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FROM THE CHAIRMAN 
Welcome to the July 2020 issue of Elite Soccer, our 
tenth anniversary issue. It’s been a hugely successful 
ten years, with Elite Soccer becoming one of the 
LMA’s longest running partnerships. In that time we 
have brought you training sessions from an incredible 
342 coaching contributors drawn from the ranks 
of the LMA and PFCA. We want to thank all of the 
remarkable managers and coaches who have taken 
the time to share their training ground wisdom with 
the magazine. It has been an invaluable learning tool 
for coaches all over the world.

It’s an exciting time for the magazine. To celebrate 
our tenth anniversary, we’ve redesigned and 
rebranded Elite Soccer and we have introduced 
a new-look website. We also have a tremendous 
selection of coaches for you this month.

We kick off the issue with a session from Spain. 
Sevilla manager Julen Lopetegui has shared an 
ingenious training plan to help prepare a team set up 
in a 4-4-3 formation to beat an opponent playing in a 
4-4-2 diamond system. It’s a tried and tested session 
that is based on previous game analysis.

We also have a session from Portugal that Rio Ave 

manager Carlos Carvalhal and his assistant Luis 
Nascimento used to prepare the team to face
Sporting Lisbon earlier this year. The idea is to get 
players to use effective possession play as a tool to 
disorganise the opposition’s defence. 

We are delighted to have Paul Simpson in this issue. 
Currently coach of England’s U19s, he led the U20s to 
World Cup glory in 2017 and here he has shared with 
us a genuine position-specific training plan that he 
has previously used to prepare the England U20s for 
a match.

Former Ipswich Town manager Paul Hurst has 
written a session for us that involves two teams 
playing against each with very different objectives. 
One team attempts to keep possession, while the 
other has to win the ball back and score.

The final session of the issue comes from Riteesh 
Mishra, the manager of Charlton Athletic Women, and 
it focuses on forward play and fast support.

I hope you find that this month’s session will help 
your future coaching. It’s certainly an exciting time for 
Elite Soccer and looking forward we have lots more 
inspirational training sessions coming your way. 
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A former goalkeeper, Julen Lopetegui was a 
member of Spain’s squad at the 1994 World 
Cup. After hanging up his gloves, he moved into 
coaching and was an assistant with Spain’s U17 
team that finished as runners up in the 2003 
UEFA European U17 Championship. After the 
tournament, he started working as a manager in 
his own right, enjoying his first spell as a head 
coach at his former club, Rayo Vallecano, in the 
second tier of Spanish football. 

After a stint working as a football pundit, he 
returned to coaching in 2008, this time with 
Real Madrid Castilla, the B team of the Madrid 
giants. Another of his former clubs, they were in 
the third tier of Spanish football at the time. He 
subsequently worked with Spain’s national youth 
teams, holding this role from 2010 to 2014. This 
proved to be a golden period that saw him win 
both the 2012 European U19 Championship and 
the 2013 European U21 Championship.

In May 2014 he relocated to Portugal to take 
charge of Porto and in his first season Lopetegui 
led the team to the quarter-finals of the UEFA 
Champions League. 

He became manager of Spain’s senior national 
team in 2016 and in a two-year period he led the 
team on a 20-game unbeaten run before leaving 
to take charge of Real Madrid in July 2018. He 
was appointed manager of Sevilla in June 2019.

SESSION 

ATTACKING THE 
4-4-2 DIAMOND
The main goal of this session is to 
prepare a team set up in a 4-4-3 system 
to beat an opponent playing in a 4-4-2
diamond system, through a specific 
building up game plan.

After a deep analysis about how teams 
use a diamond formation to defend in 
a medium block, the drills have been 
designed to counteract the strengths 
and to better attack the weaknesses 
that this formation has. 

It is really interesting to apply into the 
practice ideas that come from previous 
analysis of the game. The 4-4-2
diamond system is a variation of the 
classic 4-4-2 formation but there are 
differences that increase the strengths. 
There are many advantages, especially in 
attacking phases. However, no formation 
is perfect and as coaches we have to 
provide our players with the best clues 
possible for them to find the way to 
damage the opponents’ system during 
the match.

I selected this session because it’s a 
good example of one of our main goals 
as coaches – how to transfer to the 
training sessions and to our players, the 
ideas that come from the game analysis 
in order to help to achieve good results.

This kind of session’s structure and 
drills are designed to be used during 
weeks when we play against a team with 
a clear and well defined 4-4-2 diamond 
system. Usually it is one of the main 
training sessions in the middle of the 
week, in which a specific preparation to 
face an opponent is needed. 

The activities have high tactical, 
technical and physical demands, so this 
session can be used to achieve a general 
development of the player. Also, during 
the pre-season it is possible to run 
this type of session to create a higher 
number of tactical solutions to be 
developed during the season in relation 
to the different opponent systems that 
we have to face.

4
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The drills that are presented here are a result of 
previous game analysis focusing on how teams with 
a central diamond defend when they press from a 
medium block. If our team has good possession and 
moves the ball quickly flank to flank to increase 
the tempo and speed of the game in a building up 
phase, the diamond midfielders have to increase their 
workload to cover the width of the pitch. 

If the diamond keeps narrow to avoid passes with 
our offensive midfielder, the overlap options through 
the wings can appear, creating a favourable 
overload situation for us. However, if the central 
midfielders pull wide to cover the flank, we can find 
spaces in the middle of the pitch to progress forward. 
If we master both options, we will have real chances 

to beat the defensive block of a team with a 4-4-2 
diamond system and to create solid goal scoring 
chances.

We set up a playing area on two thirds of a pitch 
with a goal and a goalkeeper at one end. The blues 
represent our opponents and are set up in a 4-4-2 
system with a midfield diamond. We are coaching the 
reds who are attacking the only goal and who are set 
up in a 4-3-3 system.

In the first example, play starts with the left back 
passing across the back line. This draws the blue left 
midfielder out of position to press the red right back, 
as shown [1a], leaving space behind for the reds to 
pass into midfield and progress through the midfield 
towards goal.

REMOVING THE DIAMOND BLOCK

[1a]

JULEN LOPETEGUI 
ATTACKING THE 
4-4-2 DIAMOND
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Area:  
Up to full pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
20 players + 
2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Warm-up: 20mins
Removing the diamond: 
10mins
Midfielder drops deep: 
8mins
10v10 possession game: 
16mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Play starts with the 
left back passing 
across the back line 

The blue left 
midfielder is 
drawn out of 
position to press 
the red right 
back leaving 
space behind for 
the reds to pass 
into midfield

1 2
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In the second example, play again starts with the 
left back passing across the back line but if the blue 
defending left midfielder stays to mark the red right 
midfielder and doesn’t press the red right back, then 
the right back now has enough time and the space to 
drive into and moves up the wing, as shown [1b].

In the third example, play again starts with the left 
back passing across the back line, but if the blue 
diamond midfield moves across, then the block moves 
down the wing and the red right back can switch play 
to the opposite wing where the diamond midfield has 
left space, as shown [1c].

“If the diamond keeps narrow to avoid passes with our offensive 
midfielder, the overlap options through the wings can appear”

[1b]

[1c]

JULEN LOPETEGUI
ATTACKING THE 4-4-2 DIAMOND
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Play starts with the 
left back passing 
across the back line 

The red right back 
now has time and 
space to drive into 
and can move up
the wing

The blue defending 
left midfielder stays 
to mark the red 
right midfielder and 
doesn’t press the red 
right back

Play again starts with 
the left back passing 
across the back line

If the blue diamond 
midfield moves 
across, then the 
block moves down 
the wing

The red right back 
can now switch 
play to the opposite 
wing where the blue 
diamond midfield 
has left space

1

2

2

1

3

3
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In these drills, the reds are still aiming to beat the 
blue diamond block and they do so with a midfielder 
dropping deep. Play again starts in both examples with 
the left back passing across the back line but this time 
the red right back moves higher up the pitch and the 
red right midfielder drops into the space. If the blue 
midfielder stays to mark the red right back, it means 

JULEN LOPETEGUI 
ATTACKING THE 4-4-2 DIAMOND

the red right midfielder can receive deep from the 
centre back and surge into space to set up an attack 
through midfield, as shown [2a].
However, if the blue midfielder goes to press the red 
right midfielder who has dropped, it leaves the red 
right back open and play can go through him up the 
wing, as shown [2b].

