
12 Part I: Kicking Off 

Explaining a Few Rules
So how does this team of 11 players actually go about playing the game and 
scoring these elusive goals? I go into further detail about the laws of the game 
in Chapter 4, but first here’s a brief overview of how you play a soccer game.

The field
You usually play soccer on grass, occasionally on artificial surfaces, but 
always on a field no bigger than 80 yards wide and 120 yards long. Figure 1-1 
shows you how the field looks.

 

Figure 1-1: 
The field.

 

05_9781118510667-ch01.indd   1205_9781118510667-ch01.indd   12 1/29/13   10:43 AM1/29/13   10:43 AM



53 Chapter 4: Laying Down the Laws

 

Figure 4-1: 
An assistant 

referee 
signaling an 

imminent 
substitution.

 

The substitute — usually called the sub, for short — can come onto the field 
of play only after the player he’s replacing has left it.

The player who’s been substituted can no longer take any part in the game. 
It’s possible to substitute the substitute.

Players are allowed to swap places with the goalkeeper, but only if the team 
informs the referee, makes the change during a natural stoppage in the game, 
and the new keeper wears the keeper’s jersey.

 Any attempt to substitute a player without the referee’s say-so results in a 
caution for that player. Should a team play more than 11 players then the 
referee cautions the extra player(s) and then asks them to leave the field of 
play — a sending off.

 Not everyone plays by all of FIFAs rules. For example, in college soccer an 
unlimited number of substitutions can be made, though no player can reenter 
a game during the same half in which he left.

Law 4: The players’ equipment
Players must wear the following basic uniform:

 ✓ Footwear: cleats or turf shoes

 ✓ Shin guards (which must be covered by the socks)

 ✓ Jersey with sleeves

 ✓ Shorts

 ✓ Socks
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Figure 4-2: 
Explaining 

offside.
 

It’s not an offense in itself to be offside. A player is only penalized for being 
offside if he is deemed to be involved in active play, so a player can be called 
offside only if he is:

 ✓ In the opposition’s half.

 ✓ Interfering with play (that is, he’s part of the attacking move).

 ✓ Interfering with an opponent (that is, he’s preventing the opponent from 
defending against the attacking move).

 ✓ Gaining any advantage by being in that position.

A player also cannot be offside from a goal kick, throw in, or corner.
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 ✓ The ball must be standing still before the player takes a free kick. After 
taking the kick, a player can’t touch the ball again until another player 
touches it.

 ✓ A direct free kick awarded to the attacking team in the opposition’s 
penalty area results in a penalty kick (see the later section “Law 14: The 
penalty kick”).

 

Figure 4-3: 
Referee 

signaling 
for a direct 

free kick.
 

 

Figure 4-4: 
Referee 

signaling for 
an indirect 

free kick.
 

 If a referee awards a free kick against a team, all that team’s players must 
stand at least 10 yards away from the ball until it’s kicked. The section 
“Law 14: The penalty kick” tells you where to stand if the referee awards a 
penalty against you.

Law 12: Fouls and misconduct
There are many types of fouls but only two types of recompense for the 
victim: a direct free kick (or penalty, if it’s in the penalty box) or an indirect 
free kick. I deal with penalty kicks (actually a type of direct free kick) in the 
next section, “Law 14: The penalty kick.”
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Offenses resulting in a direct free kick
The referee awards a direct free kick for violent, aggressive, or serious 
offenses, such as when a player — either deliberately or clumsily — kicks, 
trips, charges, jumps at, strikes, holds, or spits at an opponent, or handles 
the ball with his hand or arm.

The player takes a direct free kick from the exact position the offense 
occurred. If the referee awards a direct free kick in the aggressor’s own pen-
alty area, the team gets a penalty kick.

Offenses resulting in an indirect free kick
The referee awards an indirect free kick for more technical offenses, such 
as goalkeeping handling errors — goalkeepers aren’t allowed to pick up or 
handle back passes from their own team mates, or hold onto the ball for 
more than six seconds — or obstructions (when a player deliberately impedes 
the progress of another with no challenge for the ball).

