DEFENSING THE WING-T WITH THE "GHOST" 4-4
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THEORY:  The "Ghost" 4-4 alignment represents the best modern thinking on how to shut down the Wing-T offense.  (After shifting the line strong and the LB's weak, only a "ghost" of the 4-4 remains.)  It is a major departure from traditional 4-4 alignments and assignments, but each change from the standard 4-4 is made for a specific reason, which I will discuss below.  The "Ghost" 4-4 is a gap-control solution to the specific problems which the Wing-T represents, and one that retains the option of playing Cover 3 (zone), Cover 1 (man) or Cover 0 (blitz) behind it.

ALIGNMENTS:  

Strong End:
  Outside shoulder of strong TE (9 technique).

Tackle:
  Inside shoulder of strong OT (4i technique).

Nose: 

 Playside shoulder of C (1 technique).

Quick End: 
 Outside shoulder of quick guard (3 technique).

Rover:  
Outside shoulder of quick OT (5 technique) -- 2-point stance.

Sam backer:  Inside shoulder of strong TE, 4 yards deep (50 technique).

Mike backer:  Quickside shoulder of C, 4 yards deep (10 technique).

Will backer:  
Outside shoulder of quick OT, 4 yards deep (50 technique).

Strong corner:  3x3 (three yards outside, 3 yards deep) on WB.

Quick corner:  1x4 (one yard outside, 4 yards deep) on SE.

Free safety: 
 Split difference between WB and SE, 7-9 yards deep.

Notes:  1) Defenders will flop with offensive formation -- i.e., strong End, Corner, etc. will always line up on WB and TE side.

2) Tackle, Nose and Quick End always crowd the ball as much as they can; Strong End and Rover line up two feet off LOS.

ASSIGNMENTS:
Strong End:  Takes a chunk out of the TE with a forearm rip, then crashes in toward the FB's original position.  Maintains outside-in leverage while closing in on the ball.  Flow away, pursues at full speed at the depth of the deepest back, looking for counter trap or reverse.  Rush passer outside-in.  Should be a superior athlete, definitely the better of your two Ends.

Tackle:  Secures the strongside B gap.  Rips OT with outside arm, fights down block by OT, strings play out down LOS looking for cutback.  Read FB and far HB after contact with OT -- cross-buck action indicates counter trap, look for trap by far OT.  FB dive means quick trap, look for trap block by far OG.  Close hole by wrong-shouldering trapper, forcing play wide and into pursuit.  Should be the second biggest/strongest DL on your team.

Nose:  Owns the strongside A gap.  Cannot be reach blocked by C.  Fight down block pressure by OG, string play along LOS.  If strong OG pulls outside, shoot A gap and grab any back that shows -- disrupt play pattern as far into the backfield as possible.  If he pulls opposite, fight through down block by C and string play along LOS.  This is where you play your biggest, meanest DL.

Quick End:  Rip OG with inside arm and fill B gap.  If OG pulls across formation, follow him and grab bodies -- disrupt play pattern in backfield.  If OG pulls outside, fight down block by OT, stringing play along LOS.  Speed is as important as size and strength.

(Note:  Tackle, Nose and Quick End will fire through their gaps on pass key and rush the passer while staying in their gap/pass rush lanes.)

Rover:  Penetrate to a yard depth, then read backfield.  Maintains outside leverage on any back who tries to log him in.  Takes QB on option.  Rush passer outside-in.  If QB sets to pass, then fades deeper, look for near back on screen.

Sam backer:  Responsible for strong C gap.  Reads TE and OT.  Drive block by OT = run, pass drop = pass.  Flow outside on string running plays.  Fire downhill on C gap run.  Pursue across formation on run away, looking for counter or cutback.  On pass, man/zone/blitz depending on call.  Superior tackler.

Mike backer:  Key triangle is C, quick OG and QB.  If C and OG cross, fire downhill to defeat trap or disrupt sweep.  Help with Dive on option weak.

Will backer:  Read through quick OG and OT to near HB.  Pursue under control on flow away, looking for counter or cutback.  If OT and HB disappear inside, yell "Tackle Trap!" and shuffle inside -- should be unblocked.  First receiver out of backfield in Cover 1.

Strong corner:  Read WB and TE.  If both block down, shuffle forward looking for sweep, but be aware of play-action -- take outside receiver release if pass develops (Cover 1).  Should be best tackler in backfield.

Quick corner:  Play pass first at all times.  No pitch responsibility on quick-side option, so stay with receiver until ball crosses LOS.

Free safety:  Read through quick OT to backfield.  On run key, fill inside-out (alley player) to either side of formation.  On pass key, drop to deep middle (Cover 1 or 3), or shuffle forward to cover #2 quick-side receiver (Cover 0).