MIDFIELDER DROPS DEEP

[2a]

[2b]
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Play again starts with 
the left back passing 
across the back line 
but this time the red 
right back moves 
higher up the pitch 

The red right 
midfielder drops 
into the space. If 
the blue midfielder 
goes to mark the 
right back, the red 
right midfielder 
can receive from 
the centre back 
and surge into the 
space to launch an 
attack

1

2

Play again starts with 
the left back passing 
across the back line and 
the red right back moves 
higher up the pitch 

If the blue 
midfielder goes to 
press the red right 
midfielder who has 
dropped, it leaves 
the red right back 
open and play can 
go through him up 
the wing

1 2
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10v10 POSSESSION GAME

[3a]

JULEN LOPETEGUI
ATTACKING THE 4-4-2 DIAMOND
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We set up between the 18-yard line at one end 
and the byline at the other end, with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end. We mark a 40x30-yard central 
game area around the centre circle. We’re using 20 
outfield players split into two teams of ten. 

We are coaching the red attacking team who are set 
up in a 4-3-3 formation. The blue defensive team set 
up in a 4-4-2 diamond formation. 

The game goes live in the central square, with a pass 

from the red left back to the centre back. When the 
reds have possession, in order to attack the goal and 
pass line A they have to make a double flank to flank 
passing sequence before progressing. That means 
transferring the ball from wing A to wing B and then 
back to wing A before they can break through line A to 
attack, as shown [3a]. But the right and left wings can 
only be used by three attackers at a time, if they need 
to keep the possession.

“It is critical to create doubt in the right or left midfielder of the 
opposition diamond about who has to defend”

Line ALine B

The red 
attacking 
team are set 
up in a 4-3-3 
formation. The 
game goes live 
in the central 
square, with a 
pass from the 
red left back 
to the centre 
back 

The blue defensive 
team uses a 4-4-2 
diamond formation

Before being allowed to pass line A and 
attack the goal, the reds have to make a 
double flank to flank passing sequence. 
That means transferring the ball from 
wing A to wing B and then back to wing A

The right and left wings 
can only be used for 
three attackers at a time 
if they need to keep the 
possession

4

23

1
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JULEN LOPETEGUI
ATTACKING THE 4-4-2 DIAMOND

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
There are a few things that the players have to 
understand in order to master the session and 
know what’s needed for the game plan. 

Firstly, we want to see players moving the ball 
quickly around the pitch from side to side, to 
increase the tempo in order to move the defensive 
block of the opponent.

Secondly, players should keep a wide positioning; 
both fullbacks and both wingers should be open in 
the beginning of the attacking phase. It is critical 
to create doubt in the right or left midfielder of the 
opposition diamond about who has to defend and 
also make opposition midfielders use extra effort 
when are trying to cover the width of the pitch.

Also, it’s important that we see the ability to 
alternate the two different offensive positioning 
options: flank to flank with the final pass to the 
full back, keeping our midfielder in the middle; and 
flank to flank with a pass to our midfielder, who 
drops deep to be part of the first building up line. 

If the team masters both situations, the doubt in 

the opposing team to defend will increase, knowing 
that we can find spaces to progress on the opposite 
side if they slide too much to cover the flank, or we 
can outnumber the opposition on the same wing if 
they are too narrow.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
In the possession drill, as the players have unlimited 
touches to keep the possession, sometimes this 
rule decreases the fast tempo of the play and is 
easy to defend against. 

The players have to understand that if they 
move the ball quickly around the pitch to increase 
the tempo of the game, using few touches and 
switching the play from flank to flank as fast as 
they can, the demand and the workload of the 
diamond to cover the width of the pitch will be 
higher, disorder in the opposition’s defensive 
block will appear and we will find more spaces to 
progress and damage the opponent.

To remedy this problem, we would restrict the 
players on the red attacking team to two touches 
in the central game area and leave it as unlimited 
touches on the wings. 
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When the reds cross line A, only the two blue 
centre backs can recover past this line to defend. 
All the reds can attack the goal to create a heavy 
overload, as shown [3b].

If the blues gain possession, they have to attack 

quickly. The transition is easier for the blues 
because the goal they are attacking is at the short 
end of the pitch, only 18 yards from the central 
square, which increases the difficulty for the reds to 
get back and defend.

[3b]
Line ALine B

After making a double 
flank to flank passing 
sequence, the reds 
can cross line A 
and attack with any 
number of players

Only the two blue 
centre backs 
can recover past 
line A to defend, 
allowing the reds a 
big overload

If the blues gain 
possession, they 
have to transition to 
attack quickly

2

1

3
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Carlos Carvalhal is a much-travelled head coach 
with a long list of top clubs under his belt.

He first turned to coaching at Espinho in 1998 
but really made his name in 2002, when he 
became the first manager to take a Portuguese 
third division team into the UEFA Cup, after 
leading Leixoes to the final of the Taca de 
Portugal. Two years later he helped Vitoria back 
to the top flight, before moving to take charge of 
Belenenses. 

His other achievements include leading Setubal 
to a Portuguese League Cup win in 2008 and 
qualification for the UEFA Cup, and taking 
Sheffield Wednesday to the EFL Championship 
play-offs in 2017. 

He has also managed Sporting Lisbon in the 
Primeira Liga, Swansea City in the Premier 
League and Besiktas in the Turkish top flight. 

He is currently the manager of Portuguese 
Primeira Liga team, Rio Ave.

Luis Nascimento is at present one of Carlos 
Carvalhal’s assistants at Rio Ave. In 2005 he 
joined Benfica’s youth department and he 
spent 14 years with the club. During that time, 
he enjoyed stints as head coach of all the age 
groups between the U12s and the U19s.

The aim of this session is to get players 
to use effective possession play as 
a tool to move and disorganise the 
opposition’s defence and to penetrate 
successfully with careful forward build 
up play. 

When asked by Elite Soccer to 
contribute a training plan to the 
magazine, we chose to present a real 
training session that was used by Rio 
Ave in February 2020 as part of our 
build up to the match against Sporting 
Lisbon in the Primeira Liga.

The training session corresponds to 
our match day -3 training session, when 
we work on endurance. 

The focus of the session was also 
on the evolution of our game ideas for 
this fixture, including introducing some 
of our strategic objectives and taking 
into account the characteristics of the 
opponents that we were to face.

10
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“We chose to present a real 
training session that was 
used by Rio Ave as part of 
our build up to face Sporting 
Lisbon in the Primeira Liga”

SESSION 

PASSING AND 
EFFECTIVE 
POSSESSION PLAY
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We set up between the penalty boxes on the left hand 
side of the pitch, with four mannequins on the halfway 
line. This is a position-specific warm-up and players 
should be in their respective game positions. 

This first diagram, as shown [1a], covers movement 
on the left of the pitch, so involves players who 
usually play on that side.

The activity follows this sequence:
1. The centre back (CB) drives up the pitch with the 

ball to just behind the position of the mannequins and 
then passes through to the striker (S).

2. The striker passes outside to the left winger (LW), 
who passes back to the other centre back (CB).

3. The other centre back (CB) drives down the pitch 
with the ball to just behind the mannequins and 
passes to the attacking midfielder (AM).

4. The attacking midfielder (AM) passes to the 
centre midfielder (CM).

5. The centre midfielder (CM) passes to the first 
centre back (CB) and the sequence is then repeated.

Players do not change positions, they must resume 
their positions and remain ready for the ball to come 
around again. 