The player takes an indirect free kick from the exact position the offense 
occurred. It makes no difference if the referee awards an indirect free kick 
inside the penalty area; it’s still only an indirect free kick and the referee 
doesn’t award a penalty kick.

Yellow and red cards
If a referee thinks a foul is worthy of punishing a player more than by simply 
awarding a free kick against his team, the referee has the option to caution or 
send off the player.

The referee awards a caution — also known as a booking — by showing the 
player a yellow card. This tells everyone playing and watching that the player 
has been cautioned. Figure 4-5 shows how this is done.

 

Figure 4-5: 
Referee 

issuing a 
yellow card.
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Players pick up yellows for unsportsmanlike behavior, dissent, persistent 
minor fouling, time-wasting, encroaching at free kicks, corners, or throw ins, 
or entering or leaving the field of play without the referee’s permission.

If a referee shows a player two yellow cards (during the same game, he then 
shows him a red card and sends the player off. A player who’s shown a red 
card is automatically sent off. He must leave the field and can’t return to the 
game; he also can’t be replaced by a substitute.

The referee shows a player a red card if he commits one of the following 
seven offenses:

 ✓ Deliberate handball to deny the opposition a chance to score

 ✓ Fouling to deny the opposition a chance to score

 ✓ Serious foul play

 ✓ Spitting at another person

 ✓ Using offensive or abusive language or gestures

 ✓ Violent conduct

 ✓ Receiving a second caution in the same game

Play on!
Just because a player commits a foul doesn’t mean the referee will definitely 
blow his whistle and award a free kick. Referees can wave play on, gesturing 
for play to continue if they think the attacking team will gain an advantage by 
doing so. Figure 4-6 shows a referee waving play on.

 

Figure 4-6: 
Referee 

waving play 
on.
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Figure 5-1: 
The 1-2-7 

formation.
 

2-3-5 (late 1880s)
The better teams were beginning to run up large numbers of goals thanks to 
the advent of short passing, so eventually this system, shown in Figure 5-2, 
was introduced to counter it. Right at the back, two fullbacks covered the 
defensive duties, assisted when required by two halfbacks and a center-back 
just ahead of them.
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Figure 5-2: 
The 2-3-5 

formation.
 

Now only five forwards existed — one winger on each flank, two inside-
forwards, and one center-forward — though the halfbacks and center-backs 
were allowed to move upfield to bolster the attack when required.
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M-W (mid-1920s)
In 1925 the offside rule changed, which meant only two defending players 
had to be between the attacker and the goal, rather than three. This caused 
an immediate glut of goals, so teams countered by withdrawing more players 
into defensive positions as shown in Figure 5-3.

 

Figure 5-3: 
The M-W 

formation.
 

10_9781118510667-ch05.indd   8510_9781118510667-ch05.indd   85 1/29/13   10:48 AM1/29/13   10:48 AM



87 Chapter 5: Players, Positions, and Tactics

 

Figure 5-4: 
The M-U 

formation.
 

4-2-4 (late 1950s)
The M-U wasn’t dominant for long. The flat back four was invented to deal 
with the spaces created by deep-lying center-forwards and rampaging inside-
forwards. The two central defenders marked the areas the inside-forwards 
were looking to attack and were able to track the withdrawn center-forward 
along with the help of their two team mates in central midfield.
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Meanwhile both fullbacks were able to move up the field when required, in 
order to bolster the midfield and, occasionally, the attack, where four play-
ers, two wingers and two center-forwards, plied their trade. This formation 
can be seen in Figure 5-5.

 

Figure 5-5: 
The 4-2-4 

formation.
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Figure 5-6: 
The 4-4-2 

formation.
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3-5-2 (1990s)
The 3-5-2 (as shown in Figure 5-7) was an attacking philosophy that became 
briefly popular in the 1990s and early 2000s. Teams set out with three central 
defenders at the back whom, it was hoped, would be able to deal with two 
forwards of a team playing the predominant defensive 4-4-2.

