Catching

1. Introduction 

Catching is an underrated skill in ultimate. Some very experienced players are lazy and display poor catching techniques, and this is reflected in frequent drops. A good catcher makes difficult catches look easy and impossible catches look gettable. It is often said that if you get a hand to a disc you should catch it. More correctly, if the disc is thrown to you, you should make your best attempt to catch it. Desperation wins games. On the other hand, poor catching can often lose games. 

2. Two-handed catching 

Using two hands is essential for catches from just below the knees to just above the top of the head and at least a foot either side of the body. There are a few different styles of catching, used under different circumstances. Most straightforward catches will use the pancake style, while harder passes, particularly those when the receiver is running at speed may use the crocodile style. Only catches that are too high or two low to be caught safely with palms facing each other should be caught with both hands on the rim. 

2.1. Pancake Catch 

Whenever possible, catches should be attempted two-handed, with the palms facing each other. The pancake style is close to the body, with hands at right angles to each other. The receiver should attempt to get their body behind the direction of travel of the disc. It has the advantage that if the catch is mistimed, there is a good chance that the disc will hit the body of the receiver and still be caught between the hands. This is the style that should be used for the majority of throws as it is least prone to error. 

2.2. Crocodile Catch 

The crocodile style is out in front of the body with arms almost parallel, and often with some of the impact being absorbed by the fore-arms. As for the pancake catch, the receiver should attempt to get their body behind the disc. The reason in this case is to get the arms in line with the direction of travel of the disc. The main use for this type of catch is when the disc is travelling at speed relative to the receiver. The forearms provide a longer area to decelerate the disc over, and hard throws are less likely to be dropped. The disadvantage is that because the arms are roughly parallel, the disc has a tendency to flip out sideways if the arms do not move directly up and down towards each other. 

2.3. Rim Catch 

Catches with both hands on the rim are risky and rarely necessary. They should only be used if the disc is well above the head or the around ankles, and in the latter case only when it is not possible or reasonable to dive or slide to catch it. The disc should be caught with both hands on the leading edge, one hand on either side of the disc. The reason rim catches are risky is that they have a tendency to spin out of the hands sideways, a tendency which is stopped by catching the disc on top and bottom. 

2.4. Layout catch 

Often, it is necessary to layout in order to get near enough to the disc to attempt a catch or to get away from striving defenders. The style should be either a "crocodile" catch or a rim catch, preferably the former. Two-handed layout catches may well be more difficult than one-handed because it is harder to cushion the impact with the ground. This impact often dislodges the disc, and is called a ground strip. To avoid being ground stripped, the catcher should try to keep the arms from hitting the ground, and use the rest of the body to take the impact. This is one time when a rim catch has the advantage, because once the disc is in the hands, it is much harder to dislodge. 

3. One-handed catch 

A one-handed catch should be attempted anywhere where it is difficult or impossible to catch with two hands. Having to stretch a bit or avoiding falling on the ground is not an excuse for catching one- handed. Catches around the ankles, well above the head, or far to either side must necessarily be caught with one hand. When the disc is skied above receiversÕ and defendersÕ heads in the air it is usually most advantageous to contest it with one hand. If the disc is above the elbow, it should be caught thumb down, otherwise thumb up: experience will show the difference. 

One handed catches are attempted on the rim of the disc, but should preferably NOT be on the leading edge. The "sweet spot" for catching is to one side of the most leading point on the edge, depending on the direction of spin. This is because both angular and linear momentum must be absorbed by the catch. Experimentation will help most in understanding this. 

For more information on the physics of catching, see Chris "Cork" Corcoran's article Tip of the Week 5 via Jim Parinella's Ultimate Frisbee Testosterone Page. 

One-handed layouts are easier on the body than two-handed layouts, since there is more flexibility in the position that the receiver can land in. The fingers will be underneath the disc with the thumb on top. A tight grip is needed once the disc is caught to avoid being ground stripped. As for the two-handed layout, the receiver should try to keep the arm with the disc, or at least the elbow, off the ground. 

4. Jumping 

There are two types of jumping in catching a disc. The first is simply getting the body off the ground to make a catch easier. The second is where the receiver needs to get as high as possible to even have a chance of catching the disc. These are looked at in separate paragraphs. 

The most comfortable place to catch a disc is just above waist height. If the disc is above this height, the receiver should jump. There are two good reasons for jumping. The first is to make the catch more manageable and at a more convenient height. The second is that running along makes the body jolt up and down noticeably. Jumping provides a more stable temporary catching environment as it stops this jolting movement during the catch. The body travels smoothly and regularly through the air, so the receiver only has to anticipate movements of the disc, and not their body as well. Both feet should leave the ground to make the catch. Most catches above the waist, and even some below will be made easier by jumping. 

Sometimes it will not be possible to catch a disc unless the receiver jumps. In these instances it is in the receiverÕs interest to get their body as high as possible. Jumping is a skill, and something that can be practiced and improved upon. Following are some suggestions and comments on jumping technique. 

