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What do I get the 
players to do?
Offensive 
combinations with 
finishing positions
Having run a 
10-minute functional 
activation and mobility 
warm-up to get 
players loosened up 
and in the right frame 
of mind, we then 

move on to the first 
practice. This uses 
cones to mark players’ 
starting positions, 
and mannequins to 
give a reference of 
opponents’ possible 
positioning.
Using two touches, 
the players go through 
passing and attacking 
combinations, as 
shown (1a/1b). There 
are four set patterns 
that we rehearse – 
each time, a player 
receives the ball 
deep from the keeper 
and lays it off to a 
supporting player 
who is facing play. The 

objective is for players 
to have a variety of 
options as they play 
from the back. This 
means that if any 
man receives the ball 
with his back to goal 
and under pressure, 
a supporting player 
should quickly show 
up in front of him in 
support. Each passing 
move should finish 
with an attempt 
on goal. Run for 15 
minutes.
What are the key 
things to look out 
for?
Each combination 
requires players to 

move in different ways, 
so we want to see 
them master the quick 
passing and clever 
movement off the 
ball that enables us to 
maximise the benefits 
of each move.
It’s important that 
each combination 
ends with a shot on 
goal, either from a ball 
played through the 
middle, or a cross from 
the wing.
As you would expect, 
good communication 
between team mates 
is essential in ensuring 
combinations work.
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Overview:
I ran this session in 
the week leading up  
to Chelsea’s game 
against Norwich at 
Stamford Bridge in 
August, a match we 
won 3-1.
I will have an idea 
in my head of what 
I want to achieve in 
every single session. 
This can be done 
by designating key 
factors, which we 
write on our training 
sheet. 
Throughout this 
session we work 
on possession 
principles, focusing 
on build-up play 
from the back and 
the mobility of the 
team. We also touch 
on the principles 
of our defensive 
organisation, 
working on the 
distance between 
players when they’re 
not in possession of 
the ball, and use of 
the offside law.
It’s important that in 
training you return 
to the foundations of 
what you are trying 
to achieve in terms of 
style of play for your 
team in the context 
of your upcoming 
fixture. In that way, 
week after week, 
you consolidate your 
team’s organisation 
and the players’ 
comfort levels and 
habits to do what you 
are proposing. 
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SET-UP
AREA

Up to full pitch
EqUIPMENT

Balls, cones, goals
NUMBER OF PLAYERS

Up to 23
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1a

1b

Two alternative combinations 
– marked as orange and 
pink passing lines – develop 
offensive moves in alternative 
areas, namely with the ball 
arriving from the flanks

In the first practice, red and 
blue lines denote alternative 
combinations – here, an attack 
on the right wing and a move 
that progresses through the 
middle

Ball 
movement 
Player 
movement
dribble

KEY
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Lateral and deep 
small-sided game
Next we move to a 6v6 
small-sided game 
including keepers, 
using target goals. 
The premise here is to 
work on compactness 
and an appreciation 
of distance between 
players when not in 
possession. This is 
done by constructing 
a compacted, 
shortened playing 
area. So that every 
player is involved, we’ll 
set up two together, as 
shown (2).
Each team has two 
target goals on the 
long side to defend, but 
the team that’s out of 

possession also has to 
protect the two lateral 
goals on the short side 
of the playing area.
Each keeper is central 
to the coordination 
of offside and the 
use of a high line. 
When his team is out 
of possession, he 
steps forward from 
the deep outlined 
rectangle to help his 
colleagues defend 
high. Defending high 
enables players to 
cover the lateral goals, 
and this behaviour 
incentivises the 
team to take a step 
up to press rather 
than a step back to 
drop lines. When 

in possession, the 
keeper must remain 
inside this rectangle 
and supports his team 
from behind.
The game improves 
players’ reactions and 
awareness as they 
have to concentrate 
not only on the deep 
goals but also the 
lateral ones. Run for 
four periods of three 
minutes, with recovery 
time in between.
What are the key 
things to look out 
for?
We’re looking for 
quality possession 
and smart transitions, 
so it’s important 
for players to adapt 

clever and intelligent 
body positions when 
pressing, showing 
inside or showing 
outside. It all depends 
on the different 
situations they are 
confronted with, but 
they must be flexible 
and versatile to the 
threat.
For keepers, when 
their team is in 
possession, they must 
be the last men behind 
the ball. When not in 
possession, they must 
come out. 
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The bottom practice shows the 
consequence of a defending team 
not pressing high enough up the 
pitch – their opponents have a free 
shot into one of the lateral goals

The keepers protect the long side and 
can progress from their areas when 
their team is out of possession, in order 
to promote a high line, as seen in the 
top practice

In this particular 
session - and running 
towards the game 
at the weekend - 
we worked on our 
possession play with 
lots of interchanges 
of position because 
we were expecting 
a game where we 
would have the ball 
a lot.
Generally you as a 
coach are looking 
for the team’s 
behaviours to express 
themselves in various 
ways during the 
game, then, of course, 
it’s up to the players 
to make and take 
the best decisions 
possible during the 
game in relation to 
the situation they 
are confronted with. 
We provide specific 
feedback when 
needed to help the 
player but bear 
in mind that their 
decision making 
is key. This kind of 
flexibility must always 
be promoted in your 
training sessions 
as it stimulates the 
players to have a key 
role to play.
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9v9 game
This next game 
displays the 
importance of building 
up from the back by 
using correct choices 
and rehearses players 
in the idea of jumping 
through zones to 
support, whilst still 
remaining aware of 
their defensive duties. 
We set up using two 
portable 11-a-side 
goals (or one fixed goal 
at the end of the pitch 
and one portable goal) 
(3a/3b).
In addition to 
designated teams, 
there are three neutral 
floaters – who are one 
touch - plus a keeper 
in each goal. Players 
are assigned to each 

zone according to their 
natural positions; 
floaters can play 
anywhere.
The idea is that one 
attacking or defending 
player from each team 
can jump the zones, 
but only player one at a 
time. So if a team mate 
is already on the move, 
other players must 
remain fixed until that 
player gets back to 
his designated zone. 
Run for three periods 
of four minutes, with 
recovery time in 
between.
What are the key 
things to look out 
for?
There are different 
objectives at play 
in this exercise. 