 

Figure 5-7: 
The 3-5-2 

formation.
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Figure 5-8: 
The 4-4-1-1 
formation.
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 2. Make sure your kicking foot makes contact with the bottom half of the 
ball. By kicking the underside of the ball, it lifts off the ground, into 
the air, and travels longer distances.

 It’s important to practice the accuracy of your passing, as well as to make 
sure the ball travels the required distance. Players finding the ball missing to 
either side of the target may find they aren’t following through properly but 
are stopping the kicking maneuver upon contact with the ball and snatching at 
the pass. Imagine a line drawn between you and the target with the ball in the 
middle — your leg should travel straight along this path. Figure 6-1 shows a 
short, inside-of-the-foot pass, whereas Figure 6-2 shows a longer pass.

 

Figure 6-1: 
A short 

inside-of-
the-foot 

pass.
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Figure 6-2: 
For longer 

passes, kick 
the ball with 
your instep.

 

Receiving the ball
It’s pointless knowing how to dribble and pass if you’re not able to receive 
the ball and take up possession of it. You can use just about any part of the 
body to receive the ball, apart from the arms and hands.

The idea is to gain control of the ball — whether it’s bouncing, rolling, or 
flying through the air, slowly or at speed — and keep it close to your body. 
The three most useful parts of your body are your feet, thighs, and chest — 
but you can also receive the ball with your head.

 Great players are able to kill the ball dead — in other words, stop it from 
moving in whatever direction it was heading and take it immediately under 
their control. Delicacy of touch is the crucial thing here. A good way to con-
ceptualize this is to imagine an egg or a water balloon being thrown at you — 
and you must keep it from breaking. You are a cushion, not a wall.

Foot
To receive a pass or loose ball using the foot, a player should use the follow-
ing method:

 1. Position yourself in front of the ball.

 2. Extend your leg and foot out before the ball arrives, a few inches off 
the ground (roughly about halfway up the ball when it gets to you).

11_9781118510667-ch06.indd   9911_9781118510667-ch06.indd   99 1/29/13   10:47 AM1/29/13   10:47 AM



100 Part II: Playing the Game 

 3. Pull your leg back as the ball makes contact with your foot, to cush-
ion it and retain possession. Think of it as catching the ball with the 
instep, almost as though it’s nestling in the inside arch of the foot. 
Keep your foot relaxed because this can help to control the pass, espe-
cially if the ball is traveling at speed.

 The more experienced player can use all parts of the foot to receive the ball, 
though it’s normal — and easier — to concentrate on the inside of the foot. 

 If the ball takes an unexpected hop, either off a divot on the field or as a result 
of an imperfect attempt to control it, the leg helps control the ball providing 
you’ve used the inside of the foot (because the ball is being played close to 
the ankle). Figure 6-3 shows you how to receive a ball with your foot.

 

Figure 6-3: 

Receiving 
and stop-

ping a ball 
with your 
foot is an 
important 

skill.
 

Thigh
The thigh is a very effective tool for controlling the ball when it is played to 
you above the ground because it offers a large contact area. A player using 
his thigh should do the following:

 1. Position yourself in front of the incoming ball.

 2. Stand on one foot while raising the other knee and thigh to meet the 
ball. (It’s easier to raise your preferred kicking leg, though good play-
ers can receive the ball easily with either.)
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 3. Cushion the impact of the ball as it hits your thigh, lowering the knee 
until the ball drops down to your feet. Swivel your hips to pull your 
thighs slightly backwards as they cushion the ball.

 Keep the thigh as parallel to the ground as possible in order to retain pos-
session of the ball. If you fail to do this, and the leg is at an angle, the ball has 
a much smaller contact area to hit and may ping away from you. Figure 6-4 
shows the right and wrong ways to receive a ball with your thigh.

 

Figure 6-4: 

The right 
and wrong 

way to 
receive the 

ball with the 
thigh.

 

Chest
The chest is the hardest area of the body to receive the ball with, but after 
you have a solid technique it can be the most effective, pulling difficult 
passes and clearances out of the sky. Players must do the following to suc-
cessfully receive the ball using the chest:

 1. Position yourself in front of, and square to, the approaching ball.

 2. Puff out your chest just before meeting the ball.

 3. Pull the ball backwards as it makes contact with your chest, cushion-
ing the blow of impact. The ball should fall to your feet.

