
After the ball placement, the next 
attacker at the ruck has to secure 
the ball. First, let’s not forget 

that if there are no defenders nearby, 
this player can either take a pop off the 
ground or pick and go. Too often, that 
player just “seals” over the ball without 
looking up and making extra metres.

FLEXIBLE APPROACH
Most tackles, however, will entail a 
supporting attacking player having  
to make some form of contact with  
the opposition defence. 

Let’s make sure we know the laws 
here and their practicalities. Referees 
will be making some very quick 
decisions on what they see and what 
they perceive. They cannot see all the 

angles and they’ll have their own 
interpretation of what looks right  
and what looks wrong. 

It’s important that you develop 
flexible players who are able to adjust 
their techniques to suit the referee.

LAND AND TAKE OFF 
The arriving player must stay on his feet. 
That makes sense from both a legal and 
technical point of view. You cannot push 
or resist if you’re off your feet. 

Referees also prefer to see “planes 
taking off” when the player reaches the 
ruck. That means the rucker will be 
moving forward and up, with his hips 
below his shoulders.

I tell my players that they need to 
“land” before they take off. Therefore, 

just before the contact, they lower 
themselves, bouncing up off their hands, 
temporarily dropping their shoulders 
below their hips before driving up.

BODY HEIGHT IS KEY
But they’ll never be able to land properly 
if they can’t maintain good body height. 
That’s why we talk about being a gorilla. 

The player moves quickly forward in 
that shape, with his fingers just touching 
the ground. The backside is up, the back 
bowed, the shoulders up, the head 
looking forward. The fingertips feel their 
way towards the contact area. 

My first session on page 8 works on 
keeping a low profile before contact and 
my second session on page 9 on the 
plane landing and then taking off.
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Get the body shape right to be low, strong and ready to take off powerfully at the breakdown.  
Think gorillas and aeroplanes in part two of our core series on winning the contact area

Attacking rucks – retain 
possession and create quick ball

Prepare for take-off: 
drop the shoulders 

below the hips  
before driving up

Words by:  
Rob Appleyard
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WHY USE IT
If players arrive at the ruck 
too high, they may take too 
long to get in the low body 
position desired. They may 
also find themselves going 
down and off their feet.

SET-Up
Cones, a tackle tube 
and a ruck pad.

HOW TO DO IT 
Set out a course of cones, 
as in picture 1. Have the 
players “gorilla-walk” their 
way through the cones, 
ensuring they arrive square 
at each cone. You can hold 
a pole at certain points to 
ensure players maintain  
the correct height.

Then, put a tackle tube  
on the ground (picture 2). 
Have a player scrape his 
chest along the pad, using 
his fingertips to guide him.

At the end of the tube,  
he has to drive into a 
ruck-pad holder. Put the 
ruck-pad holder either on 
the pad or just after.

Develop by having the 
player arrive at the situation 
from different angles, but 
he must square up before 
making contact.

TECHNIQUE
l Bend at the hips, 
not the back
l Head up
l Fingertips to the  
ground, not hands

Activity by: Rob Appleyard

Gorillas in the hits
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To help your team dominate the contact area, players need to be low and able to drive forward. Get your 
players to work in strong body positions by taking up the shapes of gorillas, and then driving through 
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The player 
“gorilla-walks”  
in this pattern

He drives the waiting 
ruck-pad holder back 
when he reaches the 

end of the pad

Have the ruck-pad 
holder sit on the pad to 
make the contact lower

He shouldn’t rest on 
his palms but use his 
fingertips to feel his 

way forward

Develop by making  
the player arrive from 
different angles. He runs 
over the cone indicated 
– in this example, cone 
A – before squaring up  
to drive back the pad

The player slides 
his chest along the 
tackle tube, using his 
fingertips to guide him

pass Ground covered Direction of run
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       TAKE OFF
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WHY USE IT
To be able to drive up  
from a low position, the 
arriving rucker must land 
his hands on the ground 
before bouncing up and 
forward powerfully.

SET-Up
A tackle tube, two ruck 
pads and a ball.

HOW TO DO IT 
Set up the tackle tube and 
ruck pads as in picture 1. 
Put a player on top of  
the tube, and a ball in  
front of the pads.

Put a player about 5m 
away from the tube and 
pads and to the side. He 
has to come towards this, 
turn, square up, and drive 
the tube backwards.

It will naturally bend, so 
he must maintain his feet 
and make a good bind  
to continue to push it 
backwards (picture 2).

Develop by having a 
player reaching over some 
ruck pads, so the incoming 
player has to get low and 
drive him back (picture 3).

TECHNIQUE
l Land by putting the 
hands on the ground  
and driving up 
l Keep working the  
feet to maintain balance 
and leg drive

Activity by: Rob Appleyard

Clearing out and taking off
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Make sure your players take off when they arrive at the tackle contest – they should “land” first and 
then drive up. This activity will reinforce the correct technique and put your team on the front foot
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Put a rucking 
player about 5m 
to the side of the 
tackle tube

He then drives up 
and takes off 

He dips down  
to “land”, going  

on his hands

The defender leans 
over and tries to 

get the ball

Have a player sit on the 
tackle tube, which rests 
on two ruck pads, with 

a ball just in front

Develop by having a 
player recover from a 
prone position and then 
drive off the defender

The player 
approaches 
the tube and 
squares up

pass Ground covered Direction of run
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WHY USE IT
The role of the first and 
second support players at 
each ruck depends on where 
the defenders are. 

This dictates a different 
decision in each case– and 
how many players to 
commit. Use this activity to 
work on those decisions.

SET-Up
Three boxes each 5m wide, 
2m apart. Box 1 is 10m long, 
the other two 5m. A ball in 
each box. Tackle suits if 
available (or ruck pads to 
reduce contact).

HOW TO DO IT 
Put a ball carrier in each box 
and two defenders. Set them 
up as in the top picture.

Have four attackers running 
up and down alongside the 
boxes, passing a ball between 
them. Shout out which box to 
attack and the ball carrier in 
that box moves forward. The 
defenders move forward at 
the same time. 

The attackers decide how 
many to send in to secure the 
ball. Call “break” and the 
attackers return to running 
up and down.

Repeat the exercise either 
to fatigue or change after 
every five goes.

TECHNIQUE
Early – pick up if you can, 
otherwise be strong over 
the ball to repel threats.
Same – arrive square and 
low, drive into threats.
Late – get under threat,  
or roll threat out and away.
Ball carrier, be busy on the 
ground if you can.

Activity by: Tony Hanks

Have four attackers  
run up and down 

passing a ball

When you shout a letter the 
ball carrier in the box moves 
forward, as do the defenders

1

2

3 If the attackers arrive 
early, they step over 
the ball and protect 
(or pick and go)

Set up three boxes, 
each with a ball carrier, 
and two defenders

Early/same/late ruck decisions
Split your breakdown techniques into three categories for the support players. It depends on whether 
they are arriving before (early), at the same time or after (late) the defence gets to the tackle
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pass Ground covered Direction of run

The defender leans 
over and has his 

hands on the ball

The attackers react 
and send in as many 

players as they think it 
needs to win the ball

To remove a defender 
already on the ball, 

they might have to roll 
him out to the side

If they arrive at the same time, 
they need to swoop low and 

drive up into the threat
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