The NEW TCU Spread:

a modern version incorporating

bunch and run-and-shoot principles
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The NEW TCU Spread:
INTRODUCTION

The TCU Spread formation invented by Coach Leo R. “Dutch” Meyer in the 1930’s at Texas Christian University has been updated in the presentation that follows.  The basic principles remain -- a direct-snap offense that spreads the defense more than Glenn S. “Pop” Warner’s classic Single and Double Wings or Jess Harper’s Notre Dame Box, but provides better running possibilities and play-action deception than the shotgun.

Changes have been made to both the running and passing games.  The Run-and-Shoot provides the Wheel (courtesy of Coach Bruce Eien) and Seam (courtesy of Coach Al Black) route packages, while Andrew Coverdale and Dan Robinson’s Bunch Attack is the source of the Cross, Mesh, Triangle, Dig and Flood (Running Pass) route packages.  The running game is adapted from Coach Meyer’s 1952 Spread Formation Football, and the Fly Sweep and Dive come from modern usage (with thanks to Texas State Head Coach Manny Matsakis).  (Many thanks also to Coach JD for posting his passing template on the MSN Football Coaches' Office Web Community; his field diagram forms the backdrop for these plays.)

The plays diagrammed here are in Coach Meyer’s “Normal” formation:  The ends are split five yards from the halfbacks, who are split five yards from their tackles.  The fullback’s feet are three yards deep, splitting the inside leg of the Frontside Guard, while the tailback’s feet are five yards deep, directly behind the Center.  This is a flip-flopping formation, where players maintain the relative distances between them in Right or Left formation.  They are therefore listed as Backside or Frontside End, Half, Tackle, etc.  (The FB’s location determines Frontside.)  In Coach Meyer's "Spread" formation, the FB flanks four yards outside the frontside tackle, with the FH and FE each flanked out a further 4 yards.  Although I do not diagram any plays from Spread, I believe it to be an excellent formation, especially for creating blocking angles to the strong side and for releasing an immediate five receivers into the pattern. 

Note:  Seam, Cross and Option should be run from between the hashmarks -- all other plays can be run from any position on the field.
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The SWEEP

The basic running play of the TCU Spread -- the modern Fly Sweep complements the Dive.  The Backside Half goes in motion behind the BG, bellies back to take the ball from the spinning FB, then looks for daylight outside.  Line blocks Inside Zone, setting up the Dive.

BE:  Post, take defenders deep (sets up play-action pass)

BH:  Motion to BG, belly back, take handoff, run to daylight

BT:  Block Inside Zone

BG:  Block Inside Zone

C:    Block Inside Zone

FG:  Block Inside Zone

FT:  Block Inside Zone

FH:  Pin LB, take him where he wants to go

FE:  Delay off line, take CB out

FB:  Take snap, spin to backside, hand to BH, fake Dive

TB:  Fake dropback pass
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The DIVE

The inside complement to the Fly Sweep.  The FB spins toward the backside, fakes the handoff to BH, then hits inside behind FG's Zone blocking.

BE:  Post, take defenders deep (sets up play-action pass)

BH:  Motion to BG, belly back, fake handoff, sprint outside

BT:  Block Inside Zone

BG:  Block Inside Zone

C:    Block Inside Zone

FG:  Block Inside Zone

FT:  Block Inside Zone

FH:  Pin LB, take him where he wants to go

FE:  Delay off line, take CB out

FB:  Take snap, spin to backside, fake to BH, run to daylight

TB:  Fake dropback pass
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The TRAP

Trap can be run with motion if the defense sends a defender across the formation with the motion back.  This also works with Fly Sweep motion.  With long motion, Ends and Halfbacks should run their men deep, delaying contact as long as possible.  Run without motion from between the hashes, Trap serves as a Draw-like complement to the Seam route.

BE:  Backside numbers

BH: Motion frontside (or backside hash)

BT: Odd: LB; Even: on, LB

BG: Backside gap

C:   On, backside gap

FG: Pull & trap 1st past C

FT: On, frontside gap, LB

FH: Frontside hash

FE:  Frontside numbers

FB:  Take snap, follow FG

TB:  Fake dropback pass
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The OPTION

Option can be run with motion (diagram), especially against Cover 3 defenses with the ball between the hashes -- the safety dropping to deep middle with motion takes himself out of the play, leaving no one to cover the pitch man.  This defense is also vulnerable against Seam, where both safeties are in danger of being beaten deep, or Cross, where the Shallow Cross and Middle Read can catch one or both safeties in No Man's Land.  Run Option without motion once you have softened up the Safeties with Seam.

