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The new SOM football rules released in August of 2003 just prior to the release of version 3 of the computer game have been out for a few months and we have all seen how the passing game has become more powerful.  It is now tougher to play successful defense.
There is apparently a perception by some that with the new rules there is no normal defense which can do much against a team throwing a large percentage of flat passes and with a good running game.  However, looking at the 2 men in zone defensive flat pass columns with nothing but incompletions and interception and recognizing that a guessed right 1 man in zone flat pass is still not a very good play for the offense there are ways for the defense to be very successful against this sort of offense.  It is this apparent perception which has prompted this article.  If you would like to skip the details and get to the recommendations then scroll down several paragraphs to the two tips below.
Short and long passing guessed right have become slightly more powerful with the new dumpoff rules.  However, the flat pass (which includes lookin passes) has received the greatest increase in power due to the two new flat pass rules – 1) on a flat pass white die roll of 6 against 1 man in zone refer to the “0 men in zone defensive column” unless the defender’s rating is a 6; and 2) a flat pass thrown to an open zone is always guessed wrong.

For rule #1 on cases for which it applies – a flat pass against 1 man in zone who is rated a 0, 4, or 5 – the rule only makes a difference if a 6 is rolled on the white die and the passing play dice are 2-6 or 10-12.  In the old rules a roll of 7 would have beaten the defender anyway while rolls of 8 and 9 are receiver so rolls of 7-9 are not increased with the new rules.  Consequently, in this particular situation this new rule affects 21/216 or a bit less than 1-in-10 of these plays.  In addition, 2/3 of this boost due to the new rules are 7-10 yard gains and only less than 1-in-30 overall are 16+ yard gains.  Of course, if the defender is a 6 or if there are 0 or 2 men in zone this new rule has no effect at all compared to the previous rules.
While the “0 men in zone defensive column” is used in some cases on a roll of 6 it is still very beneficial to have a defender there since on white die rolls of 4 and 5 the 1 man in zone column is used and if the defense guesses pass the play is guessed right instead of guessed wrong.  The defender is not suddenly gone with the new rule, it’s simply the case that a different chart or column is used (different from what was used in the previous rules) in some cases when a 6 is rolled.
In addition, a 5 rated flat defender is still considerably better than a 4 since on a white die roll of 5 with the passing play dice roll of 7 the 5 defender would make the play incomplete while a 4 defender would give up a 10-20 yard gain – the same as in previous rules.  In fact, if it is the case that more flat passes are being thrown with the new rules then the difference between a 5 defender and a 4 is even greater than with the previous rules.
Rule #2 has a huge effect if the defense chooses to leave flat zones open while calling pass.  I don’t believe that this can be emphasized enough, rule #2 has a much bigger strategic effect than #1 unless the defense is careful about allowing open zone flat passes to be thrown when guessing pass defense.  Both rules have a noticeable effect and the strategies in this article are designed to help you minimize those effects when on defense.
This article focuses on attempting to play defense against a coach who throws a large percentage of flat passes.  “Large” in this case is very subjective but if you are tired of getting burned by your opponent’s flat passes then consider using the strategies listed here.  If your opponent is not throwing flat as a large percentage of his passes then the tips provided in this article will likely not apply.  Knowing how to approach playing defense is the toughest part of the game and is probably the most rewarding when it works well.  One assumption in this article is that you are playing a 4-3 defense and not a 3-4 or a nickel as those defensive formations present additional options.  Also, this article focuses on neutral situations – third down and long or when you are way ahead are not considered here.
Against an opponent who is mostly running and flat or short passing the game is a series of battles to get a first down (up to 3 or possibly 4 plays per battle) in which your opponent must win several battles in a row in order to put points on the board.  As long as you are able to win a decent percentage of the battles then a large percentage of your opponents’ drives will stall and you should be at least reasonably successful.  If your opponent drives from their own 20 to your 40 but has to punt then in general this should be considered successful defense even though you may have only won 1 out of the 3-5 “battles” on that drive.
TIP #1:  Unless a 6 LB begins in a zone do not leave that zone open when calling pass.  It may be very tempting to move a LB to the line of scrimmage for a blitz or run plug but if the offense is focusing on flat passing then the blitz wouldn’t do much good and the run plug is only 1 of 5 run zones and remains guessed wrong.  When you are reaching for that LB ready to blitz him think and think again whether it is really worth the risk of the open guessed wrong flat pass.
If your opponent isn’t focusing on flat passing then you can get away with leaving an occasional flat zone open (or more than that if your opponent is for some reason avoiding throwing flat passes).  If you are facing a QB with a mediocre flat passing column then you may want to leave a flat zone open (rarely) to entice that QB to throw more flat passes.  If there is normally a 6 LB in the zone then leaving the zone open from time to time (not too often) can be a good move as it may encourage your opponent to throw flat passes to that well-defended zone.  Other than these cases, though, in neutral situations try not to be tempted into leaving a flat zone open when calling pass even some of the time.
If you feel the need to blitz a LB when calling pass then move the FS up into the vacant flat zone so that all flat zones are still covered – this is a good call against a team throwing a large percentage of short passes (which is not the focus of this article).  The open long pass zone is slightly risky but that risk is minimized somewhat by calling pass since a D roll on the black die (with the new dumpoff rules) will make the open zone almost completely meaningless.  By contrast, a long pass thrown guessed wrong against an open zone is a very bad percentage play for the defense and should hopefully be avoided.