4.1. Two-Legged (Standing) Jump 

Two-legged jumps are used whenever the player is standing still. They get less height than a running one-legged jump because there is no forward momentum to be converted to upward drive. Their advantage is that once a player has established a position they can still make a leap for the disc without having to move elsewhere. In terms of technique, both legs should be extended, not tucked, so as to keep the centre of mass (COM) low, and the non-catching arm should be down, both for balance and again to keep the COM as low as possible. 

Any form of training which develops power in the legs will help improve jumping ability. Tuck jumps and squats are probably the most applicable. Improvement can be measured by jumping against the same wall each session, and marking the maximum height reached. 

4.2. One-Legged (Running) Jump 

A one-legged jump should be used anytime the player is running for the disc. The advantage of a one-legged jump are the greater height that can be attained and greater ability to adjust to changes in the disc's flight since the player is already moving, but the disadvantage is that other players may already have position, and this may negate the advantages gained. 

The main points to note in a one-legged take-off are : 

· The jumper is leaning backwards slightly and the centre of mass (COM) is low during the second-last step. 

· The last step is shorter and faster than earlier steps. 

· The trailing leg swings through and up, raising the COM during the last step. 

· Likewise, both arms should be raised during the last step to raise the COM. 

· After take-off, both legs should be extended, and the non-catching arm should be lowered. 

· The catch should ideally be caught with the hand opposite the take-off leg. 

Much of the same training from two-legged jumps can be applied, but emphasis should be put on the driving through and up of the trailing leg. Jumping for basketball hoops is a good way of measuring progress. 

5. Reading the Disc 

Reading the disc is a topic poorly served by discussion. The way to get better at reading the disc is to get out and practise. Nevertheless, it is worth pointing out a few things which may make the disc easier to catch. There are two main aspects of reading a disc - the flight of the disc itself, and positioning relative to other players. The influence of one will often act on the other aspect, and generally they are both important. 

5.1. The Flight of the Disc 

The best players can tell what the flight of the disc will be almost as soon as it has left the hand, barring external factors like wind changes. They will be quickly in position and be able to make small adjustments as they continue to read the disc. This ability is one gained by experience, but a few generalisations are worth making. All these are with respect to a right-handed thrower: 

· Long forehands and backhands will usually fade at the end of their flight, forehands to the right (in the direction of flight) and backhands to the left. 

· Throws into the wind will usually turn over unless released with the outside edge down. 

· Hammers tend to be more affected by wind than other throws, because they usually fly at more of an angle to the wind. 

· Most receivers will underestimate the ability of the wind to keep a disc in the air. 

· It is much harder to catch a disc coming in overhead than one coming in from one of the sides. 

5.2. Positioning 

In competing for a skyed disc, most players will try to establish a position early, and then rely on their ability to have read the disc right. As a result, much of positioning is reading the disc in the first place. However, catching a contested disc is quite different to catching an uncontested disc. In catching an uncontested disc, the aims are to make the catch as easy as possible and possibly to catch the disc in the endzone, or in the field of play. In catching a contested disc, a receiver should try to take the disc as early as possible, since the longer it is in the air the more likely it is to be D'd. 

Positioning should generally set up a receiver to catch the disc as soon as it is in reach. The main factors to consider are the height and jumping ability of both receiver and defender. If the defender is short, the catch can sometimes be delayed a little to bring the disc more within reach and make the catch easier. If the defender is taller or better at jumping, possible tactics include : 

· being in front of the defender, so as to get first play on the disc. 

· jumping early to try and fake the defender into jumping, and then running around behind to catch the disc if the defender has missed. The best receivers use their bodies to stop the defenders from getting into positions to be able to block the disc, while still being able to make a play on the disc themselves. 

A good way to practise both disc reading and positioning is to play Five Hundred. 

5.3. Catching 

As mentioned above, contested catches are much harder to make than uncontested catches. The receiver has to actually catch the disc, while the defender usually only has to get a finger to the disc to make the D. As a result, the defender can often be in a slightly worse position and still be able get the block. For example, a defender can jump from behind and often get a hand in on the disc, although they would never be able to catch it from there. To avoid this, the receiver can try and occupy the position that the defender wants to be in while still preventing the defender from getting the best position for catching (and note that they are not necessarily the same). 

Lastly, be aware of the rules, and what constitutes a foul or a strip. If you have the disc in your possession, and it is knocked out, either by the defender knocking the disc or any part of your body, that is a strip, and you retain possession of the disc if the strip is not contested. If you do not have possession of the disc, but you are prevented from making a play on it by the defender hitting your body, that is a foul. If the foul was in the act of catching, you get possession of the disc. Otherwise it goes back to the thrower. Also, remember that while most fouls are against the defence, you can just as easily commit a foul as receiver. You only have the rights to the space which you occupy, and directly above you, and contact with people outside that space can be called as a foul. Read the rules for more elaboration, and only call fouls which are actually fouls. 

Cutting

If you ask an ultimate player to teach you how to do something better, cutting seems to be the skill they are least likely to be able to help you with. Good players just seem to know how to cut. This section does not promise to be a panacea to all your cutting problems, but to give you some ideas about how to improve. 