BE: Arc release and stalk CB

BH: Motion to Frontside (or, arc and stalk Safety)

Line: Reach, LB

FH: Frontside hash

FE: Frontside numbers

FB: Take snap, option end man on line

TB: Run arc through original position of BE, look for pitch
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The TAILBACK SLANT
The ball is snapped when BH has motioned to behind FG.  Line blocks Inside Zone (BG may pull and lead through the hole, depending on the front), FB kicks out first color past FT.  TB takes the snap and starts outside for two steps, then cuts for the off-tackle hole.  BE, FH and FE release and either drive their defenders deep or stalk-block them.  BH leads through the hole.
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The TACKLE TRAP

BH goes in motion to between FH and FE.  FT pulls hard to the backside and looks for the first color past the Center.  BT, BG and C block inside (veer or counter gap blocking).  FB fills for FT.  BE, FH and FE release deep to pull pass defenders with them, then break down and block when DBs react to run.  TB starts off-tackle, then cuts back sharply on third step and follows FT to daylight.
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The DRAW

Line sets for dropback pass protection.  FB pauses two counts, then goes after the MLB/near ILB.  BE, BH, FH and FE all release on Outside Vertical routes to draw their defenders as far downfield as possible before they break down and block.  TB takes a quick two-step drop after gathering in the snap, then takes off straight downfield, reading his blocks and running to daylight.

The SEAM

[image: image9.png]@

Ohe

@

-

E

o

o
Ofi ~
o





Run from middle of field -- four receivers run vertical routes to their respective landmarks (numbers or hashes).  Line blocks area, FB check Flares to Frontside numbers.

Cover 3: TB looks at FH, reads FS response, then throws to whichever HB is open.

Cover 2:  Pick a safety and bracket him between the End and Halfback to that side -- look at one, throw to the other when the safety bites.

Cover 1 (Man-Free): BH breaks his route inside or out at +7 (depending on which side his man is favoring).  Other receivers clearing deep give BH room to maneuver.  FB is outlet.

Cover 0 (Blitz):  FE breaks his route into a quick Slant and is Hot.

The CROSS
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Run from middle of field.  Line blocks area, FB check Flares to Frontside numbers.  Both Ends run the numbers on their side.  BH crosses to +6.  FH runs a Middle Read.  He releases slightly inside, reading the coverage ahead of him.  If there is no deep middle Safety, he will break deep down the hole.  (Coaching Point:  Make eye contact with a Cover 2 Safety in front of you to freeze him and beat him inside.)  Otherwise, he plants his outside foot at +12 and breaks hard to the inside, accelerating away from a man defender or looking for a window to sit in versus zone.  (Coaching Point:  If zone, make eye contact with TB once you find a hole and come straight back down the hole toward him -- don’t drift laterally or just sit there.)

TB (briefly) looks off the backside coverage, then identifies and reads the first two short defenders inside the Frontside CB.  FH’s Middle Read beats the first short defender inside (he must respect the FB Flare, so can’t jam down inside).  The Cross now challenges the second short defender -- if he follows the Cross, he opens a gaping hole for the Middle Read; if he sits in place or drops vertically, the Cross comes wide open and cuts downfield after the catch.

The MESH
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The heart of the Bunch Attack, adapted to the TCU Spread.  BH motions to halfway between FH and FE at the snap and runs a Smash (corner) route; FH runs a Flat underneath him, while FE runs a Whip Read. They should literally rub shoulders while running through the Mesh point.

Cover 3:  TB looks to the Flat right away -- if the flat defender jumps FH, shuffle a few steps and hit FE's Whip Read as he snaps his head around into the void vacated by the flat defender.  Throw the ball right in the hole, stopping FE.  Against hyperactive CB, can pre-determine a pump fake to the Flat and a deep shot to BH’s Smash.

Cover 2:  TB reads Frontside CB:  if he drops, hit FH’s Flat right off the Mesh; if he sits or moves up, throw to BH’s Smash in the hole behind the CB.  DO NOT TRY TO HIT THE SMASH OVER A CB MOVING BACKWARDS.  The Whip Read is the outlet, sitting in a zone window.

Cover 1:  Look to BH’s Smash to beat the Free Safety.  IF FS overplays to motion side, stare him off to the Smash and come back to BE’s Post.  Hit FH’s Flat off any blitz; FE Whip Read is outlet.