We simultaneously run a passing warm-up on the 
right side of the pitch with four mannequins set up on 
the halfway line, as shown [1b]. The activity follows 
this sequence:

1. The centre back (CB) drives up the pitch with the 
ball to just behind the mannequins and passes to the 
right winger (RW).

2. The right winger (RW) passes outside to the right 
back (RB), who moves forward to receive the ball.

PASSING PRACTICE

[1a]

CARLOS CARVALHAL 
& LUIS NASCIMENTO 
PASSING AND EFFECTIVE 
POSSESSION PLAY
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[1b]

Area:  
Up to three-quarters 
of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
8 mannequins, 
2 full size goals

Number of Players:  
20 players + 2 goalkeepers
Session time:  
General warm-up: 4mins
Passing practice: 12mins
Ball possession: 15mins
Thematic game: 25mins
11v11 game: 20 mins

Set-up

1a 2b

3a

3b

4

1b

2a

Chris, is there a reason to 

have the manaquins 

coloured di�erently? 
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limited to just the three 

thirds, is that correct?
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The centre 
back starts 
play by 
driving 
forward 
with the 
ball to just 
behind the 
mannequins 
and passing 
to the right 
winger

Play follows this 
pattern until the 
centre midfielder 
returns the ball 
to the starting 
centre back and 
then the same 
sequence is 
repeated

2

The centre 
back drives 
forward 
with the 
ball to just 
behind the 
mannequins 
and passes 
up to the 
striker

Play follows 
this pattern 
until the centre 
midfielder 
passes to the 
first centre back 
and the same 
sequence is 
then repeated

2

1

1
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3. The right back (RB) passes to striker (S) who moves 
forward to receive and passes down to the other centre 
back (CB). 

4. The centre back (CB) drives down the pitch and passes 
through the mannequins to the centre midfielder (CM). 

5. The centre midfielder (CM) passes outside to the 
other right back (RB), who passes forward to the attacking 
midfielder (AM).

6. The centre midfielder (CM) turns and the attacking 

midfielder (AM) lays the ball to him. The centre midfielder 
(CM) then passes to the starting centre back (CB).

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see accurate short, and medium, passes. 
Rhythm and timing of the movement, together with the 
accuracy and weight of pass, are key, as are players 
adopting the correct body shape to receive the ball. We 
want to see this performed at a high tempo.

BALL POSSESSION
[2a] [2b]

CARLOS CARVALHAL & LUIS NASCIMENTO 
PASSING AND EFFECTIVE POSSESSION PLAY
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We set up an area of 60x50 yards divided into three 
equal zones. We’re using 20 outfield players and two 
goalkeepers, who are positioned at either end and who 
are support players for both teams. We’re using 20 
outfield players split into two teams of 10. Both teams 
are set up in a 3-4-3 formation, with three defenders 
in the defensive zone, two central midfielders and two 
wingers in the central zone, and three forwards in the 
offensive zone, as shown [2a]. 

Players on the attacking team can move freely to 
create a numerical superiority, but players on the 
defending team can only defend in their own zones.

Play starts with a goalkeeper passing to a defender 
in the defensive zone. The aim is to pass through all 
the zones until the ball reaches the goalkeeper at the 
opposite end and then the ball should be worked back 
to the initial goalkeeper. Whenever a team succeeds, 
it gains a point and keeps possession. The opposition 
team press to win the ball and if they gain possession 
they must pass to the nearest keeper and then try to 

work the ball through the zones to get it from one end 
to the other for a point. The practice is continuous.

We can progress this activity by increasing the 
length of the playing area and setting up between the 
six-yard lines of a pitch, with goals at both ends. We 
divide the area between the penalty boxes evenly into 
three zones. The aim of the practice changes as now 
teams must play through the zones from end to end, 
finishing with a shot on goal instead of a pass to the 
keeper, as shown [2b]. 

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see players moving the ball quickly 
and wisely in order to disorganise the opposition, 
preferably when playing forward. We also want to see 
players supporting their team mates in the next zone 
by making fast forward runs to receive a one touch 
pass back if necessary, as this makes it much easier 
to maintain the possession of the ball and progress 
through the zones.

1a 2b

3a

3b

4

1b

2a

Chris, is there a reason to 

have the manaquins 

coloured di�erently? 

I’ve also shown the CBs 

returning to their positions.

Chris, we’re missing a blue 

in the diag.

I’m suggesting that play is 

limited to just the three 

thirds, is that correct?
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The blues press and if they 
win the ball they pass to the 
nearest keeper and become the 
possession team and try to work 
the ball to the opposite keeper

Both teams are set-up in 
a 3-4-3. The possession 
team can move freely but 
the defending team (the 
blues) can only defend in 
their own zones

Play starts with the keeper 
passing to a defender in the 
defensive zone

The aim is to play through all 
zones until the ball reaches the 
keeper at the opposite end. Then 
the ball should be worked back

4

1

2

3

Progress this activity by 
increasing the length of the 
playing area and setting up 
goals at each end

The aim should now 
be to play through the 
zones, finishing with a 
shot on goal instead of 
a pass to the keeper

2

1
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CARLOS CARVALHAL & LUIS NASCIMENTO
PASSING AND EFFECTIVE POSSESSION PLAY

THEMATIC GAME

[3a]
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3b
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Chris, is there a reason to 

have the manaquins 

coloured di�erently? 

I’ve also shown the CBs 

returning to their positions.

Chris, we’re missing a blue 

in the diag.

I’m suggesting that play is 

limited to just the three 

thirds, is that correct?
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We set up a playing area on three quarters of the 
pitch, between the 18-yard line at one end and the 
opposite end line. We position a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end. We also mark a line seven yards from the 
halfway line. We’re using 20 outfield players split into 
two teams of 10.

Play starts with a pass out from the keeper of 
the team at the short end (the reds). They are 
the attacking team and they are set up in a 3-4-3 
formation. They build up play from the back, trying 
to score using smart possession to unbalance the 
defensive organisation of their opponents and using 
space to create scoring opportunities, as shown [3a]. 

Behind the dashed line the reds can only play with 
three defenders but the entire team can attack when 
the ball is on the other side of the line. 

However, if they move forward the defenders must 
remain aware and they must not forget to readjust 
their position in order to balance the team defensively 
when in the offensive phase.

The blues are the defending team and they are 
defending the long end, set up in a 4-4-2 formation. 
They seek to prevent their opponents scoring and 
must try to recover the ball. In front of the dashed 
line the blues can only defend from the front with 
three forward players (two strikers and one winger), 
but behind the dashed line they can defend with eight 
(four midfielders and four defenders). 

If they gain possession, the blues must get the ball 
to their strikers quickly and try to score through a 
counter-attack or a fast attack, as shown [3b]. If they 
manage to cross the dashed line, the blues can attack 
with four, making it a 4v3 attack because the reds can 
only defend with three.

If the ball goes out of play, or if one team scores, 
restart the practice with the attacking team’s keeper.

 
What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the red attacking team using good 
positioning to receive between the lines and making 

[3b]

Play starts with a pass out 
from the keeper of the red 
attacking team. They set 
up in a 3-4-3 and build 
play from the back

Behind the dashed line the 
reds can only play with 
three defenders but the 
entire team can attack 
when the ball is on the 
other side of the line

The blues are the 4-4-2 
defending team. When the 
ball is behind the dashed line, 
they can defend with eight, 
but when it’s in front of it 
they can only defend from the 
front with three forwards 

When the ball goes out 
of play, or if one team 
scores, play restarts 
from the red attacking 
team’s keeper

4

1

2

3

As the reds can only 
defend behind the dashed 
line with three players, 
this makes the attack 
potentially 4v3 if the 
players recover quick 
enough

If the blues get the ball 
across the dashed line, 
they can attack with up 
to four players 

If the blue defending 
team gains possession, 
they must get the 
ball to the strikers 
quickly and try to 
score through a direct 
counter-attack 

1

2

3
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“The blue team should be encouraged to replicate as closely as  
possible the characteristics of our opponents for the next  

game, both offensively and defensively”

[4]

CARLOS CARVALHAL & LUIS NASCIMENTO 
PASSING AND EFFECTIVE POSSESSION PLAY

1a 2b

3a

3b

4

1b

2a

Chris, is there a reason to 

have the manaquins 

coloured di�erently? 

