Special Teams Playbook

Understanding the Special Teams Playbook: An
Essential Guide for Football Success

In the fast-paced world of football, every phase of the game demands strategic planning
and precise execution. Among these, the special teams unit often plays a pivotal role in
determining the outcome of a game. The special teams playbook is a comprehensive
set of strategies, formations, and plays designed specifically for kicking, punting,
returning, and coverage scenarios. Mastering this playbook can give teams a significant
advantage, turning field positions and momentum in their favor. Whether you're a coach,
player, or football enthusiast, understanding the intricacies of the special teams playbook
is essential for elevating your game.

What Is a Special Teams Playbook?

A special teams playbook is a specialized manual that outlines all the plays and strategies
related to the special teams units in football. Unlike offensive and defensive playbooks,
which focus on advancing the ball and stopping the opposition, the special teams
playbook centers around kicking games, punt returns, kickoffs, field goals, and extra
points. This playbook includes: - Formations and alignments for kickoffs, punts, and field
goals - Play calls for various scenarios - Blocking schemes for returns and coverage -
Specialized techniques for each position - Situational strategies for different game
contexts Having a well-organized special teams playbook allows teams to execute these
plays efficiently, minimize penalties, and capitalize on scoring opportunities.

The Importance of a Special Teams Playbook in Football

Special teams play a critical role in the overall success of a football team. Here’s why an
effective special teams playbook is essential:

1. Shaping Field Position

Field position often determines the likelihood of scoring or conceding points. Effective
kickoff and punt strategies can pin opponents deep in their territory, forcing them to
operate under pressure.

2. Scoring Opportunities

Field goals and extra points are crucial scoring methods. A well-designed playbook
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ensures these are executed reliably under pressure.

3. Turnover Potential

Special teams plays, such as blocked punts or returns, can create turnovers that shift
momentum.

4. Penalty Reduction

A detailed playbook clarifies legal formations and procedures, reducing penalties like
offsides or illegal blocks.

5. Confidence and Preparation

Having a set of rehearsed plays boosts player confidence and helps in quick decision-
making during high-stress situations.

Core Components of a Special Teams Playbook

A comprehensive special teams playbook covers various aspects of kicking and coverage
units. Here are the main components:
1. Kickoff Strategies

- Deep Kick or Onside Kick: When and how to execute each - Alignment and Formations:
Standard kickoff formation, squib kicks - Return Setups: Returner positioning, blocking
schemes

2. Punt Plays

- Punt Formation: Standard punt, rugby punt, or fake punt - Coverage Schemes:
Assignments for gunners and blockers - Return Plays: Fair catch, return routes, blocking
schemes

3. Field Goal and Extra Point Plays

- Snap and Hold Techniques: Ensuring stability - Protection Schemes: Slide protection,
max protection - Kicking Techniques: Power, accuracy, quick kicks

4. Return Strategies

- Kickoff Return Plays - Punt Return Plays - Blocking Schemes: Upfront blocking, wall
formation - Returner Techniques: Field awareness, decision-making



5. Coverage Plays

- Kickoff Coverage - Punt Coverage - Formation Adjustments: Avoiding returns, strategic
positioning

Designing an Effective Special Teams Playbook

Creating a successful special teams playbook requires careful planning, analysis, and
practice. Here are essential steps to develop an impactful playbook:

1. Analyze Opponent Tendencies

- Study opponent kickoff and punt strategies - Identify their returner strengths and
weaknesses - Prepare tailored plays to exploit gaps

2. Assess Your Team'’s Strengths

- Recognize players’ skills in blocking, tackling, and returning - Assign roles based on
individual strengths - Develop plays that maximize team capabilities

3. Incorporate Multiple Play Options

- Prepare a variety of plays for different scenarios - Include fake plays to catch opponents
off guard - Develop contingency plans for special situations

4. Emphasize Technique and Discipline

- Conduct regular drills focusing on blocking, tackling, and timing - Reinforce legal play
and penalty avoidance - Ensure players understand their assignments thoroughly

5. Practice Situational Plays

- Practice plays in real-game scenarios - Simulate pressure situations like fourth-and-goal
or last-minute kickoff - Review and refine plays based on practice outcomes

Popular Special Teams Plays and Formations

Understanding common plays and formations helps in both designing your playbook and
recognizing opponent strategies.

1. The Squib Kick

A low, short kickoff designed to prevent a long return. Often used when the opponent has
a dangerous returner.
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2. The Onside Kick

Executed to regain possession unexpectedly, usually on a fourth down or strategic
moment.

3. The Punt Block

A play designed to rush the punter and block the kick, creating a scoring opportunity or
gaining possession.

4. The Fake Field Goal

A trick play where the holder or kicker runs or passes instead of kicking, catching the
defense off guard.