What about when calling run?  In this case it is safer to leave a flat zone open since a flat pass would be guessed wrong whether or not the zone is covered plus on a white die roll of 6 the “0 men in zone defensive column” is used anyway.  However, risking an open flat pass simply to plug one of the five run zones is still not a good percentage option although it can be used from time to time as on a flat pass guessed wrong only white die rolls of 4 or 5 care whether the zone is covered or not.
The best time to leave a flat pass zone open (if at all) is when you are keying the RB.  From time to time – heavily depending upon the RB, the defense, and both coaches – you may want to key the RB and in this case it is advisable to plug as many run zones as possible since a key is only effective when the targetted run zone is plugged.

The short yardage defense can be an option as well since it plugs 3 of the 5 run zones while maintaining a man in each flat zone but this leaves long passes guessed wrong against an open zone and so should be used as an alternative to keying as you will not want to leave the long pass zone open much at all when calling run (unless your opponent basically refuses to throw bombs altogether).  The short yardage defense is not nearly as powerful as keying against the run, though, since short yardage defense results use the guessed right column of the RB’s card; however, since the short yardage defense leaves the flat zones covered it can be a safer approach than keying for opponents who are not throwing many bombs at all.
If the team you are coaching has a very poor run defense then you may feel that run zones must be plugged considerably more often so that flat pass zones must be left open more often.  This may be somewhat true and a slightly more risky approach may be needed – leaving more flat zones open while calling run, for example – but in these cases it will often be advisable to simply call more run defense.  Instead of trying to stuff the run just call more run defense.  Drives with a lot of guessed right runs will usually stall even with poor run defenses and you should win enough battles to be reasonably successful.

To sum up tip #1:  if you are facing an opponent throwing a large percentage of flat passes then when calling pass always avoid the temptation of leaving a flat zone open (unless it contains a 6 LB) except when keying.

Tip #1 presents a very conservative and possibly slightly “boring” approach (in most cases simply calling run or pass while not moving anyone).  Gambling by leaving flat zones open against an opponent who is throwing a large percentage of flat passes is often simply inviting the offense to march down the field.  Tip #2 presents a more gambling approach.
TIP #2:  Use the FS as a devastating weapon.  If your opponent is not throwing a large number of long passes then it is a waste to leave your FS in that zone most of the time.  If your opponent throws, for example, less than 5 long passes all game (in neutral situations) then when calling pass defense the FS can be doing much better things most of the time than just sitting there.

If your opponent is throwing a fairly large number of bombs then this tip probably does not apply in any case.  You won’t want to leave the long pass zone open much against this opponent although if his QB is poor on bombs then you may want to leave the long pass zone open some to entice your opponent to go deep more often.