I’ve also shown the CBs 

returning to their positions.

Chris, we’re missing a blue 

in the diag.

I’m suggesting that play is 

limited to just the three 

thirds, is that correct?
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well-timed movements. They should also quickly 
switch the play to attack the weak side with a 
numerical advantage. For this we want to see good 
timing and quick forward movement from the players 
coming from behind.

When the attacking teams loses possession of 
the ball, the nearest player must immediately press 
the new ball carrier to stop him passing or dribbling 
forwards and forcing him to play under pressure; 
also important is fast support by team mates to 
mark the players tightly around the ball zone and 
block off potential passing lines, creating  
a numerical advantage around the ball. 

The attacking team’s defenders must be able to 
read the tactical situation and collectively converge 
to mark the forwards closely, in order to block off 
possible passes towards them, or in case the ball is 
uncovered, quickly lower their position to remove the 
possibility of the opponent taking advantage of the 
space behind.

We want to see the blue defending team playing 
according to the characteristics of our next 
opponents, in general lining up in a 4-4-2 formation, 
with its defensive block positioned at the entrance 
of its defensive midfield and trying to reach the goal 
through fast and direct attacks.

11v11 GAME
We set up a playing area on three quarters of the 
pitch, between the 18-yard line at one end and the 
opposite end line. We position a full size goal and a 
goalkeeper at each end.

We set up and coach the reds in a 3-4-3 formation 
and the blues set up in a 4-4-2 formation. The blues 
should be encouraged to replicate as closely as 
possible the characteristics of our opponents for the 

next game, both offensively and defensively.
We play a normal game with certain conditions. If 

the ball goes out of play on the sides, restart with 
a throw-in as normal but if the ball goes out of play 
at one end, or if one of the teams scores a goal, the 
game is always restarted by the goalkeeper selected 
by the coach in order to fulfil the objectives. There are 
no corner kicks.

The blue team is set up 
in a 4-4-2 formation

The red team is set up in 
a 3-4-3 formation

Play a normal 
game. If the ball 
goes out of play 
at one end, or if 
one team scores, 
the game is 
always restarted 
by a goalkeeper 
selected by the 
coach. There are 
no corner kicks

1 2

3
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SESSION 

POSITION-SPECIFIC 
COACHING
This is a session that we have used in 
the past with the England U20s. We 
use a specialist coaching model at 
the Football Association, with a head 
coach, an in-possession coach, an out-
of-possession coach and a goalkeeping 
coach. When we run this session, it 
tends to be during the second session 
of the day and it allows each of the 
coaches the opportunity to work with a 
small group on more position-specific 
activities. 

We think that working this way allows 
the coaches to get into more detail with 
the players and we can give them a lot 
more focus than when we are working 
with the full group. Players also like the 
increased attention from the coaches.

The players are split into the three 
position-specific groups – defenders, 
midfielders and forwards – and one 
coach works with each group. 

For the last activity, the three groups 
come together to make it a realistic 
game scenario. We don’t tend to swap 
players into different groups for specific 
functions, so for example when the 
defending activity needs forwards, we 
get some of the defenders to alternate 
as forwards for a short period.

The groups work for 20 minutes 
to start the practice and that would 
include a technical warm-up using 
balls. Then they would move into the 
positional work. 

The timings and intensity of the 
activities can be varied to control the 
workload, depending on when the 
training day is. When we last used this 
session, it was on match day -3 of a 
two-game camp.

15

“This session allows each of 
the coaches the opportunity 
to work with a small group 
on more position-specific 
activities”

Currently the manager of the England U19s, Paul 
Simpson has enjoyed considerable success with 
England youth teams, most notably when he led 
the U20s to victory in the U20 World Cup Final 
in South Korea in 2017.

As a player, Simpson started his career 
as a winger at Manchester City and he also 
represented Oxford United, Derby County, 
Wolverhampton Wanderers and Blackpool. 

He took his first steps in management when 
he was appointed player-manager of Rochdale 
in 2002. He went on to fulfil the same role at 
Carlisle United, overseeing the club’s return to 
the Football League in 2005. 

He led Carlisle to the title the following season 
and was rewarded with the LMA League Two 
Manager of the Year Award.

After a stint in the Championship with Preston 
North End, he took Shrewsbury Town to the 
2009 League Two play-off final, where they 
narrowly missed out on promotion. 

He has also managed Stockport and Northwich 
Victoria, and has enjoyed backroom coaching 
roles with Derby County and Newcastle United.

He is the holder of a Certificate in Applied 
Management, achieved at Warwickshire 
University’s business school.

MANAGER PROFILE 

PAUL SIMPSON 
ENGLAND U19s

Picture: The FA
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We set up an area of 24x20 yards with a goal and a 
goalkeeper at one end and two target players at the 
other end. We’re using six defenders, split into three 
teams. One pair are the target players and the other 
two pairs play 2v2, with one pair attacking the goal 
and the other pair defending it. 

Play starts with the target players combining with a 
square pass before playing into the attacking players, 
who must combine to get past the defending pair and 
score, as shown [1]. If the defenders win the ball, they 

can play back to the target players unopposed. 
We play for 15 minutes but teams should switch 

roles every five balls.

What are the key things to look out for?
This activity works with the defenders on 1v1s, 
2v2s and unit compactness. Players should move in 
relation to the ball, keeping ball side or goal side. One 
defender should put pressure on the ball and the 
other should cover and support. 

DEFENDERS ISOLATED PRACTICE

[1]

PAUL SIMPSON 
POSITION-SPECIFIC 
COACHING

1 4

52

3 20

1515 10

20

1515 10

20

1212
“One defender should put pressure on the ball and 

the other should cover and support”

Area:  
Up to two thirds of pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
mannequins, 4 target 
goals, 1 full size goal
Number of Players:  
Full squad

Session time:  
Warm-up: 
20mins
Isolated practices: 
15mins
Integrated practice: 
20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

The red defenders 
press to win the 
ball and if they 
suceed they 
can play it back 
to the yellow 
target players 
unopposed

Play starts 
with the yellow 
target players 
making a 
square pass 
before playing 
in to the blue 
attackers

The blue attackers must 
combine to get past the red 
defending pair and score

2

3

1
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We set up an area of 40x20 yards with a 10-yard zone 
marked out across the centre. We’re using nine players 
here divided into three teams of three but the numbers 
are adaptable depending on the size of the available 
squad. One passing team starts at each end, while the 
third team are the pressers and they start with one 
player covering the central zone and the remaining pair 
pressing in whichever end zone the ball is in.

Play starts with one of the passing teams moving the 
ball under pressure until they can find an opportunity 
to transfer it to the other end zone, but it must 
be transferred via the centre zone, with one of the 
opposite end zone players coming short to receive in 
the centre zone and then playing the ball on to his 
team mates, as shown [2a]. 

When the ball has been transferred to the opposite 

end zone, the pressing team must follow the ball but 
they must always leave one player in the central zone, 
as shown [2b].

When one of the passing teams loses possession, 
they immediately swap roles and become the new 
pressing/blocking team.

What are the key things to look out for?
This activity works with the midfielders on receiving 
and passing, with players encouraged to look forward 
and play forward. We want to see players using 
control and patience when passing 3v2. 

Players should be looking for the opportunity to play 
forwards into pockets, while the receiving player must 
show he can receive on the half turn so he can play 
the ball on to his team mates. 

