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back on Friday night. 
What we typically do now is dozens of various 

sprint drills, with a great deal of rest in between. 
We sometimes train with grades 9-12, sometimes 
10-12 - to allow for rest. I split into groups into Sr. 
backs, Sr. line, Jr. backs, Jr. line, etc. - we do this 
even when running short sprints. We want those 
kids to go 100% on the fi rst training run, 100% on 
the last, and on every one in between. They will do 
that if they know they will get enough recovery. If 
you are not allowing enough recovery, the kids will 
get sore (and pace themselves), if you have little 
soreness your recovery is probably about right. 

This may sound crazy, but going into our fi rst 
game of 2002 we had not run any distances great-
er than 40 yards, and most sprints had rests of 25 
- 40 seconds between reps (about the same time 
as a football huddle lasts). Our kids really never 
got sore during two-a-day practices, and my big-
gest fear was that we were not in shape. After our 
fi rst game (vs. 2002 AA State Champion King-
sland) our kids said that was the best shape they 

had ever been in. To make a 
long story short, in 14 games 
not one team outscored us in 
the 4th quarter, and we came from 
behind 3 times to beat some excellent teams in the 
play-offs. We had accomplished a training method 
to put kids in a position to win some individual 
battles. 

We took a real look at what we were doing to 
train our kids into real athletes. I know we have 
a lot yet to learn, but I also know we are starting 
to do a lot of things that are going in the right di-
rection. The quality of Minnesota football is im-
proving; as a state we indeed are putting out better 
athletes. As a coaching fraternity we need to look 
at what we can do to give our kids the physical 
training that makes all the X’s and O’s work on the 
football fi eld. All kids can improve their explosive 
power- it is just a matter of what are we as coaches 
doing to put our kids in a position to accomplish 
the kinds of growth that they are shooting for. 

I have coached at Rushford and Rushford-Pe-
terson High School for thirty years fi rst as a volun-
teer seventh grade coach, then as a B-team coach, 
varsity line coach and fi nally as the head coach in 
1985. 

During that time I have had the good fortune 
to work with a very loyal and competent staff 
and some fi ne athletes. Glen Bernard coaches the 
backs, secondary and B-team and has been in the 
program since 1975. Duane Koenen coaches our 
linebackers, receivers, special teams and B-team. 
Mitch Thompson coaches the offensive and de-
fensive line with help from his son Davin, one of 
our former players. Mitch and Duane have each 
been with the program for over ten years. 

Our C-team is coached by Gary Wade our track 
coach and Rod Anderson a former player and our 

softball coach. All the coaches with the exception 
of Davin are full time teachers in the Rushford- 
Peterson school system. 

This year we were fortunate to have a group of 
good athletes that loved the game of football. We 
didn't have great size, but we were aggressive and 
we had better than average team speed. We were 
an explosive offensive team and could score at any 
time, but we lacked offensive consistency. We were 
not the type of team that could sustain a long drive 
and were as likely to run three plays and punt as 
we were to get a fi rst down or a score. 

As a result fi eld position was very important to 
us, as it is to most teams. We made our living play-
ing sound defense and returning punts allowing 
us to spend most of the game on a short fi eld. 

A few years ago we made some changes in our 

The Rushford-Peterson
Punt Return

By: James Reinhardt, Rushford-Peterson High School



24

Minnesota High School Football

punt return 
game that have 
helped us a great 

deal. This year 
we averaged 16 yards per 
return and returned 6 punts for 
touchdowns, including one in the 
state championship game. 

I know that this is due primar-
ily to the quality of the athletes 
we had on our return team, but 
I also believe that a sound return 
game plays a roll. There are sever-
al things that I believe about punt 
defense: 

1. Our return team needs to 
be our fi rst defense. If a team runs 
a fake or gets out of punt forma-
tion you need to be able to pre-
vent the fi rst down. 

2. We need to hurry the 
punter and make sure that he is 
uncomfortable. 

3. We need to catch the punt! 
Our return men catch punts every 
day during our specialty period. If 
a punt is not fi elded two bad things can happen. 
A muff will lead to a turnover and a good defen-
sive effort has been wasted and a punt that hits the 
ground and rolls will cost valuable yardage. Ev-
ery coach has a magic yard line inside which your 
player should be instructed not to fi eld a punt. 

4. Coach Bernard has convinced me that we 
need to have two return men. One catches the 
punt and the other picks off the nearest defender 
after he makes sure that his partner has the ball 
secured. 

5. We need to create an alley for the return 
man. We will create the alley between the hash and 
the sideline no matter where the ball is punted. 

6. Each blocker must block twice. 
7. We need to have one player in position to 

block for a cut back.

Assignments 
E, T - Block the guard or tackle in front 

of you as long as you can. When your man gets by 
you head for the hash if there is a man in the alley 
between the hash and the sideline block him to 

the sideline,. If there is no man in the alley !'urn 
to the fi eld and protect the alley. 

B - Rush the punter aiming for his personal 
protector. One of the players will then block the 
alley and the other will block for cut-back. 

M - Defend the run by the personal protec-
tor or the punter. Slow block the fi rst man up the 
middle of the fi eld, if he gets by you block the al-
ley. 

C - Defend the pass in the fl at. Block the fi rst 
man to release. Delay the block as long as possi-
ble. 

S - Talk to each other. Catch the punt and 
help your blockers by being patient and setting 
up blocks. If you are the lead blocker be ready to 
jump on a muff. Your block is the key to a good 
return.

The punt return team needs to understand that 
a good return is every player's job. Every player 
must be a blocker including the return man. His 
ability to use and set up blocks is often critical to 
the success of the return. 


