Basic Man-on-Man Defence

The job of a defender in a man-to-man defence is to prevent his player from getting the disc. This is made easier by the marker, who is assumed to only allow throws to one side of the field. 

How the defender should position depends on who they are marking and where the receivers are standing. The defender should generally attempt to be between his receiver and the disc or at least in position to get there easily.  That way the disc will have to go through, around or over him to get to the receiver. 

Face Guarding 

Face guarding refers to defending by always facing the person you are marking and always trying to stay between them and the disc. They will usually run directly at you, trying to get you to turn away. 

In face-marking, each defender stands about three metres in front of their man, facing them, and slightly to the forced (open) side. You should try to maintain a position which is in a direct line to where the cutter is trying to cut. You will need to back-pedal (run backwards) as the cut starts and the offensive player closes the gap between them. 

You should remain facing your man until you hear an "up!" call, regardless of how many times the cutter dukes, fakes and baulks. Turning to look away from your man gives them the opportunity to get away from you. It is also a good idea to focus on the belly-button of the cutter, as this is the centre of mass, so that head fakes and leg fakes can be ignored. You should go for the lay-out block when the disc is thrown. 

Side Marking

The problem with face guarding is that a disc can often come close enough to get a block on, but because you are looking away you miss the chance. Most defenders prefer to watch the disc as well as their man. This has the advantage that you are more likely to be able to get a block on the disc since you can see when it is thrown, but the problem is that you are not focussing all of your attention on the person you are marking. This tends to make it easier for them to get away. There are different levels of this sort of defence, ranging from the occasional glance toward the disc, to facing the disc and trying to defend by looking over your shoulders. 

The most common is side marking, where the defender stands slightly on the open side of their man, with the thrower is almost directly to one side and their man directly on the other side. By turning your head slightly you can see both the disc and your man. The cutter will usually try and sprint past you on the open side, as this is the way to make you turn the most. You should be aware of this cut and try and position yourself so that the cutter has to cut through you to make it. 

One of the other possibilities is facing the disc all of the time. This is very difficult to do well, and a good cutter will usually get free eventually. The aim is to watch the disc, but know where the cutter is all the time. This can be done by both looking and listening. Without looking at the cutter, it is possible to tell where they are by listening to footsteps, both rhythm and loudness, as well as breathing and any calls they are making. This information is combined with other clues, such as shadows (this is easy at night when the ground is lit), where the thrower is looking, and the occasional glance over the shoulder. If done well this can be very effective, although it is susceptible to a cut away from the disc, since you may only notice an absence of clues. 

Advanced Man-on-Man Defence

It is easy to make generalisations about what the defenders should be doing.  In reality, it depends a lot on who they are marking, both in terms of where their receiver is standing and the physical attributes of the receiver.  

It should also be kept in mind that ultimate is a team game.  Just because you have shut your man down doesn't mean that your team won't be scored on.  Part of playing good defence is playing good Team Defence.

Defending short players

By short here, we mean short as in close to the disc, not vertically challenged!

Generally the best spot to set up is about 3-4m in front of the receiver, slightly towards the open side. The defender is relying on the marker to stop any throws on the break side, so he allows a small amount of leeway on that side. It is much more important to make sure the receiver does not get free on the open side. The receiver will usually run at the defender, fake to throw the defender off, and then run hard in a direction. To avoid the receiver getting free, the defender needs to be able to stay in front of the receiver, usually by running backwards so that he can see the receiver. As soon as the defender has to turn around it is much easier for the receiver to get free. In brief : 

· Face the receiver 

· Try and maintain the distance between you and the receiver as the receiver runs at you 

· Avoid turning around 

· If the receiver fakes a direction change, follow slightly, but do not commit until you are sure 

· You can let the defender get a little further in front on the break side than the open side, as the marker shouldn't be letting the thrower throw that side 

Defending deep players 

Marking deep players is slightly different. To mark the deepest player, the defender should usually stand just behind the receiver, and on the open side. This is so that if the thrower hucks long, the defender is in a better position to get the disc, as he is further back. Obviously, it allows the receiver to make easier cuts in for the disc, but this is much better than having a goal scored. 

Disc in the air 

Once the disc is called up, the defenders should glance around to see where the disc is. It is possible that they could make a play on it. This is more important if the call is "Up long", as conceivably quite a few players will have a play on the disc. The defenders need as much time as possible to have a chance to establish good position early. 