5. Return Formation Sets

- Standard Return: Returning the kickoff or punt with blockers in front - Fair Catch: Signal
for catching the ball without returning - Poisoned Return: Deception to lure opponents
into bad coverage

Special Teams Playbook Tips for Coaches and Players

Implementing an effective special teams strategy involves continuous learning and
adaptation. Here are some tips: - Prioritize Technique: Proper blocking, tackling, and
kicking form are crucial - Emphasize Communication: Clear signals and calls prevent
confusion - Review Game Film: Identify areas for improvement and exploit opponents’
weaknesses - Foster Team Chemistry: Special teams often involve coordination between
units - Adjust Playcalling: Be flexible based on game flow and field position

Conclusion: The Value of a Well-Prepared Special Teams
Playbook

A meticulously crafted special teams playbook can be the difference-maker in football
games. From securing favorable field position to executing game-changing plays, special
teams are an often underestimated yet vital component of a successful team. By
understanding core strategies, designing versatile plays, and emphasizing disciplined
execution, teams can maximize their special teams' effectiveness. Whether you're
preparing for a high school game or coaching at the professional level, investing time and
effort into your special teams playbook is essential for achieving consistent success on
the gridiron.

Special teams playbook is an essential component of any football team's strategic
arsenal. Often overlooked by casual fans, special teams play a pivotal role in determining



the outcome of games, providing opportunities for game-changing plays such as returns,
blocks, and crucial field goals. A well-designed special teams playbook combines
disciplined execution, innovative formations, and situational awareness to give a team a
competitive edge. In this comprehensive review, we will explore the key elements of a
successful special teams playbook, including its core components, strategic
considerations, formations, and the importance of practice and adaptability.

Understanding the Importance of a Special Teams
Playbook

Special teams are often described as the "third phase" of football, alongside offense and
defense. While they may not always dominate the headlines, their impact is undeniable.
A meticulously crafted special teams playbook ensures consistency, reduces errors, and
maximizes scoring opportunities.

Why Every Football Team Needs a Playbook

- Standardization: Ensures all players understand their roles during various special teams

situations. - Strategic Advantage: Allows teams to surprise opponents with innovative

formations or plays. - Error Reduction: Clear instructions and rehearsed routines decrease

the likelihood of costly mistakes. - Player Development: Provides a structured learning
process for special teams contributors.

Key Components of a Special Teams Playbook

A comprehensive special teams playbook covers multiple facets, from kickoff and punt
plays to field goal attempts and onside kicks. It should include: - Play diagrams and
formations - Assignments and responsibilities - Situational strategies - Practice drills -
Troubleshooting scenarios

Core Elements of a Special Teams Playbook

Kickoff and Kickoff Return Strategies

Kickoffs are the opening act of the game, setting the tone for field position battles. A
playbook should include options for deep kicks, directional kicks, and surprise onside
kicks. - Kickoff Plays: - Standard deep kick - Onside kick - Squib kick - Directional kick
towards sidelines or hash marks - Return Strategies: - Block schemes to create lanes -
Fair catch options - Muffed return procedures Features: - Multiple formations for kickoff
coverage and return - Specific roles for blockers, contain men, and the returner -
Variations based on opponent tendencies Pros: - Flexibility to adapt to game situations -
Increased chances of pinning opponents deep or creating turnovers Cons: - Complex to
execute without disciplined practice - Risk of penalties if miscommunicated
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Punt Formation and Return Plays

Punts are critical for establishing field position. The playbook should detail both coverage
and return schemes. - Coverage Schemes: - Standard punt formation - Block schemes for
punts (e.g., rush or contain) - Fair catch signals and procedures - Return Plays: -
Conventional fair catch return - Trap and block schemes - Fake punts or trick plays
Features: - Emphasis on timing and communication - Special attention to blocking angles
and timing - Strategies for handling different punt distances and hang times Pros: -
Control of field position - Opportunity for big returns or pinning opponents deep Cons: -
Vulnerable to blocked punts - Requires precise execution and athlete coordination

Field Goal and Extra Point Plays

Field goals can be game-changers. The playbook should specify snap, hold, kick, and
protection schemes. - Standard Field Goal Formation: - Line splits - Snapper, holder,
kicker roles - Protection Schemes: - Block schemes against different rush setups - Fake
field goals for surprise attacks Features: - Multiple formation variations - Contingency
plans for blocked kicks or missed snaps Pros: - Increased accuracy and consistency -
Ability to exploit defensive weaknesses Cons: - Special teams units may be vulnerable to
rushes - Penalties can negate successful field goals

Onside and Fake Play Strategies

Onside kicks and fake plays can be pivotal in close games, requiring precise timing and
deception. - Onside Kick Playbook: - Traditional onside recovery - Surprise kicks with
varying placement - Multiple recover schemes - Fake Plays: - Fake field goals - Fake punts
- Misleading formations to confuse opponents Features: - Well-rehearsed timing - Varied
strategies to prevent predictability Pros: - Potential for immediate momentum swings -
Exploiting opponent overcommitment Cons: - High risk, low success rate if poorly
executed - Can lead to turnovers or penalties if misused

Formations and Alignment Strategies

A flexible playbook incorporates various formations to adapt to game flow and opponent
tendencies.