MIDFIELDERS ISOLATED PRACTICE
[2a]

[2b]

PAUL SIMPSON 
POSITION-SPECIFIC COACHING

1 4

52

3 20

1515 10

20

1515 10

20

1212

1 4

52

3 20

1515 10

20

1515 10

20

1212

1

Play starts with 
one of the passing 
teams moving 
the ball under 
pressure until they 
can transfer it to 
the other end zone

The pressing team must always 
leave one player in the central zone

When the ball has 
been transferred 
to the opposite 
end zone, the 
pressing team 
must follow the 
ball and continue 
to press

When one of the passing 
teams loses possession, 
they immediately swap 
roles and become the 
pressing/blocking team

The pressing team must 
always leave one player in 
the centre zone to cover 
and screen

The ball must be 
transferred through the 
centre zone, with one of 
the opposite end zone 
players coming short 
to receive it on the half 
turn and playing it on to 
his team mates

1

2

3

2

3
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We set up a playing area in the final third of the pitch 
with a goal and goalkeeper positioned as normal. 
Outside the ‘D’ of the penalty area we set up a cone 
box with a mannequin in the centre. 

We’re using six outfield players, with a defending 
team of two playing against an attacking team made 
up on two target players and two strikers.

The two target players are in the cone box and they 
pass around the mannequin in order to create a trigger 
for one of the strikers in the penalty area to move 
from the corner of the six-yard box to receive the 
ball. The target player passes into the striker with the 
defender close by and the attackers must combine in a 

PAUL SIMPSON 
POSITION-SPECIFIC COACHING

2v2 to create a goal scoring chance, as shown [3].

What are the key things to look out for?
This activity works on the strikers receiving the ball 
with their back to goal. Players must show they can 
release, relax and receive. They should also be able to 
show they can ‘measure the pressure’; what I mean by 
this is that the forward should be able measure where 
the defender is. If he can feel the defender is tight, 
he can judge whether he can roll him or whether he 
should take another touch to either stop him or draw 
the foul. If the defender stands off, the striker must 
decide whether he can turn and face him.

ATTACKERS ISOLATED PRACTICE

[3]

1 4

52

3 20

1515 10

20

1515 10

20

1212
“The attackers should be using their bodies to pin and manipulate 

defenders in order to receive the ball with their back to goal”

The blue striker receives 
with his back to goal and 
with the red defender 
close by

The target players 
start in the cone 
box and pass around 
the mannequin to 
create a trigger for 
one of the strikers 
to move to receive 
the ball 

The attackers 
combine in a 2v2 
to create a goal 
scoring chance

2

3

1
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PAUL SIMPSON 
POSITION-SPECIFIC COACHING

INTEGRATED PRACTICE
We set up on just over half a pitch with a goal and 
a goalkeeper at one end and four target goals at 
the other end. We place a mannequin on each side 
of the pitch to create a defensive line, as shown 
[4]. We’re using 13 outfield players, split into a blue 
attacking team of seven and a red defending team 
of six. 

Play starts with a midfield 4v2 in the centre-circle 
in favour of the blue attacking team. The blues 
must pass the ball between them under pressure 
from the two reds and after they have completed 
four passes they can play forward into the front 
three. Now the front three go up against the four 
defenders to try and score, but the defenders must 
try to hold the defensive line that is shown by the 
two mannequins.

If the defenders win possession they must counter-
attack and try to score in one of the four target goals.

What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see the defenders keeping compact 
and holding the distance between one another and 
holding their defensive line, while the midfielders 
should be looking forward to play forward. 

The attackers should be using their bodies to pin 
and manipulate defenders in order to receive with 
their back to goal and turn their man to help create 
goal scoring opportunities.

If the attacking team lose the ball, we want to 
see an immediate transition to counter-press, while 
the defenders should look to counter-attack with 
carefully executed release passes.

1 4

52

3 20

1515 10

20

1515 10

20

1212

[4]

The blue front 
three go up 
against the red 
defenders and 
try to score

If the red defenders win possession they should 
counter-attack and try to score in the target goals.

The red defenders 
must try to hold the 
line shown by the two 
mannequins

The four blues 
pass the ball under 
pressure from the two 
reds. After four passes 
they can play forward 
into the front three

4

2

1

3
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After a lengthy playing career spent largely as 
a defender at Rotherham United, Paul Hurst 
retired in 2008.

Along with former team mate Rob Scott, 
he was appointed joint manager of Northern 
Premier League club Ilkeston Town in January 
2009. In their first season in charge, they led 
Ilkeston to promotion to the Conference North 
via the play-offs. They also achieved the same 
feat the following season with Boston United.

The pair joined Grimsby Town as co-managers 
in March 2011, with Hurst taking sole control of 
the team after Scott’s departure in 2013. Under 
Hurst, the club reached the play-offs on four 
consecutive occasions, before finally gaining 
promotion back to the Football League in 2016. 

He was appointed manager of League One 
side, Shrewsbury Town, in October 2016, 
spending two seasons at the club before 
becoming manager of Ipswich Town in May 2018. 
He was most recently the manager of League 
Two club, Scunthorpe United.

He has a UEFA ‘A’ coaching licence and a 
degree in Professional Sports Writing and 
Broadcasting.
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“This session really engages 
players as there is an element 
of competition attached to it”

MANAGER PROFILE 

PAUL HURST 
LMA AMBASSADOR

SESSION 

POSSESSION AND 
TRANSITION
This session involves two teams playing 
against each other but each team has a 
different objective. 

In the basic session one of the teams 
attempts to keep possession, while the 
other has to win the ball back and score 
into any of the six target goals. This then 
progresses into a small-sided game, 
using many of the same principles.

This session really engages the players 
as there is an element of competition 
attached to it and it really allows 
players to practise game-related skills, 
which include retaining possession, 
pressing, scoring and transition.

I would usually run this session once 
every one or two weeks. If our next 
game was on a Saturday, I would tend 
to run this on a Tuesday as it is quite a 
physical session.
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The pressing 
team must try 
to win the ball

Play starts with a pass 
from the coach into the 
playing area

Both teams 
have unlimited 
touches to 
begin with

We set up an area of 40x30 yards with three target 
goals positioned on each of the longer sides of the 
area. We’re using 16 outfield players, split into two 
teams of eight. The teams take it in turns to be the 
possession team or the pressing team. 

Play starts with a pass from the coach into the 
possession team, who must string eight consecutive 
passes together to score a point, as shown [1a]. 

The other team presses to win the ball and if they 
gain possession, they can score a point by finishing 
into one of the target goals, as shown [1b].

If the possession team lets the ball go out of play, 

the coach restarts with a pass to the pressing team, 
who must quickly try to score in the goal. If they 
succeed, the coach restarts play with a ball to the 
pressing team again but if they miss with their shot,  
or fail to score, the coach restarts play by serving to 
the possession team again.

In each block we play for two minutes before the 
players swap roles and play for another two minutes. 
We play four or five blocks. 

A simple progression for this activity is to limit the 
players to two touches after initially allowing them to 
have as many as they like.

POSSESSION GAME

[1a] [1b]

PAUL HURST 
POSSESSION AND 
TRANSITION
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“This session involves two teams playing against each other 
but each team has a different objective”

The possession team 
must string eight 
passes together  
to score a point

Here the pressing 
team wins the 
ball from their 
opponents 

Play always restarts 
from the coach, who 
passes into the area

If they gain possession, 
the pressing team can 
score in one of the 
target goals

Progress the game by 
limiting players to 
two-touch

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 

Area:  
Up to half a pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 
6 target goals, 
6 small goals
Number of Players:  
16 players

Session time:  
Possession game:  
25mins
Small-sided game: 
30mins

Set-up

31

24
1

2

3

4
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We set up on half a pitch, with three small goals on 
each side behind a five-yard ‘no player zone’. We’re 
using 16 outfield players split evenly into two teams 
of eight. It’s an 8v8 directional game, with each team 
defending the three goals at one end and attacking the 
three goals at the other end. 