Know Your Thrower

One of the first things to remember when cutting is who are you cutting for. It is not much use being ten metres free on the break side if the thrower is a beginner who is not even going to try to break the force. If you have a thrower who likes to throw the break throw, sometimes an effective cut consists of heading straight for the break side, assuming your defender will be a few steps behind. This is more effective the more your defender marks on the open side. Try and know what throws the thrower likes and make your cuts accordingly.

Outsmart Your Defender

The next thing to look at is your defender. There will be some times when you can simply run past your defender. This is not great practice for when you are being marked by a good defender, but hey...open is open. Other times you may be being marked by someone who is fast, but slow to change direction. A hard run one way followed by a quick direction change always loses them. In general, though, you will be marked by someone of roughly your own ability, and the rest of the section will assume that.

Chances are your defender will set up a few metres in front of you, and slightly on the open side. The defender's aim is always to be able to watch you. As a result, an effective cut generally makes the defender have to turn around. The best way to do this is to run directly at the defender. The defender will back away, but assuming you can run faster forwards than they can backwards, they will eventually have to turn. When this happens, put in a fake or two until the defender, who should be looking in the other direction, goes the wrong way. You should then be open.

The mistake a lot of cutters make is to start faking sideways while their defender is still able to watch them. The defender can just stand and watch and when the cutter finally goes one way the defender will follow without any trouble.

Variation in Cutting

It is important to build up a repertoire of cuts. Everyone has a couple of favourite cuts they make successfully over and over. But in top competition or against difficult defences, the old favourites may not work. You need to be able to adapt your cuts to the game and your particular position and, most importantly, to keep the defence guessing.

Everyone on the team should be able to perform all of these cuts, regardless of how often you might use them.

Remember, cuts can be made from ANYWHERE on the field, in ANY DIRECTION, at ANY TIME.

Basic Cut

The basic cut to the disc is a side-to-side variation. The cutter fakes going to one side and then turns hard to cut to the other side. Variations include throwing two or more fakes.

To turn as rapidly as possible, remember: 

· Keep your weight low 

· Take fewer, more powerful steps 

Run Fast

Either taking off quickly or running fast can simply get you past your defender.

Shoulder Cut

This involves getting your inside shoulder and leg in front of the defender and then protecting you cut with your body.

Banana Cut

When the defender is overplaying your forward cut, you can fade out to the open side and away from the disc at about 45 degrees. The throw is a high, loopy, slow, leading pass which you run down. The defender is stuck in no-man’s land, and is often unsighted.

Eclipse Cut

This is similar to the cut from behind the disc. Run towards the thrower and end up close and on the break side, effectively eclipsing the thrower with the marker. Then button-hook around and flare out on the open side to receive a leading pass.

Goose Step

This simply involves a rapid change of pace and/or direction, which the defender fails to respond to quickly enough. Refer Sally Basten.

Circle of Death

The circle of death simply involves a 270 degree + spin and rapid acceleration into space. Refer Dan Wilson. Believe it or not, this can actually work, because you are translating your circular motion into forward momentum, while your defender is standing flat-footed.

747 Cut

This is a head fake. Watch the imaginary disc going up-field and past you. As soon as your defender looks around, make the cut to the disc.

Fake the Catch

Run to one side, jump and pretend to receive the disc at about head height, then turn and cut in the other direction.

From the Back

From the back of the stack, fake to cut deep (and away from the stack to avoid a pick), and then turn sharply back to the disc and run parallel with the stack. The throw should be slow enough to make it a simple catch and allow a larger margin of error.

From the Front

From the front of the stack, fake forward to the open side and then turn sharply to run up the break side of the stack and then look for the huck down the open sideline. You should be attacking the disc with a good sight of it coming over the shoulder, not watching it floating over your head.

Isolation cut (Moose)

Start off standing out on the open side of the stack and at least 10m from the stack proper. Make sure you are reasonably close to the thrower (15m at most). You then have the freedom to make any cut you like to get free. The most usual cuts are to fake short and cut long, or vice versa. This is EXTREMELY difficult to stop if the cutter makes hard turns. It is especially useful in a line trap situation, and can make for massive gains with a good huck down the line.

German Offence (Dump Offence)

Stand on the open side 5-10m from the thrower. Establish eye-contact with the thrower. If your defender is looking at the thrower rather than you, then you should initiate a short cut to one side to receive an easy pass. If the defender is looking at you, then the thrower should initiate with a thrower out to one side, which you then chase down. If the defender is standing side-on (since most people know this play now), then you need to turn them around by shifting to their blind side first, or simply move to box them out from one side and have the thrower throw to that side.

From Behind the Disc - Break Side (Cooee)

Stand behind and to the break side of the thrower. Fake going for the dump and then run forward and slightly across to the open side. The throw should be early and slow, so that the receiver can easily run it down. Alternatively, fake the cut forward and come back for the easy dump. This is a valuable cut for when the thrower is trapped on the line where it is called the "cooee" cut.