 Don’t arch your back too much, because the ball can then rear up and bounce 
over your shoulder or head.
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 It will initially feel natural to bring your hands in front of your body, either to 
attempt to catch the ball or as part of an involuntary attempt to shield your-
self from being hit by the ball. It’s also tempting to use the upper arms to 
subtly cushion the ball. Both maneuvers are illegal and result in the referee 
awarding a handball foul against you. Figure 6-5 shows you how to receive the 
ball on your chest.

 

Figure 6-5: 

Receiving 
the ball with 
the chest is 
tricky. Don’t 
be tempted 
to use your 

hands.
 

Head
If the ball is high in the air, you can bring it down using your head as follows:

 1. Make sure you are on the balls of your feet, able to either jump to 
meet the ball in flight or rise up on your feet toward it.

 2. With your arms extended out to keep your balance, hit the ball gently 
on the hairline of your forehead, almost as though you’re cushioning it.

 3. Lean backward. The ball should drop to your feet, or onto your chest 
or thigh, where you can further control it.

Heading the ball
When the ball is high in the air, you need to play it using your head. You 
can do this in order to retain control, pass to a team mate, make a defensive 
clearance, or attempt to score.

It’s easy to execute a header incorrectly. The last thing you want is for the 
ball to either skim off the top of your head or smack you straight in the nose. 
To head the ball properly:
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 1. Face the incoming ball.

 2. Assess the flight of the ball and time your leap into the air so you are 
heading the ball at the highest part of your jump.

 3. Keep your eyes open and fixed on the ball while keeping your mouth 
closed. Your eyes should never be closed before the point of impact.

 4. Head the ball using the hairline of your forehead. Do this while stiff-
ening your neck and chest muscles and thrusting your body forward 
from the waist up, driving the ball toward the intended target.

 The major principles of heading remain the same whether a player is crash-
ing a header towards goal or cushioning a soft-headed pass to a team mate. 
Adjusting the power in your drive forward is the key.

 Players attempting to head the ball toward the ground should head through 
the top half of the ball. Players hoping to make a clearance want to head the 
ball long and high into the air, so they should head below the middle of the 
ball. Figure 6-6 shows you how to head the ball correctly — and how not to.

 

Figure 6-6: 
Right and 

wrong ways 
to head the 

ball.
 

Shooting
Shooting is, without doubt, the most enjoyable aspect of playing soccer. The 
natural instinct when taking a shot is to hit it as hard as you can — and punt 
it with your toes. Sadly, the natural instinct isn’t always the right one.

The rules of taking a shot using the most basic kick — the instep kick — are 
much the same as a short pass, and are as follows:

 1. Pick out a target. Decide where in the goal you want the ball to head.

 2. Plant the nonkicking foot alongside the ball, pointing at the target.
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Block tackle
A defender uses this tackle to dispossess a player who’s dribbling the ball 
toward you. To execute a successful block challenge, the defender moves 
directly toward the player and uses the weight of his entire body to tackle 
the opponent. The defender blocks the ball by applying steady and even 
pressure to it with the inside of his leg, the foot staying on the surface of the 
ball at all times.

 Going into a block tackle, the player should plant one foot ahead of the tack-
ling foot and then move in. He should be slightly crouched, enabling the 
player to react to any sideways movement the attacking dribbler may make. 
And it’s important that the player concentrates on attacking the ball with his 
foot — ensuring the attacker isn’t fouled but can’t progress or keep hold of the 
ball. Figure 6-7 shows you how to execute a block tackle properly.

 

Figure 6-7: 
The block 

tackle.
 

Shoulder-to-shoulder tackle
A defender uses a shoulder tackle when he finds himself running alongside 
the player in possession. The idea is to use the weight of your shoulder to 
lean into the other player’s shoulder, easing him off the ball.