When calling pass against an opponent who does not throw a large number of long passes (where “a large number of long passes” is likely a smaller number than “a large number of flat passes”) in neutral situations there are several options for use of the FS:
One common strategy is to simply move the FS into the short pass zone but this is mostly a waste of the FS.  The 4 men in zone short pass defensive column is not much better than the 3 men in zone column and by calling pass a D roll on the black die (with the new dumpoff rules) would make the over-covered zone meaningless anyway so avoid the temptation of this easy move.  If you suspect that a short pass is coming then instead of moving the FS to the short pass zone choose a player to doubleteam with the FS even if you don’t have a good hunch of which receiver to choose.  Inside your own 20 yard line especially do something other than just moving your FS to the short pass zone (a move used far too frequently) except when you are calling run defense while facing an opponent throwing a large percentage of short passes (in which case moving the FS to the short pass zone is a decent place for him since you can’t doubleteam while calling run).
A) When calling pass move the FS to a flat or lookin zone which is not being guarded by a 6.  If you do hit the 1/3 chance for 2 men in zone then the play is either incomplete or intercepted if on the defensive card.  If you have a 6 defender in a zone then you can safely consider that zone well guarded and there is usually no need to place an additional defender there (except in short yardage situations).  If your FS is a 6 then move him into the lookin zone and if you decide to double-cover a flat zone then move the MLB to the flat zone; in this way you will have two zones well covered (the lookin by a 6 and the flat zone by 2 men); or
B) Doubleteam with the FS.  If you do hit the correct receiver – which should hopefully be much more than a random 1/5 of the time – the play has very little chance for success and a relatively large change of interception.  This move also doubles as good strategy against a short pass and if you happen to  choose to doubleteam your opponent’s best bomb receiver then this strategy is also good against long passes.

What about when calling run?  In general leaving the long pass zone open when calling run is very risky as a bomb guessed wrong against the open zone can be big trouble.  If you include keying the RB as one of your semi-regular playcalls in this game then you will likely want to reserve for keys the few times in which your FS abandons the long pass zone when calling run.

However, if your opponent is almost completely avoiding throwing bombs (in neutral situations) then consider frequently using the following two playcalls:

a) Call pass and move the FS into the lookin zone;

b) Call run, move the FS into one flat zone, and move the MLB into the other flat zone

In this way you are opening the lookin zone when calling run and so you would need to double-cover it more often than you would want to leave it open so if you call more pass than run then the ratio should work fine.  This maximizes the chances that your opponent will be throwing against 2 men in zone and you will win a very large percentage of battles using these two calls in co-ordination with each other.
If your opponent is mixing in an occasional bomb or has begun to adjust to your stuff-the-flat-pass strategy then you will need be much more careful about leaving the long pass zone open especially when calling run.  The goal here is to either get your opponent to throw some bombs (which are generally a bad play guessed right against 1 man in zone) or to very much limit his flat passing offense.
To sum up tip #2:  against a team throwing a large percentage of flat passes when calling pass either doubleteam with your FS or move the FS to a flat or lookin zone which is not already covered by a 6.
Tip #2 presents a more gambling approach so it should be used with caution.  If your opponent adjusts to you leaving the long pass zone open a lot – as good opponents usually will – then you will likely need to adjust your strategies accordingly.

Think back upon some of the recent losses or near-losses you have experienced.  How often did your FS stay in that long pass zone doing nothing while your opponent rarely threw long passes?  (Or how often did your opponent hit open zone bombs because the FS vacated the zone?)  How often did you give up a guessed wrong open zone flat pass because you felt the need to blitz a LB without covering his zone with the FS (even though you knew that your opponent  was throwing a large percentage of flat passes)?  No-one can call a perfect game or even be close to right a large majority of the time but by thinking about the variety of defensive moves at your disposal you may be able to improve from game to game.
In conclusion, there are effective strategies you can use with a 4-3 defense to defend against a team throwing a large percentage of flat passes.  Having one 6-rated player at LB or FS can help tremendously but even without that with conservative use of your LB’s and aggressive use of your FS you can win enough battles to have a good chance to win the war even when facing a great flat passing QB.

