
High school football is not college football, and it is not the NFL. 

You have limited practice time. Your roster changes every year. In many instances, your 

players are learning the sport of football while they are playing football. Because of 

the reality we find ourselves in as coaches, the best defenses at the high school level 

are not always the most complex—but they are usually the most clear and simple. 

My belief is that the 4-2-5 defense works because it fits the modern High School 

game without requiring constant adjustment or weekly reinvention. As many coaches 

have shown, this same defense works at the college and pro levels as well, but for the 

purposes of this ebook, we are focusing on High School football. 

Problems the 4-2-5 Solves for Coaches: 

Most high school defenses struggle with a lot of the same issues: 

• Spread offenses forcing defenders into space 

• Different offensive systems each week - from spread, to power, etc. 

• Run-pass conflict players guessing instead of reacting 

• Coverage busts due to communication breakdowns 

• Not enough time to teach multiple defensive systems 

• Personnel that doesn’t fit “traditional” positions 

• Personnel that plays offense and defense – and in many instances,  

special teams as well 

 

The 4-2-5 directly addresses these problems by doing several things very well: 

1. It allows you to maximize your speed on the field 

2. It creates simple run fits 

3. It allows you to defend both run and pass without substitution 



4. It’s easily adjustable to different offensive systems with base personnel 

 

Instead of constantly chasing formations with different fronts and coverages, the 

defense stays structurally sound. 

Why Simplicity Beats Complexity 

At the high school level, complexity does not necessarily equal effectiveness. Think of 

a kid who plays both ways. Most offensive systems are complex in terms of their route 

trees, route options, play calls, blocking assignments, etc. Now add on top of that 

having to understand a complex defensive system as well and you can see how 

difficult this now becomes for a High School student to pick up. 

Every call, check, or adjustment that you add: 

• Slows players down 

• Increases mental errors 

• Reduces physical play speed 

 

The 4-2-5 is effective because it allows players to: 

• Align quickly regardless of formation 

• Play fast 

• Correct mistakes without changing the system 

 

When players know where to line up and what their job is, they play harder, faster and 

more confidently. 



Advantages Versus Spread Offenses 

Spread offenses force defenses to declare numbers and leverage early. The 4-2-5 

gives you answers without overreacting. 

 

Key advantages: 

• Five defensive backs without sacrificing box integrity 

• Overhangs (Star/Nickel) that can be both run fitters or pass defenders 

• One or two high safeties that allow flexibility vs RPOs and vertical routes 

 

Against most high school spread teams, the goal is not to stop everything, you really 

can’t —it is more to make the offense execute consistently all the way down the field – 

which is very difficult for High School teams to do consistently. The 4-2-5 forces 

offenses to be patient, which in today’s game is not a strength of many teams. 

Advantages Versus Pro Style and Run-Heavy Teams 

One of the biggest misconceptions about the 4-2-5 is that it is a “light box” defense or 

that it is only good against spread teams. 

In reality: 

• You still have seven in the box and can easily get 8 or 9 if you need 

• You are a gap sound defense 

• You fit the run aggressively 

 

The difference is that your fifth defensive back is often more athletic and more 

assignment-sound than a third linebacker. 



With proper run-fit rules, the 4-2-5 can be just as physical as any 4-3 or 3-4 defense. 

The key is understanding how to adjust your front to the different schemes and 

formations you will see. (Which we will discuss in depth in another book) 

Common Myths about the 4-2-5 

Myth #1: You need elite safeties 

Reality: You need safeties who can communicate and tackle. If played properly, your 

Free Safety will typically be one of your best players on the team and will usually be 

one of your top 2 or 3 tacklers on the team. 

Myth #2: You’re weak against the run 

Reality: Poor teaching causes weak run defense, not structure. You need a sound 

philosophy against the run and you need to teach that philosophy to your players. Are 

you going to force or spill runs, what role will your DB’s play in the run game, how will 

your backers read, etc. No matter the defense you deploy – coaching is what makes the 

difference in stopping the run. 

Myth #3: It’s too complex for high school players 

Reality: When taught with rules instead of calls, it is simpler than most defenses. This 

is one of the biggest myths out there – the 4-2-5 is a very simple defense to learn and 

teach. Like any defense, you teach the basic structure and ensure the players 

understand it and then add tweaks to it as the season progresses – this makes things 

simple for your kids to pick it up. 

What the 4-2-5 IS and IS NOT 

This 4-2-5 is: 

• Rules-based 

• Assignment-sound 

• Built for weekly consistency 



 

This 4-2-5 is not: 

• A call-heavy defense 

• A pressure-every-down system 

• Dependent on perfect personnel 

 

The goal is not to win with scheme. The goal is to win with clarity, execution and 

speed.  Put your players in the best positions possible to be successful and compete 

against any offensive scheme. 

 