Cover 0 (Blitz):  TB may call BE in tight to block if he sees Blitz (no deep defenders).  If TB has  time, BH’s Smash can be a big play; otherwise think Flat/Whip Read.

The TRIANGLE
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An excellent Red Zone pass.  BE runs a Shallow Cross, looking for zone windows to sit in or accelerating away from man coverage (he can also run a Post, or on the goalline can run hard to the end line, then slide laterally).  BH motions to halfway between FH and FE, then runs a hard Fade, looking for the ball at +10-12.  FH runs an Option cut, getting behind and between LBs at +10-12, showing his numbers to TB and staying open.  FE runs a Whip Read, coming open at +5-6.  The Triangle formed by these three cuts is extremely difficult for defenders to blanket, especially down close to the goalline.  TB looks for BH’s Fade first, then comes back to FE’s Whip Read.  FH is responsible for getting and keeping himself open, and his Option is a perfect outlet.  At the goalline, we can also tag this with a Marker route for BH. Two yards deep in the end zone, he looks back briefly for the ball.  When his man looks back, too, BH plants the inside foot at five yards deep in the end zone and cuts back hard for the front cone at the corner of the goalline.  TB throws the ball low and hard to the spot when BH looks back for the ball.
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The WHEEL

A good possession route against zone or man coverages.

Cover 3: BE and FE: Sprint downfield to +12, curl back inside to +10, slide inside to open window.  BH motion to halfway between FH and FE, start up Wheel route, curl back outside at +10.  FH slants inside, hooks back in zone window at +10 behind LBs.

Cover 2: (Diagrammed) BE and FE: Sprint downfield to +12, curl back inside to +10, slide inside to open window. BH run Wheel route past Frontside numbers.  FH slants inside, breaks deep between C2 Safeties.

Cover 1:  BE and FE:  Inside release, run Curl, Dig or Post (FE rub BH’s defender, swim through contact, continue pattern).  BH Wheel.  FH slant inside, split ILB’s, cut hard in or out at +10 and accelerate laterally away from your man.

Cover 0:  Same as Cover 1, FH look for Dump pass from TB right away.
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The DIG
This is a true Bunched Dig route package, which is an absolute killer against man or zone coverage when you have enough time to hold the ball for a longer throw (i.e., 3+ seconds).  It lacks a quick outlet like Mesh or Flood, but makes up for it with the ability to bamboozle DBs downfield.

BE and FH swap Shallow Cross routes (BE is the high crosser unless tagged otherwise) to control under-coverage.  BH and FE, meanwhile, are leading the deep backs on a merry chase through the secondary.  FE releases inside, BH outside -- so far, a piece of cake for leverage defenders.  But then BH's "outside" move breaks into a skinny Post, while FE's "Post" becomes a Dig.  (You can also tag BH with a Flag or Smash route later in the game.)  Both will leave man defenders flat-footed if they sell their routes properly, while FE will have plenty of "loiter" time against deep zone defenders.  In fact, he should only run the horizontal leg of his Dig route at about 3/4 speed, to give him more "hang time" in zone holes.
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The RUNNING PASS/FLOOD

Arguably the best play in football.  Frontside Guard and Fullback help TB get outside containment -- FG should pick up scraping LB’s outside the FB’s block.  BE runs a Slant/Deep Cross, BH motions to just inside FH and runs a Flat - he should get a good vertical push before breaking to the Flat at +6. FH runs a Smash, breaking at +12, and FE a Go.  (Coaching Point:  Because of the delayed throw, both Flat and Smash are deeper than their counterpart Mesh routes.)  If all defenders drop back to cover, TB tucks the ball and runs for the 1st down marker.  Yell "Go!" when you cross the LOS.

Cover 3:  TB looks to Frontside CB -- if  he covers FE’s Go (and most will), look for FH to break outside him on the Smash.  If Smash is covered, read SS - as flat defender, he  must choose to stay with BH or come up to stop the run threat.

Cover 2:  Read the CB as he tries to cover the Smash and Flat -- hit the first open receiver.

Cover 1:  TB should hold the ball and wait for FH’s Smash to come open.  An excellent Red Zone play against man coverage.