Offensively, the 
objective is to create 
alternative passing 
options for the player 
in possession by 
the use of players 
changing zones and 
the increased mobility 
that brings.
Players must support 
in the build-up without 
overcrowding, must 
bring in switches of 
play and penetrate 
well to produce a 
finish. The game relies 
at all times on correct 
timing. We also want 
to see active pressure 
in all sectors and good 
transitions.
Defensively, players 
must focus on having 
active pressure on 
the ball, and reducing 

opponents’ time 
and space. The fact 
that only one player 
at a time can jump 
zones can also help 
defenders decide on 
the correct zonal- 
or man- marking 
behaviour they need to 
apply to the situation. 
For instance, if one of 
your central defenders 
is confronted with a 
striker going short 
to the middle zone, 
should he follow or 
should he pass over 
the responsibility to 
his midfielders? To 
ensure these sorts of 
positions are made 
quickly and positively, 
players must remain 
alert and aware at all 
times.

André  
Villas-Boas
LMA AMBASSADOR

At just 34, André 
Villas-Boas is widely 
regarded as one of 
the most promising 
young coaches in world 
football.

A brilliant planner and 
deep tactical thinker, 
the Portuguese 
never kicked a ball 
professionally, but 
from a very young age 
harboured ambitions of 
coaching at the highest 
level.

Living in the same 
apartment block as Sir 
Bobby Robson – who 
was then manager of 
Porto – Villas-Boas 
earned himself a job at 
the club. The 16-year-
old worked his way 
up through the ranks 
before, five years later, 
landing the role of head 
coach with the British 
Virgin Islands national 
team.

He later joined 
Portuguese Primeira 
Liga side Académica de 
Coimbra, rescuing the 
club from relegation, 
and earning himself 
a move back to Porto, 
this time as first-team 
manager. Under his 
guidance, the club won 
the Portuguese Cup and 
Portuguese Supercup, 
went the entire 
Primeira Liga season 
unbeaten (winning the 
title by more than 20 
points), and clinched the 
UEFA Europa League.

He went on to join 
Chelsea in the summer 
of 2011, departing in 
March 2012.
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In the 9v9 game, neutrals 
(in grey) assist the 
attacking aims of the team 
in possession and can move 
between any zone

Only one designated team member 
can join neutrals in moving out 
of his zone – in this instance the 
blue midfielder moves forward to 
create a 6v3 attacking overload in 
the final third

Ball 
movement 
Player 
movement
dribble

KEY

3a

3b
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Formation game
In the final exercise 
we test the structure, 
movement and 
dynamics of players 
in 4-3-3 and 4-1-
3-2 formations. 
Practising this 
set-up is important 
in the days leading 
up to a game, such 
as our match against 
Norwich, where we 
were expecting to 
have the lion’s share of 
possession.
The objective of the 
exercise is to press 

the opposition high 
up the pitch, whilst 
retaining control of 
the space in behind 
(and, in particular, the 
distance back to the 
keeper).
The blue team attacks 
the main goal, while 
the red team has two 
scoring lines to aim for 
(4a/4b). They score one 
point for each line they 
drive past, but once 
past the first line, must 
overcome the keeper 
as well, who is allowed 
to come out.

When possession 
is regained the blue 
team must be patient 
in finding ways to 
break their opponents’ 
defensive block which 
will be deep and low. 
Run for two periods 
of eight minutes, 
with recovery time in 
between.

What are the key 
things to look out 
for?
Staying in formation 
will help teams in 
their task of attacking 
very different scoring 

areas. Whilst they 
must play with 
rigidity, we’re also 
looking for them to 
use the flexibility and 
versatility practised in 
the earlier parts of the 
session.
We complete the 
session by going into 
a final recovery period 
that features a cool 
down with stretching.

Progressing 
the session
The coach should 
always promote 
necessary changes 
according to 
what he sees and 
according to the 
players’ response 
to the exercise 
and their ability 
to do it. The first 
practice, Offensive 
combinations with 
finishing positions, 
for instance, might 
benefit from 
the addition of 
defenders. Whilst 
one team performs 
the combinations 
the other team 
defends passively 
outside the box and 
actively inside the 
box. 
In the 6v6 game, we 
have on occasions 
increased the 
number of players, 
and replaced the 
function of each 
keeper with a 
central defender. 
Similarly, on the 
9v9 game, we have 
performed this 
without floaters, 
thus increasing the 
difficulty. We have 
also introduced 
offsides in the final 
third.
But these 
progressions are 
not set, and the 
important thing 
is for the coach to 
judge what works 
and what doesn’t 
work in real-time, 
and to adapt the plan 
as he sees fit.
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In the Formation game, reds, who are 
4-3-3 and attacking a wide area, score 
one point when the attacker receives 
the ball past the first line

An additional 
point scored for 
crossing this line

One point scored for 
crossing this line

Blues attack the central goal in 
4-1-3-2 formation

Ball 
movement 
Player 
movement
dribble

KEY
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