Heading: Make it Fun and Useful

Ajit Korgaokar, Tennessee Futbol Club (TNFC) Director of Coaching

One of the main reasons why young players do not like heading the ball is because coaches often have them in pairs with one person serving the ball and the other heading it back.  This would be boring and tedious for players of any age, not to mention young players with short attention spans.  The other reason is the quality of the crosses or the sheer lack of balls being crossed from the flanks.  Heading is a very important part of the game and an area where very few players seem to be affective.  In order to get the most out of your players when it comes to heading the ball, a competitive and fun environment needs to be setup where there is an objective i.e. scoring a goal.  Consequently, heading and crossing needs to be considered as an important part of your overall training regimen.  I have listed some exercises that I have found to be useful in teaching heading that are competitive and enjoyable.

Points to consider for attacking heading

Making Contact--In order to make contact with the ball the player must read the flight of the ball and get in line with the flight of the ball.  Contact should be made at the highest point of the ball, which requires correct timing of the run or jump.

Accurate Contact--The player should have his/her eyes open when heading the ball and make contact with the forehead.  In order to direct the ball downwards contact should be made with the top half of the ball.  Heading the ball down and away from the goalkeeper is the most difficult header to save.

Adding Power to the ball--A player can add power to the ball by running and jumping to attack the ball.  It is important for players to attack the ball and not feel as if the ball is attacking them.  Arching the back and thrusting the head forward once contact with the ball is made will increase the power and speed of the ball.  Additional power and speed on the ball can be achieved by nodding the ball with the head.  As the back straightens from arching, a firm nod with the head will increase power to the ball.  Keep in mind deflecting the ball away from the goalkeeper is often enough to score a goal and additional power may not be needed.

Main Coaching Points for Heading

Body shape and balance, eye on the ball, read the flight of the ball, get your body in line with the flight of the ball, area of contact (forehead), use upper body for power and protection, timing to attack the ball at the highest point.

Tactical Application:  (defending) height, distance, aggressive attitude (attacking) direct ball toward target which can be the goal, a player or space, deflect ball towards target, aggressive attitude.

This exercise can be used as a warm-up in the fundamental stage of the training session.  Player X receives a thrown ball from server 1 (S1) and heads into the goal marked by the cones.  Player X then turns and receives a ball from server 2 (S2) and heads to goal.  Player O does the same so two players are going at once.   After one minute the scores are tallied and the players rotate positions.  X and O become servers, GKs become attackers and servers become GKs.
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This exercise can also be used as a warm-up in the fundamental stage of the training session.  The four Xs stand on the outside of a 10x10 grid and serve under arm thrown balls to the two Os in the middle.  The Os head the ball back into the hands of the servers and then move to receive another ball from a different server.  After one minute the scores are tallied and two other servers replace the Os.  In the second exercise the ball is received from one server and redirected to another server.  
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In this heading game players work together to head the ball into the goal marked by the two cones.  They can either score directly from receiving the ball from their teammate or setup their teammate from a header so the teammate can head into the goal.  In the first example, player X has thrown the ball to his teammate who has headed for goal.  In the second example, O1 has thrown the ball to his teammate O2, who has set up O1, using the head only, for O1 to run onto the ball and head into the goal.  Wherever the ball drops is where the opposing team can throw the ball from.  Players cannot run with the ball, but most throw the ball to their teammates.  Play for 3-4 minutes and tally the scores.  A tournament can be organized so players go against different opponents.  
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This match related exercise includes the pressure of an opponent.  However, the attacking team always has an extra player in order to increase the chances of success.  This can progress to even numbers where the number of attackers and defenders is equal, or to a more realistic situation where the defenders might outnumber the attackers.  In this exercise, the Xs in the corners throw balls as if it were a throw-in to their teammates to head into the goal.  One of the Os must remain at the halfway line.  Once the Xs have attacked the Os goal, the attack will start at the other end for the Os and the Xs must get back to defend.  The remaining O at the halfway line cannot attack until both of Os have entered the attacking half.
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In this exercise the players are allowed to pass the ball to each other by throwing the ball, but they cannot run with the ball.  Thrown passes can be intercepted with the hands like a basketball game.  Goals can only be scored from headers.  An extra target player can be placed at the end and outside of the playing area to give attacking players another option.  The target players are unopposed.  In this example, O has thrown the ball to his/her teammate who has decided to throw the ball to the end target player, who in turn throws to an open player to head for goal.  The target players can move along the endline.
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Same as above with no target players at the end.
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In this 4v4 with keepers exercise, players play a regular possession game with neutral players on the flanks.  The field is kept narrow so the flank players can throw the ball like a throw-in to open players to head to goal.
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In this 5v5 with keepers exercise flank players are utilized to cross the ball.  The flank players must stay in the attacking flanks and cannot cross the halfway line.
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In this 5v5 with keepers exercise the goals are offset to create constant crossing opportunities.
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In this exercise a regular game is played with neutral crossers moving up and down the entire flanks.
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