Teams can score as normal in the goals at the end 

they are attacking, as shown [2a], but the ‘no player 
zones’ are there so that defenders cannot simply 
stand in front of the goals to prevent the attacking 
team from scoring. 

Having three goals to score in makes the attacking 
team look for the ‘open’ goals, which often leads to 
switches of play. 

SMALL-SIDED GAME
[2a]

PAUL HURST
POSSESSION AND TRANSITION

There is a ‘no 
player zone’ at 
each end to stop 
teams simply 
leaving defenders 
in front of each 
goal to block shots

Teams can score as 
normal in the goals at the 
end they are attacking

Having three 
goals to score 
in makes 
attackers 
look for the 
‘open’ goals, 
which leads 
to switches of 
play

Play an 8v8 
directional game, 
with each team 
defending the 
three goals at 
one end and 
attacking the 
three goals at 
the other end

“The team in possession has to work really hard to create 
options for the player on the ball and they must make the playing 

area as big as possible”

4

1

2

3
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Teams can also score by putting together eight 
consecutive passes, as shown [2b], and this ensures 
that the team without the ball does not just sit back 
and defend the small goals. If the attacking team 
misses with a shot, coaches can play another ball into 

PAUL HURST
POSSESSION AND TRANSITION

the attacking team. If the ball goes out of play at the 
sides, restart with a throw-in as normal.

Each game lasts four or five minutes with a couple 
of minutes’ rest between games. We play between four 
and six games.

The team 
without the ball 
should try to 
win possession 
and transition 
to attack

Teams can 
also score 
a point by 
stringing eight 
consecutive 
passes 
together

If the attackers 
miss with a 
shot, coaches 
can play 
another ball 
straight to the 
attacking team

COACHING POINTS
What are the key things to look out for?
In this session we are looking for the players in 
possession to demonstrate good control, awareness 
and an ability to pass the ball well. The team in 
possession also has to work really hard to create 
options for the player on the ball; they must make 
the playing area as big as possible in order to make 
it hard for the defending team to win possession.

The defending team initially has to work hard 
and must work together to win the ball back. On 
regaining possession, they have to quickly identify 
opportunities to score a goal. In order to do that, 
players will need to show vision. They must also 
have the ability to execute a pass and that most 
likely will involve a player making a run to get in 

a position to score. The team that initially had 
possession must now transition to defending the 
goals and then try to regain possession.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them?
Sometimes the players who have the task of 
retaining possession are often slow to react when 
they lose possession and they are slow to transition 
to defending the goals. 

Also, when the initial defending team wins the 
ball and transition to attack, they can be guilty of 
attempting to rush the pass or take the shot at goal 
when the chance to score isn’t there. 

While we encourage the team to try to score as 
quickly as possible before the opposing team can 
cover the goals, it is also important not to ‘force’ 
play and turn possession of the ball over too soon.

[2b]
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Riteesh Mishra came through the ranks as a 
young professional footballer at Nottingham 
Forest until a bad injury effectively ended his 
time as a player.

He developed his coaching career working with 
Nottingham Forest, Falkirk and the Scottish 
Football Association as an academy coach of 
boys in the U9-U14 age groups. 

He also became involved with Inspire Sport, a 
company that managed tours for school football 
teams and academy sides. That job took him to 
clubs like Valencia, Porto, Ajax, Feyenoord and 
Villarreal, where he soaked up all the coaching 
knowledge he could and learnt how coaches in 
other countries worked.

In 2014, he started working as an academy 
coach at Charlton Athletic, where he was 
eventually promoted to head coach of the 
women’s reserve team. Appointed interim 
manager of the women’s first team in January 
2016, he took on the role on a permanent basis 
in June 2016. 

Under his leadership, Charlton Athletic Women 
won the Premier League Southern Division title 
in 2018 and successfully achieved promotion to 
the FA Women’s Championship (the second tier 
of women’s football in England) after victory in 
the Premier League play-offs.

SESSION 

PLAY FORWARD 
AND SUPPORT
This training session is about creating 
opportunities to play forward passes 
into the feet of forward players, or into 
attacking space. It is also aimed at 
encouraging quick support play from 
players behind the pass in order to 
either offer secure support behind the 
ball or to join in the attack with runs 
past the ball. 

The session focuses on some key 
themes: creating the right spaces to 
pass forwards and through opponents; 
the detail of the pass forwards and the 
detail of the forward’s receiving skills; 
the quality of the supporting runs; and 
the creation of an end product.

The best things about this session is 
that it is always creating 1v1 duals, so 
the level of competition and energy 
comes from this. The focus is on 
forward play and fast support, so 
it will always create transitions and 
natural turnovers of possession, which 
in turn creates great opportunities 
to also practise the key elements of 
transition for the defensive players, 
such as defending when outnumbered, 
emergency defending, or recovery runs.

There is a clear and simple structure 
to this training session, so players can 
understand how the key themes can 
progress from small areas to a larger 
practice.

We wouldn’t run this session too 
often, because we like to have a lot of 
variety. But generally, we would work 
on this type of session in the lead up 
to a game against opponents that may 
press in midfield and forward areas, 
which would leave some space to play 
forward passes into and the space for 
supporting runs beyond.
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“There is a clear and simple 
structure to this session, 
so players can understand 
how the key themes can 
progress from small areas 
to a larger practice”
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Red and blue

• New brand blue makes little contrast with the 
player red - not ideal!

• Keeper strip also includes black to ensure it’s 
distinct.

( Perhaps blue and yellow would be a good 
compromise? ... or we revert fully to the former 
red, light blue and yellow for floating/special 
players. )
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12

15

After the 
attacking team 
has made 
three passes, 
they can play 
into the sole 
attacker in the 
main area

The attacker 
takes on the 
defender 1v1 
and tries to 
score in the 
mini goal

If the defender wins 
possession, the ball should 
be cleared out of play

3

Play a 4v2 in each possession box with the 
attacking team passing to keep the ball 
under pressure from two defenders

1

4

We set up between the penalty area and the halfway 
line, divided into two separate lengthwise playing 
areas. A possession box of 12x15 yards is marked at 
one end of each area and a mini goal is positioned 
at the other end of each area. We’re using 16 
outfield players, split into two attacking teams of 
five and two defending teams of three. We play a 
4v2 possession game in each possession box, with 
the attacking team passing to keep the ball under 

pressure from the two defenders. After the attacking 
team has made three or more passes, they can 
play forward into the one attacker in the main area, 
who is marked by a lone defender. The attacker and 
defender go 1v1 towards the mini goal. The attacker 
tries to score and the defender must try to clear the 
ball out of play, as shown [1].

The players rotate roles every two minutes or after 
every attack. We play for 20 minutes.

BREAK OUT AND SCORE

2

[1]

RITEESH MISHRA 
PLAY FORWARD 
AND SUPPORT

Area:  
Up to three quarters of 
pitch
Equipment:  
Balls, bibs, cones, 2 mini 
goals, 2 full size goals
Number of Players:  
16 players + 2 goalkeepers

Session time:  
Break out and score: 
20mins
Play forward and score: 
20mins
Small-sided game: 
20mins

Set-up

 
Ball movement 
Player movement
Dribble
Optional movement

KEY 



2626

1 4

52

3

3030

44

3030

44

3030

44

Red and blue

• New brand blue makes little contrast with the 
player red - not ideal!

• Keeper strip also includes black to ensure it’s 
distinct.

( Perhaps blue and yellow would be a good 
compromise? ... or we revert fully to the former 
red, light blue and yellow for floating/special 
players. )

12

15

12

15

We now extend the length of the area to the other 
side of the centre circle to create one large
playing area, with a possession box of 30x44 yards 
marked out at one end and the two mini goal 
remaining at the other end. 