Switching 

If used correctly, switching is a good method of shutting down a good cut. If used poorly, it is a good way of leaving a man completely open. Switching requires good timing and understanding. There are two main sorts of switch. 

The first is the lazy switch, where the players are simply switching because the other's receiver is closer. As with all switches, both defenders need to know who their new receiver is. They should also make sure that they are not causing a defensive mismatch eg a short fast player marking a tall player.

The second is a switch on to a cutter. The player calling the switch will usually be near the front of the stack and will see a cutter coming from deep. He should wait as long as possible to call the switch, and at the last minute change receivers. This allows the other defender time to pick up the free man, without giving the free man too much time to plan a cut. The switcher needs to talk to the other defender to make sure the free player is picked up.

Once players have played together for a while, they may be able to switch just by glancing at each other and nodding, or something similar. Switching is not recommended for beginners, as it teaches bad habits. 

Poaching 

Poaching is generally looked down upon in ultimate as "a bad thing", mostly because it is a sign of laziness in defence. If used wisely and sparingly it can be remarkably effective, but it leaves free men around the field and can result in large yardage gains for the offensive team if punished. There are a number of different ways of poaching. 

The first is a straight out zone poach, where the poacher takes up a position in the main cutting lane and basically ignores his own receiver. This is only effective when either the thrower is weak or the receiver is weak, so that the chance of a pass from one to the other is small. 

The second is a temporary switch, where the poacher sees a cutter coming from deep and switches for long enough to discourage the thrower from throwing to the cutter, before switching back to his own receiver. The switch can involve actual marking, or just a flaring out into the cutting lane but has the same effect. 

A third type of poach is an active attempt to get a block. This involves the poacher seeing somebody else's receiver in a position to receive a pass, but where the pass if thrown could still be intercepted. The poacher hopes that by not watching the disc, the thrower will think the pass is on, and hence throw it. The poacher has to guess when the pass will be thrown, and then turn around hoping the disc will be there to intercept. This can be effective if the timing is right. 

Communication

Previous articles have looked at the individual roles of markers and defenders. To be a useful team defence, there needs to be more than individuals doing the defending. This is where communication comes in. There needs to be communication between defenders and markers, between defenders and other defenders, and between players on the sideline and players on the field. 

Defender-marker communication 

There are a number of ways defenders and markers can help each other by talking. Already we have seen the use of "Up", "Up long" and "Break" calls by the marker to let the defender know the disc is in the air or the force has been broken. 

A common call from the defender to the marker is "No out" or "No break". This is used when the receiver is open on the break side and tells the marker to make doubly sure that there is no break of force, even if the open side throw is much easier.  The other one that is often used is the "Strike" call, which asks the marker to switch the force for a second or two to shut down an open side cut. 

Defender-defender communication 

This is most important when switching and poaching, as well as in zone and clam defences. See those sections for more details. 

Sideline-marker communication 

The sideline can see which side cutters are coming in from and where the greatest points of danger are on the field. They are therefore in the best position to communicate with the marker and tell them what to do. This may include telling them which way to force, not to let the thrower break, to switch the force, to get their hands up or down, etc.  It is better to let the defender call strikes since they are better able to judge when they have been burnt! 

Sideline-defender communication 

Often it is hard for the marker to make "Up" and "Break" calls loudly and quickly. This can be because they are out of breath or because they are more easily fooled by fakes. The players who are standing on the sideline can help the other players by making these calls as well. Also, the sideline has a better perspective on the game than the players on the field, so they can call to specific players, for example if they can make a play on the disc, but have their back to it.

This is a very important part of communication, and is one reason the sideline is often called the eighth man. 

Zone Defence - a brief introduction

What is a zone? 

So what is a zone defence? Zone defences are characterised by one or more players on the defensive team not marking a player on the opposing team, but an area. By this definition, any defence that is not entirely man-to-man, including poaching, would be regarded as a zone. This is not strictly what we want.

When we say "zone defence", we usually mean that there is a "cup" of chasers near the thrower at all times, and this is what distinguishes zone from other sorts of non-man-to-man defences.

Why play a zone? 

Zone defences are mostly used when weather conditions are less favourable for passing, for example when it is windy or rainy. They are also effective against an offence with few strong throwers. A zone usually forces many more passes to gain the same amount of ground and relies on the offence making a weak or reckless throw in that period.