Cover 0:  Look for BH in the Flat right away -- he has a natural rub from FH, and should pop open early.
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The PLAY-ACTION FLY PASS
A powerful addition to the Sweep/Dive play sequence, the Fly Pass preys on excellent pursuit.  The faster and more dedicated the defenders are to shutting down the Fly Sweep and Dive, the more likely they are to get burned by the Fly Pass.

The concept here is simple -- the ball is snapped to the TB just as BH and FB are faking their Sweep and Dive maneuvers.  O-line blocks play action (aggressive pop and set).  BE runs a Go route straight downfield, and doesn't even look for the ball unless he runs past coverage.  He is a real threat against over-rotation to motion by the secondary.

FH runs a Slant, and FE a skinny Post, while BH breaks his "sweep" into a Wheel route down the frontside.  With play action, both the middle and playside LBs should be drawn forward, opening up the quick shot to FH or FE.  After that, you have two deep shots to choose from to BE and BH.  If the playside CB has been selling out to stop the sweep, watch for the look on his face when he realizes that BH is actually running a pass route -- a DEEP pass route...

TB read is short to deep -- FH, FE, BH, BE.

PASS PROTECTION
We favor zone or area protection.  Guards and Tackles set up as far off the LOS as the rules allow (helmets even with Center's hips).  On the snap each lineman takes a short step to get square with the rusher in his area.  If uncovered, he checks the LB, then kicks back at a 45 degree angle for backside rushers.

BT: First rusher (line or LB) from frontside gap to head-up.  Otherwise, check backside.

BG: Same.

C:   Same.

FG: Block #1; if no one comes, drop deep to frontside and check for pursuit.

FT: Block #2 on line from inside gap, to on, to outside gap; if not, check LB.

The FB will meet three kinds of charge:  Slow play, straight and hard, or containing.  FB takes two steps toward the sideline while reading the outside rush.  If #3 takes an inside charge, FB seals him inside and rides him past the QB.  If #3 runs deep to contain, FB should lock out and run him deep.  If #3 attacks FB hard and head on, FB chops the outside knee with his inside shoulder.  If no one rushes, FB checks middle and backside, then releases.

When zoning a stunt, linemen must communicate.  The diagram below shows FT's man rushing inside.  FT goes with him, keeping him on the LOS.  FG sees his man disappear behind FT and calls out "Loop".  FG shuffles toward FT, bumping hips with him and contacting the inside rusher with his near hand.  Both FG and FT call "Switch".  FG now has the inside rusher, while FT squares up to meet the outside loop charge.
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Running the TCU Spread

I believe the addition of modern passing principles from the Run-and-Shoot and Bunch Attack, as well as the Fly Sweep/Dive sequence, make the TCU Spread a potent and thoroughly modern offense.  It may seem that a small number of direct-snap plays could not possibly trouble today's defenses.  On the contrary, facing Coach Don Markham's modern Double Wing has taught defenses all over the country that a small number of plays can cause enormous havoc when the offense runs them with meticulous precision.  Repetition -- perfect repetition -- is the key to offensive mastery with the TCU Spread.

I have chosen these 15 plays -- 7 runs, 7 passes and one run/pass option -- carefully to complement each other and to mislead the defense about offensive intentions for as long as possible.  The Sweep looks exactly like the Dive if backs run their fakes properly; the Fly Pass will clean up whatever is left of the defense's egos.  The Running Pass, meanwhile, places an enormous strain on both the playside flat and deep-third defenders, while maintaining an outside running threat.  Seam and Cross can stretch deep defenders to the breaking point, while Trap and Option take advantage of defensive over-reactions.  Trap run with Fly Sweep motion -- the ball snapped with the BH behind the BG -- can be particularly effective once you establish the Sweep.  Mesh, Triangle, Wheel and Dig, meanwhile, give the offense four go-to routes against any coverage -- spreading defenders across the field and reading their reaction to the Backside Half's motion makes for clear, unambiguous reads for the passing Tailback.  The Draw resembles the Seam route package exactly, while the TB Slant and Tackle Trap provide power and misdirection on the ground.

The TCU Spread can be implemented in a relatively short period of time.  Teams who use their regular Center to snap for extra points will find that the skills involved in snapping to a Tailback at -5 yards or a Fullback at -3 are very simple to learn.  A "loaf of bread" snap to the back's midsection will get the job done, while a Center who can provide a one-foot lead in the direction of the play will be performing at 100% efficiency.  We ask very little of the Center in our blocking plans -- never more than a step in either direction.  For these reasons, I believe the modern TCU Spread will also make an ideal offense in youth football.
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