We’re using 16 outfield players, split into two teams 
of eight. We play a 6v6 in the large possession box, 
with two players from each team in the main area. The 
team that gains possession must pass the ball under 
pressure until they can create an opportunity to play 
out to one of their team mates in the main area. The 

attackers then go 2v2 against the opposition and try 
to score in one of the mini goals, as shown [2a]. If the 
two defenders win possession they must try to clear 
the ball out of play. 

In the first progression, one or two attacking players 
are allowed to follow the ball out of the possession 
box to create an attacking overload, as shown [2b]. 

In the second progression, we now allow both a 
defender and an attacker to follow the ball out of the 
possession box, making it a 3v3 attack, as shown [2c].

We play this activity for 20 minutes.

“Making the right kind of support runs is important, as is knowing 
when to receive the ball to feet and when to receive in space”
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distinct.

( Perhaps blue and yellow would be a good 
compromise? ... or we revert fully to the former 
red, light blue and yellow for floating/special 
players. )
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The attackers go 2v2 
against their opponents 
and try to score in one 
of the goals

Play a 6v6 in the 
possession box. 
The team on the 
ball passes under 
pressure until 
creating a chance 
to play out to 
one of the two 
attackers

The defenders should 
try to win the ball and if 
they succeed, they clear 
it out of play

PLAY FORWARD AND SCORE1 4
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[2a]

[2b] [2c]In the first progression, one 
or two attacking players are 
allowed to follow the ball 
out of the possession box to 
create an attacking overload

In the second progression, 
both a defender and an 
attacker are allowed to 
leave the possession box

This 
makes 
it a 3v3 
attack

2

3

1 1

1

2

RITEESH MISHRA 
PLAY FORWARD AND SUPPORT
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We set up a pitch from one 18-yard line to the other 
18-yard line, coned off the width of the penalty area. 
The playing area is marked into thirds. 

We’re using 16 outfield players, split evenly into two 
teams of eight and we position a goal and a goalkeeper 
at each end. We play an 8v8 game, as shown [3], with 
players encouraged to start and restart play in their 
own positional zones (for instance, midfielders would  
start in the central zone).

RITEESH MISHRA 
PLAY FORWARD AND SUPPORT

We ask players to put into practice what they have 
learnt in the session, but if it’s felt necessary, we can 
restrict them to operating only in their own positional 
zones in order to encourage players to play forward.

We can progress this game to allow supporting 
attacking runs and defensive recovery runs between 
zones. In the final progression of the game, we would 
play with free movement and remove all restrictions.

We would play this small-sided game for 20 minutes.

SMALL-SIDED GAME

[3]

COACHING POINTS 
What are the key things to look out for?
We want to see defenders and midfielders making 
angles to receive, in order to create passing lanes 
forwards and to draw opposition defenders. They 
should adopt the correct body shape and ‘feel’ for 
their marker to encourage them to turn and play 
forward where possible. The speed of the forward 
pass is also very important.

We want to see strikers adopting the correct 
body shape and angle to receive the pass and to 
see that their first touch is always directed away 
from pressure. 

Making the right kind of supporting runs is 
important, as is knowing when to receive the ball 
to feet and when to receive in space. 

Strikers should also ‘feel’ for the defender, to 
encourage them to turn and go 1v1 and not just 
wait for their supporting players.

What are the typical mistakes players might 
make and how do I avoid them? 
We often see forward players coming too close 
to the ball to receive. They do this because they 
are too eager and this makes the space too tight. 
To solve this, we encourage them to stay high 
and pin their defender, or we enforce this habit 
by restricting them to a zone that they must stay 
inside, because we want to encourage the pass to 
be made through this space. 

Players often try to force the pass forwards or 
play over the opposition. To remedy this, we need to 
work on the patience of possession, the movement 
of support players to try to create forward passing 
lanes, and work on some specific technical details 
such as disguised passes and body shape to pass 
forward, to make it harder to read the forward pass.

Sometimes players make too many run beyond 
the ball, leaving us exposed and not protected if the 
forward pass is cut out. So, we will work on specific 
rules for the number of players to support.
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The midfielders 
push up to 
support the 
play

The forwards 
make support 
runs to give 
the receiving 
player some 
attacking 
options

3

4
Play starts 
from the 
goalkeeper. 
Play an 8v8 
game plus 
keepers

Players put into 
practice what they 
have learnt in the 
session. Here a 
midfielder plays the 
ball forward

1

2
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As a sport psychologist who once competed as 
a professional sportsman, I’ve long argued that 
performance in sport is heavily influenced by 
feelings. How players feel when they run onto the 
pitch matters. Feelings of excitement, of intensity, 
of confidence, of readiness – these are must-have 
feelings that make the difference between an okay 
game and a great game, between a great game and an 
outstanding game. 

Players generate many of these performance 
feelings through the atmosphere on game day. This 
buzz is drawn from the passion of the crowd: the 
songs of home fans supporting their team and the 

PLAYING BEHIND 
CLOSED DOORS

chants of away supporters vilifying the opposition. It’s 
built from sights as well as sounds, a sea of colourful 
club shirts, of flags being waved and banners strewn 
across the stands. 

These are the sights and sounds that hit the players 
on game day; the sights and sounds that drive their 
excitement and anticipation for the challenge ahead. 
However, players now find themselves playing in a very 
different set of circumstances. Playing behind closed 
doors is the reality right now, and it threatens to play 
havoc with the player experience. Gone are the fans 
and with them the noise and atmosphere. We’re left 
with empty stadiums and an uncomfortable silence.

HOW DO YOU PREPARE FOOTBALLERS FOR PLAYING IN EMPTY STADIUMS? SPORTS 
PSYCHOLOGIST DAN ABRAHAMS SUGGESTS THEY SHOULD PUT THEIR GAME FACE ON

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY
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GETTING PLAYERS READY
So how can we help players ready themselves to 
compete in an environment lacking these usual 
external cues? 

Sport science has an uneasy relationship with 
feelings. They’re tough to measure! But when you ask 
players to describe themselves at their best they’ll 
often talk in terms of feelings: “I felt confident”, “I felt 
focused”, “I felt strong”. 

Interestingly, words that relate to feelings are often 
action-based. For example, players can feel dominant 
and act with dominance. Players can feel sharp and be 
sharp. Players can feel lively and be lively. This leads 
me to introduce you to a really simple psychological 
technique that takes advantage of the relationship 
between feelings and actions. 

Simply, ask players to think about (and picture) 
their very best games and have them describe these 
games to you in detail. Once they’ve done this, help 
them come up with a couple of action-based words 
that resemble them at their best – some action 
based words they can do and be and act out on the 
pitch. Here’s some examples:

• Alert & Alive
• Relentless & Dominant
• Calm & Focused

GAME DAY 
In the days leading up to a match players should 
spend a little time picturing their game face as part 
of their preparation. They should mentally rehearse 
competing in the style of their game face and 
executing the responsibilities in their role in their 
game face. This process can help them feel mentally 
ready to compete and it will give them a better chance 
to summon up the kind of performance feelings they 
usually experience during a match.

On game day itself players can set themselves the 

SPORT PSYCHOLOGY

“Players now find themselves 
playing in a very different set of 
circumstances. Playing behind 
closed doors is our reality 
right now”

These aren’t alter-egos, these are authentic high 
performing personas. Every player will pick different 
action-based words according to their unique 
personality and playing style. They will be individual 
to them and they will have a powerful affect because 
the words are drawn from their memory and from 
personal experiences of competing. This results in an 
on-pitch blueprint that players can use no matter the 
conditions.

This is a mental technique that I like to call a game 
face and it can help players prepare to play behind 
closed doors and to deal with the complete lack of 
atmosphere on game day itself. 

goal of starting and staying in their game face no 
matter what. They can talk to themselves to remind 
them to stick to their game face. And they can use 
their body language to be, do, act and enact their 
game face as the match unfolds. Despite the quiet 
in the stands, and in spite of a lack of atmosphere, 
players can draw on their game face to retain the 
performance feelings they need to high perform.