Instead of trying to block passes altogether, a zone tries to block all of the easy and ground-gaining passing lanes. The zone allows passes backwards and sometimes sideways because they do little harm to the defence. The zone also allows throws over the top, such as hammers, high backhands and scoobers, because these throws are generally high risk and have a good chance of being dropped or intercepted.

One advantage a zone brings is that in the event of a turnover the opponents will usually find it difficult to mark up quickly, as they have not had a player marking them individually up to that point. This can lead to easy scores, as there will often be a number of people free to be thrown to.

The "standard" zone

There is no such thing as a "standard" zone.  Different countries, and even different teams have different ideas as to what is standard. But if you were to say to someone "Let's play a zone", the one they would be most likely to think of is a three-man static cup zone, described in brief below.
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In the diagram at right, there is a cup of three chasers designated by the dotted line.  The Right Point (RP) is marking the disc (O), and the Axis (AX) and Left Point (LP) make up the remainder of the cup.

The cup is close enough together that passes through the cup should be quite difficult to make.  Obviously the AX and LP must be at least 3m from the disc to avoid a double team.

The other four defenders are in a diamond at the back, each marking an area of the field.  The Left Wing (LW) and Right Wing (RW) each have an entire side of the field to mark. The Deep (DP) will cover any offensive players going deep on any side of the field, and the Middle (MD) tries to cover players looking for short passes through or over the cup.

The important thing for the defenders behind is to make sure they are covering somebody. Marking the area is less important than marking the offensive players in or around that area.

The specific roles of the defenders, what happens after a pass is made, and communication will be discussed in later articles.

Tom Brennan 

Zone Defence - the positions

As we noted in Zone Defence - a brief introduction, the positions in the zone are as follows.
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The Points (LP and RP), together with AX, form a defensive cup around the thrower. We refer to the Point who is marking the disc as the strong-side Point, and the other Point as the weak-side Point.  In the diagram, the RP is marking the disc and so he is the strong-side Point at this time.  If the disc moves to the other side of the field, the LP will probably mark the thrower and hence will become the strong-side Point.

So one Point (strong-side) will mark the thrower, and the other Point (weak-side) and AX will stand on the force side trying to prevent any throw forward on that side. In theory, this set up will prevent throws through the cup. MD marks the area just behind the cup. LW & RW mark the areas on either side of the field. DP marks anywhere behind that.

Positions

The Points

The job of Point requires a fair amount of fitness and good marking skills, as they are the only defensive players that should ever be marking the thrower. The cup tends to have to do quite a lot of running. The three players in the cup (LP, AX & RP) have to decide which way the cup is going to force the thrower. This will often be towards the middle of the field, although there are instances when always forcing to a particular direction (eg into a cross-wind), or forcing line is good. 

The Axis

AX has the task of coordinating the cup, defending against throws through the cup, and marking any receiver that runs into the cup (known as a popper). Coordination involves telling the points who will mark a particular thrower, how wide the cup should be spaced and which way to move. AX should also listen to calls from MD as to where poppers are. The AX can turn around a lot of the time and cover any man who is near the cup. MD should usually alert AX to warn them when a man is near the cup by saying "coming in". 

The Middle

MD covers the area directly behind the cup. This usually involves marking man-to-man on anyone that comes into this area, until they leave it or they run through the cup. Once a receiver enters the cup, they are the job of the Points or AX, and should be ignored. The other job of MD is to talk to the cup. If a receiver is coming into the cup, AX needs to be told to close the cup up on that side. The cup may also need to be told if it is too open or too close together. 

The Wings

Conceptually, the Wings have the simplest job on the field. They each have one side of the field to mark, and the aim is to stop passes up either of the sidelines. Usually, if a throw gets around the edge of the cup, the thrower will be looking upfield for the next pass. The Wing's job is to find and stop any cutters to that thrower. This may involve going man-to-man for a short while. If the player gets the disc, the wing should drop back (contain!) and let the points mark the thrower. It is not the Wing's job to mark the player with the disc. 

The Deep

DP has the task of intercepting any long throws put up by the offence. The job is usually not hard since if there is any wind it is difficult to huck accurately, and thus it is not often that the Deep comes into play. As a result, the main job of the Deep is to talk to the other players, primarily the Middle and Wings, and tell them where to go and who to cover. 