SHUTTING DOWN THE THREATS:

Buck Sweep:
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This is what the offense wants to accomplish with Buck Sweep -- block down on the DL and LB's, kick out with the strong OG, and run to daylight.  They hold pursuit with the FB dive and the threatened bootleg.  If they can cut off our DL, they will make consistent yards with the Sweep, and also set up the Trap and Waggle for success.

Instead, we see what happens when defenders play their assignments.  The Strong End clogs the area off-tackle and prevents the strong OG from kicking out the Strong Corner.  The Tackle strings his blocker down the LOS and looks for the ball carrier to cut back.  The Nose blows through the reach block attempt by the Center and disrupts the pattern of the play -- he has a good shot at tacking the ball carrier for a loss.  The Quick End follows the pulling quick-side OG and, at a minimum, tackles the FB; if he's quick enough, he can throw the QB right off his footwork and disrupt the hand off.  Rover checks bootleg before pursuing the sweep at full speed, looking for WB reverse or counter.  Sam reads outside run (both WB and TE are blocking down) and pursues under control.  Mike steps up when the quick OG pulls, but sees no cross-block by the Center, so pursues the Sweep -- he has no cutback responsibility.  Will pursues under control, looking for counter or cutback.  Quick Corner stays with his receiver and keeps a good pursuit angle, being aware of cutback possibilities.  Free Safety reads run key and pursues outside-in.  If the TE catches a quick dump pass off sweep action, Free Safety hammers him and wraps up to follow through.

Buck Trap:
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The offense is looking to pop the FB up the middle behind quick trap blocking by the Guards and Center.  They are counting on the threat of the Sweep to hold the Mike backer in place to be blocked.
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The play of the three interior linemen and the Mike LB is crucial to shutting down the Trap.  The Tackle closes down to the inside when he is not blocked, and looks to wrong-shoulder the pulling guard.  The Nose fights through down-block pressure by the OG and strings him along the LOS -- he may cause the pulling quick-side OG to trap him instead of our Tackle.  The Quick End follows the pulling guard and grabs whoever turns up in the backfield.  As soon as Mike sees the Center and Guard cross-block, he fires into the quick-side A gap and tackles anything that moves.  The Center is presented with an impossible dilemma -- if he blocks flat down the LOS to pick up the Quick End, he leaves a huge hole for the Mike backer.

Waggle:
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The offense hopes to use the threats of Sweep and Trap to get the QB outside of containment with the ball and two blockers in front of him, putting our Quick Corner in an impossible situation.
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The key to stopping the Waggle rests with two players:  Rover and Will.  Rover penetrates to his normal depth.  When he sees the near HB disappear he immediately checks bootleg, which causes him to gain more depth -- the only way to scan a running QB for the ball is at close range.  Beating the near guard's log block, Rover can stop the play dead or force the QB deep and destroy the timing of the play.  Similarly, Will reads through the quick OT to the near HB.  When he sees the HB disappear and the OT blocking down on the Quick End, he reads outside play and heads outside at a 45 degree angle.  If Rover misses the QB, Will can still make the play for a loss.  He also hurries any throws the QB is thinking of, and is in position to pick off short throws to the SE or FB.  Other defenders must stay with their receivers when they hear Rover yet out "WAGGLE!  WAGGLE!" when he diagnoses the play.

Note:  The theory behind the Ghost 4-4 is to unbalance the defense and to give the offense a choice.  You play your best athletes on the strong side, and you gang up on the quick side with superior numbers.  So -- as OC, do you attack the strong side of the defense, where the best athletes are waiting, or do you try to attack the numbers advantage on the quick side?  Either way, we don't make things easy for them.  This is an idea I borrowed (i.e., stole) from Louisville Male HS and Coach Bob Redman.  You can see the application of these ideas with the Waggle.  You have one more man (Will) than the offense can account for on the weak side -- yet if they try to outnumber you on the strong side with the Sweep, you have your there best defensive linemen and excellent tacklers at Sam and Strong Corner waiting to shut them down.
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FB Belly:

The Ghost 4-4 turns the FB Belly into just another running play, and also takes a lot of the sting out of the companion Belly Option, just by defensive alignment.  On Belly, the offense is hoping to pop the FB off-tackle while threatening further outside with the option.  Because of the way the quick side of the defense aligns against the Wing-T, the offense has its hands full blocking Belly.  It has a choice of leading the near HB on Rover, eliminating the pretense that they're running outside with the option, or they have to cross-block the Quick End and Rover.
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Assuming they cross-block, the Will backer has a clear view of the QB/FB exchange and a clear shot at the FB in the hole.  Mike can support inside-out -- even if he guesses wrong on Belly versus Belly Option, he can't be blocked away from the play.  If the offense leads the near HB on Rover, he will squeeze the play inside.  Will doesn't need to hesitate -- when he reads through the OT to the HB, he knows that he is responsible for filling the C gap, and that the Free Safety will fill outside him if it is an option play.  Will's rule is check FB first.