With a game face in place, players have the 
opportunity to compete with the kind of performance 
feelings that underpin the qualities you want to see in 
your players: the ability to scan and anticipate; to be 
first to the ball or first into space; to cover back or get 
forward quickly; to press; to execute with precision. 

The picture perfect? A silent stadium but your 
eleven players ignoring the hush. Eleven players 
competing in their game face. Eleven players brimming 
with high performance feelings. Eleven players 
competing like nothing has changed. 
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When I first got the offer to manage Leeds I said, 
‘you must be joking!’ 
I was at Sheffield Wednesday at the time and we 
were fifth in the First Division [the top tier], while 
Leeds were second from bottom in the division below, 
struggling with huge debts. However, over the course 
of a month I had conversations with chairman Leslie 

A CAREER IN 
MANAGEMENT

Silver, which resulted in me producing a long-term 
vision for the club. That included buying back the 
club’s ground, which it didn’t own at the time, building 
a new training ground and creating the first academy, 
in partnership with a local school. 

My time with Leeds is the period I look back on with 
most pride, and not only because of what we achieved 

LMA CHAIRMAN HOWARD WILKINSON DISCUSSES HIS LONG CAREER IN FOOTBALL 
MANAGEMENT AND COACH EDUCATION

INTERVIEW

Howard Wilkinson has had a long and very successful career in football management, winning the First Division 
Championship with Leeds United. He remains the last English manager to win the top-flight, winning the final 
campaign before it became the Premier League. He also acted as caretaker manager for the England side twice 
and since then the LMA Chairman has committed himself to the development of professional coach education. 
Here, he shares some of his insights from a lifetime at the heart of the game.



3131

– we won promotion in my first season, came fourth 
in the league the following year, then took the First 
Division Championship title the season after. The pride 
I feel is more because of the 360-degree nature of my 
involvement in the club – I was given full autonomy to 
put my plan into action and got to see a lot of it come 
to fruition. That doesn’t happen these days; it was 
pretty rare back then. 

If I could, I’d have delayed our Championship win 
by a year or more. 
I’d say, ‘let’s slow things down, do it when we’re better 
prepared to meet the demands we’ll face’. When 
you’ve had good times, expectations get very high and 
sometimes it’s just not possible to keep pace. I could 
see that we had players who were reaching their peak 
and youngsters coming through who weren’t quite 
ready. 

We finished poorly the season after we became 
English champions and it was a difficult time. I was 
dealing with the feeling of disappointment and seeing 
things apparently eroding, when I knew that behind 
the scenes they weren’t; in fact, they were starting 
to take shape. We had some really good youngsters 
coming through – the likes of Gary Speed, David Batty, 
Jonathan Woodgate, Harry Kewell, Alan Smith, Ian 
Harte, and others who all went on to play for their 
country. But football is about winning and there aren’t 
too many fans prepared to say ‘it’ll be okay eventually’ 
when their team just lost. 

You get better at dealing with challenging times. 
It’s easy to fall into the trap of reacting very quickly 
in these moments, but you have to take time out, 
not just to relax but to step back from the situation 
and find some sense in it. You have to look ahead 
rather than back. I found that by the time I’d moved 
to Sheffield Wednesday from Notts County, five or six 
years into my management career, I was able to get a 
better perspective on things. 

Analytics can help you to see things as they 
really are. 
Sometimes following a defeat you can look at the 
stats and see that your performance was good enough 
to have won the game, and vice versa. Football 
comes at the very open end of the closed/open skills 
continuum and that means it becomes more subject 
to chance, so if you manage enough games you’ll find 
that you don’t win up to 40 per cent of the games that 
match stats indicate you should have. 

Moving to a structured academy system took 
time and effort. 
When I became FA technical director, academies were 
a key part of our vision for English male and female 
football, from grassroots right through to the England 
senior team. I spoke to nearly every manager in the 

INTERVIEW

“I was given full autonomy 
to put my plan into action at 
Leeds and got to see a lot of it 
come to fruition”

four leagues and a lot of the chairmen, many of whom 
weren’t convinced of this more organised, but more 
restrictive, way of developing young players. Thank 
goodness we got there eventually. 

Just doing coaching courses doesn’t make you a 
manager. 
Qualifications and awards don’t earn you critical 
respect and trust; this has to be built brick by brick. 
Courses give you the basics, help you to see the 
bigger picture; they help you understand how people 
learn. Today, a lot of a manager’s best work happens 
nowhere near the pitch. Successful managers need 
a whole range of people skills. It is not enough to 
have great ideas; what really counts is understanding 
how to use those ideas to develop and improve your 
players, because you succeed or fail by them. You 
constantly have to think about how your decisions will 
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impact on them, on the pitch, in the dressing room 
and beyond. The deal is, I make you a better player, 
you make me a better manager. 

That means really getting to know your people. 
You have to identify their strengths and weaknesses. 
That helps you to understand why they are the way 
they are and why they act as they do. It also helps if 
you can identify the personality types that you have in 
the dressing room. Who are the leaders? They create 
energy.

Which people contribute to success in a 
collaborative way, and which are the followers who 
feed off that energy? Finally, are there renegades in 
the team who are draining the energy away? 

If you want to know the importance of 
preparation, talk to the military. 
Their 360-degree preparation when it comes to 
leadership is unbelievable. Early on in my career I 
got to know a fan of Sheffield Wednesday who was 
a Royal Marine Commando. I asked if I could visit a 
training centre, then when I was FA Technical Director 
I was lucky enough to visit Sandhurst. I watched part 
of an officer recruitment course and asked a tutor 
what their biggest challenge was. They said, “If our 
leaders make mistakes, people die,” which really put 
things into perspective. Their future leaders have to be 
as prepared as possible with that potential outcome. 

The same thinking should apply for managers. 
Our research shows that most first-time managers 
don’t get a second chance; few survive past the 75 
game mark. Despite this, you have to be able to go 
to work every day convinced you’ll be at the club for 
a long time, while understanding that you might lose 
your job tomorrow. This is incredibly difficult, but is 
essential if you’re to get the best out of yourself and 
your players. 

Without that long-term view you become very 
reactive, dealing only with the present. The problem 
is reactive decisions aren’t always the best decisions. 

INTERVIEW

“You have to be able to 
go to work every day 
convinced you’ll be at the 
club for a long time”

If you go to a club that’s in the relegation zone your 
immediate task is clear, but even then your people 
will be better able to achieve that if they understand 
the plan and the way forward. Their buy in is critical. 
They need to trust you and recognise that it’s a shared 
process, because that enables you to work in a much 
more structured way. Unity and a strong dressing 
room are crucial. 

The LMA has a very strong dressing room. 
It’s being tested now more than ever and our team 
has been incredible in adapting and rising to the Covid 
challenge. I know as Chairman of the LMA that the 
association is always looking to add to its wide range 
of services to meet the ever-changing needs of its 
members. 

A large part of that is addressing the challenges 
associated with the short-termism in the game. In 
particular, that means helping those looking to embark 
on a career in management to equip themselves with 
as many relevant skills and as much knowledge as 
possible. You have to be prepared. But also, the LMA 
provides numerous opportunities for all members, 
regardless of experience, to learn and develop 
throughout their careers. To continuously look to 
adapt and improve is critical in this profession.
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“I wish I’d had it when I started coaching”
Sir Alex Ferguson

“A fantastic magazine”
Arsène Wenger

“l look forward to receiving every issue”
Jose̓  Mourinho

WIN BETTER
THE WORLD'S MOST EXTENSIVE LIBRARY OF PROFESSIONAL 

COACHING SESSIONS AT YOUR FINGERTIPS

elitesoccercoaching.net 

CELEBRATING 10 YEARS AS THE COACHES’ CHOICE
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