 Try to get slightly ahead of your opponent when making the challenge. This 
allows you to ease in front of him with your shoulder, forcing him behind you 
and off the ball. Figure 6-8 shows you a well-executed shoulder tackle.

11_9781118510667-ch06.indd   10611_9781118510667-ch06.indd   106 1/29/13   10:47 AM1/29/13   10:47 AM



107 Chapter 6: Honing Your Skills

 

Figure 6-8: 
A well-

executed 
shoulder-

to-shoulder 
tackle.

 

Side tackle
Instead of using your shoulder to lever an opponent off the ball, you can also 
poke the ball away from him while running alongside him. The best time to 
make a move for the ball is when the attacker is about to pass or shoot, leav-
ing space for the defender to nick the ball away.

 After you’ve dispossessed the attacker, your work isn’t necessarily over. If 
no other players are in the vicinity, make sure you react the quickest, going 
to fetch the ball you’ve just poked away. Otherwise the attacker may pick the 
ball up again himself, wasting the successful tackle.

Sliding
The sliding tackle is the most difficult tackle to execute and one that you usu-
ally only use as a last-ditch measure — when the attacker has worked his way 
into space and is about to either shoot or make a killer pass.

Sliding is a tricky skill to master. Here’s a four-step guide:

 1. The approach. When a player is ahead of you with the ball, you have 
to catch up with and approach the attacker from the side. (Tackles 
from behind are illegal.) You must get up close to the attacker, or the 
opponent will be able to accelerate off when you begin to execute 
the slide.

 2. The sliding leg. Drop your lower body and begin to slide along the 
ground with your leg closest to the attacker.
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 3. Top leg. As your sliding leg makes contact with the ground it’s bent 
and tucked underneath you and your top leg is extended out.

 4. The tackle. Using the top leg, knock the ball away from the attacker’s 
feet with as much force as you can possibly generate. This ensures the 
opponent can’t simply pick up the ball again while you are still lying 
on the ground.

Figure 6-9 shows you how to get a sliding tackle right.

 

Figure 6-9: 
The sliding 

tackle.
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Figure 7-1: 
Stretching 

your 
quadriceps.

 

 

Figure 7-2: 
Working 
on your 

hamstrings 
and lower 

calves.
 

 ✓ Groin: Sit on the ground. Place the soles of both of your feet together 
so your knees are bent out to the side of your body. Then, while keep-
ing your back straight, try to press both of your knees as close to the 
ground as possible. Push your chest out while you do this, as shown in 
Figure 7-3. 
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Figure 7-3: 
Stretching 
your groin.

 

 ✓ Lower back: Lie down on your back. Pull one or both of your knees 
towards your chest while keeping your shoulders and head on the 
ground. Figure 7-4 illustrates this stretch. 

 

Figure 7-4: 
Stretching 
your lower 

back.
 

 ✓ Calf muscle and Achilles tendon: Stand by a wall. Place one leg forward, 
bending it at the knee. Push forward against the wall, keeping your back 
foot flat on the ground. The forward leg stretches your Achilles tendon 
and the back leg stretches the calf muscle. Switch legs and repeat the 
stretch. Figure 7-5 illustrates this stretch. 
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Figure 7-5: 
Stretching 

your calves.
 

 ✓ Hip flexor: Get on one knee. Bend your rear leg so the knee is near the 
ground while extending your front leg and your hands towards your 
toes, as shown in Figure 7-6.

 

Figure 7-6: 
Carrying out 

a hip flexor 
stretch.
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Treating injuries using RICE
Make sure that someone brings a quantity of ice to a game — packed, obvi-
ously, in an icebox or cooler. Ice is essential to treat many injuries because 
you use it to decrease the swelling of a bruise, after pulling or straining a 
muscle, spraining, or sometimes after breaking a bone.

You can remember the way to treat an injury with ice as follows:

 1. R: Rest. Make sure that the player doesn’t move at all.

 2. I: Ice. To stop or limit blood flow and pain, place crushed ice in a plas-
tic bag, a wet towel, or an ice bag, to make an ice pack. Keep the pack 
on the injury for 15 minutes every waking hour for the first 24 hours to 
three days, depending on the severity of the injury and how quickly the 
swelling dies down.

