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by Marty Pulvers

In football, the offense and the defense
are constantly struggling to stay
ahead of the other half's newest innova-
tion. But, as in any endeavor, there are
some things that don’t change much,
some classic tactics that have the basic
strength to adapt to almost any ploy the
opposition can throw at them. One such
classic is the zone defense, a collegiate
pass defense of many years standing.

Next time you go to a game, pay some
attention to the defensive backfield, espe-
cially if your goal is to appreciate football
on a level deeper than most fans. Sure,
football is great as simple drama, but it’s
also a cerebral tactical battle. Coaches
watch this aspect of the game, and it will
deepen your understanding of the game
too.This expanded understandingis easy
enough to acquire, and there’s no better
place to begin your tutelage than with the
zone defense.

The zone defense was devised to hinder
that most tragic situation (to the defense,
of course): the long pass completion.
Yardage accumulated in such huge
chunks just isn't to be tolerated.

Awarded the job of preventing that
kind of ground gaining are the defensive
backs. And the tool they use to prevent
completions is the zone—either a zone
using two men deep or a zone using three
men deep.

Let's begin this explanation of the zone
defense at its simplest. What,you may ask,
does zone defense actually mean? Well,
looking down from the stands you'll see
the field divided in thirds, lengthwise, by
short hash marks (hash marks are one
yard apart and help the referees spot the
ball after each play).

50, when a “three deep” zone is called
for, all that’s meant is a defensive back will
drop back at the snap of the ball and be
responsible for pass coverage in his third
of the field. “Three deep” coverage will, as
should be readily apparent, be a good de-
terrent against the long pass, as there are
three men instantly defending deep at the
start of the play. To reiterate, zone cover-
dge means pass coverage comes first. Only
after the offense has committed itself to
the run can the defensive backs rush up
toward the line.

There is also a “two deep” zone cover-
continued on 19t

| nnovations come, innovations go.

The zone divides the field into thirds for coverage, with the strong safety helping on
the offensive team’s “strong” side, while the free safety goes back for deep prevention
coverage.
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