Belly Option:
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The offense will try to establish a dual inside-outside threat with Belly and Belly Option.  Again, however, the Ghost alignment takes most of the menace out of the threat.  In order to get everyone blocked or optioned on the quick side, they will have to lead block the near HB on the Free Safety.  This gives a fool-proof read to both the safety and Will.
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Rover has QB on the option.  He attacks as soon as possible, looking to hit the QB right after he clears the FB.  Will reads the OT blocking down on the Quick End and the near HB arcing out to lead block the Free Safety.  He pursues outside, looking to cut off the HB's block and free up the safety.  The safety flows outside when he makes the option read.  The Quick Corner stays with the SE until the ball crosses the LOS.  The String Corner rotates straight back on flow away, then angles to the deep middle while keeping an eye on the TE.  Sam pursues under control, looking for the counter or cutback, reading the TE for the first few steps looking for the quick dump pass.  The Strong End trails looking for the reverse.  Mike is a fast-flow defender as soon as he reads option.

Tackle Trap:
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As someone who played OT in a high school Wing-T in the early 70's, let me assure you -- the counter trap with the tackle pulling is a powerful play.  On the other hand, it requires a great deal of time to perfect, and the Ghost 4-4 does have tools to defeat it.  The offense is attempting to use defensive pursuit of the Belly and Belly Option against itself.  The FB fills for the pulling quick-side OT, who looks for the first defensive color past the center.  The quick HB takes an underneath hand-off after a misdirection jab step, and follows the tackle into the hole.
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Make no mistake, you will need to practice against this play.  The key, once again, is the play of Rover and Will.  Neither will make the tackle on this play, but by yelling out "TACKLE TRAP!" when they see the OT and HB disappear, they will help the other side of the defense to maintain good position on the ball.  The Strong Corner starts his rotation on flow away, but hears Rover and Will and sees the String End closing down inside instead of pursuing deep, and he comes up to support outside-in.  Sam similarly starts his under-control pursuit, then reacts up when he hears "TACKLE TRAP!"  Mike's response is key.  His first step will be flow to the quick side, but he must turn on a dime and look to close the hole inside-out when he hears Will and Rover yell out.  Will should try to fight through the Center's cut-off block and also look out for cutback.  The free safety should also start his pursuit back to the strong side after an initial step or two to the quick side.

The Passing Game:
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The Wing-T is a better play-action formation than it is a drop-back formation.  That said, it can still be an effective passing formation, especially if the offense uses sprint-out or roll-out action.
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Cover 1, or man defense, gives you a perfectly sound basis for defending the pass against the Wing-T.  Most of your time will be spent guarding against the Waggle and other play-action passes (and unfortunately, the Wing-T lends itself to several excellent ones).  As you can see, both Corners have the #1 receiver to their side, Sam and Will have #2 on each side, and Mike has #3 -- if he releases.  If not, Mike is free to drop back and "free-lance" in the short middle zone.  The Free safety drops to deep middle and plays "center field".  He reads the QB's [image: image16.png]


eyes and flows toward the side where the QB is looking.

Cover 3 is a good change-up and a great call on 3rd and long.  You play soft in the secondary and cover the flats with Sam and Will.  This is a bend-but-don't break coverage, and the only sins for a Cover 3 defender are to miss a tackle if the ball is thrown in front of him (all pass defenders), or to let a receiver get behind him (corners and safety).
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Finally, Cover 0 is the blitz package.  Before the snap, the Free safety, the corners, and Sam cheat up toward the LOS to play tight man defense on their respective receivers (Free Safety on the #2 quick-side receiver).  Mike and Will, meanwhile, will shuffle forward before the snap so they can time their blitz into the backfield with the snap.  The stunt shown is only one of many possible.

DEALING WITH FORMATION VARIATIONS:
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This is a common Wing-T variation, in which either the WB or the tight slot on the quick side will usually go in motion just before the snap.  Little adjustment is required by the defense.
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This is the original Wing-T, and a version you are likely to see in short yardage and goal line situations, or possibly more often than that.  Notice that Rover is now out in a 9 technique like the Strong End.  Also, the Quick Corner and Free Safety have adjusted their positions to deal with this closed (2 TE) formation.
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This is another possible adjustment.  Notice it is NOT the Markham/Wyatt Double Wing -- the FB depth and OL splits are Wing-T standard, not DWing.  The offense remains very similar to the basic Wing-T look.

