes I believe in teaching and using a wide variety of techniques to include in your arsenal of weapons.  Don’t show up to a tank battle with just a slingshot.  It is amazing how, when a player tries something live and it works, the expression on their face is priceless.  Occasionally, but not often, they will even come up to you and say “wow coach, that technique really works”.  My athletes know my sense of humor well enough that I can get away with responding back to them “really, and I just make up this stuff as we go along”.  They smile, shake their head and go back to the drill or huddle.  Lots of fun. 

Turnovers are 1 of 3 areas that most neglected by coaches.  The other two are special teams the and the mental side of sports. Spending a little time each week teaching all of your team how to force turnovers will reap immeasurable benefits for you.  #1 it teaches them how to strip the ball and recover the ball and #2 it teaches your ball carriers how forcefully they have to hang onto the ball so as not to fumble.
· HEAD ON BALL: we all know to put your forehead on the ball when tackling.  This puts your head in front of the ball carrier for a more efficient tackle rather than an arm tackle, but it also could pop the ball loose.
· ELBOW FLIP: the 3rd guy to the ball should do this technique.  The first two should make sure the ball carrier is being tackled, we don’t want him slipping away from a good tackle just because the tackler went for the strip.  The 3rd person should put one hand on top of the ball carriers hand holding the front of the ball.  With the other hand, hit or grab the inside of the elbow that is holding the ball firmly against the players side and push that elbow outwards away from the body while pulling his hand backwards.  You would be amazed how this technique will release the ball from even the biggest and strongest players.
· PUNCH UP/DOWN: This one doesn’t have the same effect as the elbow flip, but when done when the ball carrier doesn’t know you are there, it may catch him off guard and you just might cause a fumble.
· ARM SLAP:  This technique is done by a defender rushing the QB.  Many QB’s hold the ball loose while in the pocket, while scrambling, while rolling or sprinting out.  But coming from behind and slapping the arm holding the ball may knock it loose.  Slapping the arm while it is up getting ready to throw will have the same effect.  

Teaching Angles of Pursuit on a chalkboard and having players write it down in their playbook will help teach the concept of “Angles of Pursuit”.  No play is the same, so it is hard to teach, but if they understand the concept, then you can take the opponents ball carrier speed out of the equation.  The slower athletes and players from the backside get excited about pursuit when they realize they have a chance to make a tackle.

The slower guys, you know, that big slow DL on the far side can actually tackle that lighting fast opponent if he takes a proper angle.  

By drawing it up on the board, then taking it out to the field they will understand that the distance the ball carrier has to go is a lot longer than they have to go.  The far side DT may have to run 25 yards to make the tackle while the ball carrier has to run 45 yards (15-20 to the sideline and then another10-20 yards while evading (accelerating & decelerating several times) just for a 15 yard gain.

The best drill I have found is to set up 8 cones, 5 yards apart between the numbers and sideline.  Have the entire defense line up in 2 point stance in any of your defenses.  The coach has a ball and points to the way the offense just pitched the ball.  The play side DT & LB and DE all rush forward 3 yards into the backfield while the other 8 players sprint to a cone, never following a teammate and never ending up at the same cone as another teammate.  Once this is done with all defenders, then go full speed but with a ball carrier.  The coach (or QB) simply pitches the ball to a tail back who must first run to the sideline, the up the outside of the cones.  The defenders do their angle of pursuit and must get to a cone before the ball carrier gets there and “TAP” the ball carrier on the inside shoulder.

Teaching Angles of Pursuit on a chalkboard and having players write it down in their playbook will help teach the concept of “Angles of Pursuit”.  No play is the same, so it is hard to teach, but if they understand the concept, then you can take the opponents ball carrier speed out of the equation.  The slower athletes and players from the backside get excited about pursuit when they realize they have a chance to make a tackle.

The slower guys, you know, that big slow DL on the far side can actually tackle that lighting fast opponent if he takes a proper angle.  

By drawing it up on the board, then taking it out to the field they will understand that the distance the ball carrier has to go is a lot longer than they have to go.  The far side DT may have to run 25 yards to make the tackle while the ball carrier has to run 45 yards (15-20 to the sideline and then another10-20 yards while evading (accelerating & decelerating several times) just for a 15 yard gain.

The best drill I have found is to set up 8 cones, 5 yards apart between the numbers and sideline.  Have the entire defense line up in 2 point stance in any of your defenses.  The coach has a ball and points to the way the offense just pitched the ball.  The play side DT & LB and DE all rush forward 3 yards into the backfield while the other 8 players sprint to a cone, never following a teammate and never ending up at the same cone as another teammate.  Once this is done with all defenders, then go full speed but with a ball carrier.  The coach (or QB) simply pitches the ball to a tail back who must first run to the sideline, the up the outside of the cones.  The defenders do their angle of pursuit and must get to a cone before the ball carrier gets there and “TAP” the ball carrier on the inside shoulder.

To help you and your team, the CFCA has SAQP camps throughout the Sacramento area on Highway 50 near Folsom, Interstate 80 near Roseville, North Sacramento area and South Sacramento area near Elk Grove areas during the summer along with an athlete’s lifting clinic, non-contact and full contact camps.  We will also have a FREE Youth Football Coaches Clinic in late July, just before everyone starts camps.  Just take a look at our website for more information.  

As a fundraiser for your program, we will even create a fully customized camp based on the needs of your program.  At these camps, we encourage all coaches in your program to observe your players.  We even hire some of the coaches in your program to lead some of the drills.  If coaches want to rotate around with their team, they are welcome to do so. 

As always, please let me know what you think about this and any other article.  You can contact me at: coachd@calfootballcoaches.com.  You can also visit us at our website: at http://www.calfootballcoaches.com/.

Wishing you, your staff and your team the very best each season,

Coach D

"You Want to Win, We Want to Help"

California Football Coaches Association

     Director of Football Operations

Phone: (916) 337-4898

Website: http://www.calfootballcoaches.com

Email: coachd@calfootballcoaches.com

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/pages/California-Football-Coaches-Association/212591612094486 



Contact Information:
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Address: 3941 Park Dr., Ste. 20-119, El Dorado Hills CA


Phone: (916) 337 – 4898


Web: �HYPERLINK "http://www.calfootballcoaches.com"�www.calfootballcoaches.com�








On behalf of the California Football Coaches Association, I would like to wish you a very successful season next fall.  





CoachD
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