 3. C: Compress. After the initial pressing of the ice pack, replace it with 
a tight bandage, preferably an elastic wrap. If you’re wrapping a leg or 
arm, start at the place farthest from the heart, and work towards it in a 
crisscross pattern. Expose toes or fingers at the extremities so you can 
spot any skin discolorations.

 4. E: Elevate. Raise the injured arm or leg to about the heart level for the 
first 24 hours to three days.

Figure 7-7 shows the RICE procedure in progress.

 

Figure 7-7: 
The RICE 

procedure.
 

 Take a player to the hospital if the injury looks at all serious, if the swelling 
continues, or if you’re in any doubt.
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Knee injuries
Injured knees are quite common in soccer and can cause complications, even 
to the point of ending a player’s career. They occur when a player has one 
leg planted on the ground, only for the leg to be hit hard by a sudden rotation 
of the body (which could be caused by a collision with another player, or 
simply by passing or running on his own).

The knee can bend through 150 degrees and is one of the most flexible joints 
in the body. This flexibility is crucial to a soccer player, who needs to change 
direction quickly. The knee has no muscles, but it does have three bones — 
the femur, tibia, and fibula — which are held together by ligaments.

Although knee injuries can occur in five places — ligaments, cartilage, mus-
cles around the knee, kneecap, and tendons — it’s the ligaments that are usu-
ally troublesome to soccer players. The most common injuries occur to the 
following four ligaments: the anterior cruciate, posterior, medial collateral, 
and lateral collateral.

A tear to the anterior cruciate ligament (ACL) is the worst knee injury. A 
player can damage their ACL by twisting or turning suddenly, being kicked 
just below the ligament, over-extending it, or slowing down too quickly. A 
player may hear a sickening loud pop or snap before he feels anything.

If an ACL injury is suspected, you should carry the player off the field and 
immediately apply ice to the knee. Seek medical assistance immediately. 
Reconstructive surgery could see a player out for at least a year.

Figure 7-8 shows an ACL injury.

 

Figure 7-8: 
ACL injury.
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 The most common knee injury is the medial cruciate ligament tear. It’s the 
strongest ligament in the knee, and injuries to it shouldn’t be serious. 
However, any player suspected of suffering such an injury should be immedi-
ately carried off the field, with ice applied to the knee. Happily, even severe 
tears should, with the help of a protective knee brace, see the player back in 
action within two months.

 The degree of a knee injury tells you how much damage has been done. First-
degree tears are mild, with only a slight swelling occurring and little loss of 
movement. A second-degree tear is a moderate tear that causes the player 
mild pain and requires rest. A third-degree tear is the worst and refers to a 
complete rupture of the ligament that may require a brace, cast, or corrective 
surgery.

Common injuries
Most injuries in soccer are, however, not too serious. Although players are 
known to break legs and arms, dislocate shoulders, and suffer head or neck 
injuries, these are thankfully quite rare — seek immediate medical attention 
in such an event.

Table 7-1 lists some of the more common ailments and how to treat them.

Table 7-1 Common Ailments

Ailment Symptoms Treatment

Abrasion Loss of skin Cleanse with antiseptic and 
apply antibiotic ointment

Blister Fluid buildup under skin Have it drained by a doctor and 
clean the area with antiseptic

Concussion Severe blow to the head that can 
cause dizziness, dull to severe 
headache, ringing in ears, dis-
orientation, possible loss of con-
sciousness

Substitute player immediately. 
Do not allow him to continue 
under any circumstances, even 
if he insists he’s recovered. 
Seek medical attention.

Contusion Bruised muscle or tendon Treat with ice using RICE 
method.

Cramp Involuntary and painful muscle 
contraction

Apply firm pressure on the 
muscle area, followed by gentle 
massage. Give the player water 
to rehydrate him.

Sprain Injured ligaments Treat with ice using RICE 
method.

Strain Torn muscle or tendon Treat with ice using RICE 
method.
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