Common Special Teams Formations

- Standard Kickoff Coverage: 4-3 or 5-2 schemes with designated containers and blockers.
- Punt Formation: Winged or box formations to protect the punter. - Field Goal Unit: Tight
alignment with focused protection. - Onside Kick Formation: Squib and wedge formations
to enhance recovery chances. Features: - Emphasis on speed and agility - Clear roles for
each player within formations Pros: - Confers tactical advantage - Allows for quick



adjustments based on game situations Cons: - Complexity may cause confusion if not
well-practiced - Overreliance on formations can be predictable

Practice and Situational Drills

A successful playbook isn't just about diagrams; it’s about execution. Regular drills
simulate game scenarios, reinforce communication, and build team cohesion.

Typical Drills Include:

- Block shedding and pursuit for coverage units - Return drills focusing on decision-
making - Fake play rehearsals - Emergency procedures for penalties or mishaps Features:
- Repetition to develop muscle memory - Video analysis for improvement - Situational
scrimmages (e.g., last-minute field goal attempts) Pros: - Elevated confidence under
pressure - Reduced errors during live plays Cons: - Time-consuming practice sessions -
Potential for overlearning specific plays, reducing adaptability

Adapting the Playbook to Opponent and Game
Situations

Flexibility is crucial. Teams should tailor their special teams strategies based on opponent
tendencies, weather conditions, and game clock. - Opponent Analysis: - Weaknesses in
kickoff return coverage - Vulnerability to fake plays - Penalty tendencies - In-Game
Adjustments: - Switching to directional kicks if strong returners are present - Changing
blocking schemes mid-game - Exploiting mismatches and tendencies Features: - Pre-
game scouting reports - In-game communication protocols Pros: - Keeps opponents
guessing - Maximizes opportunities for turnovers or big plays Cons: - Requires quick
decision-making - Over-adjustment can cause confusion

Conclusion: The Value of a Well-Designed Special
Teams Playbook

A detailed and adaptable special teams playbook is a cornerstone of successful football
programs. It ensures that players understand their roles, executes plays with precision,
and provides strategic options across multiple game scenarios. While designing such a
playbook demands meticulous planning and continuous refinement, the payoff in terms of
field position control, scoring opportunities, and game momentum is substantial. Key
takeaways: - Prioritize clarity and simplicity in diagrams and instructions. - Incorporate a
variety of plays to prevent predictability. - Regularly practice situational scenarios to
enhance execution under pressure. - Use opponent analysis to tailor strategies
effectively. - Embrace innovation to stay ahead of competition. In the end, a team’s
mastery of its special teams can be the difference between victory and defeat. An
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investment in a comprehensive, well-practiced special teams playbook is, therefore,

essential for any serious football team aiming for success at any level.

Questions & Answers About special teams playbook

play in developing a special
teams playbook?

N Question Answer
o

1 | What are the key A successful special teams playbook includes
components of a successful detailed strategies for kickoffs, punts, field goals,
special teams playbook? extra points, and returns, along with formation

diagrams, assignments, and situational plays to
maximize field position and scoring opportunities.

2 | How can a team effectively Teams can incorporate special teams plays by
incorporate special teams practicing situational scenarios regularly,
plays into their overall game | coordinating closely with offensive and defensive
plan? units, and designing plays that exploit opponents'

weaknesses while emphasizing execution and
discipline.

3 | What are some common Common plays include kickoff and punt returns,
special teams plays that are | fake punts, onside kicks, field goal attempts, and
included in a playbook? block schemes, each designed to gain yardage or

create scoring opportunities while preventing
opponent advances.

4 | How does a special teams A comprehensive playbook includes multiple
playbook adapt to different formations and plays tailored for various scenarios
game situations? such as close games, trailing behind, or protecting a

lead, allowing coaches to choose the most effective
strategy for each situation.

5 | What role does film study Film study helps identify opponents' tendencies,

weaknesses, and special teams formations,
enabling teams to design targeted plays and
counter strategies that improve execution and
success rates.

special teams strategies, kickoff coverage, punt return, field goal blocking, kickoff return,

punt formation, onside kick, special teams drills, kickoff strategies, punt protection
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